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Abstract 
Background 

Many industries have gone through changes in the last decades, everyone involved 
have been affected but few have encountered the same amount of changes as the 
middle managers. Being in the centre of the organisation, torn between wills, mid-
dle managers have struggled during the last years to redefine their job. There exists 
research describing their workdays, what they do and how they spend their time, 
but we have not found any study that has tried to investigate what challenges the 
middle managers face. 

Purpose  

The purpose of this study is to identify the challenges faced by internally-
promoted middle managers. 

Methodology 

This thesis uses an inductive approach to fulfil the purpose; the main motivation 
for the chosen approach is the authors’ reluctance to let any existing theories guide 
the process. Instead, it is now believed to capture what middle managers actually 
find challenging and not reject or confirm the work of others which are not di-
rectly aimed at the same problem area. The empirical material has been gathered 
by using qualitative semi-structured interviews with eight middle managers in the 
auditing industry.  

Conclusions 

We consider the greatest challenges faced by middle managers to be prioritising in 
situations of limited time. Since the middle managers tend to leave internal issue to 
be handled later and instead put their primary focus on customers; relational re-
lated issues are found very challenging. Among these; finding a proper level for 
criticism, handling conflicting expectations and lead personnel in general were 
emphasized. Administrative related issues was also found challenging, but not to 
the same extent as relational related challenges. Among the administrative issues: 
fulfilling goals, scheduling and planning, implementing unsupported decisions, and 
filter information were stressed as most challenging. 
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1 Introduction 
“To ask, one must want to know and know what one doesn’t know” 

- Hans-Georg Gadamer 

This opening chapter aims to introduce the middle managers situation today. We will 
also present the readers with the purpose of investigating the challenges met by mid-
dle managers, why this is important and for who this is of interest. Lastly, our ap-
plied definition of a middle manager will be given. 

1.1 Background 
Until lately middle managers have been derided, discarded, disempowered and down-
sized (Sethi, 1999). This originates from many factors, where the new flatter organisa-
tional structure is seen by some authors as the major reason (Scarbrough, 1998; 
Solomon, 2002; Hjalager, 2003). When companies had to deal with great cost-cuttings 
and rearrange their organisation structure, the middle managers were a targeted group 
for down-sizing. Even though this was a well considered decision based on the finan-
cial situation, companies soon realised that they had lost a ‘bridge builder’ and the 
communication tool between top management and employees (Solomon, 2002).  

Today’s middle managers are working under new assumptions (Franzén, 2004). Fran-
zén (2004) claims that middle managers are central leaders within many organisations 
and valuable resources in the company’s development. According to several authors 
middle managers are playing a new game with a different set of rules, with a new 
purpose and new directions to follow (Scarbrough, 1998; Sethi, 1999; Thomas & Lin-
stead, 2002). For example, middle managers are not working in a command-and-
control role anymore (Avery, 2004). Instead, a new type of middle managers are cre-
ated with a broader responsibility (Dopson, 1992) and they are now acting as a lead-
ers, listeners, facilitators and coaches at the same time (Engel, 1997). Another impor-
tant task for middle managers is to help employees act according to company re-
quirements by translating company strategies into operative directions and company 
values into behaviours (Drucker, 1995). Middle managers should also develop changes 
and act as mediators between different actors within and outside the organisation. 
They have to handle conflicting internal expectations from employees, colleagues and 
top management as well as external expectations from customers (Drucker, 1995; 
Franzén, 2004). Thus, to spread the different needs and expectations, Nilson (1998) 
and Franzén (2004) claim that middle managers need to master communication in all 
directions. Middle managers’ work tasks are sometimes described as dilemmas with a 
need for finding balance between incompatible interests or principles (Franzén, 2004). 
This illustrates the important and complex position middle managers hold.  

Since the middle manager role has changed radically during the last years, and still 
seems to be changing, the position as middle manager is challenging both for estab-
lished managers as well as for newly recruited. However, Dopson (1992) stresses that 
whether middle managers view changes as positive or negative seems to partly depend 
on the amount of the help they get to adapt to the changes for example, through in-



 Introduction 

 2

formation about the change or management training. If the person is internally or ex-
ternally recruited will further affect the challenges met. When the middle manager is 
internally promoted, (s)he already possesses knowledge about the organisation’s his-
tory, values and norms (Drucker, 1995; Manpower, 1997; Franzén, 2004), which en-
ables the middle manager to put more focus on learning the new job. Even though 
this decreases some possible difficulties for middle managers, there are still many chal-
lenges to cope with.  

1.2 Problem discussion 
Based upon prior research we can distinguish that current middle managers are trying 
to grasp the changes regarding their role in the organisation. Still, we have mostly 
found normative literature concerning the tasks middle managers perform, and less 
about how it is to be a middle manager. Most Human Resource Management-
literature about middle managers examines what the managerial activities are (Stew-
art, 1988), not how it is to perform the tasks. However, there are studies investigating 
how it is to be a manager, but they are mainly focused on the top management level. 
Nevertheless, to explain middle managers’ extremely ever-changing situation, Dra-
kenberg (1997) claims only using established leadership theories are too limited and 
not sufficient. Consequently, we find it most appropriate to perform an inductive 
study. This approach supports the researcher to find their own patterns in the em-
pirical material, without investigating existing theories at first. Instead, if acknowl-
edged challenges are similar to existing theories, the aim is to provide the reader with 
a middle manager perspective.  

After conducting an empirical study, Jaeger and Pekruhl (1998) found that although 
middle managers’ future work situation cannot be specified, it is most likely that they 
will be getting more power in the future. Floyd and Wooldridge’s (1994) conclusion 
of another study is that as organisations move towards a flatter business structure, it 
is likely that middle managers will play an increasingly important role in achieving 
organisational competitive advantages. Due to the complex, changing role of middle 
managers as well as the increasing importance of this position, there is a need to 
evaluate how it is to be a middle manager and how they experience their work tasks 
at present. So, how is it to be a middle manager? What are the challenges they meet? 
How do they cope with these challenges and are any of these considered to be more 
difficult than others to solve?  

The focus for this thesis will be on internally recruited middle managers, since they 
are most likely not facing challenges about acclimatising to the company’s goals and 
values, as mentioned in 1.1. Thus, instead of meeting challenges concerning adjust-
ments to a new company, we believe to get information regarding the challenges of 
actually being a middle manager.  

1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to identify the challenges faced by internally-promoted 
middle managers. 
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1.4 Interested parties 
We consider middle managers to benefit from this thesis, since our analysis and con-
clusion will highlight the challenges they face. If the person has been a middle man-
ager for a while, they can receive ideas of why these problems occur and how to deal 
with them, which can help them to perform a better job. If the person on the other 
hand is newly recruited, it can be preferable to be aware of these issues in advance; 
since we believe that they then would be better mentally prepared and thereby cope 
with the new job more efficiently. Further on, if this is the first time the person be-
comes a manager, the challenges can be crucial to consider when deciding if (s)he 
should accept or reject the offer to enter the new position. 

More over, personnel managers and recruiting staff can also take advantage of the 
problem awareness and use this knowledge when hiring people. Our study could also 
be of interest for top management to help them understand middle managers and the 
challenges they meet. With this awareness, top management might be able to facili-
tate for middle managers in their work, improve their training and give information 
about which courses they should attend.   

1.5 Definition of Middle Manager 
In this section, the definition of a middle manager will be presented. There is no gen-
eral, accepted definition of middle managers and therefore we consider it to be im-
portant for the reader understand what view we have of middle managers. 

Stewart (1988) states that the term middle manager can be used on all employees 
above a certain level in the organisation that has subordinates and therefore manage 
other people directly. However, they must have managers above them in the hierar-
chy, to be defined as middle managers. Following Stewart’s (1988) definition, Thomas 
and Linstead (2002) claim that middle managers can work at numerous levels of man-
agement, thus the middle definition is depending on the organisational structure. 
They further argue that the functions of middle management can ‘blur’ into different 
levels of management, where middle managers sometimes perform work tasks in-
tended for lower or higher levelled management. Thomas and Linstead (2002) ac-
knowledge many middle managers within the production industry to position them-
selves between top management and first line management, but this way of position-
ing is not as useful in the flatter organisations or where the work is based on team-
work. Franzén (2004) holds another view of middle managers, where he views them 
to be leaders in charge of other managers, but still with top management above them 
in the hierarchy.  

Stewart’s (1988) definition of middle managers is wide and can thereby cause confu-
sion since it is hard to separate managers at different levels. However, we believe that 
this problem most often occurs in hierarchical organisations with multiple levels of 
managers, in line with Thomas and Linstead’s (2002) arguments. We will investigate 
the service industry focused on the auditing sector and we consider the levels within 
these organisations to be rather few. We further believe that most persons and middle 
managers within this industry are academics and thereby hold a somewhat compara-
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ble level of knowledge. When conducting studies where more managerial levels are 
common, we believe Franzén’s (2004) definition of middle managers to be more use-
ful. This is based on our opinion that the knowledge level between managers are 
probably more dissimilar in manufacturing companies where first-level workers are 
often not academics and senior level managers are often well-educated. Since we be-
lieve that there are more managerial levels within the manufacture industry, it could 
therefore be more important to distinguish the differences between the levels of mid-
dle managers.  

In this thesis we will study middle managers working at comparable positions, even if 
dissimilarities between their responsibilities might occur. However, to fit our descrip-
tion of middle managers, all interviewees must manage employees and have top man-
agers above them in the hierarchy. Thus, this thesis will follow the middle manager 
description stated by Stewart (1988). 
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1.6 Disposition 
This section will display the outline of the thesis. 

 

 

Chapter 1 The introductory chapter strives to provide the reader with an 
understanding of the middle managers’ situation today. The purpose of the the-
sis is presented, as well as a background discussion aiming at giving the reader an 
awareness of why we find it important to investigate the challenges met by mid-
dle managers. Furthermore, the parties who we believe would have specific in-
terest of the thesis are presented and lastly, we have a discussion regarding which 
definition of middle manager to use. 

Chapter 2 The second chapter will thoroughly present, explain, and moti-
vate the methods used for collecting the empirical material. We have chosen to 
have an inductive work process, and through qualitative semi-structured inter-
views retrieve as much information as possible from our interviewees, without 
applying earlier insights in the research area. How we chose our interviewees, all 
working as middle managers in the auditing industry, is discussed and moti-
vated. This chapter will also introduce the way we intend to analyse the empiri-
cal material collected with the described method.  

Chapter 3 The third chapter in this thesis is somewhat complex, since it will 
not only present the empirical material but also analyse it. Our empirical mate-
rial will be presented twice, first divided on each interview person and secondly 
categories of challenges will be presented so eventual salient patterns become 
more visual. During the discussion of categorised challenges three propositions 
will be presented and these are the base for the theoretical review. We will con-
sider theories within the proposed fields to see whether the middle manager 
situation is corresponding to existing theories.  

Chapter 4 In the fourth and last chapter we will present the conclusions of 
the thesis and introduce what challenges middle managers face. We will also fur-
ther consider the implications of our findings and discuss what the middle man-
agers, and perhaps the industry, can do in order to avoid these kinds of situa-
tions. Following this we will have a short section of criticism to the thesis as a 
whole, including the choice of method and scientific approach. During the 
process of writing and doing research for this thesis interesting questions not 
concerning our purpose have come up and we intend to present them in a sec-
tion with suggestions for further research. Lastly, we have dedicated a page to 
acknowledge some people who have contributed with extra importance to the 
work of our thesis. 
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2 Research Method 
“If we value the pursuit of knowledge, we must be free to follow 

 wherever that search may lead us.” 
- Adlai E. Stevenson Jr. 

  
This chapter aims to provide the readers with an understanding of the methods used 
when collecting the empirical material. We will describe why we chose to perform a 
qualitative research and give an introduction of the applied inductive approach. 
Moreover, the chosen hermeneutic perspective will be explained and the readers will 
be given information about how we performed our interviews.  

2.1 Research Process 
The aim of the thesis is to identify the challenges middle managers face in their day-
to-day work life. We have found this to be an unexplored area and the most closely 
related literature found is leadership theories. However, we do not know if these 
theories are applicable on middle managers, which is why this study will use an in-
ductive research approach in order to remain uninfluenced by the theories that often 
ignore the mid level managers. An inductive approach is used when the researchers 
do not aim to match their empirical findings to existing theories, instead they strive 
to do the quite opposite. The researchers then aim to see patterns in the empirical 
material and during the analysis phase consult existing theories to support the con-
clusions drawn. However, as a result of the knowledge the researchers possesses 
about the certain field of research before performing the study, it is very hard to be 
strictly inductive.  
 
We will further conduct our study following an exploratory, descriptive and herme-
neutic research tradition, since we seek to explore and identify what the investigated 
middle managers experience as challenging. Since the area is relatively unexplored, 
and to be able to fulfil this purpose, we find it most appropriate to perform a qualita-
tive study with open-ended interviews since we consider this method to be likely to 
reveal most information within our area. The open-ended questions are needed since 
we cannot set predefined answers when the area is unexplored, which is also in line 
with the inductive way of collecting empirical material. To support a trustworthy 
study, we have acknowledged the importance of reliability and validity, among oth-
ers to tape record the interviews which enables re-listening to the interviews after-
wards and thereby minimize misunderstandings. Further on, we will also evaluate 
what the interviewees said, how they said it and the trustworthiness in their state-
ments.  

We will conduct our study within the auditing industry, since we find them to put a 
lot of effort in promoting their employees to take leadership responsibilities, which 
supports us to think this industry also puts a lot of effort in supporting their middle 
managers. Moreover, by investigating the four major auditing firms we can cover al-
most the whole market, and thereby hope to find challenges which are shared among 
middle managers within this industry. 
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In the following sections of this chapter, the methodological alternatives chosen will 
be more thoroughly presented.  

2.1.1  Scientific approach 
In general there are two widely accepted scientific approaches to research; deductive 
and inductive (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994). These two groups are also discussed as 
empirical and non-empirical disciplines (Hempel, 1977). The main differences be-
tween the two are their relation to theory and empirical findings. According to 
Rossman and Rallis (2003) the deductive approach relies on categories developed 
through literature or through previous experience that is expressed in the conceptual 
framework. When choosing a deductive approach the authors aim to confirm 
whether theories are in fact authentic (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994). Hypotheses are 
created based upon earlier research and tested to be either accepted or rejected 
(Elgmork, 1985).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Deduction and Induction (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994) 

 

Induction on the other hand means that when the researcher collects empirical mate-
rial (s)he strives to relate the outcomes to existing theories (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 
1994).  The aim is to identify indigenous (Patel & Davidson, 2003) and salient catego-
ries in the information gathered (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Induction is a strategy that 
encourages the initiation of research without any preconceived theoretical ideas 
about the topic being researched (Layder, 1993).  

Being strictly inductive is very difficult, since one always possess some knowledge 
about the studied area which will be kept in mind when collecting material. How-
ever, Layder (1993) presents the Grounded Theory Approach which is based upon 
work by prior researchers focusing on the inductive approach. The Grounded The-
ory Approach encourages the researcher to be as flexible as possible when interpret-
ing the findings of the research. Thus, one should adopt theoretical ideas which fit 
the empirical material collected during the research, rather than collecting material 
that fit a predefined theory. Strauss and Corbin (1990) define the Grounded Theory 
Approach as a “qualitative research method that uses a systematic set of procedures to de-
velop an inductive derived grounded theory about a phenomenon” (p. 24). 
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The research findings form a temporary theoretical formulation, and through this 
methodology concept, relationships are not only generated but also conditionally 
tested (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This type of approach can only be achieved if the 
analyst pays considerable attention to the way in which social meanings emerge in 
situations and thereby affect the behaviour of those involved (Layder, 1993). Gather-
ing empirical information in accordance with the Grounded Theory favours in-depth 
or semi-structured interviews (Layder, 1993); clearly indicating that the appropriate 
choice of method is qualitative, see further discussion in chapter 2.1.3. 

We have chosen to take an inductive research approach in this thesis, being well 
aware of the difficulties of being strictly inductive. We will strive to follow the ad-
vices from Layder (1993) and only apply theories to our empirical material first after 
it has been gathered. The main reason for this choice is our reluctance to let any pre-
conceptions guide our process. Within this particular field of research there is only a 
limited discussion in existing literature, and where similar problems are discussed the 
level of management is not aimed at the same level as our purpose. We do not know 
whether the perceived challenges are the same regardless of managerial level in the 
organisation. So, by taking an inductive approach we will not confirm or reject that 
middle managers met the same type of challenges as managers on different levels but 
only address the problems that middle managers actually have. Thus, we do not run 
the risk of missing out on any specific and unique situations only middle managers 
find challenging which could have been the case if we had chosen to follow prede-
termined theories.    

Furthermore, if we would not choose to be inductive there exists a risk that we 
would guide the empirical material already before collecting it and thereby miss to 
address some issues. During the collection of empirical material we aim to have very 
open and general questions prepared and pursue only what the middle managers find 
challenging. Yet, we stress the fact that we aim to identify the challenges middle 
managers have, and not to compare with other managerial levels. Later in the thesis 
process, during the analysis chapter, eventual patterns in the empiric material will be 
compared with relevant existing theories to see whether our findings can strengthen 
earlier arguments or highlight a new middle manager perspective. 

2.1.2  Research traditions 
Research traditions can be divided into two opposites; positivism and hermeneutics 
(Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). Positivism strives towards finding the causal 
connection between cause and effect (Andersson, 1979). Positivists search for the ab-
solute truth (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997) and therefore attempt to find gen-
eral concerns within in the specific area (Andersson, 1979). Furthermore, positivism 
aims to explain a phenomenon while the hermeneutic approach stresses deep under-
standing of the subject (Andersson, 1979). Interpretation and understanding are, ac-
cording to Ödman (2001), the two main features of hermeneutics. Patel and Davids-
son (1994) claim hermeneutic researchers to aim for recognizing more than just spo-
ken words, and therefore also study actions and expressions of people. To explore the 
challenges middle managers face, we need to understand that every situation is 
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unique, as well as every middle manager interpret the situation in a unique way. The 
uniqueness makes it practically impossible to offer a situation guide with perfect solu-
tions to every imaginable situation. It is in other words impossible to find an absolute 
truth within this area, which positivistic research on the other hand aim to find 
(Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). Thus, we find the hermeneutic approach to 
suit our investigating purpose best.  

Hermeneutics question the conditions that shape interpretations of human acts or 
products (Rossman & Rallis, 2003); every situation is unique because people do not 
interpret situations and happenings in the same way (Ödman, 2001). The aim of 
hermeneutic research is to understand how other people experience their situation 
and how this affects their decision and actions (Lundahl & Skärvad, 1999). Thus a 
hermeneutic researcher must involve her/himself in the field of research to be able to 
understand the studied phenomenon (Andersson, 1979). Thus, in order to fulfil our 
purpose we need to involve ourselves during the process of collecting empirical mate-
rial to reach below the surface of the interviewees given answers. Since middle man-
agers as a research area is relatively unexplored and our personal understanding of the 
research field will increase during the process, we are most likely to find ourselves 
with new questions as we have answered our purpose. This fits what Gadamer (1994) 
describes when explaining that a researcher always goes into a project with ‘fore-
meaning’, but these ideas are changed with the new obtained knowledge.  

In line with this, Helenius (1990) claim that the hermeneutic circle is built upon a 
structure of “Question – answer – question, pre-understanding – interpretation – un-
derstanding” thinking. Answering one question will most likely result in a new ques-
tion needed to be answered. This is the process intended to be understood from the 
spiral-like hermeneutic circle below.  

Figure 2 Hermeneutic Spiral (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997) 
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2.1.3 Qualitative vs. quantitative studies 
Data can be collected using a qualitative or quantitative approach. The methods are 
suitable for different research questions and the choice of approach must be selected 
to fit the aim of the study (Holme & Solvang, 1997; Gummesson, 2000). To explain 
the purpose of the techniques, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) describe the qualitative and 
quantitative methods as ways to approach the empirical world. 

The qualitative method focuses on in-depth research investigating a fairly small num-
ber of samples. It is preferable to apply this method when the aim is to create under-
standing and capture the uniqueness of a phenomenon, since the approach explores as 
much details as possible with a focus on ‘depth’ rather than ‘breadth’ (Befring, 1994; 
Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 1997). Moreover, Befring (1994) states that this method is 
applied on non-statistical data. A common and efficient way to perform the qualita-
tive method is to collect verbal data, most often interviews with actors in the research 
field. When performing a qualitative study, the researcher often interacts with the re-
spondents during the data collection. Some researchers consider the qualitative ap-
proach to be too subjective since it involves individual reflections to understand the 
data (Hussey & Hussey, 1997). However, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) highlight that 
the qualitative researcher does not seek for the ‘truth’; instead (s)he aims at getting a 
detailed understanding of the research area.  

The quantitative approach seeks to examine the overall picture of the research topic. 
This method locates, analyses or explains the research subject by using numerical 
data, often in a relatively large quantity (Befring, 1994; Blaxter et al. 1997). The quan-
titative method is preferred when it is possible to use a sample of data for finding pat-
terns and trends as well as making generalizations (Patel & Davidson, 2003). When 
conducting a quantitative study, a frequently used method is surveys where the par-
ticipants fill in questionnaires with pre-defined answers. This method facilitates for 
the researcher to mainly observe and not interact during the data collection. The 
quantitative approach is sometimes seen as more objective than the qualitative 
method, due to the neutral statistical tests performed on the collected empirical in-
formation (Hussey & Hussey, 1997; Patel & Davidson, 2003). 

In line with earlier reasoning in this thesis we intend to do a qualitative study because 
its characteristics fit our type of research better than the quantitative. According to 
Rossman and Rallis (2003), the qualitative method has at least four traits that are im-
portant for our kind of research. It should take place in a natural world [1] where we 
acknowledge what people see, feel, hear and do; in short what they experience in 
their everyday working life. The way to acquire this information is to interact [2] 
with the respondents and use methods encouraging conversation. Furthermore, the 
qualitative approach is emergent [3] rather than tightly prefigured and therefore it is 
more appropriate for our inductive and rather flexible research approach than the 
quantitative method. Interviews without predetermined answers will encourage the 
retrieval of as much empirical material as possible. The qualitative approach is also 
fundamentally interpretive [4] (Rossman & Rallis, 2003), which will also help us to 
fulfil one hermeneutic criterion and interpret more than just the answers given. Non-
verbal communication during the interviews will further provide us with the oppor-
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tunity to interpret the interview behaviours of the interviewees (Patel & Davidson, 
2003). 

2.2 Data Collection 
The collection of empirical material can be conducted mainly through three different 
approaches; exploratory, descriptive and explanatory. These options are described 
similarly by many authors (e.g. Hussey & Hussey, 1997; Gummesson, 2000; Saun-
ders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2003; Yin, 2003); the exploratory research is connected with 
a research problem where there are very few or no earlier studies. The intention of 
such a research is to build an elementary foundation and understanding of a particu-
lar research field and to gain insights within the subject area for more thorough inves-
tigations at a later stage. The approach is generally very open and concentrates on 
gathering a wide range of data and impressions (Lekvall & Wahlbin, 1993). According 
to Gummesson (2000), researchers in business-related subjects traditionally limit case 
studies to the exploratory approach where the answers will give guidance to where 
future research, if any, could be focused. 

Yin (2003) states that the descriptive study identifies and collects information about a 
particular issue as well as explain events. Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1997) say 
that identify is a frequently used verb in descriptive purposes, and Lekvall and Wahl-
bin (1993) states that the intention of a descriptive study is to outline and, as the 
name clearly asserts, describe a field of research. Yin (2003) claims that the descriptive 
data is often quantitative and statistical techniques are carried out to summarize the 
information, but the approach can also be applied on qualitative empirical material.  
 
The explanatory research is a step further than the descriptive study. An explanatory 
research analyse the identified, descriptive variables to explain why or how they de-
velop (Hussey & Hussey, 1997), also explained as a cause-and-effect analysis of a re-
search field (Lekvall & Wahlbin, 1993). An explanatory researcher aims to under-
stand the processes by discovering and measuring casual relationships among them 
(Hussey & Hussey, 1997).  

Lekvall and Wahlbin (1993) have in addition added the predictive approach, used 
when the study aims to predict outcomes of certain conditions or in certain scenarios. 
Building upon the foundation of an explanatory approach, the predictive approach 
tries to predict outcomes of the causes and effects triggered by the earlier explained 
phenomenon. 

Yin (2003) explains that the borders between the different approaches are not clear 
cut and sharp, and we find ourselves in a grey zone with one foot in both an explora-
tory and descriptive approach. Initially, the exploratory approach is most suitable for 
our “what” formulated purpose; we want to identify what challenges middle manag-
ers face. Identify, on the other hand, belongs to a descriptive study according to 
Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1997). Thus we argue that we have certain aspects of 
both approaches in our study; we are exploratory when searching for challenges but 
later more descriptive when these have been identified and we try to explain why 
these challenges are occurring. 
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Primary data will be collected to research our area and, according to Gummesson 
(2000), the exploratory and descriptive study can be performed through a wide range 
of techniques; from non-interactive observations to dynamic interventions of in-
depth interviews. He further argues that the interview method should correspond to 
our purpose and highlight information about the challenges middle managers experi-
ence.  

2.2.1  Primary Data 
Lundahl and Skärvad (1999) define primary data as empirical information collected 
for a specific purpose or problem statement and should, according to Lekvall and 
Wahlbin (1993), serve as a foundation for the research analysis. Patel and Davidson 
(2003) explain that primary data is any kind of first-hand information gathered 
through any or several different methods; for example interviews (Lundahl & Skär-
vad, 1999), observations, case studies (Yin, 2003) and surveys. 

To fulfil our purpose, we believe that interviews are the most suitable method for 
collecting empirical information, which is further discussed in chapter 2.2.2. We will 
perform several interviews in order to grasp most of the challenges facing middle 
managers, since the personal nature of experiencing the work situation shifts from 
person to person. Observations were considered as an alternative, but during observa-
tions the researcher should be passive and we do not believe that all possible chal-
lenges would occur during the time of observations. Instead, when using interviews 
we can easily ask follow-up questions when challenging situations are discussed and 
thereby receive more specific and detailed information. Furthermore, we believe that 
interviews create a more relaxed situation than observations. We consider the partici-
pants to be more willing to open up during interviews, since they might feel uncom-
fortable having a researcher following them throughout their work days during ob-
servations. Our study will contain empirical material from eight face-to-face semi-
structured interviews with middle managers. The reason for the choice to perform 
eight interviewees is given in chapter 2.3. 

2.2.2  Interview technique 
The flexibility of an interview is a great advantage when collecting data. The inter-
viewer can change questions during the interview to better fit the discussion and con-
sequently receive more information (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Furthermore, supple-
mentary questions can be added or dropped during the interview when the inter-
viewer finds certain discussions to be of extra interest (Kvale, 1996). On the other 
hand, there are problems with conducting an interview; the process of summarising 
and drawing conclusions is very time-consuming and the technique is seen as subjec-
tive due to the risk of revealing intonation or the possibility to modify the questions 
during the interview. These risks can give the study a biased result (Bell, 1999). How-
ever, we consider the opportunity to add or drop questions to be more beneficial 
than risky, which is further discussed in the following section. Thus, due to our 
choice to take an inductive we will pay close attention to our intonation and to not 
ask leading questions. 
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An interview can be conducted in different ways by using different levels of struc-
ture. The type of interview selected in a study will to an extent depend on the topic’s 
nature and on the expected information (Bell, 1999). The most structured interviews 
use questionnaires, mainly performed in a quantitative research. More common tech-
niques in a qualitative study are semi-structured or unstructured, informal interviews. 
The semi-structured interview has open-ended questions and needs a discussion to re-
ceive adequate information. A semi-structured interview is geared to allow people the 
freedom to respond in any way they choose (Layder, 1993). By this method, open-
ended questions support the work of avoiding biases from predetermined answers 
(Healey, 1991 & Jankowicz, 2000, cited in Saunders et al., 2003). A list of themes and 
questions should be followed when performing an efficient semi-structured interview. 
Open-ended interviews encourage categories to emerge during process so that ques-
tions can be added or dropped during the interview to fit the discussion (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003) and encourage respondents to answer in any way they prefer (Silverman, 
2001). A reason for conducting face-to-face interviews, which semi-structured or un-
structured interviews most often use, is the increased level of trust which facilitate the 
retrieval of sensitive information (Saunders et al., 2003). When performing an un-
structured and informal interview, no predetermined questions are used, although the 
interviewer must clearly state the theme. During the interview, the interviewee will 
be able to talk freely about events and beliefs in relation to the topic (Saunders et al., 
2003). When conducting this type of interview, close attention should be paid to non-
verbal messages as pauses and body movements (Silverman, 2001). Eye motion, tone 
of voice and all facial expressions are also crucial to the communication process; they 
are vital clues to the real, sometimes hidden, meaning (Douglas, 1985). The unspoken 
message is considered just as important as verbal statements and should thereby be 
evaluated to the same extent (Gummesson, 2000). 

Regardless whether the interview is structured or unstructured; some way of tape-
recording is appropriate (Bell, 1999). This allows the interviewer to concentrate on 
questioning and listening, it also minimizes misunderstandings. It also offers a highly 
reliable transcript to which researchers can return to after the interview (Silverman, 
2001). For new researchers, follow-up questions are difficult to ask, as the researchers 
are often too focused on their next question, paying close attention and writing down 
the answers given to the questions. Here, a tape recorder can facilitate for the inter-
viewer to a great extent (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 

Bell (1999) suggests that the interviewees should get an interview transcript to verify 
their statements. If the protocol is transcribed shortly after the interview, the inter-
viewers will have the details fresh in mind which further decreases the risk of misun-
derstandings, and also eventual quotations from the interviewees can be properly 
cited throughout the report (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Some drawbacks with tape-
recording are the risks of technical problems and the time consuming work to tran-
scribe the tape. The usage of tape recorder can also make some interviewees uncom-
fortable with the situation and not being able to relax and speak freely (Blaxter et al., 
1997; Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Saunders et al., 2003).  

Questions regarding the choice of language can arise in bilingual situations, Rossman 
and Rallis (2003) recommend the language most comfortable for all participants, but 
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also emphasize that there are risks. The following translation can lead to miss nu-
anced meanings and alter the content. Yet, a written transcript given to the inter-
viewee for proof-reading minimizes these kinds of the problems. 

The interviewees in our study will receive an interview guide (Appendix 1) sent to 
them by email a couple of days before the interview, giving them an idea of what top-
ics that will be discussed. This has one negative effect that we have done our best to 
handle; the prepared answers. To avoid such, we tried to have fairly broad areas of 
discussion so that the questions as such were kept undisclosed. We will during the in-
terviews take notes concerning specific body language and how we experience the in-
terviewee. Nuances in body language can reveal how the interviewee feels at the 
moment and help us to guide the discussion further. 

We have chosen to conduct semi-structured interviews in Swedish, since both inter-
viewers and interviewees have Swedish as mother tongue, and because we believe our 
study will benefit the most from an open, relaxed discussion. In line with our induc-
tive approach, we want the interviewees to talk freely when discussing the interview 
themes, which is why we have excluded ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions. Moreover, our semi-
structured interview technique will allow us to add or drop question during the in-
terview as well as permitting the respondent to answer in any way (s)he pleases, 
which further facilitate for the discussion. We are fully aware of the risks of people 
not feeling comfortable under these circumstances and we therefore follow the advice 
given by Douglas (1985), by starting all interviews with a couple of minutes of small 
talk to lull the respondent and also give them a chance to get to know us a bit. This 
will probably enhance the chances that they will trust us and feel safe to talk freely 
with us. Challenges in people’s work life can be perceived as sensitive and awkward 
to talk about, and to make the interviewee feel more at eased we guarantee a high 
level of anonymity to make them more comfortable talking about relatively sensitive 
topics (Kvale, 1996). 

We will use a tape recorder during all interviews to compensate for our relative lim-
ited interview experience and to raise the reliability in making proper quotations. All 
interviewees will be informed beforehand about our wish to use tape recorder, but 
they will still be asked one extra time at the actual interview occasion to make sure 
that they are accepting it. The interview transcript will be sent to the interviewees for 
a review, giving them a possibility to perform corrections if misunderstandings have 
occurred.  

2.3 Choice of Organisation and Respondents 
We will investigate what challenges that are being met by middle managers, since this 
is an interesting and unexplored area. We find it important to acknowledge these is-
sues to be able to describe the middle managers situation today. It is useful for middle 
managers to be aware of the challenges they will meet to be able to prepare them-
selves and also for newly recruited middle manager to consider before entering the 
position. Middle managers are of certain interest since they possess an important po-
sition within the company, but there is a lack of research examining how they ex-
perience their work tasks. More over, Blumentritt and Hardie (2000) stress that one 
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of middle managers’ main tasks is to ensure the necessary knowledge level for the 
personnel that are needed to effectively perform their job. They further state that this 
is of greatest importance in the knowledge-focused service organisation, since it is 
particularly difficult to transfer knowledge about services. This challenge is a major 
reason why we have decided to put our focus on the service sector.  

We will conduct interview at the four major auditing firms in Sweden; Deloitte, 
Ernst & Young, KPMG and Öhrlings PriceWaterhouseCoopers. After collecting in-
formation about different sectors, we found it interesting that this industry put a lot 
of effort in making their employees team leaders and managers rather quickly into 
the carrier. Moreover, we consider the opportunity to cover most of the firms within 
an industry to be important, since we then believe we get a better picture of the chal-
lenges middle managers meet. Interviewing middle managers within the same indus-
try, we consider enhance the responses to get wider reliability within the industry, 
and not just within a certain company. Thus, by widening the scope and bringing 
several companies into the study, our conclusions will probably be less affected by 
single companies and their values, culture and personnel, than if only performing the 
study at one organisation. Instead, we hope to find challenges met by middle manag-
ers which are not company specific. By bringing several companies into the study, we 
believe that the drawn conclusions will be wider and more applicable for middle 
managers in general, especially for middle managers within the studied industry. 

At each company, we will interview two middle managers which fulfil the criteria’s 
of our middle manager-definition (see chapter 1.5). The purpose of interviewing more 
than one middle manager at each company was to minimize person-related issues, and 
instead find challenges met by several middle managers. The limitation of two middle 
managers per company was set by the firms, because during each spring they always 
have a very hectic work period (the time period for the collection of empirical mate-
rial) and could not spare more than two middle managers for interviews, summing up 
to a total of eight interviews. 

2.4 Analysis of the Collected Data 
According to Rossman and Rallis (2003) analysing and interpreting qualitative em-
pirical material is the process of deep immersion in interview transcripts, field notes, 
and other materials collected. Further on, to systematically organise the materials 
into salient themes and patterns brings meaning so the themes tell a coherent story. 
Rossman and Rallis (2003) recommend that an analysis contains three parts to make 
the reader understand the process; immersion, knowing the empiric; analysing, organ-
ising the empiric; and interpretation, bringing meaning to the empirical material. Our 
analysis will take the following form; case presentations (immersion), challenge cate-
gorisation (analysing), analysing the challenges (interpretation), and respondent 
analysis. In line with the hermeneutic view we will in the respondent analysis inter-
pret interview behaviour and go beyond the actual answers to find the underlying 
reasons for why the respondent acts and answers in the manner (s)he does. The case 
presentation will present the empirical material obtained from our interviews that are 
most relevant for the purpose of this thesis. We believe it to be important that we 
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present each interview separately so that the reader can get a picture of what this per-
son finds especially tough. This kind of individual presentation will also allow us to 
present the challenges in its actual settings, and thereby the reader can get an under-
standing of the situational factors contributing to the experiences of the middle man-
agers. 

Despite all arguments above, we still find it necessary to divide the challenges into 
different categories to provide the reader with a better overview of to what extent the 
separate challenges are experienced. In the section challenge categorisation, we will 
only present the specific challenges brought up during the interviews to show trends 
or groupings of challenges common for the middle managers in the auditing industry. 
If the case presentation section has a focus on the person, the challenge categorisation 
section is more focused on the actual challenges. 

Further on, if the middle managers’ experiences are related to existing theories con-
cerning other areas, this literature will be used to provide more depth to the analysis 
in the sections analysing the challenges. Middle manager might have the same chal-
lenges as others, even though this perspective has not been theoretically presented 
yet, or perhaps one can conclude that existing literature not aiming at middle manag-
ers are indeed applicable on this group anyhow.   

Lastly, we will analyse how our respondents acted during the interviews in the sec-
tion ‘respondent analysis’. By doing this we hope to further enhance or reduce the 
trustworthiness of their statements. We will discuss contradictory words and/or 
body language, as well as behaviours during and after the interviews.  

2.5 Trustworthiness 
The trustworthiness of the research findings can be measured in reliability and valid-
ity. Both derive from the quantitative approach and can, according to Gummesson 
(2000), only be applied in modified versions to fit the qualitative method since quali-
tative studies lack statistical reliability and validity. However, reliability and validity 
can be used for setting the trustworthiness’ course of action in a qualitative study 
(Ruyter & Scholl, 1998). 

Criticizing the qualitative approach’s reliability, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) state that 
it is not possible to achieve perfect reliability when conducting valid studies of the 
real world. If a study holds high reliability, the research could be repeated and still 
obtain the same results. Rossman and Rallis (2003) state that even though replication 
is one of the criteria’s for reliability, this is not in line with the aim of qualitative 
studies. A qualitative research studies a dynamic world which means that replication 
is practically impossible; you will hardly ever get the same answer twice. Reliability 
assumes that meaning can be controlled and made identical in successive applications 
of a question. Contrary to the view of positivistic science, the situations that are ana-
lyzed are never replicable in qualitative studies (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). Rossman 
and Rallis (2003) want another focus on the issue regarding reliability of qualitative 
research. They claim that more appropriate questions should regard issues as; is the 
study well conducted? Does the study have sufficient evidence for the results? Are 
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there any possible alternative explanations to the result? Could the empirical findings 
be interpreted differently? Silverman (2001) agrees and states that reliability lies in 
how the qualitative method is conducted. To obtain a high level of reliability, the re-
searcher must be able to evaluate the trustworthiness of the statements at the investi-
gation moment (Patel & Davidson, 2003). Rossman and Rallis (2003) do also stress a 
high awareness of the accuracy of what is reported and question how to overcome 
the ‘interpretations made by us’? 

Further on, validity is a theory, model or concept which describes reliability with a 
good fit, i.e. if the findings accurately represent the situation (Hussey & Hussey, 
1997; Bell, 1999; Gummesson, 2000). According to Taylor and Bogdan (1984), quali-
tative studies emphasize validity more than reliability. The qualitative methods are 
designed to ensure a tight fit between the empirical findings and what actually hap-
pens, allowing the researcher to stay close to the empirical world. It is recommended 
by Saunders et al. (2003) to prepare the interviewees with the interview questions or 
themes in advance. This will raise the validity and facilitate for the participants to 
prepare and collect supporting documentation, if needed. Bell (1999) additionally 
suggests the interviewees to proof-read the interview transcript after the interview. 
This provides the interviewees with the possibility of making clarifications in order 
to avoid misunderstandings and misquotations.  

In this study, we have taken several measures to ensure the trustworthiness of our re-
sults. Our primary focus has been to fulfil the reliability criteria’s presented by 
Rossman and Rallis (2003); to present sufficient evidence for our results. Tape-
recorders have been used on all eight interview occasions and the interview guide was 
sent to all interviewees several days before the interviews. The interviews were all 
conducted in Swedish which was the mother tongue of both interviewees and inter-
viewers. This facilitated the discussion at the interview occasion but it also comes 
hand in hand with a translation problem when transcribing the interview, which we 
have tried to solve by giving the interviewees a chance to proof-read the Swedish in-
terview transcript. Furthermore, we took measures to ensure the anonymity of all in-
terviewees to enhance their feeling of being able to speak freely without any informa-
tion being traced back to them. This would indicate that the information retrieved 
from the interviews is as correct as possible. As discussed above, it is very difficult to 
achieve reliability in a qualitative study based on interviews. This due to the fact that 
challenges are very personal, meaning that what is challenging for one person is a 
‘piece-of-cake’ for others. Even though later research aiming to fulfil the same pur-
pose as ours may not have exactly the same results when interviewing other middle 
managers, we believe that their results could point in the same direction as our.  

From a validity perspective we have tried to step by step thoroughly describe all 
methodological actions taken, so that the reader can follow our process. Because of 
our inductive approach, we do not have any solid theoretical foundation for our in-
terview questions. Testing the interview guide before interviewing would cause prob-
lem with the inductive approach and therefore this was not conducted. The inter-
views were also not identical on each occasion, but our aim was not to steer the con-
versation into specific problem areas, instead we wanted the middle managers to talk 
without restraint about the certain challenges they meet.  
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3 Analysis 
“Nothing can be so clearly and carefully expressed that it cannot be utterly misinterpreted” 

- Fred W. Householder 

This chapter will not only present the empirical material but also analyse it. Our 
empirical material will be presented two times, first as eight interview cases and sec-
ondly categorised in groups of challenges’ so eventual hidden patterns can appear 
more visual. During the following discussion three propositions will be presented, 
the propositions later found the basis for our theoretical review. 

3.1 Empirical presentation 
To secure anonymity and encourage the respondents to a greater extent talk freely, as 
discussed in 2.2.2, the interview persons have been given fake names. However, we al-
lowed the fictitious names to reflect the gender of the interview persons. Further-
more, as can be seen in chapter 2.3, we decided with the consent of our interviewees 
to reveal the company names. The middle managers interviewed are all working at 
offices in the southern and middle parts of Sweden. They are all in charge of groups, 
divisions or offices with a staff ranging from 5 – 45 persons. 

In all the studied companies, middle managers spend most of their time with their 
customers, working as certified accountants. During the interviews all middle manag-
ers explained that they spend approximately 50 – 70 % of their time as certified ac-
countants and the rest as middle managers. We additionally found that even though a 
substantial portion work in the auditing companies was done in teams of 2 – 5 per-
sons, the hierarchical organisation at the office is not valid during customer visits. 
This means that the middle managers sometimes work as team leader and sometimes 
as team member depending on client and skills of the other team members. However, 
all middle managers had experience of being team leader before accepting the position 
as middle manager. Further on, several work tasks perceived as challenging related to 
their work as certified accountants have been left out of the empirical presentation 
because it does neither correspond to nor add any value to our purpose.   

In the coming interview presentations certain issues are found to be more significant 
than others and to facilitate for the reader to quickly recap what respective middle 
manager have said each interview presentation is summarised by a couple of key 
words. Afterwards an overview of the key words is presented, this to visualise even-
tual trends or patterns in the empirical material and lay the foundation for how to 
group and analyse the respective problem area. 

3.1.1  Anne 
Anne is in her late thirties and has been working at the company for approximately 
15 years, whereof three has been as a middle manager. One of Anne’s work tasks is to 
plan the employees’ time; so that they have a proper amount and right mix of duties 
and that the customers’ assignments have the right amount of employees and time. 
The senior employees most often take care of their own scheduling, so Anne dedi-
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cates most of her time planning for the latest recruited employees. Moreover, Anne is 
in charge of educational issues and taking care of the personnel matters such as moti-
vating the staff. 

Further on, she holds individual evaluation meetings with her employees; where they 
discuss how the person is developing; social and professional skills when dealing with 
customers; the quality of the employee’s performance; the person’s individual short- 
and long-term goals as well as desired future role in the company. Anne has her own 
meetings with her manager, where similar issues are discussed concerning her.  

Anne says the job as middle manager is fun and she finds it interesting to be a part of 
the office’s management group, since this gives her an enhanced ability to influence 
the decisions taken in the company. Anne thinks it is fun to motivate and inspire the 
employees, a responsibility that on the other side can be hard to tackle when the em-
ployees are uninspired or unhappy. Anne feels frustrated when she does not know 
how to help them, further on she finds it hard to encourage people when she is feel-
ing a bit down herself. During very customer-intensive periods Anne says it can be 
hard to have the time for both internal and external work. Since the customers are 
contributing to the company’s incomes; they are also given first priority. The inter-
nal work is often planned but needs to be rescheduled when customers demand more 
time, which is a conflict in time that gives Anne a guilty conscience.  

According to Anne the most challenging part of being a middle manager is to handle 
internal relation related matters. One example of this can be a sensitive employee 
with a fluctuating temper, demanding considerable effort to control the reactions and 
the relation as a whole. Anne also finds it challenging to be a middle manager when 
the employees do not work well together or if certain employees do not function 
well in teams. Another staff related difficulty could be internal grouping among the 
staff, which occurs when colleagues work too well together and create strong group 
feeling among a limited number of employees. Anne finds these to be though situa-
tions without easy solutions. 

To be a middle manager can also be tough when different and conflicting expecta-
tions are coming from top management, employees and customers; situations like 
these demands, according to Anne, a great portion of flexibility. To deal with middle 
managers’ challenges, Anne had taken a leadership course aiming at developing her as 
a manager. However, the course did not deal with issues concerning relation related 
matters. 

Since Anne was internally recruited from the office she already knew the persons she 
became a manager for. These relations have not been affected to any wider extent de-
spite her new position. However, the newly recruited employees are often younger 
and because of the difference of age and position in the company, she finds a natural 
distance between them and her. Moreover, she notices is easier to manage male em-
ployees, since she finds them more straightforward and less analysing than female 
employees.  

If Anne finds some issues difficult to deal with, or if she wants to talk to someone 
about, certain problems she turns to the office manager. They have an easygoing 
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communication; something she believes is thanks to the informal contacts that exist 
within the company. However, she perceives it to be a lack of encouragement from 
top management to middle managers, but she believes this to depend on everybody’s 
time-pressured schedules. If her questions concerns minor issues, she turns to some-
one within the company who possesses deeper knowledge within the certain area. 
This way of receiving knowledge works well for Anne, since she finds it rewarding to 
discuss with staff members who possess similar experiences.  

Key words: Time, relations, conflicting expectations, support from above, woman, 
motivate. 

3.1.2  Ben 
Ben is in his thirties and has worked at the company for ten years, whereof three 
years as a middle manager. His major work task is to organise the teams of employees 
at their customer assignments, and during this planning he has to take the individual’s 
skills and schedules into consideration. The teams work together only on customer 
basis and there is a new team for each customer, this requires a significant amount of 
time and effort to arrange these groups. In order to schedule the time needed for each 
assignment, Ben uses historical information from similar projects as well as the audi-
tors’ experience in the special field. Another challenging aspect of the planning proc-
ess is to bear in mind the employees’ wishes and demands of what type of job tasks 
they would like to have. The schedule is revised during the year if the employees 
have too much or not enough to do during certain periods, if new staff are employed 
and thereby needs assignments or if staff members leave the company/office and their 
assignments need new personnel. To schedule reasonably for each staff member is a 
major challenge for Ben, although he considers his administrative work tasks to be 
important for the entire company, and this challenge also functions as a motivating 
factor for Ben. Moreover, he finds his job to be both fun and one step up in his career 
development. Ben finds his greatest challenge to be related to his administrative tasks 
since the office’s result depends greatly on his scheduling; he therefore experiences 
the scheduling task as pressuring.  

Ben participates in the recruitment process of new employees by reading the applica-
tions and making the first selections. Moreover, he approves the employees’ time re-
ports and is allowed to give them limited number of days off.  

He further takes part in salary discussions and individual evaluation meetings, tasks 
he finds to be challenging. To facilitate this process, he uses tools for these occasions, 
for example evaluation forms filled in by team leaders after the completion of each 
customer assignment. These evaluations discuss the satisfactory skills of the employee 
and also suggest what the person needs to improve. 

Before Ben became a middle manager, he thought about how the relationships with 
his colleagues would be affected by his new position. This did not turn out to be a 
problem when entering the new position; he finds the relations to be more or less as 
they have always been and believe to have a good relationship with staff members 
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and former colleagues. He views these relationship problems to be more linked to the 
middle manager’s personality, not to the middle manager position itself.  

Ben finds the office manager willing to let him dedicate as much time as he needs to 
fulfil his administrative duties, he sees this to be the single most important factor to 
why he does not feel too stressed or time pressured. However, he still believes that 
the time available for talking with his employees is very limited.  

If problems about administrative issues occur, Ben turns to the office manager. If the 
problem concerns clashes between his administrative responsibilities and his tasks as 
certified accountant, he finds it naturally to take care of the leadership issues first. 
Ben has got a mentor that he discusses professional issues with. If the questions on 
the other hand concern certain assignments or customers, he turns to the person who 
is in charge of the specific case. Thus, he considers the support he gets as satisfactory 
and he also regard the top managers to be supportive to his ideas. 

Key words: Scheduling, evaluations, time. 

3.1.3  Carol 
Carol is in her late forties and has worked within the company for ten years and as a 
middle manager for three. Her managerial tasks are mainly to keep track of the mar-
ket development, office resources, some scheduling and personnel issues.  

Before entering the position of middle manager, Carol dedicated serious though 
about it before deciding to accept the offer. She was fully aware of the fact that her 
decision to become a middle manager would force her out of the employee group. 
She explains that taking the step out of this group is something a manager must do 
because (s)he can come in a situation where uncomfortable decisions concerning the 
staff must be taken. Her position outside the group sometimes lead to a feeling of 
loneliness which takes time to adjust to, but she feels that what the job brings in as-
pects such as influence, development and challenges makes it worth the sacrifices. She 
believes the perceived loneliness stems from a lack of support from above. In her job 
Carol meets several challenges; as a manager she is responsible for reaching the goals 
set for the office (market- and personnel related) and being successful on the market 
by getting more auditing assignments.  

In the beginning of her middle manager career, she faced challenges because of the 
fact that she is a woman, for example when older male staff members did not pay at-
tention to her directions. She did not accept this situation and took the conflict with 
the male employees; looking back she realized that their actions most likely stemmed 
from their own insecurity. She emphasizes clarity to avoid this kind of situation.  

Before becoming middle manager Carol was assistant middle manager at the same of-
fice and therefore had a clear picture of what was expected from her. Looking back, 
she comes to the conclusion that there were no larger differences between the expec-
tations and real life. Carol enjoys her middle manager position and says that her 
driven personality helps her to develop the office. She took over as middle manager 
during a rather turbulent time where some staff members resigned because of internal 
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disturbance and her first time as a middle manager was dedicated to create a better 
working environment. Conflicting internal wills between staff members can be chal-
lenging and Carol says it is important to listen without taking anyone’s side. 

As a manager she is obligated to have individual evaluation meetings with the staff 
members where performance, competence, development, future and sometimes even 
private matters are discussed. These private conversations are much appreciated as 
they serve to further develop the staff members. She take an active role in the per-
sonal development of each employee and has the opportunity to assign tasks that are 
in line with the individual’s career, but she points out that what is best for the office 
always comes first.  

If she had more time Carol would prefer to spend it on the personnel. She explains 
that the lack of time is one of her greatest challenges. She describes herself as being a 
certified accountant first and a middle manager second, even though she prefers the 
word ‘leader’ instead of ‘manager’. Carol admits that a great challenge for her is to 
handle her own time optimism; she works very much and puts a lot of pressure upon 
herself by always striving for the number one spot. Another aspect adding to the 
pressure is her view of leadership, she pinpoints presence to be an important leader-
ship attribute and unfortunately something she does not have the time to fulfill. 
Carol claims that expectations from her superior are easier to handle because the is-
sues that can be discussed between the managers are also openly talked about. Work-
ing with university graduates is further challenging because they question what is 
done and why, and sometimes Carol experience that they question her, but on the 
other side she enjoys the intellectual environment. 

From all her responsibilities she finds it hardest to handle the feeling of insufficiency; 
to handle the personnel and make them to work towards the same goal and to keep 
them motivated in times of heavy workload. The reasons for finding this to be most 
challenging is, according to Carol, probably that the customers will most often get 
first priority.   

Key words: Loneliness, reaching goals, support, woman, evaluations, time, ques-
tioned, insufficient, conflicting wills. 

3.1.4  David 
David is in his thirties and has been working at the company for six years and in the 
position as middle manager for one year. He is in charge of leading a group of em-
ployees by dividing them into different teams in which they should work with the 
customers’ assignments. David experiences the planning and scheduling, of his own 
and others time, to be very time-consuming and would need a greater part of work 
time to be able to perform better. 

He has individual evaluation meetings with his employees where the person’s work 
situation, performance and areas that need to be improved are discussed. The discus-
sion also touches upon what the person wants to do more of and what (s)he aims for 
in the future.  
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Moreover, David takes part in regular meetings with the employees at the office, 
with the office’s top management and also with the board of the region. Moreover, 
he works with selecting and interviewing persons in the recruitment processes.  

Another work task for David is to continuously follow the employees in their work 
situation to check if their work is proceeding according to their schedule. This oral 
follow-up process complements the ordinary planning tools and provides David with 
a better and more up-to-date picture of the work performed.  

Being in the middle manager position brings frustration to David when a lot of the 
received information coming from top management needs to be screened before tell-
ing the employees about the issues, due to company’s secrecy policies.   

David views the middle manager role to be both a challenge and as well as an oppor-
tunity to develop his personal skills and to influence the employees and the office. 
One of the challenges David meets is to handle the employees; to be straightforward 
and to lead them in the right direction. Many of his challenges are related to relation-
ships within the company. Moreover, David experiences a difference in leading men 
or women, where he considers men to accept answers on questions easier than 
women, and he thinks that women have greater difficulties to move on after receiv-
ing response to their wonderings.  

Another challenge is the divided work tasks; he spends most of his time working 
with customers as a certified accountant, but at the same time he should fulfil his re-
sponsibilities as middle manager. The many hours at customers’ offices disables David 
to be available for his employees, a presence which he finds very important. He 
claims it to be vital to solve problems as soon as they arise to help the employee to 
continue her/his efforts at work. If internal and external work collides, David 
chooses to prioritise the most urgent question in need of his help, sometimes internal 
work tasks and sometimes external issues. David further considers most challenges to 
be of equal size, he claims that no problem is harder than the other one to solve, and 
that everything can be managed. 

If David needs help to solve a problem he asks another middle manager or the office 
manager for help. Most often, he turns to the other middle manager, since their simi-
lar work tasks and challenges has brought them close together and built a strong fel-
lowship. David considers the support he gets as good and sufficient, even though the 
support does not solve all challenges.  

Key words: Scheduling, evaluation, filtering information, women, time, relations, 
feeling insufficient. 

3.1.5  Edward 
Edward is in his fifties and has been working at the company for 20 years, whereof 
eight as middle manager. His main work tasks concerns the office’s financial issues as 
well as market and personnel areas; among them to be the front figure for the com-
pany on the market, to stimulate and encourage the staff as well as to plan budgets.  
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It is very important for Edward to be seen on the market, both at official and non-
official events. Through non-official events, he wants to be recognised among future 
customers, a matter he believes to be important when customers search for a new au-
diting firm. Thus, he dedicates a lot of time and effort to be active in different organi-
sations and associations.  

Another responsibility is to lead and support the staff; he aims to encourage the staff 
members by taking part of their every day job and work closely together with them. 
Moreover, he tries to draw attention to employees, which has performed extra well 
to encourage other employees to do their best. Edward finds this to be a great chal-
lenge; motivating the personnel to enjoy themselves and to perform well at work. 
Edward believes the employees’ driving force to be working with interesting custom-
ers and challenging work tasks. To make the employees enjoy their work and pro-
mote the company as an attractive employer, Edward tries to come up with new 
ideas and good incentives hoping to convince the staff to stay within the company. 
Edward argues that it is problematic to find employees that are willing to dedicate a 
lot of time to the company. Because he views relationships to be the most important 
underlying reason for new customer contracts, he wants his employees to have an ac-
tive spare time and increase their networks. Edward stresses that it is imperative to 
spend a lot of time with the company if one aims to advance in her/his career. To 
compensate for the spare time spent on company issues, the company offers the em-
ployees longer vacations during low-intense customer periods. 

The internal work is important for Edward, but since this work derives no direct in-
comes to the company he finds it hard to balance between internal and external re-
sponsibilities. However, if the internal and external tasks collide, he prioritises the 
customers since they are contributing to the office’s incomes.  

Moreover, Edward holds individual evaluation meetings with his employees were 
they discuss the person’s performance and what characteristics that needs to be im-
proved. The salary is based upon the individual’s personal development, and during 
the evaluation meetings Edward tries to push the employee into the direction of de-
velopment. On the other way around, the employees write anonymous evaluations 
concerning Edward’s managerial work, providing him with useful feedback and in-
formation on what he needs to improve as middle manager.  

Edward has employees assisting him in his daily work, for example with scheduling, 
budgeting and recruiting personnel, even if Edward has the uttermost responsibility 
in all these areas. One of Edward’s greatest challenges as a middle manager is the lim-
ited time to perform his duties. Since most of his time is spent with customers, Ed-
ward experiences a lack of time for internal work and therefore delegates many re-
sponsibilities to solve the situations properly. During low-intense customer periods, 
Edward tries to compensate his lack of time for internal duties and focus on catching 
up what he previously overlooked.  

He saw the opportunity to become middle manager as one step further in his career, 
opportunity to an increased salary and the chance to lead persons to do a good job. 
The middle manager position creates status and on his managerial position he can af-
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fect the company in the long run. He considers his work tasks to be exciting and the 
opportunity to spend time with interesting persons, who work on the same level as 
him, both internally and externally, adds extra flavour to it. 
 
According to Edward, being a middle manager means that some key issues and work 
situations are needed to be accepted from the main office. One of his greatest chal-
lenges as middle manager is to follow and implement decisions he does not support. 
However, Edward argues that it is important for a middle manager to not show any 
of this frustration in front of his employees, since he believes such an unenthusiastic 
attitude affects his employees negatively.  

Another challenge is to work in a changing market, dealing with downturns in the 
economy and the toughening competition. Edward further considers it more difficult 
to lead women compared to men, since he notices women to be more sensitive and 
analysing, therefore demanding a more gentle way of presenting criticism. On the 
other hand, he thinks questions and ideas presented by women to be better consid-
ered and reasoned.  

As a middle manager, Edward regards the issue of talking freely to someone to be a 
very sensitive question. However, the middle managers within the region are discuss-
ing problems with each other, and if they agree, the issue can be moved up to higher 
levels within the national organisation.  

Although there are many challenges to deal with, he believes that he gets the support 
he needs from above.  

Key words: Recognition, motivate, evaluation, career, women, unsupported deci-
sions, time. 

3.1.6  Fiona 
Fiona is in her early forties and has worked in the auditing business for twenty years, 
six of these as middle manager. She has the overall responsibility of all activities at the 
office including the office’s economy, recruitment and some scheduling of the staff, 
even though she has delegated most of the scheduling responsibility to one of her 
employees. 

Fiona enjoys being a middle manager even though she though it would be somewhat 
easier to make decisions than it really is which causes some frustration. Being torn 
between opinions from staff members and superiors adds to the frustration, but when 
decisions are not negotiable she always takes the company’s side. Fiona’s office re-
ceives its financial goals (budget, profit, contribution margin and turnover) from the 
head office and these directions are only arguable if they are totally unrealistic. Oth-
erwise, Fiona mostly follows her own opinions and stresses that the head office does 
not know what is best for her office; she claims being stubborn to be a good middle 
manager trait.   

Fiona says she faces challenges when it is time for individual evaluation and salary 
meetings with the employees. During these meetings several issues are discussed based 
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on the employee’s opinions about Fiona and her opinions concerning the employee. 
These discussions concern the employee’s competence from a positive as well as nega-
tive perspective, future wishes regarding specialization, education and personal goals 
and personal characters such as ability to cooperate and social competence. Fiona 
finds it very challenging to criticize others, mostly because she does not know how 
the employee reacts to negative feedback. She explains that everybody has a different 
level of acceptance and therefore there is no general solution to rely on. In these indi-
vidual meetings the sensitive issue of salary is discussed and Fiona says it is always 
hard to discuss money matters. The employee might be dissatisfied with the offer and 
then Fiona must explain why the offer is set at its current level (too low according to 
the employee). 

Fiona says that if she had more time she would dedicate it to her private work. Con-
stantly having employees asking questions, a full mailbox, a full post-box and client 
responsibilities makes her feel that she would benefit the most from having a few 
more hours for herself, dedicated for example to go through all the papers on her 
desk. Second on her list to dedicate more time is spontaneous client contacts, since 
she strongly believes that to just give a client a call in a not work related issue once in 
a while would increase the office’s credibility and strengthen the business relation.  

In a situation where she has to prioritise between clients and employees, she claims 
that the situation will decide. She would like to prioritise the employees first at all 
times but this is not always possible. She says that when these situations arises, ten 
minutes of talking with the employee followed by a promise to discuss the matter 
further later on, might solve the critical problem for the individual.  

Once Fiona experienced difficulties because she is a woman, this when she entered 
the position as middle manager. Then, an elderly gentleman had difficulties to take 
instructions from her, which she believes was because of her gender. Fiona says it is 
important to not be weak as a female middle manager and that opposing opinions are 
part of the role as middle manager.  

Fiona further mentions long-time sick leave as very challenging for her small office. 
Moreover, she finds it challenging to receive negative feedback from her superiors 
more often in bad times than positive feedback in good times. She also presents a 
rather delicate problem at her office; a skewed personnel distribution. The office em-
ploys mainly experienced certified accountants and only a few assistants, therefore 
Fiona believes the office should benefit form recruiting new assistant employees. This 
is unfortunately negatively correlated with degree of working, more employees’ 
means that everyone cannot work 100 %. This is Fiona’s greatest challenge; to keep 
the office from stagnating.  

Key words: Conflicting opinions, reaching goals, evaluations, woman, feedback, 
time.  

3.1.7  George 
George is his early thirties and has been working within the company for ten years, 
whereof half of the time as middle manager. He is responsible for market and per-
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sonnel issues at his office. His personnel responsibilities are the greater of the two, 
and concerns discussions about the salaries as well as holding individual evaluation 
meetings where issues such as the person’s development, what the company’s goals 
are for this person, and the individual’s desires for the future are discussed. During 
these meetings, George and the employee make a plan together for how the employee 
should work and with what tasks. George considers some of the personnel issues to 
be harder to handle than others. A tough issue is for example salary discussions, 
mostly because the employee’s expectations often exceed what the company is able to 
offer.  

The market responsibility includes, among others, promoting the company and de-
ciding which associations the company should sponsor. Since finding new customers 
is a large piece of George’s market responsibility, he took a functional course to im-
prove his skills of in this particular matter. 

Before entering the middle manager position, George expected it to be easier to reach 
out with information within the company; unfortunately this has proven not to be 
the case. He recognises that more directions and explanations are needed, and issues 
concerning the personnel are more complicated than he had expected. However, 
George considers the middle manager position to be an enjoyable step further in his 
career and he finds it interesting to get the opportunity to lead employees and to 
make them strive towards common goals. According to George, this can be done 
through supporting each other and to explain what tools to use in order to reach the 
goals.  

George experiences that he has not got enough time for solving internal issues during 
customer intense periods. Nevertheless, if George’s internal and external work tasks 
collide, the issues concerning employees are often prioritised. He reasons that the 
firm needs employees, especially satisfied ones, to perform the work efficiently and to 
be able to keep old as well as attract new customers. 

He further acknowledges the challenge to assist employees feeling down and make 
them understand that they do not have to solve all the problems themselves; he be-
lieves this to be especially common when working together with academics. George 
strives to make the employees know that they are more than welcome to share their 
wonderings with him. Another personnel related challenge for George is to lead 
women, mostly because he believes women’s values and thoughts to be different from 
his way of working. Further on, he finds it easier to be more straightforward when 
talking to men.  

Another challenge is to reach the company’s goals. George deems that he always has 
to take the company’s side, even if he does not agree, since the employees will not 
stay motivated if he works against company directions. One challenge of being inter-
nally recruited is to be in charge for former colleagues, mostly because George some-
times finds it difficult to take the opposite side towards those he was previously equal 
with.  

To cope with the challenges, George discusses problems and issues with his employ-
ees to solve them in an efficient way and to let them take part in the decisions. If this 
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does not solve the problem, the middle managers within the office discuss with each 
other, or share thoughts between offices in the closest region. If greater problems 
arise, George turns to his mentor or regional manager, depending on what area the 
problem concerns. George finds it good to have two more senior managers to turn 
to, even though it can become a bit complicated when too many persons are involved 
in the same question. He would find it appropriate and helpful to have more meet-
ings with the regional offices so the middle managers could meet and discuss related 
issues and share experiences. George receives feedback on his performance from his 
employees, although he also believes it to be appropriate if he got more feedback 
from above concerning his work. George further wishes to receive more structured 
norms about how the company wants his office to work in certain issues. 

The greatest challenge for George in his middle manager position is to manage the 
variety of new issues such as employees misusing the company’s and the staff’s friend-
liness and take liberties that affects the other employees’ job situation.  

Key words: Evaluations, career, motivate, women, time, reaching goals. 

3.1.8  Howard 
Howard is in his early thirties and has been working at the company for ten years, 
four out of these as middle manager. The position as middle manager made him re-
sponsible for the company’s planning and scheduling of personnel. Before becoming 
middle manager, Howard had a close relationship with the former middle manager 
and did therefore know what was expected from him when accepting the offer. Be-
sides planning, Howard is involved in the first stages of the recruitment process when 
hiring new employees.  

Howard thinks the planning and scheduling are very challenging responsibilities and 
he dedicates several hundred hours per year at this duty. He feels that the company 
puts him under considerable pressure to be successful in the scheduling of resources 
since the work he performs highly affects the company’s result. Effective and success-
ful scheduling means fewer changes during the following year. Howard adds another 
parameter he has to take into account when planning schedules; the development of 
the staff. Junior members need ‘on field’ experience and the certified accountants 
have special demands, wanting to tie the best persons or competence to their respec-
tive projects. The teams have to be able to perform well at customer projects and per-
sonal chemistry with the scheduled groups is therefore Howard’s trickiest challenge. 
Howard appreciates that the office is not divided into fixed groups, as he fears this 
could lead to sub groupings. He stresses that sub groupings prohibit the distribution 
of knowledge and competence throughout the office and in order to avoid this he 
tries to rotate team members.   

Howard enjoys being a middle manager but dislikes the fact that the stress and time 
pressure forces quick solutions. Handling the considerably different willpower of 
employees and top management is, according to Howard, a major challenge. One as-
pect that is especially hard to tackle is when employees are making major decisions to 
prioritise customers before consulting him. He claims, he knows what is most urgent 
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and he should therefore be the one to make decisions regarding prioritising between 
an individual’s customer tasks. He believes this can be caused by the fact that he is 
working with university graduates, who are convinced they can take major decisions 
by themselves, and they also find it hard to become a part of production machineries. 
He continues and explains that this can stem from a will to work independently, a 
choice which persons are not allowed to do in the beginning of the career towards 
becoming a certified accountant.   

Howard sees a great challenge in handling conflicting interests; he says that the will 
to further develop an employee sometimes must be ignored for the sake of the office 
well being. He thinks this is sad, but at the same time emphasizes that the office al-
ways have to come first. Furthermore, he also says that he finds conflict between 
what is best for his own development and the office, yet again he stresses that the of-
fice must be prioritised and set his own wishes aside. Howard stated that he does not 
believe that one is supposed to be a middle manager if being unable to take such a de-
cision.  

Howard compares his job as middle manager to his experiences from being squad 
leader during his conscript; he feels jammed between two different willpowers.  

Key words: Scheduling, pressured, time, conflicting interests. 



 Analysis 

 30

3.2 Summary of the empirical findings 
Here, we will give a summary of the empirical material by categorising the challenges 
in broad areas, aimed at finding wider underlying problems and to show how the 
challenges are interconnected.  

3.2.1  Review of key words 
Table 1 Summary of Key Words 

Key words No of managers 

Time 8 

Leading women/being woman  6 

Performance evaluation/Salary discussion 6 

Conflicting expectations/opinions/interests/wills 4 

Feeling alone/insufficient/pressured/questioned  3 

Motivate employees 3 

Reaching goals 3 

Scheduling 3 

Career  2 

Relations  2 

Support from above 2 

Filter information 1 

Lack of feedback  1 

Recognition  1 

Unsupported decisions 1 

 

A total number of 15 key words were identified, concerning one or even up to all 
eight middle managers. Groups of these key words can be seen as describing pieces of 
a larger problem that the middle managers face. In the coming section we will try to 
group the information obtained from the interviews with help from these keywords 
and identify what we interpret as the problematic behind the challenges.   

To highlight what the middle managers found to be most challenging, we will below 
shortly present a review of these. Some of the middle managers find no challenge 
harder to handle than others, while one middle manager experiences the variety of 
new issues toughest to face. However, most middle managers interviewed pinpointed 
a certain problem to be extra challenging. These issues are much diversified, where 



 Analysis 

 31

internal relation-related matters were seen as most challenging by several middle 
managers, among others the issues concerning working with sensitive employees and 
to motive the employees towards the same goal during customer intense periods. The 
lack of time to be present for the employees and fulfilling the managerial tasks gives 
the middle managers a feeling of insufficiency. The lack of time to fulfil the work 
tasks is also a great problem for another middle manager, who further finds it diffi-
cult to follow and implement company directions (s)he does not support. More chal-
lenges related to the pressure from above deals with pure administrative tasks such as 
planning an appropriate schedule for the staff and thereby generate as much income 
to the company as possible. Moreover, one middle manager finds the greatest chal-
lenge to be keeping the office from stagnating and instead develop it, but today’s 
skewed distribution of personnel limits her/his options. 

3.2.2  Problem areas 
The six middle managers, who have responsibilities for internal issues, claim that 
they have to deal with challenges concerning the personnel and internal relations 
within the office. They all experience times when they need to choose between ex-
ternal and internal issues, were most of the middle managers say that the situation 
must decide what to prioritise. However, 50 % of the middle managers claim that 
they will most likely take care of the customers first since they generate income to 
the company. Only one middle manager argues that the personnel are prioritised in 
most cases, since this middle manager finds it vital to have well-being employees to be 
able to perform satisfying results. 

Approximately half of the middle managers stress that it is a big challenge to lead 
people. They emphasize different aspects within this field; one example is to be 
straightforward in the communication with the employees and to lead them in the 
right direction. Another problem related to managing staff are to lead proud academ-
ics who have difficulties in asking for help, who wants as little support as possible, 
and also questions what the middle manager does.  

Example of other personnel related issues are sensitive employees that are hard to 
manage, and employees unable to cooperate in groups. Two managers experience the 
problem when employees are too independent and take own decisions in questions 
that the middle managers would like to be involved in, or when staff members have 
strong but opposing wills towards each other. A few managers come across problems 
where internal relations grow so strong that sub groups are formed, exclude persons 
from joining, and thereby limit the distribution of knowledge and competence.  

Most of the middle managers find it reasonable to lead former colleagues. Though, 
some claim that their awareness of the possible problem with leading former equals 
before entering the new position might be the reason of why they can cope with the 
situation. They also view this non-membership with former colleagues to be neces-
sary when working at different levels. However, one middle manager sees this issue as 
a problem, and claims that it can be hard when opposing opinions are needed to be 
taken against former colleagues and equals. 
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Most middle managers stress that it demands different leadership approach to manage 
women or men. The female and male middle managers that stated this viewed it to be 
easier to be straightforward with men and explain that men accept answers to ques-
tions easier than women. Moreover, they say that women are more sensitive and ana-
lysing, demanding a more gentle way of presenting criticism. One middle manager 
finds it very challenging to criticize the staff since it is hard to know how the em-
ployee reacts towards negative feedback, which demands different approaches to each 
individual. 

Two of the three interviewed female middle managers found that they had faced chal-
lenges in their middle manager role because of their gender; in both cases older male 
employees had been neglecting their directives. 

Several middle managers find salary discussions to be a major challenge, since this of-
ten involves higher expectations from the employees than what can be realized. 

One middle manager finds it challenging with personnel who are absent from work 
during a long time caused by illness. These persons are hard to replace and their loss 
of work have a negative impact on the office’s results.  

Among half of the interviewed middle managers in this study have problems with 
motivating their personnel. They feel frustrated when they do not know how to mo-
tivate persons feeling down or uninspired since the middle managers lack knowledge 
about which motivation tools to use. One middle manager also claims that it is hard 
to find employees that are motivated and willing to dedicate a lot of time, including 
spare time, for the company. Furthermore, this middle manager finds it hard to lead 
employees that do not have the same commitment for the company as (s)he has. This 
has led to difficulties in the recruitment process, since the middle manager have a 
strong predetermined image of how the new employee should be and act. Several of 
the other middle managers also involved, or in charge of, the recruiting process does 
on the other hand not experience the same problems. 

Three out of eight middle managers have a broad financial responsibility which all of 
them find challenging. These responsibilities are mostly within the areas of budget-
ing, contribution margin, profit and turnover, were all of these are decided on a 
higher hierarchical level than by the middle managers themselves. Moreover, one 
manager finds it challenging to place her/himself on the company’s side and to im-
plement directives which (s)he do not agree on. An extra dimension to the challenge 
is the fact that it is hard to motivate somebody to do something, when you do not 
think is a good idea. Moreover, some of the middle managers find it hard to have the 
responsibility for making decisions in stressful situations.  

Four out of eight middle managers indicated that planning is a great challenge for 
them and two of them use the word ‘pressure’ when describing why this responsibil-
ity is regarded as a challenge. Often a great planning responsibility is given to the 
middle manager, and being responsible for planning in the auditing industry means in 
the long run being responsibly for the office’s profit. This means to schedule all per-
sonnel at a 100 % workload, at the same time as trying to take both the individual’s 
and office’s development into consideration. Most of the auditing work is performed 



 Analysis 

 33

in teams and the formation of these teams is often the responsibility of the middle 
manager. A majority of the middle managers claimed that the office is often priori-
tised before everything else. Despite the relatively straight-forward attitude to priori-
tise the office first and staff second, the feeling of being unable to provide the staff 
with a proper career development is something that bothers most middle managers. 
Based on the previously discussion, we make the following proposition:  

Middle managers face challenges closely related to their role as middle manager.  

All of the middle managers in this study acknowledge that they are torn between dif-
ferent willpowers; some recognize this as a problem while others do not. Among the 
middle managers that find this challenging, they express a wish to satisfy all of wills. 
Employer, staff, clients and personal expectations all put pressure on the individual to 
perform, and dividing the attention might worsen the ability to take appropriate ac-
tions. The middle managers are split into two groups when it comes to prioritising, 
the majority prioritise the office (employer and client) while the minority chooses 
the personnel’s side. Basically the motivations are the same but aimed differently, the 
core issue is concerning the importance of the respective group. 

Among the key words descriptions of feelings can be found; loneliness, pressured, 
questioned and insufficient. None of them have a positive tone and we interpret them 
as challenges experienced by the middle managers as they concern their more per-
sonal related challenges. What is discussed above, as being torn between willpowers is 
most likely one of the largest reasons for the feeling of insufficiency. Being unable to 
meet the expectations and give all parties what they want can influence the self-
confidence negatively. Attempts to avoid insufficiency pressures the middle manager 
and the inability to fulfil contradictory requests from different sources can lead to 
troublesome thoughts. Some of the middle managers pointed out working with uni-
versity graduates as one reason for feeling questioned. Academics are experts in find-
ing alternative solution and to question the ways things are done, leaving the middle 
manager in the line of fire. It has been said that it is lonely at the top, and one of our 
middle managers also experienced this feeling. Being the one having to make a/the 
decision accompanies, along with not having a staff member on the same level to dis-
cuss the problem with seems to create a feeling of being lonely. Based on the previ-
ously discussed areas, we make the following proposition:  

Middle managers face challenges related to their identity as individuals.  

Middle managers often experience a lack of time to perform both internal and exter-
nal issues during customer intense periods, where the clients are most often priori-
tised. Thus, the middle managers claim it to be very tough to give pep talks and to 
push the employees in the right direction of development and achieving company 
goals when experiencing a shortage of time. Nevertheless, most middle managers re-
peatedly stress the importance of motivating their personnel and also highlight this as 
one of their work tasks. For example, one middle manager stresses the importance of 
motivating the staff during periods of heavy workload.  

Two middle managers experience another challenge; to have the time for being pre-
sent for the personnel. These middle managers stress it to be vital to work close to 
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the employees and have time for them; unfortunately there is often too little time for 
this. 

Most middle managers claim that the focus on planning the staff’s schedule unfortu-
nately leaves little time for planning their own work. This makes them desire for 
more time to put on own work, both as certified accountant and middle managers.  

We find both propositions above to concern lack of time; since to choose between 
different willpowers and to prioritise between the internal and external expectations 
and demands is a major issue for most middle managers and they blame the lack time. 
Based on these discussed challenges, we make the following proposition:  

Middle managers face challenges tightly knit to time related issues. 

3.3 Analysing the interviewees 
In the method chapter (see chapter 2.2.2) we discussed and pin pointed that not only 
the words spoken are important but also the body language. Several authors (Doug-
las, 1985; Gummesson, 2000; Silverman, 2003) stress that the unspoken language can 
give the researcher many impressions either enhancing or reducing the trustworthi-
ness of the interviewees’ statements. Therefore we will here present the impressions 
the interviewees gave during the eight interviews as well as shortly discuss what im-
plications this can have on the meaning of the spoken words.    

A general impression is that age appears to have an impact on the overall openness of 
the interviewees, where the five middle managers between 30 and 40 years old an-
swered our personal related questions more in detail compared to the elder middle 
managers. Especially one of the three more senior interviewees systematically tried to 
escape questions about personal challenges by instead promoting other aspects of the 
company. The same manager also claimed that there was no personal relation to the 
challenges or to the position of middle manager. The interviewee’s lengthy experi-
ence of positions higher in the organisational hierarchy could impact the self confi-
dence and therefore some issues were no longer seen as challenging. Another aspect 
could be that the person did not want to admit personal challenges met. Moreover, 
the older middle managers more often suggested how to deal with the challenges, 
than what the younger middle managers did. Additionally, many of the younger and 
more recently promoted middle managers had a more ‘laissez faire’ attitude and rea-
soned in terms as ‘it will always be solved in the end’, even though they describe the 
challenges met rather in detail. Thus, the younger middle managers, despite their 
relatively limited experience, were also very laid back in their search for solutions.  

This feeling of confidence was further enhanced for some middle managers but also a 
number of actions performed by interviewees greatly reduced this impression on oth-
ers. Many of the middle managers were perceived by us as relaxed, positive, humble, 
open, and genuinely interested in the topics discussed during the interview sitting 
comfortable and leaned back in their chair. What makes the situations hard to inter-
pret is the fact that despite this; one manager was constantly looking at the tape re-
corder, another was talking very fast, a third commented the awareness of others 
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reading the thesis and a fourth surprisingly made radical changes in the post interview 
transcript affecting the overall context of the interview. Out of this we draw the fol-
lowing conclusions regarding the trustworthiness of four out of eight interviewees; 
we believe the trustworthiness of the interviewees discussed above to be lower com-
pared than for the others since their actions indicate a hidden insecurity and the con-
tradictory behaviour forced us to more critically interpret their answers.  

For the other four interviewees we found behaviours that further enhanced the 
trustworthiness of the given answers. One of the interviewed middle managers 
changed dialect during the interview back to the person’s childhood dialect, some-
thing that we together with a positive interest and laughter interpret as a sign of be-
ing very comfortable in the interview situation. Another middle manager gave a pro-
fessional and sincere impression, really trying to give each question a thought before 
answering. (S)he also showed an interest in the topics discussed and a true will to dis-
cuss by also asking questions and making the interview in to a discussion with a dia-
log between the interviewers and the interviewee. During the interview with another 
middle manager relations was emphasised as important, but despite this the middle 
manager chose task over relation. What makes the interview more trustworthy and 
verified story was the interviewee’s behaviour that during the post-interview cup of 
coffee tried to catch up with her/his employees by mingling a bit and exchanging a 
few words with them. The fourth manager in this group enhanced her/his state-
ments, despite sometimes avoiding questions (s)he felt to be irrelevant, by showing 
will to discuss specific matters actually experienced as challenging. An interesting 
point to make of this short discussion is that all of the female managers are sorted 
into this group categorised as ‘more trustworthy’. 

Thus, we will keep these impressions in mind when analysing their respective chal-
lenges. Nevertheless, we do not believe that their expressed challenges are affected 
due to their honesty to any wider extent; since they talked about challenges these 
were also most likely experienced. Seeing that several middle managers state similar 
issues to be tough to deal with, this further supports the single statements. However, 
middle managers could have decreased the extent of the challenges, if for example be-
ing sensitive about the fact that these were going to be discussed in our study and 
read by others. As discussed in 3.1, we tried to limit the risk for this by offering ano-
nymity.  

3.4 Discussing the propositions 
In this section a discussion of the propositions will be performed by deepen the prob-
lem areas with existing literature on the certain areas.  

3.4.1  Role 
A role is the sum of the expected behaviours of an employee, influenced by what the 
individual should fulfil both as person as well as in the specific job (Stewart, Barsoux, 
Keiser, Ganter & Walgenbach, 1994). The effects of the middle managers’ changed 
work tasks (as discussed in 1.1) has lead to debates about how this has affected middle 
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managers’ roles. Changed work tasks imply changed roles, as new responsibilities 
bring new roles into the organisation. Dopson (1992) performed a study in six Euro-
pean countries and found that middle managers are nowadays focused on a more stra-
tegic role and work closer to both workforce and top managers. To cope with these 
changes, middle managers need to develop new skills as well as to enhance their flexi-
bility, ability to change the organisation, and consequently alter their role in the or-
ganisational. In our study, most middle managers find themselves to be both staff 
members and leaders, sometimes identifying themselves with the staff members; for 
example when top management execute commands that just should be implemented 
without discussion. On the other hand, when the middle managers take part of dis-
cussions with top management and are included when taking complex decisions, they 
acknowledge themselves as managers. 

Following the study of Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek and Rosenthal (1964), many re-
searchers have acknowledged the role aspect to be classified into two dimensions; role 
conflict and role ambiguity. Role conflict concerns the problems managers meet 
when incompatible expectations are facing them from internal and/or external par-
ties. In this study, role conflicts will be discussed when examining the identity of the 
middle managers (see chapter 3.4.2.), since their values and thoughts seem to be re-
lated to how they are as persons. Role ambiguity is, according to Benfari (1991); the 
uncertainty managers can feel about which actions they need to take to fulfil their 
role, and this often sets off further conflicts such as feelings of frustration and isola-
tion. The extent of these aspects differs between managers as well as between organi-
sations and industries. We have found several challenges faced by the middle manag-
ers to be related to role ambiguity; challenges that occur in situation where they do 
not know how to act (Benfari, 1991).  

We found these different tasks and challenges to be somewhat related to the specific 
persons and their identity (as further discussed in chapter 3.4.2) and sometimes what 
we believe linked to the role of middle manager (when a majority of interviewees 
stress similar challenges). Thus, we further find it interesting to investigate if the 
middle managers’ challenges derive from managerial roles. Examining existing litera-
ture within this area gives us the opportunity to connect the challenges met by mid-
dle managers to similar challenges met by top management. If we find similarities, 
this would give us more information of our found roles and the managerial chal-
lenges. It could also support our finding if existing literature consists of similar mate-
rial as ours.  

Mintzberg’s managerial roles 

Several researchers have made attempts to categorise managers (most often top man-
agers) into different roles. One established example is the role categorisation of 
Mintzberg (1973), who found three broad areas of managerial roles, divided after 
what work they perform. These three grouping are interpersonal roles, informational 
roles and decisional roles.  

Mintzberg’s (1973) interpersonal roles concerns relationships within the company 
and can be further divided into three narrower roles; the manager as a figurehead, 
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leader and liaison. The manager as a figurehead is the most basic of all Mintzberg’s 
(1973) roles where the manager is a symbol obligated to perform certain duties. These 
duties are not central for leading; instead this person performs tasks, for example at-
tending events to add status or signing documents were her/his participation is re-
quired by law, only because of the manager role. The manager as a leader is often re-
spected and followed because of the person’s charismatic or physical power, or by the 
organisational power established within the company. This person influences 
through informal relationships within the company, and the aim of the leader is to 
influence integration between individual needs and organisational visions, by finding 
solutions appropriate for both purposes. The third and last of the interpersonal roles 
is when the manager acts as a liaison, dealing with many different actors both verti-
cally and horizontally inside as well as outside the company. By having such an ex-
tended network of contacts, this person improves the company’s position within its 
environment.  

The informational roles discussed by Mintzberg (1973) concerns the receiving and 
transferring of information. The three more specified roles within this group are 
managers as monitor, disseminator and spokesman. The monitor is continually seek-
ing and receiving information to sense changes and identify opportunities and prob-
lems, this to facilitate understanding of the organisation and its environment. The dis-
seminator role takes over to spread collected information throughout the organisa-
tion; the access to information allows the manager to send external information into 
the organisation as well as to spread internal information within the company. 
Though, all received information places the manager in a somewhat complicated po-
sition. Either the flood of information forces the manager to work more than nor-
mal, or the person will feel frustrated when not being able to spread all received 
news. The spokesman is the manager who spread information from the company to 
its environment, both to the public, for example suppliers, customers and press, as 
well as to key influencers of the organisation, such as the board of directions.  

Mintzberg’s (1973) third group of managerial roles, the decisional roles, are concen-
trated on making important decisions such as holding meetings to form strategies and 
handle problems, planning the manager’s own time and negotiating with other or-
ganisations. Within this category, four managerial roles are included; the entrepre-
neur, the disturbance handler, the resource allocator and the negotiator. The entre-
preneur acts as initiator and designer of the important controlled changes in the or-
ganisation, for example in the form of improvement projects. The disturbance handler 
deals with more forced situations and changes that are partly beyond the manager’s 
control. The decisions the disturbance handler takes often result in vast impacts on 
the organisation’s strategy, because of the standards these decisions set. The resource 
allocator is in the core of the firm’s strategy making, since the decisions having major 
impact on the organisations resources often affect the strategy to a great extent as 
well. These decisions often concerns scheduling of time, determining the tasks needed 
to be performed and by whom, as well as allowing major actions to take place. 
Lastly, the negotiator is responsible to represent the organisation at major negotia-
tions with other organisations or individuals.  
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We found it to be a tough undertaking to fit the work tasks of the investigated mid-
dle managers into Mintzberg’s (1973) ten managerial roles, since most roles are far 
from what the studied middle managers take. However, some of Mintzberg’s (1973) 
roles were alike those of the studied middle managers. Firstly, Edward seems to fit in 
the role as a liaison, based on his willingness and aim to represent the company and 
build a broad network of contacts. Furthermore, Edward and five of the other inter-
viewees’ work tasks includes being a leader, and the leadership matter to mediate be-
tween the individuals’ and organisational needs are found hard for them to tackle. 
When it comes to the informational roles, all studied middle managers receive and 
spread information, even though this has not been highlighted as any of their main 
work tasks. We can therefore not identify them with any of the three informational 
roles identified by Mintzberg (1973). Further on, half of the middle managers have 
the power to take and implement major decisions concerning their office or business 
area, even though major strategic decisions are set on a higher managerial level. How-
ever, only one of these middle managers seems to take advantage of this power; Ed-
ward. He can be seen as both the entrepreneur and the disturbance handler, since he 
both come up with new solutions for his office as well as being forced to deal with 
implementations decided on a higher level. The other three middle managers can 
thereby only be seen as disturbance handlers, dealing with forces changes. 

As discussed above, we find some of our middle managers to belong more or less to 
one or several of Mintzberg’s (1973) roles. Still, we do not find these roles to be very 
suitable for the investigated middle managers due to the fact that among one of their 
main work tasks (and challenges) is to schedule and re-schedule their personnel’s 
time, which is an aspect not discussed to a wider extent by Mintzberg (1973). Thus, 
we find it appropriate to investigate additional literature to search for managerial 
roles which have similar work tasks and face related challenges as middle managers.  

Stewart’s managerial roles 

Other established literature discussing managerial roles is written by Stewart (1988), 
which classifies managerial roles into five major groups based on how managers 
spend their time. The groups are; the emissaries, the writers, the discussers, the trou-
ble-shooters and the committee-men. The emissary spends a lot of her/his work time 
talking to people not employed at the company, for example visiting conferences or 
other companies. This connects the manager closely to the world outside the own 
organisation. The writers spend half the time reading and writing giving them less 
personnel contacts, and rarely any time in committees or attending other groups. 
Even though half of their work is with other people, the time spend with the per-
sonnel is often by meeting only one person. This limited amount of personal contact 
gives the writer a low amount of day-to-day problems and crises. The discusser spend 
most of the time with other people and/or colleagues, where a remarkable amount of 
time is spend with equals and less time with staff members. The trouble-shooter has to 
deal with most crises among these different roles, resulting in a very fragmented work 
pattern. Even though this manager often plans carefully to avoid trouble, these occur 
frequently and have to be taken care of as soon as they arise. This manager spends a 
lot of time with the employees and also more time on inspection than any other 
group of Stewart’s (1988) managers. The last group of managers discussed by Stewart 
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(1988) is the committee-man who has a wide range of internal contacts, both vertically 
and horizontally, but a very limited number of contacts outside the company. This 
person spends a large amount of time in group discussions, where more than half of 
the work day is taken up by discussions including more than one person, often in 
committees. Further on, the committee-man spends more time than the average man-
ager on personnel related work. 

Even though our interviews did not aim to study how middle managers spend their 
time, we got an estimation of their work days and some similarities and dissimilarities 
with Stewart’s (1988) roles were found. Although all interviewed middle managers 
work with customers most of their time in their role as certified accountants, they 
rarely have any external contact within their middle manager role. Instead, most of 
their time as middle managers is spent on administrative duties, such as scheduling 
and re-scheduling of the employees’ work tasks, where some of their challenges also 
origin. Middle managers also have responsibilities such as arranging and holding 
meetings with their staff, recruitment of new employees and taking part of salary and 
evaluation discussions. Thus, the role of a writer seems to fit our middle managers 
the most, since this role implies spending half of their work days writing and reading, 
and the other half discussing with the personnel, most often in one-to-one conversa-
tions. Nevertheless, neither the writer, nor any other role described by Stewart 
(1988), discusses relationship related tasks. Thus, one of the greatest challenges and 
work tasks for the investigated middle managers does not fit into these role descrip-
tions.  

Moreover, we found our eight interviews to be a too small sample for categorising 
middle managers into specific role categories. We would have needed a deep and large 
quantified investigation on the time spent on different work tasks to draw more gen-
eral conclusions, which is not in line with our purpose. Consequently, our inter-
views’ focus on challenges faced by middle managers resulted in some ideas of which 
roles identified by Mintzberg (1973) and Stewart (1988) to be most closely related to 
the studied middle managers. We find a combination of Mintzberg’s (1973) leader and 
Stewart’s (1988) writer to be most similar to the role taken by our middle managers, 
even if this is only a direction and not entirely fulfilled. To find certain roles, we con-
sider a study more focused on the role instead of challenges as we did, to be appropri-
ate. Moreover, that kind of research would have to use a theory testing approach. As 
an alternative for defining the middle manager’s roles, we have found it more appro-
priate to divide the work tasks and thereby challenges met into two broader areas; a 
leadership role and a management role, since we find the role related challenges to ba-
sically concern these two topics. Drawing the conclusion that Mintzberg’s (1973) or 
Stewart’s (1988) managerial roles does not direct any results towards the answer of 
the purpose with this study, we instead choose to explore these larger role categorisa-
tions.  

Whether leadership and management refer to the same thing is contradictory but it is 
often argued that they overlap, even if the degree of correlation also varies. It seems 
to be as many definitions of leadership and management as there are authors trying to 
define it. One suggestion comes from Bennis and Nanus (1985) who distinguish be-
tween managers and leaders by stating that managers do things right (for example to 
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organise and create order) while leaders do the right thing (for example to develop 
the organisational vision and strategy or to help the organisation to adapt to changes).  

Leadership 

Several authors (Bennis & Nanus, 1985; Sashkin, 1998; Kotter, 1990; Mintzberg, 
1999; Avery, 2004; DuBrin 2004) state that leadership is applied for inspiring people 
to strive for a future goal. Avery (2004) claims that the problem to define leadership 
depends on the complex situation leadership is; regarded as a social creation in his-
tory and culture as well as in people’s mind. He argues that the definition of leader-
ship has varied over time; going from ‘command-and-control’ during the 1970s to to-
day’s focus on ‘sense-making’ within the group. Kotter (1990) views leadership to 
produce movements and create change. He claims that leaders help direct and organ-
ise people and their ideas. To conclude, DuBrin (2004) claims leaders to deal with in-
terpersonal job aspects; to cope with changes as well as to inspire, motive and influ-
ence employees. In our study, we have found several challenges aiming at the leader-
ship role, for example where two middle managers claim that they have to take an ac-
tive role to ‘be the company’, both during work time as well as spare time. They also 
encourage and demand from their personnel to do the same, even if one of these 
middle managers more explicitly stress the importance of this and thereby also ex-
perience the problems concerned with this issue. This middle manager faces great dif-
ficulties to encourage the best and most skilled staff to stay within the company as 
well as recruiting the most motivated personnel. When it comes to motivation, mid-
dle managers also find it challenging to cope with a situation where the company 
command directions which the middle manager has to implement, but do not sup-
port. Then they acknowledge problems to motivate the employees, since they are not 
inspired themselves. Moreover, problems occur when personnel take advantage of 
other personnel’s kindness and do not respect them, or when sub groups are formed 
of individuals which work too well together. Then, we experience that the middle 
managers often undergo difficulties of how to deal with these persons and what ac-
tions that are needed to be taken.  

Moreover, to lead and direct the staff was also seen as a problem, mostly because of a 
perceived lack of knowledge. Many middle managers mention the problem with sen-
sitive staff members, often female employees, and the unique and individual solutions 
needed when presenting criticism. To lead women appears to be a problem both for 
female and male middle managers, even the motivations used to describe why corre-
sponds very well. One male middle manager claimed that his problem to lead woman 
most likely depend on their different genders, which according to him comes with 
different ways of thinking and analysing. But, due to the fact that also female middle 
managers find it hard to lead women, this statement has to be seen as an individual’s 
perception and not regarded as the overall opinion. 

Furthermore, two out of three female middle managers felt that they have had prob-
lems to be in charge of men, due to lack of respect from older male employees. Pow-
ell and Graves (2003) has performed studies that shows discrimination against female 
managers to sometimes take place because of a mismatch between the leader role and 
the female gender role; the stereotype of leaders are close related to male characteris-



 Analysis 

 41

tics. Thus, if a female leader does not possess these ‘male’ features, they can be judged 
as not performing the leader role well enough. Additionally to these conclusions, 
Powell and Graves (2003) also emphasize those employees who have been working 
for female leaders often to be more positive towards female leadership, than those 
who only have been working under male leadership. When it comes to effectiveness 
of a leader, they further state that studies have shown the genders to be equally effec-
tive. We can thereby draw the conclusions that female leaders, among them two of 
our interviewees, are falsely accused of being worse leaders just depending on their 
gender. Following Powell and Graves’ (2003) statement that both genders are equally 
effective, one could consider whether the work tasks are also experienced equally by 
the genders. In our study, we have not found any major difference in how female and 
male middle managers experience their challenges. We thereby consider the genders 
to face similar challenges, and also have comparable attitudes towards the problems. 
For example, both female and male middle managers express their challenges as rea-
sonable to overcome, even though most of them stress it to be a hard time to fulfil 
the employees’ wishes and demands. Though, since we have focused on what chal-
lenges the middle managers meet, not the extent of the challenges, deeper interviews 
are needed to support or reject differences and similarities about to what extent they 
acknowledge challenges. 

As Engel (1997) stress, middle managers also take on roles as listeners, facilitators and 
coaches, which are all tied to the leadership aspect. One of the four visited companies 
has divided the coach/leadership role from the managerial role, which will be further 
discussed later in this chapter. In the other three companies, some middle managers 
had explicit tasks to be a coach in their middle manager role, while other worked as a 
coach since it felt naturally to take on that responsibility when being a middle man-
ager. Consequently, all interviewed persons acted as coaches, even if to a different ex-
tent. By acting as a coach, they for example listen to the employees and try to moti-
vate them to new work tasks and individual development, which is in line with 
Engel’s (1997) vision of middle managers as listeners and facilitators. These work 
tasks also bring a major part of the challenges met by middle managers.  

Management 

Thomas and Linstead (2002) state that ‘management’ is also a social construction 
which implies that there will never be a true explanation of what it refers to. Mintz-
berg (1999) views management to be working in the present or evaluating the past. 
Kotter (1990) and DuBrin (2004) argue that management is to deal with the adminis-
trative aspects of the manager’s job, based on explicit tools such as to plan, organise, 
control, direct and lead. These techniques are used to implement the organisation’s 
visions set by top management and to create predictability and order. Kotter (1990) 
further claims that the primary function of a manager is to keep the organisation on 
time and within budget. Management is sometimes seen as to over-emphasise control, 
systems and processes, and thereby create loss of creativity, learning and adaptability 
(Bennis & Nanus, 1985; Sashkin, 1998). Thus, managers are dealing with administra-
tive aspects such as planning, controlling and directing in order to create organisa-
tional order. Six out of eight interviewed middle managers had both planning and 
personnel responsibilities forcing a majority of them to face challenges when dealing 
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with the personnel. They wanted to develop the personnel at the same time as they 
claimed that they needed to prioritise the office’s development. In these situations 
they chose to prioritise the organisational needs and thereby the managerial view in-
stead of the leadership angle. Some of the middle managers also experienced a lot of 
pressure when trying to plan the most appropriate schedules for the employees and 
obtain the best result for the office. One middle manager expresses a feeling of pres-
sure when information comes from top management and the middle manager needs 
to decide what news that should be forwarded to the employees, and what reports 
that should stay on the middle management level. This matter is discussed by Fran-
zén (2004) who states that some information needs to pass several levels before reach-
ing the end user, but he also stress that this can cause trouble when important infor-
mation coincidently stays at a too high level and do not reach the persons in need for 
it. 

Hence, management and leadership seem different but are closely related to each 
other. The roles of leaders and managers are often mixed in one individual but there 
have also been attempts to separate them between persons. Avery (2004) claim that in 
smaller companies, persons often take on both the manager and leader role, while the 
characters can be somewhat more separated in bigger organisations. Kotter (1990) and 
DuBrin (2004) argue that managers must know how to lead as well as to manage. In 
our study, we have interviewed six middle managers who should to be both leaders 
and managers, and all have work tasks and acknowledged challenges within both ar-
eas. However, two of the interviewed persons were in their role as middle manager 
supposed to just manage without leading. Instead, their company had coaches in-
tended to take responsibility for leadership related issues. These two middle managers 
were the only to not state that they were split between internal and external issues, 
thus, they experienced less challenges. However, since these middle managers were 
also coaches (but this role was not investigated in this study), we consider them to 
still face these clashes, even if not expressed during our interviews. The company 
separating the roles of leadership and management might miss a large piece of being 
in charge of personnel. Since the middle managers are performing the managerial 
tasks, it would be natural for them to also be in charge of motivating and inspiring 
the personnel under their supervision.  

This thesis does not aim to present the ‘truth’ of middle managers in the role of man-
agers or leaders. Instead, we intend to give an idea of the every day life middle man-
agers meet and work in. We consider middle managers to be both leaders and manag-
ers, based on the variety of tasks they perform. For example, most studied middle 
managers’ work tasks involve inspiring and motivating employees as well as planning 
and organising their work. Thus, we find it most proper to not split the job of middle 
managers into different segments since we view both leading and managing to be im-
portant aspects of the middle managers’ work, in line with Kotter’s (1990) and Du-
Brin’s (2004) statement in the above section. However, they all seem to prefer to per-
form one part over the other; the management tasks. The middle managers claimed 
both leadership and management tasks to be of equal importance. Still, all of them 
completed the managerial tasks such as planning and organising first, setting the lead-
ership tasks aside. Though, the motivation talks and the time for inspiring people 
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were often not the main concern. They often claimed that the administration tasks 
were vital for the office and its development, but we consider the development of the 
personnel to be equally crucial. Even persons who stressed that they had a good rela-
tionship with the employees and emphasised the need for this did put the personnel 
issues aside when the time was limited. Instead, they prioritise their managerial tasks 
or handling their clients. Most middle managers seemed ashamed of this, and they of-
ten excused themselves by saying that they were aware of this issue or that the em-
ployees are aware of their own good work as long as they do not hear anything else. 
Moreover, they seemed to excuse themselves by saying that neither of the middle 
managers got feedback from top management. Could this be a result of problems to 
tackle the ‘softer’ aspects of their role? Maybe they focus on administrative tasks 
since it is often easier to handle managerial tasks with clear rules and regulations to 
follow, than the treatment of individuals and its unique needs and demands.   

Summary 

To conclude the discussion about middle managers’ managerial roles and their rela-
tion to existing leadership literature, a starting point might be to stress that different 
roles implies various work tasks, further showing the origin of the middle managers’ 
challenges. The managerial roles of Mintzberg (1973) are grouped by the work tasks 
performed. The middle managers seem to be most comparable with the leader role, 
aiming at the shared characteristics of the mediator tasks, which the middle managers 
further finds hard to tackle. Stewart (1988) grouped her managerial roles by the 
amount of time spend on each work tasks. Here, the role of writers is most similar to 
the duties of middle managers, based on their shared focus on writing and limited 
time on personnel contacts. Since scheduling is one of the major tasks for middle 
managers, much pressure and stress derives from this issue. If combining Mintzberg’s 
leader with Stewart’s writer, the work tasks and thereby the starting point for many 
challenges of middle managers is more or less identified. To more thoroughly portray 
the middle managers’ challenges we have taken a deeper look into the areas of leader-
ship and management, were we seem able to categorise the revealed challenges. The 
leadership viewpoint includes the challenge to motivate and influence the employees, 
an issue claimed to be put aside due to lack of time (further discussed in chapter 
3.4.3.). Moreover, another leadership problem consists of gender related issues, such 
as being a female leader over male employees. The management related challenges are 
built on the demand for producing solid schedules given that this is the foundation 
for the office’s yearly results. This is a time consuming task that a majority of the 
middle managers prioritise before other work tasks. To wrap up this discussion, the 
role of middle managers is a complex issue based on challenges both concerning 
‘softer’ matters such as personnel related topics, as well as ‘harder’ responsibilities for 
example administration.  

3.4.2 Identity 
Since the roles of middle managers have changed during the past, as discussed in chap-
ter 1.1, the role conflict (Kahn et al., 1964), incompatible expectations facing the 
middle managers from internal and/or external parties, are likely to affect the iden-
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tity of the middle managers as well. As roles are tied to the work tasks being per-
formed, authors focusing on managers’ identity and its affect on performed work of-
ten criticize the role perspective for being too shallow and missing out on essential 
parts of the portrayed individual. For example, Thomas and Linstead (2002) claim 
that there is a need to move beyond the attempts to find the most ‘accurate’ and 
‘truthful’ picture on middle management. They further argue that in the effort of de-
scribing management, the managers are treated like a homogeneous entity since the 
researchers desire to draw generalisations from complex data. However, the individ-
ual difference is then denied and little consideration is made concerning the diverse 
environment middle managers operate in. Instead, they suggest that researchers 
should adopt a theoretical framework that can contain both the individuals’ diversity 
and organisational work. The importance acknowledged of diversity is further sup-
ported by Watson and Watson who state that “Managers do not simply react to a 
‘given’ world” (1999, p. 483).  

To show the complexity of finding a definition to identity, Whetten and Godfrey 
(1998) explains that to define a term (identity) is to give it an identity. Moreover, 
Thomas and Linstead (2002) describe the identity formation as an ongoing process of 
exercising social power. Watson (2001) partially agrees but illustrates identity to be 
emerging in a continuous process. Samovar and Porter (2004) argues that we are not 
born with an identity, instead this is something learnt over time, which goes hand in 
hand with arguments from Watson (2001) that identity is shaped through exchange 
with others. Whetten and Godfrey (1998) conclude this discussion when stating there 
is an absence of agreement about the definition of identity. 

Based upon arguments from both Watson (2001) and Whetten and Godfrey (1998) a 
very basic definition of identity, which is crucial to take into account, is how a per-
son defines her/himself. Whetten and Godfrey (1998) see the identity formation to be 
the outcome of questions asked towards the person itself (Who am I?), as towards the 
organisation (Who are we? What kind of firm is this?). Adding to the complex nature 
of identity is that identity may express a need for uniqueness and privacy, and cannot 
be measured. As mentioned earlier, several authors believe that people develop their 
identity through exchange with other people. This formation has led to discussions 
regarding if a person has got more than one identity. In the early years of last century 
James (1918, in Whetten & Godfrey, 1998), stated that a person has as many social 
selves as there are individuals recognising her/him. Whetten and Godfrey (1998) have 
further developed this idea and discuss whether each person has multiple facets of a 
complex personality, each suited to fit a specific role or context. Whetten and God-
frey (1998) continues by stating that social identity theory applied to individuals tell 
us that people construct themselves by having some set of essential characteristics 
that they cite as defining their self-concepts, which also can develop over time 
through interpretations of the individual’s close surroundings.  

Taking a middle manager perspective on identity, Whetten and Godfrey (1998) say a 
person’s identity is central to consider when studying how middle managers experi-
ence their work conditions. Moreover, at the work place the construction is both af-
fected by speculations about the individual’s personality as well as questioning organ-
isational values and beliefs. The researchers further state that identity is fundamen-
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tally a relational and comparative concept, in this case the relation between the per-
son and the organisation, the role or the position as middle manager. Watson (2001) 
claims it to be important to see the relation between what a person does at work and 
what ‘sort of person (s)he is’. The conceptions the person has on the middle manager 
job itself influence how the person manage and thereby also shape the conception of 
her/him. The work that manages do varies enormously from manager to manager 
(Watson, 2001), and according to Whetten and Godfrey (1998) what a person do de-
fine who (s)he is. Tyrstrup (2005) further adds that reflections of ones actions affect 
the personality and skills, thus the person’s learning process is important for the per-
sonal development.   

Management should, according to Watson (2001), see their primary role as contribut-
ing towards the overall performance of the organisation. But even here it is impor-
tant to bear the individual in mind, because this work orientation is the way indi-
viduals perceive mutual expectations on the position of middle manager, made be-
tween the employee and employer. Thereby, we can draw the conclusion that the or-
ganisation affects each employee’s identity, but it is not possible to define the extent 
of the effect.  

The discussion of roles and identities seem to have as many different angles as there 
are authors trying to define it. However, many authors agree on one thing: the iden-
tity affects middle managers and their ability to lead and manage. In this study, we do 
not consider the managers to work just according to the role description obtained by 
the company. Instead, we believe that the individual’s perspective is also playing an 
important part in what challenges the middle managers acknowledge as difficult.  

As mentioned in chapter 3.4.1, this part of the thesis will include a discussion of con-
flicting expectations, wills and opinions. The main identity related challenge found is 
the perception of being torn between different willpowers. Directives from superiors 
are in accordance with a hierarchical organisation meant to be implemented and even 
though all our middle managers emphasised that their organisations are flat, they are 
not middle managers for nothing. Their organisational position implies that they are 
above some employees and under top management and therefore there is some from 
of hierarchical structure in these firms as well. Conflicting opinions from these dif-
ferent positions will most likely occur, but it is up to the individual whether (s)he is 
affected by this and experience this as a challenge. From our interviews we discovered 
that all middle managers found themselves influenced from several different direc-
tions, but not all saw this as a challenge. When trying to interpret why some were af-
fected, while others not, we considered the possibility that this stem from an individ-
ual will to fulfil everyone’s expectations. On the opposite side, the middle managers 
that do not view the conflicting expectations as a challenge might just take orders 
from above without considering the employees wills. This can also be interpreted as a 
mean to hide from responsibility, for example blaming the implementation of new 
direction on senior managers. When simply implementing orders from above, the 
conflict is minimized since; the middle manager does what (s)he is told and not bring 
the employees wishes up to discussion. One manager in our study did not fit into any 
of these categories; Fiona stated that her own opinion was the most important. It is 
possible that in order to have a good feeling of what has been performed the middle 
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manager follows her ideas. Perhaps this is the most important lesson to learn; as a 
middle manager it is important to be aware of the consequences decisions and actions 
taken and these shall also coincide to a large extent with personal beliefs. This mostly 
from a motivation perspective, since it is hard to implement changes that are not cor-
responding to what the middle manager finds important. This is made clear when re-
viewing some answers on similar questions, where Edward and in some extent 
George find it hard to implement decisions they consider to be wrong. Furthermore, 
Fiona mentions being stubborn as a good middle manager trait and states that the 
head office cannot always know what the best for her office is, and this is why she 
needs to have a strong will and sometimes work against the head office.  

One situation which most of the middle managers saw as uncomfortable was the in-
dividual evaluation meetings held once a year. During these meetings several of the 
middle managers express a clear will to develop the staff member by giving this per-
son the most beneficial career development. For example, Carol presents the conflict-
ing force as the office, since what is best for the office is not always most suitable for 
the individual. Even though most managers do acknowledge this as an insolvable 
equation, some feel that they have to try to mediate between the two parties. One 
possible reason for the middle managers to keep working with this issue could be that 
they can identify the situation since they have all been there themselves. They have 
also most likely experienced the frustration of not having everything evolved in the 
most preferable direction for them. Depending on what kind of a person the middle 
manager is, (s)he chooses to listen to different arguments and the middle manager is 
most of the times forced to choose side.  

Several middle managers find it hard to discuss salaries, among them Ben. Fiona con-
curs and adds to the personnel challenges that it is hard to know on what level to pre-
sent criticism. Carol says that her evaluation meetings follow a guide and that the 
staff members have filled in a questionnaire concerning their work situation, to be 
able to perform a more effective evaluation meeting.  

As mentioned earlier among the key words there were descriptions of feelings such as 
loneliness, pressured, questioned and insufficient. The underlying reason for these 
feelings might stem from a will to listen to all parties and make everyone satisfied. It 
is a natural phenomenon that there exists different views upon the tasks needed to be 
done, how the middle manager experience these wills is probably also different be-
tween each middle manager. The feeling of loneliness is something corporate leaders 
have talked about for a long time, and one of our middle managers also mentioned 
this feeling. Two of the other middle managers did not say it out loud but from the 
answers we can interpret that they were not totally satisfied with being alone in their 
position. Additionally, three of the middle managers felt that they did not get the 
amount of support from above, as they would like to have, another indication of per-
ceived loneliness. One challenge mentioned is to advance from junior staff to a man-
ager position within the same office. The relation to former colleagues will most 
likely change; one example mentioned is when discussions end as soon the middle 
manager walks into the room. Still, one of the middle managers argued that it is im-
portant for a chief to step outside the group, because one can be forced to make un-
comfortable decisions. Experiencing a change in relations after becoming middle 
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manager can be another reason for feeling lonely. We believe that many employees 
are uncomfortable to have discussions regarding private matter with her/his chief.     

Some of the middle managers felt pressured from the fact that the result of the office 
relied heavily on their planning and scheduling. This can also be interpreted as the 
middle managers have large anticipations on their individual work but they are also 
aware that unplanned events still cause disturbances in their original planning. Other 
middle managers state that fulfilling set goals is challenging, and regardless of circum-
stances they expect themselves to reach these goals.  

Unfortunately, we believe our interviewees to identify themselves as certified ac-
countants first and leaders/managers second. This is made clear when reviewing how 
the majority chooses to prioritise when put in the challenging situation where they 
are forced to choose; they chose to handle task related issues over relation related 
matters. The most commonly used explanation was that the customers brings income 
to the office those relations were seen as more important than internal relations. This 
middle managerial focus could make them less efficient as middle managers, or to be 
more precise, less efficient to handle the ‘softer’ leadership aspect of being a middle 
manager. Relation related issues are frequently mentioned during the interviews and 
all respondents appear to be well aware of that a theoretical ‘super manager’ should 
deal with these questions. One manager stressed presence as an important leadership 
attribute, but at the same time pointed out that it was one of those things (s)he would 
focus on if (s)he had more time. Most middle managers that saw relations as the 
greatest challenge also prioritised relations as a distant second of work tasks. There-
fore, it is possible to argue that less prioritised issues are seen as more challenging 
mainly because of their lower priority.  

When trying to grasp why the middle managers prioritises like they do, we have to 
consider an industry related issue. We believe the highly regulated work of being a 
certified accountant to colour how and what they choose to prioritise. As previously 
stated we believe these middle managers to identify themselves as mainly certified ac-
countants. Moreover, the managerial tasks are viewed as second priority for these 
middle managers, while the leadership issues are taken care of at third place. We be-
lieve the managerial responsibilities coincide more natural with the tasks of a certified 
accountant which implies that relations related issues are unfamiliar turf for auditing 
middle managers. Unknown territory decreases self-confidence and in situations of 
both low self-confidence and limited knowledge, avoidance offers a convenient solu-
tion. We suspect that because of this, middle managers hide behind a pile of work 
(known territory) before taking care of relation related matter.  

Can industrial traditions force the promotion of wrong people into managerial posi-
tions? Most certainly, several of the appointed middle managers in the auditing indus-
try also possess all necessary leadership skills, but it appears to be just a bonus and 
not one of the necessities to get a job as middle manager. The promotion system can 
be one reason for the perceived mismatch in identity; a good leader identifies 
her/him as a leader, a good accountant as an accountant, and so on. Promoting 
someone with an accountant’s identity to a position requiring a leader/manager iden-
tity can thereby cause problems.     
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Summary 

The term ‘identity’ is difficult to define because it includes multiple dimensions, both 
individual and in relation to others. From the theory it is made clear that it is most 
important for middle managers to find harmony and avoid mismatch between the 
three factors contributing to their identity; the individual, the role, and the position. 
We believe to see a pattern indicating that the investigated middle managers are un-
able to identify themselves as middle managers. Based upon the empirical material we 
see that most of the middle managers say that they are certified accountants first and 
middle managers second. Furthermore, we see indications of priorities in the areas in-
cluded in the position middle manager, the middle managers in this thesis lean to-
wards choosing the manager aspect over the more soft leadership part. We believe 
this to stem from the industrial tradition of rewarding certified accountants, and be-
cause in the job as certified accountant rules are to followed making it easier for the 
middle managers to choose the controlling managerial side over the relational leader-
ship aspect. This identification can be one reason for why most of the middle manag-
ers claimed they face several challenges when having to handle people and relation-
ships.   

3.4.3  Implications of time 
Most of the conflicts concerning which work task to prioritise seem to originate in 
time pressure. Since the middle managers work approximately 50-70% with their cus-
tomers as certified accountants, the time to perform their middle management tasks is 
very limited. A majority of middle managers even claim that during customer intense 
periods, the middle management tasks are set-aside for several weeks. Tyrstrup (2005) 
claims the importance of planning the manager’s time to be able to use it efficiently 
and for the right purpose as crucial for the manager’s performance. He further 
stresses the value of handling unexpected and unforeseen issues, which needs time in 
the manager’s schedule as well. In our study, no middle managers express that they 
have time planned in their schedule devoted for unforeseen issue. However, we be-
lieve that their days at the office are not planned in detail on beforehand, which 
could leave time for unforeseen matters. Conversely, some middle managers claim 
that they do not take the time for internal issues, since they often have to devote 
most of their time to the customers’ assignments. Thus, the unforeseen matters, 
which are mostly taken care of for these middle managers, are those issues that con-
cern the external work tasks. Tyrstrup (2005) states that leadership could be dealt 
with over time or sometimes even after the situation. Thus, middle managers can 
somewhat compensate for not devoting time to some tasks, if these instead are han-
dled afterwards. This is what most interviewed middle managers do a couple of 
months per year during low customer intense periods.  

Stewart (1988) states that many managers complain that they do not have sufficient 
time, an issue that can derive from different problems, were one example is that they 
simply have too much to do. Another issue could be that they do not organise their 
work properly. It may also be that they have a highly fragmented work with few op-
portunities to catch up with tasks that needs a lot of thought. Stewart (1988) and 
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Franzén (2004) see a fragmented work with lots of interruptions and frequent changes 
to cause exhausting and pressuring feelings, also mentioned by some middle managers 
in our study. Since the work as a certified accountant should be jointly performed 
with the managerial tasks, the work days are naturally very fragmented and split be-
tween responsibilities. Stewart (1998) further claims managers who complain about 
too little time to view this issue as a fact that is not possible to change. This is also the 
feeling we got when performing the interviews; middle managers simply state a need 
to prioritize to be able to manage their work. Rarely anyone highlighted the wish to 
have more time to perform their managerial tasks; instead they saw this limited time 
to be a natural part of their work. However, we interpret that they require more 
time to fulfil their tasks properly, due to the numerous situations where they need to 
prioritise. Though, Stewart (1988) claims that if the manager wants to change this, it 
can often be done. The manager has then to ask her/himself ‘Am I doing the right 
job?’ and ‘Am I working in the most efficient way?’ If the manager cannot undoubt-
edly answer ‘Yes’ to these questions the person should consider if her/his priorities 
needs change. One example of Stewart’s (1988) warning aspects pointing at a need for 
change is when the manager considers the overlooked and set aside tasks to be impor-
tant, but the only reason for not performing them is the lack of time. Another aspect, 
which should be taken serious, is when always feeling under pressure. If the manager 
is not doing the right job, it could be hard to tackle the set aside issues since the man-
ager is often caught up in the pressure of day-to-day work and thereby never gets the 
time to consider the right or wrong tasks to perform.  

Stewart (1988) states that the managers need to consider if they spend appropriate 
amount of time on the right work tasks, and that studies have shown that is common 
to spend most time on the managers’ favourite tasks, which is not necessary the tasks 
that needs time. We have not experienced that any of the interviewed middle manag-
ers have considered the possibility to rearrange their time and question what is most 
important to perform. Maybe the middle managers habit to follow rules and regula-
tions during their accountant work could have affected that administrative manage-
rial aspects are favoured when they lack time to perform all obligations? Or could it 
simply be that most middle managers find it easier to deal with the administrative 
tasks which got rules to follow, than relation related issues which need new responses 
each time? To support the possibility to deal with the time limitations, Franzén 
(2004) claim that even though it is often stated by middle managers that they lack 
time to fulfil their tasks, the manager can most often obtain more time if the will to 
reallocate is strong enough. Some middle managers claim that they have taken leader-
ship courses, which they found rewarding, but that the courses lacked problem-
solving concerning the motivation of employees or other softer personnel related is-
sues. Desires to learn more about these issues have been raised by several middle 
managers.  

When the time is limited to perform all obligations, many of the staff related chal-
lenges are neglected due to the fact that almost all middle managers are prioritising 
the customers first, and thereby putting their internal work aside. Many middle man-
agers see these priorities to be necessary since the customers are bringing income to 
the company, and without them, there would be no accountant firm. These middle 
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managers also claim that when it comes to managerial tasks, the planning of employ-
ees’ schedules are critical and vital duties, since a well working schedule comes with 
more incomes. Thus, the internal issues such as motivating personnel and small talks 
are once again set aside. Only one middle manager claims the employees to be of 
highest importance, given that a company with unsatisfied employees cannot handle 
the customers and will thereby not bring any income to the firm. Some middle man-
agers argue that the situation must decide if to deal with the internal or external issues 
at first. Consequently, as different middle managers prioritize the internal-external is-
sue differently and they all seem to have well working companies, is it really a matter 
of what derives income (as many middle managers claim) that is deciding what issues 
to take care of first? Certainly, they need to prioritize particular issues over others in 
occasion were the time is limited. But are they taking care of the issues (planning) 
that affect the company first if not performed, and neglecting matters that might 
bring troubled consequences in the long run (such as non-motivated and unsatisfied 
employees)? The long run aspect seem to be somewhat neglected, since the focus on 
the company’s yearly turnover is strong. Problems that can occur when the middle 
managers does not have time to deal with internal issues are discussed by Blanchard, 
Oncken and Burrows (1989) who claim that it is very frustrating for staff members 
when their manager does not have time to answer their questions or spend time help-
ing them. They further stress the troubles that arise when managers do not have time 
to perform complete reports to top management, with a risk of expanding the prob-
lems when they arise at a later stage and need to be taken care of. To deal with these 
issues at a too late stage is often a lot more time consuming than it would have been if 
these issues were brought up when they first arose.  

Tyrstrup (2005) states that managers need to know which of their work tasks to pri-
oritize. If being aware of the priority order, they can take decisions with support 
from above that also partly counteracts stress. During our collection of empirical ma-
terial, we did not receive any information that top management helped middle man-
agers to prioritize between their work tasks. This issue was probably seen as the mid-
dle managers’ responsibilities, thus they are free to choose what was found most ap-
propriate. However, since several middle managers felt a lot of pressure from plan-
ning the most beneficial schedules for the office, it is reasonable why they first deal 
with the scheduling.  

Blanchard et al. (1989) further claim that it is important for managers to have time 
for themselves, something Fiona says she would like to have more of. Blanchard et al. 
(1989) state that this time spend on the manager her/himself is very rewarding and 
gives the opportunity to perform the tasks they are hired for; to create, lead, plan and 
organise. These tasks are needed to develop the office and to enhance the competitive 
position at the market. Even though this time is important, Blanchard et al. (1989) 
claims this to be set aside during pressured periods, which our study also has shown. 

To solve this time limitation problems, Blanchard et al. (1989) and Franzén (2004) 
claim that delegating work tasks can work out some of the time related problems. 
They further argue that it is usual that managers often take on too many responsibili-
ties, supposed to be handled by their employees. One investigated middle manager, 
Edward, are delegating a lot of responsibilities which could be a reason for why Ed-
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ward seems to experience less challenges or why the challenges met do not seem to 
strike him as hard as other interviewees. 

Summary 

To conclude this discussion of time management, what are the underlying problems 
with this time pressure? All middle managers claim that they do not have enough 
time to fulfill their tasks, but still, no future with more time devoted for their middle 
manager tasks seems to be planned. Instead, they appear to accept their limited time 
and ‘solve this problem by focusing on the work tasks they view as most important, 
without planning for more time for their not-prioritized work tasks. Moreover, we 
find it remarkable that one part of their work tasks (internal issues) can to a great ex-
tent be neglected during long periods, due to time limitations. Still, middle managers 
claim that they put more effort at internal matters during low customer intense peri-
ods, but they all acknowledge that this might not be the most appropriate solution. It 
partly seems like they use the excuse of ‘too less time’ to avoid dealing with compli-
cated issues such as the personnel’s comfort at work. To be able to take care of their 
time in a more efficient way, maybe they would be helped by taking a step back and 
consider how to plan their work, instead of just solving the most critical issues in the 
short run. Of course, this thinking would demand time. But it can be an investment 
for the future; to be able to structure their work and let go of some uncomfortable 
feelings when knowing that all work tasks are actually being taken care of.  
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4 Conclusions 
“What I like in a good author is not what he says, but what he whispers.” 

- Logan Pearsall Smith 

This chapter presents our conclusions and summarise the challenges middle managers 
face. The possible implications of our results are discussed and an examination of 
what middle managers, and perhaps the industry, could do to prevent these kinds of 
situations from happening will be conducted. A section of criticism to the thesis as a 
whole, including the choice of method and scientific approach, will be presented be-
fore we make suggestions for further research related to the studied topic.  

4.1 Conclusions 
The research objective of this thesis was to identify the challenges faced by internally 
promoted middle managers. From our empirical material, gathered from eight inter-
views with middle managers in the auditing industry, we are able to draw the follow-
ing conclusions. 

As the summary of key words (table 1) indicated, most challenges were found in the 
areas concerning management or leadership roles, identity, and time. To handle the 
limited time was the most common challenge, but it is impossible to see time as an 
individual problem; time is instead to be considered as the underlying reason forcing 
middle managers to prioritise. The required decision to prioritise is a reaction to the 
perceived lack of time, and the foundation for many of the other challenges. When 
interpreting table 1, time is a perceived problem for every middle manager, followed 
by three relation related issues and one managerial challenge, all further discussed be-
low. 

The role as middle manager has its unique challenges and even though we found simi-
larities with the extensive works of Mintzberg (1973) and Steward (1988), the chal-
lenges identified could not be properly categorised into any of the above mentioned 
authors’ groupings. Instead, we categorised the role related problems into manage-
ment respective leadership role challenges; ‘hard’ managerial challenges and ‘soft’ 
leadership challenges. The reason for dividing the middle managers’ roles in to much 
broader groups than Mintzberg’s (1973) and Stewart’s (1988) was because we found 
the challenges met to derive from broader roles. Instead, we found all work tasks and 
challenges to belong to managerial or leadership responsibilities where several differ-
ent challenges were identified. In the ‘hard’ managerial role, the interviewees stressed 
work related issues such as fulfilling goals, own career development, scheduling and 
planning, implementing unsupported decisions, and filter information. In the ‘soft’ 
leadership part of the middle manager role, the interviewees found relation associated 
challenges and the following were brought up; finding a level for negative feedback, 
gender related issues such as leading women or being female middle manager, moti-
vate and influence the employees, lack of support from above and relations with for-
mer colleagues. 
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Another interesting finding made when reviewing the empirical material was the 
somewhat unexpected conclusion that investigated middle managers do not identify 
themselves as middle managers. The middle managers clearly stated that they saw 
themselves as certified accountants first and middle managers second. We investigated 
this further and found that in the middle manager role they chose to pursue manage-
rial issues over leadership issues. This identification can be reason for why most of 
the middle managers claimed they face several challenges when having to handle peo-
ple and relationships. Other challenges related to identity are what the middle man-
agers prioritise in situations with conflicting expectations, opinions, interests or wills. 
Such situations can cause feelings of loneliness, insufficiency, pressure or being ques-
tion depending upon how the person as an individual perceives the situation.  

We have made the following interpretation of the middle managers’ situation. Middle 
managers face challenges in their role as middle manager when the limited time forces 
them to prioritise. Moreover, we find the faced challenges to arise as the middle man-
agers do not identify themselves with the position.  

4.2 Final Discussion 
By considering the challenges middle managers meet, one wonders why these chal-
lenges occur and how to deal with them in the most efficient way. Since many derive 
from limited time to perform middle manager work tasks, is there any solution to the 
challenges without giving the middle managers more time for their obligations or by 
decreasing the amount of responsibilities? When considering the time issue, we do 
not see any attempt by the middle managers to deal with this problem. Some middle 
managers claim that they would like to have more time for their responsibilities, but 
no one expresses plans to change the work prioritising to be able to provide more ef-
fort on the non-prioritised issues.  

We consider one critical problem for middle managers to be their neglecting of the 
‘soft’ personnel related issues, such as being unable to provide time for motivating 
and encouraging the staff members. All middle managers are aware of these deficien-
cies, but none seem to have a plan for how to deal with them. Their way of dealing 
with the problem is to devote a lot of time for these issues during low intense cus-
tomer periods, which is also when the personnel gets the opportunity to take more 
time off work. We believe this time scheduling to be somewhat risky since it is not 
definite that the personnel can wait to be ‘taken care of’ until a period with less 
stress. Even tough middle managers are prioritising the most crucial tasks first, like 
giving the customers the support they need, this way of working may be hazardous 
to rely on. Especially one middle manager stress that it is of highest importance to 
have employees devoted to the company, but this person does not seem to put effort 
in inspiring the employees on a daily basis. However, this middle manager tries to 
create incentives to promote the company internally and to make the employees will-
ing to stay within the company. 

We consider the possibility of these leadership related challenges to originate from 
the middle managers’ recognition as them as primarily certified accountants, not 
middle managers. Their accountant’s job includes being creative, but they certainly 
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must follow rules and regulations when performing these responsibilities. We wonder 
if this somewhat controlled work situation also affects their performance of their 
middle managerial duties. These could, for example, be the work tasks which are very 
separated from those performed in the accountant role, such as relational related is-
sues. However, we do not aim to criticise their ability to perform their work tasks 
but to know the challenges being met by them.  

Their internal recruitment did not bring severe additional challenges, even though 
some mentioned the somewhat awkward feeling of being in charge of former col-
leagues and equals. However, one can consider if the recruitment of well-performing 
certified accountants is the best solution when recruiting a new middle manager. On 
the positive side, internally recruited middle managers possess deep knowledge of the 
industry and the business characteristics. They are well aware of the office’s strengths 
and weaknesses and how each employee works. Though, this might be the first time 
in a leadership position with responsibilities for many employees, even though they 
have all have been team leaders before. However, in the team leader role they are in 
charge of a maximum of four employees with very limited responsibilities for these 
persons. It must be mentioned in this discussion that we do not know if there are any 
predefined traits for being a middle manager, since this was never brought up during 
the interviews. Thus, it was stressed during the interviews that some middle managers 
saw their new position as advancements in their career and as one step closer to the 
prestigious position as partners of the firm. This can be interpreted as the increased 
responsibilities or position might be the important factor when deciding to accept the 
new position. Thus, some middle manager stated that they found it interesting to ac-
knowledge how it is to be a middle manager. Anyhow, it does not seem like the mid-
dle manager position is a status symbol. Instead, being a highly skilled certified ac-
countant with many customer assignments appears to be the major source of respect 
in this industry. Is the question of status an underlying factor for why middle manag-
ers prefer to perform the managerial tasks instead of the leadership responsibilities? 

Though, the choice to recruit external middle managers, who are not certified ac-
countants, could be one solution of having skilled leaders on this position. However, 
these middle managers are not as likely to possess a similar level of knowledge con-
cerning neither the auditing industry nor the specific company. Moreover, since most 
of the middle managers’ work time is placed at customers’ offices, an externally re-
cruited middle manager would most likely not work fulltime, which derives higher 
expenditures to the company. Otherwise, whether the firms’ results would be af-
fected with a ‘pure’ leader instead of a ‘pure’ accountant is difficult to say. Though, 
the leadership and management tasks are likely to be taken care of when hiring 
someone for ‘only’ being middle manager and not accountant. On the other hand, 
the personnel might prefer to have a middle manager who is highly skilled within the 
working area, since this provides respect and insight in the employee’s faced chal-
lenges. 

Maybe the auditing industry and the companies would gain benefits from rearranging 
or extending the middle managers’ time somewhat, since they appear not to have de-
cent time to perform their tasks. On the other hand, this issue could become prob-
lematic since the middle managers need to prioritise their customers during most of 
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the year and have more time to devote to other matters during the remaining 
months. So, if rearranging their time, the middle managers would need to work less 
with their customers to be able to devote a similar level of time for middle managerial 
responsibilities during the entire year. This might be a loss of income when custom-
ers are to be neglected or more personnel must be hired to take care of these custom-
ers. Still, we believe that the company’s loss of income might be just a short time is-
sue. This, since they are likely to benefit from satisfied employees in the long run, 
which is more likely to occur when their manager has got time for them. However, 
we do not want the middle managers to devote all their time and effort on the em-
ployees. Instead, we consider minor adjustments and time to talk to the employees 
and listen when needed to improve the employees’ work situation. As mentioned, 
this would demand more of the middle managers’ time, but do not have to be a sub-
stantial change in their work. As long as there is will to change the priorities, their 
rearranged time could benefit their satisfaction to great extent. One suggestion when 
rearranging their devoted time to each responsibility is to take a step back (as dis-
cussed in chapter 3.4.3) to consider what could be of greatest importance in the long 
run. Maybe the internal work needs more attention to stay competitive in the long 
run? Or maybe the planning and customer service is what is most crucial to take care 
of, and then the work prioritisations should be equal to what it is today. Thus, as dis-
cussed in chapter 3.4.3, we question if the prioritises can be decided upon what brings 
income to the company or not. This, since the middle manager who state that the in-
ternal work is most often put in the first place and those middle managers who 
chooses between internal and external work depending upon the situation, all seem 
to have as well-functioning offices as those who state that the customers must always 
be prioritised. 

During our theoretical review we saw that earlier research have addressed the issue of 
expectancy gaps when it comes to managerial positions. No matter the amount of 
challenges faced by middle managers, we have not found any substantial expectancy 
gaps between hopes and concerns regarding the position before accepting it, com-
pared to how it actually turned out. Most middle managers say that they more or less 
knew what work tasks and challenges they were going to face. However, some mid-
dle managers state that they thought it was going to be easier to reach out with in-
formation than what is actually turned out to be. This low level of expectancy gap 
could drive from their internal recruitment, since they already had worked with 
other middle managers at the company and thereby had a clear picture of the posi-
tion before entering the position. This supports the idea of recruiting internal per-
sonnel, since the employees who advance to middle manager positions are aware and 
probably accept the new work situation. Still, we argue that most of the interviewed 
middle managers did not strive for the middle manager position as such, instead the 
advancement in the person’s career or gained respect were seen as larger motivation 
factors.  

Based upon discussions in this study, we can see that middle managers are torn be-
tween conflicting expectations. From earlier research (Drucker, 1995; Franzén, 2004) 
we find theories indicating that there are eight of these conflicting expectations; on 
the middle manager from above, below, internally and externally as well as middle 
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manager expectations upwards, downwards, internally and externally. We would like 
to, based upon the empirical material and the analysis sections of this thesis, suggest 
yet another expectation to have great effects on middle managers; their own expecta-
tions on themselves.  

The personal expectations are not always visible, but likely to be one underlying rea-
son for why middle managers sometimes experience feelings of insufficiency. When 
committing time and effort in a job responsibility the middle manager have expecta-
tions from all parties involved and are affected by the actions taken or decisions 
made. But are these expectations really those who put most pressure upon the middle 
manager? As in most situations, one can discuss who brings the most pressure into 
the situation, oneself or the company. As long as a person is convinced that (s)he 
wants to put in a solid performance, the person is unlikely to experience much pres-
sure from set goals, so therefore we believe that the most pressure stems from the in-
dividual. Based upon these interpretations we believe the middle manager her/himself 
to have expectations upon how the work should be perceived and what feedback 
(s)he would like to have from the work. A middle manager who wants to perform 
well will most likely not be satisfied with the performance unless her/his pre-
expectations are fulfilled or exceeded.  

A few of the interviewed middle managers felt questioned but dismissed this as some-
thing to expect when working with academics. Being questioned is together with the 
perceived limited time believed to be major reasons for feeling insufficient. We, on 
the other hand, suspect that there can also be another underlying reason for this feel-
ing of being questioned. Thus, it is possible that the middle managers, who also are 
university graduates, start to question themselves. By over-analysing and trying to see 
underlying reasons for the employees to question the decisions taken, the middle 
manager can start to have doubts regarding her/his own capability of handling situa-
tions. The middle managers ought to be aware of the nature of academics, but also 
know that there are seldom completely undisputed decisions in any issue. Also, just 
because the decision is questioned and discussed, it does not automatically imply that 
it is wrong. For example, by asking for alternative solutions the employees could try 
to help the middle manager or convincing her/himself of that the idea is a good one. 

In the auditing industry status, respect and seniority goes hand in hand with compe-
tence as certified accountant. Thus, many companies now have excellent certified ac-
countants as managers on all levels, but are they really leaders/managers? Several of 
the middle managers expressed a wish to develop their own career further, but the 
discussion never touch upon leader/manager career; becoming a more competent cer-
tified accountant was found very important. We hold for true that the middle manag-
ers interviewed are all competent certified accountants but the focus might give them 
more challenges to cope with in the position of middle managers. 

Furthermore, we believe the industry’s unique system for respect and promotion to 
have further implications on the middle managers. Most certainly, competence 
should guide career advancement, but in this case it appears as if the industry is un-
aware of the multifaceted job a middle manager has. During the interviews a majority 
of the middle managers explained that to make career advances one has to be a very 
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competent certified accountant. Leadership traits were rarely mentioned indicating 
that a large piece of the job description is left out when searching for suitable candi-
dates. The intense competence focus in the industry also makes it less attractive to in-
crease their ‘softer’ middle managerial qualities and instead pursues auditing knowl-
edge.  

Middle managers are considered to weigh one expectation over the others and conse-
quently strive in one direction. In situations where the middle manager is forced to 
prioritise, which expectations weigh heavier than the others? We fundamentally be-
lieve this to depend on the respective driving force of the middle manager, for exam-
ple her/his self-satisfaction. One question is how the personal expectations are corre-
lated with performance? There most certainly exist such research in psychology, and 
perhaps what is most frequently used in mental training for athletes might also be 
applicable on ‘regular’ people in their professions.  

4.3 Thesis Criticism 
The chosen definition of middle manager may have had affect on the thesis’ results. 
Our somewhat broader definition includes more managers in the middle manager 
category, helping us by increasing the available sample. The increased number of pos-
sible respondents was the first reason, but it was mainly influenced by our interest of 
focusing our research on the service industry. The service industry traditionally has 
less hierarchical organisations limiting the number of available middle managers.  

Our choice of respondents (middle managers with personnel responsibility) from 
only one industry limited the number of captured challenges. On the other hand, we 
consider it to be impossible to grasp every aspect of middle manager challenges and 
therefore the choice to delimit the study was a natural step to take. Even though our 
delimitations will restrict our finding to a maximum of the auditing industry, we be-
lieve the challenges faced by other middle managers in the service industry to be, if 
not equal then, similar with some industry specific discrepancies. This, since we con-
sider them to have similar organisational structure and ways of working. 

We have discussed the difficulties of being strictly inductive in the method (chapter 
2.1.1) of this thesis, but what we now must ask ourselves is what presumptions we 
had when writing this thesis. We are both aware of the fact that experiences from 
jobs, sports and university have affected our views of what we perceive as a good 
middle manager. This might have affected our interpretations, thus, the suggestion of 
improvements given by us can be aimed to make the middle managers more similar 
to our picture if a good middle manager. Therefore, it is possible that other interpre-
tation could have been made from the same empirical material or that other parts of 
the interviews could be found more important. We also have to ask ourselves the 
question whether we, based upon our presumptions, have filtered out any empirical 
material that could have been of interest or contributed with other aspects of middle 
manager challenges. Nevertheless, we have tried our uttermost to not allow these 
presumptions to limit or guide our analysis and interpretations.  
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We believe the number of interviews to be sufficient for our purpose, but still we 
have to acknowledge the risk of missing challenges by not conducting more inter-
views. Challenges are very much an individuals’ perception, which makes impossible 
to seize them all. In order to capture as many aspects of middle manager challenges 
we travelled across the southern and middle parts of Sweden, conducting interviews 
in cities and offices of various sizes. This, in the end, eventually became a money 
matter to continue. The auditing industry was also experiencing its peak during the 
time period we interviewed the middle managers so their availability was very re-
stricted. Along with our increasing interview experience, our comfort and self-
confidence in interview situations grew which could mean that more information 
was obtained from the latter interviews. The increased understanding of the middle 
manager situation might also have affected the interpretations made from those inter-
views.  

4.4 Further Research 
• To study how the middle manager’s expectations on her/himself affects the 

performed work. 

• A deeper research of the different roles middle managers take.  

• Examine the effect upon employees who have middle managers that prioritise 
management in front of leadership. 

• Study the long term effect of neglecting the leadership responsibilities during 
long periods each year. 

• A research aimed to further confirm the challenges identified in this thesis. 
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Appendix 1 
Interview guide in Swedish 

Vilka är dina arbetsuppgifter? 

Vad tycker du om att vara mellanchef? 

Vad är den största motivationsfaktorns till att bli mellanchef? 

Vilka var dina förväntningar på ditt arbete som chef? Uppfylldes de? 

Har du passande arbetsuppgifter för din position? Skulle du önska att det var mer el-
ler mindre av något? 

Vilka utmaningar stöter du på som mellanchef? 

Vad gör du för att hantera dessa utmaningar?  

Får du den hjälp du behöver? Vart vänder du dig om du har problem angående någon 
sakfråga, ex ledighet, konflikter. Ge gärna exempel. 

Hur prioriterar du om du har två arbetsuppgifter som krockar (i exempelvis tid och 
förväntningar)? Ge gärna exempel. 

Finns det något forum där du kan ’andas ut’, prata med andra om liknande problem 
eller om hur de har löst specifika situationer? 

Interview guide in English 

What are your work tasks? 

How do you feel about being a middle manager? 

Which is the greatest motivation factor for becoming a middle manager? 

What expectations did you have on the job as middle manager? Did they get fulfilled? 

Have you got suitable work tasks for your position? Would you like to do more or 
less of any tasks? 

What challenges do you met as a middle manager? 

How do you handle these challenges?  

Do you get the help you need? Who do you turn to if you have questions related to 
some specific issue, for example vacation, conflicts. Exemplify please. 

How do you prioritise if you have conflicting work tasks (for example in time and 
expectations)? Exemplify please. 

Have you got any forum where you can talk to others about related problems or 
how they have solved specific situations? 

 


