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Introduction
In any kind of organization there are two kinds of mid-
dle managers. There are those who get the work done
but don’t think beyond what has to be completed in
the short term. They rush from one task to another,
never quite recognizing what’s most important to their
company’s larger objectives. Although they may work
hard and have good intentions, they fail to see the big
picture, and thus add little value to their organizations
or the functions they manage.

Then there are high-impact middle managers.
They see the big picture. They know how to manage
operational practices and execute tactical goals to
support strategic initiatives. They add value to their
organizations and thus elevate their position from that
of middleman to key player.

There’s almost magical synergy in a work environ-
ment when high-impact middle managers operate at
peak efficiency. Their questions are timely and on tar-
get. Their ideas are provocative in ways that help
move the work forward. They know how to think
strategically. Transitions from one task to the next
seem choreographed. As they walk through the office,
their demeanor is calm but has a sense of urgency.
Busy, focused and driven, these managers produce
results and imbue the workplace with energy. 

Who Is a Middle Manager?
Depending on the size of a company, middle man-

agers may hold the title of vice-president, director or
manager. Middle management positions are responsi-
ble leadership posts typically two to seven layers
below the president. They may have other supervisors
or managers reporting to them and are responsible for
managing at least one function within the company.
Middle managers aren’t CEOs but are high enough on
the corporate ladder that they’re expected to under-
stand and take part in creating business plans, budg-
ets and other planning documents. 

Middle managers are the fundamental link that
ties an organization’s strategies to the people and
projects needed to produce results. These are the
folks in the middle who see and manage how various
parts of the enterprise work.

Results-Oriented Responses
High-impact middle managers develop results-orient-
ed responses that can have an immediate effect on
work. Here are some examples:

• Being an owner — Assumes direct responsibili-
ty for the outcome, taking the initiative to make things
better, doing whatever it takes to get ideal results.
This contrasts with a low-results response, which is to
be simply a custodian, doing what’s required.

• Being active — Takes the initiative to get things
done and isn’t easily deterred by setbacks. Immedi-
ately identifies any barriers and implements an affir-
mative plan. 
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• Generating — Is able to generate new and better al-
ternatives and carry them out. Doesn’t get stuck on how
things are done now.

• Keeping promises — Does what’s promised, meet-
ing commitments.

• Influencing through enrollment — Influences others
by having them see, understand and take ownership of
the goals themselves. The high-impact middle manager
demonstrates the strategy and plan in such a way that
others see and take on the vision for themselves. That
contrasts with managers who influence through subtle co-
ercion, communicating the vision and plan in a way that
makes others feel they must conform.

• Being service-oriented — Sees his or her role as
one that provides service to others, facilitating co-opera-
tion, commitment and learning. “What can I do to help
others excel today?” is the key phrase. That contrasts
with managers who expect to be served.

• Being coachable — Accepts and uses feedback,
criticism and ideas from others without getting defensive.
He or she recognizes that others have something to offer
in the process. That contrasts with uncoachable man-
agers, who put up barriers and focus on being right, look-
ing good and being in charge.

• Practicing quality dialogue — Communicates with
the intent of making a difference or moving a topic for-
ward. Engages in active conversation focused on the
topic at hand. That contrasts with managers who use dia-
logue without purpose and spend time discussing rumors,
gossip, complaints, diversions, whining and opinions that
aren’t helpful in enabling the desired result.

Thinking Like a H.I.M.M.
The way a middle manager approaches a situation can ei-
ther help or hinder the results he or she is seeking. A belief
may seem like a tiny, inconsequential thing, but it can get
an organization rolling in the right direction. The reverse is
also true. Stagnant thinking that’s not aligned to goals can
contribute to the downfall of a company or department.

Ralph Stayer, CEO of Johnson Sausage and author of
Flight of the Buffalo, repeats the following refrain to man-
agers at corporations from around the world during his
speaking engagements: “If it is to be, it is up to me. If it is
up to me, it shall be.” Stayer describes the importance of
productive thoughts and the breakthroughs he experi-
enced by aligning his beliefs for success. “I learned to
change from being a victim to being responsible by asking

myself, ‘What am I doing that causes situations I don’t
like?’ Restating the problem into factors that I control
helps me feel, and be, powerful.” Part of Stayer’s leader-
ship mantra is to assume first that “I am the problem,” and
then approach each improvement opportunity from there.

Fred Smith started Federal Express out of a belief that
he could deliver small value-added computer parts
through a hub-and-spoke system involving airplanes and
delivery trucks. Powerful, focused beliefs can lead to fa-
vorable results.

When results are lacking, the first thing to look at are
underlying beliefs that are driving your actions. The rela-
tionship between beliefs and actions is significant and
cyclical. Actions come from beliefs — in turn, actions and
results reinforce beliefs. This cycle can either help or hin-
der success.

Definition of Success
High-impact middle managers get better results by taking
on a set of beliefs, called a definition of success, that will
be most useful, and abandoning beliefs or mindsets that
will not serve them well. All managers have a definition of
success, and it’s important to know whether your definition
is helping you and your team get where you want to go, or
getting in the way. Your definition of success involves:
• Beliefs about how success is achieved.
• Beliefs about what success looks like.
• Beliefs about what’s expected.
• Beliefs reinforced by past successes and failures.
• Comparative assumptions about what made others

successful.
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• Beliefs, whether positive or negative, passed on by
your role models.

• Beliefs not readily admitted or recognized until 
examined in detail.

• Beliefs that can be changed instantaneously.
As a middle manager, you should regularly evaluate

and realign your definition of success. While this may seem
straightforward, the process can be tricky because some
beliefs are unknown or not recognized. It’s common, for
example, to define success verbally as one thing and then
behave in contrary ways. Verbally, a manager might say
that success means achieving results for the benefit of the
company and its employees, while behaviorally he or she
indicates that success means being right and in control.

To develop the capacity to recognize the beliefs that
make up your definition of success, write down five to 10
recent actions and ask, “What beliefs led to this action
being chosen?” Be wary of your natural inclination to de-
fine logical reasoning for your actions. There may be many
potential beliefs for each action, so it’s best to identify
several possibilities first, then select the motive you think
is most correct.

Mucky Muck Obstructions
Middle managers link teams, systems and processes to-
gether to produce results. This requires working with
many different people and varied circumstances, which in
turn can produce conflict, contradiction and chaos —
which is also known, less formally, as mucky muck.

Knowing how to navigate through the 16 varieties of
mucky muck is an essential middle management skill.

1. Miscommunication — To reduce the likelihood of
miscommunication, make requests clear and specific, and
provide examples to illustrate your meaning. Regularly talk
in person or on the phone — e-mails are one of the
biggest sources of miscommunication — and resist the
urge to assume that you know what others are thinking. 

2. Politics — Middle managers can reduce the nega-
tive impact of politics by learning the unwritten rules
about how decisions are made. It’s also important to en-
sure that you don’t let concerns of status, ego or self-
preservation get in the way of your productivity.

3. Passing the buck and pointing fingers — Middle
managers who encounter this type of mucky muck should
take the initiative to facilitate discussions where the facts
and various perspectives can be heard. It’s best to do this
while maintaining a neutral and professional demeanor,
and by focusing on solving the problem (not on how you
got into the problem).

4. Undiscussables — These are issues of common
knowledge that are considered too delicate to talk about
openly. The most direct approach is to acknowledge the
undiscussable, since as a middle manager you have the
responsibility to be open and objective. The second, less
direct approach is to get somebody who’s respected to
raise the issue in the most palatable way.

5. Disorganization — When misplaced data, buried
files or rarely seen desktops get in the way of completing
tasks, the work environment suffers from disorganization.
Middle managers can get a handle on disorganization by
creating a team event around getting organized. Have a
Friday afternoon desk-cleanout event or a once-a-month
organizing extravaganza.

6. Learned helplessness — This occurs when a per-
son or group accepts a certain reality based on previous
experiences or information. Learned helplessness can be
unlearned when the middle manager communicates and
clarifies expectations and roles, then follows up with train-
ing and reinforcement of new expectations.

7. Hidden agendas — These can be revealed by ask-
ing open-ended questions about the intent, benefits and
evolution of an idea or project. A middle manager’s objec-
tive isn’t necessarily to eliminate hidden agendas but
rather to understand them so he or she can make a well-
informed decision.

8. Long-term alliances — Old relationships or al-
liances can thwart productivity when they get in the way
of sound business decisions or make the workplace dys-
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functional. The best defense against being blindsided by
long-term alliances is to ask questions early in the project-
planning process.

9. Burned bridges — To prevent burning a bridge with
a peer or manager, never say or write anything that you
wouldn’t feel comfortable repeating to that person directly.

10. Clashes in style — High-impact middle managers
need to be part psychologist and part mediator when
faced with employees or co-workers whose styles clash
and get in the way of their working relationship. If you
focus on the task at hand and not on the way the other
person presents himself or herself, you’ll be more suc-
cessful in dealing with clashes in style. Recognizing and
being open about style differences will help disarm the
power and magnitude of the clash.

11. Disempowerment — Middle managers disempow-
er others by taking on work that should be handed off.
That reduces the intrinsic motivation and job satisfaction of
employees, and creates role ambiguity. To recognize and
reduce the effects of disempowerment, middle managers
should periodically review roles and team-member work-
loads with their own manager and with their team. For
each to-do item on your list, ask the question, “Should I be
doing this or does it belong on someone else’s list?”

12. Contradictory information — Middle managers
who ask questions about how information is collected and
take the initiative to analyze important measurements
within their function are less likely to be affected by con-
tradictory information.

13. Duplication of efforts — Middle managers’ re-
sponsibilities often overlap, but duplications of effort are
wasteful and disruptive to the organization. Peers who
regularly get together to share projects and priorities are
less likely to get tripped up by duplication of effort. In ad-
dition, middle managers should know and respect each
other’s roles and areas of responsibility.

14. Sticks-in-the-mud — Middle managers can deal
with change-resistant people by frequently communicat-
ing the purpose, plan and staff roles relative to a change.
You need to make sure that all employees understand the
change and the reasons for it.

15. Group defections — Group defections occur
when a team, group or individual decides to do the work
their own way and ignore directives from above. High-im-
pact middle managers know what’s going on in the
groups they manage because they spending quality time

building formal and informal relationships and partner-
ships with each team and manager.

16. Sabotage — The most common forms of sabo-
tage are negative or inappropriate comments about
changes or decisions that have been made. Middle man-
agers can reduce the likelihood of sabotage by being
highly visible and accessible in times of change and by
monitoring change implementation closely. 

Conclusion
High-impact middle managers are driven to make things
better. They’re proactive, understand their definitions of
success, and are alert to the mucky muck around them as
they help everyone move ahead. e
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