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“You cannot motivate your way out of a structural contradiction;
you can only design your way out of it.”

The Accusation Has Become a Reflex

Sit through enough transformation steering meetings and you will hear the same verdict
delivered with the same weary certainty. The strategy is sound. The programme is
resourced. The executive team is aligned. And yet nothing moves — because the middle is
frozen. Middle managers, the story goes, are the layer where change goes to die: they
applaud in the town hall and quietly defend the status quo, too far from the boardroom to
feel the ambition and too close to the daily grind to risk it. They have become, in language
that has hardened into cliché, the frozen middle.

I have heard this diagnosis so many times that I have come to distrust it — not because it is
entirely wrong, but because it is too convenient. It locates the failure of a transformation
in the character of people who are conspicuously absent from the room where the
accusation is made. And it stops exactly where the interesting question begins. If middle
managers across almost every sector and every kind of change behave in broadly the same
way, we are not looking at a coincidence of temperament. We are looking at a structural
condition. The pattern is far too consistent to be personal.

The Position We Build, Then Condemn

Consider what we actually ask of a middle manager during a major change. We hold them
accountable, in hard numbers, for this quarter's output — the service levels, the cost line,
the delivery dates that their own performance review is built on. Then we ask them to
champion a transformation whose explicit purpose is to disrupt the very machine they are
being measured on. We ask them to release their best people to the programme while still
hitting their targets with those who remain. We ask them to sell a future operating model
in which their span of control may shrink, their team may be restructured, or their own
role may quietly disappear.

And then, when they hesitate, we call it resistance.

We have asked one person to be simultaneously the guardian of today's numbers and the
sponsor of tomorrow's disruption — and then expressed surprise when they cannot
wholeheartedly be both.

The middle manager sits at the one point in the organisation where the abstraction of
strategy meets the friction of reality. Executives can hold a transformation as a portfolio of
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intentions. The front line experiences it as a set of new instructions. Only the middle is
required to hold both at once — to translate ambition into rota changes, budget
reallocations, and difficult conversations with people they will still be managing next
Monday. That translation is not a blockage in the pipe. It is the hardest cognitive and
emotional work in the whole endeavour, and we have handed it to the layer we have given
the least authority to do it.

Rational Behaviour, Misread as Sabotage

Much of what gets labelled resistance is, on closer inspection, entirely rational behaviour
by people responding to the incentives we set. A manager who quietly keeps their
strongest performer off the programme is not sabotaging change; they are protecting the
delivery they are accountable for. A manager who waits to see whether this year's initiative
outlasts the last three is not being cynical; they are pattern-matching on hard-won
experience. A manager who softens the message to their team is not being disloyal; they
are absorbing anxiety on behalf of people who trust them, because no one above them has
given them anything more honest to pass on.

• When we strip authority from a role but leave the accountability firmly in place,
caution is the only sane response.

• When we reward this quarter's numbers and merely exhort next year's
transformation, protecting the numbers is the predictable choice.

• When we have launched three change programmes in five years and finished none of
them, scepticism is not obstruction — it is memory.

None of this is an argument that middle managers are blameless, or that genuine
obstruction never happens. It does. But if you want to know whether you have a resistance
problem or a design problem, the test is simple: change the incentives and the authority,
then watch whether the behaviour changes with them. In my experience it almost always
does. The frozen middle thaws with remarkable speed once the organisation stops asking
its managers to serve two masters and gives them one coherent job instead.

Two Ways of Reading the Same Behaviour

The blame narrative The structural reading

Middle managers resist change They protect the delivery they are still measured on

They are risk-averse by nature They carry accountability without matching authority

They filter and dilute the message They absorb ambiguity the tier above declined to resolve

They hoard their best people They are told to transform and still hit target with fewer
hands

They have seen it all and stopped
caring

They have seen initiatives abandoned and learned to wait

Read the left-hand column and the remedy is a communications campaign, a leadership
workshop, perhaps a quiet reshuffle of the individuals deemed to be blocking. Read the
right-hand column and the remedy is quite different — and considerably more
uncomfortable for the people commissioning the transformation, because it points back
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towards them.

Designing the Role Instead of Exhorting the Person

If the bottleneck is structural, it yields to structural remedies, not motivational ones. A
handful of moves matter more than any amount of exhortation.

1. Reconcile the two scorecards. As long as a manager's assessment rests entirely on
business-as-usual delivery, change will always be the thing that gets done last. Give
transformation contribution real weight in how performance is judged, or accept that
it will lose every time to the target that pays the bonus.

2. Return authority to match the accountability. If you want managers to lead change,
give them genuine latitude — over their own resourcing, their local sequencing, their
ability to stop doing things that no longer matter. A role held accountable for an
outcome it cannot influence will default to self-protection every time.

3. Resource the backfill honestly. The instruction to release your best people and still
hit your numbers is not a stretch target; it is a contradiction. Fund the gap, or expect
managers to resolve the contradiction quietly, in favour of the numbers.

4. Give them something true to say. Managers dilute messages they do not believe and
cannot defend. Equip them with the real rationale, the real trade-offs, and honest
answers about what the change means for their people, and most will carry it further
and more credibly than any internal campaign ever could.

Notice that not one of these is a lever you pull on the middle manager. Every one is a lever
you pull on the design of the organisation around them. That is the whole point. You
cannot motivate your way out of a structural contradiction; you can only design your way
out of it.

The Bottleneck Is a Mirror

The enduring appeal of the frozen-middle story is that it asks nothing of the people who
tell it. It allows a transformation to fail without implicating its architecture, its sponsors, or
its incentives. It converts a question about how we have built the organisation into a
question about who is standing in the way.

The organisations I have watched move fastest were not the ones that found a clever way
to thaw a reluctant middle. They were the ones that stopped treating the middle as an
obstacle to be overcome and started treating it as the instrument through which change
actually happens — and then built the role so that it could. Before concluding that your
middle managers are the reason your transformation has stalled, it is worth asking the
harder question: given the position we have put them in, what else did we expect them to
do?


