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Sammanfattning 

Syfte: Syftet med denna studie var att få en förståelse för samspelet mellan Mellanchefer 

(MM) och Linjechefer (FLM) vid genomförandet av en strategiimplementering (SI). För att

lyckas kontrollera och driva en komplex teknikorganisation är en väl genomförd strategi

essentiell. Detta gjordes genom att jämföra MMs och FLMs olika syn och ansvarsområden i

SI-processen, både teoretisk och empirisk.

Metodik: Det teoretiska materialet som har jämförts i studien inkluderar ledarskap,

Mellanchefers och Linjechefens roller och ansvar, samt strategiimplementeringsprocessens

hinder och framgångsfaktorer. Detta kompletterades med en övergripande pilotstudie och

med primära intervjuer som visade på MMs and FLMs respektive syn på hinder, hävstänger

och ledarskap under SI-processen samt deras syn på sin roll. Sammantaget hölls 10

pilotintervjuer och 12 primära intervjuer, där mellanchefer och linjechefer var lika

representerade.

Resultat: Rapporten konkluderar tre viktiga attribut för skapandet av ett dynamiskt

samspel mellan mellanchefer och linjecheferna. För det första, krävs en tydlig fördelning av

uppgifter och ansvar mellan MMs och FLMs alternativt mellan de nyckelpersonerna som är

inblandade och ansvarig i processen. För det andra, är det viktigt att välja rätt

nyckelpersoner i SI-processen och att plocka dessa från olika nivåer i organisationen då de

besitter olika erfarenheter. Viktigt är att skapa en total transparens och kunskapsöverföring

mellan alla nyckelpersoner i processen samt mellan de olika organisatoriska nivåerna. Detta

kommer att resultera i ett större engagemang och en känsla av mer inflytande på SI-

processen. Slutligen, för att skapa en framgångsrik SI-process och ett dynamiskt samspel

mellan MMs och FLMs, måste det strategiska arbetet belönas lika mycket som operativa och

produktspecifika insatser.
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Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this research was to study the interplay between middle 

managers (MMs) and front-line managers (FLMs) in strategy implementation (SI). To 

successfully manage and run a complex technology corporation a well-performed strategy 

is essential. By comparing MMs’ and FLMs’ different views and responsibilities in the SI 

process, both theoretical and empirical.  
Methodology: Theoretical material regarding leadership, middle and front-line manager 

roles and responsibilities, as well the strategy implementation process, obstacles 

and success factors are compared in the study. Supplemented by a general pilot study 

and primary interviews covering their view of the SI-process, obstacles and 

leverages, leadership, and their roles description. In total, ten pilot interviews and 

12 primary interviews have been conducted, with MMs and FLMs, equally represented.  

Findings: In large, the main findings regarding the creation of a dynamic interplay 

between MMs and FLMs were three identified key attributes. Firstly, success in the SI 

process and constructive dynamic require a clear distribution of tasks and responsibilities 

between MMs and FLMs or the key responsibilities in the process. Secondly, select key 

people for the SI process, picked from different levels in the organization with 

different viewpoint and expertise. Making sure that there are total transparency and 

knowledge sharing between all key members and organizational levels. This will 

enable a greater involvement and commitment in the SI-process. Finally, to create a 

successful SI-process and a dynamic interplay between MMs and FLMs, strategic work 

must be rewarded equally compared to operational excellence and product-development 

efforts.   

Report type: Master thesis  
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Definitions  

Middle manager -  An employee in a business who manages at least one subordinate level of 
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Front-line manager – An employee with the primary focus on control and direct reporting 
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and coaching for the direct reports as well as other employees (Business Dictionary, 2018). 

Manager – A person who is responsible for managing, control or direct an institution, business 
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Interplay – By interplay we refer to are the actions of two people or more and the effect they have 

on each other (Cambridge Dictionary, 2018).  
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1. Introduction

This chapter is an introduction to the chosen research field and consists of an introduction to the 

problem area, followed by a problem description, an explanation of the purpose of the paper, and 

finally, the research questions are stated. Furthermore, the contribution, limitations, and 

delimitations are described. Lastly, a structural outline of the thesis is presented.  

1.1 Introduction and background 

To successfully manage and run a large and complex technology development global organization 

a well-performed strategy formation is essential (Porter, 1991). Equally important is the strategy 

implementation. However, there is today less focus on implementation compared to the 

formation. Investigations reveal that major challenges are to be found in strategy implementation 

process (Hrebiniak, 2005). An effective strategy implementation (SI) of a mediocre strategy is 

demonstrated to generate better results than a good strategy with mediocre strategy 

implementation. Hence, emphasizes the importance of a well-performed implementation to 

maintain corporate competitiveness (Lee & Puranam, 2016).  

Implementation is described as the process of putting a plan, strategy or decision in progress or 

execution (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2017; Noble 1999; Kotler 1984). However, there are no 

consistent definitions of the term strategy implementation today (Noble, 1999; Noble & Mokwa, 

1999). Both Hrebiniak & Joyce, and Reed & Buckley exemplifies this in their studies indicating the 

oppositional view of strategy implementation as an act of control. Implementation is a sequence 

of arrangements concerning organizational structure, system, and actions in the direction of the 

desired endpoint (Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1984; Reed & Buckley, 1988). The widespread perceptions 

and the misunderstanding between implementation, strategy, and execution is the main reason 

for the incoherent definition (Favaro, 2015).  

A misunderstood or unsuccessful strategy implementation can lead to poor short-term 

performance, insufficient progressions in the future, and failed goals completion (Crittenden & 

Crittenden, 2008). Efficient strategy implementation is therefore directly linked to a company's 

performance and success (Hult, Olson & Slater 2010). However, strategy implementation is often 

described as the toughest challenge for managers (Chaffee, 1985; Dobni, 2003). A study 

performed by Johnson in 2004, the result indicated that only 1 out of 3 corporate strategies were 

completely implemented (Johnson 2004). According to a study by Kaplan and Norton in 2005, 

only 5 % of the employees in a company are aware of or understand their organization’s strategy. 

The low awareness indicates a lack of communication between the formatted strategy and the 
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executed strategy, as well as a gap between top management (TM), middle managers (MM), front-

line managers (FLM) and employees (Kaplan & Norton, 2005). Subsequently, the definition of 

strategy implementation and its process is so ambivalent, that no coherent view on strategy 

implementation obstacles and key problems can be concluded.   

However, MMs committed during strategy implementation has been proven to generate a positive 

effect on the organization (Floyed & Wooldridge, 1992; Huy, 2001; Furnham, 2002). In 1970 the 

topic of MMs involved in strategic management was firstly debated by Bower who proved their 

ability to evaluate a strategic visions appropriateness based on their knowledge on the current 

organizational context and impediments (Bower, 1970). The MM function as a unique link 

between outer people, such as TM comprehending the organization to connect and describe it to 

the world, and inner people, employees, focused on the day-to-day operations (Mintzberg, 1996). 

MMs have often been portrayed to have a lack of cooperation, have an agenda on their own, and 

directly sabotaging TMs strategic initiatives (Huy, 2001). It is a result of poor listening and lack of 

appreciation and rewards from the upper levels. An MM hold a position within the organization 

where you can envision changes as well as connect to day-to-day operation with the 

organizational bigger picture hence creating adapted strategic changes.  

Furthermore, to communicate a strategy in an efficient way the strategy needs to be presented in 

the right context by using situation-based language, involve the right communication channels 

and involve influential individuals within the organization (Huy, 2001). Enabling a constructive 

interplay between TMs and MMs is required otherwise it will result in a trickle-down effect of 

uncommitted employees. Additionally, it emphasizes the importance of MMs during the 

implementation process (Chen, 2014). In a study from 2001, Nutt describes the fact that MMs 

possesses a highly developed understanding of their organization. His research indicated that only 

20% of the strategic initiatives proposed by TMs were successfully implemented, while 80% of 

actions initiated by MMs were executed (Nutt, 2001). 

During the past decade, most research has been focused on TMs and their involvement in the 

formulation and implementation of a strategy (Lohrke, Bedeian, & Palmer, 2004; Shimizu, 

2017¸Bourgeois & Brodwin, 1984; Bas Koene, 2017).  Increasing friction within an organization 

correlates with the amount of hierarchy within the organization.  In a study from 2005, Parnell 

concludes that lower level manager value inclusion and their ability to contribute (Parnell, 2005). 

Even though MMs and FLMs play an essential role in the process, they are often neglected from 

the strategic management process. The behavior of FLMs has been proven to positively correlate 

with organization performance hence they function as a link for communication and strategic 
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management (Hill & Jones, 2008). Actions of FLMs are more effective and have a higher rate of 

success of creating committed employees compared to TM’s vision or actions. Lack of 

participation from FLMs is often observed in organizations that fail in strategy implementation 

(Reese, 2014). To conclude, the importance of MM’s and FLM’s commitment and involvement 

during strategy implementation is correlated with the success rate of the implementation. Some 

research emphasizes MMs contribution to the process (Bower, 1970; Nutt, 2001; Huy, 2001) but 

there is a lack of research regarding FLMs involved in SI. Hales enlightens a shift of tasks between 

MMs and FLMs in his study from 2007 where he emphasizes a lack of unity between theoretical 

and empirically observed responsibilities, as well as the need for further understanding of MMs 

and FLMs new roles and interplay (Hales, 2007). Furthermore, he sees the responsibilities shift as 

a result of outdated organizational structures, reorganization or the pressured market.  

Accordingly, this introduction reveals the need for additional research within the area of; creating 

a dynamic interplay between MMs and FLMs in the process of strategy implementation. 

1.2 Background to case industry 

This case study was conducted at a large, hierarchical, and international technology organization, 

within the ICT industry. The hierarchal form refers to a pyramidal organizational structure with 

multiple departments, in an organizational assembly where the CEO is the only one without a 

superordinate (Colette Meehan, 2017).  Nowadays, most organizations have a three-level 

hierarchical structure, including some MMs, according to Marcia J. Simmering in a study from 

2014 (Simmering, 2014).  

The ICT business is a vast, complex, and heavy industry. The industry, which represents almost 

5% of the European economy and generates information and communication technology 

infrastructure by integrating telecommunication, computers, and audio systems (European 

Commission, 2017).  

The rapid changes and the uncertainty in the business world of today puts a lot of pressure of 

being innovative, quick, and adaptive to new and changing business situations, trends, or climates 

(Parker et al., 2013). The volatility of business operating margins has redoubled since 1950 

(Reeves &  Daimler, 2011) which also includes the ICT industry with the result of a never-ending 

stream of technology trends and harsher customer requirements. As an industry, the ICT industry 

is not unique regarding the strategy implementation failure statistics and was, therefore, a 

suitable market to use as a research area with this case study. This study focusses on one of the 

R&D units and consists of three to four hierarchical levels. There exist ten sections within the 

group some situated in different geographic locations in Sweden.  

https://hbr.org/search?term=martin+reeves
https://hbr.org/search?term=mike+deimler
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1.3 Problematization 

According to present research, strategy implementation is a necessary foundation for creating a 

successful and competitive business. Nevertheless, SI as a concept that has been widely debated 

and is often seen as a complicated and problematic topic. As stated by Olson, Slater, and Hult it in 

their study from 2005 “doing is harder, than dreaming”, Hrebiniak, in his study from 2006, 

established that “strategy formation is hard, but strategy implementation is even harder” (Olson, 

Salter & Hult, 2005; Hrebiniak, 2006). The high failure rate in SI reveals a gap between theory and 

empirics (Johnson, 2004). Furthermore, this emphasizes the importance of more research within 

this area (Salih & Doll, 2013).   

Strategy implementation is a complicated process since it involves the whole organization; all 

departments, all employees, and all managers. When it comes to successfully concretize and 

implementing strategic plans, both MMs and FLMs possess an important organizational position 

with both upward and downward influence and impact (Huy, 2001; Ahearne, Lam & Kraus, 2013). 

In a hierarchical organization with multiple organizational levels, the MMs’ and FLMs’ roles 

become ambiguous generating significant administrative problems in the SI process. Increasing 

the number of hierarchical levels within an organization results in more complexity and more 

challenging implementation processes. During the past decade, a reorganization of the 

hierarchical structure has occurred resulting in fewer MM levels and a shift in responsibilities 

between MM and FLM (Hales, 2007). The interplay between the roles is affected by the change in 

responsibilities hence new requirements are added. However, little research is done within the 

field of SI from the MMs and FLMs perspective. Consequently, there is a need for further 

understanding of the new interplay between the managerial levels and its impact on an efficient 

strategy implementation (Hales, 2007; Sasser W. Earl & Leonard, 1980; Huy, 2001; Carpenter & 

Sanders, 2008). According, to the literature, the need for a successful SI is essential, and the 

interplay between the lower level manager has gone through a change resulting in the need for 

additional studies within the area of constructive interplay.  

1.4 Purpose of the paper 

The purpose of the study was to explore the changed interaction between FLM and MM during 

strategy implementation. Specifically, we compare their different perceptions of essential factors 

and obstacles during strategy implementation, as well as investigate their responsibilities in 

strategy implementation. Additionally, we examine the shifting responsibility between MMs and 

FLMs in the SI process presented by Hales (2007) with real-life data. By mapping MMs and FLMs 

empirical perspectives with SI theories, the report aims to highlight essential factors for a dynamic 

https://hbr.org/search?term=frank+s.+leonard
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interplay between FLM and MM. Furthermore, contributing to new perspective and findings to 

current theories, as well as for this specific case company.  

1.5 Research questions 

Based on the problem description and purpose the paper focus on the following main research 

question. 

The main research question: How can a large multi-function corporation achieve a constructive 

interplay between middle and front-line managers in strategy implementation?   

Two sub-research questions were formulated in order to provide an appropriate answer to the 

main research question. The sub-questions were used to support, guide, and act as a foundation 

for addressing the main question.  

Sub-research question 1 (SRQ1): How does the perception of obstacles during strategy 

implementation differ between middle manager and front-line manager, theoretical and 

empirical? 

Sub-research question 2 (SRQ2): How does the role description of middle manager and front-

line manager in strategy implementation align with the description expressed in the literature? 

1.6 Expected research contribution 

The report’s expected contribution was to highlight new perspectives of strategy implementation 

theories by investigating the role and behavior of MMs and FLMs. Also, the paper aims to present 

additional insight for creating a constructive interplay between MMs and FLMs to build a 

successful strategy implementation. The research contribution won’t be conclusive since the 

report only was based on one case company and case study. Nevertheless, the report hopes to 

create a better awareness for present and future strategy implementation studies with an MM and 

FLM viewpoint and a better consciousness for the perceptions in this specific case study and 

company. The study will present additional insights to strategy implementation in the 

organization with three or more hierarchical levels and how the interplay between the lower 

levels ought to be handled based on the shift in role responsibilities.  

1.7 Delimitation 

Delimitations present all decisions the report has used to limit the investigated topic and the 

research questions. The following delimitations have been made:  
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• The master thesis didn’t cover the cultural differences or distances due to being global and

the possible cultural effects on the result.  Furthermore, the investigated department Y at

company X is based in Sweden, creating a cultural delimitation. Since countries have

different work cultures, the interplay between managers in a Swedish company might not

apply to all countries.

• The study will be delimited to cover only one large ICT company and won’t give a general

analysis on the subject. Studies at other companies might result in additional aspects being

identified.

• The theoretical scope is delimited, due to the massive amount of strategy implementation

theories. A limited number of strategy implementation models and theories were

therefore chosen.

• There is a lack of FLM theories regarding their responsibilities during strategy

implantation hence resulting in the assumption that in theory, they have historically had

very low involvement in the implementation process. With a different assumption, an

additional parameter might be encountered.

• The study does not include heterogeneity as a parameter but rather looks for homogeneity

to identify common features. If other homogeneity features were to be analyzed; such as

different age, ethnicity, and culture, additional insights might be added as well.

1.8 Outline 

This section presents the outline of the report. 

Chapter 1, The introduction: 

This chapter presents the research background and is an introduction to the chosen research field. 

Further, the problem recognition, the research questions, and the purpose of the paper is 

described. Finally, the last part presents the papers delimitations, purpose, and contribution.    

Chapter 2, The theoretical framework: 

This part contains the theoretical framework, including theories and literature used to analyze 

the empirical data in the result and analysis chapter. Furthermore, the chapter is divided into 

three parts to enable answering the stated research questions.    

Chapter 3, The case context, and company: 

The chapter covers a brief description of the case company, as well as a description of the studied 

industry. Including a presentation of the ICT industry’s historical development and its current 

situation.  
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In chapter 4, Method:  

The methodological chapter covers the methodological timeline and process, the methodological 

purpose and chosen approach. Followed by a description of the paper's approach to gathering 

empirical data and literature, as well as presenting the interview techniques. The chapter ends 

with a discussion on methodological and ethical considerations.  

In chapter 5, Results and analysis: 

In chapter 5, the paper lay out the empirical result and analyzes the results from empirical and 

theoretical data. The chapter is divided into four themes based on finding from both literature and 

real-life observations.  

In chapter 6, Discussion:  

Chapter 6 present a discussion of the results from both interviews, literature and empirical data 

gathering. The chapter discusses consequences and thoughts of the findings, presenting further 

studies and additional interesting ideas.  

In chapter 7, Conclusion: 

This chapter presents the conclusion and will present the answer to the thesis main research 

question using the two sub-questions.  
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2. Theoretical framework

This chapter describes the report’s theoretical framework, by describing relevant and valuable 

theories and models in the area of strategy implementation, FLM, and MM. The theoretical 

framework will work as a foundation for further interviews, findings, analysis, and discussion. The 

chapter starts by giving the reader a broad background of MMs’ and FLMs’ role in general. 

Furthermore, guiding them into the field of strategy implementation theories and models are 

introduced and reviewed. Finally, the chapter ends by presenting the theoretical view of MMs’ and 

FLMs’ role and dynamic in strategy implementation.  

To answer the main research question “How can a large multi-function corporation achieve a 

constructive interplay between middle and front-line managers in strategy implementation? “this 

chapter will describe theories in the literature of strategy implementation, as well as theoretical 

material about MMs and FLMs. The chapter consists of three sections and the first one, 2.1, 

provides the reader with a brief description of MMs’ and FLMs’ general role in an organization. In 

2.2 assorted theories and literature of strategy implementation are outlined. Section 2.3 presents 

models and theories regarding MMs and FLMs changing role and their part in strategy 

implementation. Finally, section 2.4 conceptualizes the main ideas and conclusions of the 

theoretical chapter.  

2.1 Management roles 

There are different types of organizational structures one of the most common being a 

hierarchical structure (Morgan, 2014). A classic hierarchical and pyramidal organizational 

structure consists of multiple levels and business units (Colette & Meehan, 2017). Generally, a 

hierarchical organization consists of three main management levels; top level of management, 

middle level of management and front-line or lower level of management, where all entities in the 

organizational structure are subordinate to another management level except from the CEO 

(Simmering, 2014).  

Typically, the top management team consists of all individuals at the top of the hierarchical 

organization, with the primary responsibility for managing and running the organization most 

appropriately. TMs have a specific organizational power since the board of directors chooses 

them. Possible duties include making sure that the organization is efficient and thriving in the 

adaption and implementation of a suitable strategy. Furthermore, activities such as to efficiently 

handle the demand of the organization stakeholders and clients, to review actions to reach the 

strategic goals and to give a clear definition of what constitutes organizational success are 

common responsibilities of TMs (Hout & Carter, 1995; Menz, 2012).  

https://hbr.org/search?term=thomas+hout
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The level of top management has received a lot of research attention, one of the areas of interest 

being their involvement during strategy implementation. (Lohrke, Bedeian, & Palmer, 2004; 

Shimizu, 2017¸Bourgeois & Brodwin, 1984; Bas Koene, 2017). One of the reasons for this is their 

unique, valuable, and powerful role in the organization. This study will therefore instead focus on 

the less researched roles, MMs and FLMs and the following parts of this section will cover 

literature regarding the general role of MMs and FLMs in an organization.  

2.1.1. The general role of a middle managers 

The role as MM has during the past decades gone through a reduction due to reorganizations, 

delayering, downsizing, and outsourcing of services (Balogun, 2003; Drucker, 1988; Hales, 2007). 

It resulted in flatter and often more cost efficient organizational structure and has also led to 

increased employee responsibilities and given MMs a more complex role description.  

There is no coherent definition of the term middle manager today (Rezvani, 2017). A common 

way of describing the role is as a manager occupying a position between top management and 

front-line managers (Livian, 1997; Dopson et al., 1990; Sweeney, 1981). However, this description 

doesn’t capture the full complexity of the term. Mintzberg offers the following description: 

“What organizations have is the outer people, connected to the world, and the inner ones, 

disconnected from it, as well as many so-called middle managers, who are desperately trying to 

connect the inner and outer people to each other.” (Mintzberg, 1996) 

MMs have a position within the organization where they function as an interface between all 

actors, to create an efficient hierarchical organization, as seen in Figure 1. Their role enables them 

to operate as a communication and feedback channel, uniting the whole organization. They report 

information from inside the organization, from employees to top management as well as from the 

opposite side, from TMs to the employees (Linkert, 1961, Hales, 2007). MM is seen as a manager 

who is acting as a subordinate to the top-manager (at least two levels below CEO) but is seen as a 

superior to the front-line manager (at least one-level above) and is at an equivalent level as 

another MM. It adds a complexity to the role of MM since they must behave differently depending 

on what part or role they are currently adapting (Uyterhoeven, 1989). When looking at a 

multinational organization with divisions in different geographical areas the MMs function as an 

actor of minimizing the distance by influencing smaller groups and creating a sense of closeness 

and influence from top to bottom (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). Finally, MMs play an essential part 

as agents of change and serve as an important factor in strategic management. (Wooldrige & Floyd 

1992, Huy 2001, Guth & MacMillan, 1986). 
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Figure 1 -  The middle managers’ three different roles in an organization; subordinate, superior 
and equal (Source; adapted from Uyterhoeven, 1989).  

An MM is close enough to the employees and the operational work, consequently gives them the 

knowledge to understand and see technical challenges and product specific problems. They are 

closer than TMs, to the organization’s detailed or department specific issues and are responsible 

for facilitating and control the work of employees. Because of their position, MM is also close 

enough to the TMs to be able to grasp the overall business challenges and opportunities. Their 

intermediate position in a hierarchy allows them to possess the right knowledge to be a part of 

the formation of strategy as well as, strategy implementation (Uyterhoeven, 1989).  

The functions of MMs are wide-ranging with the purpose of linking corporate strategy to day-to-

day operations by adopting targeted goals to reach the strategic vision. Furthermore, the functions 

can be divided into strategical, technical, and human resource focused.  All responsibilities include 

communication with both superior and subordinate managers as well as other organizational 

units if necessary (Allan, 1981; Livian & Burgoyne, 1997). The strategic function includes the 

responsibilities to implement the corporate strategy most efficiently while maintaining a high 

productivity and group efficiency. That can be performed by linking strategy to operations and 

create regulations and policies. The technical functions contain task related to the operational 

day-to-day routine and control of organizational efficiency. To fulfill this, an MM must work with 

the developing of human resources as well as deal with financial and physical challenges. Be able 
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to manage a budget, allocating work, time and manage coordination. Finally, the task related to 

the human resource includes being a good leader, inspiring and motivating employees as well as 

a subordinate manager (Hales, 2007).  

Even though MMs function as an essential transition between superior and subordinate manager 

they are often portrayed as objectives and resistant to superior managers initiatives to change 

(Balogun, 2003). Studies have questioned this during the past decades, stressing that 

organizational performance is to a large extent a reflection of the middle rather than the top of the 

organization (Currie & Procter, 2005).  

2.1.2 Front-line managers role in an organization 

The manager closest to the employees defines as an FLM with the primary task of directing and 

supporting other employees. By acting as a role model, they provide guidance and motivation 

(Hales, 2007; Business Dictionary, 2018). As an FLM, you play an essential role when creating 

commitment among employees. The further down the organizational hierarchy, the more likely 

are managers to value inclusion and contribution. 

As an FLM, the primary responsibilities are continuous operational supervision and control of 

business performance. The primary focus is on employees where they provide motivation, 

coaching, training, and leadership. They solve both human and technical day-to-day problems and 

act as support in personal matters of the employees (Dunkerely, 1975; Hales, 2007; Storey, 1992). 

Their responsibilities can be described as them managing operational staff by supervision, 

supporting and allocation of work (Sweeney, 1981). From their superior, they have a 

responsibility to report the performance by monitoring the work. They are accountable for 

product quality and maintaining functional equipment. Finally, they oversee the translation of the 

corporate strategy into reality by concretizing the strategy into actions and perform these (Child 

& Partridge, 1982). 

An organization with multiple levels of managers has been argued to lack flexibility. This critical 

view furthermore suggests that the degree of flexibility decreases the further down the 

hierarchical levels one is operating. Parnell argues that FLMs are the least supportive of change of 

the different management level since they have a more operational focus and value stability 

(Parnell, 2005). Since FLMs function as a direct link between employees and manager, their 

performance has been proven to positively correlate with organization performance (Hill & Jones, 

2008). Ensuring TMs’ strategic vision and communication has proven to be less important than 

the commitment of FLMs since they function as direct influencers to the behavior of employees. 
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Within organizations with high failure rate during strategy implementation low participation of 

FLMs have also been observed (Reese, 2014). 

Additionally, FLMs are of great importance because of their direct link between employees and 

upper levels of management, but still, they often lack essential tools for performing their 

responsibilities. They are offered limited authority and exclusion from important decision making 

resulting in lack of commitment. In combination with insufficient managerial training, this may 

result in them lacking the necessary capacity to take on their responsibilities in an adequate way 

(Hales, 2007). 

Figure 2 - General management roles in a hierarchical organization; top, middle and front-line 
management. (Source; adapted from Hales, 2007). 

To conclude, FLMs are assigned more technical and operational specific duties compared to MMs’. 

Their role description differs primarily based their core role as a routine supervisor, the degree 

of operational work, and the people they manage. The differences in problem complexity and the 

scope managers form to solve impediments indicates the managerial level and is a suitable 

parameter to a determination which managerial level a manager possesses (Jacques, 1976). A 

summary of the general responsibilities associated with the different roles is visualized in Figure 

2. Within an organization with multiple-levels of managers, a functioning dynamic between the
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levels is of great importance for an efficient and sustainable communication and strategic 

management process (Hales, 2007).  

2.1.3. Leadership characteristics 

What is leadership or good leadership according to literature? As in other areas of social science, 

there are various views on the topic. The opinion of leadership differs between Eastern and 

Western culture, between corporations, gender and by ethical variations. Another confusion is the 

term itself, manager and leader tend to be used interchangeably and incorrectly. Warren Bennis 

and Abraham Zaleznik are just some of the academics arguing for the difference between the two 

terms (Bennis, 1989). According to Zaleznik who explains the manager as a person, that deals with 

planning, organizing projects, dealing with complexity and control, and usually, try to resolve 

problems as fast as possible. In contrary, a leader can tolerate an unstructured business and chaos. 

Leaks are also interested in the success of their followers and can delay a closure to better 

understand a future problem. Consequently, they have more in common with artists and 

scientists, rather than managers. However, an organization often needs structures and strategic 

goals, as well as a culture favoring creativity and innovativeness (Zaleznik, 2004). Hench, ideal 

leadership is still debated. In Sunnie Giles’ global research study from 2016, including nearly 200 

leaders worldwide, he defined the top 15 most important leadership characteristics or traits. 

Among the top traits was clear and transparent communication, being committed, being 

perceptive and having a high ethical and social moral (Giles, 2016). In another article, by Bill 

Taylor argues that the most important aspect of being a leader is the ability of walk the talk and 

practice what’s preached. His definitions of walk the talk can be summarized in the quote “don’t 

make promises that can’t be met, prioritize employees and the organization over yourself and 

finally be open and honest” (Taylor, 2014).  

This statement will end the debated leadership topic and the general view of MMs’ and FLMs’ 

responsibilities and role in an organization. The next section will cover the process, obstacles, and 

success factors with strategy implementation. 

2.2 Strategy implementation 

Strategy implementation is the first part of the theoretical framework, covering different 

dimension and perspectives of strategy implementation. In this section, models, and theorists 

regarding strategy implementation are presented. To be able to handle and cover all central 

author’s and literature within the field, the subject has been divided into four distinct groups with 

different viewpoints. The first theme is an introduction to strategy implementation styles, 

https://hbr.org/search?term=sunnie+giles
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followed by literature regarding the process of implementation. The final themes cover theories 

regarding strategy implementation obstacles and success factors, as seen in Table 1.  

Table 1 – The thesis framework, of the strategy implementation analysis. 

Themes Models Author 

2.2.1 - Strategy 

Implementation styles 

Four different strategic implementation 

styles 

Andrews, Beynon & Genc (2017) 

2.2.2 - The process of 

Strategy Implementation 

Incentives and specific steps in SI. 

Five key dimensions 

Strategy implementation tactics  

Hrebiniak and Joyce (1984); 

Wernham (1985); Reid (1989); Noble 

(1999) 

Brenes, Mena, and Molina (2008) 

Nutt (1987) 

2.2.3 - Strategy 

Implementation obstacles 

Beer and Eisenstat’s six silent killers 

 “Obstacles to Effective Strategy 

Implementation” from  

Beer and Eisenstat (2000) 

Hrebiniak (2006) 

2.2.4 - Strategy 

Implementation success 

factors 

 “Building a capable organization: The eight 

levers of strategy implementation.”  

Strategic management mythology 

Crittenden & Crittenden (2008) 

C.W Roney (2004)

Before digging deeper into the strategy implementation themes, we will start defining and 

enlighten the definitions of the different terms.  

Strategy implementation, definitions, and background 

No explicit and coherent definitions of the term SI exist (Noble, 1999; Noble & Mokwa, 1999), and 

since the two terms strategy and implementation are defined separately, there are a wide-range 

of perspectives. Another reason for the incoherency is the confusion between strategy 

implementation and strategy execution (Favaro, 2015). Regardless of the different definitions, the 

most commonly accepted one is Wind & Robertson’s description from 1983 (Wind & Robertson, 

1983). They define strategy implementation as an operationalization of a distinctly expressed 

strategic plan. However, this explanation is criticized by researchers who want to include more 

behavioral, cultural, and social aspects of the term (Frankwick et al., 1994; Workman, 1993). 

Several alternative definitions have since then been presented (Noble, 1999) and some 

interpretations can be directly linked to specific areas, for example, used in a corporate business 

context, which might be suitable for this study. Noble explains strategy implementation as an act 

of control. Implementation is a sequence of interventions in the structure of a business. Controlled 
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systems and specific activities can control performance, resulting in the desired endpoint 

(Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1984; Reed & Buckley, 1988). Another mutual view of the term is seeing 

strategy implementation as an execution of a plan or putting a plan into action (Noble, 1999; 

Kotler, 1984). Similarly, strategy implementation has also been seen as an output linked to a 

strategic decision when a decision is put into practice (Miller, Wilson & Hickson, 2004). However, 

this point of view fails to include the new nature of an implementation process. Finally, a definition 

that might be appropriate for our specific case study is Floyed & Woolridge’s (1992) view. They 

think of strategy implementation as a managerial involvement. Furthermore, managerial 

participation is important to align strategic goals with the organization's daily actions.  

To conclude this introduction; the term “strategy implementation” has been defined multiple 

times, although there is still no given definition. Therefore, the purpose of this comparison has 

just been to create a foundation for continued sections, where we will start reviewing different 

implementation styles and enlighten different implementation approaches.  

2.2.1 Strategy implementation styles 

Organisational implementation styles are often described as how people act, behave and do things 

in an organization. Managers tend to develop an implementation style at an early stage of their 

leadership career and will stick to it over time (Nutt, 1987). Different implementation styles are 

suitable for different organizational purposes. If introducing an efficiency-focused strategy, it is 

better to use a highly formal approach, in contrast to using an incremental approach when 

introducing an exploratory and innovative strategic solution. Organizations use different styles 

when they are implementing a strategy. To some degree, all organizations have both an 

incremental and a formal approach or try to combine them. However, a manager tends to favor 

one method over the other. According to Andrews, Beynon & Genc (2017), there exist four 

different strategic implementation styles: logical-incremental; mostly rational; mostly 

incremental; and no clear approach. In their research study from 2017, they investigated the 

different styles performance by measuring effectiveness, efficiency, and equity (Andrews, Beynon 

& Genc 2017). 

The first organizational implementations style discussed in the paper is the rational style. This 

approach is characterized by using control systems and stating clear strategic objectives. 

Furthermore, the purpose is to ensure that employees are following the prearranged activities 

and implementations steps (Hrebiniak, 1984). The control system includes evaluation, feedback 

loops, and improvement techniques, hence trying to preserve a commitment and engagement in 

the process and the strategic goals (Ansoff, 1991).  
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The incremental style, on the other hand, embraces change management’s fluctuating nature and 

is often characterized by using experiments, high commitment and learning to generate 

continuous steady improvements. In companies using an incremental style top-mangers only have 

an overall idea of the corporation’s future position and goals, but in contrast to the rational style, 

they work with small and constant improvement to gradually move towards the wanted position 

(Quinn, 1980; Bailey & Johnson, 1997). Furthermore, the style emphasizes the complex nature of 

an organization and its environment hence resulting in the argument that prediction about the 

future never fully can mirror the reality. Using a rational style with a clear goal is, therefore, a 

simplification of the reality and managers should respect that strategic work is too complicated 

to control (Kearns, 2000). Additionally, from this viewpoint, the strategy is seen as a learning 

process where formulation and implementation are inseparable, which gives the organization a 

responsiveness to change and enhance the incremental styles appropriateness and success rate 

(Hambrick & Cannella, 1989; Mintzberg, 2000).  

A less common but often successful approach is to combine the rational and incremental styles 

and try to embrace the best of both. The Logical-incremental implementation style includes the 

goal clarity from the rational style and commitment from the incremental style. By forming goals 

and working in a sequence of small steps towards them, FLMs and employees can be more 

included, i.e., in customizing and making the implementation process more efficient. The 

increased efficiency confirms that a dual approach can have a positive correlation to the 

organizational performance and efficiency, rather than a purely rational or incremental style 

(Hickson et al., 2003). The last alternative is using clear strategy implementation approach at all, 

so-called strategy absence. This SI style has been proven to be least useful and is characterized by 

no routine, preferences or control system and has a more taken-for-granted approach. Hence it 

concludes that a strategy implementation approach is vital to succeed (Andrews, Beynon & Genc, 

2017).  

To conclude, some strategy implementation styles are better suited for certain strategic 

initiatives. The most successful strategy implementation style is the dual approach, combining the 

best parts from each, but having a style is better than not having an approach at all.  

2.2.2 The Implementation Process of Strategy 

Strategy implementation is a complex and multifaceted process. (Noble, 1999; Beer & Eisenstat, 

2000; Atkinson, 2006). The implementation process is often more time demanding than the 

strategy formation process and has equal importance. Without a successful implementation, 

researchers have shown that an organizational business can’t succeed. However, most managers 
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and leaders have a lot more knowledge in the field of strategy formation rather than strategic 

implementation, where the strategic plans come to live (Hrebiniak, 2006). 

Generally, most scientists encourage specific steps or interventions to achieve a successful 

implementation process (Hrebiniak and Joyce, 1984). They often suggest a controlled strategy 

breakdown, to reach these steps and activities (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008; Wernham, 1985). 

The following steps or actions are pointed out as especially crucial during the strategy 

implementation process:  

Initially, Strategy articulation or declaration, an action where managers and stakeholders 

translate a strategy into a clear and tangible format. This step is expected to lead to consensual 

understanding and goals. Further, implement this mutual understanding and strategic direction 

in the whole team or the implementation key people (Reid, 1989). The second step or activity is 

Strategy validation and affirmation. It is an essential part of the implementation process 

generating both technical and strategic validation in the whole organization (Wernham, 1985; 

Reid, 1989; Noble, 1999). The validation step must be internally consistent and coherent. To 

create awareness of the organization’s strategic direction to all employees it requires an iterative 

and continuous process. External justification is also often needed in non-commercial 

organizations (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008).  

The third primary activity is Strategic communication. The step of strategic communication 

involves converting the strategic vision into clear and concrete strategic objectives, but unlike the 

strategic articulation, individual or team specific goals, guidelines, and metrics should be specified 

(Cummings & Angwin, 2016; Kaplan, 1996). Additionally, appropriate ways of communicating the 

strategic messages are included in this step, as well as always using the right communication 

channels for right aim.  

Fourthly, the step Strategy monitoring is a way for an organization to confirm if the strategic 

actions, direction, and goals are achieved or not. If the strategic objectives are linked adequately 

to right metrics, milestones and KPI’s, the organization can track each implementation actions. 

Leading to preventions of failures, and can encourage success (Owen, 1982).  

The final step is Strategy engagement. Both Wooldridge & Floyd’s and Amason’s emphasize the 

need of being committed. Manager and key people in the implementation process must be 

committed and eager to implement and transmit new strategic decision or strategies to efficiently 

reach out (Wooldridge & Floyd ’s, 1990; Amason, 1996). Further research has also shown that 

commitment can reduce the likelihood of cynicism or countereffort in the implementation process 
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(Guth & MacMillan, 1986). Other academia’s says that individual responsibility determines the 

success of the strategic change (Loup & Koller 2005).   

Five key dimensions in implementation of a strategy 

A toughening and competitive business climate in Latin America led Brenes, Mena, and Molina 

(2008) into an investigation of different company’s strategy implementation processes in Central 

and South America. Furthermore, the study aimed to highlight the most important key factors for 

a successful strategy implementation process. The study was based on 25 local companies in Latin 

America and is therefore exceedingly culturally subjective. They concluded that all five 

dimensions: formulation, execution, control & follow, management & human resources, and 

corporate governance was of great importance in successful strategy implementation.   

Figure 3 – Five dimensions of strategy implementation; formulation, execution, control, 

management & human resources, and corporate governance (Source; adapted from Brenes, Mena, 

& Molin, 2008). 

The initial three dimensions depend on each other, going from strategy development to strategy 

accomplishment, using systematic feedback loops and control checkups. Aspect four and five, on the 

other hand, relates to those responsible for successfully managing the three first dimensions. The five 

aspects are further described below:  

The first-dimension is strategy formulation. This dimension includes all parameters and mechanisms an 

organization needs to consider when forming a strategy. It involves identification of implementation 
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obstacles and barriers, setting priorities and a foundation for the vision. Other critical components to 

consider is the environment, the rivals, and the industry effect on the implementation process. 

Furthermore, this process indicates if the organization has the right abilities and expertise to implement 

the strategy (Fahey and Randall, 1994). Secondly, the strategy execution dimension consists of all 

activities related to the strategy execution and implementation process. Initially, the company needs to 

establish an execution plan or a priority system for each implementation activity. Furthermore, strategic 

decisions needs to be delegates to key individuals responsible for different implementation activities. 

The dimension does also include aligning and altering the organizational structure, culture, and business 

systems to the newly formulated strategy. The next dimension is implementation and strategy controls 

& follow-ups. It consists of all functions that the organization uses to evaluate, follow-up and control 

the strategy implementation process. The different functions will measure improvement, monitoring and 

point out failures in time.  

The fifth dimension is about having the right CEO or top management leadership that can motivate 

other managers and employees. Without the right CEO or with top-managers unable to communicate, 

lead, listen or commit employees, the strategy implementation process will get very tough and 

complicated. Even if low-level managers and employees are the ones that finally oversee the 

implementation. Randall & Fahey (1994) found that a good implementation process is characterized by 

the degree of dedicated staff from different levels of the organization and the process. Involvement is 

also something that often can be linked to great leadership, rather than complex strategies offered by, 

i.e., a consultancy organization. Great leadership can create an appropriate environment and the right

conditions for everyone to adopt the strategy (Randall and Fahey, 1994). 

The final key dimension is how well the TMs can lead change. The corporate governance must be 

genuinely committed to the strategic change and entirely lead and encourage every single level to 

successfully implement a strategy (Brenes, Mena, and Molina, 2008). A successful agreement between 

stockholder, managers, and employees on strategic matters increases the potential for financial support 

from the stockholders and simplifies that the implementation process is driven in line with shared 

priorities and visions. Pistor’s research shows that organizations where the board of directors’ 

employs, clear roles setting, analyze and debate on strategic topics and are using systematic 

control and monitoring and rewarding directors and employees are the organizations that most 

often succeed in the strategy implementation process (Pistor et al., 2000).  

To summarize, their research’s results described that most successful companies were the ones 

with the most appropriate, motivated, and involved leaders and management teams. That brings 

us to the next section of Nutt’s three managerial tactics in strategy implementation.   

https://www-sciencedirect-com.focus.lib.kth.se/science/article/pii/S0148296307002329#bib5
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Strategy implementation tactics  

In 1989, Paul Nutt announced three specific tactics, which almost always were used by managers 

during strategy implementation. The study discovered that the interventional implementation 

tactic generally was the most effective style to use in the implementation process. Although, they 

saw that their successfulness depended on the structure of the organization, as well as the culture 

and environment. All tactics are here specified and described below, highlighting the essential 

characteristics of each one.  

Intervention-implementation          

In the so-called intervention implementation tactic, the responsibility to implement a strategic 

initiative is delegated to a manager. The manager then established a need for change within the 

organization and heightened the advantages of the strategic initiative, compared to the current 

situation. When the need for change is established an illustration of the strategy implementation 

plan is presented, and input is considered. The manager is however responsible throughout the 

process, with a clear stat of control and monitoring. Furthermore, sometimes committees were 

used by the manager for input regarding the process. Finally, the process demonstrates how to 

overcome the challenges before the execution phase starts (Nutt, 1987). 

Participation-implementation 

In contrast to the intervention implementation tactics, where the managers have full control, the 

participation implementation approach delegates the total responsibility and decision making to 

a group. Like the previous method, a manager has first delegated the responsibility but will then 

further delegate the responsibility and the authority to the group. The group should include key 

people with a deep understanding of the organizational challenges and capabilities, as well as 

having a conferred interest in the outcome. This group can, therefore, include both formal and 

informal leaders, employees, and managers. When the implementation process is formed, the key 

individuals in the implementation team and their manager will together carry out the 

implementation. Employees will then help and support the group in their decision and provide 

additional insights into the suggested implementation. The most significant with this tactic is that 

the group have a veto and therefore the power to execute their plans (Nutt, 1987). 

Persuasion-implementation 

The most commonly used approach according to the study was the persuasion implementation 

tactic. This tactic is characterized by a process where an expert, for example, a consultant or 

technically knowledgeable employee presents improvements and their initiatives, that can be 

used in the implementation process. Initially, a manager states the strategic direction but is then 

delegating the responsibilities of generating initiatives to the technical or strategic experts. The 
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expert will then prepare a suggested action plan, which further will be presented to the manager 

and, hopefully, get implemented. After managerial approval of the initiative, well-prepared 

documentation is required. The documents include the purpose and the benefits of the strategic 

initiatives. The manager's function and aim are then to involve, commit and communicate the 

action, that it gets to the reach the right people (Nutt, 1987). 

The results indicated that the most successful approach was the interventionist implementation 

approach, even if the tactic was used in only 20% of the cases. However, the success had much to 

do with the high execution and implementation rate, leading to the realization of the strategic 

goals. Furthermore, the finding showed that if managers created a suitable environment and right 

conditions where strategic initiatives and plans could be understood and realized, the strategic 

implementation was always productive and successful. However, during times of high time 

pressure, the Participation implementation approach will become a proper choice, and during the 

time of low time pressure, the Persuasion implementation approach increased in implementation 

success rate. In an organization with high time pressure, it is better to delegate the 

implementation responsibility group to a mix of people rather than to a single expert (Nutt, 1987). 

In the coming section, we will now discuss common barriers and problems in the implementation 

process, by presenting relevant models and theories within the field.  

2.2.3 Strategy implementation obstacles and barriers 

It is well known that a good strategy can make a company competitive and successful if a company 

can link leadership, structure, activities, culture, values, and management, etc. to the strategy 

(Beer, 1980). However, from the strategic idea to the actual implementation, there are many 

decisions to take, and obstacles to be overcome. Strategy implementations’ problematic nature 

appears in the statistics, nearly 70% of all corporate strategies fail to get implemented entirely 

(Johnson, 2004; Sterling, 2003). In the following section the most commonly pointed out 

problems, barriers, and obstacles according to the literature will be presented.  

The silent killer or barrier of strategy implementation 

Based on statistical knowledge, Beer and Eisenstat (2000) started to map companies’ most 

commonly faced obstacles during strategy implementation, to find out the causes of these 

problems. The main findings from a decade of collected data were six silent killers, which 

summarized the most mentioned barriers are preventing the success of strategy implementation 

and stooping organizational learning. Their research showed that only engaged, communicative 

and transparent managers could overcome the obstacles, by understanding and being able to 

explain the main causes of the barriers. Their six identified “silent killer” can be seen in Table 2.  
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Table 2 – Beer and Eisenstat’s six silent killers (Source adapted from Beer and Eisenstat, 2000). 

Six silent killers of strategy implementation 

1 Top-down or laissez-faire senior management style. 

2 Unclear strategy and conflicting priorities. 

3 An ineffective senior management team. 

4 Poor vertical communication. 

5 Poor coordination across functions, business, or borders. 

6 Inadequate down-the-line leadership skills and development. 

The most common Six silent killers are further described below, even though the paper identifies 

structure, systems, management, and policies as problematic as well (Beer and Eisenstat, 1996).  

The initial killer is Top-down or laisses-fair senior management style. This killer or problem 

includes TMs’ discomfort with conflicts and struggles related to their employees, or TMs’ ability 

to misjudge their team’s potential. Leading to decisions made without collaboration or input from 

functional and technical leaders. Consequently, this will result in decreased trust, commitment, 

inefficient strategy implementation and, overall bad organizational performance (Eisenhardt et 

al.,1997). It comes down to the next silent killer, an unclear strategy, and conflicting priorities. A 

vague strategic plan with ambiguous or conflicting priories can result in a strategic battle, lack of 

coordination, or tear the whole organization apart. Research has shown that the TM team must 

formulate clear and tangible strategic targets, together with lower level managers, to prevent 

conflicts and fragmentation.  

The third killer is an ineffective senior management team. This problem occurs when the top 

management teamwork in silos since they have a fear of losing power. They won’t, therefore, 

cooperate with the lower levels and are working very independently. The result is an inefficient 

collaboration, implementation process, and twisted goals.  

Another common implementation obstacle is Poor vertical communication. The lack of vertical 

communication occurs when employees and managers aren’t talking or avoid communicating and 

express their problems and issues with one and other. For example, when employees have a 

feeling that it is better to keep the ideas and challenges to themselves. Moreover, when managers 

have a fear of communicating or think it’s unnecessary to communicate embarrassing or sensitive 
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topics with their staff it creates unnecessary problems. The result of poor vertical communication 

is often cynicism, unsolved problems, and unproductive implementation.  

The final killer is Inadequate down-the-line leadership skills and development, including the 

problem of having unsupportive and uncommitted TMs and MMs. If FLMs are not supported with 

leadership training, education, and coaching, they won’t develop the right skills and experiences 

for strategy implementation. The study showed that successful implementation requires low-level 

managers that can lead teams, coordinate, and communicate strategic initiatives across business 

sectors, which further gives them self-confidence leading to statistical better performance rate 

(Hambrich, 1995).  

To conclude, not all organizations can overcome the six silent killers, a specific environment and 

conditions must occur to engage a manager in overcoming the barriers and obstacles to strategy 

implementation productively. In the following section, we will present Hrbinaik’s alternative 

implementation obstacles presented in his research from 2006.  

Obstacles to effective Strategy Implementation by Lawrence Hrebiniak 

The following critical roadblocks or obstacles were identified in the strategy implementation 

process by Lawrence Hrebiniak in his paper “Obstacles to Effective Strategy Implementation” 

from 2006 see Figure 4. The empirical research was based on a collaboration with Wharton–

Gardner’s and Wharton-Executive Education’s survey-studies, were data was collected from 443 

participants (Hrebiniak, 2006). The involved participants were managers involved in any strategy 

implementation process. Based on two studies, five main problems of strategy implementation 

could be highlighted. Each one of these is further considered and explained below:  

The first roadblock is the Inability to manage change.  The effectiveness of strategy 

implementation can be directly correlated to the ability to manage change and resistance. In the 

Wharton–Gardner and Wharton-Executive Education surveys this problem was ranked as the 

toughest and the most important one to solve in the process of implementation. Additionally, the 

organizational culture was often mentioned in survey discussions as a key aspect of change 

related problems (Hrebinak, 2006).  

Secondly, poor or vague strategy formation can also affect the implementation process in a 

negative manner. This roadblock emphasizes the importance of a clear and tangible strategy by 

showing that a clear strategy can drive the process forward and in the right direction. A well-

performed execution cannot overcome the limitations of a vague strategy (Hrebiniak, 2006). This 

roadblock goes in line with Beer and Eisenstat’s second killer unclear strategy describes above.  
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Figure 4 – Strategy implementation, key steps and activities according to Hrebiniak (Source; 

adapted from Hrebiniak, 2006). 

Hrebiniak’s third identified roadblock is Not having guidelines in the implementation process. The 

survey results stressed the need for an execution guide or a plan for implementation actives and 

decisions. Without any instructions, employees tend to do what they think is important and not 

necessary what’s right. The result is often conflicts and frustration in the decision-making process, 

as well as splinted opinions and strategic directions (Hrbinak, 2006). Furthermore, the roadblock 

can also be indirectly linked to the above killer about conflicting priorities. With unclear guidelines 

and a lack of collaboration, strategic conflicts may arise. Similar to these implementation obstacles 

comes Hrebiniak’s fourth roadblock, poor or inadequate information sharing and unclear 

responsibility and accountability. Poor communication and information sharing, as well as unclear 

responsibilities, can affect strategic implementation negatively. Hence, complex strategies often 

require great cooperation and an efficient communication (Hrebiniak, 2006).  

The last roadblock is to not work against the organizational power structure or hierarchical 

structure. In accordance with Hrebiniak’s paper, all work or efforts against the power structure is 

thought to be implementation failure. Also, the paper suggests that it could be good to use 
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influential employees in the implementation process even with the risk of failure (Hrbinak, 2006). 

This roadblock goes against other authors (Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992; Huy, 2001; Santos, Doz, 

& Williamson, 2004). For example, Huy, who is encouraging organizations to have a balance 

between being interruptive, going the opposite direction and continuity, always following the 

stream (Huy, 2001). Although, the most critical discovery in the survey results was the need for 

implementation guidelines. The complex nature of SI doesn’t allow an unstructured or unplanned 

process. Moreover, managers can’t expect that employees are doing the right strategic actions by 

themselves. Therefore, Hrebiniak created a strategy implementation guide based on previously 

mentioned critical roadblocks; the implementation guide is described below:  

The primary and first logical step in an implementation process is to create a Corporate Strategy. 

Additionally, the corporate strategy should concern the whole organization, both the management 

teams and all employees. Further include a diversification and coordination plan, as well as, a 

clearly stated resource and time allocation strategy. The corporate strategy should be used as a 

strategic and financial function, including both an expansion and investments plan (Hrebiniak, 

2006).   

The second step in the guiding model is the need of Corporate Structure. A corporate structure is 

essential for the implementation of the corporate strategy. The good corporate structure helps to 

create the right balance between decentralization and centralization in the process of strategy 

implementation. Independent business units are more responsive and efficient to internal and 

external change. However, centralization can allow for potential synergies, economies of scale and 

reduce functional duplications. The fine balance of shared resources versus local business control 

is therefore necessary. Nevertheless, in either case, a centralized or decentralized organizational 

structure, there is a need for integration and interplay. A need for synchronization and 

collaboration horizontal or across all business units and hierarchical levels exists within the 

corporation. To be able to gain benefits from centralization, all business units and levels must 

share all effort, viewpoints, and strategic decisions. Integrating expertise horizontally and 

between business units is crucial for efficiently reach the business goals (Hrebiniak, 2006). 

According to Hrebiniak’s report and the survey findings, the different business departments 

needed their strategies, a Business Unit Strategy. The business strategy should cover products, 

technical and services specific plans, internal resource and time allocation, operational work, and 

capabilities. The business strategy should be concentrated on how to differentiate the business 

from competitors and compete in the market. Hence, the business strategy is also central to the 

corporate strategy execution, although they are interdependent, affecting each other. It can 
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further be explained by visualizing a business unit “cash cow,” able to finance other business units, 

with growth potential but without existing money (Hrebiniak, 2006). 

The next step in the implementation guide is the business strategy breakdown. Systematically and 

gently breaking down the business strategy into short-term objective or metrics, to more 

effectively execute and work with the strategy on a daily basis. In the paper, Hrebiniak says that 

“short-term thinking is okay if it’s tied to long-term, strategic thinking.”  Nevertheless, it is a tough 

and complicated challenge for all managers to deal with this problems. As a manager, you need to 

be able to develop measurable short-term objectives, logically related to the business and the 

long-term strategic goals. Managers need to decide on what is required daily, monthly and on a 

yearly basis about rivals, customer, and the organizational development (Hrebiniak, 2000). 

Moreover, Hrebiniak’s paper continues describing that structure is as vital for the business 

strategy, as it is for the corporate strategy. Different business department confronts different 

challenges and competition, which consequently results in a need for different Business Structures. 

The Business structure should be determined by the business strategy, to implement the strategy 

successfully.  The business structure defines and coordinates the implementation actives with the 

corporate functions. In geographically fragmented organizations or large organizations, the 

business structure and integration between departments play a more significant role in the 

strategy implementation process. Non-Functioning coordination and integration between 

business units can split the coherent culture, goals, and perception. Further, it will become harder 

to work proactive and prevent failure in time.  

The last step in Hrebiniak’s implementation model is Incentives and controls. Managerial 

motivation and rewards for high performance can create commitment, self-confidence, and right 

strategic power. Control systems and feedback can, on the other hand, prevent failure and 

encourage success. Both incentives, control, and feedback aim to drive the implantation process 

in the right direction (Hrebiniak, 2006).  

The most commonly expressed obstacles and problems of strategy implementations according 

to Hrebiniak (2006), Beer & Eisenstat (2000), Wharton & Gartner (2005) and Hambrich (1995) 

have now been highlighted and explained. The next section will instead emphasize 

implementation success factors and strategic levers. 2.2.4 
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2.2.4 Strategy implementation success factors and levers 

This section discusses success factors and levers of strategy implementation, with emphasis on 

Crittenden & Crittenden’s (2008) and C.W Roney’s (2004) articles about implementation success 

factors and strategic levers.  

Eight levers of strategy implementation 

Crittenden & Crittenden’s paper “Building a capable organization: The eight levers of strategy 

implementation” from 2008 is primarily based on Bonoma and Crittenden (1988). They suggested 

that implementation consisted of both managerial skills and structure. The Crittendens were 

further influenced by Thompson, Gamble, and Strickland’s additional research from 2006 showing 

how managerial skills could be linked to implementation responsibilities. Based on the two papers 

Crittenden & Crittenden created a list of the eight most important levers for successful strategy 

implementation. They are divided into two categories: levers regarding managerial skills and 

levers with structural nature. The structural levers are described below and include tools affecting 

the organization to work effectively in the implementation cycle (Crittenden & Crittenden, 2008).  

The first powerful lever is Action. A successful implementation requires cross-functional 

integration and collaboration between all levels and business units in the organization, whether 

the strategy implementation involves R&D, production or a merging and acquisition. Essential 

questions to ask is “who,” “what,” and “when” the collaboration and integration should occur 

(Crittenden, 1991).  

The second strategy implementation lever is called the program or working with continuous 

improvements.  Santos, Doz, & Williamson (2004) and Florida & Goodnight (2005) emphasize the 

importance of innovativeness and to back creative capital in the implementation processes. 

Additionally, organizational learning practices and constant work with strategic improvements 

have been seen to affect the innovativeness. Continued developments and content improvements 

are therefore key factors in the implementation process. To, encourage innovative initiatives and 

support the R&D departments, a suitable Support System is required. A strategic support system 

can provide the strategic implementation process with essential qualitative and quantitative data 

about cost, inventory, investments, recourses, and employees, etc. Research results verify that 

companies that can't manage their IT investments successfully will generate 40% less their rivals. 

Furthermore, a functioning decision-support system can help managers to make cross-functional 

decisions, solve problems more comfortable and understand the interactions between business 

units better (Ross and Weill, 2002).  
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In conformity with a support system, established strategic and supportive policies can assist the 

daily implementation activities. Right formed policies can create coherence between 

geographically and diversified departments, as well as strengthen formal and top-down 

leadership. However, policies should be established proactively, rather than after an incident has 

happened (Thompson et al., 2006).  

The following four implementation levers describe managerial skills and are highly individual and 

arbitrary by nature. The managerial skills concern managerial perceptions and behavioral 

activities. In addition to the four structural levers above, they are vital to successfully manage the 

strategy implementation process.   

The first managerial skill is Interaction. In Heifetz & Laurie's (2001) research, they pointed out a 

great leader's key responsibilities.  They included direction, protection, orientation, managing 

conflicts, and shaping norms. They showed that an interacting strategic leadership had a positive 

effect on the implantation processes. Where strategic leadership is seen as a leader's capability of 

making an employee take decisions that could strengthen the long-term strategic success of the 

organization (Heifetz & Laurie's, 2001; Collins, 2005). Furthermore, a great strategic leader must 

be capable of Allocating resources in time, in the right way and format. They need to understand 

where and when to earmark resources such as employees, capital, time, capabilities, material, and 

knowledge. Right time and resource allocation can create an efficient, fast and positive 

implementation cycle (Montgomery, 1992).  

The third managerial lever is Monitoring, earlier explained by both Hrebiniak’s (2006), Brenes, 

Mena, & Molina (2008) and Owen, A. A. (1982). By using monitoring and rewards system, better 

strategic implementation results can be achieved. The reward system is usually divided into 

monetary incentives which include bonuses, salary increase, and promotions, and non-monetary 

incentives, including verbal and written reward, feedback, assignments, and praise. In accordance 

to Byrnes (2006), good work should be praised, and poor work should be penalized. The salary 

payments should reflect the overall corporate or business unit performance, which further will 

boost teambuilding (Byrnes, 2006).  

Finally, the strategic organizing or cultural shaping lever says that a healthy culture is highly 

correlated to strategic implementation success. Where culture defines as a system of favored 

norms, appropriate attitudes, behavior, as well as shared values (Chatman and Cha, 2003).  

Crittenden and Crittenden’s research ends by saying that all eight levers aren’t necessary to 

successfully implement a strategy. Instead, the organization should have an excellent 

understanding of each lever and how it might affect the implementation process. A corporate 
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strategy can, therefore, be implemented through just some of the structural levers, together with 

some of the managerial skills used as implementation indicators (Crittenden & Crittenden, 2008). 

Strategic management mythology 

A few years before Crittenden & Crittenden report, C.W Roney describes implementation 

capabilities, abilities, and techniques in his book Strategy management methodology. He 

expressed that successful implementation requires three factors: implementation technique, 

generic capabilities, and implementation abilities. The first two are more commonly discussed as 

vital but requires specific managerial implementation skills and abilities to succeed. 

Consequently, there is a lot of pressure on managers during a strategy implementation process.   

Moreover, to effectively perform a strategic initiative, three capabilities are needed: structural 

alignment within the corporation, available resources and time, and a strategic commitment. 

Together with the right management skills, a successful implementation can occur. In Roney’s 

study from 2004, he highlights ten critical management skills: 1. Keeping an objective setting 2. 

Generate strategic awareness within the organization; 3. Managing resistant employees; 4. Create 

a sustaining change; 5. Align the strategy with the organization structure; 6. Picking the right 

leaders; 7. Having an excellent understanding budgeting and be able to evaluate progress; 8. 

Execute change activities; 9. Understanding the need for future competencies; 10. Keeping a 

critical adjustment view to current strategy and potential improvements.  

Figure 5 – The Implementation Competences Bridge. Bridging abilities, capabilities and techniques 
for positive strategic change (Source; adapted from Roney, 2004). 

As visualized in Figure 5 “The implementation Competences Bridge,” just having the generic 

capabilities is not enough for successful strategy implementation. To be able to develop successful 

implementation processes ten critical abilities must be developed as a complement to the generic 

capabilities.  If the capabilities are in place, the ten critical abilities can be formed into well-
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established skills in the organization. These skills will then be reinforced by the capabilities 

resulting in positive momentum for strategic change (Roney, 2004).  

To conclude this section, there are specific abilities required for successful implementation 

(Roney, 2004) as well as commonly known levers used to improve strategic implementation 

(Crittenden & Crittenden, 2008).  

In summary, there exist many theories, models, and guidelines concerning the field of strategy 

implementation. The different approaches described above highlight different solutions, 

problems, and factors affecting the implementation process of strategy. Although, nearly none of 

the theories describe MMs and FLMs view of strategy implementation. Front-line and middle 

managers stand in a unique position in the organization since they can influence and have an 

impact on both upward and downward communication (Huy, 2001; Ahearne, Lam and Kraus, 

2013). Research has shown that strategy implementation success rate is much higher if the 

participation from middle and first-level managers is high (Reese, 2014; Nutt, 2001). The next 

part of the theoretical framework will, therefore, discuss and present theories of middle and front-

line managers role and perception of strategy implementation.  

2.3 What is strategy implementation for middle and front-line 

managers?  

In previous research and literature concerning strategy implementation, the level of top 

management has received most attention (Lohrke, Bedeian, & Palmer, 2004; Shimizu, 2017; 

Bourgeois & Brodwin, 1984; Bas Koene, 2017). Their unique, valuable and powerful role in the 

organization is only one reason. Nevertheless, in 1970 Bower was one of the first to debate the 

importance of middle managers involvement and their complex role in the process of strategy 

implementation (Bower, 1970). The delayered organizational structures in present days have 

helped to develop the debate further. Although, the dynamic and interplay between middle and 

front-line managers in the implementation process have still not been investigated.  

2.3.1 Middle managers 

The importance of MMs and their impact on efficient strategic management have during the past 

decades been an area of increasing focus. Replacing a view of the MMs as an obstacle rather than 

a creative force, a lot of studies have included MMs’ perception on the SI process and how MMs 

can contribute (Wooldrige & Floyd, 1990; Huy, 2001; Guth & MacMillan, 1986). There are here 

two frameworks describing the responsibilities of a middle manager during strategy 

implementation, presented by Huy in 2001 and Wooldridge & Floyed in 1992.  
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The framework of Huy 

The MMs play a vital role in the outcome of a strategic initiative, because of their central position 

giving them an overall understanding of the organizational needs, as well as the employee 

requirements. Huy highlights, in his framework four different roles or traits through which MM 

contributes to the strategy implementation success. The four major areas of contribution are their 

role as an entrepreneur, a good communicator, a faithful therapist, and a stabilizing tightrope artist. 

First, the role of an MM requires an innovative entrepreneurial mindset. The unique position of a 

middle-manager gives them a position where they can observe problems daily. Additionally, their 

ability to see the big and visionary picture results in their role of an entrepreneur. A good MM 

possess the ability to encourage employees to grow and motivate them to see new possibilities. 

An entrepreneur has the responsibility to manage change by envisioning and implementing the 

corporate vision. One widely debated impediment of MMs is their opposition towards change and 

their agenda of fulfilling own agendas (Guth & MacMillan, 1986). One way to avoid this is to ensure 

that MMs are getting credit and reward for their hard work (Huy, 2001).  

As their name suggests, an MM has the role of communicating change across and vertical the 

organization. They are often much better than TMs at using the informal network to manage 

lasting change initiatives. The position of middle-manager results in better knowledge of both 

formal and informal leaders in the organization. Which hopefully results in a better ability to 

communicate a message so that everyone understands the strategic moves, which their role also 

requires. Their communication should be both clear and compelling hence people cannot be 

committed unless they know and believe in the organization’s vision. By explaining in an adopted 

language, all people can understand and the MMs help to implement a corporate strategy 

efficiently (Huy, 2001).  

Thirdly, as an MM, you must be able to accept and handle the role of a therapist, managing 

employees emotions and dealing with different personalities. If an organization is to be able to 

adopt a new strategy properly, the strategy must align with the corporate structure, but the 

organization also need to have a culture with a willingness to change. Research shows that 

individuals react differently to organizational change. Some evaluate or criticize whether the 

chosen direction is the right way to go, others reflect on their position, or are worried about the 

consequences a change may generate. As an MM, you need to be able to act as a therapist in these 

situations. Be prepared to treat the anxiety, refute criticism, and support your employees thought 

the adaptation. Without the traits of a therapist, there is a higher risk of obstacles and barriers in 

the implementation process, and an increased criticism (Huy, 2001). 
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The last role or responsibility an MM must be able to handle is the balance between 

innovativeness and consecutiveness, in the role of a tightrope artist. There is a delicate balance 

between promoting changes and continuity, where the right mix must be found. A new MM can’t 

just change everything; she needs to get people with her and shifting organizational direction 

based on capabilities and core values. Fortunately, all MMs tend to do it in different ways, leading 

to a balance between an approach of being more radical and innovative, and an approach of being 

more encouraging, supporting continuity and sustainability (Huy, 2001). Huy summarizes the 

article by stating that top managers who respect, support, and collaborate with the most 

influential MMs, will increase the ability to manage change and succeed with corporate strategy 

implementation.  

In the coming section, Wooldridge and Floyed will describe and highlight the MMs role and 

responsibilities in strategy implementation from another viewpoint.  

The framework of Wooldridge and Floyd 

The unique organizational position of a middle manager puts them in a situation where they must 

take one role as a strategic implementation leader, and another daily, operational role. 

Historically, the MM hasn’t been an actor taking part in the strategy implementation process. 

Nevertheless, current academia’s suggest that MMs frequently have a significant impact and effect 

on the strategy implementation outcome. In Wooldridge and Floyd’s research from 1992, based 

on 259 middle managers in 25 corporations, they visualize the complexity and stringent 

requirements put on middle managers. MMs are the ones within an organization that fully 

understands and can evaluate if strategy initiatives, grasps the most critical impediments.  

Floyd and Woolridge present four different role expectations, which differentiate between 

interaction with the superior manager, upward interaction, and the subordinated employees, 

downward interaction. They do also differ in divergent ideas and integrated patterns, and their 

framework is visualized in Table 3. The differing ideas highlight the need for different views, to 

alter and adopt different strategic directions. Integrated pattern highlights the need for 

coordination and an aligned structure and strategy, to be able to move in a coherent direction, as 

an organization. The four different types of middle management strategic involvement are further 

described below (Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992). 
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Table 3 – The different roles and responsibilities, TMs expect MMs to undertake in the process of 
strategic management (Source; adapted from Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992) 

Divergent Integrative 

Upward Championing alternative Synthesizing information 

Downward Facilitating adaptability 
Implementing deliberate 

strategies 

The first role is the championing role, divergent and upward, see Table 3. The champion aims to 

communicate different strategic alternatives to superior or executive managers, to potentially 

affect or change current strategic direction. The MMs selects potential options and initiative, 

evaluates them for then presenting them upwards. Nevertheless, when MMs within the present 

strategic context interprets, values, and prioritize information from both internal and external 

events and stakeholders, they are instead taking the role as a manager able to synthesize 

information, integration, upwards, shown in Table 3 (Thompson, 1967; Westley, 1990). As a link 

between strategic ideas and the hands-on information, MMs stand in unique position. By picturing 

factors as threats or opportunities, the MM can affect how issues are understood. This approach 

is a reason why the MMs, historically are seen as cynical, since they can promote their agendas by 

influencing top management (Dutton & Jackson, 1987).  

The third crucial strategic role of MMs shows how to facilitate adaptability, downward and 

divergent, seen in Table 2.  Additionally, the responsibilities include creating and sustaining a 

flexible organization with a high degree of versatility and a willingness to change. Further, it is 

important to encourage learning, hence creating an organization where employees are aware of 

change conditions and foster a culture of experimenting with alternative solution and approaches 

(Chakravarthy, 1982).  

The final function of MMs is to implement a deliberate strategy, seen in Table 3 as downward 

and integrative. Moreover, this role can be seen as the primary function of an MM and involves 

implementing the corporate strategy and control efforts to reach the wanted strategic end (Nutt, 

1987; Schendel & Hofer, 1979). This role requires the breakdown of the corporate strategies and 

factors to align organizational actions with organizational structure, identifying and appoint key 

peoples and develop control systems (Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1984; Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992).  

Despite the changed view of MMs, they are still often neglected from literature and studies. In 

large hierarchical organizations, containing multiple-levels of managers, managers are facing 

various impediments. Hence the dynamic between management levels is complex and changing 

in the division of responsibilities. Viewing strategy formation and implementation as a process 
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involving all management levels will probably contribute to a greater understanding of how to 

combine all managerial knowledge and actions to realize the SI completely (Hales, 2007). 

Consequently, the next section will describe the field of FLMs in strategic implementation.  

2.3.2 The excluded front-line manager 

FLMs is not discussed in the literature as having an important role or responsibilities during 

strategy implementation. A few studies are indicating their importance when creating 

commitment among employees, and their general role description includes some strategic work 

(Parnell, 2005; Hill & Jones, 2008). Still, there is an evident lack of research and frameworks 

describing their involvement in the implementation process.  

Figure 6 – Visualization of shifting managerial responsibilities between middle manager and front-
line manager (Source; adapted from Hales, 2007). 

The organizational structure has gone through radical changes and reorganization with a 

decrease in the number of managerial levels resulting in flatter organizational structures. 

Combined with a more competitive environment and fast market changes have further this has 

led to a responsibility shift between middle and front-line managers as seen in Figure 6. Today 

middle and front-line manager share the responsibility of business performance management and 

strategy implementation. The frontline managers are nowadays performing the operational 

responsibilities alone, to a much higher degree. Middle managers, on the other hand, work further 

as a generalist leader over their business unit, rather than their previous role as a specialist of a 

specific function. Hence, resulting in FLMs shouldering more responsibilities. Even though their 

responsibilities are equal, the front-line manager still lacks essential authority and support 

hampering their chance of succeeding in their additional tasks (Hales, 2007).  
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2.4 Conceptualization 

With above-reviewed theories and research within the field of strategy implementation, MMs and 

FLMs, it is time to conceptualize the theoretical framework. The purpose of the conceptualization 

is to conclude theorizes mentioned above, create a foundation for the following empirical study 

and analysis, to be able to answer the thesis researcher's questions and further the study’s overall 

purpose “How to create a dynamic interplay between middle and front-line managers in strategy 

implementation.”  

Different theoretical perceptions of strategy implantation have been highlighted from several 

theoretical perspectives, by presenting theories regarding the implementation process, as well as 

obstacles and leverages affecting the success of strategy implementation. Some theories and 

models previously described had similarities, for example, mentioning control and reward 

systems, transparency, and involvement as an essential factor in the implementation process 

(Brenes, Mena, and Molina, 2008; Hrebiniak, 2006; Ansoff, 1991; Owen, A. A.,1982).  Furthermore, 

some academics had their main focus on problems and barriers to reach implementation success, 

like Beer & Eisenstat’s six silent killers (2000), while other somewhat pinpointed useful levers in 

the strategy implementation process, by Crittenden & Crittenden (2008). However, almost all 

theories have targeted TMs or the CEO’s perception or described the senior executive’s role in the 

process of strategy implementation, with an apparent lack of focus on other managerial levels and 

employees. The opposite can be seen in the literature about MMs and FLMs, where strategy 

implementation rarely is mentioned. Even if MMs have received some attention recently, both 

MMs and FLMs roles and their impact on strategy implementation have been a forgotten research 

area. Nevertheless, with their unique position in the center of the organization, they can influence 

and affect both upward and downward strategic decisions and plays an integral part in the process 

(Huy, 2001; Ahearne, Lam and Kraus, 2013). In accordance to Reese (2014) and Nutt (2001), the 

success rate of strategy implementation increases with a high degree of participation of MMs and 

FLMs.  

Finally, all of these reveals the gap in the theoretical field of middle and front-line managers role 

in strategy implementation. Furthermore, answer the main research question, the framework 

below has been created based on the theoretical framework to investigate the role expectations 

of MMs and FLMs. 

Theoretical responsibilities and division for MMs

The different role expectations of MMs during strategy implementation are described in both 

Wooldridge’s and Floyed’s framework from 1992 and Huy’s framework from 2001. These 
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frameworks have functioned as a foundation and have been combined to create one more general 

framework for the analysis of role expectations and further the reports main question. The general 

framework is described below and will be used when analyzing the role expectations and the main 

research question. The framework differs between responsibilities to superior, upward, and 

responsibilities to subordinate, downward in the organizational structure, see Figure 7.  

Figure 7 – The general framework of MMs expectations and role during strategy implementation. 

(Source; adapted from Huy, 2001 and Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992). 

1. The Strategic rebellion - In this role MM present strategic alternatives to the current strategic

direction to their superior. The purpose is to enlighten potential changes to the current strategic 

direction by select potential alternatives and present them upward to the superior manager 

(Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992). 

2. The interpreter of strategic context – Within the current strategic direction, an MM possesses

the task of interpreting and evaluate information from both internal and external events. Their 

rendering of information influences the impression of the situation (Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992). 

3. The entrepreneur – This role emphasizes the importance of maintaining an entrepreneurial

mindset and visualizing a walk-the-talk motivation towards subordinates. It is important to 

incorporate both a big picture and day-to-day problems (Huy, 2001; Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992). 

4. The motivator – MM in this role expects to encourage employees to grow and develop new

qualities and capabilities. Also, they also need to motivate employees to be creative and to see new 

possibilities and solutions to challenges (Huy, 2001). 
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5. The communicator – The expectation covers the mediation of the strategic vision. It includes 

both a vertical and horizontal communication path where MMs need to align with other MMs to 

assure the right strategic direction and then deploy the aligned vision vertically within the 

organization. Within this role, the importance of formal and informal leaders should also be 

addressed and used to create a compelling communication that results in lasting change initiatives 

(Huy, 2001). 

6. The landscape architect of a change supportive environment – To implement a strategy in 

a successful way it is important to create a change-supportive environment. If the organization 

does not have a culture willing to change and a flexible and adaptable attitude, strategic initiatives 

are not likely to be effective (Huy, 2001; Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992). 

7. The therapist – When initiating a strategic change, especially a radical change, people react 

differently to alternation. The therapist talks to subordinates and calms them and explains the 

consequences of the change in the employee bases (Huy, 2001). 

8. The implementer – It is important to maintain a balance between change and continuity while 

still implementing the deliberate strategies. This role expects to execute the implementation of 

the corporate strategy suitably and align the changes with the current organizational structure 

(Huy, 2001; Wooldridge & Floyed). 

The general framework of role expectations visualizes the different responsibilities or areas 

middle managers have in SI. As Hales emphasized in his paper from 2007, there has been a shift 

in responsibilities between MMs and FLMs. Hence reorganizations have resulted in a decrease of 

managerial levels (Hales, 2007). It is furthermore important to point out that the framework is 

based on currently existing studies, and therefore focusing on the role expectations of MMs, rather 

than on FLMs since there is a lack of research within the field of FLMs involvement in SI.    

In summary, this chapter has covered the theoretical framework by presenting relevant theories 

regarding MMs’ and FLMs’ role and perception on SI. This theoretical framework will know work 

as a ground for data collection, analysis, and discussion. In the next chapter, the report aims to 

provide the reader with context and current situation analysis of the researched case company.  
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3. The context and the case company

This chapter presents the context and surrounding of our empirical study and in broad terms defines 

the case company. It starts by initially describing the information and communication technology 

industry, the environment, the market development in the past and the current obstacles. Secondly 

and last, there is a broad description of the case company and the specific department where this 

study was held.  

3.1 Information and communication technology 

Different industries have different characteristics and therefore face different challenges, 

opportunities and follow different trends. In today’s modern and rapidly changing society, there 

is constant pressure on being innovative and adaptive to new situations and business climates 

(Parker et al. 2013). The information and communication technology (ICT) industry is no 

exception, ICT is a heavy theology industry, generating technological infrastructure by integrating 

telecommunication, computers, software and audio-visual systems. Today the ICT sector 

represents 4,8% of the European economy, and extensive growth is seen in the urban areas. 

Missive technology trends among downstream players indicate big changes and set new 

requirements for ICT technology businesses (European Commission 2017).  

New technology behavioral patterns are constantly created and will continue to transform during 

the next decade. An increasing trend of mobile devices has resulted in more app-based solutions 

an organizations’ product portfolios. Cloud services, big data analysis, machine learning and 

Internet of Things are other upcoming trends that will have a huge impact on the industrial design 

and offers. Moreover, social media is still growing and changing continuously, which requires a 

fast development of technology. These major tech trends set a high pressure on the ICT sector to 

develop offers and deliveries. (IDC Analyze the future 2014). Structurally, the ICT industry is 

dominated by few large companies in terms of a business climate; it is characterized by a 

competitive environment and the technical intensity leading to increasing R&D costs (Value Line, 

2017). The customer base is highly diversified and includes multinational organizations, 

universities, individuals, and authorities. Demand is strongly correlated with the trade/business 

cycle, and the average switching cost is considered very high, with long-term contracts (Statista, 

2015). This place a high pressure of being competitive within the market, ICT organizations must 

be able to meet the customer's needs, while predicting the future. The diversity among customers 

has resulted in the necessity of firms to have a broad product portfolio, significant technical 

breadth, and great innovativeness to survive. The industry is also characterized by significant 

entry barriers, due to its status as a consolidated market, as well as a pressure of being able to 
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distribute products globally. Another ongoing global trend in the industry is increased pressure 

on low prices, resulting in a need for reducing costs and reorganization (IDC Analyze the future 

2014).  

3.2 The Case Company 

The empirical case study was performed at a large global ICT company, with a classic hierarchical 

structure. The company has several business departments, geographically divided from each 

other. All employees and managers have a superordinate except the CEO. Further, there is a 

multiple-level hierarchical including both middle managers and frontline managers. This report 

and study’s primary focus has been the R&D units, containing three to four hierarchical levels. The 

R&D department is organized into different geographically and physically divided sections.  

Fast environmental changes and the volatile business climate puts pressure on being innovative, 

quick, and adaptive to change (Parker et al. 2013). The ICT industry and this R&D department, 

therefore, struggle against a constant stream of new trends and harder customer requirements.  

To summarize, this chapter described the environment of this empirical study and gave a broad 

presentation of the case company, as well as a picture of the market situation today. The next 

chapter will cover the research methodology, the process of the study and the research approach. 
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4. Method

This chapter describes the methodology by which the study was conducted. The chapter starts by 

introducing the research process, where the action plan and the procedure were presented. This is 

followed by a clarification of the study’s main purpose and the research approach. Further, a detailed 

description of the literature review, the prelude interviews, and the primary interviews were 

performed. The chapter ends with a discussion of the papers reliability, validity, and generalizability 

as well as a reflection on the ethical considerations concerning interviews.  

This chapter defines and motivates the structure, order, and choice of empirical and theoretical 

methodology. It is divided into nine sections, starting with an outline of the research process in 

section 4.1. The following two sections, 4.2 and 4.3, describes the methodological purpose and the 

studies methodological approach. In section 4.4, the literature review was explained, followed by 

section 4.5-4.6 describing the gathering process of empirical data. Finally, it ends by discussing 

the studies reliability, validity, and generalizability in section 4.7 and contemplates the ethical 

considerations in section 4.8.   

4.1 Research process 

In this section, the research process is described by showing how the different steps and 

activities are outlined, described, and motivated. Further, this part presents and motivates the 

master thesis given format.

This master thesis was conducted as a case study at an ICT company, in one of the R&D 

departments. It was an appropriate case company and business unit due to the markets rapidly 

changing nature requiring competitive strategies, but especially due to the organization's 

multiple-hierarchical structure including both MMs and FLMs. A case study is a preferred form 

when investigating complex situations, relations, and activities (Denscombe, 2009). It was, 

therefore, a suitable method, exploring the complex nature of strategy implementation and how 

to create a dynamic interplay between MMs and FLMs during this process. Another advantage is 

that a case study can show real-time situations in action, which gives the researcher a chance 

observing the interviewees body-language and impressions, apart from the written word.  

Throughout the process of research, three different approached to gathering data and literature 

has been used. A pre-study, a literature review, and primary interviews interacting with and 

complementing each other. The process of reviewing literature has been an ongoing element 

through almost the entire study. It started by reviewing strategy management and strategy 

implementation theories which laid the foundation for the pilot interviews. The results from the 
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pre-study combined with additional literature were used to conduct semi-structured interviews. 

Moreover, the second interview transcript used in the semi-structured primary interviews was 

based on the pre-study and complemented by literature on MMs and FLMs role during strategy 

implementation and their interplay. The final step included a data analysis. Figure 8 provides the 

reader with an exact picture of the study’s research process. 

Figure 8 - The research process of the study, including literature review, prelude interviews, 
reflection, primary interview, and data analysis. 

While working with the thesis, meetings have been held with both the supervisory at KTH and the 

supervisory at the case company. These meetings have been a way to receive feedback, help and 

an academic direction of the paper. It has also been four seminars during the master thesis period, 

giving us the opportunity to present and receive additional feedback and reflection on our work. 

In this chapter, the paper will explain the research purpose and approach further.  

4.2 Research approach 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate MMs and FLMs point of view in the process of strategy 

implementation and by doing so investigating important aspects to create a conductive interplay. 

A primarily descriptive nature of the purpose is applied to an exploratory character (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). This since the research questions aims to describe and illustrate roles, 

views, and characteristics of MMs and FLMs in the SI process. By doing so, the study aims to 

enlighten how to create a conductive interplay among the managerial levels by seeking new 

theoretical perspectives. A formulated research purpose led us to the choice of research approach. 

The research approach describes how the empirical studies and theories were conducted, 

managed, and viewed (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2017).  This report took an inductive approach since 

the research process goes from specific observations to abstract generalizations (Neuman, 2006). 

It started with a problem indication, and by exploring the empirical phenomenon a pattern or 

abstraction could be built or defined. The pattern could then be compared and describes by 

theories and conceptual frameworks (Bernard H.R., 2011). Through the pre-study and primary 

interviews, the empirical phenomenon was studied. The main purpose of an inductive approach 

is to create a meaning of a phenomenon based on collected data (Collis and Hussey, 2006; 

Saunders, 2012). In this paper an inductive approach was favorable since it started with a vague 
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idea and issue, followed by unstructured pre-study and literature review. The pre-study and the 

literature created a foundation for the more structured primary interview questions. 

The choice of a descriptive case study in which qualitative interviews were done was chosen since 

this type of study has a great capability of highlighting new perspectives of the phenomenon and 

creating an extensive understanding of the topic (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2017). Further, an 

illustrative case study is favorable since constructive interplay and strategy implementation are a 

complex topic with little consensus.  

4.3 Literature review 

This section describes how the theoretical framework was organized and how the literature 

sources were collected to answer the research questions. The literature review started 

immediately and gave us a direction for the pre-study. The first part was carried out to create a 

foundation and a deeper understanding of the literature within the main area of the report; 

strategy implementation as well as the case company. This part gave us a holistic perspective of 

the problem and an overview of existing theories, to be able to narrow the literature down 

towards the specific area and further being able to answer the research questions.   

The second part of the literature review focused on the specific area of and MMs’ and FLMs’ views, 

relations, interplay, and roles in the strategy implementation process. By digging deeper into the 

field of strategy implementation from the perspective of the lower level manager, the results 

functioned as preparation for the primary interview transcript as well as a foundation for the 

extraction of themes described in section 4.6.  

The theoretical chapter consists of three main part; Management roles, Strategy implementation, 

what is strategy implementation for MMs and FLMs and ending with a conceptualization. The 

management roles include the general role of MM, FLMs role in the organization and important 

leadership characteristics. It is followed by a section describing strategy implementation which is 

divided into four sections including different styles, processes, obstacles and barriers and success 

factors and levers. Finally, the chapter ends with a description of what strategy implantation is for 

MMs and FLMs and the shift in responsibilities between the roles. Accordingly, the chapter starts 

by introducing the reader to management roles, narrowing down the literature into the study’s 

main field strategy implementation and the interplay between MMS and FLMs. The sections in the 

theoretical chapter were discovered through the literature review or during the prelude 

interviews. By mapping the results from the prelude interview with the academic literature, we 

found that the theoretical research is supporting the empirical findings according to strategy 



43 

implementation and managers. Finally, the theoretical chapter ends with conceptualization and 

presents a framework for general responsibilities of MMs.  

The literature for this master thesis was primarily found by methodically searching in KTHs 

database KTH Library Primo with printed and electronic reports, articles, and books. KTH Library 

Primo is a multi-database search tool including eJournals, Springer Link Journals, JSTOR, Google 

scholar, eBook Collection, Emerald Journals, etc. (KTH Library, 2018). Additionally, other 

literature sources were books and journals recommended by our supervisor and other academic 

professionals. Hence, all publications in the report originate from respected papers with high 

credibility. The following keywords were used in the literature review:  

Keywords within strategy management and implementation:   

Strategic management, strategy formation, strategy execution, strategy implementation, 

implementation obstacles and success factors, the process of strategy implementation.  

Keyword within middle managers and front-line managers in strategy implementation:   

Middle managers, low-level managers, front-line managers, top-management, the Dynamic 

interplay between managerial levels, Role description in strategy implementation, Changing role 

expectations for lower level management.  

Keywords within ICT and the case company:  

ICT, technology market, hierarchical, R&D department, business units, geographically fragmented, 

global enterprise.   

4.4 Empirical data gathering 

This section will describe the empirical data gathering of qualitative data from pre-study and 

primary interviews. The initial set of interviews were used to specify the research area and 

resulted in a broad understanding of the topic and ICT market. Furthermore, the primary 

interviews gave us an in-depth understanding of the topic. The main purpose of the interview 

format was to gain long reflections and develop answers from the interviewees (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). The following two parts will dig deeper into the methods of gathering empirical data.  

4.4.1 Pre-study 

The qualitative pre-study was carried out with the main purpose of investigating the current 

situation of strategy management, implementations, and the ICT market. Furthermore, the pilot 

study consisted of both unstructured interviews, academic reading, conversations with 
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employees, reflections, and meetings with the supervisors. Adapting an inductive approach 

resulted in an exploratory start, by observing the case company’s approach to implementation.  

The prelude interview was mainly conducted at the R&D department at company X headquarter, 

see all interview in Table 4. Ten unstructured pilot interviews were executed personally, in 

separate meeting rooms or other suitable secluded areas. The selected interviewees had different 

roles at different hierarchical levels in the R&D department but were in one or another way 

connected to strategy management or the implementation process. Various perspectives on the 

main problems during strategy implementation were obtained by the diversified group of 

interviewees and were very useful further on in the coming primary study. 

Furthermore, the interviews were approximately 45-60 minutes long, where one of the 

researchers took notes and the other interviewed. The format of the interview transcript was 

informal, unstructured, and open-ended, where the questions varied according to the 

interviewee's personalities, role, and experiences. This format gave the interviewees time to 

develop their answers and open-up, leading to new important insights and proved us with more 

valid data (Neuman, 2006). After each interview, the data was critically discussed, and key 

findings were summarized in bullet point. Moreover, all interviews were as soon as possible 

transcribed into written language, to avoid misunderstood data. The data gathered from the pilot 

interviews were primarily used to categorize and highlight research areas of interest, to be 

explored further.   

Table 4 – Interviews in the pilot study.  The position called “technical responsibilities” is used as a 
collection name, due to confidentiality. They have a hierarchical position below FLMs. 

Interview 
number 

Managerial position Interview media Date 

1 FLM Personally 2018-01-24 

2 MM Personally 2018-01-24 

3 Technical responsibilities Personally 2018-01-24 

4 FLM Personally 2018-01-25 

5 Technical responsibilities Personally 2018-01-25 

6 Technical responsibilities Personally 2018-01-25 

7 Technical responsibilities Personally 2018-01-25 

8 MM Personally 2018-01-26 

9 FLM Personally 2018-01-26 

10 FLM Personally 2018-01-26 
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4.4.2 Primary interviews 

The study is performed using qualitative interviews with a case organization, seeks to identify 

driving forces and underlying behaviors of the interviewees. To fully grasp the complexity of 

strategy implementation it is believed to be necessary to understand the human behaviors during 

the process and the dynamic between the managerial levels. The study has an exploratory purpose 

hence semi-structured interviews is suitable as a method (Collin & Hussay, 2014). By choosing a 

semi-structured interview process compared to an unstructured, the reliability of the study 

increased, and the results can be compared. The risk of having a structured process is that the 

answers are forced into a chosen direction, and the responses become biased. Therefore a semi-

structured process is used for creating a structure but still flexible interview guide. 

The interview guide was formed based on the pre-study interviews the parallel literature review. 

Where the questions were designed based on the literature presented by Blomkvist & Hallin 

(Blomkvist & Hallin, 2015). Three focus areas were chosen for the interview guide; leadership, 

communication, and commitment. These were based on the results from the pre-study 

interviewees and the literature review. To complement the focus areas a more general area of SI 

was added. The question did not focus on a specific SI process but rather on implementation in 

general hence avoiding the responses being affected by the success-rate of a specific process. The 

language used in the interviewees were adapted based on the pre-study interviews to avoid 

confusion and misunderstanding. It was necessary since organizational terms often were used. 

In the beginning, the ethical considerations presented in section 4.7 were described, and the 

respondent was given the option of withdrawing from the study if inadequate.  The order of 

questions was not fixed due to the intention of creating a natural flow in the interviewee. Some of 

the questions led the interviewee to also answering other questions. The interview ended with an 

open question asking the interviewee if they would like to add any additional input and if they 

were satisfied with the responses or if they wanted to add something additional, see Appendix. 

By only choosing one case company the interviewees had similar backgrounds and experiences 

hence removing the risk of impact from a different industry and creating a more homogenous 

respondent group (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 2006). To be able to understand the dynamics of MMs’ 

and FLMs views of strategy implementation and their intended role 12 qualitative interviews 

were conducted. The study aimed to achieve saturation in the result hence 12 interviews were 

performed as suggested by Crouch & McKenzie in 2006 (Crouch & McKenzie; 2006). A case study 

is used to create a homogenous group with a similar context to remove additional factors such as 

industry or products to influence the result.  
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The interviewees were chosen without any presumption about their potential interests in the 

study, background, or outcome. To be selected the interviewee need to fulfill the criteria required 

within the study; leadership experience during at least ten years, superior to five persons or more, 

to create credibility of the collected results. In Table 5, a summary of the participants is presented 

where the managerial position, interview specific conditions and the code used in this study for 

the interviewees are presented.   

Table 5 - The timetable of the primary interviews. 

Interview 

number 
Managerial position Interview media Date 

1 Middle-manager Personally 2018-02-14 

2 Front-line manager Personally 2018-02-16 

3 Front-line manager Personally 2018-02-16 

4 Middle-manager Personally 2018-02-22 

5 Front-line manager Personally 2018-02-22 

6 Middle-manager By phone 2018-02-23 

7 Middle-manager Personally 2018-02-23 

8 Front-line manager Personally 2018-02-26 

9 Middle-manager Personally 2018-02-27 

10 Middle-manager By phone 2018-02-27 

11 Front-line manager Personally 2018-03-05 

12 Front-line manager Personally 2018-03-06 

The interviewees were conducted through face-to-face or by phone in a suitable environment 

familiar to the respondents and were held in either Swedish or English depending on the 

preference of the respondents. Each interview was scheduled to be performed for 60 minutes. The 

interviewees were not asked about any specific implementation to avoid the responses to reflect 

the outcome of that specific implementation. Bullet points gathered information from the 

interview and sometimes by recording depending on the preference of the interviewee. The 

interviews were transcribed, and important sections and quotes were highlighted. 

To summarize, the data collection process includes a pre-study part and a primary interview part. 

The next section will describe the empirical analysis used in the study followed by an analysis of 

the validity, reliability, and generalizability of the methods.  
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4.5 Empirical analysis 

The qualitative research resulted in an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon (Racino, 1999) 

and was very favorable since the specific field and topics were new for us and required more 

complex answers. The data collected was for the most part performed in parallel with the analysis 

of data and is recommended for this kind of study (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The qualitative research 

and data analysis are mainly based on the observer’s impression. The collection of data and 

analysis often occurs in parallel or at the same time. The empirical analysis was divided into 

multiple steps and based on different levels of analysis.  

Firstly, an analysis was performed during the interviews based on the impression and 

observations made during the interviewees, as well as during the first literature study. During the 

interviews, one of us was taking active notes while the other was primarily interviewing. All 

interviews were directly followed by an overall analysis where specific notes of observation were 

written down.  

Secondly, the interviews were transcribed by using notes and recordings and translated into 

English (if the interview was held in Swedish). It was followed by a reduction, a restructuring and 

a textualization of all collected data based on the recommendation for a qualitative study 

presented by Collis and Hussey in their book from 2009. By mapping problems correlated to 

strategy implementation, discussed during the interviewees, with theories about common 

impediments, themes could be extracted. These themes were compared with theories about 

strategy implementation and MMs’ and FLMs’ involvement, as well with the interviewee’s 

responses. The selected themes helped us with further reduction of irrelevant data and were 

continuously performed throughout the study. In a qualitative study like this, it is extra important 

to combine impression from all available data sources. 

From this empirical and theoretical data analysis we extracted three themes; Leadership in 

strategy implementation, Integrating the whole organization and Methods and approaches to reach 

individuals in strategy implementation. The combination of the three themes creates a general 

image of the impediments during strategy implementation related to the interplay between MMs 

and FLMs. The first theme, Leadership in strategy implementation, focuses on how to be a good 

leader and how to communicate during strategy implementation. Integrating the whole 

organization is the second theme and focuses on how to include the whole organization by using 

a clear strategy, keeping a strategic mindset, integrating leaders from different levels and being 

open for feedback. The final theme, Methods, and approaches to reach individuals in strategy 

implementation discusses the essence of measurement and guidelines, reward and control, time, 
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and resource allocation and to continue doing so to reach individuals. Based on these themes the 

collected data and literature were color marked and divided into different themes and quantified 

in an excel document. The data were distinguished between FLM and MM respondents and if the 

interviewee thought of the area as functioning or not.  

Thirdly, to answer the second sub-research question, a general framework was created in the 

theoretical chapter, section 2.4, Conceptualization. By comparing the general framework of middle 

managers’ role expectations, with empirical findings of MMs’ and FLMs’ view of their duties in 

strategy implementation, an eventual responsibility shift cloud is investigated.  

Finally, with the help of sub-research question one and two, the main thesis question could be 

investigated and analyzed. By mapping the revealed finding of obstacles in the SI process with the 

eventual responsibility shift between MMs and FLMs, particular attributes could be identified as 

important for the creation a constructive interplay between MMs and FLMs.    

4.6 Reliability, validity, and generalizability 

The study has the aim of achieving the quality of high scientific standard as possible. In the 

following section, this will be analyzed by describing the study’s reliability, validity, and 

generalizability. The reliability is seen as high if repeated attempts of the same study, performed 

by different independent scientists results in the same results. For this to be possible the study 

must obtain high accuracy and precision. High validity is referring to if the correct aspect has been 

analyzed regarding the collected data and if the data can be used to conduct conclusions about the 

stated research question. (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2017).  It is important to clarify that high validity 

does not necessarily result in high reliability and vice versa. To be able to use a study to generalize 

the result and apply them to a population or other industries with similar problems high 

generalizability is needed (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2017). 

Performing a case study is considered to generate low reliability of the study since replication of 

the study, at different companies or industries, may not attain the same results. The study draws 

on a theoretical framework derived from previous research when analyzing the result hence 

increasing the reliability. To use open-ended questions results in the possibility for the 

respondents to give more correct answers but makes it harder to replicate the study. Therefore, 

some of the questions were pre-designed resulting in the respondents answering the same 

questions.  

The validity of the study is considered high since important concepts were described continuously 

and control questions were added to assure understanding of the questions. To use interviews 

lowers the validity because misinterpretations can be made (Blomqvist & Hallin, 2017). To avoid 
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this, the language where adapted to the case company and the industry in which the study where 

made. Having the possibility to control that the interviewee understands the question by asking 

for clarifications and examples is an important advantage compared to performing a survey. The 

questions were tested before used to increase validity and to avoid misinterpretations. Also, open-

ended questions were added in the end to offer the possibility to add additional insights and 

aspects important for the interviewee to enlighten.  

The generalizability of the study is considered to be low hence the study is conducted as a case 

company (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2017). A case study is not possible to scale up to represent a whole 

industry or population. The purpose of the study is not to achieve generalizability but to present 

additional insights into the area of dynamic interplay during strategy implementation.  

To conclude, the study design does not allow to identify causal relationship and has not the 

purpose of doing so. Even though, the study aimed to achieve a scientific standard as high as 

possible.  

4.7 Ethical consideration 

Before the research was conducted and the interviews were performed, ethical considerations 

were well considered and analyzed. The study is then performed according to the ethical 

guidelines described by Vetenskapsrådet (2018). Each interviewee has been well informed about 

the interview purpose and the aim of the report. Moreover, they were all informed about the 

confidentiality policy, including an option of being an anonymous and confidential collection of 

information. All of them have then agreed to be part of the thesis but also offered to withdraw 

their participation. This with a purpose of having an ethical consensus in the study. The 

information was communicated in writing, both the purpose, the results, and others access 

possibilities, as well as potentially negative aspects of being a participant. The topics and 

questions asked during the interviews aligned with the purpose communicated, and the questions 

were sent out beforehand (Bryman & Bell, 2007).  

To summarize, the chapter has described the methodology of the master thesis covering the 

methodological approach and the process with which the report will answer the research 

questions. Further, the chapter covered sections about the data gathering, data analysis, and 

interview techniques. Finally, ended with a validity, reliability and generalizability analysis of the 

method and research. Next chapter will provide the research with the empirical results and an 

analysis of them. 
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5. Results and Analysis

This chapter presents and analyzes the empirical findings concerning strategy implementation 

theories and literature on middle and front-line managers. In our empirical and theoretical material, 

three district themes were identified as relevant for answering the first sub-research questions, and 

the general framework helped us analyze the 2nd SRQ. The findings were presented by stating MMs 

and FLMs perspectives of these three themes and the general framework.  

In this chapter, our empirical results will be introduced, discussed, and analyzed in compared to 

the theoretical models and literature received in section 2. The chapter starts by presenting and 

analyze SQ1 through the three themes and ends by examining SQ2 by the general framework.    

In section 5.1, results linked to leadership characteristics and behavior in the process of 

implementation are presented. Section 5.2 presents findings and analysis regarding employee 

interactions, integration and how to unite the whole organization into a specific strategic 

direction. Further, 5.3 describes results related to methods and approaches used to reach 

individuals in strategy implementation process. Middle and front-line managers changing role are 

then presented and analyzed in section 5.4, using the general framework, created in the theoretical 

chapter.  

5.1 Leadership in strategy implementation 

Leadership in strategic management and especially strategy implementation has been widely 

discussed, during our interviews, as well as in reviewed literature (Parnell, 2005; Hill & Jones, 

2008). Leadership has been an essential part of this study since the focus mainly has been to chart 

MMs’ and FLMs’ different roles and perceptions in the process of strategy implementation. In this 

section, MMs’ and FLMs’ view on leadership, communication, and a unified strategic view are 

compared with theoretical data findings. 

5.1.1 What makes a great leader? 

According to C.W. Roney (2004) managers need to possess the essential implementation skills and 

be able to pick the most suitable leaders for it. Both literature and interviewees have tried to 

describe a great leader in strategy implementation. The leadership traits expressed as the most 

vital by both MMs and FLMs were perceptiveness, being able to motivate employees, being 

committed in work and having a clear and transparent communication towards employees. Both 

MMs and FLMs mentioned perceptiveness and commitment, while just four out of six MMs 

describe transparency and clearance as essential leadership factors. All of these four leadership 

characteristics were also mentioned in Sunnie Giles’ global study, listing the 15 most important 

https://hbr.org/search?term=sunnie+giles
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leadership skills (Giles, 2016). Additionally, both Beer & Eisenstat’s (2000) and Brenes, Mena, & 

Molina’s (2008) research underlined the importance of having a leader capable of communicating, 

as well as having a committed leader, who isn't’ afraid of being open, perceptive and honest. Poor 

leadership abilities can lead to cynicism and criticism among employees. It can further result in a 

tough and complex implementation process. However, some differences were also revealed 

between the two groups; almost all FLMs address that a great leader needs to be involved, 

encouraging and supportive towards his/her employees. Leaders should be offered appropriate 

education, coaching and time allocation for strategic work, from their managers, and in turn, offer 

their employees and subordinates the same. In contrast, only three out of six MMs mentioned or 

discussed the need for involvement, time allocation, and support towards subordinates in the 

implementation process. Correspondingly, one of the middle managers expressed it as: 

“Everyone can’t be part of the strategy implementation process. If you involve everyone, the process 

becomes too time-consuming and disorganized.” - Interviewee 9 (MM)  

On the contrary, a front-line manager explained the present need of involvement like: 

“I am involved in little strategic work today, and I can’t see the same involvement and commitment 

in strategy implementation this time as I have experienced during previous implementation 

processes. High involvement will result in high commitment and successful outcome” – Interviewee 

3 (FLM) 

The literature review sympathizes with the FLM’s point of view, by describing that manager must 

have an ability to inspire, be able to coach and support employees and involve everybody in the 

implementation process, to have a chance to succeed in the implementation process. Moreover, 

be able to solve both human and technical problems and be able to act as a therapist in personal 

matters (Dunkerely, 1975; Hales, 2005; Storey, 1992). The differing views among FLMs and MMs, 

might according to Hales be a result of reorganizations leading to unclear or changing 

responsibilities (Hales, 2007).  

Another leadership aspect mentioned among most interviewees was the phrase “walk the talk.” 

Everybody doesn’t mention it explicitly but indirectly through other similar statements. For 

example, by the expression “practice what’s preached” or by saying that a leader’s behavior and 

attitude must match their strategic words. In Bill Taylor’s article from 2014, he utters that a great 

leader can’t create trust among employees without maintaining “leadership walks the talk.” By 

walking the talk, he refers to three main actions; don’t make commitments that can’t be met, 
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prioritize employees and the organization for yourself and finally, be open and honest. Similarly, an 

MM decried the meaning of the phrase like this: 

” Walk the talk, mean what you are saying, and practice what’s preached is one of the most important 

attributes you can follow as a leader. As a leader, you can’t think of yourself as a superior to your 

employees, or you can think of yourself as a co-worker. Therefore, you will have to perform a difficult 

balancing act as a leader. Partly, acting and leading with an outside perspective, but also understand 

the co-workers daily struggles.” – Interviewee 10 (MM)  

This quotation will end section, 5.1.1. What makes a great leader. In Table 6 a summary of the 

results and analysis is presented. The following section will analyze findings regarding 

communication and its effect on strategy implementation. Furthermore, present what effect 

communication will have on strategic understanding and commitment during SI.  

Table 6 – A summary of the result regarding Leadership 

5.1.2 Communication channels and approaches to communicate 

Huy (2001), and Ahearne, Lam & Kraus, (2013) are just a few of the strategic management authors 

highlighting the importance of clear, accurate and cross-functional communication. Huy declares 

that communication needs to be both clear and appealing to make people committed and make 

them understand to believe in the firm’s strategic vision and goals. Consequently, it is of great 

importance to adapt the language to the specific audience or types of employees (Huy, 2001). It 

goes hand in hand with a large part of the interviewees who explained communication as a tool 
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that can give the employees a guiding, supportive and educational strategic direction to follow. 

Further, clear, and consequent communication can provide people with a deeper understanding 

and awareness of why the firm has chosen a certain direction and certify that their efforts are on 

the right track. In total, both groups mentioned and agreed on the fact that communication is a 

vital factor in strategy implementation. However, the FLMs expressed more frustration and were 

more critical to the communication and communication channels today. An interviewee quoted it 

as;  

“Ambiguity and insufficient explanations generate lack of understanding, which we experience 

today” - Interviewee 11 (FLM)  

Even if the communication is clear and tempting, the communication channels, the format, and 

the direction must be appropriate for the audience and situation. Nutt in 1987 described the 

process as; “Well prepared and clearly explained documents and material of a certain initiative or 

idea, must be prepared in, order to, choose the right communication channel to implement a 

strategy successfully”. Several middle managers expressed a need for documentation, as well as a 

need of a secretary, taking notes during site-meeting, between geographically divided business 

units, which they thought would simplify the communication in the distribution channels. One 

middle manager expressed it as:  

” We are trying to create a unified view between the global sites, by having meetings regularly. But 

since we don’t have a secretary or anyone responsible for documenting the decisions, it falls between 

the cracks. And the information will be lost” – Interviewee 6 (MM)  

Another interviewee expressed the need of using more digital, modern, and divided 

communication channels, rather than just having time-consuming meetings all the time:  

“…not everyone will participate at the employee meeting; it’s an old fashion and time-consuming 

communication channel. We need to think afresh and use new media and communication forums to 

reach everybody more efficiently.” – Interviewee 10 (MM) 

Right communicational direction  

Poor vertical communication can arise when the corporate culture inhibits employees from 

addressing problems, or when managers are afraid of losing power or too embarrassed to 

communicate delicate matters with their staff. Poor vertical communication often results in 

cynicism, frustration, and a divided corporate strategic view (Beer and Eisenstat, 2000). Almost 

all the interviewees talked about vertical communication as an essential factor in a hierarchical 
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organization like company X. Although, middle managers were more positive and encouraging to 

the current function of vertical communication at company X. For example, a middle manager 

highlighted the organization’s successful vertical communication by saying: 

“The communication upwards and downwards, vertically, works fine today compared to the past. 

Upward, I feel free to communicate with my nearest boss or with the one above; it’s an open climate 

today. I think it has a lot to do with the new CEO. The communication towards my employees happens 

on a daily basis by the coffee machine, trough meeting and at all-employee meetings” – Interviewee 

9 (MM)  

In contrast, front-line managers expressed a generally negative and deficient picture of vertical 

communication in the firm today. Some of them uttered a frustration of the poor vertical 

transparency and communicational openness. Some saw this as a result of middle managers fear 

of losing power; others as due to ignorance, culture or lack of time. One expressed it as;  

“The upper-level management must be much better at communicate, explain and following up news, 

ideas and questions.” - Interviewee 12 (FLM) 

According to the literature review, MMs are supposed to work as a communication channel from 

top-management, down to low-level management, and be a uniting communication link and 

knowledge provider for the firm (Hales, 2007). The same line of reasoning is applied by Ahearne, 

Lam, and Kraus (2013), but they add FLMs into the equation, by saying that both FLMs and MMs 

stand in a unique position, able to influence and affecting up- and downward communication 

channels (Ahearne, Lam and Kraus, 2013). Huy takes it further, by highlighting cross-functional 

and horizontal communication, which will unite and connect even geographically divided 

business units (Huy, 2001). 

When we performed the interviewees, it was recognized that MMs were slightly more interested 

in the horizontal communication. It had probably to do with their wider corporate perspectives 

and responsibility, dealing with business unit and geographic diversity. 6 out of 6 MMs mentioned 

horizontal communication as a vital factor in the SI-process and further as an area of development. 

In contrast, 4 out of 6 FLMs mentioned the same topics during their interviews.  One middle 

manager stated his concerns and the importance of cross-function communication by saying; 

“The independent and graphically divided sites can be better at benefit from potential synergies and 

knowledge exchange, by creating better communication channels across the business units. For 

example, by using different cross-functional channels and have continues meetings and discussions 

between us.” – Interviewee 7 (MM) 



55 

Even if a majority of FLMs also mentioned crosswise communication, they showed a different 

focus. The main problems they emphasized were the fragmented and decentralized technical 

business units or sections. By having divided and separated business sections, they saw a risk of 

losing knowledge and other potential synergies, but also a risk for duplications. Regarding the 

issue, a front-line manager expressed it as: 

“We must be better at communicating across the entire organization, horizontally as well as 

vertically, gain benefits from existing project and knowledge. Be better at reusing tools and expertise, 

instead of duplicate, an already existing project or product.” – Interviewee 8 (FLM) 

In similar, Hrebiniak’s ideas, affirming that a firm needs to find the right balance between 

centralization and decentralization to gain benefits from both. In the same research, he highlights 

the firm's synchronization need and teamwork across or horizontal all business departments. 

Further, he says that to gaining benefits from the centralization, the business units must share the 

centralized work, viewpoints, and strategy. Integrating expertise horizontally and between 

business units is crucial to reach the corporate goals efficiently.  

The results from section 5.1.2, Communication channels and approaches to communicate presented 

are summarized in Table 7, below.  

Table 7 - A summary of results and analysis regarding Communication, the “does communication 
work?” indicates a general perception of the communication regarding strategy implementation. 
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5.2 Integrate the whole organization in the process of 

implementation 

Strategy implementation is a process depending on the engagement of the whole organization 

hence the importance of an integrated process. In large, organizations with fragmented business 

units located in different geographic areas, integration is vital. By creating a united view and 

presenting a clear strategy, this can be accomplished. In a largely centralized organization, 

synergies from a well-performed integration can be seen in forms of reduced functional duplicates 

and shared resources. One identified success factor to create an integrated organization is the 

involvement of leaders at different managerial levels. Great leadership is more important than a 

detailed strategy. Furthermore, if you are a great leader, you can form an appropriate 

environment for change and create commitment among employees (Randall & Fahey, 1994). Also, 

a great leader needs to adopt both a strategic and an operational mindset to be able to understand 

the complexity of the organization.     

5.2.1 Clear strategy formation 

A clear strategy can set an important foundation for the success rate of strategy implementation 

(Hrebiniak, 2006; Noble, 1999; Brenes, Mena & Molin, 2008). The formation process priors the 

implementation process. Hence it indicates that the execution can never be better than the 

formation. A well-performed execution cannot defeat the limitations of a vague strategy 

(Hrebinak, 2006). In this process, the visionary corporate strategy is translated into clear strategic 

objectives and actions (Brenes, Mena and Molin, 2008). Additionally, the process of translating 

strategy into a tangible form often results in a consensual understanding, beneficial in further 

implementation steps (Reid, 1989). Both MMs and FLMs agree upon the importance of having a 

clear and concrete strategy, to be able to succeed with the implementation. One FLM described it 

as following:  

“It’s of high importance that the strategy is as clear and tangible as possible, for employees to 

understand it. A lack of clarity makes it hard to connect strategy to wanted position and link it to 

individual goals.”  - Interviewee 3 (FLM) 

However, there exists some uncertainty between MMs and FLMs regarding, to what extent the 

strategy should be clear. MMs were generally, more positive about the current situation, and 4/6 

described it as functioning, while none of the FLMs described the same as beneficial.  A middle 

manager said: 
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“Our strategy is clear, and we are good at describing what we should do but not to visualize what to 

exclude” – Interviewee 1 (MM) 

The lack of a clear strategy can result in poor of coordination, for example, when a firm has 

conflicting priorities or a diffuse strategic plan, strategy battling can occur. Although, two MMs 

describes the current situation as following: 

“The strategy is clear enough; some assumptions are okay to make!” - Interviewee 6 (MM) 

“A strategy needs to be a bit fluffy to adapt it to different situations and make own decisions” – 

Interviewee 10 (MM) 

This quotation is in line with Kerns study in 2000. He says that the complexity of an organization 

results in an impossibility to simplify the reality and create one clear strategy with tangible goals. 

He enlightens the fact that a strategy is allowed to be a bit confusing, as long as it is communicated 

and there is a united view of the long-term goals (Kerns, 2000). To conclude these ideas, a strategy 

can be allowed some unclarity but only if the unclarity is communicated distinctly and there exists 

a unified strategic vision.  

Moreover, making a strategic plan clear to all employees in the organization requires a strategy 

formation-group, containing both top managers and lower level managers (Beer and Eisenstat, 

2000). Otherwise, the strategic vision might be too unclear for some and will therefore probably 

result in a lack of adoption. A front-line manager described this as: 

“The strategy is unclear, and we need to further break it down into action and goals to fully adopt it” 

– Interviewee 5 (FLM)

Since lower level managers are closer to the problems and responsible for employees, they have 

a deeper knowledge of impediments (Uyterhowven, 1989) as well as the possibility to minimizing 

the distance by influencing smaller groups, according to Balogun and Johnson in 2004. To be able 

to understand the strategy and move in a coherent direction as an organization, clearance is 

important (Wooldridge & Floyed, 1992). A united view can only be obtained if a cross-functional 

and vertical perspective is performed according to Crittenden (1991).  

5.2.2 A strategic mindset versus an operational mindset? 

Creating a sustainable change is important (Roney, 2004). If a strategy hopes to result in a 

difference, it must be sustainable and not only a temporary approach to change (Floyed & 

Wooldridge, 1992). Several of the interviewed managers enlightened this aspect as vital, among 

both MMs and FLMs.  
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Another interesting pattern observed during our interviews was that FLMs to a much greater 

extent emphasized the operational mindset, while MMs rather enlightened both a strategic and 

operational mindset this lining is in accordance, in Parnell’s study from 2005, where FLMs showed 

a more operational mindset since their tasks involved more day-to-day problem-solving and less 

strategic decisions. Even though their role description includes important strategic questions, 

there exists a greater lack of this perspective among FLMs then among MMs. One FLM describes 

their situation as:  

“Further down the organization, there are fewer possibilities for you to visualize and understand the 

whole problem description” – Interviewee 3 (FLM) 

According to Uyterhoven in his study from 1989 MMs are better positioned to understand 

organizational challenges and opportunities. Since they possess a combination of a strategic and 

an operational mindset (Uyterhoven, 1989). One MM describes the situation as: 

“I don’t see myself as the only part of the team, I’m an observer, where I’m close enough to understand 

the problems but open enough to understand the path ahead and guide my team in the right 

direction!” – Interviewee 10 (MM) 

To conclude, MMs possess a role of connecting the different role within the organization and have 

a mindset of both operation and strategy, while FLMs are more day-to-day problem solvers which 

reflect their more operational mindset.  

Generally, however, all interviewees expressed a tendency of working more operational than 

strategic at company X, overall. Some of MMs said it had to do with the reorganization or volatile 

market situation, and therefore was a temporary priority. Other interviewees, especially FLMs, 

thought it was a result of their organizational culture promote operational effort over strategic.  

5.2.3 Involve all leaders and employees in the process of 

implementation  

Floyed & Woolridge (1992) describe strategy implementation as a managerial contribution that 

could align strategic goals with a firm's day-to-day activities. In our interviews, all front-line 

managers mentioned involvement as a key factor to effectively implement a strategy. One 

interviewee described involvement as a core stone to successfully communicate the strategic 

message to the entire firm. A majority of FLMs said that they weren’t as involved in the 

implementation process as they wanted. One of the FLMs specified their lack of involvement as:  

“I am involved in some strategic work today, but I feel neglected by the process of strategy formation 

and implementation, and new directives are just through on us!” – Interviewee 5 (FLM)  
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Another front-line manager expressed it as: 

“We are just getting unclear and intangible strategy directives from the upper levels today. I think 

they need to get influences from both above and below. Of course, everybody can’t be involved and 

work with strategy, but to implement the strategy completely and in the whole firm you need to 

involve strategic leader/formal leaders at all levels in the firm.” – Interviewee 2 (FLM)  

Both Randall & Fahey (1994), Andrews, Beynon & Genc (2017) and Hrbinak (2006) agreed with 

front-line managers on this point. In literature they express involvement as; “A great 

implementation process is just a degree of involved staff, coming from different levels of the 

organization, and by doing so it will unite the whole firm.” Working step by step in a certain 

strategic direction enables involvement from the employee and low-level managers in the 

implementation process, which often results in a more efficient implementation process 

(Andrews, Beynon & Genc, 2017).  

Middle managers, on the other hand, weren’t as negative to involvement in strategy 

implementation. Most of them mentioned their useful leadership team meeting, where they could 

discuss the strategic movement and could be updated with news from the top management teams 

about strategy. Although, most of them expressed a frustration according to the reorganization. 

Most of them saw the reorganization as a stumbling block to update their business strategy 

according to the new corporate strategy. One middle manager showed his frustration by saying:  

“I have been waiting too long for the new business unit strategy, so I took it into my hand and are 

now setting up an own strategic plan and implementation process in my unit” – Interviewee 6 (MM) 

Both Reese (2014) and Nutt (2001) highlights the middle manager's importance’s by saying that 

that success rate of strategy implementation becomes much higher if the participation from 

middle and low-level managers is high (Reese, 2014; Nutt, 2001).  

Nominate key persons 

As already mentioned, some of the FLMs mentioned the importance of formal leader, key persons, 

or influential employees with a deep understanding of the organization and its products. One 

front-line manager described these peoples as suitable ambassadors in the strategy 

implementation process. He stated it as:  

“The technical competences and the real muscles are found in the bottom of a hierarchical firm, the 

place where the “real value” is created. Without involving or using influences of these people in the 

SI-process, the corporation misses opportunities, expertise and won’t be able to reach out truly.” – 

Interviewee 11 (FLM) 
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Comparably, in one of Nutt’s more successful implementation tactics, the corporation is said to 

identify a group of key employees from all over the organization with an extraordinary influential 

effect or corporate/product awareness. When the group is formed, together with their managers 

they can carry out the strategy with high efficiency and power (Nutt, 1987). Heifetz & Laurie's 

(2001) ideas of interaction go in line with Nutt’s, by expressing that an interacting strategic 

leadership has been proved to be a vital part of the implementation. Strategic leadership is seen 

as a leader's ability to get an employee to take a decision that can strengthen the long-term 

strategic success (Heifetz & Laurie's, 2001).  

Potential causes of the lack of involvement might be senior managers’ discomfort with conflicts 

or their fear of losing power. Such behavior may lead to strategic decisions being made without 

collaboration or input from the front-line manager or other staff, which further results in debated 

goals and inefficiency (Beer and Eisenstat, 2000). Further, as mentioned earlier, integrating 

horizontally and between business units and levels are central to be able to reach the corporate 

strategy or the business unit objectives (Hrbinak, 2006; Crittenden, 1991). 

5.2.4 Feedback 

Almost all FLMs and MMs mentioned the need for a suitable and useful feedback channel or 

response loop in the implementation process. Five out of six MMs and five out of six FLMs 

expressed it at least once. Most interviewees were also positive to the open and feedback friendly 

climate at the firm. However, most interviewees expressed a loss of a backward feedback-loop to 

confirm that their opinions or that their question had been heard. A front-line manager expressed 

it as;  

“It is pretty easy to provide feedback to the upper management team, but the responding feedback-

loop isn’t working completely. It is very rare to receive a backward feedback stream or a 

confirmation of your opinions and thought. I miss that part.” – Interviewee 8 (FLM) 

Another MM mentioned the need for a systematic feedback channel as: 

“We are open for feedback, but we need to be better to use this feedback properly. Having a functional 

and systematic feedback loop across the whole organization would be great.” – Interviewee 7 (MM) 

In similar with Brenes, Mena, and Molina (2008) and Hrebiniak’s (2008) research showing that 

going from strategy formation to successful strategy implementation, a systematic and 

responding feedback-loop is necessary. The feedback-loop aims to drive the implementation in 

the right direction and is useful for implementation improvements along the way. It suggests that 

the theory aligns with both MMs and FLMs ideas of feedback. However, a small difference has been 
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seen in the two interview groups. Front-line managers expressed that they wanted to use feedback 

as a way of being able to affect the implementation outcome, but also as a validation channel. 

Generally, they were keener of using feedback as a channel of strategic validation and as a main 

source of strategy knowhow. A front-line manager stated it as: 

“Feedback has two main functions. Feedback should be used as a tool of understanding, in the process 

of strategy implementation, it should be able to answer “what,” “how” and “why” a certain strategy 

is chosen. Secondly, use it to affect or respond to a strategy” – Interviewee 8 (FLM) 

In Nutt’s article from 1987, he presents four different management style use in strategy 

implementation. Different implementation tactics are useful in different organizational 

environments and situations.  The incremental style views SI as an iterative learning process and 

says that an iterative process gives the organization better responsiveness to change and 

feedback, which also goes in line with most FLMs. As well as, with Kotter & Schlesinger’s ideas 

(2008) saying that the validation is an iterative and feedback prone process where the strategic 

view need to be consistent and all employees must know the firm’s strategic direction.  

As mentioned in the previous section about communication, middle managers have historically 

been communication and feedback links between the executive management strategic decisions 

and the lower level management teams (Linkert, 1961). According to our interviewees both FLMs 

and MMs expressed that they worked as a feedback-link, although FLMs said that they rather were 

a link between MMs and their employees. An FLM expressed their feedback role as:  

“My role when it comes to feedback is often to act as a feedback channel between employees and 

superior manager, I listen to their input and for further relevant information.” – Interviewee 3 (FLM)  

Section, 5.2, Integrating the whole organization in the process of implementation has now analyzed 

four sub-subjects; clear strategy, operational or strategic mindset, the involvement of all leaders 

and feedback. The summarized results and analysis are presented in Table 8. The next section will 

cover methods and approaches to reach individuals during strategy implementation. 
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Table 8 - A summary of results and analysis regarding the section about integrating the whole 
organization in the process of implementation.  

5.3 Methods and approaches to reach individuals in strategy 

implementation 

This section discusses the significance of reaching all individuals in an organization and by doing 

that being able to implement a strategy completely. In the above sections, communication, 

feedback loops, and involvement have been highlighted. Consequently, this section will instead go 

through the central tools, methods, and wiles to reach all employees in the implementation 

process. Hrebiniak (2006), Crittenden & Crittenden’s (2008) and Brenes, Mena, & Molina (2008) 

are just a few academics mentioning measurement, reward and control systems, continuity and 

time allocation as tools and methods affecting the outcome of strategy implementation.  

5.3.1 The essence of measurement and guidelines 

Cummings & Angwin (2016) and Everse (2011) agreed with Kaplan's research from 1996, stating 

that strategic communication and implementation involves translating a strategic vision into 

concrete strategic targets and team-specific goals that can be measured. This section will describe 

empirical and theoretical finding regarding metrics and clear guidelines for implementation.  

During most of our primary interviews, the interviewees often described the significance of 

making strategic goals into clear KPIs or tangible metrics. Linking the strategy implementation to 
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their day-to-day business and turning it into an iterative process where the strategic progress and 

direction could be visualized. The two subject groups mentioned measurement and guidelines as 

essential tools in the process of strategy implementation to the same extent, even if FLMs as 

earlier mentioned were more disgruntled about the firms work with these tools today. One of 

them expressed their dissatisfaction by saying:  

“It is important with valuable metrics and measurement tools to encourage your staff to do both 

strategic work and operational. Today, the firm tends to encourage operational, product specific and 

technical advancements more. But we don’t have a functioning system to encouraging strategic 

improvement to the same degree.”- Interviewee 2 (FLM) 

While middle managers expressed another opinion of the organizational work with metrics 

related to strategy, by stating:  

“In our leadership team, we continuously discuss and break down the upper management strategic 

goals into clear and tangible metrics. We set sectoral targets and chose a wanted position for the 

team. Regularly, we create goal-reaching-programs (100-days action plans) to encourage employees 

and make us reach our set objectives in time” – Interviewee 1 (MM)  

However, the two subject groups agree with Owen, A. A. (1982) As well as with Brenes, Mena, & 

Molina (2008) saying that strategic measurements appropriately linked to the strategic 

objectives/goals can measure, show, and encourage the strategic progress. It can point out failures 

in time and avoid consequences of it. Further, to truly be able to achieve strategic objectives and 

not only focus on the operative objectives, but the firm also needs to develop short-term metrics 

rationally related to the corporate strategy, the business strategy, and the competitive plan. 

“Short-term thinking is okay if it’s tied to long-term, strategic thinking” (Hrebiniak, 2006). 

FLMs stated another interesting aspect regarding metrics and strategic guidelines. Some of them 

mentioned the constant adding of new unclear and unnecessary metrics, one stated it as:  

“This firm is full of ideas, opinions and problem-solving individuals, which is useful and 

groundbreaking in some situations, but obstructive and problematic in areas. Regarding strategy 

implementation, there is a tendency of just adding new project, metrics, and objectives to reach the 

corporate goals, without looking at the existing tools and initiatives at the nearest business unit.” – 

Interviewee 11 (FLM).  

The inefficiency of adding new metrics and strategic guidelines, without considering the use of it, 

isn't explicitly discussed in the literature reviewed in this thesis.  Hrbinak (2006), however, wrote 

that it is a tough challenge for managers to deal with complex organizations. Further, he declares 
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that they need to be able to develop measurable precise short-term objectives, logically related to 

the business and organizational long-term strategy.  

5.3.2 Reward and control 

The main presented implementation type in Nutt’s article was the rational style, an 

implementation style using control and reward systems to ensure employees are following the 

prearranged implementation activities and strategic direction (Nutt, 1984). In accordance, Ansoff 

(1991) highlights a control system containing the right tools and techniques to maintain a 

commitment to the process of strategy implementation. All FLMs we interviewed found any kind 

of reward or control system to be important in the process of strategy implementation, while only 

three out of six middle managers mentioned it. However, in conformity with the front-line 

managers, all interviewees had an overall bad image of a functioning control and reward system 

linked to strategy implementation in the firm today. Regarding, the insufficient control system, an 

interviewee expressed it as: 

“This firm isn't so good at rewarding strategic advancements, we congratulate technical and product 

improvement, but strategic work doesn’t have the same status.” – Interviewee 12 (FLM) 

Further, a middle manager stated: 

“It’s important to use reward and regulatory systems; it encourages employees to follow a certain 

direction and show appreciation for upcoming strategic initiatives and efforts.” - Interviewee 1 

(MM) 

Accordingly, Huy (2001) who says that the middle managers’ historically bad reputation is a direct 

result of deficient appreciation and reward from the top management, which demonstrates the 

importance of reward and gratitude during strategy implementation. Another author with similar 

opinions is Nutt, describing a manager as an individual responsible for setting a clear state of 

control, and rewards right type of behavior, by showing gratitude when employees are making 

improvements (Nutt, 2001). This argument widens the reasoning further, by stating that 

appreciation is a trait all managers at all levels in the hierarchical organization must be able to 

show. An interviewee has also stated it; he expressed it as:  

“Both employees and managers must be better at showing their appreciation, also, when people work 

with strategy. It doesn't need to be complicated, a thank you email is enough.” – Interviewee 5 (FLM) 

Moreover, the literature has had an equal focus on control and monitoring systems to achieve a 

successful implementation process. Brenes, Mena, and Molina (2008), Hrebiniak (2006), Kotter & 

Schlesinger (2013) and Wernham (1985) mentions either incentive, controls, or the essence of 
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repeatedly evaluating the strategy implementation process, to measure progress, avoid failures 

and see if the implementation is done correctly. Wooldridge & Floyed (1992) describes the 

process in more detail by explicitly saying that the firm first needs to identify key persons, then 

align implementation with current organizational structure and finally develop a control system 

for the whole implementation project.  

5.3.3 Continuity 

All interviewees except one mentioned the subject of continuity. They stated that continuous 

activities, projects, and objectives related to the strategy implementation are needed to 

implement a strategy successfully. In accordance, to our theoretical framework, Santos, Doz, & 

Williamson (2004) and Florida & Goodnight (2005) mentioned that regular work with strategic 

improvements has a positive effect on both innovativeness and efficiency in the implementation 

process. Furthermore, Kotter & Schlesinger (2008) describe the importance of an iterative and 

constantly ongoing implementation process, which makes employees more aware of the 

corporate strategy and its link to their daily work. Similarly, it helps to highlight the team strategic 

improvement and successes. One of the interviewees described continuity as a way of getting 

people to prioritize strategy over operational work, more often:   

“If you work with strategy continuously and in different forum, for example by discussing strategy in 

meetings, taking courses connected to the strategic directives, getting weekly strategic updates 

through emails or just having daily conversations about it, you will automatically make a mental 

note of it and place it higher on your list of priorities.” – Interviewee 10 (MM) 

Another interviewee described the success of continuity by talking about their successful Lean 

implementation, some years ago:  

“One of the most successful strategy implementations at company X was when we implemented Lean. 

One of the main success factor according to me was the committed leaders and the constant work 

with it. We took courses, had meetings and talked about the new strategy on a daily basis.” – 

Interviewee 2 (FLM) 

As in many other areas, generally, middle managers thought the firm already had a functioning, 

continuous and iterative process regarding strategy implementation. While FLMs generally said 

they wanted to have additional and more continuous activities related to strategy. Several 

interviewees mentioned their Lean implementation as an example of success. Some mentioned 

the lack of offering strategy related courses and other the absence of commitment and 

engagement among the upper management teams. Which goes in line with Brenes, Mena, and 
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Molina (2008) stating that continuous strategic activities and project can result in employee 

encouragement and a strong commitment to the process of implementation.  

An interesting paradox to the above discussion about continuity is Huy’s research concerning the 

balance between being innovative and having the encourage to be interruptive, against 

continuous work and keeping things as they are. For example, the CEO can’t just change 

everything overnight, it takes time to implement a strategy, and the implementation needs to be 

continuing in order of getting employees onboard and sink into the same strategic direction. On 

the other hand, he/she needs to have the courage to change direction and ideas based on new 

capabilities quickly to be competitive in the market (Huy, 2001).   

5.3.4 Time and resources allocation 

SI is a complex and challenging process. (Noble, 1999; Beer & Eisenstat, 2000; Atkinson, 2006). 

According to Hrebiniak (2006), it is often a more time-consuming process than the initial strategy 

formation, but equally important and essential for the business success (Hrebiniak, 2006).  

In interviews, all FLMs had mentioned the essence of time and resources allocation, while only 

four out of six middle managers had mentioned the same subject. It was clear that front-line 

managers had less time for strategic work than middle managers since FLMs more often 

expressed a greater need for time allocation for strategic work. A front-line manager stated their 

need for allocated time to strategic work, as follows:  

“Time and resource allocation is an essential foundation in the process of strategic implementation. 

By having time and knowledge to answer the strategies “what,” “how” and “why” the rest will follow.” 

– Interviewee 8 (FLM)

This in congruence with theory, stating that a manager must be able to motivate, teaching and be 

able to allocate time and resources for strategic work in order to lead the team through all-new 

strategic projects and decisions (Dunkerely, 1975; Hales, 2005; Storey, 1992). Furthermore, Beer 

and Eisenstat (2000) described the problem of inadequate down-the-line leadership skills and 

development in their publications. They expressed that also front-line managers needed support 

by leadership training, education, and coaching. Otherwise, they won’t develop the right skills for 

strategy implementation and won’t be able to reach out to their employees (Beer and Eisenstat, 

2000).  

On the contrary, an MM expresses the lack of time regarding the actual implementation, as follows: 

“There is a lot of discussion concerning strategy and strategy implementation, but we have no time 

for it on a regular basis.” – Interviewee 9 (MM)  
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In Hrbinak’s article Obstacles to effective Strategy Implementation, he describes suitable steps in 

an efficient strategy implementation process. The first step in the process is to create a corporate 

strategy. This strategy should concern the whole firm and include management and logistics but 

also time and resource allocation (Hrbieniak, 2008). Hrebinaik confirms that time as a resource is 

a necessity at the beginning of strategic implementation. Likewise, Crittenden & Crittenden’s 

paper does also mention the importance of earmarking all kind of resources, such as employees, 

capital, time and capabilities.  Further, Crittenden says that right resource and time allocation can 

create an efficient process of implementation. An organization needs to know where and when 

resources such as capital, employees, material, and service should be earmarked for a certain step 

or activity in the implementation process (Crittenden & Crittenden, 2008). A middle manager 

described resource allocation in the process of implementation like this:  

“Allocate a driver and a sponsor for each strategic stream, and use objectives or activity in the SI-

process to verify constant improvement” - Interviewee 6 (MM) 

All results and analysis of section, 5.3, Methods and approaches to reach individuals during 

implementation are summarized in Table 9 below.  

Table 9 - A visualization of the summarized results and analysis regarding methods and 
approaches to reach individuals in strategy implementation. 

To summarize the results and analysis presented in 5.1-5.3, Table 10 visualizes a comparison 

between MMs’ and FLMs’ perceptions of what is working during strategy implementation today. 

To conclude MMs are generally more positive to the function of the SI-process today.  
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Table 10 -  A visualization of all quantified data from section 5.1-5.3, concerning the supplemental 
research question 1. The table summarizes what FLMs and MMs describe as functioning during 
strategy implementation. 

5.4 Changed boundaries of responsibilities between MMs and 

FLMs  

In Hales study from 2007, he describes a shift in responsibilities between FLMs and MMs. This 

section will, therefore, compare the general framework of MMs’ role expectations, described in the 

previous chapter, in part 2.4, with the empirical findings of SI duties, described by the 

interviewees. The purpose is to investigate if the responsibility shift can be seen in SI and if the 

responsibilities previously performed by MMs nowadays are shared between FLMs and MMs.  

5.4.1 Theoretical responsibilities and division 

In the general framework of MMs’ expectations and their role in SI, eight different responsibilities 

were presented. Two of them were connected upwards, towards the superiors and the remaining 

six responsibilities were directed downwards, towards subordinated. The upward role included 

the role as a strategic rebellion and the role as an interpreter of strategic context. The downward 

roles include the entrepreneur, the motivator, the communicator, the landscape architect of a 

changed environment, the therapist, and the implementer. The general framework of middle 

managers expectations and roles during SI is visualized in Figure 7, in chapter 2, section 2.4.  
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5.4.2 Empirical responsibilities and division 

This section presents the managers’ description of their responsibilities during strategy 

implementation. The theoretical expectations of MMs’ responsibilities are compared to the 

empirical results of MMs’ and FLMs’ responsibilities. Which indicates that Hales’ conclusion from 

2007, about a responsibility shift, is applicable and to create a foundation to answer the main 

question of the paper (Hales, 2007).  

Upward to superior 
The upward responsibilities towards superior are more likely to be performed by MMs, their 

position is closer to top manager, and they are responsible for a great number of employees. The 

empirical results show this as well where all MMs describe that they are taking the role of both a 

strategic rebellion and an interpreter of strategic context. Compared to FLM where only 1 out 

of 6 describes them performing those tasks, see results in Table 11. The strategic rebellion 

suggests a presentation of different strategic alternatives to the current direction. An MM 

describes their role as: 

“My input regarding alternative strategic direction is based on my analysis of our Wanted position, 

and I believe that it helps the top management team to make suitable alterations to the current 

strategic direction”- Interviewee 10 (MM) 

The only FLM that describes performing this task presents a similar response:  

“I try to analyze the current situation within my area and the proposed future and suggests 

alternative directions if suitable” – Interviewee 3 (FLM) 

This similarity in response can also be the role of interpreter of strategic context. An MM describes 

the role as:  

“Based on the corporate strategy, I have developed my suggestions and interpretation and formed a 

strategy adapted to my unit!” – Interviewee 6 (MM) 

Apart from the different unit sizes, because an FLM is located further down within the hierarchical 

managerial level, the FLM performing the task describes it as: 

“I have assisted in the process of interpreting the strategic context for my unit and the formation of 

a strategy suitable for our unit!” – Interviewee 8 (FLM) 
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Table 11 - A visualization and summary of MMs respective FLMs responsibilities and their rate of 
performance.  

To conclude, the manager performing the upward responsibilities describes similar tasks 

independent of their managerial position.  

Downward to subordinate 

The role of an entrepreneur is described by Huy in 2001 to have a mindset including both the big 

picture and contrasting this with the day-to-day problem. All the respondents perform this task 

where most also emphasize the importance of being innovative. To encourage and motivate 

employees are an important aspect of the role as a motivator. This responsibility is performed 

by 4 out of 6 MMs and 4 out of 6 FLMs. One MM describes their responsibilities as 

“I have a responsibility to create opportunities and an environment allowing the employees to 

perform their task in the best way and to grow and create new capabilities” – Interviewee 1 (MM) 

Where one FLM describes the role as: 

“I motivate my employees to grow in the right direction and sets their personal goals to align with 

the strategic direction” – Interviewee 3 (FLM) 

One difference between the respondents is that FLMs are more individual specific in their 

responses while MMs are more focused on the employees as one unit. It indicates that FLMs to a 

larger degree performs this task compared to MMs. The role of a communicator is of great 

importance for a strategic vision and strategic goals to be understood and executed. This 

responsibility is thought to be performed by all MMs and almost all FLMs, however, a lot of MMs 
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discuss the importance of FLM communication since they function as direct contact between 

employees and manager. It strengthens the results presented in Reese’s study from 2014 

describing that FLMs function as a direct influence on the behavior of employees resulting in the 

importance of commitment and credible communication (Reese, 2014). One consequence of the 

majority taking the role of a communicator is the risk of too much information being 

communicated in combination with a lack of monitoring that the communicated message is 

understood results in a risk of losing important aspects.  

To obtain a sustainable change of a strategic initiative it is important to create an environment 

open to changes and a culture open to new alternatives. This task is performed by the role as 

landscape architect of a change-supportive environment. Unfortunately, only 2 out of 6 MMs 

and 2 out of 6 FLMs perform this task. In their study from 2005 Currie and Procter emphasize the 

importance of committed lower-level managers to increase organizational performance (Currie & 

Procter, 2005). It is therefore important for MMs and FLMs to shoulder the role of a landscape 

architect to create commitment towards change. One MM describes the process as: 

“I work towards fast supportive changes and culture of opines to this, needs to be able to change fast” 

– Interviewee 7 (MM)

To be able to create a sustainable change the role of a therapist is of great importance hence 

functioning as support towards employees during the transition and creating a feeling of safety. 

Almost all FLMs and MMs think they perform this task with the difference in attitude. MM actively 

and regularly talk to employees even though they are not asked to shoulder the role. One MM 

describes the role as: 

“Employees are given the opportunity to seek out if they feel the need to talk” – Interviewee 4 (MM) 

Compared to one FLM who describes the role as:  

“Takes time to talk to everyone and have one-on-one time to create trust, it is important to use 

situational based leadership” –  Interviewee 12 (FLM) 

It results in a more trust-based relationship between FLMs and employees compared to MMs and 

employees. To be able to talk about troubling thoughts trust is an important parameter not to be 

underestimated. The role as an implementer is thought to be shouldered by all managers 

independent of their position. One of the MMs describes the process of implementing as: 

“Connects the different units and what they do, to create one implementation tries to align with 

different sectors.” - Interviewee 1 (MM) 
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The results from the interviews have been summarized in Table 11. One observation is that 

towards upward superiors, MM perform several of the responsibilities. In comparison to the 

downward responsibilities, where the distribution between MM and FLM responsibilities is more 

similar, and both managerial levels perform the same tasks. Another observation is that MMs talk 

about their responsibilities towards employees as functioning, but do not exemplify or specify 

while FLMs describe more concrete cases as seen from the citation above. 

The general framework analyzed above was created with the purpose of creating a general 

responsibility portrayal of middle managers during the process of strategy implementation. The 

conclusion made by the comparison of the strategic responsibilities performed by MMs, in 

accordance to the empirical findings and the general framework, compared to Hales (2007) study, 

describing the shifting boundaries between FLMs and MMs, suggested that Hales study was 

accurately made. The finding can verify that Hales study applies to strategy implementation and 

this specific case study. To conclude, some of the strategic tasks and implementation 

responsibilities, theoretically achieved by MMs, is now performed by FLMs in accordance to this 

qualitative study.  

To summarize, through this chapter, the report aimed to present and analyze the findings, to come 

nearer an answer to the overarching research questions, by mapping, empirical findings 

expressed during our qualitative interviews and observations with theories regarding the SI 

process, including barriers and success factors. Section 5.1-5.3 provided analysis and results to 

SBQ 1. Section 5.4 has provided us with finding and an analysis of the MMs’ and FLMs’ shifting 

reasonability in strategy implementation, by mapping the general framework with interview 

findings, and further comparing it to Hales’ ideas. The next chapter will discuss the results further 

and will provide the reader with a synthesis of the thesis’ -fearch question and purpose.  
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6. Discussion

In this chapter, the paper presents a discussion of the finding and analyze in a broader context. The 

chapter is divided into several sections discussing the results of the thesis sub-research questions as 

well as, the main research question. Furthermore, the chapter discusses implications, additional 

insights, and suggestions for future research.  

6.1 Discussion of findings 

This thesis has investigated middle and front-line managers perceptions, roles and interplay in 

the process of strategy implementation. The starting point for the investigation was a view of SI 

as characterized complexity and high failure rate (Olson, Salter & Hult, 2005; Hrebiniak, 2006). 

Furthermore, the delayered organizational structures, leading to a shift in responsibilities 

between MMs and FLMs, as well as the managers historically forgotten importance and impact on 

the SI-process, caught our attention (Hales, 2006; Sasser. W. Earl & Leonard, 1980). Consequently, 

the need for additional studies within the area of constructive interplay between MMs and FLMs 

in the strategy implementation process became the main purpose of the study.   

6.1.1 Different perceptions of strategy implementation 

The previously presented findings in 5.1-5.3, reveal that MMs and FLMs to some extent have 

similar ideas and views of strategy implementation obstacles and success factors. In short, they 

request similar leadership attitudes and characters in the SI-process but have a split view on FLMs 

involvement and how the leadership is managed today. Furthermore, both MMs and FLMs require 

a clear strategy formation, different communication channels, and a working feedback loop 

similar to several presented strategy implementation theories (Huy 2001; Hrebiniak, 2006). It 

was also found that both front-line and middle managers missed a functioning reward and control 

system, something numerous theoretical models and theories encourage in order, to fulfill 

individual needs and encourage the implementation process (Brenes, Mena, & Molina, 2008; Nutt, 

1987). The result and analysis of 5.1-5.3, will now be discussed according to the three defined 

themes.  

Firstly, the result revealed that both MMs and FLMs had comparable thoughts of great leadership 

in the strategy implementation process. The results revealed that an appropriate leader should be 

committed, be transparent, straight, perceptive and possess great communication skills. These 

leadership characteristics were also recognized and mentioned during our literature review (Beer 

& Eisenstat, 2000; Brenes, Mena, & Molina, 2008). Especially in Sunnie Giles’ (2016) global case 

study, highlighting all of these characteristics among the top 15 most important leadership 

https://hbr.org/search?term=frank+s.+leonard
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attributes. Supplementary and overall observation suggested a certain need for better 

transparency in the strategic work and various communication channels. However, the findings 

did also describe some differences between front-line and middle managers. A majority of FLMs 

mentioned the importance of involvement and support in the process of implementation since 

they felt a higher individual commitment and greater understanding of the strategic decisions by 

being involved. The literature agreed with the front-line managers by suggesting that FLMs and 

MMs are playing different roles and therefore can contribute with different viewpoint during 

strategy implementation if they are involved (Dunkerely, 1975; Hales, 2005; Storey, 1992). 

Several of the MMs, on the other hand, saw a risk of creating an inefficient process, by involving 

too many people in the strategy implementation process. A possibility to ensure an efficient 

process with involved and committed people could be to select key people from different levels in 

the organization, with specific responsibility and power in the strategy implementation process. 

The final vital leadership aspect mentioned by all parties (MMs, FLMs, and literature) was what 

Taylor described as “leadership walk the talk.” In detail, we found that practice what’s preached, 

be as good as your word and prioritize employees over yourself, was mentioned as a key-factors 

creating loyalty and trust in the SI-process. From all appearance, this leadership attribute felt even 

more important in a firm undergoing reorganization, situated in a volatile market. 

Additionally, regarding communication channels and approaches to communicate almost all MMs 

and FLMs mentioned communication as an essential part of the implementation process, in 

congruence with theory (Ahearne, Lam & Kraus, 2013). Several interviewees addressed the 

importance of clear and continuing communication, as well as the need for new methods and 

channels to reach individuals in the whole organization. A large group of FLMs brought up their 

frustration of the vertical strategic communication today and saw this as a result of fear, 

ignorance, and lack of time among the higher level of management. As an observer, the power of 

right communication and especially vertical communication in a hierarchical firm is perceived as 

very supportive and gratifying in the SI process. Significant managerial actions in the SI-process 

is to offer explanations of strategic decisions, listen to the employees’ needs, be able to receive 

and provide feedback and offer continuous dialogue with staff, which will create trustful and 

sustainable relationships. Also, provide all possible communication channels and cross-functional 

communication, which together will increase the success rate of strategy implementation. The 

major difference between the two groups, was middle managers’ concern of horizontal or cross-

functional communication, especially between geographically divided business units. This 

difference is expected since MMs have more subordinates and a wider view of the organization. 
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Secondly, our results and analysis showed that FLMs and MMs align with literature regarding the 

importance of translating the visionary strategy into a clear and tangible format. As Hrebiniak 

expressed it, “a well-performed execution cannot defeat the limitations of a vague strategy.” 

However, middle managers showed a much more positive attitude toward the case firms efforts 

to formulate a clear strategy, objectives, and implementation process. Though, it isn’t very 

surprising, since it can be directly correlated to the FLMs’ negative view of communication and 

involvement in the SI-process, as previously described. Poor communication and exclusion of 

FLMs in the implementation process will probably lead to confusion, diffuse strategic objectives, 

and increased criticism among FLMs.  When the interviewees brought up feedback, FLMs 

described the none-functioning feedback loop more frequent then the MMs did. Overall, these 

findings reveal a gap between middle and front-line managers’ view of the actual function of 

important implementation factors in the SI-process. Their different approaches and perception of 

the current situation will probably affect the success of the implementation since people in 

frustration or due to a lack of understanding might work in diverse strategic directions.  

Another challenge expressed by the interviewees in the case company was their too operational 

view, focusing on daily complications and short-term problem-solving, rather than having a 

sustainable and strategic mindset. Even if the results reveal an expected tendency of seeing middle 

managers as more strategic then FLMs, the overall impression showed a company with an 

organizational culture promoting and praising operational and technical efforts, more than the SI 

process. Like some interviewees expressed, the result might be based on the unpredictable 

market situation or the firm’s reorganization. As described in the introduction the ICT market 

must be able to manage change and shifting customer requirements more rapidly than ever 

before. Accordingly, to be a sustainable and long-term strategy in this competitive and pressured 

sector, it is crucial to reward, be committed and support sustainable actions.  

Finally, as mentioned earlier the group of FLMs felt less involved and included then the MMs in 

the process of SI. In accordance, Andrews, Beynon & Genc (2017) article, saying that involved and 

engaged FLMs will spread the strategic message fast to the technical employees, by delivering 

trust, using the right communication channels and language. Therefore, it is beneficial to involve 

leaders and staff from different levels.  

Thirdly, our findings reveal that FLMs and MMs addressed several different methods and 

approaches to reach an employee in the process of strategy implementation. Almost all 

interviewees mentioned and agreed on the importance of measurement and guidelines, frequent 

strategy implementation activities, communication, and meeting, as well as better reward and 

control system. These methods were also highlighted in the literature review by both Hrebiniak 
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(2006), Crittenden & Crittenden’s (2008) and Brenes, Mena, & Molina (2008), to name a few. All 

FLMs and most MMs highlighted time and resource allocation as well since it is central for a firm 

to know what, where and when resources and time should be earmarked in the process of SI to 

succeed. As mentioned before, FLMs had a more hostile attitude to the methods function today, 

which presumably is a result of deficient transparency and exclusion for the SI process. However, 

both MMs and FLMs agree upon the missed reward and control system, especially concerning 

strategic efforts described above. As described in the theoretical framework, a suitable control 

system containing the right tools and techniques can retain commitment and result in a successful 

implementation process (Ansoff, 1991).  

6.1.2. Middle and front-line managers’ roles 

The result and analysis in section 5.4 exposed that the empirical role description described by the 

interviewees share many similarities with the theoretical portraying of MMs’ responsibilities 

revealed in the general framework, see Figure 7, in section 2.4. Moreover, the finding described 

through the general framework showed the same shifting responsibility boundaries between 

FLMs and MMs, as Hales’ research discovered, see section 2.2.2 and 2.3.2. The results showed that 

some of the MMs’ general implementation responsibilities now was performed by FLMs. It was 

found that several responsibilities or activities were made by both groups, leading to duplication, 

diffuse roles, and inefficacy in the implementation process. Upward responsibilities toward 

superiors were more often performed by MMs, which can be linked to their positive attitude to 

the function of involvement, feedback, and vertical communication. While FLMs in the same areas 

expressed frustration of not getting the right resources, knowledge, and support to make the 

strategic efforts completely. The downward responsibilities, on the other hand, were expressed 

equally often by MMs and FLMs, which further reveals a tendency of unnecessary overlap and 

duplication of work. Due to the shift in responsibilities, FLMs seem to remain their operational 

and former duties but these are now supplemented by additional strategic responsibilities in the 

SI-process. However, despite this extra responsibility, they don’t have the same precondition, link 

to superiors or support to successfully execute the strategic actions properly. The first step to 

overcoming all these problems could be to update and clarify the responsibilities of each role in 

the SI-process. With distinct roles, they can be given the right support and conditions to 

implement a strategy successfully.  

One thing worth mentioning during this investigation is the lack of literature, describing the 

historical role of FLMs, which can be a significant source of error.  
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6.1.3 Shifting boundaries of responsibility between MMs and FLMs 

As part of the delayered organizational structure, reorganization and a competitive environment, 

distinction of responsibility between MMs and FLMs have shifted. As described in the general 

framework above, in section 5.4 and 2.4, duties typically associated with middle managers in the 

process of strategy implementation is today performed by FLMs, leading to a risk of overlaps and 

duplication in work. Consequently, FLMs’ new responsibilities have rather been supplemented 

then replaced by their previous and historical responsibilities, giving them a much heavier 

workload without getting the tile of a middle manager. Furthermore, due to their history of not 

having these strategic and performance management responsibilities, they haven’t been offered 

the right conditions, support, and knowledge to develop the necessary capabilities for their new 

role, with additional complexity.  

Moreover, several of the theoretical and empirical findings regarding strategy implementation 

obstacles and leverages described in 5.1-5.3 can also be linked to the responsibility shift between 

MMs and FLMs. Which further reveals that firm X hasn’t been prepared, aware or even adapted to 

the shifting role dynamic between them. Something Hales’ research also highlights, by describing 

the dilemma regarding MMs and FLMs shifting boundaries and interaction in the new 

organizational structure (Hales, 2007). Consequently, by mapping these discovered finding of 

obstacles in the SI process with the shifting responsibility boundaries between MMs and FLMs, 

three main attributes, important in the creation of a dynamic interplay between MMs and FLMs is 

discussed below. 

Firstly, as previously mentioned, the general framework describes how FLMs don’t have the same 

transparency towards superiors or the same possibilities to receive information and 

communicate upwards in the organization, as the MMs. It gives FLMs less information exchange, 

support, and influence to implement the strategy lower in the organization. Some problems linked 

to this dilemma is mentioned in 5.1.2, 5.2.3 and 5.2.3 where the most FLMs expressed frustration 

and criticism to insufficient communicational channels, poor feedback loops and exclusion from 

the SI-process. Some of the FLMs argued that this leads to an equivocal and vague understanding 

of the strategy among FLMs and the employees, less commitment, and further leads to an 

inefficient strategy implementation process. On the contrary, most middle managers expressed a 

positive picture of involvement, communication, and feedback in the SI-process.  

Additional, in section 5.2.1, Clear strategy formation, where FLMs, overall stated a dissatisfaction 

of current effort put on creating a clear strategy formation, while most middle managers were 

positive about the same actions.  
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All these, problematic findings can be directly linked to findings regarding MMs and FLMs shifting 

responsibilities expressed in Hale’s study and the introduction above. For example, as seen in 

section 5.4, observations show that both MMs and FLMs perform similar tasks downward in the 

organizational structure, leading to duplication of work and an inefficient implementation 

process. In contrast to the responsibility distribution upwards, where MMs alone are responsible, 

giving them better transparency towards top management, as well as better communication and 

information channel to the superiors’ strategic decisions. Furthermore, it can be directly related 

to MMs’ positive picture of communication, involvement, and transparency at the company X 

today, and the result of the opposite feeling among the FLMs. Without this upward strategic 

information exchange and communication channel, it will become difficult to make a great effort 

and implement the strategy successfully downwards, to the front-line manager's employees. A 

solution to these problems could be clearer and more distinctive responsibilities, divided between 

MMs and FLMs during strategy implementation. Resulting in less risk for duplication in work, 

interpretation along the hierarchical levels, and less risk of misunderstandings, due to lacking 

transparency, communication, and involvement. Furthermore, it could enable the right 

conditions, knowledge, and support for the key responsible in the SI-process. Lastly, result in a 

more efficient SI-process, where everyone involved is aware of their specific role and duties.  

Secondly, the results above reveal that FLMs felt excluded from the SI-process. Generally, they 

showed a will of being more involved and engaged in the process then they were today. It can be 

shown in sections 5.1, Leadership in SI, where all FLMs, but only four out of six MMs mentions 

transparency and clearance as essential leadership characteristics in the process of SI. Moreover, 

similar indications can be shown in sections 5.2.3, Involve all leaders, and in section 5.2.1, The 

essence of a clear strategy was the middle managers outlined a better picture of company X’s work 

with involvement in the SI-process and strategic clearance. Several MMs expressed it as; 

“Everybody can’t be involved in the process of strategy implementation since the process will become 

too inefficient then.”.  Another one uttered that he could see a function of having a diffuse and vague 

strategy since that could encourage innovativeness and increase FLMs ability to affect the SI-

process. Correspondingly, both continuity and a functioning feedback-loop during the 

implementation process were mentioned more frequent by MMs in positive terms, then among 

FLMs.   

These new findings, together with the general framework described above. Where we revealed 

that upward responsibilities, toward superiors, primarily were performed by MMs, will 

consequentially, lead to limited possibilities for FLMs to influence, impact and be involved in the 

strategic implementation process and its outcome. It will also further strengthen their feeling of 
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alienation. Furthermore, if FLMs aren’t involved in the discussions or included in the 

communication with upper levels, regarding strategic work, they won’t get the complete picture 

and understanding of the strategy and won’t be able to implement it correctly downwards in the 

organization. As several FLMs mentioned it; “If we aren’t involved or aren’t able to receive more 

feedback from the upper levels, we wouldn’t have a total strategic understanding, resulting in a lack 

of commitment among us and a high risk of misunderstanding.”. Although, even FLMs expressed a 

fear of being too many people involved in the implementation process. Nevertheless, they saw a 

solution of identifying and selecting the most appropriate and influential key people in the 

organization and offering them a central role in the implementation process. Additionally, they 

suggested that it is important to select both MMs and FLMs, as well as other employees from 

different levels in the organization since they all have different viewpoints, expertise, and parts to 

play. Particularly when involving, communicating and managing other people in the process. From 

the observer's view, it is a question of balance between an inefficient process with too many 

people involved, with an informational overload and on the other hand, an exclusionary process 

with divided strategic views. Whether or not, maybe an interim solution would be to select 

influential key peoples with clear responsibilities in the implementation process, aimed to foster 

openness, trust, and commitment as well as increase the feeling of involvement among most 

employees in the strategy implementation process. 

Lastly, our findings showed that both MMs and FLMs perceived their activities as more 

operational than strategic, focused on “extinguishing fires” rather than working with long-term 

strategic goals. A majority of MMs saw this as an effect of reorganization or as a decision made at 

a time of uncertainty. Although, others expressed frustration of the too slow reorganization and 

the suspended strategy implementation, resulting in local strategic initiatives. Another vital 

aspect both FLMs and MMs mentioned during the interviews was company X’s way of prioritizing 

product-specific performance or technical innovations, rather than strategic work and 

implementation efforts. Almost all interviewees expressed a lack of a reward and control system 

related to the SI process. Several managers particularly mentioned the organizational culture of 

rewarding technical improvement rather than sustainable work and strategic efforts. 

These findings suggest that this type of culture will allocate less time, focus, and effort put on 

strategic work and especially the strategy implementation process. It was also commonly 

mentioned among both MMs and FLMs that they wanted more time and resource allocated to 

strategic efforts. Furthermore, a majority was dissatisfied with metrics and guidelines pushing 

them in the right strategic direction. These aspects further highlight how company X’s culture 

favor technical performance, over strategic efforts. Since the literature review and our empirical 
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studies have stressed the importance of time allocation, rewarding strategic effort and creating 

clear strategic metrics it confirms these parameters effect on the outcome of strategy 

implementation.  

To conclude, three important aspects need to be in place for creating a constructive interplay 

between MMs and FLMs during strategy implementation. First, there must be clear and distinctive 

roles and responsibilities stated for both MMs and FLMs during SI. It will result in less risk for 

duplication and a more efficient process. Secondly, it is central to choose the right and most 

suitable key people from different levels in the organization and make them responsible of the SI-

process. In this case, they can provide various perspectives, knowledge, and expertise in the 

implementation process. Additionally, total transparency, openness and knowledge spread 

should occur between these people within different organizational levels. Finally, strategic work 

should be rewarded equally as operational and product-specific effort. Today, the organizational 

culture tends to emphases and reward operational work more than long-term strategic work.  

6.2 Implications 

This study can primarily be used for the manager to consider when forming and dividing 

responsibilities during strategy implementation and formation. By using the result from this 

study, a more dynamic interplay between FLMs and MMs can be obtained which will result in 

more committed FLMs who possesses the knowledge to communicate the strategy in a clear and 

adaptable way. The result will be a more efficient SI process and a more adaptable culture for 

future reorganizations. In an environment of high competitiveness and fast-changing customer 

demand, it is important to be able to change strategic direction and to do so as for smooth as 

possible.  

Additionally, the results from this study can be used to clarify the responsibilities during SI. A 

more specific role description of FLMs and MMs result in the possibility to align the expectation 

sync between top management and lower level management. To enable the manager to offer the 

right tools for employees to create important capabilities and conditions to implement a strategy 

successfully. Hence further underlining the importance of clear role descriptions. 

Furthermore, there are findings presented in this study indicating that academic researchers need 

to include additional aspects when considering strategy implementation. There are clear gaps in 

strategy implementation theories considering lower level manager and the interplay between 

managerial levels. Due to the changing organizational structures and the trend of flatter 

organizations with fewer managers, it is important that the interplay is acknowledged as 

important. The implications of this study are also affecting strategic management since strategy 
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implementation is one part of the process and the findings from this study indicate that the entire 

process needs to consider lower level manager.  

6.3 Additional insights related to this investigation 

Several findings revealed throughout this study hasn’t been truly correlated to the thesis main 

purpose and scope.  Additional insight, indirectly correlated to the results, the case, or the topics 

will, therefore, be shortly described below.  

Culture – During this investigation, we have seen indications of at high technical and operational 

promoting culture. Generally, employees and manager at company X are motivated by their 

interest in technology, engineering, or ICT industry.  We have seen the tendency of promoting and 

rewarding technical, product specific, and operational advancement over strategic work. The 

strong technical culture seems to deter change and new strategic initiatives which might develop 

into a long-term problem and unsustainable organization.  

Inclined to change – Another interesting aspect, hardly surprising is the approaches to change or 

rethink in the organization. Younger employees tend to have a more open attitude toward change, 

strategic, and organizational alternations. Since the investigated business unit mostly consisted of 

senior employees, rather than newer staff, this was expressed as a problem.  

Director dissatisfaction – In light of this study, an interesting finding expressed by both groups 

of interviewees was their dissatisfaction with the managers above their nearest manager. FLMs 

expressed displeasure with the management team above the MMs, and in turn, MMs uttered a lack 

of leadership among their nearest manager’s director (top management). One of the possible 

causes is the lack of transparency and understanding of their respective positions and efforts, 

leading to destructive criticism and skepticism.  

Sustainability -  Company X’s organizational culture, goes hand-in-hand with their rather lacking 

sustainability work. Owed to their operational and technically rewarding culture, a long-term and 

suitable strategic mindset is often put aside. Correspondingly, as mentioned earlier, it might be a 

result of reorganization or due to an unpredictable industry with high pressure leading to less 

time for strategic efforts. However, the importance of sustainable and long-term strategic goals 

still exists and has been proved to increase the strategy implementation success rate (Hales, 2007; 

C.W Roney, 2004; Huy, 2001). A complement to this thesis could, therefore, be a study

investigating sustainability, related to the implementation process or a sustainable managerial 

interplay.  
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6.4 Future research 

Based on this study and the revealed findings, future research areas of interest have been 

identified and is summarized below.  

Firstly, there is a need to perform similar studies but at different settings to verify the results of 

this study and increase generalizability. By multiple performed studies the results can be verified, 

and additional insights can be made. Studies performed at different companies increase the 

reliability of the results and helps to identify additional features. By investigating other company 

cultures, different organizational structures, and different products, it is possible to verify that the 

conclusion is not only company specific, it should also be performed at different industries to 

increase reliability. 

Secondly, it is relevant to verify the results by performing a qualitative study where the results 

could be tested to increase the respondents and by doing so decreasing the risk of chance. By 

verifying that these results are in fact general results in possibilities to further develop 

frameworks of strategy implementation that is outdated such as five key dimensions by Brenes, 

Mena, and Molina in 2008 and by Hrebiniak in 2006. 

There is also a need for multiple studies being performed analyzing different types of strategy 

implementation to further understand difference depending on the nature of the strategy. 

Theories related to different implementation styles for different strategies presented by Andrews, 

Beynon, and Genc in their study from 2017 can function as a foundation for this area and 

combined with the results from this study result in additional insights into the dynamic between 

managerial levels (Andrew, Beynon & Genc, 2017). 

Another interesting area for further research is the changing roles between MM and FLM. This 

study uses the findings from Hales paper in 2007 as a foundation for the research (Hales, 2007). 

Within this area, further studies investigating the changing roles and complications related to this 

is needed.  

To understand the consequences of a dynamic interplay between MMs and FLMs a field study 

could be made, where an analysis of strategy implementation is performed. By comparing two 

implementation processes one which has incorporated the three important aspects enlightened 

in this paper and one without these considerations. A future conducted study should be performed 

on similar strategies since different strategies may result in additional aspects. 
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This study is performed in Sweden resulting in it being based on the Swedish culture. A future 

research area is to compare and analyze different culture and the effect on the result. The 

differences described by Hofstede (1970) can function as a foundation for future studies. 

Furthermore, in this study, there was a high degree of homogeneity among the respondents and 

to increase generalization in the study, there is a need of higher heterogenicity. By choosing 

different respondents, additional aspects related to heterogeneity could be identified resulting in 

better understanding of the future problems associated with a dynamic interplay between MMs 

and FLMs.  
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7. Conclusions

This chapter will present and summarize the conclusions made in this investigation and answer the 

paper’s main research question. The conclusion will be divided into three parts initially state the 

answers of the two sub-research questions, followed by an answer to the main research question.  

To conclude this master thesis, the main research question is answered to fulfill the main purpose 

of the report. 

Main research question: How can a large multi-function corporation achieve a constructive 

interplay between middle and front-line managers in strategy implementation?   

To, investigate and answer the thesis main research question and purpose two sub-questions 

were formulated and investigated. Initially, MMs’ and FLMs’ different perception of strategy 

implementation obstacles was revealed and compared with the literature. Showing, several 

similarities in emphasized obstacles and success factors between the two groups and the 

theoretical review. However, the biggest difference was their different attitudes to the success of 

the implementation process today, where FLMs expressed more dissatisfaction. The second 

research question studied MMs’ and FLMs’ role description and showed how Hales expressed 

responsibility shift also could be seen in the process of SI and empirically at Company X. The two 

sub-questions eventually led us to the master thesis’ main question where previous findings of SI 

obstacles were mapped to MMs’ and FLMs’ shifting responsibilities and revealing difficulties 

directly linked to the responsibility shift. This study resulted in the identification of three main 

attributes important for the creation a constructive interplay between MMs and FLMs.    

Firstly, there must be clearly stated responsibilities for each role in the strategy implementation 

process and especially for MMs and FLMs. By doing so, there is less risk of duplication, frustration 

and leads to a much more efficient process where people know what to do.  

Secondly, select the most suitable and influential key people in the implementation process, select 

individuals from all managerial levels in the organization. In order of getting various viewpoint, 

knowledge, and expertise to the SI process. Further, it is important with total transparency and 

knowledge exchange between the involved key people and levels to reduce criticism and 

frustration from lower levels, as shown by FLMs today.   

Finally, a cultural change is needed, where strategic work should be rewarded equally much as 

operational and product-specific efforts. Today operational and technical performance is 

rewarded more resulting in them attaining more resource and time allocation, leading to 

prioritizing operational work over the strategic effort and long-term goals.  
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Appendix 

Interview template 

Semi-structured – Interview guide questions 

The interviews will be performed in a relaxed and safe environment in a separate meeting room 

at the company X. The intended time for each interview is approximate 45-60 minutes, and all 

interviewees will be offered interview material in advance. 

All interviews will start with a short presentation of us, followed by a presentation of the 

purpose of the paper.  

General information to verify that ethical considerations are considered: 

NUMBER QUESTION 
The material will only be handled by us and not being forwarded to superiors or co-
workers. 
The material will be saved until the end of the study and then deleted. 
The material will be anonymous. 
Would it be okay if we record the interview and quote you anonymously? 

Basic background questions about interviewee: 

NUMBER QUESTION 

1. Name: 

2. Position at company X and the primary responsibilities of your position? 

3. How many years have you been working at the company? 

4. During how many years have you had a managerial position? 

Strategy – Formation, Implementation and Purpose 

The purpose of this part is to understand how you (as a middle or front-line manager) work with 

strategy formation and deployment. Furthermore, what main purpose a strategy should have 

according to you as a manager.  

Additional, when we talk about strategy, we are referring to corporate strategy. 

NUMBER QUESTION 

5. Do you feel involved in the strategic work at company X? 

6. In what situations do you use the strategy as a guide for making decisions? 

7. Do you feel like the corporate strategy is affecting your work? Positively or 
negatively? 
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8. Describe the strategy implementation process? For example, describe what 
individuals are involved? Are there any specific key activities or timelines, or 
responsibilities, etc.  

Can participation in the strategy formation process, create a better understanding of 
the implementation process as well? 

9. Is there an openness for giving or receiving feedback/input regarding the strategy or 
the strategic work? If, how is this presented or communicated? And in what 
situations? To whom? 

Would you consider it to be important to use feedback loops during SI? 

10. What do you see as the biggest impediments in the strategy implementation process? 
Are there any potential improvements to better succeed with the deployment? 

11. Describe, if you work with the strategy follow-up process/ feedback process:  
Do you feel or experience that people understand the strategy? How is it verified? 
What type of communication is used? 

12. How is the strategy documented? And who can access it? 
What do you experience work or don’t work with company X documentation of SI, 
today? 

Leadership 

NUMBER QUESTION 
13. What is a great leader according to you? And what qualities and attributes do you 

prefer a good leader to possess? 

Is there any specific leadership attributes that work better at company X? Compared 
to other company you have work at? 

14. What responsibility and duties are required of a leader during the implementation 
of a strategy? 

15. Have you experienced abilities of attributes among manager at leading position that 
has affected the success rate of a strategy implementation? 

Change is considered a challenging process; How do you work with the negativity 
surrounding the SI or a change process? What do you do about negativity? How can 
you handle the problem? 
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16. Do you experience a trust towards leader and co-worker when working with 
strategy and implementation? 

Can trust affect the implementation process according to you? 

Commitment 

NUMBER QUESTION 
17. What is a commitment to you? 

18. How does a committed leader act or behave? 
19. How is commitment created? Qualities, attributes, activities and so on. 

20. Why are you committed/interested? 
Do you think that your superiors’ commitment affects your commitment during 
strategy implementation?  

21. If someone is unwilling to implement a strategy, what do you do about it? 

22. How can you make people committed in the SI-process? 

Communication 

NUMBER QUESTION 
17. As a middle manager, what is most important when you try to communicate, does 

there exist something specific to take into consideration? 

18. How can you make sure communication is performed both upwards and 
downwards? 

19. Would you say it is important to communicate one-on-one, (how, why, or why not?) 

20. If communication fails/succeeds, how does that influence the implementation? 

Basic follow up questions: 

- Why/why not

- Exemplify

Finally, 

Is there something you would like to add or something you feel you haven’t had the opportunity 

to express? 
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