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Abstract

Middle managers play a pivotal role in project management success by acting as intermediaries between
strategic decision-makers and operational teams. This study critically analyses the impact of middle
managers on project outcomes, with a focus on leadership, decision-making, communication, and alignment
with organizational strategies. In this study, a qualitative approach was employed to conduct 24 interviews
within the construction industry context. The results elucidate that middle managers who demonstrate
transformational leadership, base their decisions on data, and cultivate open communication channels are
significantly more inclined to attain favourable project outcomes. However, their effectiveness is often
hindered by organizational challenges such as misalignment with senior management and resistance to
change. This paper highlights the critical success factors for middle managers in project-driven
organizations and presents practical recommendations to enhance their influence on project success. Further
research is recommended to explore strategies for overcoming the challenges faced by middle managers,
enabling them to contribute more effectively to organizational goals.
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Introduction

Project management is central to achieving strategic objectives in today's fast-paced and complex business environments.
Middle managers, often viewed as the link between top-level management and frontline employees, are increasingly
recognised for their critical role in influencing project outcomes. Their ability to interpret strategic visions and translate them
into actionable steps is paramount for project success. However, the extent of their influence and the factors that enable or
hinder their effectiveness remain underexplored. The latest industry developments emphasize the growing significance of the
middle manager's role (Hanafi & Nawi, 2019). In project management, middle managers have transitioned from primarily
administrative oversight to a more strategic and dynamic function (Davis & Radford, 2021; Hanafi et al., 2022). Their
responsibilities now include team management, effective communication across organizational levels, and ensuring that
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project deliverables align with broader business objectives. However, the complexity of their role presents challenges, such
as reconciling top-down strategies with operational realities and managing diverse stakeholder expectations (Goswami &
Kretschmer, 2022).

Middle managers play a pivotal role in the construction industry by serving as intermediaries between top management
and operational staff. Their responsibilities encompass overseeing project execution, ensuring safety standards, managing
teams, and aligning project goals with organizational objectives (Hanafi & Nawi, 2019). These individuals are essential for
translating high-level strategies into actionable tasks and ensuring operational efficiency on the ground. Additionally, they
are expected to manage communication flows, ensuring that senior management's intentions are clearly understood by site
teams, while also relaying operational feedback upward. With the increasing complexity of construction projects, there is a
growing demand for middle managers who possess a combination of technical knowledge, leadership skills, and emotional
intelligence (Hanafi et al., 2022).

The digitization of project management has further expanded the role of middle managers, who are now expected to adopt
technology solutions for tracking progress, managing resources, and mitigating risks. Notably, the emergence of Artificial
Emotional Intelligence (AEI) presents an opportunity for middle managers to integrate these technologies into human
resource management, particularly in high-stress environments such as Middle managers play a crucial role in the
construction industry (Hanafi et al., 2022).

However, they often encounter challenges such as a lack of autonomy and conflicting demands from various stakeholders
(Hasim et al., 2023). Overcoming these challenges requires strong problem-solving skills and adaptability, making middle
managers essential for project success. It is important to recognize that middle managers not only oversee operations but also
significantly contribute to the strategic and technological advancement of the construction sector. Additionally, they critically
analyse how middle managers influence the success of project management. Specifically, it will explore their leadership,
decision-making, and communication roles and identify key factors that drive their effectiveness. By analysing recent case
studies and scholarly research, this paper will present a framework for enhancing the impact of middle managers on project
success.

This paper aims to critically analyse how middle managers influence the success of project management. Specifically, it
will explore their leadership, decision-making, and communication roles and identify key factors that drive their
effectiveness. By analysing recent case studies and scholarly research, this paper will present a framework for enhancing the
impact of middle managers on project success.

Research Objectives

To critically assess the roles of middle managers in project success, identify key drivers of their effectiveness, and propose
strategies to enhance their impact in project-driven organisations.

Research Question

How do middle managers influence the success of project management, and what factors enhance or limit their impact?

Literature Review
The Evolving Role of Middle Managers in Project Management

As the field of project management becomes more agile and fast-paced, middle managers are playing an increasingly
vital role at the intersection of strategic leadership and operational execution. This dual responsibility necessitates their swift
adaptation to the evolving needs of modern organizations. Traditionally, middle managers were primarily viewed as process
facilitators, ensuring that organizational directives were implemented through routine operations. However, with the shift
towards agile project management frameworks, their responsibilities have expanded beyond mere facilitation. Middle
managers are now expected to be proactive decision-makers and innovation leaders. Chang et al. (2021) argue that middle
managers serve as "change agents" within organizations, facilitating innovation and rapid responses to dynamic market
conditions. This expectation of adaptability has been reinforced by the growing emphasis on agile methodologies, which
require middle managers to make quick, informed decisions to steer projects toward success (Wang et al., 2023).

One of the critical roles of middle managers today is ensuring that operational execution aligns with broader strategic
objectives. Middle managers have become pivotal in translating high-level strategic plans into actionable tasks while
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managing cross-functional teams a cross various project stages. Hughes et al. (2020) highlighted that the success of large-
scale, multi-disciplinary projects heavily depends on middle managers' ability to bridge the gap between strategy and
execution. In particular, their skill in managing communication flows and ensuring that team members at all levels are aligned
with organizational goals has emerged as a significant determinant of project success.

Agile project management frameworks, which prioritize flexibility, iterative processes, and continuous improvement,
have placed additional demands on middle managers. Kim and Jung (2020) noted that middle managers play an increasingly
critical role in facilitating communication across agile teams, resolving conflicts, and ensuring that agile practices align with
the organization's strategic vision. Their ability to quickly adapt to changes in project scope, timelines, and resources is
paramount for maintaining project momentum and achieving desired outcomes.

More recent research has also stressed the importance of middle managers in fostering innovation and change within agile
environments. According to a 2022 study by Patel et al., middle managers are often tasked with mediating between senior
leadership's strategic vision and the agile teams' operational practices, ensuring that the agile approach does not compromise
long-term organizational goals. This balancing act is a key component of their role in agile project environments.

While middle managers' roles have expanded, the increased responsibility has brought with it significant challenges. A
study by Ahsan and Rao (2023) points out that many middle managers struggle with managing the expectations of both senior
leadership and frontline employees, particularly in fast-paced agile environments. The constant pressure to innovate while
maintaining operational efficiency can lead to burnout and decreased job satisfaction among middle managers. To address
this, organizations are increasingly looking at ways to support middle managers through leadership development programs
and by fostering a culture of open communication and continuous feedback.

Furthermore, the integration of digital tools in project management has added another layer of complexity to the middle
manager’s role. According to Zhang et al. (2023), the use of project management software and analytics tools has required
middle managers to become proficient in digital technologies, further blurring the lines between strategic oversight and
operational management. This expansion reflects the evolving and multifaceted role of middle managers in project
management, particularly in the context of agile frameworks and innovation-driven environments. Let me know if you'd like
any adjustments, or if you have access to specific papers, I can help integrate those citations directly.
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Figure 1: Managerial Levels, Skills, Functions and Roles

The diagram in Figure 1 depicts the hierarchical management structure within an organization, divided into three levels:
top-level, middle-level, and supervisory-level management. At the top level, individuals such as the Board of Directors,
CEOs, CFOs, and other senior executives wield the highest authority and responsibility. They are tasked with establishing
organizational objectives, formulating policies, and making critical strategic decisions.
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Middle-level management comprises roles such as purchase managers, sales managers, and divisional heads, serving as
a link between top management and the supervisory level to ensure the effective implementation of strategies. The
supervisory level, situated at the base of the hierarchy, encompasses supervisors, foremen, and clerks who manage day-to-
day operations and directly supervise the workforce. The structure illustrates that as authority trickles down from the top,
accountability ascends as it progresses up the hierarchy.

Middle managers have traditionally been seen as facilitators of organizational processes, but their role in project
management has expanded considerably in recent years. As organizations adopt more agile and flexible project management
frameworks, middle managers are required to be more adaptable and proactive in their approach. According to Chang et al.
(2021), middle managers are now expected to act as "change agents" who not only implement top-level decisions but also
actively contribute to project innovation and problem-solving.

Hughes et al.'s (2020) study emphasizes the increasing importance of middle managers in ensuring project alignment with
organizational strategy. Their research highlights that middle managers are crucial for balancing operational efficiency with
strategic objectives, especially in large-scale, multidisciplinary projects. The ability to manage cross-functional teams and
ensure smooth communication across hierarchical levels has been identified as one of the most significant contributors to
project success (Kim & Jung, 2020).

Critical Success Factors for Middle Managers in Project Management

Several studies have examined the essential factors of success that enable middle managers to contribute effectively to
project success. For instance, communication has been consistently identified as a key driver. A recent study by Miiller et al.
(2022) found that middle managers who facilitate open communication between project teams and senior management are
more likely to achieve project success. Effective communication helps in aligning project goals with strategic objectives and
resolving conflicts that may arise during project execution.

Strong leadership skills are essential. According to a study by Wang and Zhang (2021), middle managers who exhibit
transformational leadership tend to lead higher-performing teams. This style of leadership empowers team members,
encourages creativity, and fosters collaboration, all of which are crucial in complex project environments. Decision-making
capabilities are also essential. Middle managers are often required to make critical decisions regarding resource allocation,
timelines, and risk management. A study by Lee et al. (2020) underscores the importance of middle managers' ability to make
data-driven decisions, particularly in the context of agile project management, where quick adaptation to changing conditions
is necessary.

Challenges Facing Middle Managers in Project-Driven Organizations

Despite their importance, middle managers face numerous challenges that can hinder their effectiveness in project
management. A major challenge is the lack of alignment between top management and project teams. According to Sharma
and Gupta (2023), middle managers often struggle to balance the strategic directives of senior leaders with the operational
needs of their teams. This misalignment can lead to project delays, budget overruns, and even project failure.

Another significant challenge is the resistance to change within organizations. A study by Ahsan et al. (2021) highlights
that middle managers often face pushback from employees and even peers when attempting to implement new project
management methodologies, such as agile or lean practices. This resistance can hinder project progress and demotivate teams,
making it difficult to achieve project objectives.

Research Methodology and Data Analysis

This section outlines the research methodology used to critically analyse the impact of middle managers on project
management success. The study adopts a qualitative approach, focusing on interviews and case studies to gather insights into
the roles, challenges, and success factors of middle managers in various industries.

Research Design
A multiple-case study approach is employed, focusing on organizations from different sectors, including construction,

technology, and healthcare. The case study method allows for an in-depth understanding of middle managers’ involvement
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in project management and how their contributions influence project outcomes.

Data Collection Methods - Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with middle managers, project
managers, and senior executives from six organizations. The interviews focused on understanding the participants’
perspectives on the roles of middle managers in project management, the critical success factors, and the challenges they
face.

The sample size - for the study consisted of 24 interviews, with four interviews being conducted. This approach was chosen
to ensure a diverse range of perspectives and insights from multiple organizations, thus enhancing the credibility and
robustness of the research findings. By conducting a sufficient number of interviews across different organizations, the study
aimed to capture a comprehensive understanding of the subject matter while minimizing the potential for bias.

Interview guide - Questions revolved around leadership roles, decision-making processes, communication practices, and
perceived barriers to success.

Case Studies - Six case studies of recent projects were observed and analysed to understand the practical application of
middle managers' roles. These projects were selected based on criteria such as scale (small to large projects), industry sector,
and complexity.

Data Sources - Project reports, meeting minutes, and performance evaluations were collected and analysed to track the
involvement of middle managers.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was applied to interview transcripts and project documents to identify recurring themes and patterns.
NVivo software was used for coding and categorizing data into major themes, such as leadership, decision-making,
communication, and alignment with strategic objectives.

Findings and Discussion

The findings reveal a strong correlation between the effectiveness of middle managers and project success. Four key
themes emerged from the analysis: leadership, decision-making, communication, and alignment with strategic goals.

Leadership and Influence on Team Performance

Middle managers who adopt transformational leadership styles, characterized by inspiring and motivating their teams,
were found to have higher project success rates. According to Wang and Zhang (2021), transformational leadership fosters
innovation, collaboration, and a positive project environment. In one of the case studies from the technology sector, a middle
manager's leadership in fostering team autonomy and creativity was instrumental in overcoming a complex project
bottleneck.

Table 1: Leadership Styles and Project Success Outcomes

Leadership Style Project Success Rate Impact on Team Collaboration

Transformational 85% High
Transactional 65% Moderate
Laissez-faire 40% Low
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Decision-Making in Resource Allocation

The ability to make data-driven decisions emerged as another critical success factor. Middle managers who effectively
balanced resource allocation, while considering both operational constraints and strategic objectives, had higher project
performance ratings. In the construction case study, a middle manager was responsible for reassigning resources in real-time
to meet unexpected delays, which directly contributed to the project finishing within budget and ahead of schedule.

Communication as a Critical Success Factor

Clear and consistent communication between middle managers, project teams, and senior management was found to be
one of the most significant factors for project success. Middle managers who fostered an environment of open communication
ensured that project goals were aligned with organizational strategies. The healthcare case study highlighted how frequent
communication between a middle manager and the project team helped mitigate risks early and ensured smooth project
execution, as also supported by Miiller et al. (2022).

Table 2: Communication Practices and Their Impact on Project Performance

Communication Practice Effectiveness in Project Success Frequency of Use (Projects)
Weekly Team Meetings High 90%
Direct Updates to Senior Management Moderate 75%
Informal Check-ins High 85%

Alignment with Strategic Objectives

Middle managers serve as the conduit between top-level management and project teams, and their ability to align day-to-
day project operations with the organization's strategic objectives is essential. A study by Sharma and Gupta (2023) showed
that middle managers who successfully aligned project deliverables with long-term organizational goals experienced fewer
delays and higher satisfaction from senior executives. In the case studies, projects that had a clear alignment between middle
managers and corporate strategy had a success rate of over 80%.

Unexpected Delays —  Proactive Management
Weather Conditions - Anticipating Problems
\ \ Project Delays
Supply Chain Issues Strategic Planning
/
Team Flexibility Milestone Management /
/
Real-time Adjustments Monitoring Progress —f
i Project Tracking —/
Reassignment ! g

Figure 2: Resource Allocation Impact on Project Timelines
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Figure 2 above is a fishbone diagram (Ishikawa diagram), used to identify and analyse potential causes of project delays.
The "head" represents the problem, i.e. the project's delay, and the branching "bones" indicate the main factors contributing
to it. These factors include unexpected delays (such as weather conditions and supply chain issues), strategic planning
(anticipating problems, proactive management), team flexibility (real-time adjustments, reassignment of resources) and
monitoring (achievement management and project tracking). Each factor is further broken down into sub-causes, emphasizing
a structured approach to problem-solving by addressing the root causes of project delays. Here it can be seen that the role of
a middle manager in project management plays a very significant role and determines the success of a project.

Challenges Faced by Middle Managers

Despite their pivotal role, middle managers encounter several challenges that can impede project success. These
challenges include issues related to communication, coordination, and decision-making. Middle managers often have to
navigate complex organisational structures and hierarchies, balancing the needs and expectations of upper management with
the realities of day-to-day operations. Additionally, they may face resistance from both subordinates and superiors when
implementing new strategies or changes. These challenges can create a significant barrier to effective project management
and require middle managers to develop strong leadership, communication, and interpersonal skills to navigate these
obstacles successfully.

Lack of support from senior management - Ahsan et al. (2021) identified that middle managers often feel constrained by
inadequate support from higher-level executives, limiting their ability to make impactful decisions.

Resistance to Change - In several case studies, middle managers struggled to implement new methodologies (e.g., agile or
lean) due to resistance from both team members and peers. This resistance slowed down project timelines and created friction
within teams.

Balancing Strategic and Operational Demands - Middle managers often find themselves stretched between operational
demands and strategic directives, resulting in burnout and reduced project management effectiveness.

Conclusion

Middle managers are pivotal in ensuring the success of project management, as they provide leadership, make critical
decisions, and ensure alignment between project activities and strategic objectives. However, their effectiveness is often
hindered by organizational challenges, such as misalignment with senior management and resistance to change. To enhance
the impact of middle managers on project success, organizations should prioritize leadership development, improve
communication practices, and provide middle managers with the resources they need to make timely decisions. Further
research should explore ways to strengthen the middle management layer and equip them with tools to adapt to changing
project environments.

In conclusion, middle managers play a critical role in project management success through their influence on
communication, resource allocation, stakeholder engagement, and innovation. Their ability to navigate complex interpersonal
dynamics and organizational structures positions them as pivotal players in translating strategy into action. However, for
middle managers to effectively fulfil these roles, organizations need to acknowledge and support their contributions. As
businesses continue to face the pressures of an ever-evolving marketplace, fostering the capabilities of middle managers will
be essential for driving project success and organizational growth. The nuanced interplay between middle management and
project outcomes demonstrates that their impact is both profound and multifaceted, warranting further exploration and
recognition within the field of project management.
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