
 

Abstract—Middle Management is now a reality in the 

business organizations, but there is, nevertheless, a lack of 

contextualization with respect to middle management in the 

history of management. This study will review the ideas of 

Taylor, Fayol, Mayo and Barnard –milestones in the history of 

organization- with the objective of highlighting what their 

contributions and limitations were concerning the advent of 

middle management. This research project shows that middle 

management is the natural result of a new organizational 

structure that originates in a knowledge society, shows the 

indispensable role played by middle managers today as a key 

element between management and lower levels of the 

organization, and demonstrates the need to provide them with 

specific training 

 

Index Terms—History of management, innovation of 

management, middle manager, training of middle manager.  

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Currently, the figure of the middle manager appears 

frequently in organizations. The concept of middle 

management is not at all well defined and the literature 

presents ambiguities [1]-[3]. Since the early twentieth 

century there have been many models and advances in 

organization theory and concerning how to govern 

organizations, but the focus and the object of study has 

always been the manager. That is, the theory of organization 

has been management theory and, on the practical side, the 

training of managers. For this reason this research will 

consider some models of organizations we consider more 

relevant within in the beginnings of theory of organization, 

aiming to analyze which characteristics have contributed to 

the role of the middle manager today. To resolve this issue 

we thought it appropriate to explore how the concept of the 

middle manager has evolved throughout the history of 

business organization theory. 

It would go beyond the scope of our research to carry out 

a thorough analysis of all organization theorists, therefore, 

we will focus on the authors whose theories we consider 

capable of opening new avenues to understanding middle 

management, due both to the limits of their theories as well 

as to their contributions. In particular, we will focus on 

Taylor, Fayol, Mayo and, finally, Barnard; authors whose 

contributions represent a milestone in the history of 
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organization and all of whom are previous to the post-

industrial society or the knowledge society. As we see 

below, it will be in the knowledge society where we can 

fully find the role of the middle manager. 

 

II. F. W. TAYLOR (1856-1915): “THE FUNCTIONAL 

SUPERVISOR” 

In Taylor’s theory [4] we will focus on the supervisor’s 

functions. Taylor's main concern was to increase 

productivity in the company; this problem, he said, was 

partially due to the fact that workers were slow and 

ineffective and lacked method in performing their tasks. 

Another factor that influenced lack of productivity was that 

employers were unaware of the time required to perform 

their tasks and, therefore, the control of tasks often became 

somewhat arbitrary, often causing rivalries and conflicts. 

This makes it difficult to achieve homogeneous production 

and creates serious problems within the organization. 

Influenced by the rationalist positivism of the day, Taylor 

proposed a rationalization of all productive activities so that 

homogeneous production could be achieved. To do this, the 

most competent worker must be chosen and his task 

movements must be broken down to verify whether the time 

required for each movement and the number of movements 

involved was strictly necessary. Thus, this worker's 

behaviour became standard and was presented to other 

workers as a model, the one best way; hence the behaviour 

presented to the workers was a purely technical form of 

learning. 

This model of performance implied separating 

formulation from execution for each job and establishing a 

division between the various stages of implementation. 

Moreover, putting the “one best way” into practice required 

the "functional supervision" of each task and several 

supervisors were needed, each one specialized in a 

particular area with the functional authority relative to only 

one task. Taylor sought to establish a control structure 

capable of ensuring maximum rationality and efficiency. 

The supervisor's role was only to insure that the worker 

adapted his/her movements to the standard model set. 

This functional supervisor, in the sense that they oversaw 

subordinates, may appear as a first middle manager, but the 

fact that their task was reduced solely to control, reduced 

their role to that of a mere executor according to a 

mechanical model of workers and their work; a role in 

which there was no possibility of making any contribution. 

That is, the “perfectioning” to which Taylorism aspired 

follows a "technical" model: it was not the result of the 

worker's intervention as a person. In summary, the human 
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factor was not considered in Taylorism and organization 

acquires the static and rigid characteristics of a large 

machine. 

 

III. H. FAYOL (1841-1925): PRINCIPLES RATHER THAN 

RULES 

In regards to the theory of formal organization, we are 

going to focus on principles of authority and initiative. 

Fayol [5] determined that in a business organization there 

are various activities and, in particular, the task of 

management has a specific character and, therefore, should 

not be something left to a technician. So with this author a 

concept of administration different than Taylor's appears: 

management does not consist of a purely technical planning 

and control of the workplace, or of the rigid application of a 

set of operating rules, but rather of know-how. Fayol [6] 

thinks that the science of management is not confined to the 

rigid application of certain rules because he observed the 

contingent and unique character of human acts. In fact, he 

uses the term "principles" rather than "rules1". It would be 

worth clarifying the distinction between rules and principals: 

rules implicate one single way of practicing while principles 

are just an orientation that allows one to bear in mind 

certain concrete conditions and circumstances.  There are 

fourteen principles Fayol refers to and we will focus on 

those we consider the most relevant in order to help us 

understand how the role of the middle manager appears: 

these are the principles of authority and initiative. 

The authority principle also represents an advance in two 

particular aspects. First, because it makes a distinction 

between "official authority,” that which is derived from the 

position, and "personal authority,” which, according to 

Fayol, consists in personal intelligence, experience, moral 

courage, managerial ability and previous experience. This 

distinction opens up a wider concept of authority: authority 

is given to us not only as a function of a position held, but is 

somehow related to personal qualities and, therefore, can 

occur at any level in the organization. 

The initiative principle consists, according to the author, 

in the power to make decisions and implement them, that is, 

it generates a framework of freedom that grants the worker, 

regardless of the level he/she occupies in the chain, a 

decision-making margin. However, Fayol realizes that it is 

an arduous task - for the top manager - to maintain and 

inspire the initiative of all workers without overstepping the 

limits set by authority. In effect, promoting the initiative of 

all workers implies taking risks, but at the same time it 

represents a different way of understanding managerial 

tasks and deserves considerable attention in order to explain 

the behaviour of the middle manager2.  

 

IV. E. MAYO (1880-1949): “THE INFORMAL LEADER” 

 

1"I will prefer to use the word 'principles,' stripping it of any notion of 

rigidity. There is nothing rigid or absolute in administrative matters, it's all 

a matter of degree. The same principle is almost never applied twice in 

identical conditions" [5]. 
2On the other hand, the exchange of information, as well as initiative, 

implies a degree of trust between the two [2]. 

Within the Theory of Human Relations we are going to 

analyze the figure of informal leader. Human Relations 

School3 arose as a result of the conclusions reached by the 

group of Harvard professors that had participated in the 

Hawthorne studies. They realized that other factors 

appeared - psychological and social - that had a great 

influence on productivity and had not been taken into 

account up to that point in time. 
The research at Hawthorne showed the tendency people 

have to form or belong to a workgroup and the satisfaction 

they derive from it. People were no longer regarded as an 

isolated and unique unit. The unit becomes the group. Mayo 

[7] observed that for the individual, groups are an 

integrating factor, a means to reduce the monotony of work, 

a communication channel, an opportunity to earn prestige 

and, most importantly, a factor that increases job security4. 

The existence of these informal groups led him to focus his 

studies on what later would be called the "informal 

organization." These informal groups led him to discover 

the importance of interpersonal relationships that arise 

spontaneously in the workplace, and this is what was 

subsequently called informal organization. 

Mayo mentions that there will be one group member that 

stands out, one who becomes the "leader" of the group and 

sets standards of behaviour that are accepted and adopted by 

the others, a sort of informal leader. Although this figure 

may initially evoke what will later be called middle 

management, this figure cannot be identified as such 

because, in the first place, the informal leader is just another 

member of the group that has taken on a role that has not 

been assigned by top management and for which he/she has 

no special training; and, in the second place, because the 

groups Mayo refers to are small groups that are only united 

by a series of common tasks and, consequently, because 

his/her viewpoint is very limited and his/her interests are 

solely those of the group to which he/she belongs, without 

regard for the organization's goals. However, in our view, 

the current role of the middle manager is linked more to 

formal organisation given that the role does not emerge 

spontaneously but has, instead, been established in advance.  

 

V. CH. I. BARNARD (1886-1961): TWO-WAY 

COMMUNICATION 

In the fourth place, we will review some aspects of Ch. 

Barnard’s thinking [8]. We are aware of the depth and 

complexity of his theory and will thus confine our 

explanation to the key aspects in understanding the figure of 

the current middle manager. The organization, for Barnard, 

is a kind of human cooperation; conscious, deliberate, and 

oriented to the attainment of a certain purpose. 

Consequently, in Barnard’s theory, communication becomes 

a key element. 

This represents an important innovation because 

communication within organization was previously 

 

3Mayo was the founder of Human Relations School. 
4 Although the evaluation of group membership has been a positive 

contribution, Mayo gives undue importance to groups to the point that he 

calls into question individual freedom.  
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understood only as a formal channel, yet this way it takes on 

two forms: descending communication, which corresponds 

mainly to formal communication, and ascending 

communication, which would originate in an informal 

manner from any member of the organization to the 

managers. Barnard realizes that the role a member plays in 

the organization is as real as the influence their qualities and 

character has in fulfilling this role. Barnard concludes that 

they must be complementary aspects in the study of 

organizational behaviour. Therefore, Barnard argues that it 

is necessary to ensure the existence of informal 

organizations in order to reduce the need for formal 

decisions and to promote the interactions that help to 

achieve the objectives of the organization. That is, Barnard's 

success is not the discovery of formal organization or of 

informal organization, but the affirmation that they are 

inseparable5.  

Another issue that we cannot overlook is how Barnard 

refers to the issue of authority in relation to communication: 

Barnard argues that authority is what links communication 

with the willingness of individuals to cooperate, because 

authority depends as much on a cooperative attitude from 

the organization's staff members as it does on the 

communication system. Regarding the objective nature of 

authority, Barnard [8] establishes a distinction of interest 

that refers to the authority of position, which is what an 

individual has "merely because of the advantage of his 

position," and managerial authority, which is attributed to 

certain individuals for their superior ability - knowledge, 

intelligence - regardless of their position6.  

In this sense, Barnard believes that one of the main 

functions of managers is to serve as a channel of 

communication which facilitates the coordination of the 

activities of other members within the organization. This 

first managerial task - to serve as a channel of 

communication - involves loyal behaviour at all levels: 

loyalty is "the first necessity, because the lines of 

communication cannot function at all unless the personal 

contributions of executives are present at the required 

positions, at the times necessary, and without default for 

ordinary personal reasons" [8]. Secondly, Barnard considers 

it necessary to ensure informal organization, whose 

functions are, among others, to reduce the need for formal 

decisions and to promote to a maximum the interactions that 

agree with the assignment of formal responsibilities. In this 

sense, it must be made clear, as will be discussed later, that 

the communication of middle managers with superiors is 

more than just spontaneous communication; the role 

assumed by the middle manager in current organizations 

involves a feedback between middle manager and top 

manager that is necessary to enrich the managerial strategic 

vision [9]. 

Another function assigned to management is the 

formulation of goals and objectives which, although 

 

5
 In Barnard's thinking, social factors that influence organizations are 

not established in connection with membership of a group as stated by 

Mayo, but rather any interaction originates in a spontaneous way among 

members of the organization. 
6 In this respect, one sees a certain resemblance to the distinction made 

by Fayol between formal authority and personal authority, which in turn 

can be linked to the figure of the middle manager. 

primarily the task of managers, should not be limited to 

them. One of the major difficulties for the functioning of 

organizations is to transmit to lower staff levels the 

organization's general goals and major decisions. This is the 

only way members will remain united and capable of being 

coherent with respect to final and detailed decisions. 

Consequently, managers need to "understand the concrete 

conditions and the specific decisions of the “ultimate” 

contributors from which and from whom executives are 

often insulated" [8]. The importance of ascending and 

descending communication is noted once again so that all 

the organization's members have in mind the organization's 

goals and, in this sense, middle management will be a 

fundamental channel. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION: THE MIDDLE MANAGER 

After this brief tour of the history of the beginning’s 

organization ś theory, we are now in a position to make a 

first approximation to what is meant by middle manager. As 

we have already seen, one of the most important and 

relevant contributions is that of Barnard’s considering the 

organisation as a cooperative system in which formal and 

informal organisation are inseparable and in which both 

ascending and descending forms of communication play a 

fundamental role. This framework will help us to 

understand the current role of the middle manager as we 

will now see.   

We can say that the current middle manager requires not 

so much a specific management model as an organizational 

model, where the relationship between manager and 

employee has been restructured. The middle manager is not 

the result of management understanding and an acceptance 

of the need to delegate, but rather it supposes belonging to 

an organization understood as cooperation; this way, the 

company is understood as a set of people who strive to 

achieve a common goal through contributions that are 

personal and different for each member. In the knowledge 

society, as Drucker points out, “the management of 

knowledge workers must be based on the assumption that 

the corporation needs them more than they need it” [10] But 

for true cooperation, mutual understanding is necessary, 

which in turn requires communication. Descending 

communication - managerial communication of the 

organization's objectives and goals to other members - is not 

enough and, instead, according to Drucker [11] 

communication "should begin with the supposed recipient 

of the communication rather than the issuer.” And in this 

sense the middle manager, as a formal communication 

channel, plays a fundamental role within the organization.  

On the other hand, the middle manager is only possible in 

a type of organization in which positions have a margin of 

managerial work and operational work 7 , where the 

proportion of managerial work increases with increasing 

responsibility within the operation of the organization: 

 

7 It is useful to introduce two concepts developed by Llano [19] here. 

This author defines managerial work as that which does not follow fixed 

rules and whose outcome is uncertain, while operational work is that which 

follows known fixed rules and for which the results, supposing the rules are 

followed, are at least statistically secure. 
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“knowledge workers expect to make the decisions 

pertaining to their own field” [11]. From this consideration, 

the middle manager becomes a key player with a high 

degree of responsibility derived from their strategic place 

within the organizational structure, since they know both the 

day-to-day activity and the organization's strategy [12].With 

this perspective it might appear that middle management is 

just a vertical mediator between management and 

operational levels; but this view must be complemented by 

identifying middle management also as a horizontal 

integrator that ensures the distribution of knowledge 

throughout the organization [13], [14]. What in previous 

organizational models had caused estrangement or conflict, 

in this new model of organization, and thanks to the middle 

manager, can become complementary [15], [16].  

From these coordinates it is clear that this new model of 

organization is the result of what has been called a 

knowledge society: the middle manager requires specific 

training; a fact that, until recently, had not been observed 

[17]. Training becomes particularly necessary when one 

considers that the middle manager acts as a catalyst for two 

interlocutors with different training, functions, motivation 

and information: on one side the manager, and, on the other, 

the frontline worker [18]. 

In conclusion, this review has sought to highlight the 

main features and functions of middle management through 

various contributions to organization theory. It provides a 

new perspective on the middle manager insofar as it 

approaches the middle manager through a historical 

perspective and thus new topics for further research remain 

open. 
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