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Abstract 

Most organizations of today are more or less influenced by the globalization. This 

phenomenon has led to that changes belong to the everyday concern of companies in order 

to be ahead of the competition. Simultaneously, when it comes to discussions about change 

failures and successes, it mainly is the top management standing in the spotlight. 

Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to take a glance backstage of organizational changes 

while focusing on middle management. The purpose of this research is to examine how the 

middle manager can become a change agent and what contributions this new role can bring 

to the company. A glimpse on the historical evolution of the middle manager´s role and 

status helps to identify the underlying causes for the existing stereotype of this management 

group as well as the reasons for why middle management seems to belong to the „forgotten 

breed‟ in organizations. Furthermore, the concept of changes and change management is 

outlined in order to clarify why changes fail and how those failures can be prevented with 

the help of a change agent. Based on this theoretical framework, the potential of middle 

managers acting as change agents is discussed. Additionally, due to the fact that the middle 

manager‟s role as a change agent is not fully recognized yet, an own developed concept is 

outlined. This model is created as a result of empirical research in terms of interviews with 

consultants as well as extensive literature studies within this research area. The concept 

demonstrates how a middle manager can become a change agent and which contributions 

this new role can bring to the organization. Overall, it can be concluded from the research 

that it is time for organizations to recognize the potential of middle managers; they are the 

ones who can make changes happen.  

 

Keywords: middle management, organizational changes, change management, involvement, 

change agent
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Whoever desires constant success  

must change his conduct  
with the times. 

(Niccolo Machiavelli) 

 

I Introduction 

In this chapter the focus of our research field will be presented, which is followed by our 

research question. In addition, we will discuss the importance of our study and the legitimacy 

for our choice of research area. Further, an overview of our research process will be outlined, 

in order to finalize the chapter with the limitations and the target group of this thesis. 

1 Research problem 

The aim of this thesis is to analyze the research area that concerns the role of middle 

managers in change processes within organizations. Interest for this topic arose due to the 

fact that it often is the top management standing in the spotlight when it comes to 

organizational success stories or failures. This fact made us thoughtful as it takes more 

than the top of the company to reach a certain outcome according to us. After reading some 

introductory literature about middle management, we recognized the different opinions and 

viewpoints that are being discussed in this field. The impression that middle managers are 

being undermined or taken for granted in organizations and thereby more or less have 

gained the status of the „forgotten breed‟ became more and more evident to us. In 

connection to this, informal discussions with teachers, business people and consultants 

confirmed the importance of our topic and motivated us to go deeper into this research field.  

 

Literature shows that the evolution of the status and role of middle managers has changed 

during the last decades. Simultaneously, it has been realized by us that a lot of theories 

about middle management from the 1980s until today are evident. Nevertheless, the 

literature lacks a clear and precise definition about this management layer. Some scholars 

discuss middle managers as important contributors for the organization, at the same time 

as others claim that middle managers are redundant. Floyd and Wooldridge (1994) for 

instance claim, that 20 per cent of the job losses that occurred since 1988 have concerned 

middle managers. Furthermore, Huy (2001) points out that middle managers often are 

stereotyped and described as inflexible and unimaginative bureaucrats. Additionally, the 

middle manager is frequently referred to as being change resistant as explained by Floyd 

and Wooldridge (1994). However, these authors just aim to make the reader aware of the 

fact that this picture of the middle manager exists; their own standpoint is rather of the 

opposite due to that they notice a lot of potential in the middle management itself. 
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Especially in the older literature, the function of middle managers was described as 

controllers and quality inspectors and these requirements are not needed today due to that 

the controlling function of middle managers is replaced by technology systems (Drucker, 

1988, Hammer & Champy, 1993). However, the role of middle managers is still vital. More 

updated research shows that middle managers constitute an important asset for the 

organization; nonetheless it has been discussed in literature and in practice that the middle 

manager often is confined by top management. Jackson and Humble (1994) claim that the 

old image of the middle manager as a controller has to be diminished; they should rather be 

considered as a combination of teacher, cheerleader and liberator. These characteristics 

become especially important in change processes as it is claimed by Huy (2001), who 

regards the middle manager as an important contributor in terms of organizational change 

implementations. In today´s globalized world, every industry is in need of changes in order 

to stay competitive and the involvement of the entire personnel becomes an integral part in 

order to accomplish successful organizational changes (Kanter, 2003). 

 

The typologies and dimensions of changes are complex, but irrespective of that, all changes 

have to be managed and implemented within an organization. Studies show that a lot of 

changes fail within the praxis and the reasons for that are manifold. Beer and Nohria 

(2000a) explain that 70 per cent of all change programs fall short and therefore a better 

understanding for changes is required in order to implement changes in a more successful 

manner. Huy (2001) explains that the middle manager could be a good communicator for 

changes. Moreover, the middle manager is regarded as important due to the fact that he or 

she has the ability to see the „whole‟ organizational picture as a result of the closer 

relationship to the employees compared to the more distanced senior manager. On the 

contrary, some scholars claim that middle managers are an obstacle for changes within 

organizations and therefore they are often not being involved in the change process. 

(Scarbrough & Burrell, 1996, Dopson & Neumann, 1998) Peter Cheese, a former top 

consultant at Accenture1, explains that top leaders often disregard the middle management 

and fail in rewarding or recognizing them. Additionally, it is explained that middle managers 

frequently lack support from senior management, simultaneously as misleading directions 

are communicated during the change process (Cheese, 2010a).  

1.1 Research question 

As mentioned, there is no clear picture or understanding about the role of middle managers, 

neither in theory nor in practice. Further, we live in a time and in a society where rapid 

changes constitute an everyday concern for most businesses. Therefore, we want to combine 

these two phenomena in order to create a bridge between the two fields; middle 

management and organizational changes.  

                                              
1 Accenture is a global management consulting, technology services and outsourcing company helping clients to 

become high-performance businesses and governments (Accenture, 2010). 
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Our aim is to provide a solution for the following research question:  

The middle manager as a change agent – How is it possible? 

What contributions does this role bring to the organization? 

2 The legitimacy of the research 

We can identify several reasons for the legitimacy of our research field. Surveys about 

middle managers and their authority within organizations have been conducted by 

researchers like Huy (2001), Osterman (2009) as well as Balogun (2003) and show the 

importance and actuality of our chosen topic. Furthermore, these researchers as well as 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1982 & 1984) add the potential middle managers have as „change 

agents‟, „change masters‟, „change intermediaries‟ or „change contributors‟. Moreover, the 

different consultants being in contact with confirmed the importance of our chosen research 

topic. Peter Cheese for instance, listed amongst the "Top 25 Consultants" for 2008 

confirmed us the legitimacy for our research field when he wrote: “I think we have a lot to do 

in most organizations in developing middle managers. Part of their role will always be making 

change happen - change cannot just go from top to bottom, but in too many organizations we 

have done a poor job in building the skills of middle managers to effectively manage and 

understand change, and also to recognize and reward them for this” (Cheese, 2010a). By this 

statement it becomes clear that change management and middle management are in close 

connection to each other and that there is a lot of hidden potential in the middle layer of an 

organization; the task that remains for the top layer is to train them in the right way and to 

create an understanding for the change per se. Here the importance of consultants becomes 

visible, due to the fact that they can take on the task of training the middle manager at the 

same time as they can make the top management aware of this vital duty. 

 

This research can moreover be justified in general terms. The globalization process around 

the world has led to an ever changing environment to which organizations have to adapt in 

order to stay competitive. Furthermore, the shift from a manufacturing based economy 

towards a knowledge based economy has led to changes in organizations as well as their 

management and leadership approach (Drucker 1988 & 2008). Additionally, a generation 

shift is occurring where baby boomers2 and the younger generation X3 and Y4 have to cope 

with each other; leading to further organizational changes due to the fact that they 

constitute differing cultures and have different demands in the workplace (Hewlett, Sherbin 

& Sumberg, 2009). 

                                              
2 Baby boom generation is born 1946-1964 during Post-World War II (Simons, 2010). 
3 Generation X is born 1965-1976 (Simons, 2010). 
4 Generation Y is born 1977-1998 (Simons, 2010). 
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Thus, it is of outmost importance for organizations to handle such changes successfully in 

order to stay competitive. Organizations have to be aware of the fact that changes are 

necessary and inevitable in today‟s world and the biggest challenge for companies is to 

manage them in the right way. Already Charles Darwin said that “It is not the strongest of 

the species that survives, nor the most intelligent that survives. It is the one that is the most 

adaptable to change.“ (Charles Darwin, 1809-1882).  

We believe that middle managers can play an important role in this context as they have a 

lot of potential to manage changes in a successful manner. Organizations have to become 

aware of this fact in order to get the most out of their workforce during change processes 

and thereby being able to withstand the pressures from outside the organization. 

3 The research concept 

The empirical research is based on our „lighthouse approach‟, which has the aim to describe 

the middle manager‟s role in organizational changes from different perspectives; in our 

study being presented from the consultant‟s point of view. Various experiences and 

narratives from the consultants will be outlined, with each story covering the middle 

manager‟s role during organizational changes.  

Due to the fact that the demand for consultants is growing in the rapid changing 

environment of today, their profession is becoming a vital part of operating organizations. 

Out of this reason we decided to conduct our empirical research from the consultancy 

perspective. The European Federation of Management Consultancies Associations (FEACO 

2010) conducted a survey on the European consulting market in the year 2008, which 

proved the fact that the consulting market is growing continuously; with the business 

consulting service constituting the largest segment. Moreover, we have realized that our 

chosen research field has not been discussed from a consultancy perspective to a very wide 

extent yet. Nevertheless, we believe that this standpoint is important and justified as the 

consultant can provide us as researchers with an objective point of view about the middle 

manager‟s role in companies. The consultant is able to see the whole picture of the 

organizational context and has a broader perspective of the change situation within the 

organization. Moreover, as a result of the consultant‟s broader view of the change situation 

he or she can provide us with more information than a middle manager, at the same time as 

the consultant reports from an objective point of view due to his external position. On the 

contrary, the middle manager can only speak from his or her own perspective and thereby a 

subjective story is created. 

3.1 The research process 

To facilitate the reader with an answer to our research question of how the middle manager 

can act as a change agent and what this role contributes to in organizational changes, we 
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need certain aspects to be covered and discussed. Figure 1 below outlines the integral parts 

of this dissertation, simultaneously as the figure serves as an overview of the performed 

research process that is needed and vital to go through in order to meet the research 

objective and to solve the research question per se. 

 

 

Figure 1: The research process 

Source: constructed by the authors 
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After having outlined the background and aim of our study, the methodology that has been 

implemented during this thesis will be presented. Here, the systems view of Arbnor & 

Bjerke (2009) will stand in focus as well as the methodological procedures for the empirical 

research that have been used. In the forthcoming chapter, a theoretical framework about 

middle management and its evolution of their status will be outlined, followed by theories 

about changes and change management. In addition, a bridge between these theoretical 

frameworks will be created in order to present the concept of the middle manager‟s role in 

organizational changes today. The empirical chapter presents and analyzes the data that 

has been collected through the interviews with four consultants. From these case studies 

different themes emerged, which will be discussed and analyzed in connection with the 

outlined theories. Every theme reflects a paradox that has to be considered in order to solve 

our research problem; the middle manager as change agent. In connection, an own 

developed theory will be outlined, which emerged through literature studies and the 

empirical research process. The thesis will be finalized with a short conclusion as well as 

future recommendations for further research within the outlined study area.  

4 Limitations 

This research has been limited towards merely conducting our empirical study with 

consultants. The personal viewpoint from top management, middle management and 

employees has been disregarded due to that we aim to gain a new insight about the middle 

manager‟s role as a change agent- the consultant‟s perspective. Furthermore, in the existing 

literature many studies have been done with middle managers and top-managers although 

very few with consultants. Additionally, we have limited our empirical research towards four 

in-depth interviews as we regard this as sufficient in order to answer our research question 

and to let the picture of the middle manager as a change agent slightly emerge for the 

reader. However, the picture of the middle manager as a change agent can only emerge 

through a combination between theory and case studies. Moreover, the extensive amount of 

literature concerning changes and change management made limitations in this area to a 

necessity. 

5 The target group  

Like mentioned previously, there is a lot of literature on the market about middle- and 

change management. However, it is interesting, that the major part of the existing literature 

about middle management is from the 1980´s and 1990´s. This fact was an additional 

trigger for doing a more updated research within this area. Certainly, we have the more 

updated research from Huy (2001), Balogun (2003 & 2004), Osterman (2009) et al. 

available, who point out the problem with middle managers as well as the underestimated 

power of this management layer. Therefore, our aim is to build up on their findings in order 



I INTRODUCTION 

 

7 

 

to show from a consultancy perspective how middle managers can act as change agents 

within organizations. This gives rise to our first target group for the thesis; business 

consultants. 

 

We aim to solve our research question with the help of empirical studies by doing interviews 

with different consultants, by which we will obtain a broader picture about how experts 

experienced the involvement of middle managers in change situations. Based on the 

empirical findings and the theoretical background from the literature we want to point out 

how the role of a middle manager as a change agent is possible and what this role 

contributes to during organizational changes. Nowadays, an increasing number of 

companies contact consulting firms in order to solve specific problems or to handle changes 

that are necessary in order to stay competitive. Our research result can be a good support 

for consultants as it may show how the middle management layer can play an integral part 

in organizational changes. 

 

Every consultant that was being interviewed by us showed a great interest in our chosen 

research field, at the same time as some of the interviewees explained that they have not 

been thinking in terms of that the middle management can constitute a vital contributor in 

organizational changes. Consequently, the concept that we are going to develop can be used 

by consultants when they are hired by companies in order to manage changes. If 

consultants know how they can use and involve the middle management more effectively as 

change agents, the outcome for a successful change will probably be higher for the 

organization per se. 

 

Further target groups for this thesis are HR-professionals and the top-management of 

organizations. By mentioning the underlying problems of change management, we will make 

top-managers and HR-professionals more aware of the fact that middle managers are 

important and should be recognized. The result of our thesis work could also constitute an 

additional benefit for a company if they identify the potential that middle managers can have 

as change agents.  
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If we knew what we were doing 
 it wouldn't be research. 

(Albert Einstein) 

II Methodology 

In this chapter the reader is provided with a pre-understanding about doing research, followed 

by arguments for the chosen methodological view, the „system approach‟. This approach will 

be used in order to achieve our research answer. Additionally, we will provide a detailed 

explanation to our research strategy, the „lighthouse approach‟; followed by the chosen data 

collection methods as well as the approach being used for the data analysis process.  

1 The process of knowledge creation  

The purpose of a research most often differs and is dependent on the researcher‟s field of 

interest. According to Arbnor & Bjerke (2009) the aim of a research project is either to create 

knowledge in order to explain a phenomenon or to create knowledge in order to understand 

a certain phenomenon. From the scientific point of view the explanation of a research 

problem is reached by causality and/or by finality. The perspective of understanding tries to 

interpret a certain research field and is based on our own understanding of a situation 

(Arbnor & Bjierke 2009). Also Ghauri & Grønhaug, (2005) classified research designs that 

have various purposes; the exploratory, descriptive as well as the casual design. Explorative 

research considers the collection of as much knowledge and information about a research 

field as possible in order to present a comprehensive view of the research area. In 

descriptive studies the problem is structured and a lot of information about the problem 

already exists. Casual research is well structured as is the descriptive study, but 

additionally the aim is to answer cause and effect related questions.  

Fisher (2004) points out that the research purpose also depends on the issue whether a 

researcher wants to obtain a broad situation within a research field or an in-depth 

understanding of particular situations within a study area. A broadened view refers to 

obtaining a representative result, whereas a deepened understanding concerns an in-depth 

insight to the topic, for which case studies are the most suitable method to choose.  

Our aim is to analyze and understand the role of a middle manager within organizational 

change processes. Therefore we are going to create our own understanding, based on theory 

and empirical findings, in order to create a significant knowledge. This can also be described 

as a creation of a deeper understanding within one special field. 

The purpose of the research project as well as the chosen topic is crucial in order to find the 

right research approach. Furthermore, it is to think about the role the researcher will have 
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in the study. This role is also dependent on both the research approach as well as the 

relationship between the study field and the researcher itself. Fisher (2004) discusses four 

different research roles; „the judge‟, „the academic‟, the „covert participant observer‟ as well 

as the „fly on the wall‟. 

In the research for our dissertation we will acquire the role of the academic due to the fact 

that we will study four different case studies without any involvement in the phenomenon 

per se. Nevertheless, by having this research role we have to be aware of that the 

consultants who provide us with the cases may try to influence us in a specific direction in 

order to advertise their individual consulting approaches. Therefore, it is good to have more 

than one case to get a more objective and multifaceted picture from the consultants‟ 

perspective about the middle managers role in organizational changes. 

2 Research approach 

For creating business knowledge different ways of approaching problems, phenomena, ideas 

etc exist. Therefore, methodology as a mode of thinking and acting (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009) 

provides different perspectives and methodological views. The choice of the appropriate 

methodology approach depends on certain relations as shown in figure 2. 

Arbnor & Bjerke (2009) explain that each human, as a creator of knowledge, has ultimate 

presumptions and understandings of his or her environment. This way of different thinking 

and differing assumptions influences the way we see problems and develop solutions for it. 

The relation between the ultimate presumptions and the use of methodological views is 

bridged by the „paradigm concept‟. This concept describes the assumptions of the researcher 

which are important to consider when doing research. It consists of the concept of Reality, 

the concept of Science, the Scientific Ideal, and the Ethic and Aesthetics viewpoints.  

The methodological views are on the one hand dependent on reality presumptions, on the 

other hand the methodological views have to fit with the study area. The „operative 

paradigm' relates the methodological approach to a study area. Different methodologies, 

problem formulations, study plans, methods, techniques and study areas have to become 

an integrated whole (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). Methodology is explained by the „methodical 

procedures‟, the arranging and developing of for example theories in a methodological 

approach. Here it is determined by the chosen methodological view and the character of the 

study area which technique to use. The questions of „When, Where, How and Why‟ are 

considered to be helpful instruments for deciding upon the right technique. The „methodic‟ 

is the second factor that explains the concept of methodology and refers to the discussion 

about when a technique becomes a method because of its relating and arranging to the 

study plan; any technique is worthless until it has turned into a method (Arbnor & Bjerke, 

2009). 
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Figure 2: The central function of methodology  
Source: Arbnor & Bjerke 2009 

As pointed out, the methodological approach has to fit with the study area as well as with 

the ultimate presumptions of the knowledge creator. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) discuss three 

different methodological views that have to be considered and understood before choosing 

the right and most adequate alternative. 

 

 The Analytical View 

 The Systems View 

 The Actors View 

The main aim of the analytical and systems approach is to create knowledge in order to 

explain certain phenomena. Therefore, the creator of knowledge subtracts unimportant facts 

and circumstances in both approaches in order to build models that can be described as 

simplified pictures of reality. The systems approach can create knowledge in order to 

understand instead of only giving explanations. While building models, the researcher for 

instance adds metaphors or narratives for representing. The aim of the actors approach is to 

create knowledge in order to understand and interpret reality as a social construct. This 

view does not only represent reality, its focus is to constitute it. Compared to the analytical 

and systems approach where the researcher can create knowledge by himself, the actors 

approach is focused on having dialogues with actors in order to create knowledge (Arbnor & 

Bjerke, 2009). 

 The Analytical View 

Based on existing theories and techniques, the analytical approach starts by formulating a 

hypothesis that describes possible cause-effect relations. By using the strategies of 

induction, deduction and/or verification, knowledge is created. The analytical approach 

looks on operational definitions as ideals for doing research. The conception of reality of this 

view is „factive‟ and consists of summative components; independent of the knowledge 

creator´s subjective opinions and beliefs of this objective reality. The roots of the analytical 

view originate from analytical philosophy (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). 
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 The Systems View 

Here, the creation of knowledge does not become as general as in the analytical view. It is 

related to one or several types of systems that explain the system-dependent knowledge. In 

order to explain or understand certain phenomena, the systems view accepts that a given 

product can be achieved by different producers as well as that a given product can lead to 

different products. The conception of reality is „factive‟ and consists of wholes that are 

constructed as systems. The roots of this approach are based on the systems theory, holism 

and structuralism (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). 

 The Actors View 

In this approach the creation of knowledge is accomplished by creative activities in order to 

attack new problems, interpretations, understandings etc. The concept of reality of the 

actors approach is dependent on the creator of knowledge. Reality exists only as a social 

construction and is constantly confirmed and developed because of interactions. The 

construction of the social reality and the constructive interpretive procedures are guided by 

meta-theories. The actors view has its roots in social phenomenology (Arbnor & Bjerke, 

2009). 

 The Concept of Complementarity 

Despite the previous mentioned facts, it is important to keep in mind that the combination 

of the three methodological views is impossible according to Bjerke and Arbnor (2009). Due 

to the different beliefs in reality and consequently the different ultimate presumptions of the 

environment (e.g. objective or constructive), a mix of the three approaches would lead to a 

lack of consistency, stringency and credibility. Nevertheless, the methodological principle of 

complementarity provides the opportunity to use some of the three approaches and its 

techniques/methods as a „transformative operator‟ in order to attain a sustainable creation 

of knowledge (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). This means that when transferring concepts, 

theories, data, models and/or interpretations from one methodological view to another one, 

a transformation becomes necessary. 

3 The systems view applied on a business context 

The systems view aims to provide knowledge in order to explain a certain phenomenon from 

reality and is based on an outside perspective, which means that it is the creator of 

knowledge giving the explanations. The systems‟ view reality is explained and understood as 

systems, consisting of both objective as well as subjective facts. When explaining a systems 

model, the creator of knowledge deals with a factual situation, whereas the understanding of 

a systems interpretation additionally contains the creator‟s of knowledge own understanding 

and interpretation. It is important to be aware of that every action within the system will 

affect the next action and that every part within the system is interrelated; synergy is the 
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main characteristic of the systems view. The creator of knowledge gains information not only 

from the individual parts of the system but also from the construction of all the components 

together. In giving the most acceptable explanation or understanding of a certain setting the 

total picture of the system should be considered. Moreover, as a researcher it is important to 

be aware of that one part of the system cannot be removed or disregarded without risking 

that the whole picture will be influenced of the change (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). 

In the systems view, the creator of knowledge furthermore aims to find out which factors will 

influence the whole system; a different approach compared to the analytical view, which 

aims to look at single-dimensional casual relations (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). This means 

that instead of looking at cause-effect as in the analytical view, the systems approach works 

with producer-product relations. A given product can become the result of different 

producers, by Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) referred to as „equifinality‟. Moreover, one single 

producer can lead to differing products, which is called „multifinality‟. In many of today´s 

business research areas, the systems approach is applied due to the fact that numerous 

producer-product relations exist. From the perspective of the systems theory, the study of 

organizations is interdisciplinary and can be described as any group of objectives that act 

structured and harmonized in a given system that cannot be determined, explained or 

understood in its components alone; often referred to as holism (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009).  

3.1 Management as a system  

With regard to the different methodological approaches which were mentioned previously, 

the systems view is the adequate research approach for our study area. The knowledge 

about middle managers we aim to create cannot be put into another context due to the fact 

that it is related to a specific system. This knowledge creation is called „system-dependent 

knowledge‟ (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009), where “[…] all systems are characterized by an 

assemblage or combination of parts whose relations make them interdependent" (Scott, 2003, 

p. 77).  

 

The study of middle managers as actors within an organization requires an understanding 

of the organization‟s perception. From our ultimate presumption, we understand the 

organization as an open system that can be described as “…a kind of organism that exists in 

constant interaction with its external environment and between its own internal elements.” 

(Spector, 2007, p. 30). Drucker (2008) applies the systems view on management in detail 

and supports thereby our understanding of the dependencies that exist in organizations. He 

points out why the elements of management are interrelated and creates a whole system as 

shown in figure 3. According to our research field with the focus on middle managers as one 

management layer it is important to regard these interdependencies. They have to be taken 

into account; otherwise the results of the study may be biased. 
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Figure 3: Management as a system  

Source: Drucker, 2008, Preface 

4 Research strategy 

The aim for our dissertation is to achieve a deepened understanding about the phenomenon 

of middle managers and their role as change agents during organizational changes. 

According to the methodology guidelines of Arbnor & Bjerke (2009), the methodical 

procedures refer to the way the creator of knowledge incorporates previously given 

techniques in a methodological view. Based on this, the used research strategy will be 

introduced in order to solve our research question and to meet the objectives.  

Yin (1994) explains that the research in science occurs in many different ways and mentions 

five research strategies connected to this; experiment, survey, archival analysis, history as 

well as case study, all illustrated in table 1. These strategies are distinguished by three 

conditions, namely the type of research question asked, the degree of control the researcher 

has over behavioral events and the degree of focus on contemporary or historical events. Yin 

(1994) has come up with a table presenting these three conditions and how they are related 

to the mentioned five research strategies. In order to differentiate among the various 
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research strategies it is of importance to consider what type of research question is asked in 

order to enable the best possible strategy for the research.  

Strategy Form of research 

question 

Requires control 

over behavioral 

events? 

Focuses on 

contemporary 

events? 

Experiment How, why Yes Yes 

Survey Who, what, where, 

how many, how 

much 

No Yes 

Archival analysis Who, what, where, 

how many, how 

much 

No Yes/No 

History How, why No No 

Case study How, why No Yes 

Table 1: Research strategies 

Source: Yin, 1994, p. 6 

Generally, all strategies can be used when aiming to get an answer on a „what‟ question, 

whereas questions as „how‟ and „why‟ rather match case studies, experiments or history. 

Our dissertation aims to answer „how‟ and „what‟ questions, which is why we chose to use 

case studies as a strategy. Yin (1994) points out that the aim of using a case study as a 

strategy should be to investigate a contemporary event, over which the researcher has little 

or no control. Fisher (2004) further explains that case studies enable the researcher to 

discover interrelationships between all involved factors being part of the study such as 

people, groups or other variables. The strategy of using experiments is conducted when the 

researcher has the possibility to directly manipulate behavior in a systematic way. History is 

chosen as a strategy when dealing with the past and no relevant people are alive anymore. 

Here the researcher mainly takes use of differing documents and artifacts that may be 

helpful for the study. In case studies a whole variety of data can be used for collecting 

information, such as documents, artifacts, interviews or observations (Yin, 1994).   

4.1 Case studies 

Yin (1994) mentions two types of case studies; the single-case study and the multiple-case 

study. Single case studies are used when a certain case is significant and the researcher 

wants to test it on an already established theory. This type of case study can be used when 

the case has a unique characteristic or the aim is to test the case on existing theories. A 

multiple-case study is conducted as soon as more than one case study is performed. 
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Usually two or more cases can be used for comparison at the same time as this strategy 

may be chosen in order to represent the whole. Multiple-case studies, moreover, are 

regarded to be more extensive than single-case studies, which has the disadvantage of being 

a more time consuming research strategy (Yin, 1994).  

According to Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) the work with case studies is useful in order to 

analyze complex knowledge. Nevertheless, it has to be considered that a case only 

represents a „certain type of system‟ and does not represent all other systems. Due to the 

fact that we want to get an insight and understanding of the role of middle managers within 

an organizational system and their role in change processes we decided to conduct case 

studies. These actions were taken with the aim to complete our view of the middle manager 

from the theoretical perspective with a more practical approach, which is based on the 

consultant perspective.  

 

As explained in the introduction, the „lighthouse approach‟ illustrates the research strategy 

of this thesis. This approach presents multiple-case studies as shown in figure 4. Therefore, 

four different management consultants were chosen who provided us with a specific 

knowledge and primary data about different scenarios they have faced during organizational 

changes. Due to the fact that each case only presents one perspective and one specific 

system, it was of advantage to conduct four case studies as this provided us with a broader 

insight to the real world of middle managers in organizational changes. The result of the 

conducted interviews are presented, analyzed and interpreted in chapter 4 of this thesis.  

 

Figure 4: The lighthouse approach 

Source: constructed by the authors 

Case Study 
Peter Cheese

Case Study
Johan Majlöv

Case Study 
Mats Lindblad

Case Study
Dorte Sandager
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By using case studies, the creator of systems knowledge tries to describe a real system. 

According to Arbnor & Bjerke (1997) two different perspectives have to be distinguished; the 

academicians will and the consultants will. From the academician perspective on the 

system, different results will be obtained as when doing the same research from a 

consultant perspective due to that the latter one has a more practical approach. As shown 

in table 2, the access to the real system is influenced by the chosen perspective due to their 

differing frame of references. This fact influences the conditions for each situation. As a 

result of that the case studies for this thesis were conducted through interviews with 

consultants, the academicians‟ perspective is not fully represented in the cases. However, 

the final analysis of the empirical data will lead to that both approaches will be apparent 

due to the fact that the „Consultants Will‟ will be connected to the „Academicians Will‟. This 

will be achieved due to that we will analyze the empirical findings by using appropriate 

theoretical aspects in order to let our research answer emerge.  

Academicians Will Consultants Will 

 be matter of fact but objective  be matter-of-fact but subjective 

 be many-sided and impartial  be one-sided and partial 

 be theoretical  be practical 

 have plenty of time  have a time limit 

 want to describe  want to change 

 be inexperienced and difficult to 
understand 
 

 be experienced and professional 
 

Table 2: Expectations of members of the real system 

Source: Arbnor & Bjerke, 1997, p. 242 

5 Sample selection  

This research is done through a multiple-case study due to the fact that four different case 

studies are conducted. The cases will be based upon four different interviews with the 

consultants Peter Cheese, Mats Lindblad, Johan Majlöv and Dorte Sandager.  

 

Ghauri and Grønhaug (2005) introduce two sampling methods, probability sampling and 

non-probability sampling. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) refer to them as 

representative sampling. Probability sampling means a random selection, and gives anyone 

a chance to be selected. The obtained result from this sampling method allows the 

researcher to draw general inferences. Non-probability sampling does not involve random 

selection and is often used in case study research. The selection process is based on 
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subjective judgment of the researchers. Therefore, the gained results are not being fully 

„representative‟ and cannot be applied on a whole group. But, this type of sampling can be 

useful when a deeper understanding of a certain phenomenon is needed (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2005), which is the intention for our study. For that reason, our research 

strategy will be based upon a non-probability sampling.  

5.1 Sample criteria  

For the selection process of the consultants, we used criteria that were closely related to the 

research objectives. As we aim to analyze the role of middle managers within change 

situations, we searched for experienced consultants who work in the field of management 

consulting with a focus on change management. Further criteria were international 

experience as well as experiences with smaller and bigger companies. After an internet 

research as well as recommendations of the professors, four suitable consultants were 

found. In the initial contact, the research field and purpose were introduced. The feedback 

from all consultants was positive and everyone was interested in the topic, hence willing for 

an interview. Every consultant fulfills the defined criteria; they work in the field of 

management consulting with change management as one of their major focus. Furthermore, 

as presented in figure 5, every consultant represented at least one minor specialization field 

which resulted in that our field of research was viewed from different perspectives; based on 

the particular specialization fields. 

 

Figure 5: Specialization fields of the consultants 

Source: constructed by the authors 

 Peter Cheese, Accenture 

Peter Cheese is the former managing director for the Accenture Talent & Organization 

Performance service line with a focus on talent management, HR functions and 

organization- as well as change management. Cheese has more than 20 years of experience 

with clients in all industry sectors around the world and he has led and supported large 

programs of change across a number of organizations.  
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• Change 
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• Change 
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• Change 
Management
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 Johan Majlöv, Solving Efeso 

Johan Majlöv works as a consultant in the management consultancy firm Solving Efeso in 

Göteborg. He has been working as the Vice President at the company since 2005. Majlöv is 

an expert in lean enterprise, supply chain- and change management. Before working as a 

consultant he held several managing positions in multinational companies both in Sweden 

as well as in the UK.  

 Mats Lindblad, Business Advantage 

Mats Lindblad is the owner and CEO of Business Advantage R&D Sweden at the IDEON 

Science Park in Lund. He has a background in behavioral sciences and has been working as 

CEO and as a business consultant for 10 years. Lindblad is specialized in the development 

of small and medium sized businesses. Furthermore, he has a large expertise in leadership 

training courses for managers and other key persons. 

 Dorte Sandager, Transitions 

Dorte Sandager is the founder of the consulting company Transitions in Copenhagen. Prior 

to this, she worked for more than 15 years as a consultant at Accenture. Sandager gained a 

lot of international experiences with big global companies. Today she works as an external 

advisor for companies who aim to go through large change processes. Furthermore, her 

main working areas are leadership- and organizational development as well as 

communication- and conflict management.  

6 Data collection methods 

For solving the research questions, several methods can be used in order to collect data. The 

literature distinguishes between quantitative and qualitative methods (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2005). In the information gathering process the quantitative research method involves a lot 

of measurements and statistical analysis (Patel & Davidson, 2003). Thereby, the gained data 

derives mostly from numbers. The qualitative method is more concentrated on a deeper 

understanding of a certain phenomenon. The collection of data occurs through interviews 

and analysis of text material (Patel & Davidson, 2003). Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) point out 

that there exist two different techniques for gathering this data; either through primary 

sources or secondary sources. Primary sources refer to the collection of new data, while 

secondary information regards the utilization of data that has been collected previously by 

other researchers. It is moreover explained that primary sources can be gained by 

conducting direct observations, interviews or experiments.  

 

The knowledge we aim to gain will evolve by using different data. Relating to the research 

question and purpose, the collection of qualitative data will be in focus. In order to create a 

theoretical foundation in the field of middle management as well as change management a 
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literature review will be presented. Therefore, specific concepts and models are elucidated. 

This framework is necessary in order to analyze and interpret the empirical findings at the 

end. Nevertheless, a researcher has to be aware of that every document has been written for 

a special purpose and for a certain group of people, which makes a critical interpretation of 

the written content to an important process.  

 

As mentioned above, the empirical research is based on case studies that have been 

conducted. In case study research, the data can be collected through six sources of 

evidence, namely documents, archival records, direct observation, participant observation, 

physical artifacts as well as interviews (Yin, 1994). In this thesis primary data gained 

through interviews has been used. 

6.1 Interviews  

The research interview is a general term for several types of interviews. They can be 

conducted in differing manners. In the literature, writers use different terminologies to 

distinguish the diverse techniques. Fisher (2004) differentiates between the open interview, 

the pre-coded interview as well as the semi-structured one. In the open interview, the 

interviewer has an informal conversation with the interviewee, at the same time as the 

interviewer leads the direction of the conversation. Pre-coded interviews are completely 

controlled by the researcher as he or she asks questions from a script. These questions 

should be asked in a logical order. Moreover, the interviewee gets the chance to choose from 

a specific amount of answering options that are provided by the researcher. Lastly, the 

semi-structured interview is a mix between the open- and pre-coded type. The interviewee 

can answer the questions in a free manner, although the interviewer has specific topics and 

questions that need to be covered. 

Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) distinguish the level of formality and structure of 

interviews by the categories: structured or unstructured interviews as well as in-depth and 

semi-structured interviews. The formalized structured interviews are often used for doing 

quantitative research. The semi-structured type is a non-standardized interview for doing 

qualitative research and the order of questions depends on the flow of the conversation. 

Unstructured interviews are often referred to qualitative research methods. They are 

informal and it is mostly the interviewee´s perception that guides the interview. 

Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) furthermore divide interviews into four differing interview styles, 

namely personal interviews, telephone interviews, mail- as well as group questionnaires. 

Moreover, they make a distinction between standardized and non-structured interviews. The 

standardized type refers to having the same questions for every interviewee, whereas the 

latter one regards the opposite; the interview occurs in an open mode. Another distinction 
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concerns the fact of asking open or closed questions; open questions have no fixed 

alternatives for answers whereas closed questions have. 

Also if the terminologies of the various authors differ in some manner, it is easy to draw 

parallels between them. For attaining the best result in connection to our research purpose 

we chose personal semi-structured interviews. A guideline with different theme questions, 

which were necessary to cover was prepared by us and is presented in the appendix. 

Nevertheless, dependent on the atmosphere with the interviewee as well as the given 

answers, the kind and order of questions differed. Despite some special formulated 

questions, the consultants got the freedom to talk in a free manner about specific events 

and experiences he or she had made in our area of interest.  

However, we introduced every interview by asking the consultants for a personal definition 

of the middle manager in order to create a common understanding for our ongoing 

interview. Consequently, we went on with more open questions that gave rise to a narrative 

of change situations within organizations with the focus on middle managers. If the 

interview went too far from our research field due to the consultants diverse narratives, we 

were prepared with certain follow-up questions that led the interview into the right direction 

again. Certainly, we also had to be aware of the fact that the consultants will not provide us 

with merely positive aspects of change processes and the middle managers contribution to 

it. Due to the fact that we want to get an insight of the middle managers role within 

organizational changes in today‟s business world it is very useful that not only positive 

aspects stand in focus in the consultants‟ narratives. Especially the descriptions of failed 

change implementations gave us a lot of input for solving the research question. 

7 Data analysis  

According to Yin (2003), the analysis of data is about examining, categorizing, tabulating 

and testing collected data. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) stress that a standardized 

process for the analysis of qualitative data is nonexistent. Nevertheless, three main types for 

analyzing can be distinguished; summarizing of meanings (condensation), categorization of 

meanings (grouping), structuring of meanings (ordering). All the types can be used in 

combination or on their own with the aim to support the interpretation of the collected data. 

Summarizing data concerns a short summary with the key themes of the gathered data; this 

method is helpful in order to find the principal themes of an interview and to recognize 

apparent relationships between them. Categorizing of data includes developing of categories 

and attaching them to chunks of data that make sense. This method supports the process 

of analyzing relationships and the drawing of conclusions. Structuring data is the third 

analysis technique and does not involve a precise categorizing of data. Especially the 

collection of data through narratives like for instance in in-depth interviews does not 
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support a fragmentation of qualitative data. Rather, structuring of narratives is suitable in 

order to maintain the context of the story. 

 

In this thesis all three data analysis techniques were combined. First, in order to get a better 

overview about the key points of each interview, summaries were completed. Furthermore, it 

was possible to define certain categories and structures in each interview. Based on this 

structuring process, relations between the cases were identifiable so that certain themes for 

the data analysis emerged. In chapter 4 the emerged themes will be presented in the form of 

paradoxes that make sense in relation to our research question. In addition, the paradoxes 

will be discussed and analyzed in combination with the theoretical framework that is 

outlined in the forthcoming chapter 3. The aim of the analysis is to let a solution for our 

research problem emerge.  

8 Research quality  

For the creation of knowledge certain quality standards have to be respected; for primary as 

well as secondary data. The execution of interviews is a suitable method for gathering valid 

and reliable data. Nevertheless especially semi-structured and in-depth interviews can 

induce quality issues. Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2009) suggest the five P´s in order to 

overcome some data quality issues; “prior planning prevents poor performance” (p. 328). 

8.1 Validity 

The main purpose of validity is the matter of meaningfulness due to the fact that the term 

„valid‟ refers to truth (Fisher, 2004). Three different types of validity are presented by Yin 

(2003); construct validity, internal validity and external validity. Construct validity is 

described as “establishing correct operational measures for the concepts being studied.” 

(p. 34). Here three aspects become important in order to increase the construct validity. 

First and secondly, multiple sources of evidence as well as an establishment of chains of 

evidence should be conducted through the data collection process. Furthermore, the 

researcher should write case study reports and let these be reviewed by the concerned key 

informants. Internal validity deals with “establishing a casual relationship, whereby certain 

conditions are shown to lead to other conditions.” (p. 34). According to Fisher (2004) internal 

validity intends to figure out relationships of cause and effect and the validity within this 

concept is mainly connected to the collected data and whether it can confirm cause and 

effect or not. External validity is defined as “establishing the domain to which a study‟s 

findings can be generalized” (Yin, 2003, p. 34) and is a main problem in case study research. 

This means that external validity looks on the fact whether the research can be generalized 

and applied upon other phenomena or contexts. In the context of business for example it 

may be questioned if the research findings may be valid in other organizations or countries 

(Fisher, 2004). In order to connect the concept of external validity to the system view, which 
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will be used for our dissertation, Bjerke (2009) explains that this approach does not believe 

in total objectivity and that validity rather depends on circumstances.  

In order to ensure the validity in this thesis we put a specific focus on the data collection 

process. Beforehand, an interview guideline was established with respect to our problem 

definition and purpose of study. In order to improve the validity during the data collection 

process, all interviews were recorded on a digital recorder. The recording made it easier to 

rehearse the answers of the consultants and it serves a useful proof for the reproduction of 

the right interview content. Moreover, in order to improve the research quality, we asked all 

respondents if we can contact them again in case of further questions or lack of clarity. 

Furthermore, we send the main transcript parts to the consultants in order to make sure 

that the gained data was understood correctly so that the built cause-and-effect relations 

were not based on misinterpretations. Due to the limited amount of case studies as well as 

the differing interview results, it should be regarded that it is not possible to generalize the 

empirical data; hence external validity is not fully completed. 

 

In order to improve validity in the theoretical framework, scientific articles as well as books 

from multiple sources were used. All of them are documented in the reference list. Moreover, 

a regular feedback by our supervisor supported us to improve the quality of our research. 

8.2 Reliability  

The goal of measuring reliability of a study is to reduce possible errors and biases (Yin, 

2003). Reliability refers to a research result that can be repeated and consequently end up 

with the same findings. Regardless of which person that conducts the research, the result 

should not vary. Denscombe (2002) defines reliability as: “Reliability relates to the methods 

of data collection and the concern that they should be consistent and not distort the findings.” 

(p. 100). Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) additionally claim that reliability can be controlled 

directly through the repeating of the research process. 

 

To improve the research quality in this thesis concerning the reliability, we chose four 

consultants with a broad knowledge about change management within organizations. In all 

interviews, we asked the same kind of questions, with varying follow-up questions from case 

to case. Nevertheless, due to the fact that semi-structured interviews were used, the lack of 

standardization can lead to some concerns towards the reliability. The repeating of the 

research process could lead to different answers due to subjective changes of the interviewee 

(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009). This problem is known in the literature and has to 

be considered in the analysis process of the data.  
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Management is,  

above all, a practice where  

art, science, and craft meet. 

(Henry Mintzberg) 

 

 

III Theoretical framework 

 

The chapters included in the theoretical framework provide an understanding for the field of 

management as well as the definitions connected to it. Furthermore, the historical evolution of 

the middle manager‟s role will be illustrated. In addition, the concepts of change and change 

management are discussed. The final chapter of the theoretical framework aims to present the 

middle manager‟s role in organizational changes. 

1 The field of management  

Management is a broad and well discussed field; literature offers an endless collection about 

management and managers. Nevertheless, with some exceptions, the attention on managers 

is mostly focused on CEOs and the top management layer. Jack Welch, the former CEO of 

General Electric (1981-2001) for instance, is only one out of many examples who has been 

in the centre of attention for his achievements. Another example is Charles Prince, the 

former CEO of Citigroup (2003-2007), who has been attacked by analysts because of his 

failures during his leadership.  

Researchers are examining how this management layer works and why some are more 

successful than others. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that the top 

management is equal to the middle level as well as the bottom level with regard to its 

importance for the organization. Unfortunately, these management layers are rarely in focus 

for researchers, although especially middle managers “have as much to say about 

organizational success or failures as do those at the top” (Ostermann, 2009, p. 2).  

In order to create a common understanding for the terminology being used in the following 

chapters, it is vital to provide the reader with some important explanations about the 

different management perceptions and definitions. 

1.1 What is management? 

For the clarification of important terms it has been proven in many cases to start with an 

etymological interpretation. However, the etymological root of the word “management” is not 

fully clarified. The English verb “to manage” comes from the Italian word “maneggiare” 

which means the handling of something. This can be put in relation to the Latin word 
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“manus” that means hand. Other scientists also derive the word management from the Latin 

word “manum agere“, which means “lead by the hand” (Staehle, 1999, p. 71).  

The invention of management started a long time ago. In the 1880, Frederick Winslow Taylor 

and Henry Fayol were the first ones who popularized the word „management‟ as well as the 

tasks being connected to this notion (Drucker, 2008) The importance of the term 

management in today‟s world, where organizations in all divisions and sizes exist, is stated 

by Peter Drucker who pointed out that management is the most important innovation of the 

twentieth century (Drucker, 2008). In connection to that, the role of a manager within an 

organization can be seen as very influential; "the manager is the dynamic, life-giving element 

in every business" (Drucker, 1993 p. 3). 

Drucker has often been regarded as one of the most well known and influential management 

gurus and explains in his book „The practice of management‟ (1993) the three main 

functions of management: managing a business, managing managers, and to manage 

workers and work. Thereby, the task of a manager is “creating a true whole that is larger 

than the sum of its parts, a productive entity that turns out more than the sum of the resources 

put into it. [...] This task requires the manager to bring out and make effective whatever 

strength there is in his resources - and above all in the human resources - and neutralize 

whatever there is of weakness." (Drucker, 1993, pp. 295-296). From this it can be concluded 

that management is a complex and challenging field that has to be regarded in its entirety in 

order to manage organizations successfully. 

1.2 Management and hierarchies 

To have some kind of hierarchy is standard in every type of institution according to Leavitt 

(2005). Thereby, different levels of management become evident at the same time as certain 

positions and functions of people are related to those. In the literature, there have been 

many discussions about the proper level of hierarchies within an organization. Peter 

Drucker for instance was able to discern and forecast trends many years before they were 

noticeable to anyone else. It was him, who already in the 1940s introduced the idea of 

decentralization (Byrne, 2005). Also Bennis (1989) refers to Drucker who in 1989 argued for 

the organizational structure of tomorrow as a „symphony orchestra‟ instead of a multilevel 

inflexible hierarchy. A more recent view is given by Cloke and Goldsmith (2002); they argue 

for a new organizational structure that gives more sense and scope for development 

according to the need of employees and leaders. Useless layers of hierarchy and 

bureaucracy have to be erased. Nevertheless, although there has taken place a lot of 

restructuring in many companies since the 1980s with the purpose to flatten organizations, 

Leavitt (2008) claims that there still exist some hierarchies and thereby levels of 

management are obvious in every company. However, the level of hierarchization depends 

on the size and the age of an organization. Furthermore, the kind of industry and business 
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area of an organization can influence the levels of the organizational structure (Leavitt, 

2005). 

With regard to the fact that the focus of this master thesis is about one specific level of 

management – the middle management, a certain definition about this group becomes 

crucial. Figure 6 shows the structure of an organization which will be regarded for this 

dissertation with its several layers of management. Nonetheless, it is important to keep in 

mind that the structure and number of managers highly depends on the size of the 

organization. The pyramid shape of the presented figure shows clearly that the top 

management occupies the peak of an organization and normally the number of people 

working on this level is less than the people in the remaining layers of the company. Middle 

management is the level between top management and first-line management and this 

position is often referred to as the „sandwich-position‟ in literature (Gattermeyer, 2001). The 

first-line managers, also referred to as supervisors, are the people who are directly 

responsible for the day-to-day operations of a group of people (Daft, 2008).  

Literature proves that the terminology regarding management layers and management 

functions is tremendous and it is hard to find any clear or general accepted definition about 

the term middle management per se. However, in order to create a common understanding 

for the reader, this thesis will represent the middle manager as defined by Daft (2008). This 

means that middle management will be regarded as the level above first-line management 

and below top management.  

 

Figure 6: Management layers 

Source: constructed by the authors with inspiration from Daft (2008, p. 14) 
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1.3 Management vs. Leadership 

Frequently, in practice as well as in theory, the terms management and leadership are used 

in the same context. However, the terms have different meanings.  

Management concerns a certain position in a hierarchy of an organization, in contrast to 

leadership, which rather is referred to as an activity to influence people in a certain 

direction by managing and creating meaning (Bryman, 1997). In order to become a leader, a 

person needs „followers‟. Smircich & Morgan (1982) employed the term „manager of meaning‟ 

when describing a leader. Bryman, (1997) confirms this terminology by explaining that a 

leader promotes “values which provide shared meaning about the nature of the organization” 

(p. 277). According to the notion of „managing of meaning‟ further leadership activities 

involve the articulation of visions as well as the telling and the embodiment of stories 

(Gardner, 1996).  

People are seen as one of the most valuable resource for every organization and an 

important task for a leader is to lead these people in the right way and to create a common 

understanding amongst the workforce. The art and power of leadership should not be 

underestimated due to the fact that “Sensemaking is the feedstock for institutionalization.” 

(Weick, 1995, p. 36). In order to become a successful and sensegiving leader, it is not 

important whether the leadership is formal or informal. The formalized setting of a leader 

implies a specific pattern of authority due to the role and position the leader has within an 

organization (Smirchich & Morgan, 1982). However, this does not say anything about the 

quality of a leader as a sensegiver. Consequently, certain people in an organization can be 

informal leaders although they have not been allotted any position of power or formal 

authority. A strong personality and the ability to create a shared meaning are only some 

characteristics that signify a leader. However, these attributes are often prominent amongst 

informal leaders as has been illustrated by Howard Gardner in his book „Leading minds‟. 

There, successful leaders are presented; formal and informal ones.  

Now, that the reader has gained a pre-understanding about the field of management and 

leadership, it fits well to go deeper into the evolution of the status of middle managers and 

the shift of their roles that has been apparent during the past. 
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We should not look back  

unless it is to derive  
useful lessons from past errors, 
and for the purpose of profiting  

by dearly bought experience.  
(George Washington) 

 

2 Historical evolution of the role and status of middle managers 

In order to understand what is happening to middle managers and their role in today´s 

world it is valuable to cast a historical glance on the evolution of the middle manager‟s role 

and status. Attention needs to be paid to the complexity of changes of the business 

environment that affected the jobs of middle managers. This background information is 

crucial in order not to make any generalizations or justifications about this management 

layer; neither of optimistic nor pessimistic character. 

 

From the early 1920´s century until today, the perception of middle managers has changed. 

Although there is no generally accepted understanding of this management layer, certain 

trends and positions are observable. Inspired by Osterman (2009), figure 7 shows a 

simplified model that depicts how the middle management layer has emerged and been 

perceived over decades. It represents the middle managers as heroes, victims as well as 

villains and also if the reality looks more complex, this concept is beneficial in order to get 

an understanding about the evolution of the status and the differing roles of middle 

managers during the latest decades. 

 

Figure 7: Evolution of the status and role of middle managers 

Source: constructed by the authors with inspiration from Ostermann (2009) 

2.1 Middle managers - The heroes 

As pointed out in the beginning of the chapter, the emergence of management and in 

particular of the middle management is visible in the economic history. The economic 

historian Alfred Chandler (1977) wrote about the importance of management in order to 

facilitate economic growth and efficiency. In addition, Osterman (2009) points out that in 

the early 1920´s century, “without middle management´s coordination of production and 

distribution, firms could not grow big enough to take advantage of the technological potential 

of most production and low unit costs” (p. 18). Furthermore, due to the rise of multidivisional 
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firms, the importance of cross coordination grew and the function of middle managers was 

of avail. Middle managers were described as project program managers, market program 

managers, interface managers and scheduling managers, “[who] all helped to facilitate flows 

of material funds, and ideas through the enterprise” (Chandler, 1977 p. 463). Osterman 

(2009) regards the status of middle managers as heroes during that time, due to that they 

enabled growth and efficiency for companies.  

However, during the following decades, the number of middle managers working as 

administrative coordinators grew progressively. As a result, the size of organizations became 

bigger and thereby the bureaucracy and hierarchy increased a lot. Here, relations to Max 

Weber are visible, who viewed “[…] bureaucracy as the logical final step of an organizational 

trajectory” (Osterman, 2009, p. 34). Nevertheless, there were a lot of contrary voices, who 

argued that hierarchy and bureaucracy do not support work efficiency. During time, it 

became noticeable that the respect towards middle managers decreased. This perception 

gained greater significance and the status of middle managers as „heroes‟ developed to a 

more unthankful and unenviable position. 

2.2 Middle managers - The victims 

The sociologist C. Wright Mills did research in the 1950´s when the number of „white-collar 

workers‟ grew. He identified that the middle management has a rather poor position in an 

organization. They were seen as “the cog and the beltline of the bureaucratic machinery 

itself…the servant of decision, the assistant of authority” (Wright Mills, 1956, p. 80). In 

companies, it was common that top management made the decisions and set the agenda, 

while the middle management carried them out. Over time, it became obvious that middle 

managers ”[…] live inside organizations and have little voice regarding to the strategies of 

those organizations” (Osterman, 2009, p. 5). Therefore, more and more middle managers 

were perceived as victims and string puppets within an organization. The middle man had to 

implement the regulations directed from the top without being involved in the decision 

process. Without an involvement in the decision process it is not easy to create meaning of a 

given order. However, middle managers need to be clear about what has to be done in order 

to create meaning and give sense to the people below (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994).  

The status of middle managers as victims went on when some writers started to predict the 

future of the middle management as a gloomy one. Leavitt and Whistler (1958) were the first 

ones who forecasted that the middle management will shrink due to the combination of 

management science and information technology. Furthermore, the work of this layer will be 

routine and programmed with less creativity, less status and less reward in return. This 

belief, later on was supported by other writers like Hicks (1971), who from the 1970‟s and 

onward saw the middle manager‟s job evolving into “super clerical positions” (Dopson & 

Steward, 1990, p. 5).  
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This forecasting led to new perceptions about the middle layer. Scientists started to identify 

the middle manager‟s role as partly unnecessary and to some extent they were even referred 

to as being a disturbing factor in the organization, which led to a new perception of the 

middle manager‟s role. 

2.3 Middle managers - The villains 

Until the mid of the 1980´s a high number of management layers were created in 

organizations and thereby the bureaucracy rose disproportionally. It was not unusual that 

more controlling persons than producers were apparent in organizations. Osterman (2009) 

refers to an employee of GM who said, ”Hell, they have checkers to check the checkers” 

(p. 26). Drucker (1988) adds that “whole layers of management neither make decisions nor 

lead […] instead their main, if only function, is to serve as relays, human boosters for the faint, 

unfocused signals that pass for communication in the traditional, pre-information 

organizations” (p. 46). Drucker predicted that the change from manufacturing companies to 

information-based organizations will threaten the opportunities and the status of middle 

managers. Also Hammer and Champy (1993) regarded middle managers as obstacles and 

“companies no longer require as much managerial „glue‟ as they used to” (p. 78). This reveals 

that the reputation of middle managers as villains became more and more visible in 

organizations. They were perceived as operators who prevent flexibility, simultaneously as 

they slow down the information flow in companies. As a result, many middle management 

positions were cut in order to flatten the hierarchies and to work more efficiently (Osterman, 

2009, Dopson & Steward, 1990). In the existing literature it is observable that from the 

1980´s and onwards middle managers and their negative reputation grew and today the 

stereotype of the redundant and useless middle manager is still evident.  

Nevertheless, the literature does not present a homogeneous perception of middle managers 

and their decline in number. Therefore, it has to be distinguished that on the one hand, the 

fallen numbers of middle management layers are justified due to the restructuring of 

organizations; the flattened hierarchies. On the other hand, some writers do not agree upon 

the fact that the restructuring of organizations make the position of middle managers fully 

redundant. Besides the view on middle managers as being redundant and „bad guys‟, the 

literature showed already in the 1980´s, also if in a smaller extent than the opponents of 

middle managers, a more optimistic view on this management layer. These writers argue for 

a reshaping of the role of middle managers instead of declining their number in an extensive 

way. 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, as an advocate of middle managers, argued already in 1982 for the 

importance of middle managers in organizations. Kanter explains the involvement of middle 

management as a success factor for a company. The „most potent weapons‟, as she 

identified them, need to be empowered and to be innovative (Kanter, 1982). Besides the 
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studies of Kanter, also Burgleman (1983) identified the central role of middle management 

in innovation processes, which he considered as essential for all organizations in order to 

stay competitive on the increasing global market.  

Furthermore, based on a case study of Honda City, Nonaka (1988) argues for the potential 

of the middle managers role. The scholar points out that it is the middle management and 

thereby the „middle-up-down management style‟ that can bridge the gap between the visions 

and abstract concepts of the top management with the experience grounded concepts of the 

front line. Thereby, the middle layer is competent to act as „agents for change‟ within 

organizations because the  “Middle Management is able to most effectively eliminate the 

noise, fluctuation, and chaos within an organization´s information creation structure by 

serving as a starting point for action to be taken by upper and lower levels” (Nonaka, 1988, 

p. 15).  

In connection to the conducted research, one of the more recent advocates for the 

importance of middle managers are Floyd and Wooldridge (1992 & 1994). They refute the 

popular stereotype of middle managers who were seen as villains and change blockers. 

Studies made by them signify the fact that the role of middle managers has to be changed. 

Floyd and Wooldridge describe them rather as “phoenix birds than dinosaurs” (1994, p. 48). 

Already in the beginning of the 1990´s they wrote that the new type of middle manager has a 

more strategic role than operational. They argue that strategies that lack the commitment of 

middle managers suffer serious implementation problems and due to that, the involvement 

of middle managers in strategic decision making is crucial.  

This optimistic view on the middle layer of an organization leads to a new reputation of the 

middle management. The former villains seem to get a new character. Kanter (1982), Floyd 

& Wooldridge (1992 & 1994) and Nonaka (1988) have been defending the middle 

management already in times when the position of the middle was seen as the “frozen 

middle, the cement layer and the muddle in the middle” (Larkin & Larkin, 1994, p. 19). 

Recent studies have been made in order to show the underestimated potential of this 

management layer. Middle managers seem to slightly take on a new role in today‟s 

organizations, where changes and change management belong to the day-to-day business.  
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There is nothing more difficult than 

to take the lead in the introduction  
of a new order of things. 

(Machiavelli) 

3 The concept of change 

This chapter is provided in order to gain a deepened knowledge about the dynamics of 

changes and change management.  Theories in this research field are practically countless 

as well as the extent of literature. In order to understand the position the middle manager 

needs to have in change situations it is of utmost importance to have an understanding 

about the wide scope of changes that exist, simultaneously as the challenges of change 

management need to be clarified. Further, it is essential to be aware of some of the major 

theories that are apparent in the field, as those give us an insight about what challenges the 

change agent has to confront in the daily business.  

3.1 Definition of change 

In order to explain the underlying cause and effects of changes as well as change 

management it is essential to define the term change, both in general terms as well as on an 

organizational level. “To change is to take different actions than previously. To take different 

actions than previously means to make different choices. Different choices produce change. 

The same choices produce sameness, a reinforcement of the status quo.” (Beer and Nohria, 

2000b, p. 452). Kanter (1984) gives another definition regarding organizational changes, 

being closely connected to the notion of innovation; “Change involves the crystallization of 

new action possibilities (new policies, new behaviors, new patterns, new methodologies, new 

products, or new market ideas) based on re-conceptualized patterns in the organization. The 

architecture of change involves the design and construction of new patterns, or the re-

conceptualization of old ones to make new, and hopefully more productive, actions possible.” 

(p. 279). 

3.2 Challenges of change 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1992) points out that the major management challenges that 

organizations have to confront are the “responding to change, harnessing change, and 

creating change.” (p. 14). Our environment is in constant movement; financial crises, 

changes in customer demands, climate issues and technology advancements only being 

some of the challenges organizations have to cope with in their daily operations (Kanter, 

1992). Beer and Nohria (2000b) explain that the risks of handling changes have not been as 

high as today since the Industrial revolution. Organizations of today can either choose to 

respond to the change or they have to face devastating consequences such as a closing 

down. Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric, explains that “If the rate of change 

outside exceeds the rate of change inside, the end is in sight.” (Daft, 2008, p. 454). 
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Only few companies succeed to implement changes as successful as they aimed for. The fact 

is that approximately 70 per cent of all change programs fail (Beer & Nohria, 2000a). Also 

Kotter (2007) corroborates this through his observations he has made on more than 100 

organizations, both big as well as smaller sized ones. He explains that the basic aim for all 

of these companies has been more or less the same; to make deep-rooted changes in order 

to handle the fast changing market environment of today. Nevertheless, Kotter (2007) 

concludes that most of the organizational changes neither have succeeded nor failed; rather 

these efforts have fallen somewhere in between.  

 

Drucker (2008) has the belief that through the Internet, the access to information has 

become equivalent to everyone, at the same time as it has erased distances in the world 

economy. The effects of globalization are tremendous for organizations due to the increased 

competition it has contributed to. It is stressed that due to the increasing and rapid growth 

of changes, a company either can react to them, adapt to these forces or try to be proactive 

and thereby affect future trends. A proactive behavior results in that the organization rather 

leads the change instead of merely adapting to it. Successful organizations and their leaders 

are able to see “the future that has already happened” (Drucker, 2008, preface). Additionally, 

it is claimed that the only organizations that will survive and cope with the fast changes of 

today are the „change leaders‟ and to become such a one is the core management challenge 

of the 21st century according to Drucker (2007).  

3.3 Organizational changes and change management 

The concept of change management has become an integral part for every organization.  

Every business has to cope with changes as they constitute an issue that the whole world 

has to confront. Kanter (1984) elucidates that changes have to be managed at an early 

stage, when the company still has the choice to do so. It is important to be ahead of the 

change, so that the company is still able to influence it. Furthermore, to manage changes in 

the best way, it is vital to be familiar with the wide scope of changes that exist.  

Changes are not only of economical or technological character, today they also concern 

changes in the demography, society, politics as well as our world view (Drucker, 2007). 

Lawrence (1969) explains that changes within organizations both consider a technical as 

well as social aspect. Technical changes thereby involve the adjustment of work procedures 

that are of physical character, whereas social changes may affect the relationships between 

people in the organization. Spector (2007) further divides changes into revolutionary and 

evolutionary changes. Changes of revolutionary character concern immense and long-term 

oriented changes of the organization, whereas evolutionary changes are of smaller character. 

They normally refer to incremental improvements of technology or other processes within 

the organization. Weick, referred to in Beer and Nohria (2000b), stresses that changes 



III THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK   

33 

 

should be more of emergent character than being planned. He explains that organizational 

changes must occur naturally within the “small pockets” (p. 194) of the organization and 

that the people imposing this change should find a way of spreading it. Weick does not 

believe in master blueprints for „programmatic change‟ as these may prove to be invaluable 

when being rejected by the rest of the organization. To improve and expand the existing 

parts of an organization is assumed as much better than forcing the company into a new 

and yet non-existing state. „Thinking across boundaries‟ is what Kanter (2003) describes 

this call for innovative change implementations, with which she means that the company 

should create something new out of the familiar surrounding; may it be a product or service. 

Drucker (2003) imposes another viewpoint by claiming that the organization has to be 

organized in order to abandon everything it does at the moment, at the same time as the 

company has to dedicate itself to the creation of something new. 

3.3.1 Lewin’s three step model  

Beer and Nohria (2000b) indicate that “Any significant change effort involves a process of 

getting from here to there- from an old state to a new state.” (p. 193). However, there exist 

separated meanings about the best way from getting to one state to another.   

 

Kurt Lewin (1951) imposes a way of looking at change processes by dividing it into three 

steps; the „Unfreezing, Moving and Refreezing‟ phase, which are outlined in figure 8 below. 

The first step concerns the unfreezing of the status quo of the organization, which means 

that the present level has to be changed. In this step it is important to create a motivation to 

change (Frandsen, 2009). Furthermore, it is vital in this step to picture some kind of end 

vision for the change. Secondly, the moving phase, involves the people in the change process 

at the same time as actions constitute an important part in this step. The refreezing period, 

aims to stabilize the new state. Here new policies and standards are being settled, 

simultaneously as rewards are shared for successful contributions during the change 

process. 

 
Figure 8: Lewin’s three step model 

Source: Created by authors with inspiration from Cameron and Green (2004, p. 98) 
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Nevertheless, due to that Lewin‟s model regards a planned change approach it is not 

applicable to every kind of change situation. More drastic changes for example, require a 

more directive approach. For instance in a crisis situation, any wide involvement of the 

personnel is made impossible due to the fast actions that need to be implemented 

(Frandsen, 2009). 

3.3.2 Theory E & O  

Beer and Nohria (2000a) explain in their article Cracking the code of Change, that executives 

need to have a much better understanding of the nature and process of changes than they 

have today. They point out that “Leaders need to crack the code of change” (p. 1) in order to 

cope with corporate changes in the best way.  

The new economy offers both great business opportunities at the same time as it brings 

great changes with it. Beer and Nohria (2000a) identify two theories in the change 

management field. Both theories refer to „how and why‟ changes should be implemented, 

although they cover two differing perspectives. Theory E is a change based on economic 

value, while theory O concerns changes which are based on the organizational capability. 

 

Changes that have been conducted through theory E are all the changes that become visible 

in media. In this aspect it is the shareholder value standing in focus and this constitutes the 

main measure for success. Beer and Nohria (2000a) refer to it as a „hard‟ approach to 

change, whereas theory O is referred to as a „soft‟ change approach. Here it is the 

development of the organization culture standing in focus as well as the human actors that 

need to go through a learning process during the change. Participation in the change 

process is an integral hallmark in this theory. It is claimed by the authors that companies in 

the U.S. generally tend to utilize theory E, due to the fact that “financial markets push 

corporate boards for rapid turnarounds.” (p. 2). On the contrary, European and Asian 

companies adopt theory O in their change processes as they value employee commitment to 

a very high degree in most cases. 

 

Nevertheless, the majority of companies that Beer and Nohria (2000a) investigated used a 

mix of theory E and theory O. This is not an easy task though due to their large 

dissimilarities. Amongst employees, the combination between these theories can create 

distrust as leaders both “nurture and cutthroat” (p. 2) at the same time. Despite these facts, 

when being successful in using theory E and O simultaneously, it is more likely for these 

organizations to gain a competitive advantage. 

 

Table 3 gives a systematic overview of the two theories and also an insight to how a 

combination of the theories can be put into practice. Furthermore, the table includes an 
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overview of how differently consultants are used with regard to the two theories separately 

as well as in combination. 

Dimensions of Change Theory E Theory O Theory E & O combined 

Goals maximize 

shareholder value 

develop organizational 

capabilities 

explicitly embrace the paradox 

between economic value and 

organizational capability 

Leadership manage change 

from the top down 

encourage participation 

from the bottom up 

set direction from the top 

and engage the people below 

Focus emphasize structure 

and systems 

build up corporate 

culture: employees’ 

behavior and attitudes 

focus simultaneously on the 

hard (structures and systems) 

and the soft (corporate culture) 

Process plan and establish 

programs 

experiment and evolve plan for spontaneity 

Reward System motivate through 

financial incentives 

motivate through 

commitment—use 

pay as fair exchange 

use incentives to reinforce 

change but not to drive it 

Use of consultants consultants analyze 

problems and shape 

solutions 

consultants support 

management in shaping 

their own solutions 

consultants are expert 

resources who empower 

employees 

Table 3: Theory E & O 

Source: Beer and Nohria, 2000a, p. 17 

With regard to the different leadership styles being implemented during these change 

processes it becomes clear that theory E favors a top-down approach, while theory O is 

focused on building up the culture, behavior as well as the attitudes of the employees. In 

this approach participation is encouraged from the bottom up. Furthermore, the table 

indicates that theory E is based on a planned change process, whereas theory O favors 

experiments and a developing change process.  

 

Nonetheless, to gain a competitive advantage, which demands commitment, coordination, 

communication as well as creativity, it is of essence to combine theory E with theory O; even 

if this is not as simple as it may sound. Beer and Nohria (2000a) suggest that an alternative 

is to sequence the theories instead, which means that the organization starts by 

implementing theory E in order to finish off with theory O. The authors explain that General 

Electric (GE) with Jack Welch as a CEO is one out of few companies who succeeded with 

this task. Jack Welch started with a huge downsizing at GE, where the workforce was 

minimized from 412,000 to 299,000 people between 1981 and 1985. However, when he had 

finished cutting the redundant employees within the organization, he started to implement 

theory O in 1985. Open communication on all levels was the goal in order to corrode the 

existing hierarchy. Despite from this, it is added that it is highly unlikely that theory E 

would successfully follow theory O due to “the sense of betrayal” (Beer & Nohria, 2000a, p. 

6) these actions would involve. The contradictions between the theories makes a 

combination between them to a challenging management task, nevertheless, when being 

successful with it, a sustainable competitive advantage is probable to occur. 



III THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK   

36 

 

3.4 The role model for successful changes – The agile organization 

Cheese, Silverstone and Smith (2009) explain that the agile organization has the skills to 

carry out strategies in a fast manner and to manage change in an effective way. In this type 

of organization, change management is generally conducted in terms of projects, both small 

and large ones. Therefore, project management is an integral part of every agile 

organization. Furthermore, people with coordinating- and high communication skills, as 

well as the ability to manage change initiatives are a prerequisite for the responsive 

company. Drucker (2003) states that “every organization has to build the management of 

change into its very structure.” (p. 116). But, to succeed with this “[…] companies must 

effectively manage a broad set of management, leadership, culture and enablement of 

components to deliver measurable business benefits from a transformation program.” (Cheese, 

Silverstone and Smith, 2009, p. 9). Simply put, every organization has to be organized in 

order to confront the constant changes (Drucker, 2003). 

Drucker (2007) points out that a change has to be led instead of being managed, 

simultaneously as the change must be regarded as an opportunity for the organization. 

Agile organizations are the ones who are going to handle this phenomenon in the best way 

as they know how to get the best out of the change, both inside of the organization as well 

as outside of it. However, there exist four requirements in order to become a successful 

organization in handling changes: 

1. Organized abandonment 

2. Organized improvement 

3. Exploitation of success 

4. Creation of change 

Organized abandonment requires the company to change the current at the same time as 

new things and actions have to be undertaken. The key message here is to “ […] make the 

present create the future.” (Drucker, 2007, p. 63). The preserving of past activities should be 

substituted and replaced with something new. Innovativeness is becoming vital in this 

aspect, which makes the abandonment of „yesterday‟ to the main challenge for 

organizations. The second requirement concerns organized improvement and has the same 

meaning as the Japanese concept of „Kaizen‟ (Imai, 2003). Continuous improvement on all 

levels is demanded, internally as well as externally as such finally will lead to innovativeness 

as well as to deep-seated changes. Drucker (2007) puts it like this: “Continuous 

improvements in any area eventually transform the operation. They lead to product 

innovation. They lead to service innovation. They lead to new processes. They lead to new 

businesses. Eventually continuous improvements lead to fundamental change.” (p. 70). 

Cheese, Silverstone and Smith (2009) add “By adopting a mindset of continuous renewal, an 

organization helps to create a culture that supports and motivates the kinds of behaviors 

required to be more agile.” (p. 11). Organizations have to exploit success, which is the third 
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policy presented by Drucker (2007); it refers to that the company should focus on 

opportunities and discard problems. In order to become a successful company in leading 

change, it is a demand to know how to build on the organization‟s own accomplishments 

and how to communicate a vision amongst the workforce that fosters opportunities instead 

of problems. Lastly, the company has to implement a policy about the creation of change, 

with innovativeness being the centre of attention. To regard changes as an opportunity is 

the fundamental mind setting for the thriving organization. 

3.5 The change agent 

Change leadership does not necessarily need a formal leader; it rather aims to motivate a 

shift in behavior amongst the organization‟s workforce. Every member within the company 

can take actions in order to make changes happen clarifies Spector (2007), as long as an 

adaptive behavior is activated along with the members of the organization.  

This thesis aims to investigate the change agent‟s role from a middle management 

perspective, which makes a basic understanding for the change agent to a precondition. A 

change agent is referred to as the facilitator of change (Cameron & Green, 2004). Conner 

(2006) explains that the change agent has to have the ability to diagnose upcoming 

problems at the same time as a change plan has to be implemented and followed. To move 

an organization to a new state requires knowledge and skills in change management. 

Managers that are close to the daily routines often lack this knowledge and therefore it is 

vital for the company to have a change agent (Senior & Fleming, 2006). Everett Rogers, 

referred to in „The Essentials of Managing Change and Transition‟ describes change agents 

as “[…] figures with one foot in the old world and one in the new – creators of a bridge across 

which others can travel. They help others to see what the problems are, and convince them to 

grapple with them.”(Harvard Business School, 2005, p. 124). It is pointed out that change 

agents create the urgency for change. Further, they are described as being trustworthy and 

skillful. The successful change agent has the ability to see and identify problems from the 

perspective of the employees at the same time as motivation is created amongst the 

workforce. Intention is translated into action and a stable adoption of the change is the aim. 

Furthermore, the change agent tries to communicate an innovative spirit to the others 

(Harvard Business School, 2005). 

 

Garvin and Roberto (2005) highlight that an effective change agent, by them referred to as a 

change leader, gives the workforce opportunities to do the right actions in the change 

process, both by providing them with new ways of working as well as by coaching and 

supporting them during the course. To succeed with this the leader needs not only to 

change the thinking of the employees, but also the behavior. However, the studies of Garvin 

and Roberto (2005) have shown that the successful change leader cannot do this by merely 

talking about the key values of the organization; actions have to be undertaken.  
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To understand the challenging tasks a change agent has to manage is of utterance 

importance for every company. Organizations have to become aware of the necessity the 

change agent composes for sustaining a competitive advantage in the rapid changing world 

of today. However, a prior step for the organization is to identify the right change agent in 

the company as a change imposed from an inside actor usually is implemented more 

smoothly than when having a change agent from the outside, as for instance a consultant. 

Lawrence (1969) stated many years ago that change agents coming from the outside of the 

company threaten the social bonds simultaneously as they create resistance.  

3.6 How to lead change 

Kotter (2007) has developed an „Eight-step model‟ that organizations are recommended to 

implement when aiming for a change. Concurrently, he points out that these eight phases 

are important to follow due to the fact that any skipping of a step leads to an unsatisfied 

outcome of the transformation; change processes require patience as they do take time. 

Furthermore, it is stressed that any mistake in one of the steps can have devastating 

consequences for the forthcoming change process. 

The eight steps that will lead to a successful transformation of the company are outlined in 

figure 9. Kotter (2007) underlines that just like a company is in need of a good vision in 

order to lead the people through a change; these eight steps can give a good guideline for the 

change process. By following this process, the probability for a successful outcome becomes 

higher, simultaneously as errors are minimized. He stresses that “Leaders who successfully 

transform businesses do eight things right (and they do them in the right order.” (p. 1). 

 

Kanter (1992) has developed similar guidelines as Kotter (2007), which she refers to as „The 

Ten Commandments‟. Spector (2007) has simplified and shortened these thumb rules into 

five core tasks for effective change leadership: 

1. Develop and articulate clear and consistent sense of purpose and direction for the 

organization. 

2. Establish demanding performance expectations. 

3. Enable upward communication 

4. Forge an emotional bond between employees and the organization 

5. Develop future change leaders. 
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Figure 9: Eight steps to transform the organization 

Source: Kotter, 2007, p. 6 

 

Irrespective of the number of steps and phases that are recommended for a winning change 

process, they more or less all have the same content, although in a different order. 

Furthermore, all of the steps show the importance of interacting with the people within the 

company. A change cannot be planned and implemented without regarding the employees; 

they are the ones who have to support the change project. For that reason, the leading 

through changes is of utmost significance. However, a general leadership style does not exist 

because different situations need different types of leaders. Especially in the context of 

changes, where emotions come up to the surface, certain leadership skills are needed in 

order to lead the people through the change. Goleman (1998) stresses that “IQ and technical 

skills are important, but emotional intelligence is the sine qua non of leadership” (p. 82). 

Emotional intelligence is an umbrella term regarding five sub skills; self-awareness, self 

regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills. The first three elements refer to self-

management skills, whereas the last two, empathy and social skills, concern a person's 

competencies to manage relationships with others. In order to lead changes successfully all 

the mentioned skills are important for a leader. 

1. Establishing a Sense of Urgency
•Examining market and competitive realities
•Identifying and discussing crises, potential crises, or major opportunities

2. Forming a Powerful Guiding Coalition
•Assembling a group with enough power to lead the change effort
•Encouraging the group to work together as a team

3. Creating a Vision
•Creating a vision to help direct the change effort
•Developing strategies for achieving that vision

4. Communication the Vision
•Using every vehicle possible to communicate the new vision and strategies
•Teaching new behaviors by the example of guiding coalition

5. Empowering Others to Act on the Vision
•Getting rid of obstacles to change
•Changing systems or structures that seriously undermine the vision
•Encouraging risk taking and nontraditional ideas, activities, and actions

6. Planning for the Creating Short-Term Wins
•Planning for visible performance improvements
•Creating those improvements
•Recognizing and rewarding employees involved in the improvements

7. Consolidation Improvement and Producing Still More Change
•Using increased credibility to change systems, structures, and policies that don´t fit the vision
•Hiring, promotion and developing employees who can implement the vision
•Reinvigorating the process with new projects, themes , and change agents

8. Institutionalizing New Approaches
•Articulating the connections between the new behaviors and corporate success
•Developing the means to ensure leadership development and succession
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3.7 Resistance to change 

Changes within organizations are often met with resistance from the employees. People feel 

comfortable with their status quo and do not want to change. Employees feel threatened 

about the idea of changes and like to continue with the tasks they always have conducted 

(Garvin & Roberto, 2005). Kotter (2007) highlights that the resistance towards fundamental 

changes is a behavior of human nature, especially for the people for whom the change will 

have a large impact on, hence people in the organization. Consequently, the leading of 

change once again shows its importance as well as difficulties.  

 

Kanter (1984) puts the resistance towards changes in plain words; changes are regarded as 

the enemy and often bring a high degree of anxiety with it. People feel a loss of control and 

experience a sense of helplessness in many cases. Lawrence (1969) continues by clarifying 

that change resistance comprises a great problem for executives, as these claim that people 

always resist change, without finding out the underlying causes of this attitude. Garvin and 

Roberto (2005) point out that especially in companies where there has been a high turnover 

of change leaders; the resistance to change becomes even stronger. A persuasion campaign 

thereby becomes vital for the organization; employees need to be convinced of the change‟s 

necessity. Every member within the organization needs to be clear about the positive 

aspects the change brings to the company as is explained by Kanter (1984). 

3.7.1 The Krüger model 

Wilfried Krüger (1996) developed a model about the „Actors of change and their behavior‟. 

The model, outlined in figure 10, indicates the different actors that are apparent within an 

organization and which various behaviors and attitudes the manager has to deal with 

during change implementations.  

 

Figure 10: Actors of change and their behavior 

Source: Krüger (1996) in De Wit and Meyer (2003), p. 210 

 

In order to implement successful change management the underlying causes of change 

barriers have to be identified, only then appropriate actions for overcoming this resistance 
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can be decided on, hence being organized. Krüger (1996) explains that every individual 

employee generally judges the change according to the impact it will have on his or her 

personal job situation. Job security, requirements, work relationships as well as private 

relations only being some of the concerns employees consider in the context of changes. 

 

The Krüger model does not only outline the four differing actors; the opponent, potential 

promoter, promoter as well as hidden opponent, it furthermore is divided into an attitude 

axis and behavior axis. This is explained with the reasoning that “there often are gaps 

between (internal) attitude and (external) behavior.” (Krüger, 1996, p. 211). Opponents can 

be identified easily as both their behavior as well as attitude is negative towards the change. 

The same is valid for promoters, who have a positive attitude and behavior; they are willing 

to cope with the change and show motivation as well as enthusiasm in this aspect. 

Nonetheless, a positive behavior does not necessarily go hand in hand with a positive 

attitude as is the case with the hidden opponent. This actor is hard to identify for the 

management as the behavior changes when required. The hidden opponent can act 

positively, although he or she is not convinced of the situation. On the contrary, a positive 

attitude with a negative behavior is the common characteristic for potential promoters; they 

are positive towards the change but do not know how to behave in connection to it (Krüger, 

1996). The challenge that remains for the management is to identify these actors within the 

organization and to handle them in the right way. 

3.7.2 Convincing through persuasion 

A persuasion campaign may be the solution for meeting the resistance of the workforce in 

the best possible way. Change agents that meet a high degree of resistance need to convince 

the people that they are the right leader to handle this change in a successful way at the 

same time as they have to persuade everyone that their change program will work. Garvin 

and Roberto (2005) have developed a four stage communication strategy for this task: 

1. The first phase starts with the convincing of the workforce, so that they understand 

that this is the right direction for the company. The importance of the change has to 

be strictly highlighted.  

2. Secondly, the person in charge of the change has to position and frame the 

preliminary change plan; feedback has to be collected, simultaneously as the final 

change plan has to be announced throughout the organization. 

3. The third step of the persuasion campaign is about managing the „ebb and flow‟ of 

feelings amongst the employees, where constant communication is regarded as the 

best solution.  

4. Lastly, the final step aims to convince the people, to strengthen and to emphasize the 

current behavioral guidelines; a return to the old state is thereby avoided. 
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The authors underline the importance to maintain the new behavior in order to enable a 

long lasting effect of the change per se. Moreover, they regard persuasion as the ultimate 

tool for creating a friendly environment for organizational changes. “Persuasion promotes 

understanding; understanding breeds acceptance; acceptance leads to action. Without 

persuasion, even the best of turnaround plans will fail to take root.” (Garvin & Roberto, 2005, 

p. 33). 

3.8 Communication of change 

“If you can‟t communicate the vision to someone in five minutes or less and get a reaction that 

signifies both understanding and interest, you are not done.” (Kotter, 2007, p. 7). Every 

company that is implementing any change needs to be aware of the people that need to be 

informed about the change explains Drucker (2007). Further, the communication needs to 

be very clear in order to avoid any misunderstanding. Larkin and Larkin (1994) refer to 

Aristotle, who in 350 B.C. told us that “[…] if communication is to change behavior, it must be 

grounded in the desires and interests of the receivers.” (p. xii). This stresses that 

communication must contain something that interests the receivers and to change behavior 

it requires that it touches people‟s values. 

 

Spector (2007) writes that downward communication is the usual communication style 

being used by leaders as they want to make sure that everyone within the organization is 

clear about the message that is communicated. However, it is also a necessity for the 

company to conduct upward communication due to the fact that the lower levels of the 

organization contain knowledge that is of high value for the top layer of the hierarchy. The 

lower level‟s close contact to the market such as for instance to competitors as well as 

customers gives them a good initial position that the upper level of the organization should 

take advantage of in their daily work (Spector, 2007). Larkin and Larkin (1994) clarify that 

communication regarding changes in the organization is not like „spreading butter across a 

slice of bread‟; it rather aims to identify the people who can make the change happen. They 

have developed a model in which they exemplify how to communicate a major change in the 

best way. Figure 11 sets out that a change should not be directly communicated from CEO 

to frontline employees as this may weaken the relationship between the frontline and the 

supervisor. The connection between employee and CEO is not the one that matters in this 

regard. In addition, the authors warn for communicating from the top through the middle 

management as this may hamper the message to come down to the supervisor, hence to the 

employees. It is advised to communicate major changes directly to the lower levels in order 

to assure that the message will make it all the way down. In cases of urgent and serious 

changes the first priority to communicate towards should be the supervisor. Senior 

management and supervisors are recommended to be in direct contact in major change 

situations. However, Larkin and Larkin (1994) highlight that this communication model only 

is valid for major changes that occur every two to three years. Day-to-day changes call for 
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another type of communication process, in which the middle manager plays a more integral 

role.  

 

Figure 11: Communicating a major change 

Source: Larkin & Larkin, 1994, p. 5 

However, it is important to keep in mind that Larkin and Larkin (1994) merely present the 

role of the middle manager from a communication perspective. The next chapter will provide 

a more detailed description of the middle manager‟s role of today; with primarily focus on 

organizational changes. 
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Most discussions of decision making  
assume that only senior executives  

make decisions or that only  
senior executives' decisions matter.  

This is a dangerous mistake. 

(Peter Drucker) 

4 The middle manager’s role in organizational changes 

The attention that has been put on middle managers‟ involvement in organizational changes 

has not been as high as the negative attention middle management got during the 1980s 

when organizational hierarchies were flattened and restructured. As explained in the 

evolution of the status of middle management in chapter one, the 1990s involved large 

downsizing actions that led to tremendous job losses for the middle layer of companies. 

Consequently, middle managers were viewed as being resistant to change (Herzig & 

Jimmieson, 2006). Balogun (2003) adds that it is this negative opinion that often stands in 

focus due to that top management often believes that middle management are obstacles for 

organizational changes. As a result of that, middle managers are claimed to be “costly, 

resistant to change, a block to communication both upwards and downwards. They 

consistently underperform; they spend their time openly politicking rather than in constructive 

problem solving. They are reactionary, undertrained and regularly fail to act as 

entrepreneurs.” (Scarbrough & Burell, 1996, p. 178). This image has led to that middle 

managers have gained the role of the people who have to be eliminated from the company 

(Balogun, 2003).  

Lester (2008) points out that many organizations may not have recognized the value middle 

managers bring with them, but they are actually the ones who transform strategy into 

action at the same time as they support the employees during the change process. A lot of 

valuable knowledge about the organizations operation is getting lost when middle managers 

decide to leave the company. Therefore, the negative perception of middle managers has to 

be diminished and their capabilities to contribute to organizational changes should become 

the centre of attention (Herzig & Jimmieson, 2006). Huy (2001) highlights that the middle 

manager constitutes a significant contributor in radical organizational changes. Four 

important areas are pointed out in this remark; the middle manager is referred to as being 

entrepreneurial and innovative as well as having networking capabilities. Third, the middle 

manager is sensitive to the employees‟ mood and emotions; a competence that usually is 

regarded as emotional intelligence. Furthermore, the middle manager is able to manage a 

good balance between continuity and changes within an organization. 
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4.1 The middle manager’s unique position 

The middle management‟s unique intermediate position enables them to see the whole 

picture of the organization so that new possibilities can be discovered simultaneously as 

growth can be encouraged by them (Huy, 2001). Nonaka (1994) referred to in Wooldridge, 

Schmid and Floyd (2008) stresses that what “[…] makes middle managers unique is their 

access to top management coupled with their knowledge of operations. It is this combination 

that enables them to function as mediators between the organization‟s strategy and day-to-

day activities.” (p. 1192). Middle managers moreover often constitute a more diverse group 

than the top management regarding culture, education, experience, gender and so forth, 

which gives room for a great mix of creative ideas of how to change the business explains 

Huy (2001). He refers to the middle manager as an entrepreneur. In his studies of 

organizations he paid attention to that middle managers often bring new ideas to the 

workplace, but that these are often disregarded by top management.  

4.2 The middle manager as communicator 

The middle manager does bring more than an entrepreneurial spirit to the company. Middle 

management also has a good ability to act as a communicator during changes. Huy (2001) 

explains changes in two steps; the idea behind the change as well as the implementation of 

it. As pointed out in the previous chapter, changes require a good flow of communication 

throughout the whole organization and middle managers can play a vital role in this respect. 

They usually have established a good social network during their years at the company, 

which enables them to identify the people that are most important to be informed. Huy 

(2001) stresses that the middle manager has the capability to adjust the message to the 

different target groups within the organization. In short, middle management knows how to 

sell the change to either a workgroup or the entire organization.  

 

In contrast, Larkin and Larkin (1994) claim that middle managers use 40 per cent of their 

time to move messages throughout the organizational layers. The message being 

communicated moreover is stressed to be modified or even withheld by the middle manager 

in order to strengthen their personal power position. The authors suggest that the 

supervisory layer of the organization should be informed directly by the top in order to make 

sure that the message reaches its target. But, it is clarified that bad and negative messages 

should be communicated by top- or middle management with the aim to avoid any negative 

setback for the supervisors; their relation to employees should not be exposed to any risks. 

A negative atmosphere between supervisor and crew could lead to a strong resistance 

towards the change. 

 

The different perspectives about the middle manager as communicator presented by Huy 

(2001) as well as Larkin and Larkin (1994) should be regarded. The friction in the literature 
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shows that the middle manager‟s position and role as a communicator is not consistent and 

this is something that has to be worked on, because as shown in the previous chapter, the 

correct communication during organizational changes is of utterance importance.  

4.3 Middle management and top management 

Spreitzer and Quinn (1996) wrote more than ten years ago that middle managers are 

fighting for their survival in organizations. The authors argue that a change in the middle 

manager‟s traditional role has to occur; they have to become transformational leaders who 

can stimulate change. This is the actual challenge of middle managers as they are the 

leaders in the middle of an organization that have to communicate the change, to solve the 

problems and to manage the employees‟ performance. Arneson (2008) refers to this as the 

link between the top management‟s vision and the middle manager‟s implementation of it. 

However, in order to enable this shift in roles, the top management of organizations has to 

recognize the importance of middle management (Lester, 2008). Huy (2001) emphasizes that 

the correlation between top- and middle management is often disturbed in organizations. 

Figure 12 illustrates how this relationship appears in companies in change situations. Top 

management disregards middle management in changes due to the fact that they might not 

acknowledge the added value of this management layer; they sometimes still live with the 

belief that middle managers are resistant towards changes; ”Veteran middle managers are 

considered corporate dinosaurs who will always offer a reason why something can´t be 

achieved.” (Huy, 2001, p. 74). Furthermore, top management underestimates the strengths 

and capabilities of middle managers in change situations. However, Huy (2001) found out 

that middle managers can make important contributions to change management, but this 

potential is often unrecognized by top management; leading to that middle managers hide 

their potential during change processes. Consequently, a vicious cycle is initiated due to 

that middle management learned that they will not be listened to and just accept this fact. 

Thus, no further attempts to change the situation are made by middle managers. 

 

 

Figure 12: The correlation between top- and middle management 

Source: Constructed by authors with inspiration from Huy (2001) 

Senior Management (SM) Middle Management (MM)

SM does not involve 
MM sufficiently in change 

situations

MM is hiding the potential as 
change contributors



III THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK   

47 

 

 

Lester (2008) underlines that it is not a surprise that many middle managers consider to 

leave their company. The fact that they only get little or no recognition at all for their 

achievements makes these actions to a natural choice. She stresses that experienced middle 

managers “are the key target group in the global war of talent.” (p. 1). A new organizational 

structure has to be implemented that supports the role of middle managers. Coaching, 

education as well as emotional resilient training for the middle layer are some components 

that should be part of the organization. Furthermore and of utmost importance is the 

involvement of the middle manager in strategic decisions; Lester (2008) explains that this 

leads to greater satisfaction amongst middle managers as well as to a greater overall 

outcome. Also Floyd and Wooldridge support this approach; already in the year 1994 they 

wrote that the new role of middle managers is of more strategic kind than of operational. 

They claim that if the middle management is not involved in the strategic decision and 

understands the reasons for the change, they cannot create meaning to the people below. 

4.4 The middle manager as change intermediary 

Osterman (2009) stresses in his book that it is mostly the top management that decides on 

the company‟s direction and sets the agenda for it. However, it is the middle management 

who implements these agendas and who runs the day-to-day activities that are required in 

order to reach the vision that is set by the top of the organization. It is underlined that all 

organizational layers need to be aware of the middle management‟s tasks and what their 

roles will develop into in modern organizations. Balogun (2003) examined the role of middle 

managers during a change implementation in a privatized UK company and identified four 

key roles that the middle manager takes on; illustrated in figure 13. The middle manager 

undertakes personal change, keeps the business going during the change, implements the 

changes that are needed and helps others through the change. 

 

 

Figure 13: Middle managers as change intermediaries 

Source: Balogun (2003) 
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The role of undertaking personal change is necessary as the transition of the organization 

requires that middle managers change their role as well as responsibilities. Moreover, the 

study of Balogun (2003) shows that the middle manager‟s largest challenge is to develop and 

change the own job roles. In this respect, the interpretation of the change is one big task, in 

other terms viewed as the sensemaking process. This activity “involves interacting with 

others to determine expectations and „reading signals‟.” (p. 75). Here the middle manager 

interprets signals and signs in behaviors, actions and words in order to create meaning of 

what the change really is about. Balogun (2003) explains that the sensemaking process 

takes time as it is a social process where the middle manager has to interact with peers and 

colleagues in order to learn from each other and to create a common understanding of the 

change situation per se. As illustrated in chapter 3, the leading of people through changes 

takes time and in order to succeed with it the creation of a common meaning is crucial.  

4.5 The middle manager as the supporting asset 

The role to help others through the change involves handling resistance of the employees 

and to coach, train and support the workforce when needed, even if this aspect is often 

overlooked by top management. Huy (2002) points out that the middle management, with 

regard to the organizational structure, is closer to the workforce and thereby has a better 

connection in order to sense the employees‟ emotional needs. He suggests that the middle 

manager should become the “key loci for emotion management during change” (p. 2). In the 

article In „Praise of Middle Managers‟, Huy (2001) underlines that top management should 

hire middle managers with emotional intelligence, which refers to individuals that are aware 

of their personal emotions at the same time as they can handle the feelings of others. A 

positive outcome and optimistic reactions towards the change are most probable to occur 

when employees feel that their feelings are being considered and valued. Huy (2001) refers 

this role of the middle manager as being a „therapist‟. Changes often awake anxiety in people 

and middle managers can address these reactions due to their closer relation to the 

employees compared to the top management. To help their employees is an important role to 

take on and a “good middle manager will encourage this behavior, keep it positive, and use it 

to keep work on track.” (Huy, 2001, p. 78). Balogun (2003) explains that the middle manager 

can become some kind of role model for the employees while helping them through the 

change. However, it is pointed out that the role of undertaking personal change and to help 

others through it lacks support and takes time, which consequently leads to a heavy 

overload of work.  

 

In order to identify new middle managers who are good supporters in change processes, Huy 

(2001) suggests that it is beneficial to search for them deep down in the own organization. In 

the conducted research he recognized that companies often hire newcomers or consultants 

in order to let them lead the change, however, this often occurs too fast. The good change 

supporters are often inside the organization explains Huy (2001) and they are the people 
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who already have informal power, are constructive critical, emotional intelligent as well as 

versatile. 

4.6 The middle manager caught between present and future 

Keeping the business going is another task the middle manager has to cope with in change 

implementations and is one of the traditional roles the middle manager has in organizations. 

The usual business has to continue at the same time as the change takes place, „business 

as usual‟ is the terminology being used by Balogun (2003) in this context. Huy (2001) refers 

to this by describing the middle manager as „the tightrope artist‟, referring to the balancing 

between change and continuity. The issue of “balancing the present with the future” 

(Balogun, 2003, p. 77) is apparent in this context due to that the change requires its 

attention with for instance additional staff simultaneously as the usual business has to be 

sustained, but with a reduced workforce.  

 

A further role that was identified among middle managers by Balogun (2003) was to 

implement changes in departments when needed, which involved the middle manager in a 

wide range of improvement activities throughout the entire organization. For instance, this 

task involved the development of new working practices in order to cut costs.  This fourth 

role has to be managed besides the traditional work task of the middle manager. A heavy 

workload is the outcome in this circumstance as well as in connection to the three other 

roles that were identified among middle managers in Balogun‟s (2003) study, as has been 

previously outlined in figure 13. 

4.7 The core value of middle management 

Huy (2001) highlights that the challenges of organizational changes are complex. It is about 

preserving the core values of the company while turning it into a new strategic direction. 

Nevertheless, this is a difficult task as long as merely the top management is being involved; 

people in the entire organization have to help to enable the change. The middle management 

becomes an important asset in this context as they know how to put the strategy into 

practice. Vision can be turned into reality by middle managers and the companies where 

executives are able to identify this potential amongst middle management will turn out to be 

the companies where successful organizational changes are accomplished. 

 

The combination of the middle manager as entrepreneur, communicator, therapist and 

tightrope artist as presented by Huy (2001) constitute important components that are vital 

in organizational changes. Jackson and Humble (1994) highlight that the middle manager is 

of utterance importance for the organization, but that a shift in their role is evident. “Instead 

of being channels of communication and control, they will become conduits of changes and 

challenge. They will remain because their new roles as coach, change agent and 

entrepreneurs rather than bureaucrats are essential to the organizations they serve. They will 
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translate directions into strategies and values into behaviors. They will be coaches and 

motivators not controllers and directors.” (p. 4) Balogun and Johnson (2004) emphasize that 

the role of the middle manager as a change agent will continue to increase in importance 

due to the fact that organizations are becoming more complex in the globalized world of 

today. 

4.8 The middle manager’s ability to lead 

Keith Grint (2005) discusses in his book „Leadership: Limits and Possibilities‟ different 

aspects that make a leader while considering questions whether it is „who‟ the leaders are, 

„what‟ they have achieved, „‟where‟ the leaders operate or „how‟ they get things done, that 

makes people to leaders. These questions stress that leadership exists due „persons‟, 

„results‟, „positions‟ and „processes‟.  

 

In the previous chapter about the phenomenon change, it has been pointed out that 

changes need to be led in order to implement them in a successful way. Hence, a change 

agent needs to be a good leader. For leading people through changes, specific skills as 

emotional intelligence as well as a clear communication style are very useful and required 

competencies for a leader (Goleman, 1998). Here connections to Grint (2005) can be drawn 

who explains that an aspect that makes a leader is the „person‟. Moreover, this chapter has 

previously indicated that the unique position of the middle manager can make great 

contributions during organizational changes. Due to the middle position within the 

organization, middle managers can be good change communicators and change 

intermediaries as it is explained by Huy (2001) and Balogun (2003). This phenomenon 

indicates that in relation to Grint (2005), the aspect „position‟ is essential for a successful 

change agent. 

5 Reflecting the theoretical framework 

The presented theories confirm the fact that organizational changes are a big challenge for 

most companies because they need to be managed and to be led. Furthermore, the literature 

indicates that more attention should be put on the middle manager with regard to change 

planning and implementation. Theory shows that middle management can have great 

potential to handle and to contribute to organizational changes. But, at the same time, it is 

observable that a stereotype about middle managers exists, which is one of the reasons that 

they are often not being involved in the change process. This phenomenon leads to a gap 

between the fields change management and middle management; as outlined in figure 14.  
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Figure 14: Gap between change management and middle management 

Source: constructed by the authors 

Until today the research about how to bridge this gap is not fully developed yet. But, in 

order to enable a bridging between the two perceptions, empirical research has been 

conducted; the research findings are outlined and discussed in the forthcoming chapter.  
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Knowing is not enough; 

We must apply! 

(Goethe) 

 

IV Empirical Data Review & Analysis 

In this chapter we will present and analyze the empirical data that has been collected from 

the conducted case studies. From the interviews with the four consultants we have allowed 

various themes to emerge, which will be examined, discussed and analyzed by using the 

theory that has been outlined in the previous chapter. Every theme reflects a paradox that has 

to be considered in order to solve our research problem. 

1 Paradox of the task-oriented versus relation-oriented role  

Dorte Sandager (2010-03-30), the owner of the consulting firm Transitions explains that the 

role of the middle manager is dependent on the size of the organization. In smaller 

companies the middle manager can have an extremely flexible and dynamic role, whereas in 

larger organizations the role is often defined by formal structures, guidelines and 

procedures. Nevertheless, Sandager has identified one common denominator for the middle 

manager´s role, irrespective of the organizational size; “The middle manager is seen as a 

formalized bridge builder between top management and the organizational vision and mission 

and the actual work that is being conducted.” This description is very similar to the definition 

of a change agent provided by Everett Rogers (Harvard Business School, 2005). He describes 

change agents as the people who can balance the old and new world by creating a bridge 

between them in order to enable others to travel across it. By this he means that change 

agents can help the employees to identify the current problems and to solve them in the 

right manner. Both statements show the connection and similarities between change agents 

and middle managers; they have to transmit the message from the top to the rest of the 

organization in order to create a common understanding.  

 

The role of the middle manager further has to be divided into a task-oriented and relation- 

oriented role according to Sandager. The task-oriented role aims to translate the overall 

goals of the company into specific targets and working procedures for different areas of the 

organization. In this role the middle manager ensures that the company works towards the 

right direction. The relation-oriented role concerns the middle manager‟s ability to sense and 

to care about the employees‟ feelings. Middle managers are the ones who guide the 

workforce in terms of norms and values. She explains that the relationship between 

employees and middle managers is an essential factor that is important on the daily level, 

because if the people do not trust the middle manager, the organization sooner or later will 
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face serious issues in terms of employee dissatisfaction. Sandager makes clear that this 

combination of roles makes the middle manager to the person “who can pave the way and 

open doors for new projects and new initiatives.” However, it should not be forgotten as 

Cheese (2010-03-17) explains that the daily work tasks of the middle manager have to be 

conducted simultaneously as the change project itself. This issue has also been outlined by 

Balogun (2003) who points out that it is a challenge to keep the daily business running 

while implementing the change and this dilemma should not be underestimated.  

Mats Lindblad (2010-03-26), owner and CEO at Business Advantage divides management 

into three fields; control, leadership and strategy. Control refers to setting the right goals 

and to make people to reach those. Leadership means to work with visions and to motivate 

employees. In this context it is especially the creation of relationships towards the 

employees being of high importance. The strategy concerns the business plan; in this field 

decisions referring investments, market expansions and so forth are made. Lindblad 

continues by explaining that the three fields further can be differentiated by the „art of 

leadership‟ and the „science of leadership‟. The former one includes the leadership field, 

whereas the latter one both concerns the controlling field as well as strategy. In the „science 

of leadership‟ there exists an ABC for everything, whereas the „art of leadership‟ is more 

blurry in its execution. Nevertheless, it is stressed by Lindblad that both parts are essential 

as a combination; with the „science of leadership‟ constituting the base for the „art of 

leadership‟.  

Parallels can be drawn from Sandager‟s „task- and relation oriented role‟ and Lindblad‟s 

„science- and art of leadership‟. Although dissimilar definitions are used by the consultants 

it becomes evident that they have the same statement; managers need clear guidelines in 

order to achieve a certain goal, simultaneously as it is a necessity to create good relations 

with co-workers, so that common values and visions are shared amongst the entire 

organization. This discussion also brings Beer and Nohria‟s (2000a) theory E and O in 

change processes to the spotlight, theory E is regarded as a „hard‟ change approach, 

whereas theory O refers to the ‟soft‟ side. This implies that theory E is more „task- oriented‟ 

and theory O more „relation-oriented‟. In the latter theory, employees have to be encouraged 

and motivated to participate in the change, while theory E reflects a top-down approach 

with focus on structures and systems. A combination of the dimensions is recommended by 

the authors, as this will give the most awarding outcome for the entire organization. The 

same combination has to be achieved between the task- and relation oriented role; the 

middle manager needs to find a good balance between the two perspectives. 

1.1 Caught in the task-oriented role 

Mats Lindblad provides a good example of a change process in which the middle manager 

was not prepared for the actual work to be conducted. He refers to one special case in which 
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a company expanded so fast that six people working in the company were assigned as 

middle managers. In this case the middle managers lacked leadership competencies and as 

result of this, they focused on the administrative tasks instead. They preferred to spend 

their time on administration instead of doing nothing. Consequently, the problem arose that 

the employees were not being led in the right manner due to the lack in leadership skills.  

Administration constitutes a minor part of the task -oriented role and therefore it cannot be 

completely disregarded. However, this example indicates that administrative work tasks 

never should be predominant amongst middle management. People in the organization need 

to be led, encouraged and motivated during change processes and if administrative work 

stands in focus this will be made impossible. Lindblad has made the experience that middle 

managers are not trained for their leading role in many companies, which is the reason for 

that he often works with coaching of middle managers. They need to learn their role as 

managers and leaders, instead of mainly being task-oriented. This goes hand in hand with 

Balogun (2003), who claims that middle managers have to undertake personal change in 

organizational changes; their new role and responsibilities have to be clear for themselves.  

1.2 The importance of the relation-oriented role 

Cheese stresses that the building of relationships to the employees is of utterance 

importance; therefore leadership skills are needed. He makes clear that if a company does 

not have leadership skills in middle management, nobody will execute the required tasks. 

That is why empowerment at all organizational levels is a must and especially at middle 

level. Pride, Hughes and Kapoor (2010) define empowerment with that the organization 

makes the employees more involved in their work by increasing their participation in the 

decision making process and this is important according to Cheese. Top management only 

leads approximately 3-5 per cent of the people in the organization and therefore it is crucial 

for middle managers to have the right leadership skills due to that they lead the larger parts 

of the workforce. A combination of management and leadership is the optimum, which 

Cheese refers to as „people management‟. Also Majlöv (2010-03-19), consultant at Solving 

Efeso, differentiates between leadership and management by explaining that managers get 

appointed to a certain position, while leaders are people with the ability to create a will in 

other people without having a certain management position. However, he adds “if you are a 

leader and manager at the same time it is fantastic.” But especially in the context of changes 

it is argued by Majlöv that the leading aspects are a little bit more important than the 

management tasks. Middle managers are the ones that need to start leading the change as 

it is hard to merely manage the change. The middle level of the organization needs to create 

the will to change amongst people in order to make the actual change happen. This 

statement is equal to Sandager who agrees with Majlöv concerning the importance of 

leadership in the context of middle management. She highlights the fact that middle 

managers need both leadership and management skills; the middle manager needs to be 
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able to sell the change but also to control budgets in order to see if the company is doing 

well or not. People in the company need to trust the leadership of the middle manager. 

However, in larger organizations the leadership role of middle managers often tends to a 

very large responsibility span of too many people and this is when the situation becomes 

problematic for middle managers. Especially in change situations it is important to forge an 

emotional bond between employees and the organization as is stated by Spector (2007) and 

this is difficult if the control span of the middle manager is too high. 

From this empirical data in connection to theory we can clearly identify common 

denominators for the definitions of management and leadership concerning the middle layer 

of the organization. As demonstrated in figure 15 the middle manager has to deal with the 

task-oriented as well as the relation-oriented responsibilities. The empirical research has 

shown that it is not easy for middle managers to find the right balance. The lack of 

appropriate structures and job descriptions makes it difficult for middle management to 

cope with this paradox. Moreover, as is pointed out by Huy (2001) and Floyd and Wooldridge 

(1994) there exists no common understanding and awareness about the role and function of 

the middle management layer. This has the consequence that disorientation is caused 

amongst middle managers, which can influence the whole organization, particularly during 

organizational changes where clear guidelines are needed. 

 

Figure 15: Paradox of the task-oriented versus relationship-oriented role  

Source: constructed by the authors 
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2 Paradox of guidance from the top versus involvement from the 

bottom 

Peter Cheese stresses in the interview the fact that we live in a constant changing world. 

Organizations cannot avoid the importance that changes play in today‟s business world; 

changes constitute a constant phenomenon. To implement a five year strategy for example is 

nonsense according to Cheese due to that any company barely knows what will happen in 

the nearby future. These important statements are also confirmed by Kanter (1992), who 

claims that our environment is in constant movement. Additionally, it is stated by Beer and 

Nohria (2000b) that the risks of coping with changes have not been as high as today since 

the industrial revolution. Drucker (2003) made the significance of changes very clear when 

he affirmed that every organization has to build change management into its very structure. 

It is the agile organization that has the ability to carry out strategies in a fast manner and to 

manage change effectively (Cheese, Silverstone & Smith, 2009) and it should be the goal of 

every organization to reach the status of such an organization. According to Cheese the 

position and working responsibilities of middle management play a crucial role in this 

context, but unfortunately their potential as change contributors is often unrecognized by 

top management. 

2.1 Guidance issues during organizational changes 

Although most organizations are aware of the importance of changes, they most often fail 

due to various reasons. A shocking fact is that 70 per cent of all change programs fail as has 

been concluded by Beer and Nohria (2000a). The interviewed consultants have made similar 

experiences that indicate the difficulties and challenges to handle changes in a successful 

manner. Sandager explains that during her involvement in change programs she has made 

the experience that changes often stop working due to that they are forced through in many 

cases, without paying attention to the psychological factors that play in. This is the reason 

why she differentiates between change management and transition management, where the 

latter one concerns the psychological aspect. The important point is that the two concepts 

should go hand in hand. In change processes it is crucial to consider what is going on below 

the surface; it is not possible to force people to take on new values or new identities and this 

is important to respect during change processes. Cheese and Sandager stress the 

significance to involve people in the change, particularly the middle manager. Lindblad adds 

that the involvement of people is very essential during change situations as they otherwise 

will feel isolated, which consequently impacts on the working atmosphere and the 

productivity of the company. In Majlöv‟s eyes changes often lack continuity, he makes clear 

that 80 per cent of the work in changes is about making them stable and this is not a 

simple task. He is convinced that the middle manager can play an important role in this 

context in order to make the change sustainable. From Lindblad‟s experience change 
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projects often fail in practice as the “people lack competence in the ABC of doing things and 

that concerns both leadership and leading changes”. 

 

A further factor that frequently contributes to failed changes is the tension that is apparent 

between top- and middle management. Cheese has frequently made the experience that 

middle managers do not get a saying in changes as top management disregards and 

underestimates their competencies. He elucidates that there exists a two sided story in this 

context; on the one hand top management is complaining about middle management by 

claiming that they are unwilling to change. On the other hand, middle management is not 

clear about what to do as a result of that top management is inconsistent in their delegation 

of work. The fact is that middle managers will not be supportive to the change if they do not 

understand it or if they are unrecognized for their roles in making change happen. Cheese 

explains that “[…] the problem often lies with senior management in how they direct and 

communicate change and how they develop and recognize their middle managers in the 

process.” Parallels can be drawn to Huy (2001), who stresses that the correlation between 

top- and middle management is often disturbed in organizations due to that top 

management has the belief that middle managers are unwilling to change and lack the 

competence to make changes happen. On the other side, middle managers sense these 

negative vibes coming from the top and as a consequence they hide their potential as 

change contributors. These facts indicate that top management still regards middle 

managers as some kind of „villains‟ as has been outlined in the historical evolution of the 

middle manager‟s status. 

2.2 Goals as prevention for change failures 

The previous mentioned problems indicate that it is not a simple task to cope with 

organizational changes. The paradox of guidance from the top versus involvement of the 

bottom indicates that a balance between them has to be managed in order to deal with 

changes successfully. An „either/or solution‟ is not the most advantageous answer for 

handling changes and it is the middle manager who should have the ability to handle the 

balance between the top and bottom layer of the organization.  

 

The failure rate for changes is high and top management plays a crucial role in this context. 

As has been stated by the consultants it is important to make the people understand the 

reasons behind the change, simultaneously as they have to get involved in it. Sandager 

explains that most changes fail due to human factors and that top management who has 

the major responsibility for the change program, has to assure that the human aspects are 

considered. To start with, they should set clear goals, which indicate what the change is 

about, where the company is heading for and how they are going to reach their goal. This is 

supported by Spector (2007) who clarifies that a clear and consistent sense of purpose for 

the organization is needed. If the goals are unclear it is not surprising that they will never be 
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achieved and the same is valid for changes; if a change initiative is not clear to everyone in 

the organization it will be hard to implement it and to make it continuous. Sandager makes 

clear that the middle manager has an important role in order to make the goals transparent 

to the rest of the organization; “Middle managers need to be able to put the spotlight on the 

new beginning and try to get people to see why the new beginning is important for them.” 

 

The consultant Lindblad made the experience that most companies that he has been 

working with are not very clear in their setting of goals. He has often observed that 

companies have no goals, too few goals, too blurry ones or too many of them. A large 

amount of goals has the consequence that it will be complicated to work proper towards 

them. Lindblad stresses that “if you have clear goals, you can control the goals instead of 

controlling the activities” and that makes a big difference and has several advantages. One of 

them is that the employees get more responsibility and trust and thereby feel more involved. 

If goals are set in the right manner, the middle manager has a great opportunity explains 

Lindblad, because it is him who can make the employees understand the goals and show 

them the possibility to regulate their own work. It is emphasized by Lindblad that if the top 

management is incapable of setting goals from the start it is the responsibility of the middle 

management to demand this from the top, which he refers to as “coaching the top 

management by demanding goals”. For organizations it is vital to recognize that not all 

planned goals can be kept to their full extent during a change process. As Cheese highlights 

during the interview, an organization may have a strategic change program that was 

launched a year ago, but circumstances can change; “You cannot sit and wait for the result 

for several years, that‟s nonsense. You have to adapt the change journey to the circumstances 

in times when you do not know what will happen the next three months.” Middle 

management can play an important part in this context in order to carry out the set goals in 

a flexible manner. He explains that the players within the organization have to adapt all the 

time in order to achieve the status of an agile organization; a change “is not like launching a 

ship and then let it sail away and hope that it will become good at the end.”  

Sandager and Lindblad clarify that it is not the top management‟s task alone to make the 

goals clear and to make them happen; the middle manager has a vital role in this context. 

Majlöv adds the significance of “creating the right sense of urgency” as has been claimed by 

Kotter (2007) in his „Eight steps to transform the organization‟. These steps aim to provide a 

thorough guideline for how to go through a change process in a successful way, although it 

may not be possible to follow these in a complete manner. In Majlöv‟s eyes it is the middle 

manager who has the ability to create this sense of urgency, which he refers to as the 

“creation of love and passion towards the target.” Because if there is a lack of passion during 

the change, it will just become a “Bohica project”, which means “bend over, here it comes 

again.” The consequence of such a project is that no sustainability of the change has been 

achieved due to a lack of ownership and if this cannot be achieved, it may become very 
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difficult for the middle manager to create meaning towards the subordinates; about the 

change project as well as the goals connected to it. 

Often the goals for organizational changes concern the maximizing of the shareholder value 

as is shown in theory E of Beer and Nohria (2000a), while other goals concern to develop the 

organizational capabilities as is the case in theory O. We believe that theory O is more 

sustainable in the long term as this leads to greater satisfaction amongst the entire 

organization. People are getting involved in the change due to the fact that a bottom up 

approach is favored and this attempt has partly been recommended by the consultants. 

Theory E shows that the top management merely focuses on the external environment and 

in this approach a top down leadership is evident. Nevertheless, it should be clear that the 

human factors inside the organization have the highest value and that an overlooking of 

these factors usually leads to change failures as has been explained by Sandager. Therefore, 

it is a necessity to find a good balance between both approaches; a combination between 

leading from the top and the involvement of the staff. Here, it is the middle manager who 

gets an important role as it is him who can take care of handling the softer approach; 

theory O. The middle manager is closer to the employees and is thereby able to motivate and 

support the workforce, simultaneously as the top can maintain their focus on the external 

environment. However, in order to accomplish this optimal balance, it is crucial that the top 

recognizes the middle manager‟s ability and strengths to contribute in organizational 

changes, as has been claimed by both Cheese and Lindblad. 

2.3 The importance of the middle manager’s involvement in organizational changes 

In the interview with Sandager, she points out that the involvement of middle managers in 

strategic change situations is of high significance. It is suggested that the middle manager 

should be involved by top management as much as possible and as early as possible due to 

that they are the ones who have to own the change and sell it to the employees at the end. 

Sandager mentions that the middle manager contains a lot of valuable knowledge due to the 

close position to the operational level and if they do not get involved in the change planning 

as well as change implementation, a huge loss of knowledge in carrying out the changes is a 

consequence. In contrast, Cheese explains that middle managers often do not get involved 

or empowered due to that they are disregarded by top management, which leads to that 

changes often fail. For Sandager, middle managers constitute the key to success with regard 

to change initiatives. Lack of involvement of both middle managers as well as employees will 

result in a huge failure rate according to her; because if the middle manager is not being 

involved in or supporting the change initiative, the change will “just be one of these change 

projects that ended up in the bookshelf” or as Majlöv already mentioned, a “Bohica project”. 

The empirical research has demonstrated the importance to involve the middle manager 

already from start when strategic decisions are made. This was also stressed by Floyd and 
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Wooldridge (1994); however the consultants‟ narratives point towards the fact that this is 

not often the case in practice. Reasons behind this problem are for instance that top 

management lacks the „know how‟ competence or that they are unwilling to empower the 

middle management. 

Lester (2008) confirms the fact mentioned by Cheese regarding that the value of middle 

managers is often unrecognized in organizations, although they are the ones who transform 

strategy into action and support the employees during the process. The middle manager‟s 

significance has furthermore been stressed by Huy (2001); he ascribes the middle manager 

several roles and portrays him as the right person to handle changes in a successful way. 

Especially the role as an innovator is vital in this context as this may be a good reason to 

involve the middle manager in strategic change situations. Sandager highlights an example 

where she observed that top management regarded these skills. Top management delegated 

projects to middle management which concerned new innovations and by this the middle 

managers carried a huge responsibility to prove their role as innovators. Cheese wraps up 

by saying that the competence to add additional value in terms of innovative thinking is of 

utterance importance for middle management. 

From the empirical research we can conclude that the middle manager has to be involved 

right from the beginning of a change project; by Lewin (1951) referred to as the „Unfreezing 

phase‟ in his three step model for change processes. It is the middle manager who can be 

very helpful in examining the status quo of the organization, as this cannot be handled by 

the top management alone. The unique position between the top and bottom of the 

organization implies that the middle manager has an overall picture of a company and its 

daily operations, which top management lacks. Moreover, as we have heard from the 

consultants, it is the middle manager who has to create ownership towards the change. 

Simultaneously, the middle manager has to motivate the employees and handle the 

resistance that may come up to the surface when announcing the change initiative. 

As has been illustrated in the „Krüger model‟ (1996) organizations have to cope with different 

actors internally. Especially the opponents and the hidden opponents in the company are 

hard to identify and to convince, which is a further reason to involve the middle manager in 

the change process. His closer position and relationship to the workforce will ease the way 

to identify and to handle those actors But, if too much resistance is apparent and the 

opponents and hidden opponents are hard to convince, it may be necessary for the middle 

manager to start a persuasion campaign as has been recommended by Garvin and Roberto 

(2005). They developed a four step model in order to persuade the employees of the positive 

aspects the change brings to the company and this model is very much alike the „three step 

model‟ of Lewin (1951). Both theories start with an explanation about the importance behind 

the change in order to make it continuous within the organization and in this context our 

research indicates that the middle manager can make an important contribution. 
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The empirical study has demonstrated that the middle manager has a vital function in order 

to make the change happen, which is described by Lewin (1951) as „the moving phase‟. 

Everyone of the consultants claims that middle managers have their role in changes in order 

to make the strategies happen, meaning that they have to take actions, to involve the people 

and to make the actual change work; actions that are of utmost importance during a change 

process. Majlöv pointed out that more than half of the workload in change management 

concerns to make changes permanent and this is regarded as the „Refreezing phase‟ by 

Lewin (1951). In this step the top management plays in as well due to that they should 

reward the middle manager for their efforts and actions, likewise as the middle manager 

may reward employees who have shown great accomplishments in the organizational 

change. Once again the recognition of the middle manager‟s capabilities and the employees 

are becoming crucial in the regard of changes which has been stressed by all of the 

consultants.  

2.4 The middle manager as coach and communicator in organizational changes 

For enabling that the given goals of the change initiative are being reached, it is a 

prerequisite to have a good change leader who knows how to communicate the change in 

the right manner. Majlöv explains that a new type of leader is needed; a “follow me leader”. 

This person knows how to say and do things, which means that the focus mainly is on „how‟ 

to work. He elucidates that a “follow me leader is often a coach or a trainer”, which means 

that the change has to be made understandable for the entire organization and coaching 

communication skills are therefore of high importance. Cheese partly supports this by 

explaining that middle managers particularly need to be trained in leadership as they 

otherwise will not be capable of executing the tasks being of importance during changes. To 

coach and support the employees is one of the most vital tasks that have to be conducted by 

change leaders and all of the consultants believe in the potential of the middle manager in 

this connection. 

The right communication during changes is the key to success in organizational changes 

and the middle manager has a great role in this context. Cheese explains that “if you read 

about change management, you have to start with communication.” The middle layer has an 

advantageous position for communicating the change due to that the middle manager 

knows the target and how to adjust the message to the differing groups as is stated by Huy 

(2001). Sandager points out that communication of a change can either make the change 

happen or break it. She refers to Larkin and Larkin (1994) by saying that if the 

communication is not carried out on a face to face basis it is not communication. This is in 

confirmation with Majlöv, who stresses that the right communication tool has to be chosen 

in order to reach the target. “If you want people to really fall in love with your dream, then 

you have to communicate in a certain way” and the lowest level of ambition would be if no 

communication at all occurs. The written word is not recommended as good communication 
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when it comes to the announcing of a goal or vision says Majlöv, because it is hard to know 

if the message is received and if the receiver understood the importance of the text. The best 

way is to communicate face to face in order to “create ownership for the dream. It is not 

enough to make them understand the dream; you have to own it.” Majlöv compares the 

perfect communication with a song; “[…] with a song you have to own your listeners, they 

have to believe you. You can be the best singer in the world, but the problem is that if the 

listener doesn‟t believe you, you cannot win. So you have to know how to sing and what song 

to sing.” Sandager highlights that “organizations should pay closely attention to 

communication, preparing the right people and get the opinion leaders involved in telling the 

story about why we need to change and why it is important for us to do like this.” Kotter 

(2008) regards this as the „creating of the right sense of urgency‟. 

Lindblad expresses his experience by telling that middle managers have a great opportunity 

to communicate the change due to their close and trustful relationship to the employees. 

However, it is highlighted by him that the middle manager often has to be coached by the 

consultant in this circumstance; “The middle manager needs to be very clear about the goals 

and where to go, at the same time as he has to be very interested in the people who have to 

reach the goals.” Larkin and Larkin (1994) point out that all layers of the organization have 

to be considered in some way during change processes. As the authors explain, big change 

initiatives should directly be communicated from top management to the supervisors, 

simultaneously as they claim that the middle manager should conduct the communication 

in terms of difficult decision makings in change situations. But, the empirical research has 

proven that it is often not enough that the top management communicates big change 

projects directly to the supervisors and employees, without involving the middle 

management. As already pointed out, changes need a lot of communication and explanation 

and it becomes self-evident that the top layer cannot accomplish this alone due to their time 

restriction and personal capacity. The „ebb and flow‟ of feelings amongst employees has to be 

handled and a frequent communication flow is the best solution according to Garvin and 

Roberto (2005). In this context, the middle manager has a crucial role due to that all the 

consultants agreed on the fact that the middle manager has the position of a good 

communicator and is a plausible candidate for keeping the communication flowing during 

organizational changes. The focal point is to be clear in the communication and to create 

sense to the employees, as Kotter (2007) already stressed; “If you can‟t communicate the 

vision to someone in five minutes or less and get a reaction that signifies both understanding 

and interest, you are not done.”  

All in all, the empirical research has revealed that the leading and managing of changes is a 

big challenge for the whole organization. The empirical data as well as theory confirm the 

fact that changes need to be guided not only from the top. Due to the various reasons 

behind change failures that have been discussed it is a matter of course that a balance 
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between the guidance from the top as well as the involvement of the bottom has to be found 

in order to bring the best out of change projects. The extremes of the paradox are outlined in 

figure 16, which points out the consequences of pure guiding from the top and the 

requirements of the bottom layer of the organization that have to be respected. Here the 

middle manager has a central role as both the aspects from the top as well as the bottom of 

the organization have to be considered; parallels can be drawn to Nonaka (1988) who refers 

to this as the „middle-up-down management style‟.  

 

Figure 16: Paradox of guidance from the top versus involvement from the bottom  

Source: constructed by the authors 
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3 Paradox of loyalty towards top management versus employees 

Huy (2001), the advocate of the middle layer in organizations argues in his writings for the 

advantages of the middle manager‟s unique position and Nonaka (1994) supports the added 

value middle managers can bring to organizations due to that their sandwich position 

enables good communication and mediation in change situations. Nevertheless, Majlöv 

points out that middle management only is useful and an advantage if the company is big 

enough and in need of a middle level; “I have seen examples of four or five levels of 

management in really small companies, and in that case I feel there are more managers as 

people”. Sandager confirms this problem as she has paid attention to that not every 

organization has flattened the hierarchies to the company‟s need. This may result in that no 

clear job descriptions and responsibilities exist. Despite these facts, all the consultants 

confirm the valuable position of the middle manager due to their close relationship to the 

bottom and the top. Cheese explains that the middle manager is “a primary executer of 

change”. 

Nevertheless, the empirical data refers to an interesting fact that has not been fully regarded 

and discussed in the literature yet. Especially Sandager and Lindblad talk about the loyalty 

problem middle managers have to face in change situations. As discussed in the previous 

paradox, the middle manager should be involved as much as possible, both in change 

planning as well as in change implementation, with the aim to fulfill the different guidelines 

of the top and the needs of the subordinates. Both sides are important to respect in order to 

manage changes successfully and to make them sustainable. But, Sandager stresses that 

the middle manager has to carry a big burden in change situations and this issue should 

not be underestimated, by neither the middle management itself nor the rest of the 

company, as this may have negative influences for the whole organization. Lindblad as well 

as Sandager explain that especially in change situations a loyalty dilemma can occur. For 

instance, it could happen that change projects that have been provided by the top have to 

be implemented by middle management although they do not believe in the project. As a 

result, the middle manager is filled with hesitation as the devastating consequences the 

change will have on the workforce become obvious. However, Lindblad and Sandager point 

out that it is the duty of the middle manager to fulfill the given goals and to stand 100 per 

cent behind the decisions made by the top. Lindblad adds that he has made the experience 

that middle managers occasionally can express their concerns about change projects 

towards the top. In some cases it happened that the top executives were open-minded and 

rethought their decisions due to that they recognized that some important implications had 

been overlooked as a result of that they were too far away from the front line work. But, in 

order to express doubts in an adequate manner towards the top, middle managers must 

have a lot of self-confidence and Lindblad explains that this has become less visible in 

practice.  



IV EMPIRICAL DATA REVIEW & ANALYSIS   

 

65 

 

Besides showing loyalty towards the top, a middle manager needs to prove loyalty and 

fairness towards the employees. Particularly in change situations, the building of trustful 

relationships and the creation of ownership for the change project are important in order to 

implement changes successfully. People have to feel that managers care about them; 

otherwise a trustful atmosphere cannot be created. Majlöv points out that subordinates feel 

if a manager does not stand behind the words he expresses; ”[…] people can hear that, not 

through the words but in the body language, the eyes and so on.” This shows that a leader 

needs to know how to embody the message in order to get followers for a change project; 

words and body language need to state the same. 

3.1 The middle manager’s psychological burden during organizational changes 

Sandager explains that middle managers are often promoted from an employee position. 

This means from a psychological perspective, that from “being the brother or sister they have 

to become a father of the employees.” They feel a strong loyalty towards the employees at the 

same time as they have to be loyal towards the top. When it comes to a decision to cut 

people this can be problematic due to that it often is the middle manager who has to carry 

out the decisions coming from the top. The middle manager is aware of that cutting the 

workforce will have large impacts on the people‟s life; a heavy psychological burden lies on 

the middle manager as a result of this. Today, a lot of middle managers are feeling 

distressed because of the loyalty dilemma due to the fact that the balancing between 

„nurturing and cutthroating‟ is very challenging as Beer and Nohria (2000a) confirm.  

Sandager highlights that often when she works with companies and management training, 

particularly with middle managers, she has to make clear that the middle manager has to 

let go the personal relationships with employees in order to create some distance between 

manager and employee. This is a crucial action for enabling the role of a manager to emerge 

and to let authority come out. For the middle manager it is of utterance importance to keep 

in mind that they have to emphasize the employees, but to never become one of them as 

underlined by Sandager. Lindblad made almost the same experience with middle managers; 

in coaching sessions he teaches middle managers to stay close with his subordinates while 

keeping their authority.  

In order to facilitate and lead changes successfully the psychological burden has to be 

overcome and therefore middle managers need to be coached. Huy (2002), who primarily 

refers to the advantages of the middle managers position needs to reflect on that the middle 

manager also should be able to deal with the loyalty dilemma; because the ability to handle 

this problem cannot be taken for granted as the empirical research has confirmed. Here, 

emotional intelligence should become the key competence in order to lead changes towards 

a thriving end. Goleman (1998) says that an emotional intelligent leader has self-awareness 

about its strengths and limitations. Lindblad argues in the same direction by pointing out 
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that middle managers have to know if they are strong enough for leading all kinds of 

changes and if they are able to manage all the emotional pressure that they will confront. 

Self-regulation is mentioned in the same context and is an additional important skill for 

emotional intelligent leaders. In order to stay loyal towards the top and the bottom of the 

organization, the middle manager has to be able to manage and control the own feelings and 

emotions. On the one hand, this control of feelings is necessary, but on the other hand it 

can lead to isolation. This is partly confirmed by Sandager who points out the problem that 

middle managers often can “feel very lonely during a change process because he or she 

cannot become one with the employees, he cannot get access to the top level; he is the one in 

the middle and has to be able to handle this loneliness.” A middle manager needs to be aware 

that the „sandwich position‟ causes a kind of loneliness and this has to be dealt with by the 

person in the middle. 

3.2 The middle manager’s loyalty towards a diversified workforce 

Drucker (2003 & 2008) declares that globalization means a fundamental change in 

expectations and values, for people as well as for organizations. This phenomenon is also 

mentioned by Cheese, who addresses a further problem middle managers have to face while 

implementing and communicating changes. Cheese points out that due to the globalization 

the workforce in organizations is diversified; “cultural diversity is one of the most important 

dynamics today […] a lot of failures are based in misunderstanding the cultural dynamics”. As 

a result of this, it is vital that middle managers have an understanding for how to deal with 

other cultures. In order to lead changes, a middle manager has to be familiar with different 

cultural habits. Communication should be adapted to the different cultural aspects, Cheese 

elucidates for instance that, “[…] the interpersonal relationship is more important in other 

cultures instead of just exchanging emails”. Hence, he claims that middle managers should 

be coached about different cultural aspects. One method is to send them abroad to let them 

make their own cultural experiences. The cultural aspects mentioned by Cheese should be 

regarded in the implementation of changes, because if a change leader does not know how 

to deal with different cultures it is impossible to recognize all the employees‟ needs and 

thereby a loyalty problem occurs. Huy (2001) identified that middle managers constitute a 

more diverse group than the top management regarding culture, whereby he supports that 

the middle manager is a good change contributor for a diversified workforce, also if 

additional training is necessary in some cases.  

Besides the cultural diversity, Peter Cheese also mentions the different generations that 

exist in organizations. Hewlett, Sherbin & Sumberg (2009) refer to a workforce consisting of 

diversified generations; they point out that the baby boom generation has different 

expectations and values than the younger generation X and Y. This phenomenon has to be 

considered in the context of change management; a middle manager needs to know how to 

deal with the different expectations. Cheese clarifies that the younger generation is familiar 
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with the use of the new technologies, in contrast to the older generation and these aspects 

as well as others are vital to consider. Baby boomers for instance often do what they are told 

to and take orders literally whereas the young generation has a large need for someone who 

motivates and rewards them. They are more independent and have higher demands for a 

„work-life‟ balance; Cheese explains that “the dynamics of how individuals think about work 

have changed”. This „Generation Lap‟ as Cheese describes it, has to be managed in order to 

treat everyone fair. Especially in change situations the needs of the older generation as well 

as the younger generation have to be respected in order to avoid change resistance, but also 

to remain loyal towards the different people.  

Generation diversity as well as cultural diversity is evident in every organization and to 

manage this requires knowledge about the different frames of references that are apparent 

in the organization. Referring to Weick (1995), the frame of reference can be described as an 

existing map in the mind. This map is build up by individual socio-cultural experiences, 

believes, knowledge, etc. It affects the way of thinking and acting in a certain way. The 

middle manager needs the ability to recognize the different frames of references of the 

subordinates because it is the change agent who is the „manager of meaning‟. Smircich and 

Morgan (1982) stress that this is a requirement for every leader who aims to create a 

common sense amongst the workforce. 

3.3 Finding a loyal middle manager  

The consultants Lindblad and Majlöv have made the experience that the employee who has 

the best expertise in a certain working field gets promoted to a middle management position. 

This procedure can lead to problems, especially when it comes to the leading of change 

projects. As has been pointed out previously, the middle manager has to lead the change 

instead of only managing it. From the narratives of the consultants it is observable that very 

often middle managers need to be coached for their role, but this mostly happens when a 

change project has already started and the first problems have appeared. From this outlined 

issue it can be deduced that some companies have not realized that middle managers need 

a new role, especially in change situations as has been stated by Huy (2001, 2002) Floyd & 

Wooldridge (1994) and Balogun (2003). Nevertheless, we can conclude that the middle 

manager is gaining a new role in change projects, although training and preparation should 

occur prior to a change project‟s start.  

Even if training is needed for almost every middle manager in order to become a change 

intermediate (Balogun, 2003), some important aspects have to be regarded before an 

appropriate person for this role is chosen. The finding of the right middle manager can be 

achieved by either selecting potential candidates from the internal environment or from the 

external one. Sandager explains that both alternatives have their advantages and 

disadvantages. Hiring from the inside means that the person already has a prior knowledge 
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about the organizational structure, culture and so forth. However, to be promoted to a 

middle manager requires a lot of authority and self-confidence due to that the promotion 

can lead to rivalry between colleagues, which consequently can lead to loyalty problems. To 

hire middle managers externally has on the one hand the advantage that it brings new ideas 

to the organization and this is an important aspect because Majlöv explains that especially 

for the implementation of change projects, people need to learn to see with new eyes. By 

giving examples from the practice the consultant demonstrates that people from the inside 

“often don´t see any problem because they have learned to live with them”. Due to this 

problem a middle manager from the external environment can provide the organization with 

added value in terms of current problem identification and innovativeness. However, 

Lawrence (1969) made the statement many years ago that change agents that are hired 

externally can threaten the social relationships inside of the organization and thereby create 

resistance. But, the use of external middle managers is very much dependent on the 

situation and history of the organization as is explained by Sandager. Also if Huy (2001) 

recommends searching for a good middle manager internally in order to use them as change 

facilitators, the empirical research demonstrates that the drawbacks should be considered 

as well. 

The paradox of the middle manager‟s loyalty towards top management versus employees 

indicates that both sides expect 100 per cent loyalty and the middle manager has to deal 

with this issue. As it is shown in figure 17 the middle manager‟s main task is to keep the 

right balances between the different expectations being evident on both sides. To reconsider 

both aspects is a challenging task for the middle manager, but to remain loyal is a 

prerequisite in order to accomplish sustainable changes.  

 

Figure 17: Paradox of loyalty towards top management versus employees 

Source: constructed by the authors 
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4 The middle manager as bridge builder between the paradoxes  

Every consultant confirmed the fact that top management needs to recognize the importance 

of middle managers in organizations; they play an integral part for every company especially 

during change processes. The three outlined paradoxes that have emerged as themes from 

the four interviews with the consultants show the main challenges that have to be handled 

during organizational changes and it is the middle manager who has the potential to bridge 

the gap between each paradox.  

The paradox of the task- and relation oriented role indicates that both approaches are 

crucial, but that a good balance between them has to be built; neither the task nor relation 

oriented role should work as an extreme in its own. Further, the paradox of guiding from the 

top versus involving the bottom layer of the organization demonstrates that the middle 

manager plays an essential role as a bridge builder in this context. It is the middle layer who 

can create a balance between top management and employees due to their unique position 

and capabilities. Lastly, the topic of loyalty appeared as an important theme from the case 

studies, which resulted in the „paradox of loyalty towards the top versus the employees‟. In 

this context, middle management has to cope with the issue of showing equal loyalty 

towards both sides and for being able to manage this dilemma calls for the right kind of 

middle manager. 

 

Figure 18: The correlation between the paradoxes 

Source: constructed by the authors 
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All the presented paradoxes are correlated, simultaneously as each paradox is influenced by 

the middle layer of the company as outlined in figure 18. Middle management has the ability 

to handle the outlined challenges of the paradoxes as has been confirmed by the empirical 

and theoretical data. The middle manager has great potential for being an agent of change 

and can contribute with great value to the organization. Nevertheless, while analyzing our 

empirical findings in connection with theory, we have discovered that this value creation 

from the middle manager‟s side only can be achieved when certain requirements are 

fulfilled. In order to handle organizational changes in the best possible way, the middle 

manager has to have the capability to build bridges between each of the presented 

paradoxes. 
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Out of intense complexities 

intense simplicieties emerge. 

(Winston Churchill) 

V Emerging Theory 

This chapter aims to outline a theoretical model that we have developed at the same time as 

this chapter serves as a conclusion of the conducted research process. The created model has 

emerged from the analysis of the paradoxes and presents a thorough solution for our research 

problem. Furthermore, the main ideas behind the model will be pointed out, in order to 

emphasize how the model can be utilized in practice. The chapter will be wrapped up by 

presenting the middle manager‟s new role as a change agent. 

1 Reflections on the research process 

Literature has shown that the role of middle managers often is underestimated and 

unrecognized by organizations. It is the top management that over and over again stands in 

focus in media when it comes to business discussions; however the top always has a lot of 

people behind itself and this is how our interest for the middle manager emerged. At the 

same time we live in a world that constantly changes and from reading literature and 

previous made studies we identified two discussions; on the one hand the middle manager 

is claimed to be change resistant and on the other hand some scholars assert that middle 

management needs to be prepared for a new role; the role of being a change agent. Thereby 

the combination of the two fields, middle management and change management, became 

the focus of this dissertation. Our aim with this study was to find out what role the middle 

manager has during organizational changes, and as an effort to gain a deeper 

understanding of this phenomenon we examined how the role of the middle manager as a 

change agent is possible and what kind of contributions this role can bring to the 

organization. 

The empirical findings of our study confirmed the historical evolution of the middle 

manager; nevertheless it became clear from the consultants narratives that a new role is 

emerging amongst middle management. The middle layer of organizations forms an 

important contributing benefit during organizational changes; but to achieve the new role as 

a change agent a lot of work remains to be done in organizations. Through our research 

process we have identified what has to be done in order to achieve this new role, why it 

should be done and how it is possible and in combination with the empirical research and 

literature studies a theory emerged; the DICE-model. 
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2 The DICE-model 

The DICE-model in figure 19 has been developed by us in order to represent a suggested 

solution for our research problem; it consists of two different parts. DICE stands for Define, 

Identify, Coach and Empower. The inner circle of the model shows how the role of the middle 

manager as a change agent can become possible; it considers the themes that emerged in 

the previous discussed paradoxes. The meaning and idea behind each phase will be 

presented in detail in the following paragraphs. The outer circle in figure 19 corresponds to 

our second research question and implicates the contributions the middle manager brings 

to the organization, in general but above all during organizational changes. All of the 

concepts will be deliberated in the forthcoming sections. 

 

Figure 19: The DICE-model 

Source: constructed by the authors 
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2.1 The middle manager as change agent 

In order to enable the middle manager‟s role as a change agent, the following four phases 

have to be passed through. 

2.1.1 Defining the middle manager’s role and work responsibilities  

Due to that there often is no clearly defined role for the middle manager as well as a lack of 

clear work responsibilities; a common understanding has to be created. To start with, top 

management needs to consider the potential that lies within middle management. The 

stereotype that still exists about middle managers in certain organizations has to be 

diminished. As has been pointed out in the previous outlined paradoxes, it is of utmost 

importance in change situations that the middle manager finds a balance between the task-

oriented and relation-oriented role; both roles have to go hand in hand. Nonetheless, while 

defining the function of the middle manager as a change agent it is important to be aware of 

the fact that the relation-oriented role takes a lot of effort and time, and therefore it is 

important that this is enabled by scheduling the right amount of time for this role. 

Furthermore, in many cases it can be hard to build relations to all the people below due to 

that the control span of the middle manager sometimes is too large and this aspect is vital 

to consider when aiming for a successful outcome of the change. Another essential aspect 

that has to be regarded by the organization is that a change process often has to be handled 

aside of the daily work tasks and therefore it is of utmost importance that top management 

clearly defines the responsibilities and role the middle manager has to take on.  

2.1.2 Identifying the right middle manager 

In order to identify the right middle manager as a change agent it is important to consider 

that this either can occur internally or externally; both sides indicate advantages and 

disadvantages. Identifying a suitable middle manager internally has the advantage that the 

person already is familiar with the organization and has gained a lot of important networks 

within the company. However, it has the disadvantage that the person already is caught in 

the „inside the box thinking‟. Simultaneously, the promoting from the inside brings the 

loyalty problem to its surface. The new internal middle manager may identify too much with 

his old role and thereby it remains hard to keep the authority person alive towards the 

employees. In contrast, to identify and hire a middle manager externally brings a new 

thinking to the organization concurrently as it becomes easier to maintain the needed 

authority for the position. Nevertheless, to involve a completely new person from the outside 

in a change situation can cause resistance amongst the workforce due to a lack of trust. 

Additionally, especially when it comes to changes it is hard to convince the people of the 

positive aspects the change brings with it due to the fact that the new person lacks the 

knowledge of the old state. All in all, it is difficult to argue for the best solution in this case 

as everything is dependent on the change situation as well as the size of the organization 
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and while identifying the right middle manager these aspects have to be considered for each 

individual case.  

The identification of new middle managers who are able to take on the role of a change 

agent can be triggered by building a good talent management system into every 

organization‟s deep structure. As a result of such a system the identification of hidden 

potential within the organization can be eased. By starting with a clear definition of the role 

and work responsibilities that have to be fulfilled by the person in charge of the new 

position, it is easier to identify the right middle manager due to that top management knows 

what they are searching for. Moreover, this results in that it becomes easier to recognize the 

needed skills that remain to be coached. However, in case of that the middle manager 

already exists, the identifying step can be skipped; but it may be a good idea to start over 

with the defining phase. In this manner, the right skills that are needed for the particular 

change and for the specific responsibility can be coached; thereby old mistakes and old 

habits can be avoided and the role of the middle manager as change agent can be realized. 

2.1.3 Coaching the needed skills 

The required skills for a middle manager are dependent on the defined role and work 

responsibilities; nevertheless not all of these skills are predominant from the right beginning 

and this is why coaching of these competences becomes significant. In this context 

consultants can play a major role as those often are hired for coaching sessions with middle 

managers if the company lacks an internal training possibility. Still, the coaching part is 

time consuming and has to be done continuously; coaching of middle managers should be 

build into the very structure of every organization as this enables the company to be ahead 

of the change. Changes do come suddenly and if the company is prepared with a coached 

change agent, severe impacts from the change can be minimized or avoided. Coaching 

should be considered as an investment as this in the long run will save costs for the 

company due to that the change process can be handled by the company itself. Today 

external consultants are often hired in order to handle organizational changes, but by 

building the coaching part into the internal organizational structure, the middle manager 

could manage change without external support. 

Throughout the research process several skills have been identified that are of utmost 

significance and a prerequisite for middle managers working as change agents; all of them 

should be trained if not being obvious from the beginning. Especially soft skills are gaining 

in importance with concern to people that have to lead people, as for instance a change 

agent. A constantly discussed field concerns emotional intelligence, where self-awareness, 

self-regulation and the importance to motivate people are predominant. Furthermore, great 

social skills in terms of networking and collaborating are needed as well as the ability to 

show empathy towards people. During organizational changes it is common that anxiety 
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towards the change is created amongst the workforce and it is important that the 

organization allows that feelings are shared and that the middle manager can cope with 

those. To take on the role of a change agent requires more than just pure expertise and 

intelligence; emotional intelligence is insisted on. A middle manager that aims to become a 

good change agent has to find a balance between the business focus and emotional focus. 

Moreover, it is crucial in today‟s diversified world to be cultural aware and this is something 

that can be coached by for instance sending the middle manager abroad for a period of time. 

Most changes also require that the middle manager is able to work under hard pressure, 

which makes stress management to an important part for most organizations. The loyalty 

dilemma middle managers have to confront indicated that it can be difficult to show 

authority in certain cases and this is important to coach; nevertheless a great amount of self 

confidence should be obvious from the straight beginning. Moreover, and of outmost 

importance for the middle manager‟s role as a change agent is to utilize the correct 

communication methods; the message has to be adjusted to the target in order to create 

meaning and the right sense of urgency. People need to understand the reasons behind the 

change; otherwise it may become difficult to convince them. In addition, the ability to lead 

people into the right direction is a precondition for change agents. Middle managers need to 

be good role models in order to communicate the change to the employees in the right way; 

for them it is not enough to just „talk the walk‟, it is essential to „walk the talk‟ and thereby 

embody their directions by actions. An overall understanding of the business and the 

underlying factors behind the change initiative are vital in order to enable the middle 

manager to work as a change agent. 

2.1.4 Empowering the middle manager 

The final phase of the DICE-model represents the empowering of the middle manager. 

However, prior to this, the involvement of the middle manager becomes crucial. A problem 

that has appeared as very evident during this research is that middle management often 

does not get involved or empowered in organizational changes. But, to enable the middle 

manager to carry out the role of a change agent in practice and to provide the company with 

the added value, top management has to start with the recognition and involvement of the 

middle manager right from the beginning of the change initiative. 

Goals and visions that concern organizational changes should occur in cooperation between 

the top- and middle management, because it is the middle manager translating these goals 

to the people below later on. A clear understanding about the goals and visions has to be 

created, only then the middle manager is able to benefit from the empowerment in order to 

communicate the goals to the rest of the organization and to make the change happen. The 

top should not force through changes, because if they choose to empower the middle 

manager, great contributions for organizational changes can be made by the middle layer. It 

is essential that top management regards the fact that if empowerment amongst middle 
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management is allowed, more contributions to the company can be made. Top management 

has to get rid of their prejudices and stereotype of the middle manager and this can be 

overcome by passing through the defining, identifying and empowering phases. 

Consequently, top managers are able to create a desired middle manager who can take on 

the role of a change agent.  

2.2 The contributions of the middle manager as a change agent 

If a middle manager has a clear role and work responsibility and has been identified, 

coached and empowered in the right manner; great contributions can be delivered to the 

organization. The first contribution the middle manager can do is to work as a 

communicator between top management and employees. The unique position of the middle 

layer provides a good overview of the whole organization and during change processes this is 

of advantage. They can take the messages that originate from the top and transform them to 

something meaningful to the employees. Through this they create transparency to the 

workforce, which leads to that change resistance is overcome due to that an understanding 

for the change has been created by middle management. By engaging and motivating 

employees a sort of team spirit is created, resulting in the enhancement of employee 

satisfaction. If middle managers trigger an open communication throughout the company, 

anxiety towards the change can be minimized. Changes are the norm in organizations today 

and the middle manager can contribute to the creation of a culture of change, meaning that 

the more middle managers are trained in managing changes the easier it will get to go 

through changes in the future. Although changes differ in their complexity and type, the 

utilization of change agents contributes to a better outcome. Every company should aim to 

become an agile organization that has the skills to carry out strategies in a fast manner and 

that can manage changes in an effective way, and middle managers acting as change agents 

are the ones who can support this type of development. The middle layer of the organization 

can contribute to that a competitive advantage is created and that innovativeness is 

enhanced. The middle manager‟s role as a change agent contributes to that change failures 

are prevented or minimized and therefore it is crucial for every organization to take use of all 

the advantages and inputs these people offer. 

3 The DICE-model implemented in practice 

The complete DICE-model indicates how the role of the middle manager is possible and 

what contributions this new role gives to the company during organizational changes. The 

model can be utilized for different purposes; on the one hand it can raise awareness 

amongst organizations in order to declare the importance lying behind the middle manager‟s 

role as a change agent, in particular for HR-departments and the head of organizations. On 

the other hand, the model could be implemented as a tool in order to identify internal 

problems that concern the middle manager and organizational changes; the model can help 
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to identify the underlying causes of a change failure for instance. Failures could either be 

based on a lack of clear role descriptions or that the wrong person has been chosen as a 

middle manager. Further the change failure could be caused by a scarce in coaching or a 

lack of empowerment. The main point is that if the causes are identified, the failures can be 

prevented for the next time, either by the company alone or with the support of external 

consultants.  

Furthermore, the DICE-model can be used by consultants in order to provide the company 

with a finished concept that enables the company to manage changes successfully with the 

help of a change agent. Thereby the consultant can support the organization while passing 

through the different phases in order to build the concept of the middle manager as a 

change agent into the organizational system. 

4 The forgotten breed 

The idea behind defining middle management as the „forgotten breed‟ is that the potential 

and value of the middle manager often has been unrecognized and ignored in organizations. 

This was also proven by taking a glance at the historical evolution of the middle manager‟s 

role and status, who gained great attention in the 1980´s when organizational hierarchies 

were flattened. During this period many companies declared the middle layer of the 

organization as redundant and this stereotype has been perceptible since then. 

Nevertheless, our research has shown that a new role of the middle manager is emerging 

due to that globalization has contributed to rapid changes in the business world, which 

requires a new type of middle manager. Middle management has proven to have the most 

suitable position for coping with changes and through this the new role as change agent 

becomes obvious. However, to let the middle manager‟s role as a change agent emerge to its 

full extent, as outlined in figure 20, preparatory work is necessary and this is where the 

DICE-model comes into the spotlight.  

 

Figure 20: The new role of middle managers 

Source: constructed by the authors 
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Vision is the art of seeing  
what is invisible to others. 

(Jonathan Swift) 

 

VI Recommendations for the future 

 

In this section we will give a short reflection about our research journey as well as visions for 

further research areas that might be of interest to examine. The middle manager‟s new role as 

a change agent is not widely explored yet, which makes additional research in this field to a 

necessity. 

The research process that we have passed through can be described as a journey without 

knowing the final destination. The journey began with our interest to discover the driving 

forces behind organizational changes; in particular the people standing in the shadow of the 

top management. We quickly recognized that the middle manager is perceived differently by 

the people within organizations. This fact awoke our curiosity for this study field and led to 

that we examined the fundamental reasons behind this phenomenon. Based on this, the 

aim for our research journey was established; to identify how the middle manager can carry 

out the role of a change agent and what this role contributes to during organizational 

changes.  

The theoretical framework and the empirical research enabled us to develop a theory that 

provides an answer to the research problem. We believe that the developed DICE-model can 

constitute a great contribution for organizations in order to handle future changes 

successfully. Nevertheless, due to the fact that the research about the middle manager´s 

new role as a change agent still is limited, further research in this field is essential. During 

our research process, we identified several interesting phenomena that may serve as future 

research fields: 

 Leadership skills of middle management 

The issue of leadership skills amongst middle management is not a widely discussed topic in 

the literature yet as we have paid attention to and which makes the data from our empirical 

study to an important source of information. It implies that there is a need for awareness 

rising due to that all consultants claimed that leadership skills amongst the middle level are 

a prerequisite and as a consequence further research within this area is vital. 

 The gender issue   

While doing the empirical research we noticed that all consultants used the masculine 

pronoun when speaking about middle managers. Also if this fact possibly occurred 
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unintentionally and for the sake of simplicity it raises the question; does the gender of the 

middle manager as a change agent has any influence on the leading of changes? It is well 

known that management positions are dominated by men and although many studies have 

been conducted with regard to the differences between female and male leadership it would 

be interesting to conduct further research about this problem; especially in the context of 

organizational changes and middle management. 

 Leading the ’Generation Lap’  

As outlined in the thesis, the ‟Generation Lap‟ within organizations has to be considered. 

Due to the fact that needs and values between generations differ, new research should be 

conducted in this field. Does it matter whether you have a middle manager as a change 

agent from the baby boom generation or from generation Y? It is given that some kind of 

generation lap always will exist within organizations and therefore the generation issue 

might be a further research area that is attractive to study in the context of organizational 

changes. 

 Designing a mentor program 

This research has shown that external consultants can play a significant role in order to 

prepare middle managers for their new role as change agents. At the same time it became 

obvious that middle managers are in need of feedback and consultation from time to time 

during organizational changes. Hence, it could be an interesting research idea to investigate 

whether a mentor program between external consultants and middle managers would work 

in practice. A mentorship program between those two parts could contribute to an added 

value in order to manage changes successfully. Experienced consultants thereby support 

the middle manager with useful advices and expertise within the change management field. 

Nevertheless, in order to maintain the advantage of the middle manager‟s position as a 

change agent it should be regarded that the external consultant always has to act as a 

mentor behind the curtains of the company. 

 Developing the DICE-model  

The developed DICE-model that emerged as a result of literature studies and empirical 

research signifies the potential to be further developed in combination with more extensive 

research within this field. Furthermore, the model needs to be tested in practice in order to 

expand it and to adapt it to the specific targets. To enable this, it might be helpful to do 

interviews or surveys with top management, supervisors, HR departments and the middle 

management itself in order to gain a more comprehensive overview. 
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VIII Appendix  

Interview guide 

1. Introductory questions 

1. How would you define the position and function of the middle manager in general 

terms? 

 

2. Could you describe a specific change situation within an organization that you have 

experienced?  

 Which role played the middle manager in this context? 

 

2. Follow-up questions 

Middle management in general 

 How has the position of the Middle manager changed during the last years according 

to you?  

 

 What is the difference between middle management in small enterprises vs. large 

multinational companies?  

Changes in organizations 

 Changes within organizations are a common and inevitable phenomenon. They can 

be divided into small changes, big changes, complex changes and often influence the 

whole organization. However, surveys have shown that many changes fail. What do 

you think are the main reasons for this? 

 

 How does a change process look like in organizations?  

 

 Innovativeness has gained in importance in businesses today. What is your 

impression of companies‟ innovation status in connection to changes?  

o Who would you regard as the biggest contributor for innovative ideas? 

Middle managers in changes 

 Is the middle manager an important contributor for change management? Why/Why 

not? 

 

  How have you experienced the collaboration between middle management and top 

management during change processes? 

 

  How would you describe the relationship between employees and middle managers 

during organizational changes?  

 

 What skills does a middle manager need in order to become an important 

contributor for changes within organizations according to you? 
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The stereotype of middle managers 

 In the literature we have recognized that there is a common stereotype about middle 

managers, such as being inflexible, resistant to changes, redundant and so on. Why 

do you think that this stereotype still exists? 

 

 Surveys have shown that middle managers often feel unhappy and ignored from the 

top. What is your experience from this and what should happen in order to change 

this picture? 

Middle managers and external consultants 

 In general; when you arrive at a company as an external consultant, who is your 

direct contact person? 

 

  Do you also work together with the Middle Management? If this is the case, how 

does this cooperation look like? 

 

 Has it happened that the middle management feels threatened by you as a 

consultant?  

o What is your experience of such a scenario?  
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