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In an ever-evolving business world where agility is paramount, organizations work hard to boost performance and outpace competitors.  
While numerous endeavors center around cutting-edge technology or revolutionary strategies, one crucial and frequently undervalued 
catalyst emerges: middle managers. 

These pivotal figures form the lifeblood of any organization, seamlessly bridging visionary leadership with the hands-on front line, turning 
ambitious strategic visions into tangible, actionable outcomes.

Middle management serves as the cornerstone of organizational success, yet is often overlooked, 
underdeveloped and unappreciated.

THE UNAPPRECIATED VALUE OF MIDDLE MANAGEMENT
Recent McKinsey research highlights the crucial impact of middle managers on an organization’s success. Firms with top-performing 
middle managers experience three to 21 times greater total shareholder returns (TSR) over five years compared to those with average or 
lesser-performing managers. These standout managers play a key role in fostering team relationships, enhancing operational efficiency and 
bringing an organization’s strategy to life. Yet, their indispensable contributions often remain overshadowed in many organizational settings.
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*All data obtained from these sources unless otherwise noted:
1.	McKinsey & Company. (2023). [Performance Through People: Transforming Human Capital Into Competitive Advantage]. McKinsey & Company.
2.	Gallup. (2023). [State of the Global Workplace: 2023 Report]. Gallup.com.

The outstanding performance of 
top middle managers is directly tied 
to increased shareholder returns, 
emphasizing their crucial role in fortifying 
an organization’s health.

https://www.mckinsey.com/mgi/our-research/performance-through-people-transforming-human-capital-into-competitive-advantage
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx


3© 2023 Leadership Studies, Inc. All rights reserved.

 

MIDDLE MANAGERS: NAVIGATORS, 
CONNECTORS AND COACHES
Middle managers are best described as navigators, guiding 
their teams through the complexities of the business landscape; 
connectors, bridging the gap between executive vision and on-
ground execution; and coaches, nurturing talent to drive optimum 
performance. They are responsible for translating overarching 
organizational goals into tangible actions.

Their multifaceted role requires empowerment, 
support and continuous development to unlock 
their full potential.

THE DISCONNECT AND ITS IMPLICATIONS
Many organizations unintentionally hinder middle managers.  
With 50% of their time spent on non-managerial tasks and 
almost a full day every week consumed by administrative duties, 
their primary function—fostering talent—is often sidetracked. 
This discrepancy between the perceived importance of their role 
and their actual tasks leads to a misalignment that can hinder 
organizational growth. A staggering 42% of managers globally feel 
their organizations haven’t set them up for success.

By not enabling middle managers to focus on 
their core responsibilities, organizations are 
missing out on significant value.

50% 42%
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Poorly engaged managers result in 
approximately $319B to $398B in 
losses annually.

PEOPLE LEAVE MANAGERS, 
NOT COMPANIES
Relationships with management account for 86% of workers’ 
satisfaction, and the sentiment that “people leave managers, 
not companies” is evident in Gallup’s findings: Half of the 
employees have left a job to escape their manager. Furthermore, 
poorly engaged managers result in significant economic losses, 
estimated between $319 billion to $398 billion annually. When 
organizations fail to prioritize the development and support 
of their middle managers, they not only risk recruitment and 
retention but also jeopardize their financial health and the 
foundation of their workforce.

Investing in middle manager development is 
essential for operational success, financial 
health and talent retention.

86%
of workers’ satisfaction 

relies on their relationship 
with their manager.

$319B $398B
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THE VALUE OF A UNIFIED APPROACH
McKinsey’s research emphasizes the significant benefits of 
“manager cohesion.” When managers consistently behave 
in alignment, organizational health scores can nearly double 
compared to less cohesive units. This cohesion stems from 
shared principles, understanding and language—all central 
elements of the Situational Leadership® Model. By integrating 
a foundational leadership framework, organizations not only 
harmonize managerial approaches but also leverage tested 
methodologies to boost performance and team synergy.

Adopting time-tested leadership frameworks, 
like the Situational Leadership® Model, helps 
drastically improve organizational health and 
coherence.

TRAINING: ESSENTIAL FOR EXCELLENCE 
The potency of the Situational Leadership® Model is significantly 
enhanced when middle managers spearhead the training transfer 
process. They are essential within the Four Moments of Truth™ 
(4MOT) framework, impacting not only Situational Leadership® 
training but all educational programs within the organization.

Their role ensures that leadership training transitions from 
concept to action for new managers through:

•	 Expectation Setting: Defining the outcomes for new  
managers from their leadership training

•	 Skill Implementation: Guiding the hands-on application  
of new competencies

•	 Accountability Assurance: Monitoring and encouraging  
the consistent use of learned skills

•	 Exemplary Leadership: Modeling the behaviors and  
competencies taught in training

•	 Progressive Coaching: Providing persistent feedback to  
nurture development

By taking the lead in these critical areas, middle managers 
significantly bolster the return on investment for leadership 
development programs.

Middle managers’ responsibilities extend well 
beyond direct reports; Their vital participation in 
leadership development processes is crucial for 
embedding training organization-wide.

© 2023 Leadership Studies, Inc. All rights reserved.Situational Leadership® and Performance Readiness® are trademarks of  
Leadership Studies, Inc. Copyright © 2023 Leadership Studies, Inc. All rights reserved.
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BUILDING ACCOUNTABILITY AND 
PURPOSE
To truly empower middle managers, organizations must 
offer clear connections between managerial roles and the 
organization’s broader purpose. This alignment enhances 
meaning and drives purposeful action. Furthermore, 
accountability mechanisms, even simple ones like a unified 
language, can significantly bolster performance.

Middle managers thrive in environments where 
their roles align with the organization’s purpose 
and where accountability structures are in place.

•	 Central Role of Middle Managers: They serve as the vital link 
between executive vision and front-line execution, translating 
strategy into actionable outcomes

•	 Undervalued Potential: Despite their significant impact 
on shareholder returns, middle managers are often 
underappreciated and underdeveloped

•	 Multifaceted Responsibilities: Middle managers act as 
navigators, connectors and coaches, requiring continuous 
support and empowermnt to excel in these roles

•	 Operational Misalignment: Many middle managers are bogged 
down by non-managerial tasks, preventing them from focusing 
on their core responsibilities and talent development

•	 Talent Retention: Relationships with management greatly 
influence employee satisfaction. Neglecting middle managers 
can jeopardize talent retention and recruitment efforts

•	 The Power of Manager Cohesion: A unified approach among 
managers, anchored by shared principles and understanding, 
leads to improved organizational health

•	 Training is Essential: Effective management is cultivated, not 
innate. Structured training programs that teach the Situational 
Leadership® Model are pivotal in shaping top-performing 
middle managers

•	 Linking Role and Purpose: For middle managers to be 
fully empowered, their roles must align with the broader 
organizational purpose and be backed by strong accountability 
mechanisms

KEY TAKEAWAYS



7© 2023 Leadership Studies, Inc. All rights reserved.

THE WAY FORWARD
The role of middle management is pivotal. These managers serve 
as the bridge between vision and execution, directly influencing 
organizational performance, shareholder returns and employee 
satisfaction. With the undeniable correlation between middle 
manager performance and overall organizational success, 
businesses must recognize and act on the imperative to invest in, 
support and empower this vital group.

Investing in middle management is more than a strategic move—
it’s a business necessity. As organizations gear up to face the 
challenges of the modern business era, ensuring that the talent 
of management is directed toward the management of talent 
will be the differentiator between ordinary and extraordinary 
performance. The question then isn’t whether organizations can 
afford to invest in middle management—it’s whether they can 
afford not to.

Well-structured and empowered middle 
management roles are the secret weapon in the 
battle for talent.

THE NEXT STEP: EMPOWER YOUR 
MIDDLE MANAGERS
Explore the transformative power of the Situational Leadership® 
Model. To elevate your middle management’s performance, 
contact The Center for Leadership Studies today.
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THE CENTER FOR 
LEADERSHIP STUDIES

For more than 50 years, The Center for 
Leadership Studies (CLS) has been at the 
forefront of leadership training and organizational 
development. CLS is the global home of the 
original Situational Leadership® Model—the 
most successful and widely adopted leadership 
training model available. Using this research-
based model as the foundation, our influence-
focused courses enable leaders to engage 
in effective performance conversations that 
build trust, increase productivity and drive 
behavior change.

Learn more at situational.com. 

Copyright © 2023 by The Center for Leadership Studies. All rights 
reserved. No materials from this study can be duplicated, copied, 
republished, or reused without written permission from The Center 
for Leadership Studies.
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