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It is not the strongest leaders that survive, not the most intelligent; instead it is the ones that
are most responsive to the change — Charles Darwin

Leaders become great, not because of their power, but because of their ability to empower
others —John Maxwell.

A leader takes people where they want to go. A great leader takes people where they don’t
necessarily want to go, but ought to be — Rosalynn Carter
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Summary

Topic — In the last couple of years a lot of research has been conducted on effective leadership during
an organizational change. A critique on these studies is that it does not include the effect of the
leadership on employees. Next to this, the role of middle managementis also an important topic during
change and sometimes underestimated. Middle managers are close to employees and therefore have
a biginfluence in successfully implementing the change. They can adopt different roles and behaviours
to influence the implementation of the organizational change. Therefore, this research focusses on
what roles and behaviours middle management adopt during change and how these roles and
behaviours are perceived by employees during an organizational change.

Goal — The goal of this research was to investigate what kind of roles and behaviours middle managers
take on during an organizational change, and how employees experience these roles. Furthermore,
what behaviours and roles employees prefer of their middle manager during a change was
investigated.

Method — The research was done at a technical organization in Overijssel during an organizational
change. The organization wanted to combine two separate departments into one. This new
department was divided into seven ‘clusters’ which should cooperate together. Semi-structured
interviews were held just after the organizational change was implemented. The participants were
selected in a purposive manner: the goal was to include three employees of every cluster (in total
seven clusters) and the middle manager of these three employees in this cluster. 20 employees and 7
managers of the organization were interviewed on their perceptions of the organizational change, on
the relationship between employee and middle manager and on how the employees experienced the
behaviour of their middle manager. The interviews were analysed using an inductive approach.

Results — The data analysis shows three important themes. First the perception of the change is
described; employees and managers express themselves positively on the idea of the organizational
change, but have a negative perception on the process of implementation. Second, both managers and
employees felt that information and communication lacked by the senior management. Finally, the
behaviour and role of the middle management is explained. The middle managers who were not
involved in the decision making process during the change, felt insecure about their job and therefore
adopted a passive leadership behaviour. Because of this adopted behaviour they acted more like an
employee and did not take their full responsibility of being a manager.

Conclusion - The main conclusion of this study is that the middle management adopted an passive
leadership behaviour during the organizational change and did not adopt the role of sensemaker.
Surprisingly, the employees did not judge their middle managers for this ‘wait-and-see’ attitude. This
can be explained by the relational oriented behaviour the managers showed towards their employees
before the organizational change. This relational-oriented behaviour was perceived very positively by
employees. A possible conclusion of this research can therefore be that the role and behaviour of a
manager during change is not perceived as important by employees as long as the managers were
relation oriented manager before the organizational change. This insight can implicate that future
research should focus more on the relationship between managers and employees in order to analyse
effective leadership.
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1. Introduction

Organizational changes are daily practice in today’s industry (McKinley & Scherer, 2000). Throughout
the years, a lot of organizations have experienced an organizational changes. Some examples in the
Netherlands are KPN, Fokker, Rabobank, Holland Casino, Sanoma Media Nederland, Wegener and
Imtech. Hammer and Champy (1993) state that only 30% of all organizational change projects are
successfully implemented. Leadership is one of the crucial factors to successfully implement change
(Kotter, 1995) and has been studied for a long time. More than 2.000.000 hits on Google Scholar for
the term ‘leadership organizational change’ show the large interest in this field .

Traditionally, three categories of leadership approaches are classified in literature: the trait
approaches, the behavioural approaches and the situational approaches (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
These three approaches will be described below.

First, the trait leadership approach argues that leadership is something that an individual cannot
develop. An individual must have certain traits to be an effective manager. People have to inherit these
traits (Galton, 1869). Four traits were found the most effective for leadership: extraversion,
conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience (Judge, Bono, llies, & Gerhardt,
2002). However, this theory is criticized since managers can be trained. Therefor researchers had to
look beyond the traits and had to focus more on how behaviour of the manager predicts their
effectiveness. As a result, the behavioural approach emerged (Davis & Luthans, 1979).

The second approach is the behavioural approach. The behavioural approach classifies the different
leadership behaviours (Avolio, Sosik, Jung & Berson, 2003; Fleishman, 1991). All manager behaviours
found in previous research fit into four categories: relational oriented, task-oriented, change-oriented
and passive behaviour (Derue, Nahrgang, Wellman & Humphrey, 2011). Some studies also include the
transformational and transactional approach in the behavioural approach (Johns & Moser, 2001).
Literature shows that especially the relational oriented behaviour of the leader plays an important role
in order to create effective leadership (e.g., Wang, Law, Hackett, Wang & Chen, 2005; Bartram; Batram
& Casimir, 2007; Kearney, 2008; Dick, Hirst, Grojean & Wiekseke, 2007). This can be explained since
high-quality relationships between managers and employees not only predict a high level of
performance, but also predict organizational commitment and higher sales of employees (Gerstner &
Day, 1997). Other studies state that an organizational change the most effective and relevant manager
is the transformational manager (e.g., charisma, inspirational, intellectual stimulation) (Herold, Fedor,
Caldwell & Liu, 2008; Bass & Riggio, 2006). On the other hand, Yukl (1999) states it is hard to determine
whether the behaviour of a manager is transformational or transactional because the definitions of
those two concepts are too vague.

It is criticized that the behavioural approach only focuses on managers (Derue et al., 2011) and does
not include the effect of the leadership behaviour on employees. Most research focuses primarily on
the manager and not on the employees. Several authors (Shamir, 2007; Herzig & Jimmieson, 2006)
recommend to focus future research on how employees experience the behaviour of their manager.
Uhl-Bien (2014) states: ‘the study of followers as key components of the leadership process through
their enactment of followership has been largely missed in the leadership literature’ (p. 83). According
to the work of Collinson (2006) the leadership process will be better understood if more is known of
the employees. Heller and Van Til (1982) state that ‘leadership and followership are linked concepts;
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neither can be comprehended without understanding the other’ (p. 405). Therefore, the perceptions of
employees is included in this study.

The third approach is situational leadership (Hersey & Blanchard, 1995). Two assumptions are made in
this theory (Irgens, 1995): there is not one overall leadership style that fits all purposes, since it
depends on the employees and tasks, and behaviour of the manager has two aspects namely directive
behaviour and supportive behaviour. The strength of the situational approach is that it not only is a
person centred approach, but also situational variables are taken into account (Hollenbeck, McCall &
Silzer, 2006). Weaknesses of this theory are found in the ambiguous concepts in the situational
approach, and lack of explanatory processes (Blake & Mouton, 1982).

These three approaches can deliver some theoretical insights on an effective leadership behaviour.
This will be investigated in the next chapter, the theoretical framework. Besides these three sorts of
categories of leadership approaches, in most companies three major groups of people can be
distinguished: employees, middle management and senior management (Rouleau, 2005). Middle
managers are important to successfully implement change for four reasons: they often have
entrepreneurial ideas, they can use their informal network to make change possible, they have better
insight in the emotions of the employees and they manage the continuity and change (Huy, 2002;
Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 2008). Wooldridge et al. (2008) state also that middle managers are are
essential during organizational changes since: ‘middle managers are central to explaining key
organizational outcomes’ (p. 1191). According to Huy (2002) and McKinley & Scherer (2000) only little
research has been done on the role of the middle managers in a change. Furthermore, Huy (2002)
states that little research has been done from a middle management perspective. Finally, according to
Balogun (2004) more research is needed to better understand the role of middle management during
a change. Based on the lack of research on the role and behaviour of middle management during
organizational change, this research will focus on the middle management.

The following research question will be addressed in this study during an organizational change at a
technical company in Overijssel:

Which roles and behaviours do middle managers adopt during organizational change, and which
understandings appear when employees and managers talk about these roles and behaviours?

In order to answer this research question, 27 interviews were conducted at a technical company during
an organizational change: In October 2015, this organization announced an organizational change and
200 jobs would be lost.
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2. Theoretical framework
In the introduction, three categories of leadership approaches are described. This chapter gives a more
elaborated literature review on the different leadership approaches First, the importance of leadership
during an organizational change will be described in this section. Second, the different roles of middle
management will be explored. Third, different kinds of leadership approaches will be explained.

Leadership during an organizational change plays an important role in how the change is implemented
and how employees will react on this change (Van Dam, Oreg & Schyns, 2008; Gioia & Thomas, 1996;
Kotter, 2008; Graetz, 2000). One important step in order to create a successful change is the creation
of vision and to carry out this vision (Kotter, 1995). Managers have to motivate the employees and
play animportant role in explaining the vision and letting the employees believe that the organizational
change is necessary. Behaviour of the managers, therefore, very important to make the change
successful. They have to behave like a role model and have to make a good example (Lawrence, 1969;
Miller, Johnson & Grau, 1994; Bass, 1991; Kotter, 1995; Stoffers & Mordant-Dols, 2015).

An effective organizational change requires managers who take a leading role in formulating and
carrying out a strategy and help to organize processes (Nadler & Tushman, 1990). Furthermore, when
business leaders do not support their employees sufficiently in the change processes, this will lead to
dissatisfaction and complains and, therefore, unsuccessful implementation of the change (Meijer,
Berkhout & Ruiten, 2001).

The perceptions of an employee of a managers’ leadership behaviour are positively correlated with
the level of trust in the manager and experienced emotions during organizational change (Avolio &
Gardner, 2005). Results of the study of Gilley, Gilley & McMillan (2009) indicate that a manager has to
show person-centered behaviour: managers should motivate their employees and communicate with
them in an open and transparent way about the organizational change. Five leadership skills have a
positive influence a successful organizational change: coaching, communicating, involving others,
motivating, rewarding and promoting teamwork (Gilley et al., 2009).

Since the attitude of managers in an organizational change is so important, the next section will focus
on the roles that middle management can adopt during this change. As stated in the introduction the
influence of middle management has not been studied enough in previous studies and this study takes
this attitude into account.

The middle management is essential during organizational change (Wooldridge et al., 2008; Huy 2002;
Curry & Procter, 2005; King, Fowler & Zeithaml, 2001; Wai-Kwong, Priem & Cycyota, 2001). Middle
managers are close to the employees and therefore have a big influence in successfully implementing
the change (Herzig & Jimmieson, 2006). In this section a review of the roles of the middle manager is
given. Middle managers take on five important roles during a change; communicators, supporters,
trainers, mediators and managers of resistance (lonescu, Merut & Dragomiroiu, 2014). Another
important aspect middle managers must implement during change is a sensemaking role.

First, as a communicator, the middle manager is the person that employees will go to in order to get
answers on their questions. Changes rise a lot of questions, and employees need answers to these
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guestions. Besides, information of the change has to be spread around the company. This information
can be transmitted by middle managers (Peters, 1988; Huy, 2001).

Second, the managers as a supporter is a role model within the change. Employees are going to look
to what extent the manager supports the change. When the managers do not support the change or
behaves in a passive way, employees are likely to copy their behaviour. Therefore, it is important for
the senior management to make the middle managers the biggest supporter of the change.

Third, managers are trainers, because they have one on one contact with their employees. This way,
the managers can guide the employees on an individual level and help each employee with their
barriers during the change.

The manager as a mediator is the fourth role (lonescu, et al., 2014). The key to a successful
implementation of change is the interaction between the higher management and the middle
management to discuss the needs in the organization. Middle managers have most of the times more
information about the real issues in the organization and have information on the opinion of
employees on certain topics (Wai-Kwong et al. 2001).

Fifth, middle managers play an important role in overcoming resistance to change, since they are
closest to employees who are possibly resisting the change. Middle managers are, therefore, in the
best position to identify resistance and the reasons for this resistance. As a consequence, middle
managers are also in the best position to manage the change (Huy, 2002).

It is important that the middle manager encourages the process of sensemaking during change. So,
next to the important roles of communicators, supporters, trainers, mediators and managers of
resistance, the process of sensemaking is possibly a sixth important role. Sensemaking is important,
because it can eliminate uncertainty; a factor why employees are resistant to change. Uncertainty has
negative effects on wellbeing and satisfaction of employees. It is important for managers to deal with
this uncertainty. Middle managers have an important role in reducing uncertainty with their
employees (Herzig & Jimmieson, 2006). This section describes how managers should deal with
uncertainty and what sensemaking can do in this process (Weick 1993).

There are four stages of sensemaking and sensegiving when an organizational change is announced
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). First, the CEO of the organization tries to give meaning to the new situation.
Then, the CEO gives sense to the managers through communication. In the third stage, the managers
are trying to make sense about what the organizational change will mean to their own work activities.
At last, the managers attempt to provide organization wide commitment through communication.
Because middle managers work between the senior management and the employees, their role is to
make sense of information they get from the senior management and give sense about this
information to the employees (Maitlis & Christioanson, 2014).

Balogun (2003) shows that middle managers have two orientations in an organizational change when
making sense; the team-orientation and the self-orientation. In the team orientation, middle managers
need to help employees to make sense of the change. They become role models and communicate in
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a formal and informal way with employees. Communication of the manager helps employees to make
sense and reduce uncertainty which then increases the trust in the manager. Trust in managers can
become weaker when the manager does not communicate about the change. Employees begin to talk
to each other about the change and this can lead to wrong conclusions. When a manager
communicates well, it does not only minimize uncertainty, but the employees also get the feeling that
they have some sort of control over the situation that is related to change (DiFonzo & Bordio, 1998).

In the self-orientation, middle managers should think about their own role and responsibilities and
have to figure out how they are going to form this new role. They should talk to colleague managers
to make sense to this new role. Also, the senior management should inform the managers about how
to form their role (Balogun, 2003). Middle managers can also experience uncertainty about an
organizational change because they do not know how to form their role and how to assist employees
in the change process. The senior management has an important role in reducing the uncertainty with
the middle managers. They should communicate a clear goal and have to talk to the middle managers
in order to do so (Herzig & Jummieson, 2006).

Next to different roles managers can take on during organizational change, they can choose different
behaviours. In this section the behavioural approaches will be described with the different styles within
these behaviours.

The behavioural approach consists of different types of behaviours; namely (1) transformational and
(2) transactional behaviour and (3) task, (4) relational, (5) change oriented behaviour and (6) passive
behaviour. All types will be described below.

Transactional leadership was developed from a social exchange perspective. The social exchange
perspective explains that employees in organizations have unwritten rules; when a person does
another person a favour, the other expects that in the future he or she will get something in return
(Wyne et al., 1997). Transactional managers have three primary characteristics: (1) The manager works
with the employees to set clear goals (Den Hartog, Muijen & Koopman, 1997; Bryant 2003), (2) The
manager and employee talk about rewards and the manager promises rewards when a goal is achieved
(Bryant, 2003; Bass, Jung, Avolio & Berson, 2003), and (3) The manager responds to immediate self-
interests of employees if their needs can be met while getting the work done (Bryant, 2003; Bass,
2008). Exchange between manager and employee takes place in order to achieve goals. This exchange
involves three dimensions (Antonakis, Avolio & Sivasubramaniam, 2003): management by exception
active (e.g., the managers is monitoring the performance of the employee and takes action if the
standard is not being met), management by exception passive (e.g., the manager is not taking action
until a problem becomes serious) and contingent reward (e.g., the manager knows what the employee
wants and explains which favourable behaviour will meet this need and the manager sets clear goals).

The transformational manager should address the employees’ sense of self-worth (Bass, 2008). These
managers motivate their employees to do more than the employee originally intended and thought
possible. Much of the literature assumes that transformational leadership leads to more satisfied
employees (Stoffers & Mordant-Dols 2015; Voet 2014; Sarros, Cooper & Santora, 2008; Nordin, 2012;
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Pearce & Sims, 2002). Transformational leadership plays an important part in many outcomes that
have traditionally been of interest to organizational researchers.

Transformational leadership has four primary characteristics; (1) idealized influence/ charisma (e.g.,
the manager is a role model, shows specific moral and ethical principles (Alvolio & Bass, 1995)), (2)
inspirational motivation (e.g., the manager has an appealing vision of the future, challenges employees
with high standards, talks optimistic and enthusiastic, the manager encourages employees what needs
to be done and the manager gives meaning about what needs to be done (Bass, 1997)), (3) intellectual
stimulation (e.g., the manager is making employees more innovative and creative, the manager lets
employees question assumptions and encourages them to think out of the box, employees have to be
autonomous and independent (Bass, 2008)), (4) individualized consideration (e.g., the manager gives
attention to the needs of the employee to achieve goals and growth, the manager helps employees in
reaching successfully higher levels of development, the manager has the qualities of listening, advising,
teaching and coaching (Bass, 2008)).

Next to these two approaches of behaviours, four other categories of manager behaviours are
described (Derue et al., 2011) which tends to explain more variance in leadership effectiveness: task-
oriented behaviour, relational-oriented and change-oriented and passive leadership or laissez faire.
These four categories include behaviour of the transformational and transactional manager. These
four categories will be described in detail below.

The task-oriented behaviour of the manager consists of some of the transactional leadership
exchanges namely contingent reward and management by exception (active). Next to that, the task-
oriented manager initiates structure. The manager makes clear what he expects of the employees and
gives rewards to employees who meet expectations. This behaviour can also be found in the
transactional manager. The task-oriented manager helps with problems and takes corrective action
(Derue et al., 2011). In short, the task-oriented manager focusses on the task that have to be done for
the organization.

The relational-oriented behaviour focusses more on the relation between manager and employee.
Managers show interest and respect for the employees. They are open, flexible, available and the
employees can ask the manager for help. The relational-oriented manager is described as empowering
(Conger, 1989), participative (Kahai, Sosik & Avolio, 1997) and democratic (Gastil, 1994). Certain
characteristics of the transformational manager can be found in relational-oriented behaviour namely
individualized consideration.

The leader-member exchange theory is a theory that considers the employee and manager in a
relational process. It is used as a leadership construct. The theory focuses on the privileges of the
manager as he drives the relationship-building process (Uhl-Bien, 2014). High quality relationships
have open and honest communication and the employee trusts the manager. With low quality
relationships there is a distance between the manager and the employee (Duarte, Goodson & Klich,
1994). llies, Nahrgang & Morgeson (2007) state that high-quality relationships between managers and
employees not only predict a high level of performance, but also turnover and organizational
commitment with employees (Gerstner & Day, 1997). Something that is missing in the LMX literature
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according to (Cogliser & Schriescheim, 2000) is that little is known about the causality within the
results.

Third, change-oriented behaviour is described as a manager who creates visions, accepts new ideas,
makes quick decisions, encourages cooperation, someone who is not overcautious and does not stress
plans that must be followed (Ekvall & Arvonen 1991). Yukl, Gordon & Taber (2002) state that the
behaviour of a change-oriented manager shows actions such as developing and communicating a
vision for change, encouraging innovative thinking, and takes risks. Many of these characteristics can
also be found in a transformational manager.

The last behaviour is the passive leadership or laissez-faire leadership. Passive (laissez-faire) leadership
occurs when a manager avoids doing what he should be doing such as: making decisions, supervise,
stays close to subordinates. This leadership style has negative effects on employees (Bass, 2008).

This study focusses on middle management and employees, because not much research has been
conducted about the role of middle management and the perceptions of employees. This theoretical
framework describes that middle managers can take on different roles during an organizational
change. This theoretical review also shows that middle managers can choose different behaviours
which lead to effective leadership during organizational change. The distinction between a role and a
behaviour is difficult, because sometimes there is overlap between these concepts. A possible
difference between a role and a behaviour is that behaviour is described at a higher aggregation level
than a role. The reason why this study distinguishes roles and behaviours from each other is because
this distinction is also present in leadership literature and previous research. Besides the different roles
and behaviours, the process of sensemaking is described. The reason why this process of sensemaking
is relevant for this study is because sensemaking is found in literature to be an important concept
during uncertain situations like an organizational change. In this research the process of sensemaking
is classified as a sixth role managers can adopt. One can argue that sensemaking is part of the other
five roles that managers can adopt, but because of the importance of sensemaking during an
organizational change, the context of this research, sensemaking is distinguished as a sixth role.

The many different roles and behaviours described in this section, show the complexity for middle
managers to successfully influence organizational change. It is therefore interesting whether middle
managers in this study can and will combine these roles and behaviours together in order to be an
effective manager and how these roles and behaviours are perceived by employees.
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3. Research method
This research was done in a specific research context and with a specific research method. The first
part of this chapter introduces the company, the organization where this study was conducted, how
the organization is divided and what the process of the organizational change looked like. The second
part of this chapter will describe which research method was used, which participants were included
in this research, in which way the data was collected and analysed.

This research took place at a technical organization in Overijssel. In October 2015 the company
announced an organizational change. At the same time a reduction of employees was announced. The
subject of the reorganization were the specific activities. The name and goal of the organizational
change was ONE X. The company had two sections that were merged into ‘ONE’.

There are a couple of reasons why the combination of these two is necessary:
e The company wants to focus more on the customer.
e The company wants to standardize the solutions to optimise the customer satisfaction.
e The company wants to engage their employees.
e The company wants to align with the group to increase margin.
e The employees and different business lines do not work together and this needs to change.

Role of the researcher in the organization

The researcher was temporary part of the communication department during this study. The
communication department was not affected by the organizational change, because it did not belong
to the business lines that were combined. The researcher did not know the participants before the
research started and did not work with them.
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In the following section the process of the organizational change will be described more precisely.

June — mid October 2015
The Management Team of the company made a main concept design of One X. The Work Council must
verify this design and this led to seven clusters:

Strategy & Marketing

Sales, BD and Capturing

Projects

Standard Solution management
Engineering Competence centre
Supply chain competence centre

N oy ks wNpe

X support

October 2015

The first step towards the employees was to communicate the organizational change by means of a
staff briefing. The CEO explained the main reasons for this organizational change. At that moment, he
did not have information about what would happen with the jobs at the company.

December 3™, 2015

On December 3, there was a new staff briefing. In this briefing, the CEO gave clarity to the employees
about One X. He announced that 200 employees had to leave the company. This did not mean that
employees would be fired, but they would be moved to other locations of the company. The
employees also had the opportunity to decide to leave by making use of the departure incentive. The
departure incentive rules were published on the intranet. An admission committee was set up to
decide who was qualified to make use of the departure incentive.

Mid October — December 2015

Project groups were formed by the Management Team to come to a detailed design of One X. These
project groups had to provide insight into the processes and rolls that were necessary to enter the
market as One. The project groups consisted of 45 employees of the division of the company in
Overijssel. Also, the Work Council (10 employees) participated in the project groups. After this, the
detailed design was sent to the Work Council for approval. At the same time the preparations for the
new organization continued.

January 18", 2016
The detailed design was sent to the Work Council for feedback and advice. After six weeks, the Work
Council had to give an opinion about the detailed design.

February 10, 2016

The new Management team of One Navel was presented on the internal communication platform. The
management team started selecting employees for the new teams. They also had to decide their way
of managing the new way of working.
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February —end March 2016

At this stage, employees were selected and the implementation of One X continued. The vacancies of
the management layer below the Management Team were published. This involved about 35 jobs.
After this selection, the other employees could apply for functions. Mid-April all these people were
positioned before the ‘Go Live’ moment (start) of One X.

April 25t 2016
‘Go Live’ moment ONE X.

It was found in literature that many studies about leadership used a quantitative research method (Lok
& Crawford, 1999; White, Krueger, Meaney, Antao, Kim & Kwong, 2016; McClean, Burris & Deters,
2013; Voet, 2014; Kornor & Nordvik, 2004; Andersen, 2010; Sarros, et al., 2008; Kim, 2002;
Santhindran, Chandran & Borremeo, 2013; Nordin, 2012; Eby, Adams, Russell & Gaby, 2000; Morgan
& Zefanne, 2003). However, in order to explore this field and to understand why employees and
managers think in a specific way, this research used a qualitative method: in-depth interviews. Being
interviewed allowed participants to give better detailed answers than with other data collection
methods (Boyce & Neale, 2006). Because of the large amount of quantitative studies about leadership
this research can discover what conclusions differ from and what conclusions correspond with
guantitative studies. Also, the use of interviews in understanding leadership, can explore the reasons
why participants hold a specific attitude. With this knowledge, managers can determine whether they
should change their behaviour or not.

When quantitative research is used, participants make a choice between predetermined answers. In
this method, the researchers do not know the reasons for participants choosing their specific answers.
When you know the reasons for participants to choose their answers, it is interesting to look for an
explanation. According to Hammersley & Atkinson (1995): ‘a crucial feature of language is its capacity
to present descriptions, explanations and evaluations of almost infinite variety about any aspects of
the word’. With qualitative research, participants are not held back by the response options. The use
of interviews provides context to the large amount of data gathered in the quantitative researches
(Boyce & Neale, 2006).

The organization also wanted to know how the participants experienced the organizational change. In
the interviews this was asked in open ended questions. Surveys in a quantitative research do not have
this possibility.

The participants were selected in a purposive sampling manner. For this research, 27 employees were
interviewed. The participants were selected out of the newly formed clusters; (a) marketing and
strategy, (b) sales, (c) projects, (d) standard solutions, (e) engineering, (f) supply chain and (g) support.
The goal was to include three employees of all the clusters (a-g) and from the same cluster the middle
manager of these three employees. These middle managers had to be the same managers of the
employees before and after the organizational change, because the interviews were conducted one to



MIDDLE MANAGERS’ ROLES AND BEHAVIOURS DURING ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 15

three weeks after the implementation of the organizational change. After one to three weeks it is hard
to describe someone’s behaviour that you have never worked with before.

Only with one cluster there was a problem to meet the criteria as stated before: at the time the
interviews were conducted, there were only four members in this cluster (three employees and one
manager). One employee never responded on the invitational email or phone calls so this employee
was automatically excluded. The other two employees did not have the same manager as they had
before the organizational change. It was more important to include all the clusters than the variable
‘same manager before and after organizational change’ so these two employees were included in the
research.

The participants were chosen from a list of the HR department. All the employees (except for the
employees in one cluster) had the same manager before and after the organizational change. The
name of their manager was also included in the file. From all the clusters one manager was randomly
chosen. These managers were one or two sections below the MT. Age, gender and job description
were varied as much as possible when choosing the participants. Participants were recruited by email.
They were asked if they wanted to participate in the study and were explained what the study was
about. All these participants agreed to participate so a date and location was picked.

Male participants (N=25) as well as female participants (N=2) were interviewed. The manager
participants included 1 female manager and 6 male managers. The people that were interviewed were
for example sales managers, service desk employees, configuration managers, marketing managers
and middle managers. The average age of the employees was 44,68 (SD=11,2) and the average age of
the managers was 48,57 (SD=6,65). The tenure for the managers was 13.78 (SD=10,19) and the average
tenure of the employees was 17.81 (SD=13,64). All participants but one were Dutch, the other one was
French. Their education levels differed from University (N=12), HBO (N=12), to MBO (N=3).

For this study 27 in-depth semi structured interviews were conducted based on a topic list. The goal
of the interviews was to collect data about perceptions of the organizational change, roles of the
managers, and the perception of employees about their manager. Open questions were asked and the
answers were recorded on a sound recorder. The interview consisted of a couple of questions about
the opinion of the employee on the organizational change and his perception of the middle manager.
When participants felt uncomfortable, they could at any time withdraw from the interview.

The interviews took place in an open and neutral location at the company with sitting corners, or in a
private meeting room. Each participant was informed about the purpose, the research design, and the
duration of the interview before it started. The participants were informed that the interview would
be recorded and they were assured that their participation and answers would remain anonymous.
The employees were told that the interview did not form an evaluation for their managers. They could
ask questions during the interview or after the interview by sending an email. The participants also
had to sign an informed consent to ensure the ethics of the research. It is possible that participants
were glad they could finally talk anonymously to someone about their manager. In this way, the
interview can become a lamentation, rather than a structured interview. The researcher of this study
ensured this did not happen by having a clear question list and goals about the interview. The duration
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of the interviews varied from 25 minutes to 55 minutes depending on how much the participant had
to say about the topic.

Employees

The interview started with a general question about the job of the participants, and they were asked
how many years they have been in this function and how many years they have worked at the
company. After these general questions, the topic of the organizational change was addressed. These
were questions about how they experienced the organizational change and how they thought their
manager addressed the organizational change. The second part of the interview was about the
interaction and communication between the employee and their manager in order to understand their
relationship better. The third and last part was about the leadership style. In this part a better
understanding was created about how the manager acted and what kind of leadership behaviour he
or she adopted. It was also about what kind of leadership behaviour the employees prefer. Examples
of questions about these three topics are described in table 1. At the end of the interview, three closing
questions were asked about their education, their nationality and if they would like to add something
to the topic.

Managers

The interview also started with a general question about the job of the participant. They were asked
how many years they have been in the function and how many years they have worked at the
company. Next the organizational change was addressed. Questions were asked how the managers
experienced the organizational change and how they thought employees experienced the
organizational change. The second part was about the interaction and communication with their
employees. They were asked about how they would describe the relationship they have with their
employees, they had to describe their communication style towards the employees, they were asked
about how satisfied they are with the relationship they have with their employees and they had to
describe how they think their employees experiences him or her as manager. The third part was about
the leadership behaviour and the managers were asked to describe a situation during the
organizational change where they, as managers, handled a situation well or less well. The next question
was about if this behaviour was typical and if this was not the case, then they were asked to describe
their way of leading, they had to talk about what kind of behaviour they would like to show and they
had to talk about what they think is the kind of behaviour employees like to see in them as manager.
Examples of questions about these three topics are described in table 1. At the end, they were asked
about their nationality and education level and they could add anything that crossed their mind.
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Table 1

Examples of questions with each topic.

Topics

Employee

Manager

Organizational change

How did you experience the
organizational change?

How did you communicate to
your employees about the

organizational change?

Interaction and communication
between the employee and
their manager

How satisfied are you with the
relationship you have with your
manager?

If you look at the relationship
you have with your employees,
what are you satisfied about

and what are you less satisfied

about?
Leadership style How would you describe the Are there things you want to
behaviour of your manager? develop in your leadership

style?

All the interviews were transcribed verbatim on the basis of the recordings. This led to 298 transcript
pages and this data was analysed. The transcripts were loaded into the qualitative data-analysis
program Atlas.ti. The next step was to conduct a code list to address labels to the qualitative output of
the interviews. This code list was inductively made by the researcher and was based on the answers
given in this first 15 interviews. The next 12 interviews were coded with this code list. Examples of
codes are: ‘transactional’, ‘relationship’ and ‘coaching behaviour’.

After coding all the interviews, the codes were grouped into five categories. The first category was the
organizational change. Quotations of employees and/or managers were placed in this category when
they addressed perceptions of the change in general. The second category was the category change
communication. All quotations specifically about the communication during and about the change
were placed in this category. The third category was about the interaction between manager and
employee. All quotations of expressions of employees and/or managers about the relationship
between manager and employee were placed in this category. The fourth category was about
leadership. When employees and/or managers addressed something about leadership behaviour or
about which leadership behaviour employees preferred, these quotations were placed in this category.
The last category was the employee style. When managers addressed something about how
employees behaved, these quotations were placed in this category.

After grouping codes into categories, the codes were adapted and some were merged with each other.
For example: one code included typical behaviours of the manager and these codes were divided
between the different codes about behaviour of the manager (e.g., approachable behaviour, relational
behaviour). These (sub)categories were defined in a codebook. The independent coding resulted in
initial kappa’s of .81 (organizational change), .32 (change communication), .85 (interaction between
manager and employee), .83 (current leadership), and .88 (employee style). The next step was to give
the code book to an independent coder. This coder categorized comments of three interviews. After
discussing these results with the independent coder, some adjustment in the categories were made to
increase the kappa of the change communication. For example, the quotations in the code ‘no recent
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information’ and ‘too little information’ in the category change communication, were placed into the
code ‘not informed’.

After the independent coder and adjusting the codebook, a next round of analysing the codes was
performed because some behaviours and roles were not initially asked in the semi-structured
interviews.

Looking at the codes in category four about leadership, some quotations were directly related to
leadership behaviours as found in literature: transformational or transactional leadership. These
guotations were placed in a separate code. In the transactional code, quotations were placed when
the manager showed behaviours like: hierarchical, setting clear goals, behaving a bit controlling and
being critical. In the transformational code, quotations were placed when managers showed coaching
skills, when a manager behaved as open, and when a manager asked their employees to think along
with important subjects.

Quotations of relational oriented behaviour, change oriented behaviour and task oriented behaviour
were not coded in the first coding analysis. During a second analysis, quotations about these types of
behaviour were found in the second, third and fourth code category: communication, leadership and
interaction. Specifically the codes of ‘availability’, ‘showing appreciation’ and ‘relationship’ were
analysed to search for quotations about relational oriented behaviour. The codes ‘meeting after new
information’, ‘transformational’, ‘decisiveness’ and ‘open’ were analysed to search for quotations
about change oriented behaviour. The codes ‘clear frameworks’, ‘transactional’, ‘pragmatic’ and
‘journey to goal’, were analysed to search for quotations about task oriented behaviour.

Quotations about the roles that managers can adopt during an organizational change were also not
coded in the first analysis. During a second analysis, quotations about these roles were found in the
code categories: communication, leadership and interaction. Specifically the codes ‘open’, ‘manager
looks for answers’ and ‘meetings after new information’ were analysed to search for quotations about
the role of communicator. The codes ‘communication positive’ was analysed to search for quotations
about the role of supporter. The codes ‘transformational’, ‘asking for help’, ‘coaching’ and ‘firs’ were
analysed to search for quotations about the role of trainer. The codes ‘manager looks for answers’,
‘manager asks employees for help’ and ‘listening’ were analysed to search for quotations about the
role of mediator. The codes ‘meeting after new information’, ‘listening’ and ‘taking time for employees’
were analysed to search for quotations about the role of manager of resistance. The codes
‘uncertainty’, ‘listening’ and ‘communication positive’ were analysed to search for quotations about
the role of sensemaker.
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4. Results

As stated in the theoretical framework, roles and behaviours of middle managers have an important
influence in successfully implementing an organizational change. The perception of employees about
these roles and behaviours were also included in this research design. This chapter describes the
results of the interviews and how middle managers and employees experienced the organizational
change and the roles and behaviours of the middle managers. The chapter is divided into three sections
that are linked together. Each new section goes more into detail on the findings. First, the perception
of the change is described. Next is the communication style of the senior management. After that, the
attitude of the middle management is analysed.

When asked about the perceptions of the organizational change, participants of this study talked about
both the core idea of the change (one x) and the process of the change (e.g., the communication and
implementation). Generally speaking, both employees and managers liked the initial idea of the
change. There were two separate departments before the organizational change, whereas people
needed to work more as one team (one x) in the new organization and both the employees and
managers expressed that they liked this idea. People who worked in the former organization did not
communicate with each other. Besides, in the new organization the focus is on what the customers
want, which was also positive according to managers and employees. As one employee explained:

‘I was a supporter of the organizational change, because | also encountered the aspects where
different departments had their own interests. | saw a lot of that. Not only in my previous job, but
also at my current job. So, when One Navel was announced, | did not know a lot about the
substantive, but | really liked the idea of one X’ E10

When asked about the process of the change, participants were critical however. Both employees and
managers said that the organizational change took a very long time and there was too little information
available. The organizational change was announced in October 2015 and by May 2016 not everyone
was informed whether or not they could stay. This was something employees and managers struggled
with. As one employee explained:

‘You know, normally it is all black and white. You are in, or you are out. In the current situation,
they made it a grey situation. | hoped as an employee they made it more black and white. | would
have preferred they told me before Christmas | was fired, because that is something concrete,
instead of another three months of waiting. Then, after three months | read on my place that | had
a new function, so that meant | could stay in the organization. Six hours later | could call my family
that, in spite of the first information, it was still not sure whether | could stay or not, because they
told me still two employees had to leave from our team. So it still kept muddling. | think that is not
decisive management, that is how it looks to me.” E16

However, there was a small number of participants (both employees and managers) that thought of
the process as a structured one. They knew which step would be taken at any time as one employee
explains:
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‘I thought the organizational change was a structured process. In the beginning it was a little bit
chaotic, but that happens with every organizational change | think.” E6

The managers that were involved in the detailed design were a lot more satisfied about the process of
the organizational change than the managers that were not involved. This can be due to the fact that
the managers that were involved had more information available. When employees and managers felt
a lack of information, they attribute this to the senior management. More about the feeling of missing
information is described in the next section.

A prominent theme in the interviews was the communication style of the senior management. Most
participants felt that an overview of responsibilities in the new organization was missing. Both
managers and employees expressed that this was important information that was missing. They stated
that the senior management should have given them this information and this overview of
responsibilities. Participants were especially critical about the way the senior management
communicated to them, as can be seen in the following example stated by one employee:

‘It’s all vague, it stayed vague for a very long period of time. | do think, there was communicated
a lot, and if you look at what was really communicated? That’s nearly nothing. It was most of the
times the same information. There were communication moments, about four or five times, about
how the ‘organization chart’ looked like. Well, also after the first explanation, you knew how the
organization chart looked like and what this meant.” E18

There were numerous explanations why the employees and managers were critical about the
communication style of the senior management.

First, they were critical about the timing of the information. For a long time it was unclear what would
happen with the jobs of the employees and managers and if they could stay in the organization.
Besides, some information came too late: for instance the consequences for the content of the jobs
were unclear, and people did not know how the organizational change would affect their department.

Second, employees and managers stated that the senior management should have talked more often
with them. The frequency of communication was too low. For example, they expressed there was not
enough face-to-face communication with the senior management and that they were not visible. In
particular, several employees in this study would have liked to have talked with the senior
management more often.

Third, the senior management lacked in the process of sensemaking about why they made certain
choices about the change. For example, not every middle manager and employee understood why the
senior management had chosen the seven new clusters. In literature it is found that senior
management plays an important role in the sensemaking process and in order for the organizational
change to succeed it is important for the senior management to oversee the whole situation (Balogun
et al., 2015). At the start of the organizational change everyone understood the reason for the change
but as time passed, some indistinctness about the way of working and the details of the new
organization came up. This is in accordance to what can be found in literature (Balogun & Johnson,
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2004). In the beginning of an organizational change, people have a clear view but over a longer period
of time they become more confused. More so, employees and managers had the feeling that the senior
management was thinking more about the short term and not about the long-term and lacked an all-
round view.

Lastly, employees and managers were unsatisfied with the channels which were being used to
communicate by the senior management. Namely, some employees had to read the name of their new
manager and in which cluster they were placed in an online portal. This is something the employees
preferred to have heard from the (senior) manager face-to-face. Also, in literature it can be found that
it is important to take more time communicating face-to-face instead of digital during times of
organizational change (Jiang et al., 2012). One managers explains:

‘I think how they dealt with the whole reduction process is not good. There was always said: One
Navel and the reduction of employees are two separate things, but | think they are linked together.
And then, how they communicated things to employees, was not convenient. There are places
where no face-to-face contact took place at all with the manager, and those people only read
information about their new job and manager on My Place and those people are now at home,
sick. That is not good.” M2

Middle managers play an important role during an organizational change. They are the people working
directly with the employees and they can influence employees about how they experience the
organizational change. The middle managers are the ones that get orders from the senior management
and have to communicate this to the employees in their department. They are in between layers and
they decide how to communicate about information they get from each layer (Rouleau, 2005).

During an information meeting the CEO communicated that management layers would be bound
together. The reaction to this message was that the middle managers became very insecure about
their position in the company. As middle managers play an important role during an organizational
change (Huy, 2001), their insecurity was another key theme in the interviews. In this section, the roles
and behaviours of the managers in this study are described. Table 2 and 3 show examples of quotations
which belong specifically to managers’ behaviours or roles. Also, the description of each type of role
and behaviour is enumerated.


https://hbr.org/search?term=quy+nguyen+huy
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Table 2

Roles of the manager with example quotation of employees and managers

Role

Explanation of role

Quotation employees

Quotation managers

Communicators

Provide employees with
answers to question that rise
during change.

Spread information about the

change though the organization.

‘To answer questions my manager arranged a meeting with the
people in his group and he told every employee what they could
expect.” E20

‘At one point | invited X (x MT) to our meetings because he knew more in-depth
content about the change. | am open and direct. | say what | know and | if do not
know the answer, | am honest about that and | invite someone who does. | think
my employees appreciated that honesty.” M4

Supporter Role model within the change. - ‘The overall content of our jobs was clear, but | started to involve my employees
Manager is the  biggest with the interpretation about how to fill in our department. Weekly we have a
supporter of the change. meeting for this. | want to reach a couple of primarily responsibilities of our group

and to discuss together how we are going to show this to the company. | am trying
to include my team and want for them to come up with ideas for our new
department so that they take on responsibilities.” M7

Trainer Manager guides employees on  ‘My manager held 1 on 1 conversation with employees. At a certain -
an individual level and helps  point, my manager told me that he wanted me in his team, and that
employees with barriers during  ;5ve me more confidence and that was something | needed at that
the change. point.” E18

Mediator Discuss  with the senior ‘When there was a communication moment, after the communication -

management about the needs in
the organization and real issues.

moment we came together and we could ask questions and make
comments. My manager then asked us if he had to communicate
things to the higher management or had to address point that were
not clear.” E15

Managers  of
resistance

Overcoming resistance and
manage the change

‘Yes, what he knew he shared with us, that is something | am sure
about. We structurally had a meeting and when there was something
new communicated we came together with the team to talk about
what we thought of it.” E14

Well, when new information about the process was communicated by the senior
management, | organized a meeting with my whole group and just listened and
discussed about what they had made of the massage. Everybody interprets
messages differently and everybody gets a different feeling with a message. So,
when you make time to discuss this with each other, there was tried to reduce
misinterpretations.” M5

Sensemaker

Managers deal with uncertainty
and managers provide
commitment organization wide
through communication.

‘When the detailed design became more clear, | was able to tell the employees
what the group in the future would look like (regardless of the content). This was
something they needed at that point.” M5
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Table 3

Behaviours of the manager with example quotation of employees and managers

Behaviours

Explanation of behaviour

Quotations employees

Quotations managers

Transactional behaviour

Manager sets clear goals
Managers uses rewards and
punishments

Responding to employees needs
only when the works still gets
done

‘My manager does not use rewards, but he uses ‘punishments’ in
the sense of holding on to a certain pattern despite different
people who question this.” E2

‘Employees that are growing, qualify yearly for a reward, a raise. So
employees receive a raise depending on their performance and development
within the year of how they have performed and developed within the year.
They only receive that raise as long as they are growing. But, at a certain
point, employees cannot grow anymore and that is why | want more flexibility
with rewards. For example when an employee performs well, reward him
directly for this performance.” M1

Transformational
behaviour

Intellectual stimulation
Idealized influence
Inspirational motivation
Individualized consideration

‘My manager and | have a meeting every week and we can always
address each other. We email and call each other when this is
necessary. My manager gives me the space to do what | have to
do. This is motivating to me and it is something | need. He is a
manager who motivates me and also encourages creativity.” E20

‘I give the employees a lot of space because in the end, | really want to form
a team and | want employees to continue developing. | always want to excite
people so they to become confident that can do more.” M5

Task-oriented behaviour

Manager initiates structure
Manager makes clear what he
expects of employees
Employees are rewarded when
employees meet expectations

‘At the beginning of the year, goals were set between me and my
manager and these goals had to be signed if | agreed with them.
In the middle of the year, around July, | had a meeting to evaluate
these goals. If | already reached some goals, this was noted and
we discussed whether the goals should be adjusted or not . At the
end of the year | had a performance review.” E16

‘I sometimes say to an employee that | want him or her to do a certain BID.
And when an employee is stubborn | give him an example of another
colleague and | tell him: before you start, take a look at this BID because |
love this aspect and this aspect of the structure, so please do so.” M4

Relational-oriented
behaviour

Focus on relation between
manager and employee
Open, flexible, available and

employees can ask for help
Empowering, participative and
democratic.

‘From the start, | have a trusting relationship with my manager.
When | ask a question, | always receive an answer within one day.
He gives me space to come up with my own ideas. The company
really looked for managers who did not only have hard skills. They
also looked for managers with skills to motivate employees. E20

‘I am trying to talk in a very open and straight way with my employees. | also
try to talk to them on a personal level by having lunch meetings with them at
least once a month. In these meetings the topics of the job and personal
things are addressed. | also try to emphasize development.” M3

Change-oriented
behaviour

Manager creates vision, accepts
new ideas, makes quick
decisions, encourages
cooperation.

Communicates vision for
change

‘When | started, | tried to involve employees in the making of plans for our
department. Me and my employees have a weekly meeting and start-up
sessions, to address topics like what do we stand for, what are we going to
do, to what documents are we giving input and so on. In these topics | am
involving my team, so that my employees can come up with ideas.” M7

Passive behaviour

Manager avoids doing what he
should be doing: does not make
decisions

‘Many managers did not respond to the message of CEO to
communicate about what was going to happen in the new
organization. The managers were not informed, and they did not
take any initiative to go to people with information in order to get
answers. This did not happen.” E11
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As can be seen in the tables above, not all roles and behaviours were identified by the employees and
managers in the interviews. The role of supporter and sensemaker was not seen by employees and the
role of trainer and mediator was not described by the managers. An explanation for this is that the
communication of the CEO made the middle managers insecure about their position as explained
before, and therefore did not adopt the role of supporter and sensemaker according to their
employees. It is interesting that there are managers who expressed themselves as supporter and
sensemaker as can be seen in table 2. A possible explanation for this is that these quoted managers
did not feel insecure. Hence, one of the quoted managers (M7) in table 2 was involved in the detailed
design and therefore had full information about the change and his future position. The other quoted
manager (M5) was a manager that did feel insecure, but asked for detailed information to the senior
management in order to make sense about the change. He felt his employees needed information at
that point.

Furthermore, the change oriented behaviour of managers was not identified by employees and the
passive behaviour was not recognized by managers. It is interesting that a manager did express
himself as change oriented, this again was the manager (M7) that was involved in the detailed design
and therefore had more information than other middle manager. Passive behaviour was not addressed
by the managers. A possible explanation for this is that it is less likely that managers ventilate critique
about their own leadership behaviour, even though this was specifically asked.

The results of this study show an interesting pattern. The next section will show that middle managers
felt insecure about whether they would still have their job after the organizational change, because in
their opinion too little information was given by the senior management. This insecurity led to a wait-
and-see attitude and passive leadership behaviour of the middle management. In table 3, a quotation
of one employee (E11) describes this passive behaviour where a manager did not do what he should
be doing. These middle managers did not adopt the role of communicator as quoted in table 2 by one
of the employees (E20), or take on a sensemaking role where managers deal with uncertainty and
provide commitment (table 2). The sections below will show that surprisingly the employees did not
judge their manager on this attitude. Just the opposite occurred; most of the employees expressed
themselves positively about their middle manager. They described their manager as open, personal,
available and giving them the right amount of autonomy; characteristics of a transformational
manager, as can be seen by one quotation of an employee (E20) in table 3.

When looking at the attitude of the middle management in this research it isimportant to keep in mind
the message of the CEO about management layers that will be combined. In the interviews it became
clear that especially the middle managers felt insecure during the organizational change because of
this statement. Surprisingly, most employees did not feel this insecurity and when they did, they stated
that they did not let it affect their work. As one employee stated:

‘Eh well, | protected myself not to listen to rumours, and | just did my own job.” E19
From the moment the position of the middle manager became unsure, many of them lacked a

sensemaking role and did not adopt the role of communicator because they did not search for new
information about the organizational change as one former manager (now employee) stated:
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‘In my case, | was a manager and two weeks after the townhall meeting the CEO called me and
said two people from my team had to leave. Then, one and a half month later, my manager called
me again —I was lying in bed feeling sick— and he said my function was removed. Now in cluster X,
I am not a manager anymore. | did not know my entire function was being replaced. This meant |
had to apply for my own function (without the title manager) again. So basically it was the same
work, but less difficult. And still | had to apply, do a whole assessment and a job interview with the
possibility someone else got the job. This led to insecurity. “ E19

One surprising result of the interviews is that some of the middle managers took a cautious and passive
attitude during the organizational change and therefore acted more like an employee instead of a
manager. Two explanations can be found for this cautious and passive attitude of the manager. First,
because the managers had no idea which role would lie ahead of them in the new organization, they
withdrew from their task. They adopted passive leadership behaviour. In a way, they did not feel the
responsibility to search actively for extra and new information for their employees, and gave this
responsibility entirely to the senior management. Contrary to the literature which states that an
insecure employee would actively seek for answers in times of insecurity (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991),
middle managers in this study placed themselves in a wait-and-see mode because they wanted more
information about their own job first. An example of this passive leadership behaviour was found with
one manager who was first a part of the senior management but was demoted towards a middle
management function. As soon as he became a middle manager, he let go of all his responsibilities. He
did not think about the consequences of the organizational change after implementation. He
expressed that it was not his responsibility anymore.

Second, some of the managers were included in a detailed design group. In this group, 50 managers
were represented and these managers could actively decide how to design the new organization in
collaboration with the senior management. These managers therefore had more direct and detailed
information about what was going to happen. These managers did not experience the organizational
change as if it was taking too long or felt that they did not have enough information. On the one hand
it is good to involve employees in the design of an organizational change. On the other hand, the
presence of this select group could have resulted in the other managers becoming insecure and
adopting a passive leadership behaviour. This can be seen in the next quotation of a manager:

‘So, | was not involved with the detailed design group and that is why | had to wait for what came
next. Then, one step at the time was made and after that step | again had to wait for what came
next. | would have liked some more overarching information.” M3

Surprisingly, even with the absence of a sensemaking role, passive leadership behaviour and the fact
that the middle management had little information to give to the employees, the employees did
express themselves very positively about their middle manager. The characteristics of the middle
managers described by employees can be found in different leadership behaviours like transactional
behaviour (e.g., complimenting), transformational behaviour (e.g., open) and relational-oriented
behaviour (e.g., informal and being available). Employees experienced their middle manager as
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informal (e.g., being able to talk about private things with them), open, complimenting or feeling
appreciated and available. One employee explained about feeling appreciated:

‘Yes that kind of appreciation is present because he expressed to me that he wants to keep me in
his team. That information told me that he wanted to continue working with me and that is a form
of expressing his appreciation.” E17

Although the managers did not take their full responsibility to search for information and did not take
the role of communicator, employees did not blame them. The strong connection and good
relationship between the employee and manager seems to be the most important explanation for this.
Most managers really try to meet the needs of each employee. Middle managers were described as
listeners and coachers. They were willing to invest in the professional development of the employees.
These are characteristics that can again be described as relational-oriented behaviour and
individualized consideration (transformational behaviour). One employee explained:

‘Well I think he is a good guy. He is a good boss and | think we can always have a good conversation
with each other. He understands what | need and | understand what he needs. | am not someone
who needs a manager who is checking my moves every time. My manager does not have to tell
me what | am supposed to do, that is something | cannot handle. He is someone who is more a
coach and | like that. In conversations with him he is asking me what | am doing at that moment,
if I need any help, and if there are things that | find important. If there is something going on, he
is trying to fix it and look after it.” E7

On the contrary there were some employees who did not express themselves so positively about their
manager. They did not feel connected to their manager on a personal level. For example, they
explained that they were just two different personalities that did not match:

‘I would describe him more like an authoritarian manager while | work more with consensus. Look,
as a person, he is just not my type. It is, his way of living, that is different than my way of living.
He probably thinks the same, the other way around.’ E12

A characteristic of the middle managers that the employees expressed themselves positively about, is
the amount of autonomy the middle manager gives to the employee. Most employees said that they
liked to receive a goal, but that they want to reach this goal on their own. They think of the manager
as a person who helps them when they have a problem and is responsible for setting these goals. This
behaviour can be seen as a part of the transactional manager namely task-oriented behaviour:

‘Well, give me a goal and | will make sure the goal will be reached. In order to reach that goal |
will make a plan and that plan | will execute. And at the end | will double check if | indeed reached
the initial goal. So you verify: was this indeed the goal and if | have verified this, than that was
indeed the goal and | have reached the goal.” E1

The need for autonomy varies per person (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Almost all employees stated they like
to receive a goal, as stated above, but want to reach that goal in their own way. However, some of the
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oldest employees said they did not want their manager to set the goals and they did not want their
manager to tell them how to reach this goal - an absolute need for autonomy. The younger employees
in this study expressed to have a different need for autonomy compared to the older employees. What
was expected was that the youngest employees wanted more directions from the manager (Kyndt,
Michielsen, van Nooten, Nijs & Baert, 2011). This was partly found in the current research. On the one
hand, some of the youngest employees said they wanted a goal (like most of the other employees),
but after the goal was set, the manager should let them reach that goal on their own (need for
autonomy). These were employees who worked on less complex goals (engineers). On the other hand,
in occurrence with literature, some young employees did want more direction. These were the
employees with a more strategic function. It is possible that not only age, but also function within a
company has something to do with the need for autonomy:

‘My manager is not a team manager. He was Sales Director and he is busy getting orders. He is
used to working with senior employees who are very mature in their job and that kind of people
have other needs than me as a young professional. | am learning, | am developing and | just need
some sort of coaching/direction and | need feedback in that process. That is something that | miss.
And | also need to get the feeling that | get that space to develop myself. And if you have a boss
who is constantly flying all over the world and when he gets here, he has meetings all day, well
then | do not feel comfortable walking in his office discussing how we are going to do things.” E18
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5. Discussion & Conclusion
This research provides insight in leadership behaviour and roles of managers during an organizational
change focussing both on the level of middle management and the employees. The aim of this research
was to study the roles and behaviours middle managers adopt during an organizational change and to
analyse how employees perceive these roles and behaviours of their middle managers. This chapter
discusses the results of this research, shows its limitations, practical implications and addresses the
conclusions of this research.

As can be seen in the introduction a lot of research is centred around senior management instead of
middle management (Balogun, 2004; Huy, 2002; McKinley and Scherer, 2000). This research
specifically focusses on middle management. A first result of this research was that the middle
managers who had no influence in the decision-making process during the organizational change,
started acting like an employee: these managers adopted a passive leadership behaviour and did not
adopt a sensemaking role or searched for information for their employees in the role of communicator.
In other words, they did not take full responsibility in their function of manager.

This passive leadership behaviour may be the reason why the organizational change was not perceived
by all the employees as a success. This is in line with the importance that Huy (2001) attributes to the
middle management. He states that middle managers are the people working directly with employees
and they can influence employees in how they experience the organizational change. This study shows
that most of the middle managers did not adopt the sensemaking role and placed themselves on the
same level as their employees. Together with the employees the middle managers blamed the senior
management for the lack of information and communication instead of taking on the role of
communicator, supporter, trainer, mediator, manager of change (Huy, 2001; lonescu et al., 2014) or
sensemaker (Weick, 1993). As seen in the results the employees did not blame their middle manager
for this passive leadership behaviour. Instead, they also blame the senior management. This can
indicate that adopting a specific role as a middle manager is not important to employees during an
organizational change.

In the opinion of this research, the organizational change would have been perceived as more
successful by the employees if the middle managers had adopted a more sensemaking role. The
process of sensemaking during an organizational change is explained by Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991)
by determining four different stages. First, the CEO of the organization tries to give meaning to the
new situation. Then, the CEO gives sense to the managers through communication. In the third stage
(managers making sense of the change), the managers are trying to make sense about what the
organizational change will mean to their own work activities. Lastly, the managers attempt to provide
commitment through communication organization wide. In this study of organizational change, the
third stage was not fully completed because middle managers felt insecure about their position and
therefore could not make sense about the organizational change. Itis the belief of this research that if
all the managers were involved in the decision making process during the change, they could make
better sense about the change and therefore communicate this meaning more succesfully to their
employees. This way, the employees could make sense about the change on their own and perceive
this change as a more successful process. Future research should therefore investigate this
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sensemaking role of middle managers during change in more depth to see if these preliminary
conclusions are also true in other studies.

A second criticism addressed in the introduction is that the perceptions of employees during
organizational change have not been studied enough (Collinson, 2006; Derue et al, 2011; Heller and
Van Til, 1982; Herzig & Jimmieson, 2006; Shamir, 2007; Uhl-Bien, 2014). By analysing the perception
of employees in this research a surprising result came forward: a passive leadership behaviour of
middle managers during change was not experienced as negative by the employees. Employees stated
that managers were open and always shared information. They summed adjectives about their middle
manager that can be regarded as relational oriented: friendly, trusting, reliable, accountable, flexible,
personal, understanding, sympathetic, supportive and considerate (Ehrhart & Klein, 2001). Because of
these results it is the opinion of this research that the leadership behaviour during change does not
influence whether or not employees are positive about their middle manager. When the manageris a
relational oriented manager before the change and adopts a passive leadership behaviour during
change, this does not affect the image of the manager and employees appreciate their relational
oriented behaviour anyway. This shows the importance of the relational oriented behaviour of the
middle manager towards employees before an organizational change. However, as stated above, when
the middle managers had adopted a more sensemaking role during the organizational change,
employees may have perceived the change process overall more positively.

Last, in literature two other behaviours of the middle managers are described: transformational and
transactional. Literature about these behaviours state that the transformational manager is the most
preferable manager during change (Herold et al., 2008). In the current research it was found that
employees preferred a combination of both a transactional and transformational behaviour. This
critique was also formulated in the introduction of this research by Yukl (1999) who stated that it is
hard to determine whether the behaviour of a manager is transformational or transactional because
the definitions of those two concepts are too vague. Future research should investigate which
combination of leadership behaviours is most effective and in which circumstances.

A result of this research is that not all the roles and behaviours as described in the literature review
are observed: managers did not express themselves about the behaviour of being passive and
employees did not express answers about the manager showing change-oriented behaviour.
Furthermore, managers did not express themselves about taking on the role of trainer or mediator
and the employees did not express anything about the manager taking on the role of supporter or
sensemaker. A possible explanation for these missing quotations is that questions about roles were
not addressed in the interviews. A further explanation of the absence of quotations about the passive
behaviour not expressed by the managers, is that it is not likely that managers ventilate critique about
their own leadership behaviour even though they were specifically asked to during the interviews. This
can be a limitation of this study because a bias occurred: instead of being critical about their own role
they blamed the senior management.

The second limitation is that this research was done in a specialized technical organization, which is a
private organization with a high average age, a high tenure and a low number of women. The
characteristics of this research context could have influenced the results of this study. The



ROLES AND PERCEPTIONS DURING ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 30

recommendation that more middle managers should be incorporated in the decision making process
may be because of the high average age and the high tenure of the participants of this research. The
middle managers worked at the company for a long time and therefore are more likely to want more
security about their future job. The technical background of the company may have influenced the
result that the transformational manager is not the most preferable behaviour for the middle manager.
This is because some aspects of the transactional manager are also perceived as positive by the
participants in this study such as setting clear goals. Lastly, the preferred relation oriented leadership
behaviour of middle managers is believed not to have been influenced by the research context. In
probably every organization this relational oriented behaviour is perceived as positive.

The third limitation of this research is that the interviews took place shortly after the implementation.
Therefore, employees may not have a clear view about the changes and the benefits in the long term.
A lot of things were unclear for the employees during the time the interviews were taken, making them
potentially more dissatisfied. If the interviews were held a year after the implementation, the outcome
could have been more positive with possibly a more positive bias because of job security. It can be
interesting to repeat the interviews two years after the announcement of the organizational change.

Organizations that have to address an organizational change could find some implications regarding
the behaviour and communication of the middle and senior management in this research. They can
also find how employees experience communication and behaviour of the management. Two of these
implications will be described below.

The first implication of this study is that managers should be open and approachable and make sure
employees trust them. Next to that, they should take time to build a relationship with the employees
and have informal contact. A relational-oriented behaviour is preferred by employees and therefore
other organizations should stimulate their managers to persuade this type of leadership behaviour.
This can be reached by taking on a relationship oriented behaviour as senior management towards
middle management to set a good example, to give middle managers enough time to invest in the
relationship with their employees and to make training available to coach middle managers in
becoming a relational oriented manager.

The second implication of this study is the communication style of the senior management. It is
important for the senior management to make sure the managers are fully informed about the change
and to make them a supporter of the change. The middle managers are the link between senior
management and employees and therefore are the best bet in order to make the implementation of
the change a success.

Furthermore, the senior management should spend more time in informing the managers and make
them feel more involved. At the technical company this study was conducted there was a detailed
design group which incorporated a small amount of middle managers. This group was satisfied about
the amount of information given by the senior management. The managers who were not part of this
group felt a lack of information. What can be learned from this is that not only a small number of
middle managers should be included, but that all the managers should have access to all the
information available. This is in occurrence with literature: the task of the senior management is to
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make sure they make sense of the new situation towards the middle managers. In this way, the
managers are able to make sense of the new situation and pass this on to the employees (Cioia &
Chittipeddi, 1991), functioning as a mediator. It is important that all the managers can make sense of
the new situation, not only a small group of managers.

This research has three main conclusions about the roles and behaviours of middle managers during
organizational change and the perceptions of employees of these roles and behaviours. On the one
hand, the stimulation of more cooperation between departments by the organizational change was
perceived as positive by both employees and middle management. On the other hand, the participants
were critical about the process of the change: it took too long and there was too little information
available. This unsuccessful process and lack of information was blamed on the senior management:
the timing of the information was wrong, the frequency of the information was too low, the senior
management did not show enough effort in the process of sensemaking and lastly, employees and
middle management were unsatisfied with the communication channels.

Secondly, middle managers are important for a successful implementation of organizational change.
In the case of this study and the attitude of the middle management, a statement by the CEO (that
management layers will be bound together) played an important part. Because of this statement,
middle managers felt insecure about their job and position in the new organization. This led to a wait-
and-see attitude where middle managers withdrew themselves from their task as manager. They did
not feel responsible for searching for extra information for the employees, and for adopting the role
of communicator.

Third, even though the middle management had little information to give and did not take an active
role in managing the implementation of the change, the employees expressed themselves positively
about their middle manager. The behaviour of their middle manager was described by the employees
as relation oriented: open, informal, available for help, complimenting and they could talk about
private things. This perception can be explained by the relationship oriented behaviour of the manager
before the change. This relationship oriented behaviour is still perceived during the change even
though the managers adopt a passive leadership behaviour.

Concluding: this research shows the importance of middle managers during change and that they are
indeed the best bet of successful implementing change.
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Appendix A: Topic List (in Dutch)

Voorkeur in leiderschapsstijlen ten tijde van een organisatie verandering = Vragen naar
specifieke gebeurtenissen, situaties en ervaringen!

I.  Gespreksstarter: welke functie heb je op dit moment en kun je mij iets meer over je functie
vertellen?
a. Hoe lang zit je al op deze functie en hoe lang werk je al bij X?
b. Op welke afdeling was je werkzaam, en op welke afdeling ben je nu werkzaam?
Il.  Verandering
a. Hoe heb je de organisatieverandering ervaren/wat vond je ervan?
i. Voorbeelden positief en negatief.
ii. Wie is er volgens jou verantwoordelijk voor het laten slagen van de
verandering?
b. Hoe heeft je leidinggevende de organisatieverandering aangepakt?
i. Gedrag & communicatie, beschikbaarheid
c. Hoe heb jij zelf vorm gegeven aan het werken in de nieuwe organisatie? (dingen
veranderd/zelfde gebleven enz.) + concrete voorbeelden
d. Staat iets je in de weg of is er iets wat je kan helpen om nieuwe doelen te halen?
i. Ja:wat?
ii. Nee: hoe faciliteert de organisatie jou?
I11.  Interactie tussen leidinggevende en medewerker
a. Hoe tevreden ben je over de relatie die je met je leidinggevende hebt? + uitleg
i. In hoeverre kun jij je leidinggevende om hulp vragen? + rol medewerker
ii. In hoeverre voel je je gewaardeerd door je leidinggevende? + rol medewerker
iii. Inhoeverre is je leidinggevende beschikbaar voor een vergadering, een gesprek
en dergelijke? + rol medewerker
1. Eventueel: Ontevreden - Waar ontevreden over? Wat wil je anders
zien? Welke rol heb jij als medewerker hierin?
2. Eventueel: tevreden > waar tevreden over? Waarom ben je hier
tevreden over? Welke rol als medewerkers heb jij hierin?)
b. Hoe zou je de communicatie met je leidinggevende omschrijven en kun je hier
voorbeelden bij noemen?
IV.  Leiderschap (huidige stijl: achter komen via de voorbeelden die ze noemen)
a. Ten tijde van de verandering, kun je een voorbeeld noemen waarin je leidinggevende
heel goed of juist minder goed heeft gehandeld?
i. Kun je wat meer vertellen over deze situatie?-> Wat werd er gezegd, wat werd
er gedaan, waar speelde de situatie zich af?
ii. Waarom werd volgens jou in deze situatie dit gedrag vertoond door jou en je
leidinggevende?
iii. Wie waren hier nog meer bij betrokken en wat was hun rol in de situatie?
iv. Wat was jouw rol in de situatie? En hoe ben je hiermee omgegaan?
v. Welk gevoel kreeg je bij deze situatie?
vi. Wat waren de gevolgen van dit gedrag voor je leidinggevende en voor jezelf?
vii. Bij neg: wat had jij in die situatie nodig gehad? Wat had je graag anders gezien
of bij pos: wat was er zo goed aan dit gedrag en waarom?
b. Was dit gedrag typerend gedrag van je leidinggevende of gebeurde dit eenmalig?
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i. Bij eenmalig gedrag: hoe gedraagt de leidinggevende zich normaal?
C. Zijn er nog andere voorbeelden waarop je leidinggevende goed of minder goed heeft
gehandeld? Bij voorbeeld vraag i t/m vi stellen.
d. Welk gedrag zou jij graag willen zien bij je leidinggevende?
V.  Afsluitende vraag
a. Wat is je hoogst genoten opleiding?
b. Wat is je nationaliteit?

-> Zijn er nog andere dingen die je wil toevoegen of waarvan je denkt dat het belangrijk is mee te
nemen in dit onderzoek?

Voorkeur in leiderschapsstijlen ten tijde van een organisatie verandering = Vragen naar specifieke
gebeurtenissen, situaties en ervaringen!

I.  Gespreksstarter: welke functie heb je op dit moment en kun je mij iets meer over je functie
vertellen?
a. Hoe lang zit je al op deze functie en hoe lang werk je al bij X?
b. Op welke afdeling was je werkzaam, en op welke afdeling ben je nu werkzaam?
Il.  Verandering
a. Hoe heb je de organisatieverandering ervaren en wat is jouw mening over de
organisatieverandering?
i. Voorbeelden positief en negatief
ii. Hoe hebben je medewerkers de verandering volgens jou ervaren?
iii. Wie is er volgens jou verantwoordelijk voor het laten slagen van de
verandering?
b. Hoe heb jij vorm gegeven aan het werken in de nieuwe organisatie? (dingen
veranderd/zelfde gebleven enz.)
c. Hoe hebben je medewerkers zich weten aan te passen in de nieuwe organisatie?
d. Staat iets je in de weg of heeft iets je geholpen om je nieuwe doelen te halen?
i. Ja:wat?
ii. En denk je dat je medewerkers hun nieuwe doelen kunnen behalen: waarom
wel/waarom niet?
I11.  Interactie tussen leidinggevende en medewerker
a. Hoe zou je de relatie met je medewerkers omschrijven?
i. Hoe zorg je ervoor dat medewerkers inspraak hebben?
ii. Hoe laat je jouw medewerkers je waardering blijken?
iii. Hoe zorg je ervoor dat je beschikbaar bent voor je medewerkers?
b. Hoe zou je jouw communicatie met je medewerkers omschrijven?
c. Als je kijkt naar de relatie die je met je medewerkers hebt, waar ben je dan tevreden
over? Ontevreden?
i. Ontevreden: waar ontevreden over? Wat wil je anders zien? Welke rol heb jij
als leidinggevende hierin?
ii. Tevreden: waar tevreden over? Waarom ben je hier tevreden over? Welke rol
als leidinggevende heb jij hierin?
d. Hoe ervaren je medewerkers jou als leidinggevende denk je?
IV.  Leiderschap (huidige stijl: achter komen via de voorbeelden die ze noemen)
a. Tentijde vande verandering, kun je een voorbeeld noemen waarin je als leidinggevende
heel goed of juist minder goed hebt gehandeld?
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Vi.

Vii.
viii.

Kun je wat meer vertellen over deze situatie? > Wat werd er gezegd, wat werd
er gedaan?

Waarom heb je in deze situatie zo gereageerd?

Wat was jouw rol in de situatie? En hoe ben je hiermee omgegaan?

Wie waren hier nog meer bij betrokken en wat was hun rol in de situatie?

Hoe hebben de medewerkers die in deze situatie betrokken waren deze situatie
ervaren?

Welk gevoel kreeg je bij deze situatie? Welk gevoel kregen je medewerkers
volgens jou in deze situatie?

Wat waren de gevolgen van dit gedrag voor jezelf en voor medewerkers?

Bij neg: wat had jij in die situatie nodig gehad? Wat had je graag anders gezien
of bij pos: wat was er zo goed aan dit gedrag en waarom?

b. Was dit gedrag, genoemd in de vraag hierboven, typerend voor jou manier van
leidinggeven of gebeurde dit eenmalig?

Bij eenmalig gedrag: wat is typerend gedrag voor jou?

c. Welk gedrag zou jij graag willen laten zien?

d. Welk gedrag willen medewerkers denk je graag zien bij jou?
V.  Afsluitende vraag

a. Wat is je hoogst genoten opleiding?

b. Wat is je nationaliteit?

=> Zijn er nog andere dingen die je wil toevoegen of waarvan je denkt dat het belangrijk is mee te
nemen in dit onderzoek?
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Appendix B: Informed consent (in Dutch)

Onderzoek naar voorkeur in leiderschapsstijlen ten tijde van een reorganisatie.

In te vullen door de deelnemer
Ik verklaar op een voor mij duidelijke wijze te zijn ingelicht over de aard, methode, doel en

belasting van het onderzoek. Ik weet dat de gegevens en resultaten van het onderzoek alleen
anoniem en vertrouwelijk aan derden bekend gemaakt zullen worden. Mijn vragen zijn naar
tevredenheid beantwoord.

Ik begrijp dat de geluidsopname van dit interview uitsluitend voor analyse en/of
wetenschappelijke presentatie zal worden gebruikt.

Ik stem geheel vrijwillig in met deelname aan dit onderzoek. 1k behoud me daarbij het recht
voor om op elk moment zonder opgaaf van redenen mijn deelname aan dit onderzoek te
beéindigen.

Naam deelnemer:

Datum: ...............ccccceeeeeeveeneee..... Handtekening deelnemer: ...l

In te vullen door de uitvoerende onderzoeker
Ik heb een mondelinge en schriftelijke toelichting gegeven op het onderzoek. Ik zal resterende

vragen over het onderzoek naar vermogen beantwoorden. De deelnemer zal van een eventuele
voortijdige beéindiging van deelname aan dit onderzoek geen nadelige gevolgen ondervinden.

Naam onderzoeker:

Datum: ..............c.cccceeeeveeenneeeee... Handtekening onderzoeker: ...,
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Appendix C: Approval ethical committee (in Dutch)

Geachte onderzoeker,

Dit is een bericht vanuit de webapplicatie voor de aanvraag van de boordeling van een
voorgenomen onderzoek door de Commissie Ethiek.

Aanvraagnr. 116234

Titel van het onderzoek : Followers' and leaders' perceptions of leadership
Datum aanvraag : 25-04-2016

Onderzoeker : E.R.H. Nannings

Onderzoeksbegeleider : S. Janssen
Lid Commissie Ethiek : J.F. Gosselt
Gebruik SONA : Nee

Uw onderzoek is goedgekeurd door de commissie.
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