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Taking a view from this perspective provides greater insight 

A few weeks back we circulated a paper, 'Leaders on Tap'. In short this brought together
the views of a bunch of senior leaders across different water companies around the
challenge of developing Leaders for the future, specifically within the middle manager
community.

We had some great feedback on what we put out, people acknowledged the value and
so we decided not to stop there. A number of people raised additional questions linked
to the initial output and so we decided to keep going on building insight in this space.
This led us to the next questions:

'How would middle managers answer these questions?'
AND

'What are the differences in perspective (if any)?' 
 

It turns out there are some quite interesting findings in comparing and contrasting senior
leaders and middle managers views on questions around future skills so we've pulled
everything together in this latest report.

5
Key themes that senior leaders
and middle managers don't
quite agree on

Over the next few pages you'll find the things both groups
agree on along with the 5 key themes the groups
perspectives differed around.



The 7 things everyone seems to
agree on

After we went through all of the data and pulled out the things that
everyone seemed pretty aligned on, we landed on these 7
statements:
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Middle management is critical to big
goals

The development of this population is
critical to achievement of big goals

4/5 of the leadership styles
mentioned are as important

That there is a significant gap

The time we believe we should spend
on development of these skills

That coaching is important

On the level of desire within this
population to develop these skills

No real surprises there then....

These may seem really obvious, but its important to know
when thinking appears to be aligned. Without knowing this
we're just assuming after all. 

So what things didn't quite share the same level of 
 consensus?



Senior Leaders may want to look a little closer

After reviewing all of the data we identified 5 key themes that
didn't quite demonstrate alignment of thinking in the 2
groups.

Middle managers appeared to believe more strongly in the
following:

The 5 themes that appear to
carry a different perspective
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So what does this mean? Should we pay any attention to
this? If so, why and how?

It's worth digging into each of these 5 a little more to look at
the data and also start the conversation around what this
may or may not be telling us and where we might go next.

We've done just that over the next 5 pages....

Servant leadership is of high
importance

The time that is actually spent on
development isn't as low

Face to face learning over hybrid
would be better

L&D strategies are  well aligned to
future needs

Development is more individual led,
HR not leading in the main
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of middle
managers felt
practicing Servant
Leadership was
critical

Why is there a difference and what could this mean?
 
As middle managers are closer to the operational areas and what we might call 'front line' it stands to
reason that they may bias towards more people centric styles of leadership as opposed to more 'strategic'
labelled styles. In our experience, servant leadership is often talked about but not easily practiced,
especially by senior leaders as a general principle is that of getting from behind the desk and into the work,
with the people (at least for some of the time).

If middle managers can see the importance for this type of leadership to support improved, people centric
cultures but some senior leaders cannot, this mis-alignment could lead to some interesting differences in
opinion on how to lead our teams in the future.

An understanding between senior leadership and middle management around the styles of leadership we
are developing for the future and how that relates to everyone, surely has to be a goal for all organisations
to better enable their organisational structures and the responsibilities within.

Servant leadership is of high
importance
What is servant leadership?
 
Servant leadership is when the main goal of the leader is to serve. This is different from traditional
leadership where the leader's main focus is the thriving of their company or organisations. A servant leader
shares power, puts the needs of the employees first and helps people develop and perform as highly as
possible. Instead of the people working to serve the leader, the leader exists to serve the people.

How did the views of the 2 groups differ?
 
The senior leadership group rated this type of leadership lower than the other styles thrown up in the
questions asked. Middle managers rated this extremely high.

100%

“I think the role of a 'manager' will move away from getting
involved in day to day BAU management activities and move

towards coaching, leading and influencing role”
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Senior leaders aren't close enough to the development plans of their middle managers
There is a lack of understanding of what 'development' means by everyone involved, especially in the
direction of future skills
We're all guessing as we have no measures in place that tell us what the reality really is

Why is there a difference and what could this mean?
 
It would be worrying if both groups came to the exact same conclusion but there is a difference here to be
understood and we believe the following may be worth thinking about as possible explanations:

We're not saying that these are true for you, but all are surely worth some valuable thinking time. Not
getting this right could have huge impacts further down the line as no matter how well formed the intentions
are, if time isn't allowed we will be controlled by the clock.

We believe all 3 of these areas outlined can be actioned by leaders right away, they just require the desire
to take action. As we learned from our initial findings, this group believe this challenge is critical.

We're working on more than you might think
 
This was really interesting to see the data shift this way, although in hindsight this kind of makes perfect
sense. On the whole both groups agree that more time could be spent by middle managers, working on the
types of skills outlined in the research. However, the perception of what the current actual looks like is
where the disparity comes in.

How did the views of the 2 groups differ?
 
The middle management population told us that they believe they are spending a higher proportion of their
time working on developing future skills than it appears is thought by senior leaders.

difference in the
view on actually
spending vs
perceived by
senior leadership

24%

The time that is actually spent on
development isn't as low

“Middle management is the key link between
company targets and getting the best from our

people which takes time and the right training ”



Face to face learning over hybrid
would be better
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Why is there a difference and what could this mean?
 
As a middle manager you're generally in the thick of things, day in day out, with the people, and have
grown accustomed to interactions and learning happening in this environment. Even before C-19 hit, it
wasn't untypical to see senior leaders spending a high % of time, on video calls, on the phone and working
remotely due to the challenge of engaging with a wider group of stakeholders.

It makes sense then that the transition for senior leaders to a hybrid way of working should be much more
palatable and an easier transition than for those who have had the day to day buzz of being with teams cut
back to a remote environment.

Based on these findings we believe its important for senior leaders to acknowledge these differences due
to their positioning in the organisation and support their middle managers by really understanding their
perspective. It may appear that we have accepted the new normal but maybe that's just our own reality and
not that of our teams.

Not loving the digital experience as much as people think
 
We've all been spending hours looking at our screens over the past 18 months and in essence we have
done really well to adapt to working in this way. There is a high degree of 'we're not going back' and the
idea of emerging into a new 'hybrid' setting with the best of both worlds, but as this group of middle
managers told us, a high volume of face to face interactions are what we would really like where our
development is concerned.

How did the views of the 2 groups differ?
 
The middle management population told us that they would much prefer a full face to face set of
interactions, where their learning was concerned, in contrast to a much more hybrid bias from the senior
leader group.

of middle
managers would
opt for just face to
face interactions
for learning

40%

“I would find it hard from my position to see how I can
evolve in the next five years until I can be assured that
what I am doing remotely is to the best of my ability ”
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Middle managers are on the receiving end of the L&D efforts, are closer and therefore are a better
judge as they effectively are the Customer of this functions efforts
Senior leaders better understand the strategy, especially in terms of future requirements and so they
are better equipped to assess the alignment with a more strategic hat on

Why is there a difference and what could this mean?
 
There are a couple of theories that spring to mind here:

Both of these points are worth consideration. if either of these statements has any truth to it then its
important for both groups as a collective to understand the dynamics of this. If we don't get this right it
could result in wasted effort, ineffective management practices, people and customer impacts to highlight
just a few.

Most, if not all organisations will have L&D strategies in play. We believe it would be wise to have ways of
measuring the effectiveness of these strategies (if not already), against future goals, with feeds from
multiple perspectives to ensure we take care of both points raised above.

Our L&D teams may be doing a better job than we think
 
If you're part of the L&D function in any organisation you will understand how difficult it can be to engage
with the areas you support but also how impactful it can be when you get it right. This then must be seen
as a huge positive that on the whole, across all of the people involved in this research, L&D alignment
faired reasonably well. 

How did the views of the 2 groups differ?
 
Middle managers see L&D efforts as more aligned to future skills development than that of their senior
group. 

of middle
managers viewed
L&D alignment as
mid-high for future
skills

80%

L&D strategies are well aligned to
future needs

“I think leadership development for middle managers is very
important in handling pressures from seniors managers as well

direct reports and support in translating that”



Development is more individual
led, HR not leading in the main
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Are some senior leaders leaving it to L&D to cover off 'development'?
What does 'individual led' mean to people as could mean different things?
Are we seeing 'individual led' as good or bad and regardless of the answer do we all have a common
understanding of what great development looks like?

Why is there a difference and what could this mean?
 
This is a difficult one to try and interpret and ultimately could boil down to the relationship between the
senior leader and the manager. It does beg some questions though:

There is an inherent risk that potentially lies within this and that is of mis-aligned development. What if our
proactive managers develop in ways that are not necessarily in line with our future requirements. Surely all
development is good? But maybe not all development is equal?

Our managers still need guidance, as everyone agreed, a coaching style of leadership is something we all
believe in and the relationship between senior leader and middle manager is one where this surely must be
applied.

More Managers than we think are driving their own development
 
Assuming you just read the previous page, this might now sound like a bit of a contradiction. We believe
L&D strategies are well aligned but at the same time we are taking it upon ourselves to drive our own
development, in most cases. If we can agree that alignment doesn't equal effort then it should be possible
to have well aligned L&D strategies but at the same time a requirement for individuals to take their
development into their own hands.

How did the views of the 2 groups differ?
 
When we previously asked senior leaders the view on this came back really low. The middle manager
community however, told us that they are driving their own development a significant amount of the time.

difference in the
views around
development being
'individual led'

31%

“Each individual is at a different stage or
journey in their career so discussing this

seems the best way forward”



Alignment is fundamental to any
organisation. Working on aligning people to
common purpose, goals, objectives etc is a
must if the organisation is to perform
anywhere near its potential.

What we believe we have shone a light on
through this additional report are areas
where Leaders and Managers can focus
some of their efforts on improving
alignment.

It may be that when discussing some of
these areas pointed out, we have great
alignment, and that's brilliant. It maybe that
when discussing we find opportunities for
improvement that we can work on and that
can only make our efforts towards building
skills for the future much more effective.

Here's 6 practical next steps summarised:

How then can we start to think differently about responding to this?
As with the first report around this particular challenge, our hope is that this has got you thinking and maybe
even taking action aimed at improving your own situation and ultimately organisational performance.

It all starts with thinking differently! Being part of the system often means you can't see these things as they
don't present themselves in this way. Opening up to new perspectives and being curious as a leader once
insights present themselves is critical to overall performance improvement. We hope some of this peaks
your curiosity.

You may have already recognised some of these things in your own organisation, function or department
and have been working on these. If this is the case we would love to chat with you and hear your stories.

In Summary – what can we take
away from all of this?

A final question……as a Water Leader what step(s) did YOU take since
the initial report that are aligned to working on this very challenge? 9

What next?
We're still driving this conversation! It's just the beginning of building into this challenge and what we are
aiming to inspire.

There are further questions and insights beyond this extended report. We are already starting to think about
how we can uncover these in support of the sector.
This only happens with continued input, reaction, thinking and so once again, if you have managed to read
to this point you will inevitably be having thoughts of some kind……again we would love to hear them.

Develop an understanding between senior leaders and
middle managers around the styles of leadership we are
developing for the future and how that relates to everyone

Build an understanding of what 'development' means for
everyone involved, especially in the direction of future
skills

Establish effective measures that tell us about the reality
around time that is made available for developing future
skills

Seek a collective understanding of the managers
perspectives on hybrid scenario's due to the difference in
impact against their role

Evolve ways of measuring the effectiveness of L&D
strategies, against future goals, with feeds from multiple
perspectives i.e. strategic & internal customer

Explore what 'great' development looks like which
includes understanding of what is meant by 'individual
led'



Get Knowledge is a coaching, training and consultancy services business based in the North of England.

Working within the Service sector, primarily within Water, Customer Operations, Shared Service &
Change functions we learn together and create Fun, Authentic, Caring & Trusted teams that deliver more
with less.

People see a lot of change, BUT not a lot of improvement. That is where we are different, the foundation
for all improvement starts with learning and the reason we are called ‘Get Knowledge’.

Socrates said, “I cannot teach anybody anything, I can only make them think!”, and we know it is time to
think differently about HOW we all approach change.

Our Values of FACT (Fun, Authentic, Caring & Trust) are not just how we are, they fundamentally
underpin our standards of service. 

You can find out more about Get Knowledge by going to www.getknowledge.co.uk OR you can drop us
a message at info@getknowledge.co.uk 

About Get Knowledge &
the Author
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“Jason is a fantastic coach, he’s super adaptable and can
work successfully with a really wide range of people. He’s
worked with our leadership teams to embed a Performance
Excellence culture, to understand how to identify problems

and solve them, how to lead through coaching and most
importantly how to develop a sense of team purpose that

everyone can buy into”
– Zoe Burns-Shore (CCO Yorkshire Water)The Author - Jason Elliott

Jason is a father, mountaineer, girls football coach and co-founder of Get Knowledge. Jason helps business
leaders and managers with all things improvement, with a slant towards organisations with a key role to play
in our future world.

After 18 years working using a variety of improvement methods and leading a bunch of improvement and
operational teams, Jason decided to stop ‘consulting’ and now looks to focus on helping people to think
differently about solving their own challenges by taking a more coaching led approach.

This led to the emergence of our Sustainable Performance Excellence practice which Jason heads up.

Over the past 3+ years and into current day, Jason has been hands on with water leaders helping to solve a
variety of challenges.

http://www.getknowledge.co.uk/
mailto:info@getknowledge.co.uk

