General Managers in the middle

S290 Strategy

The number of general managers at the middle level is increasing substantially in the US and in Europe, due to the shift from functional organizations to divisional organizations, which provide for a variety of BUs and require a general manager for each BU.
It is important to understand that their job is quite different from that at the top-level general managers (for a synthetic view on these differences see Figure 1).

The objectives of this article are:

1) define the challenges middle-level general managers have to confront 

2) give some useful tips on how to effectively deal with these challenges.
a. Managing relationships: a threefold task. 
A general middle level manager has to manage at the same time senior people, subordinates and peers. This is challenging because of the different behavioural expectations in the three roles.

Useful tips for middle-managers:

- make the network of relationships explicit (what are the key relationships? To whom does the manager relate?)

- identify the set of requirements for each of the three roles

- recognize conflicting expectations and find the right balance between the three roles, changing hat as required

- communicate his/her understanding of the job to the rest of the organization.

b. A playing coach.
General middle-manager are at the same time “leaders” (and as such supposed to delegate and coach) and “players” with specific operational responsibilities.

Excellence in the two fields requires totally different skills: broad overview, detachment, long-run perspective for the first one; detailed knowledge and experience and sense of urgency for the second one. It is hard to be outstanding in both fields.

c. Bilingual Manager
General middle-managers receive very broadly defined objectives and goals from superiors and have to translate them in concrete action.
Usually middle-managers have much broader de facto responsibility than is usually codified in job descriptions of organization charts.

Useful tips for middle-managers:

- define their job realistically and broadly

- develop specific measurements according to which top-managers can judge if  they reached the abstract goals.

- develop concrete measurements to evaluate subordinates’ performance 

- assume full responsibility for translating the abstract goals into concrete actions  

- communicate effectively their decisions and plans to superiors and subordinates.

d. Full accountability and limited authority

General middle-managers have to assume full responsibility for the results of their BUs, despite they usually have only limited authority in pursuing their goals, due to centralized services (like HR or R&D) and top-managers intervention.

Useful tips for middle-manager:

- assume full responsibility anyway, but try to compensate for the limited authority using cooperation and coordination with others (multiple relationships)

- appeal to superiors’ authority only as a last resort solution

- have a clear map of friends and enemies (there is a lot of politics here)

e. New challenge and unproven skills.

Usually general middle-managers are promoted to that position because of demonstrated excellence in a functional job, where expertise and knowledge were the major key success factors.

Unfortunately the skills acquired in the previous job (knowing more and more about less and less) are not useful in the new position (which requires knowing less and less about more and more).

Other potential sources of difficulties are 

- resentment from those who were not promoted

- if coming from another department, becoming acquainted with the formal and informal organization.

Useful tips for middle-managers:

- early commitment based even on inadequate facts is preferable to indecision, but always consider the long-term implications of the course of action chosen

	Figure 1. Summary of major differences between top-manager and general middle manager roles

	Areas 
	Traditional managers 
	Middle-managers

	Managing relationships
	Only downward mgt
	Threefold management (upward, peers and downward)

	Role
	Mainly strategic
	Strategic and operational

	Strategic planning 
	Define abstract goals
	Translating abstract goals into action plans

	Accountability/Authority
	Full & Full
	Full accountability but limited authority


Why accepting this job?

- broad management responsibilities (and chance to run one’s own show) in an early phase of the career

- shifting from a specialist to a generalist is easier at the beginning of the career

What are the advantages for the firm?

- shifting from specialists to generalists early lowers the risk of failure for when they become top-managers

- ability to attract talented people with an exciting job (general managers pool)

- management development and training improved

- middle-managers are closer to action and as a result the quality of decisions is enhanced.

Final tips for general middle-managers

- Don’t underestimate the importance of peers and subordinates; their ratification is the most important key success factor.

- Get used to compromise and accommodation; they are inherent in the job position.

