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PREFACE

The greatest challenge facing the newspaper industry, many
of itstop leaders have told NMC, is finding good people,
devel oping them, retaining them and keeping them happy.
Nowhereisthat challenge greater—or more important—than in
the ranks of newsroom middle management.

These women and men are the workhorses who make the
assignments, direct the coverage and see that the paper comes
out every day. They are entrusted with the care and feeding of
the rest of the staff—all those reporters, photographers, copy
editors, designers and artists—who also need to be recruited,
developed and kept happy.

Yet, it'swidely believed that newsroom middle management
isthe worst job in newspapering today: long hours, intense
pressure, little respect from below, little support from above.
Editors citein dismay cases of star staffers refusing advancement
to middle management, seeing the move as punishment, not
promotion.

Y et developing and promoting good managersis essential to
the future. Asthe publisher of one large metropolitan daily
recently told NMC, "The biggest issue [is] employing the right
people who will take on more and more personal responsibility
for the leadership for the organization. More and more people
must have the ability and have the clear sense of direction so that
they can exercise their own leadership, so it is not coming from
the top."

Are the problems of middle management as severe and
intractable as they appear?

To discover the truth behind the myths and to find possible
solutions, Sharon L. Peters surveyed top editors, rank-and-file
newsroom workers and middle managers themselves on the
problems and prospects for improvement. She examined the
situation of middle managers at small, medium and large
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newspapersin al parts of the country, both chain-owned and
independent.

Some of what she discovered is surprising and might
illuminate the way out of the darkest problems. Much of what
her research revealsis universal and can be applied to all
newsrooms, but she also takes close-up looks at asmall, a
medium and a large newspaper to focus on circumstances that
are affected by size.

Peters research shows that with the right effort applied in the
right way it is possible to improve both the lives and
performance of middle managers.
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TheWorst Job In
Journalism

By Sharon L. Peters, Ph.D.

It iswidely regarded as the worst job in journalism. The
demands are relentless, the sacrifices many and the rewards few.

It isthe netherworld called middle management.

Moored between the buffeting of their subordinates on one
side and the constantly shifting winds of top management on the
other, middle managers are rocked and battered with ferocious
regularity.

Middle managers are regularly portrayed by subordinates as
ill-behaved automatons who have few skills and fewer
journalistic convictions, by top managers as well-intentioned
workhorses who get bogged down in process and offer littlein
the way of initiative or strategic thinking, and by middle
managers themselves as hapless victims caught in the crush of
circumstances.

If newspaper middle management was never the perfect job,
it isinarguably more challenging today, due to the confounding
issues of ever-changing technology, shrinking news hole,
reduced staffing, shifting public perceptions, ever-evolving
competition and a regularly metamorphosing workforce.

So concern about the problems and pitfalls of middle
management has reached a feverish pitch. Top management
wails about the dearth of capable journalists willing to toss their
hats in the ring these days. The woes of newsroom middle
managers are frequently addressed in the trade press. Training
sessions instruct managers on
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how to strip off the Rodney Dangerfield shroud that has settled
upon them. Many newspapers are conducting in-house
discussions aimed at penetrating the most intractable of the
issues. As with every much-discussed topic, thereisthe
possibility that afilm of mythology has obscured some of the
sharp points of truth. Whether the job is as odious as its press,
whether the lot of middle managersis as dreadful asit might
appear, may be arguable. Clearly there are problems, but the
degree, depth and definition may be debatable. This research was
undertaken to sort through the various discussion points; to
attempt to separate fact from assumption; to identify the real
issues, problems and concerns; to explore the factors that have
hampered amelioration up to this point; and to offer information
that may lead to some solutions. The 538 participants in this
research project included middle managers, reporters and other
non-supervisory personnel, and top editors. Their responses
provide information and insights that particularize the beefs of
and about middle managers, as well astheir failings and their
relationships with those above them and below them. Some of
what the survey participants shared confirms what has long been
suspected, some falls into the category of surprising revelation
and most can help newsrooms forge reasonabl e strategies for
overcoming the problems.

Among the findings:

» Thereisadecided disconnect between what top
editors identify as the problems of middle
management and what the rest of the newsroom
middle managers and the people who report to
them—identifies as the problems. Thus, even the
most well-meaning and energetic editors may be
considering or taking actions that they regard as
ameiorative and that the staff—middle managers
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and non-supervisors alike—will probably regard as
meaningless.

Top editorstend to view their middle managers
performance and competence somewhat more
positively than middle managers and their
subordinates do. Also, top editors tend to see the job
of being a middle manager as more odious than
middle managers and their staffs do.

Reporters and other non-supervisors believe many
problems would be solved if their supervisors would
spend more time with them. Non-supervisors listed
"not spending enough time with their employees' as
one of the top contributors to sub-par performance
among middle managers, and they cite "isolated or
inaccessible" as one of the key traits common among
the worst middle managers. Neither top editors nor
middle managers see the time-with- subordinates
issue as critical to middle managers' job
performance.

The vast majority of middle managers do not make
excuses when it comes to failings within their ranks.
Their general tendency is not to blame subordinates
who are unskilled or top editors with unrealistic
expectations, but rather to acknowledge that there
are among them supervisors who are under-trained,
incompetent or lazy.
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Communication shows up throughout the survey as a
major problem. Subordinates and middle managers
gave it among the lowest grades when assessing
supervisors' performance in 11 routine supervisory
skills, and cited it asthe single greatest factor in sub-
par middle manager performance. Also, staffers and
middle managers placed "good communication” and
"good listening skills' high on their lists of Top 10
characteristics of the best middle managers. Top
editors did not regard communication as a
significant factor in middle manager performance.

Middle managers consistently indicated they regard
themselves as functionaries whose primary goa and
role isto feed the news hole. They readily
acknowledge they are weak in interpersonal skills.
They indicate little sense of responsibility for
crafting change or extending the presumed
parameters of their jobs. And their definition of too
much work centers primarily on those things that are
not directly related to pushing copy, such as
administering performance reviews, attending
meetings, hiring personnel and attending to
administrative duties.
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Who participated?

Therespondents wer e from
newspapersin 14 states: Arizona,
Georgia, Indiana, Virginia, New
York, Kentucky, Washington,
Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Florida,
South Carolina, Missouri,
Tennessee and Colorado.

The participating newspaper s
included someindependently held
propertiesas well as some held by
major chains, including Gannett,
Knight-Ridder, Scripps-Howard,
Tribune Co., Cox and Freedom.

CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

M ethodology

Participants in this research
project responded to atwo-page
written questionnaire consisting of
21 multi-part questions relating to
the problems and performance of
and perceptions about middle
managers at their own
newspapers.

The survey respondents were
from 19 randomly chosen
newspapers in 14 states. They
were classified into three job
categories. top editors, which
included all assistant managing
editors, deputy managing editors,
managing editors, executive
editors and editors; middle
managers, which included all
supervisory personnel below the

level of AME; and non-supervisory journalists, which included reporters,
copy editors, photographers, designers and artists. All the participants
responded to the same 20 questions, mostly open-ended, and there was one
guestion that was job-category-specific. Ten percent of the respondents were
classified as top editors, 27 percent were middle managers and 63 percent
were non-supervisory employees. Of the 538 participants, 55 percent were
male, 40 percent female and 5 percent did not specify gender. The average
age of al respondents was 40, and the average number of yearsin the

newspaper business 17. When the
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survey participants were grouped into the three survey job
categories, the average age shifted slightly: Among reporters and
other non-supervisory employees, the average age was 38 and
average number of yearsin the business 15. Among middle
managers, the average age was 41 and average number of years
in the business 18; among top editors the average age was 47 and
average years in the business 25.

Nineteen percent of the participants were from what were
classified for this project as small newspapers (65,000
circulation or lower); 39 percent were from midsize newspapers
(under 175,000); and 42 percent were from metro newspapers.
Of the nineteen newspapers, four were small newspapers, seven
were midsize and eight were metros.

At small and midsize newspapers, al of the professional
journalists were asked to participate; at metro newspapers, al
journalists within one department—specified by the researcher—
were asked to participate. Participation was voluntary and
anonymous. Participation rates ranged from 19 percent to 70
percent. Thirty percent of the participants were cityside or metro
reporters; 29 percent were from features; 13 percent were from
sports; 10 percent were copy editors; 6 percent were from photo,
art or design; 2 percent were from business; 1 percent were from
the editorial page; and the remaining 9 percent did not specify
department.
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Maelstrom in the
Middle

Middle management is an inarguably tough place to be. Of
that thereislittle dispute. But isit the steadily worsening spiral it
is characterized as?

Absolutely, said most top editors. Maybe, maybe not, said
middle managers, taking a position mirrored by their
subordinates.

Among top editors, 68 percent said the job of being amiddlie
manager has become measurably worse in the last five years (23
percent said it is better than five years ago and 9 percent said
there has been no change). Moreover, in arather extraordinary
admission, 55 percent of the top editors said their current jobs
are easier than their previous jobs as middle managers.

Middle managers were somewhat |ess vehement about a
recent downward spiral: 50 percent of middle managers said the
job has grown worse, 24 percent said it hasimproved, 20 percent
said there has been no change and 6 percent weren't sure. Almost
invariably, the middle managers who believe the job has
improved in recent years work at newspapers where, they
pointed out, there has been arecent change in top management,
and the new regime emphasizes improved communication,
greater autonomy and mutual respect.

Among non-supervisors, 45 percent said the job of being a
middle manager has grown worse, 15 percent said it has gotten
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better, 20 percent said there has been no change and 20 percent

weren't sure.

It’sworst at big papers

The perception that the
job of middle manager has
gotten steadily worsein
recent yearsisfelt most
acutely at metro papers. Sixty
per cent of all threelevels of
metr o respondents believe the
job has gotten worse in the
last five years.

Middle managersand
their subordinates
commented that the level of
corporateintrusion, the
paperwork demandsand
bottom-line obsession have
become crushina.

So although around half—more or less—
of middle managers and non-supervisors
believe the job of being a middle manager has
grown progressively worse, about one-fourth
of them—more or less—think it has gotten
better. This suggests that middle managersin
general have not descended en masse into an
automatic, blanket response that everything is
awful and thereis no hope for or
acknowledgment of improvement. (Although
at some individual newspapersin this study a
group-think mentality of victimization and
hopel essness does seem to exist).

So top editors, despairing over the lot of
middle managers, would do well to keep in
mind that the presumption of job deterioration
that is often assumed to be universal may not
exist. Thisis not to say that because one-
guarter of the newsroom population believes
there has been improvement that there islittle
need to seek other corrective strategies.
Rather, it says that top editors should identify
what at their own paper may have improved
the lot of middle managersin recent years so
they can take steps to ensure that those
improvements — even if unintended or
accidental—are preserved.

Moreover, it may be important for many
top editors to readjust their view of the trauma
and tragedy of middle management.
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Top editors who have an overly negative view of the position of
middle managers may eventually inflate their ratings of middle
managers performance or make excuses for middle managers
poor performance and, ultimately, lower performance
expectations for that group. Thisis awell-documented
phenomenon in workplace literature, and there is evidence that
this may be going on at some of the newspapers that participated
in this research project. For example, top editors gave somewhat
higher scores to middle managers performancein seven of 11
routine management skills than middle managers gave to
themselves and their peers.

So although top editors should continue to pursue all means
of improving the work lives of the middle manager corps, they
must guard against the very human tendency to engagein
excuse-making and reduce standards when empathy degenerates
into leniency.

What they like about the job
When middle manager s wer e asked what they find most appealing about their
jobs, they werethreetimes morelikely to give answer s having to do with
coverage and authority levels than working with people.
A selection of their responses:

e “Directing and improving content.”

e “Being ableto shape coverage.”

e “Decision-making authority.”

e “Control.”

e “Some degree of power.”

e “Thesalary.”

e “The chance, however small, to effect change.”

¢ “Theteaching aspect of it.”

e “The chanceto work with people and watch them grow with their

jobs.”
« “l lovedeveloping people and hatethe dark grind of reporting.”
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Grading the Middies

Whatever one's view of the relative agony or ecstasy of
being a middle manager, there is remarkabl e agreement among
top editors, middle managers and non-supervisors as to the
general overall performance of middle managers.

When everyone graded their newspaper's middle managers
on ascale of 1 to 10, the average clustered in the 6 or 7 range.
That's the aggregate average given by top editors, middie
managers and non-supervisors aike, arange that holds
department-to-department and regardless of the size of the
newspaper (athough middle managers at some individual
newspapers received somewhat higher or somewhat lower
averages).

That reporters, photographers and copy editors—renowned
for their lack of charity, particularly toward their bosses—rated
middle managers just the same, on the whole, as middle el
managers and top editors did would be surprising to some. It "
must be regarded as a positive thing that all three levels of
newsroom personnel share the opinion that although middle
managers are by no means perfect, neither are they miserably
inadequate.

Moreover, there is atendency to believe middle managers
are doing a better job today than they were five years ago. Forty-
one percent of all respondents said middle managers are better,
21 percent said worse, 19 percent said there has been no change
and 19 percent did not answer the question.

The belief that middle managers have improved in recent
yearsisfelt more strongly by middle managers and top editors
than by rank-and-file workers. Fifty-eight percent of middle

managers, 67 percent of top editors and 34 percent staffers said
they are better; 13 percent of middle managers and top editors
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and 27 percent of non-supervisors said they are worse. The
remaining 20 percent of top editors, 29 percent of middle
managers and 39 percent of non-supervisors said there has been
no change or did not offer an opinion.

Still, although the overall performance scores for middle
managers hovered around 7 on a 10-point scale, they were many
aspects of their work that received substantially lower scores.

When survey participants were asked to grade the
performance of middle managers at their papersin 11 routine
supervisory skills—from administering performance reviewsto
news judgment to clarity of vision—the aggregate scores ranged
from 4.69 to 8.68. At some individual newspapers some
categories received scores substantially lower and somewhat
higher than those numbers.

In general, the participants gave higher marks to managers
professional/journalism skills, and lower marks to personnel
management skills, such as performance coaching, feedback and
clarity of vision.

Scores by job classification
Here arethe average scores, on a 10-point scale, given to middle managersfor 11 management tasks, based
on the responses of non-supervisors, middle manager s and top editorsat all 19 participating newspapers.

Non-supervisors Middle managers Top editors
Line editing 6.45 7.10 7.00
Interpersonal skills 5.97 6.32 6.50
Communication 534 5.58 6.18
Commitment to journalism 7.02 7.75 8.68
Performance reviews 5.86 5.86 5.78
Performance coaching 4.69 5.32 5.32
Clarity of vision 4.97 551 5.65
News judgment 6.55 7.19 747
Regular feedback 5.07 6.23 5.95
Improves staffers’ work 5.79 6.44 7.03
Story ideas 5.60 6.21 6.42
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Also, middle managers gave themselves and their peers
dlightly higher scores across the board than non-supervisory
employees did, but the scores they gave themselves and their
peers were lower than the scores given them by top editorsin
most categories.

What is most interesting is that regardless of where one
appears on the chain of command, there is across-the-board
agreement that performance coaching and clarity of vision are
the two greatest weaknesses of middle managers. It is
remarkable that all three levels consistently give these the lowest
ratings. Amelioration of these two deficiencies should be a
priority, and given the consensus about the severity of the
problems, such efforts are likely to receive widespread support.

Regular feedback, communication, interpersonal skills,
performance reviews, improving staffers work and story ideas
also received relatively low scores among middle managers and
non-supervisors alike.

Thereisonly dight variation in the participants grading of
these 11 skills, whether aggregated by newspaper size or job
classification.

Scor es by newspaper size
Hereisthe average of scores given to middle managers by participants of all ranksfor 11 routine management tasks,
based on newspaper size.

Small Midsize Metro
Line editing 6.44 6.97 6.50
Interpersonal skills 6.16 6.40 581
Communication 5.84 6.07 5.34
Commitment to journalism 7.87 7.50 7.00
Performance reviews 5.99 5.80 5.84
Performance coaching 5.17 511 4.62
Clarity of vision 5.49 5.37 4.85
News judgment 7.18 6.95 6.49
Regular feedback 5.45 5.83 511
Improves stories 6.08 6.37 5.78
Story ideas 6.08 5.90 5.67
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Although it is certainly better to see ascore of 7.8 than7.6, a
difference of afraction of a point between amidsize paper and a
large paper, for example, should not be seen as significant. What
is noteworthy is response patterns, and the one that emerges here
isthat those who work at metro newspapers gave lower scores to
middle managers in almost every category than participants from
smaller or midsize newspapers did. This could be a function of
age. The metro participants were somewhat older than
participants at small or midsize papers were, and with experience

come higher expectations. It could aso be connected to the
larger staff size and sprawling newsroom geography, which
results in less face-to-face time between supervisors and
subordinates and possibly diminished performance as a result.
When asked, "Among middle managers whose performance

isinadequate, what are the most common factors leading to their
sub-par performance,” respondents were given the opportunity to

offer up to three answers. They came up with35 different
explanations, ranging from no follow-through to no
commitment, from resisting change to turf issues.

Why middle managersfall short

Here are the most frequent explanations each group gives for sub-par performance by middle managers.

Non-supervisors

Middle managers

Top editors

Don't listen and/or
Communicate

Don't listen and/or
communicate

Insufficient management
skillg/training

Insufficient planning/organization

Too much work/too little time

No leadership ability

Insufficient time with employees

Insufficient planning/organization

Narrow vision

*No leadership ability

Insufficient management skillg/training

Insufficient experience/
knowledge

*Narrow vision

No time to think

No initiative

Insufficient knowledge/experience

*Tie
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Non-supervisors and middle managers agree the single
greatest factor in middle managers inadequate performanceis
that they don't listen or don't communicate. The two groups also
agree that insufficient planning or organization is a major
problem.

Y et the issues of listening/communicating and
planning/organizing were not mentioned with sufficient
frequency by top editors to have wound up on their list of five
most frequently stated reasons for inadequate performance. The
likely reason is that from where top editors sit, these are not
problems. And they would not be expected to be. Few middle
managers would think of not listening to or communicating on
demand with top editors. Indeed, communicating up is one of the
first skills new or would-be middle managers master.
Communicating horizontally or down is another thing entirely.
And listening-to peers and subordinates in addition to the
honchos-is a skill few middle managers are strongly motivated to
develop.

On the matter of planning and organizing, what often
happens is that middle managers tend to the tasks that make
them appear organized and well planned to those above them.
They might be diligent about putting together budgets and quite
good about making deadlines, for example. But what is not
obvious to the upper echelonsis that assignments may not be
parceled out until the last minute, story discussions may not be
initiated until long after the reporting has already begun, or that
two or three staffers may be unknowingly working on the same
story. Thus, editors are not aware of, or are not identifying, a
significant problem.

Also noteworthy: Non-supervisors and top editors see lack
of leadership ahility, narrow vision and lack of
knowledge/experience as significant problems, but middle
managers do not include them on their list. This could be

Trendsin scoring

Non-supervisory
personnel tended to rank
middle manager s dlightly
lower than middle managers
and top editorsdid.

Metro personnel from all
classifications tended to give
slightly lower scoresthan did
those at midsize and small
papers.

Featuresand sports
personnel gave slightly lower
scores aswell.

But the averaged
differencesare merely a
fraction of a point, and not
highly significant.

Page 19



CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

a case of mass denia on the part of middle managers. More
likely it isthat middle managers expect leadership and vision to
come from higher levels and don't really regard them asintrinsic
to their job description. If thisis so, it may be because they have
felt micromanaged away from exhibiting any individual
leadership or vision, or it may be because these can be rather
tough skills to master and it is simpler to ignore them than to
own them.

Still, everyone else seems to regard leadership and vision as
part of middle managers' jobs, which means that one of two
things must transpire: Middle managers must be re-educated to
understand these are important parts of their jobs, or top editors
and non-supervisors must readjust their expectations.

It also is noteworthy that all of the items on the middle
managers Top 5 list are task-tending oriented. Thisis
understandable, since middle managers are the gristmills of the
newsroom and when the more mechanical aspects of their work
break down, the ramifications can be quite hideous. Top editors
and non-supervisors, on the other hand, point to some of the
more big-picture aspects, such as vision, leadership and
initiative. This may illuminate one important philosophical
difference between middle managers and those above them and
below them, and one that requires some discussion in
Newsrooms.

Finally, middle managers seem to be the only ones who
believe too much work and too little time can lead to consistent
sub-par performance. Everyone agrees middle managers are
overburdened—thisis clear elsewhere in the survey results.
However, top editors and non-supervisors indicate that while
having too much work can be an obstacle to doing stellar work
every hour of every day, when middle managers are regularly
performing at sub-par levels, there are many reasons, and
overwork is not among them.
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As one reporter wrote, "The bad [managers] use over-work
as an excuse. If they had half as much work they would still be
bad." Another reporter wrote, "We all know that the best
managers are consistently loaded down with more and more
work, and the worst ones are removed from more and more of
thework." And athird said, "The good [managers] know how to
prioritize and work efficiently and they give the best of their
attention and energy to the things that matter. They have alot to
do, and although they may not be doing things as we would like,
they don't let their standards slide.”

An editor observed, "Some [managers] spend alot of time
spinning their wheels. They don't make decisions, they put off
doing things and they get caught in a crush. Thisis a pattern and
itisn't overwork, it is poor time management." Another editor
commented, "A lot of the poor performers spend alot of time on
process, because that's what they're comfortable with. They don't
really have too much work—at least all of the time—but they
make too much out of some of the marginal work they do have."

In short, the belief among top editors and non-supervisors
seems to be that middle managers may well be overworked, but
the solid ones manage not to sink into substandard performance.
When we sort this same issue—what factors lead to sub-par
performance—by newspaper size, the explanations are
essentially the same, but there are some dlight variations.
Participants at metro paperslist "they are micromanaged" asthe
second most prevalent reason for sub-par performance. And at
small newspapers "no attention to detail" is the fourth most
mentioned reason.

By most accountsit is avariety of personal failings—no
vision, poor planning and organization, poor communication
skills—that leads to consistent sub-par performance. It's an
entirely different set of circumstances—external, over which
middle managers have very little control—that keeps
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them from doing consistently excellent work. When the survey
participants were asked, "What are the factors that prevent
newsroom managers from being consistently excellent?' they
offered 28 explanations, ranging from technology and production
problems to ingrained attitudes, from news hole allocation to too
little contact with top editors. Here again there was a vast
difference of opinion, depending upon where one sitsin the
newsroom.

Too much work/too many demands was the most often
offered answer from all three job categories—subordinates,
middle managers and top editors alike: 24 percent of the non-
supervisors, 39 percent of the middle managers and 36 percent of
the top editors al offered this as an explanation.

Beyond that, there was little accord, but the non-supervisors
and middle managers answers were more similar to each other
than to those of the editors.

The second most offered explanation—from both non-
supervisors and middle managers—was too-limited staff and
resources. Top editors also acknowledged this as a problem—it
was the third most frequently volunteered answer, after too little
training (an answer that ranked No. 6 among middle managers
and was offered by only a handful of non-supervisors).

The third most frequently offered answer—again from
subordinates and middle managers alike—was too many
meetings. This was a non-issue among top editors only 8 percent
of them identified this as an obstacle to excellence, aresponse
rate that placed it far down thelist of problems.

The fourth greatest issue according to non-supervisors was
micromanaging/second guessing/ interference by top editors, an
issue that was middle managers fifth most frequently cited
concern, behind insufficient support staff to handle the
increasing avalanche of administrative duties. Neither
micromanaging nor the need for support staff was among the

Barriersto success
The greatest roadblocks
to middle manager
excellence, according to
top editors, in descending
order are

Too much work.
Too little
training.
Limited
staff/resour ces.
Lack of
departmental
vision.

Lack of vision
and/or support
from above.

A staff that is
inexperienced or
not sufficiently
skilled.
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Top 6 obstacles mentioned by top editors.

The fifth biggest problem, according to rank-and-file
workers, is that middle managers report to top editors who are
themselves deficient. This was an explanation offered by only a
handful of middle managers and by no top editors.

The sixth biggest problem, according to non-supervisors,
was inexperience, an answer that did not make it the middle
managers or top editors Top 6 list.

Middle managers sixth most frequently offered explanation
was insufficient training, a problem that top editors ranked as the
second most important issue and one that only afew staffers
cited.

Clearly, if the middle managers and their subordinates are
correct, only top editors can remove most of the blocksto
excellence.

Another issue related to managers job performance is—as
always and with all organizations—the matter of competence.
There iswidely divergent opinion in this study. Non-supervisory
employees believe there are more incompetents and fewer highly
competent middle managers in their newsrooms than top editors
believe. Middle managers' assessment of themselves and their
peers falls somewhere between the views of their bosses and
their subordinates.

As astarting point, there is remarkabl e agreement among the
three groups—top editors, middle managers and non-supervisory
people—when it comes to declaring the percentage of competent
middle managersin their newsrooms: Each group puts the
number at 43 or 44 percent.

Then disagreement emerges. Asked what percentage of
middle managers at their newspapers could be classified as
highly competent, non-supervisors said 35 percent, middle
managers said 43 percent and top editors said 48 percent. Asked
what percentage could be classified as incompetent, non-

Metro reporters more
negative

Non-supervisor s say
the per centage of
incompetent middle
managersis higher than
middle managersor top
editorssay it is. This
pattern holdstrue whether
oneisemployed at a small,
midsize or metro
newspaper.

However, reporters
and other non-supervisors
at metro papers put the
per centage of incompetent
manager s higher (25
per cent) than their
counterpartsat either
midsize or small
newspapers (18 percent to
21 percent respectively).

M oreover, reporters
and other non-supervisors
at metro and small
newspapers claim they
have a lower percentage of
highly competent
managers (about 30
per cent at each) than those
at midsize newspapers (42
per cent) say.
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supervisors said 21 percent, middle managers said 14 percent
and top editors said 9 percent.

The matter and perception of competence is more
complicated than it might appear on the surface. Competenceis
not easily measured or read. It is highly subjective. A person's
view of another's competence is based on his or her standards,
expectations, personal competence and a host of other
contributors. Also, there can be some biases. Conventional
wisdom, for example, suggests that older supervisors, because of
their experience, their seasoning and their maturity, would
logically be regarded by most people as more competent than
younger managers. The results of this study challenge that.
Thirty-six percent of the respondents said there is absolutely no
difference between the competence level of middle managers
over the age of 40 vs. those under the age of 40. And although 32
percent said over-40 managersin their newsrooms are more
competent, 19 percent said under-40 managers are more
competent and 13 percent weren't sure.

Thereis an intriguing deviation from this finding, however,
when the responses of only non-supervisors are examined. Non-
supervisory employees under age 35 were more likely to say
under-40 supervisors are the more competent; non-supervisors
over age 35 were much more likely to say supervisors over age
40 are more competent. (In each of the two age groups, about 36
percent said age and competence do not correlate.)

Thisis not an unexpected finding. Previous research has
found that older workers often have higher expectations of their
bosses, and their perceptions of their supervisors ability to
challenge them and help them grow is a cornerstone of their
definition of competence.
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Conversely, younger workers may have a preference for
managers roughly their own age because of similaritiesin
interest and styles and a natural affinity for members of their
own cohort.

The many variables relating to the judgment about and
definition of competence make it difficult to come an absolute
understanding about how the relative youth or maturity of the
middle manager corps plays into the problems of most
NEewsrooms.

But what is clear is that top editors are retaining some
managers whom they believe to be incompetent. More than half
of the top editorsin this research project acknowledged having
some incompetent middle managers in their ranks—and the
percentage they say falls within that classification ranges from
10 percent to 40 percent.
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Metro staffers prefer older bosses

Employees of metro papers display a decided preference for
older supervisors. While about one-third of them said ageis
irrelevant when it comesto assessing competence, only 15 percent
believe their under-40 supervisor s are more competent, while more
than twice as many—35 per cent—said over-40 supervisorsare
mor e competent (15 percent were not sure).

Thismay be aresult of the higher average age of participants
at metro papers—45 yearsold vs. 39 at midsize papers and 33 at
smaller papers—and thetendency for older workersto see older
bosses as mor e competent.

However, several older reporters contacted to comment on
these findings suggested that there isanother explanation. The
need at metro papersfor large numbersof middle managersis so
great and so constant that scores of employees are placed in
supervisory positions without sufficient training, experience or
guidance. Owing to the size and complexities of the operation, as
well astop editors distance from the staff, middle manager s can
operate for months or yearswithout significant incompetence
being discovered or addressed.

At smaller and midsize newspapers, older reporters say,
incompetence isnot so easily overlooked. Also, at smaller and
midsize newspaper s, younger manager s ar e often promoted to
supervise people with whom they have worked for years. Their
skills and abilities are well-known, and when they fall short as
managers, thereisrarely atendency to lay it off to overall
incompetence. At metro papers, younger supervisors may have no
history with people they manage, and the competence judgment is
likely to be swifter and har sher.
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The Good, Bad and
Ugly

Good managersin any field possess a constellation of
laudatory characteristics. Nevertheless, the most highly prized
characteristics in newsrooms can be very different from those
touted in current management books.

Survey participants were asked to list up to six defining
characteristics of the best middle managers they have worked
with. They put forth a broad range of more than 60 descriptors,
ranging from friendly, patient and courageous to good coach,
problem solver and big-picture thinker. Other attributes included
inspiring, enthusiastic, confident, motivating, hardworking and
able to make work fun.

One's view of the most important characteristics, however,
seems to depend upon one's place in the newsroom hierarchy.

Three attributes wound up on the 10 most frequently
mentioned lists of non-supervisors, middle managers and top
editors alike: organized, collaborative and possessing the
technical skillsto improve subordinates' work.

Other descriptors among those most frequently mentioned by
non-supervisors as well as middle managers (but not top editors):
good communication skills, sufficient knowledge and/or
experience, good listener and empathy, compassion or

humaneness.

Characteristics among the Top 10 from subordinates but
neither of the other two groups: enthusiastic and strong advocate
for employees or their work.
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Middle managers named two attributes that did not show up
in the other two groups Top 10: clear expectations or vision and

hardworking.

Middle managers and top editors agreed on two traits. strong

people skills and creativity.

Top editors Top 10 list included four descriptors that did not
show up on the Top 10 lists of non-supervisors or middle
managers: big-picture thinker, takes responsibility, high energy
and high level of journalistic wisdom, integrity, ethics or
judgment. One characteristic showed up with both top editors
and non-supervisors but not middle managers: flexibility.

It is noteworthy, given the open-ended nature of this
guestion and the limitless number of adjectives that could be

Traits of the best middle managers
Herearethe Top 10 most frequently mentioned char acteristics of the best middle
manager s accor ding to member s of each group, presented in descending order.

Non-supervisors Middle managers Top editors
Technical skills Hard Worker Technical skills
To improve work

Empatheti c/compassionate/ Organized Good people skills

Humane

Good listener Empathetic/Compassionate Flexible

Enthusiastic Good Communicator Credtive

Good communicator Experienced/knowledgeable Callaborative

Organized Technical skills Organized
-_Flexible/adaptable * Collaborative/team player Big-picture thinker

Experienced/knowledgesble *Good listener Take responsibility

Advocate for employees’ work

Creative

Journalistic wisdom/ethics

Collaborative/team player

Good people skills

High energy

Clear vision/expectations
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dreamed up, that there was as much agreement as there was. In
an erawhen many in the profession question priorities, standards
and expectations, it should be some comfort that there is fairly
widespread agreement among all levels about some of the
important characteristics of good supervisors.

Itisinteresting, if predictable, that "advocate" appeared only
on the non-supervisors Top 10 list. Everyone in such a position
would like to think that someone in authority islooking out for
his or her work or well-being. In fact, there is something of a
self-serving biasin the attributes from all three groups. Every
one of the lists can be seen on some level as being dedicated to
characteristics that would ease or improve the lives or work of
that particular group of employees. And thisisto be expected.
Missing, however, in al of this—from every level—is any
reference at all to reader focus or community knowledge or
connectivity, the industry mantras for more than a decade.

Once again, middle managers tend to focus on skills that will
keep the trains rolling on schedule. They mentioned hard worker
with sufficient frequency to land that at the top of thelist.
Flexibility, on the other hand, does not appear on the middie
managers list (athough it does on non-supervisors and top
editors lists), possibly because flexibility very often bogs down
expediency, aprime goal of middle managers.

Alsointriguing isthat both non-supervisors and middle
managers include good listening skills and strong
communication on their lists, but top editors do not.
Undoubtedly, these are characteristics that top editors value, but
they are such anormal part of top editors' interaction with
middle managers as to be completely overlooked. Everyone
always listens to the top editors (though perhaps to no one else);
everyone always communicates with the top editors when that is
demanded (but perhaps with no one else). Top editors probably
would do well to pay more attention to how their middle

Views differ by age

The characteristics
ascribed to the best
manager s hold fairly
constant no matter
what the employee's
gender or number of
yearsin the business
or department. A few
characteristics,
however, correlateto
age:
Non-supervisors
under age 30 arefive
times morelikely to
mention patient,
supportive and
makeswork fun than
older workers.
Non-supervisors
over age 40 arefour
times morelikely to
mention familiarity
with the beat/j obs
they direct, trusts
employees, inspiring
and sense of humor
than younger
employess.

Page 29



CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

managers communicate with and listen to their peers and

subordinates, and to insist upon better listening and

communicating at all levels.
On this same question, when the responses of only non-

supervisors are examined according to the size of the newspaper

they work for, the results remain quite consistent, although some

Staffer’ s views of the best middle managers
These are the most frequently mentioned char acteristics of the best middle

manager s accor ding to non-supervisors, sorted by newspaper size, presented in
descending order of frequency.

Small newspapers Midsize newspapers Metro newspapers
Good listener Technical skills Organized
Technical skills Good communicator Empathetic

Hard worker Empathetic Experienced/knowledgeable
Organized Collaborative/Team player Crestive
Empathetic Smart Good listener

Good communicator Good listener Technical skills
Collaborative Advocate Flexible/adaptable
Decisive Organized Good communicator
Good coach Experienced/knowledgeable Hard worker
Enthusiastic Journalistic wisdom/integrity Good people skills
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additional attributes come to the fore. Good coach and decisive
emerge on thelist at small newspapers; smart shows up on the
list at midsize newspapers,; and creative appears on the list at
metro papers.

No middle manager can be all thingsto all people. That
said, there are certain characteristics that are prized no matter the
size of the staff and market, no matter whether one islooking up
or down the chain of command These universally prized
attributes are technical skills, organizational skillsand a
collaborative/team player work style. But that is only a partial
picture. Most middle manage are careful to develop the skills
and characteristics valued by top editors, once those are properly
communicated. They should pay equal attention to the
characteristics revered by their peers and subordinates: empathy,

Traits of theworst middle managers
These are the most often cited characteristics of the wor st middle managers,
sorted according tojob type, presented in descending order of frequency.

Non-supervisors Middle managers Top editors
Disorganized/poor planners Disorganized/poor planners Disorganized

Out for self Out for self Will not take responsibility
Poor communicators Lazy Y es men and women
Inflexible *Poor communicators Negative/can’t do attitude

Y es men and women *Inflexible Inflexible

Don't listen Controlling No follow-through

Lazy Indifferent Out for self
Unqualified or inexperienced Y es men and women Poor communicators
Arrogant No vision Lazy

*| solated/inaccessible Inconsi stant/unfair Poor news judgement
*Caustic/rude Poor people skills

*tied
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good listening skills and diligent communication.

In describing the characteristics of the worst middle
managers, there is relatively more agreement among the three
job types.

A large proportion of the characteristics cited are, quite
simply, bad behavior—selfish, self-absorbed behavior that most
people would find offensive in any human being, but that is
particularly grating in a co-worker. A portion of it is less-than-
stellar professional habits and practices. Very little, if any, isthe
unavoidable byproduct of being in a difficult, stressful role.

All three groups agree that the worst middle managers are
disorganized, lazy, out for self, inflexible, bad communicators
who are yes men and women. Staffers also throw into the mix
arrogant, unqualified and inaccessible. Middle managers zero in
on controlling, indifferent, lacking vision, unfair or inconsistent
and rude. Top leaders cite unwillingness to take responsibility,
negative outlook, no follow-through, poor news judgment and

Views of bad managersvary by newspaper size
Here arethe most often cited characteristics of the wor st middle managers, according
to circulation size and shown in descending order of frequency.

Small newspapers Midsize newspapers Metro newspapers
Disorganized/poor planning Out for self Disorganized/poor planning
Lazy Poor communicators Y es men and women
Don't listen Y es men and women Inflexible
Out for self *Disorganized/poor planning Out for self
Caustic/rude *Inflexible Poor communicators
Negative/can't do attitude Unqualified/inexperienced Ungualified/inexperienced
Poor communicators | solated/inaccessible Poor news judgment
Inflexible Technically inadequate/ Lazy

incompetent
Won't take responsibility Poor people skills Indifferent
Inconsi stant/unfair Lazy Arrogant

*No vision/* Arrogant
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poor people skills.

When the respondents are sorted according to size of
newspaper, the issues remain quite similar across the board.
Although the response frequency shifts for some of the
attributes, they remain quite constant from size to size. But there
are some dlight differences: Arrogance, for example, appeared on
the Top 10 lists of only midsize metro papers, whereas
caustic/rude appeared only on the smaller papers' list. Thisis not
to say that no one at small newspapers cited arrogance as a
problem in their ranks that no one at a metro paper has ever
experienced a rude supervisor, but rather that the frequency rate
of responses can place some attributes on the list or remove
them.

If thereisasingle most surprising insight to take from this
guestion of worst managers, it is that everyone—non-
supervisors, middle managers and top editors alike—
acknowledges there are some lazy middle managersin their
ranks. And that is a harsh indictment these days, since everyone
also agrees that overwork is the greatest obstacle to editorial
excellence. Any manager not carrying his or her fair share not
only increases the work burden for others but also stands as a
barrier to improving the product. This finding of laziness,
coupled with the assertion that there are some incompetentsin
middle management, suggests some personnel actionis
necessary.
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Fact and Fantasy

Middle managers are in a position of power and they
command a certain level of cooperation and deference. But
whether that trandates into sincere support and respect is another
matter entirely.

Asked if newsroom rank and file are generally respectful and
supportive of middle management, nearly all top managers
answered yes. Only among the metro top editors did any answer
no (20 percent of them), although a couple of top leaders at
midsize and metro papers said they weren't sure.

Asit turns out, the levels of support seem to be somewhat
lower than top editors believe (significantly lower at metro
papers).

At small newspapers, 62 percent of middle managers said
managers are respected and supported; 67 percent of non-
supervisors said they are.

At midsize papers, 67 percent of middle managers said
managers are respected and supported; 64 percent of non-
supervisors agreed.

At metro papers, 63 percent of middle managers said
managers are respected and supported; 53 percent of non-
supervisors agreed.

Clearly, middle managers as a group have not entirely
bought into the don't-get-no-respect billing. Their numbers
indicate nothing more than a pretty realistic view of what they're
getting, which is something less than universal support and
respect, but nothing approaching no respect.
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"We understand the difficulties they endure. We're al in the
same boat, so we try to be understanding and supportive most of
the time," wrote one copy editor, stating a view echoed by many
others.

There were, however, some who offered rather severe
comments.

"There's area us-and-them mentality," wrote one metro
reporter about the relationship.

"Middle managers are just seen as being in the way of
quality journalism," said another.

"They do little to earn respect,” wrote another.

More troubling is that even many of the non-supervisors
who said yes, middle managers are respected, wrote in such
qualifiers as:

"We know how to play the game."

"You learn to put on the right face."

"Y es, we support and respect them. Whatever they say goes.

So it is highly possible that the respect/support numbers are
actually ahit lower than reported. And athough the numbers
from the non-supervisors are not disturbingly low, they warrant
some attention. There are many ways their responses might be
interpreted.

Oneisthat middle management is a currently popular
whipping boy and employees are merely following the trend, a
not-unheard-of occurrence, even in newsrooms. Another is that
newsroom personnel are inherently skeptical and challenging of
authority, and thisis merely an extension of that. Ancther isthat
non-supervisors have an exceedingly lofty definition of what
qualifies as respect. And afinal possibility is that they mean
exactly what they say—that some have little respect for their
bosses.
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Although many subordinates indicate high empathy for the
awful hours and the many difficulties with which middle
managers must contend, there is also, especially at metro and
midsize newspapers, a prevailing undercurrent that assuming the
mantle of management requires co-opting persona beliefs and
shedding professional convictions.

"They are no longer journalists, they're the mouthpieces of
upper management,” wrote one metro reporter.

"I would never go into management,” wrote another. "I believe
in doing journalism, and you give that up when you go into
management at this place.”

"It's amazing how they bury their instinct to think or challenge
as soon as they become middle managers,” wrote another.

Some of this sentiment against middle managers can probably
be traced to the deficient professional skills or behaviora issues
previoudly cited. However, alarge measure undoubtedly can be
traced to what seems to be a perception among many non-
supervisors that middle managers alow themselves to be unduly
neutralized, influenced or controlled by the level above them.

Indeed, there are severa indications from this survey that many
non-supervisors see top management as a cul prit.

For example, when asked "What are the key characteristics top
leaders look for when hiring or promoting middle managers at your
newspaper?' non-supervisors answered with responses like

"passivity," "malleability" and "willingness to toe the company line"

almost as often as their most frequent answer, which was solid
experience. The third most frequently offered answer from non-
supervisors was diversity.

Middle managers' three most frequent answers to the same
guestion were solid experience, the ability to fit in with or work

What editors seek when
hiring

Top editor’sthree most
frequent responsesto the
question of what they look
for when hiring or
promoting middle
manager s were:

Good people skills (an
answer mentioned very
rarely by middle managers
and even less frequently by
NoN-sUpervisors),

solid experience and

good mind/ critical
thinking ability (aresponse
given by no middle
managers or non-
supervisors).

Interestingly, what editors
say they seek—strong
people skills-is evidently
not seen by anyone else as
atop management
priority. Possibly that is
because top editors seem to
be having lessthan strong
successin thisgoal. Many
of thefailings of middle
manager s cited by top
editors, middle manager s
and non-supervisors alike—
such as performance
coaching—fall under the
general category of people
skills.
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with other managers and unflappable or calm disposition. Another
areain which non-supervisors frustration with top editorsis evident
istheissue of editor helpfulness.

Asked whether top editors generally help or hinder middle
management, most top editors said they believe they help: They
were seven times more likely to say they help (74 percent) than
hinder (10 percent), while 16 percent said they weren't sure.

Middle managers and their subordinates were less
convinced of the helping nature of top editors. Subordinates
expressed a more negative view of the situation than middle
managers did. Forty-seven percent of middle managers and 30
percent of non-supervisors said top editors generally help; 25
percent of middle managers and 31 percent of non-supervisors
said top editors generally hinder; 28 percent of the middle
managers and 39 percent of non-supervisors said they weren't
sure, or did not answer the question.

Thisisanissuethat correlates with size. Non-supervisors
and middle managers at small newspapers were three times more
likely to see top management as helpers than metro employees
were. Non-supervisors and middle managers at midsize
newspapers were nearly twice as likely to see them as helpers
than metro employees. Thisis probably the result of staff size
and relationships forged. At smaller newspapers, where there are
fewer staffers, top editors probably would have more regular
contact with all levels of the staff and be more aware of and
involved in story development, personnel issues and other day-
to-day matters right from the beginning. Staff would see their
input as ordinary and helpful. At midsize papers, and particularly
metros, top editors' involvement may be more sporadic and last
minute, leading staffers to be more inclined to regard it, in the
words of respondents, as "intrusive,” "second-guessing" or
"micromanaging things they care about and ignoring things they
don't."
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Why are middle managers themselves, as awhole, less
inclined to see top managers as a hindrance to their work than
staffers are? Perhaps middle managers have a more realistic view
of the give-and-take nature of hierarchies and believe the
accommodations they make are common and customary. Perhaps
they are misrepresenting or overemphasizing to their staffs the
intrusion level of top editors. Or perhaps, as many reporters
suggest, middle managers have been neutralized to the point that
they can no longer accurately judge undue pressure by their
bosses, so they see things somewhat more positively than non-
supervisors do.

Whatever the explanation, there are some real issues relating
to the nature and degree of top editors' relationships with middle
managers that are probably affecting the way middle managers
are perceived by their staffs.

It is possible newsroom staffers require some reality checks
about the nature of workplace decision-making, and it isalso
possible top editors need to examine their own actions and
styles.

However, this help-hinder perception is not born exclusively
from a notion that top editors are overly controlling or overly
involved in middle managers business.

Respondents were asked, "Are middle managers empowered
to make decisions about content and hiring, and should they be?’
The vast majority from all three levels said they are.

Most of the top editors—92 percent—said their middle
managers are empowered.

A smaller percentage of middle managers and non-
supervisors believe middle managers are empowered, but even
among them empowerment is seen as the rule rather than the
exception. Seventy-three percent of the middle managers and 68
percent of the non-supervisors said middle managers are
empowered. Ten percent of the middle managers and 15 percent
of non-supervisors said they are not.
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And 17 percent of both the middle managers and non-
supervisors said there is a mixed bag when it comes to manager
empowerment at their papers. They gave answers like "some are
and some aren't,” or "some of the time they're empowered and
some of the time they are not” or “the favored sons and
daughters are.”

Although there is not 100 percent belief among middie
managers and non-supervisors that there is empowerment, there
isalso not 100 percent belief that there should be empowerment.
About one-quarter of middle managers and one-third of non-
supervisors said middle managers are not empowered, about
one-fifth of each group said they should not be empowered, or
that they have some reservations about whether they should be or
not.

Among non-supervisors, 79 percent said their middle
managers should be empowered, 2 percent said they should not
be empowered and 19 percent said they aren't sure or that some
should be and some should not be. Among middle managers 85
percent said they should be, 1 percent said they should not be
and 14 percent said they were not sure. Most of the non-
supervisors and middle managers who said middle managers
should not be empowered were from metro newspapers. Once
again the responses seem to point to some reservations about the
capability and reliability of middle managers.

It isinteresting that non-supervisors perceive alower level of
empowerment than middle managers, who would, presumably,
be able to more accurately judge whether there is empowerment
or not. There are at least a couple possible explanations for this.

Middle managers may in fact be empowered and are making
decisions, but are attributing the unpopular ones to top editors.
Or perhaps middle managers have alower need for total
autonomy than non-supervisors notions of what qualifies as
empowerment. If it is the former, this action could be
contributing mightily to the general perception of middle

Editors waffle on
empower ment

Virtually all top editors—
87 per cent—said their
middle manager s should
be empower ed; none said
they should not be
empower ed; 13 percent
did not answer the
question.

However, more than half
of the editorswho said
middle manager s should
be empower ed added
such qualifiersas*once
they have proven they are
making wise judgments,”
or “within some limits.”
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manager weakness, and middle managers could increase their
stature by taking responsibility for the decisions they make and
the actions they take.

Overall, the responses to the questions relating to
empowerment, the degree of respect given to middle managers,
and top editors helping or hindering middle managers point to a
basal and complicated problem. There are clearly differencesin
definitions, expectations and perceptions. Some of these may be
exacerbated by inconsistencies in top editor behavior. Some may
have to do with middle managers encouraging or allowing their
staffs to form inaccurate assumptions about the interchanges
between supervisors and top editors. And some may have to do
with unrealistic expectations on the part of non-supervisors.

The subtext that emerges suggests that staffers are
experiencing some reservations not only about their bosses' skills
and abilities, but also some erosion of trust in their integrity and
motivations spurred by what is seen as blind acquiescence to
what top editors say or suggest. It is difficult to foresee any of
this being remedied in the absence of clarifying middlie
managers authority and roles.
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TheTraining
Conundrum

The topic of training isacomplex one. Few in this study
would discourage additional training, but there is a difference of
opinion about its ultimate impact and value.

Top editors seem to view training as something of a potential
cure—all for many of middle management's shortcomings. There
is certainly no denying that proper training can be a potent
performance enhancer. Still, those who have been on the
receiving end of training the middle managers as well asthe
subordinates who have been the presumed beneficiaries of it—
have a somewhat more skeptical view.

About half of the participantsin this survey said thereis not
sufficient training—regular or sporadic—at their newspapers.
This position was consistent across all departments and al sizes
of newspapers, although survey participants from non-chain
newspapers were much more likely to say thereisinsufficient
training than those who work at newspapers owned by chains.

But many of them believe training will not and cannot solve
the newsroom problems. Indeed, many of the participants who
answered that thereis regular training for middle managers also
noted that the training isirrelevant, ineffective or ignored. Some
of the comments of the non-supervisors:
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“If they do get training, it is poor.”

"They seem to spend alot of time off in training
meetings, but I've seen little improvement in any of
them."

"It'sal about diversity sensitivity and time
management and nothing about how to be better
journalists or communication, which is the training
they really need.”

"They spend so much money trying to teach some of
these people to be better managers. And there are
some things you just can't teach."

"How can you train some of these editors to be better
at something when they don't see the need to get
better at them?"

Managers, too, are sometimes less than enchanted with the
training they’re getting:

“We're trained more how to be politically correct
than how to be managers,” said one middle manager
at asmaller newspaper.

"We spend time in rooms with people who don't
understand our problems. | think two hours of
coaching from my boss would be better than 10
hours with these ‘experts’ they bring in," said a
middle manager at a metro newspaper.

"We're aways being scheduled for one thing or
another, and we get all revved up about applying

More training

Here’s how journal-
ists responded to the
question, "Is there
sufficient training for
middle managers at
your newspaper?”
broken down by
newspaper size.

Small papers

Midsize papers
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what we've learned, but if the editor hasn't been
enlightened along with us, it dies," said amiddle
manager at a midsize newspaper.

And some middle managers, feeling beleaguered as they
struggle to keep up with the daily crush of work, view the time
they spend in training as just one more barrier to getting their
jobs done.

Most top editors no doubt recognize many of the limitations
of training. That notwithstanding, they focused on training
throughout this survey. They cited the lack of it as akey reason
for sub-par performance among middle managers aswell asa
significant factor in middle managers not doing excellent work,
and they declared more training the single most important route
to improving the middle manager corps.

(Middle managers cited training as afactor in job
performance and a potential route to improvement, though at a
lower level than top editors did. Among non-supervisors,
training was not mentioned with sufficient frequency to give it
significance in any of the performance questions.)

That middle managers have much to learn is undisputed.
And carefully chosen training—in skills and on topics that are
relevant to their work—would accomplish much.

The key is providing information and instruction that address
existing problems—as identified not only by top editors but also
by middle managers and their staffs—and carry forward the
priorities and agendas of the organization. Another crucial step is
recognizing that training occurs not only during one-hour
sessions in closed rooms, but also in impromptu coaching
sessions with bosses and peers.
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A Futurein Doubt

The pool from which to choose the industry's future middle
managers will not be huge, and the need for additional middle
managers may be somewhat greater than top editors might
imagine.

Many of the industry's current middle managers are likely to
bail out, if this research group isindicative. Although 58 percent
of the survey's middle managers said they expect to remainin
management through the end of their newspaper careers, 19
percent are certain they will not and 23 percent are on the fence,
not at all sure which way they will go. Those who expect that
they will leave newspaper middle management gave such
explanations as "it's not worth the stress and aggravation”; "I'll
return to writing for personal satisfaction”; "fatigue is the
biggest factor"; and "the lack of respect has worn me down."

And among those who are currently not in supervisory
positions, there is not an overwhelming urge to advance into
management.

More than half of the respondents who are reporters,
photographers, copy editors, designers or artists say middle
management is a place they never plan to go. Fifty-six percent
said they would not, under any circumstances, agree to take a
supervisory position. "I'm ajournalist, not a corporate toad," or
a
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variation on that theme, was a pretty typical response, aswas"|
want alife, and [managers] work too much to have one."

Thirty-seven percent said they might consider taking a
supervisory role; the remaining 7 percent were not sure.

The picture is somewhat grimmer among non-supervisors
who are 35 and under—the age group in line to be the next
generation of managers. Only 30 percent of them would be
willing to take a supervisory role. And among those in that age
group who have already ventured into supervisory roles at some
point, 63 percent said they would never make that journey again,
while an additional 30 percent weren't sure.

Still, however bad the redlity, the perception is worse. Asked
what percentage of non-supervisors in their newsroom would be
interested in becoming a manager at some point in the future,
there was a rather remarkable consensus among non-supervisors,
middle managers and top editors alike. Each group placed the
number at about 16 percent.

Y et the real numbers reveal that twice that many are sitting
in newsrooms, probably quietly, willing and even hoping to be
tapped, despite the difficulties of middle management.

Interest might increase if the lot of middle managers were
improved in some way. But in doing that top editors—obviously
unable to make wholesale change all at once—will have to
decide whether to follow their own instincts or listen to either
middle managers or their subordinates.

Asked what single action taken by top editors would most
improve the lot of middle managers at their newspapers, thereis
again a divergence of opinion.

The way middle managers and subordinates seeiit, top
managers should get out of the way and let middle managers do
their jobs (ranked No. 1 by middle managers and No. 2 by
subordinates) and hire more people (ranked No. 1 by staffers and
No. 2 by middle managers). One other solution tied for second

Making it a career

Middle manager s who
said their rationale for
going into middle
management was either
that they “wanted to help
shape coverage and effect
change’ or that they “like
helping othersor
improving their work,”
werefour times morelikely
to say they expect to stay in
management through the
end of their newspaper
car eersthan those who
said they went into it
because of theincreased
salary or because they
wereinvited or pressured
by their bosses.

Page 45



CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

place among middle managers: reshuffle, reassign or redistribute
the duties of some of the middle managers.

Among middle managers, the third most frequent response
was improve pay scales and, in atie, offer more training. Non-
supervisors' third most frequent response was that top editors
should improve the hiring standards and practices for middle
managers.

From top editors, the most frequently mentioned strategy for
improving the middle manager corps was training, second was
improving pay scales, third was hiring more people.

Interestingly, athough all the strategies offered by the top
editors require channeling money to the problem, many of those
suggested by the middle managers and their staffs do not.

So although no single strategy or formulawill work in every
newsroom, it may not be necessary to spend vast sums of money
in order to improve the performance, morale and stature of
middle managers. Top editors who seek the advice and counsel
of the entire staff will probably uncover some fairly creative and
relatively inexpensive ideas for amelioration.
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Conclusions

Middle managers seem to regard the jobs they hold far less
negatively, in most regards, than the people above them and
below them do. That 60 percent of them expect to retire as
newsroom managersis remarkable in these times of three-career
lives. And their responses throughout this survey indicate what
appears to be arealistic appraisal of the upsides and downsides
of what they do for aliving.

Moreover, thereislittle whining or buck-passing. In most
respects they are taking ownership for the failings of middle
managers and not attempting to repaint the canvas in colors more
favorable to themselves.

They have, however, become myopic. Like foot soldiersin a
battle, they have cranked into survival mode, reacting to those
things that need their immediate attention and giving little
thought, attention or energy to the next hurdle or the bigger
picture. They rarely pull back long enough from the assignment-
shoveling mission to think or reason or talk with their staffs or
attempt to come up with problem-solving measures that would,
in the long run, reduce the burdens they are under. They are
focusing on doing the expedient thing to the utter exclusion of all
else.

And if they are wrong for doing that, they have accomplices
from all other levels of the newsroom. The overworked-middie-
manager theme has taken such a preeminent position in
newsrooms these days that virtually everyone is dancing to
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that music rather than attempting to find reasons and solutions.
Y et middle managers themselves, when pressed, come up with
al kinds of explanations for their less than perfect performance,
and overwork isonly one of them.

What appears obvious from this study isthat first and
foremost the roles and performance expectations of middie
managers must be clarified, standards must be set and the means
for reaching those standards must be provided.

In the meantime, top editors should be examining the nature
and the volume of the work accomplished by middle managers
each day. Administrative-duty relief may be necessary, some
shifting of responsibilities may be in order and tough personnel
decisions may be necessary. There are, no doubt, some middle
managers who were promoted and |eft untended before their
time. There are, no doubt, some middle managers who do not
have the professional skills or emotional wherewithal to be
anyone's boss. And if these deficiencies cannot be readily
corrected, alternative jobs should be found.

At the same time, top editors should do everything possible
to celebrate the accomplishments and victories of middle
managers.

One managing editor at a metro, when asked “What isthe
single most important thing top editors could do to improve the
lot of middle managers?’ wrote, “ Appreciate them.”

Hewas, asit turned out, the only top editor in this research
project to which such a thought occurred.

Page 48



CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

Zeroing in on Specifics

Much can be learned from the aggregated information shared
by the participants in this survey. There are many areas of
general consensus, much in the way of similar solutions and
several examples of divergent opinion and perception that should
illuminate some new routes to problem solving.

However, every newsroom is different. Although many of
the overall findings from this study would apply to any
individual newsroom, there would be variations important for the
top editors and newsroom staff to identify and address. For if one
thing is utterly clear from the overall findings, it istop editorsin
general may be unaware of some of the beliefs and problems
swirling about in the ranks below them. This disconnect and
other issues are perhaps even more evident when we examine the
findings of individual newspapers.

A close look at three randomly selected newspapers
illustrates some of the very specific middle manager issues that
simmer.
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METRO NEWSPAPER

At this respected metro, reporters and managers from the
news/metro staff were asked to participate, one of three metro-
Size papers in which employeesinvolved in city/county/state
coverage filled out the research questionnaire.
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What is most striking is that middle managers at this
newspaper have a noticeably high stated opinion of themselves
and their colleagues, however the non-supervisors and top
editors have a notably dim view of them.

Here, top management and non-supervisors, responding to
the question "How would you rate your middle managers on a
score of 1to 107" each gave middle managers an average score
of 5.5. It is remarkable that top editors and non-supervisors alike
gave middle managers an identical average score for two
reasons. First, it isamong a mere handful of timesin the research
project that non-supervisors and top editors were in absolute
agreement. Second, and perhaps more significant, that score was
so much lower than the 7.22 middle managers gave to
themselves and their colleagues. Indeed, asit turned out, the 7.22
score was the highest average score from any of the 19
participating papers; the 5.5 score was the second lowest.

Similar variation emerges on the question of competence.
Asked what percentage of their middle managers are highly
competent, middle managers said 40.63 percent—nearly twice
the 23.6 percent average offered by non-supervisors and the 22.5
percent offered by top editors. On the matter of incompetence,
non-supervisors said 33.12 percent of middle managers are
incompetent, top editors said 22.5 percent and middle managers
themselves said 10.63 percent

Itisnot at al unusual for anindividual to inflate his or her
own performance. Virtually everyone does. But it is rarer for
everyone in aparticular segment of the workforce to inflate the
entire group's performance. This could happen, generally, for
one of two reasons. Perhaps individuals within the group have
received insufficient regular constructive criticism to have
formed arealistic impression of their performance. Or the group
as awhole feels besieged and unfairly victimized, resulting in a
defensive posture that prompts it to exaggerate its own
contributions to the organization.
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Each of these explanations presumes, of course, that the top
editors and non-supervisors are right in their assessments and the
middle managers are wrong in their assessments of themselves.

It is possible that one observing segment —non-supervisors, for
example—could be completely off base because of current
tensions, a group-think culture in the organization, or any
number of other factors that could cause them to misread or
misrepresent the reality. However, it isunlikely that two
observing groups—those above and below the target group—
would offer amost identical assessments that are wrong.

In any case, the issue at this newspaper is not who isright or
wrong. But there clearly is a need to examine why thereis such a

Per ception gap

The aver age scor es given middle manager s at this metro newspaper show the managers

generally ratetheir skills higher than either those above or below them do.

Non- Middle Top

Supervisors manager s editors
Line editing 5.61 7.10 6.00
Interpersonal skills 4.90 6.22 5.50
Communication 4.77 5.62 6.00
Commitment to journalism 4.75 8.66 8.50
Administering performance reviews 4.82 4.42 4.50
Performance coaching 3.72 414 4.50
Clarity of vision 4.00 5.10 4.50
News judgment 6.44 8.00 6.50
Feedback 4.50 5.62 4.50
Improves stories 5.00 6.75 6.00
Story 1deas 4.82 6.62 6.00
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significant variation and attempt to address that issue.

Responses from the three groups regarding middle managers
performance on 11 supervisory skills also show variation.

In eight categories, the middle managers average scores for
themselves and their colleagues were 1.1 points or more higher
than the average scores given them by non-supervisors. (The
normal difference at other newspapers was .3 to .75 point; and
when there were categories in which there was higher variation,
the average number of categories in which this was the case was
four.) The high-variation categories included line editing,
interpersonal skills, commitment to journalism, clarity of vision,
news judgment, feedback, improves stories and story ideas.

Top editors had a higher view of middle managers, and one
that was closer to middle managers views of themselves.
Although top editors gave middle managers lower scoresin eight
categories than middle managers gave themselves, the variation
was generally quite small, and only in three categories—line
editing, news judgment and feedback—did the editors' scores
differ by 1.1 points or more from the middle managers' scores.

Top editors gave middle managers slightly higher scores
than middle managers gave themselves in three categories—
communication, performance reviews and performance
coaching—which may suggest top editors have inflated
impressions based on insufficient awareness.

What may be most noteworthy from the 11 individual skills
averagesis that middle managers seem to think they are better
than both those above them and those below them believe them
to bein the areas of news judgment, line editing and feedback.
So these are areas that probably need to be directly addressed
and improved.
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Meanwhile, there are some areas—commitment to the
principles of journalism, improving stories and coming up with
story ideas—in which the non-supervisors' views of their
managers is substantially lower than top editors views. This may
be because the non-supervisors are an uncommonly exasperated
or sour lot who are displacing much of their frustration on
middle managers, or it may be an accurate assessment about
which top editors are insufficiently informed. In either event, the
disparity bears discussion that should highlight some of the
greater issues.

These responses, as well as some others, suggest this may be
a newspaper—like many others—where middle management is
viewed as a cloistered territory quite distant and apart from the
rest of the newsroom. It is aterritory about which there seemsto
be much confusion and consternation relating to its level of
authority and its relationship with the top echelon.

Asked what factors keep middle managers from being
consistently excellent, non-supervisors cited "they are
micromanaged" and "inexperience" most often, middle managers
said "lack of support from above, too much work, and
interference from above" most often, and top management said
"too much work" and "don't have or take authority."

Yet, for al the talk about interference and micromanaging,
non-supervisors and middle managers are clearly conflicted
about what level of authority middle managers there should
have. On the question of whether middle managers are
empowered—and whether or not they should be—50 percent of
non-supervisors said no, they are not. Nearly that many—40
percent—said either that they should not be or that they are not
sureif they should be. Of middle managers, 60 percent said
middle managers are not empowered and 60 percent said they
should not be or that they're not sure if they should be. And
among top editors, al said "it varies' when asked if managers
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are empowered, and the unanimous answer to whether they
should be was "it depends" (or words to that effect).

Asked whether upper management helps or hinders middie
managers, 40 percent of non-supervisors and 44 percent of
middle managers said hinders, 11 percent of non-supervisors and
33 percent of middle managers said helps. And the remainder in
each of those two job categories said they aren't sure. All top
editors said they were not sure.

So asignificant number of people at al levels of this
newspaper indicate some doubt about the |eadership/decision-

Do top editors exert too much control?

The belief among non-supervisorsthat upper management is
excessively controlling is evidenced, among other things, when
they identify what they believe are the key characteristicstop
management seeksin middle managers.

Forty-eight percent of reporterswho gave answerslike
“malleability,” “someonewho won’t question them,” “yes
men,” “the ability to believethe earth isflat if upper
management says so” and “ personal connectionswith upper
management.”

Interestingly, no middle manager at this paper gave a
similar answer. M oreover, top editors at this newspaper listed
“yes men/women” or “unwillingnessto confront or take a
stand” ascharacteristicsthat contribute to poor performance
among middle managers.

This malleability per ception among non-supervisorsis
onethat is not shared by middle management, and onethat is
direct conflict with what top editors say they hold asa key
value.
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making capabilities of their middle managers. The next logical
guestion would be: Does this doubt derive from middle
managers having made unwise decisionsin the past, or because
their decision-making abilities have not been tested?

In the end, the non-supervisorsin this newsroom have pretty
strong reservations about their supervisors competencies and job
performance. Thisis coupled with a strong feeling that upper
management is too intrusive and authoritative, and complicated
by abelief that their managers aren't capable of taking much
more authority. And middle managers themselves say they are
very competent but over-controlled; yet they don't express much
confidence in the middle management corp's judgment if they
were given more authority, either.

Until the issues of authority, empowerment and top editor
involvement are sorted out and everyone has similar
expectations, it isunlikely that any of the other areas of
disagreement will inch closer to something approaching
consensus. And the possibility of additional trickle-down impact
islikely. For example, this newspaper has the smallest
percentage of non-supervisors interested in promotion to middle
management of any newspaper in the research project.

MIDSIZE NEWSPAPER

At this newspaper, there is strong agreement between top
and middle management as to the overall state of middle
management, and these two groups see things more positively
than non-supervisors do.

Top editors and middle managers gave an identical average
score—7.33—to middle managers. The non-supervisors gave a
lower 5.81.
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On the competence issue as well, top editors and middle
managers gave much higher scores to middle managers than
non-supervisors did. Non-supervisors said only 25 percent of
middle managers are highly competent, while middle managers
set the figure at 54 percent and top editors at 43 percent. On
incompetence, non-supervisors said 29 percent of middle
managers fall into that category, middle managers said 17.5
percent and top editors said 10 percent.

When the scores on middle managers performancein 11
specific supervisory skills are examined, there is agreement more
typical of the study between non-supervisors and middle
managers. In eight of the 11 categories, thereis less than one
point difference between the average scores given by non-
supervisors and middle managers, and in six of those thereisless
than a half point difference.

All three categories of newsroom personnel—non-
supervisors, middle managers and top editors alike—gave low
marks to middle managersin the areas of performance coaching,
performance reviews and story ideas.

But top editors gave somewhat higher scores to middle
managers than either middle managers or non-supervisors did in
four categories: improves stories, performance coaching,
feedback and news judgment. This pattern suggests that these are
areas that could experience performance faloff in the future,
since it appears the staff's standards and expectations may be
higher than those of the top editors.

Moreover, the top editors gave substantially higher scores
than either middle managers or non-supervisors gave in the areas
of commitment to journalism and clarity of vision. When
disparity this great exists between the top editors' perceptions
and the perceptions of both middle managers and their staffs, it
may be assumed one of two thingsis happening. Either thereis
an information gap between what top editors assumeis
happening and what other staffers are certain is happening, or

Raising the bar

The possibility that the
staff perceivesit has higher
standardsfor itself than
the editor hasfor it is
evidenced by answersto
the question “What isthe
single most important
thing top management
could do to improve middle
management?”

Nearly 50 percent of
non-supervisorssaid “raise
the standards’ or “demand
better journalism.” This
response rate far surpassed
thelevel to which similar
answerswere given at
other newspapers.
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there isasignificant disparity in what various levels believe
gualifies as average vs. strong performance.

The amost across-the-board tendency for top editorsto rate
middle managers much higher than not only the non-supervisors
but also, in many cases, the middle managers themselves did,
suggests afew possibilities.

One possibility is that top management hereis quite closely
connected to middle management but may have insufficient
contact with non-supervisors to identify some of the problems

Different views of skills

The aver age scor es given to middle manager s at this midsize newspaper indicate the large
disparity between top editor’s perceptions and everyone else's per ceptions of middle
manager’s skillsin a number of areas.

Non- Middle Top

Supervisors manager s editors
Line editing 6.23 6.00 7.00
Interpersonal skills 6.35 6.57 7.00
Communication 5.85 6.14 6.33
Commitment to journalism 5.65 7.57 9.60
Administering performance reviews 4.00 5.00 4.00
Performance coaching 4.00 4.10 5.60
Clarity of vision 3.94 4.70 7.00
News judgment 5.55 7.14 8.00
Feedback 4.73 5.28 6.00
Improves stories 5.00 5.12 6.66
Story ideas 4.50 4.16 6.33
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and issues that exist.

Another isthat top management has ordered some
fundamental changesin the news process and is satisfied with
the steps managers are taking, but non-supervisors are unaware
or unaccepting of this and the low grades given middle managers
represent misdirected frustration.

Yet athird isthat the top editors are engaging in
confirmation bias. That is, top editors are rating middle
managers high because they picked and promoted these
managers. It's acommon phenomenon for supervisors to highly
rate people they have promoted, thus unconsciously confirming
their own personnel decisions.

Non-supervisors substantially more negative views are
evidenced through other findings. For example, on the question
of whether the newspaper's middle managers are better or worse
today than five years ago, 57 percent of non-supervisors said
worse, while 55 percent of the middle managers and &l of the
top editors said better. (Thirty percent of middle managers were
not sure or said there had been no change.)

The middle managers seem acutely aware of the sandwich in
which they find themselves. Sixty-six percent of the middle
managers said the job of being a middle manager is worse now
than five years ago (a position echoed by 81 percent of the non-
supervisors), while 66 percent of the top editors said better. At
only two other newspapers in this survey—both metros—was the
percentage of people saying the job isworse greater.

At this newspaper, too, top management is seen by many as
a contributor to the problems and perceptions relating to middle
managers. When asked whether top editors help or hinder middle
managers, 66 percent of the top editors said help. However, 50
percent of non-supervisors said they hinder (20 percent said
help; the rest weren't sure). And 45 percent of middle managers
said hinder (35 percent said help and the rest weren't sure).

Wanted: Strong
managers

A clear pattern at this
newspaper isa belief
among Non-supervisor s
and to a dightly lesser
degree among middle
manager sthat some of the
trouble among middle
management can betraced
to a group disability:
flaccid backbone

To amuch higher
degreethan at all but one
other newspaper, words
such as*“ non-aggr essive,”
“wishy-washy,” “fearful,”
“stuck-ups,” “sycophants,”
“too compliant” appeared
when they were asked to
identify the factor sthat
lead to sub-par
performance or when
identifying the
characteristics of the wor st
middle managers.
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But the issue of authority here is somewhat less decidedly
confusing than at the metro paper—at |east from the non-
supervisors perspective. On the question of whether middle
managers are empowered, 100 percent of top management said
yesthey are and they should be. Sixty percent of the non-
supervisors agreed (25 percent said no; the rest weren't sure), and
14 percent of the middle managers agreed (a whopping 86
percent weren't sure). Asto whether they should be empowered,
80 percent of middle managers said yes; 20 percent said no.
Sixty percent of the non-supervisors said yes, while 40 percent
said they weren't sure.

Thisis anewsroom in need of serious discussions about
standards and expectations, and one where top editors must
develop greater presence and communication with the rank and
file.

SMALL NEWSPAPER

Thisis a newsroom in which the non-supervisors and middle
managers assessments are very similar, and those assessments
are somewhat more positive than some of the assessments by the
top editor.

It is clear throughout the survey that thisis an editor with
high standards. It isjust as clear that the staff does not feel
battered or belittled by this, but rather comes away with what is
probably a balanced view of its own strengths and weaknesses,
and awillingness to try to achieve the top editor's goals. Thisis
evidenced, for example, by the responses to the question of
whether top editors help or hinder middle management. All but
three of the respondents—all non-supervisors—said top
management helps.
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On the overall grading of the middle managers, non-
supervisors gave an average of 6.57 and middle managers gave a
7.4, while the top editor placed it at 4.

And there was quite strong agreement among all levels asto
the performance of middle managers on 11 supervisory skills.

Although the middle managers generally gave themselves
slightly higher scores than others gave them, there is a difference
of lessthan one point in all but three categories.

A newsroom in agreement

With only a couple of exceptions, the aver age scores at this small newspaper show
quite strong agreement among all levels asto the performance of middle
managers.

Non- Middle Top
Supervisors manager s editors

Line editing 6.85 8.50 4.00
Interpersonal skills 6.80 6.00 5.00
Communication 6.13 5.20 5.00
Commitment to journalism 8.52 7.60 8.00
Performance reviews 4.70 5.00 5.00
Performance coaching 4.70 5.20 5.00
Clarity of vision 5.80 7.20 5.00
News judgment 7.28 8.20 8.00
Feedback 5.55 6.20 5.00
Improves stories 6.58 6.40 7.00
Story ideas 6.00 7.00 5.00
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Non-supervisors, middle managers and the top editor agreed
that middle manager weaknesses are most severe in the areas of
communication, administering performance reviews,
performance coaching and feedback, though the top editor added
line editing and story ideasto hislist of lowest scores.

The two areas in which the middle managers may have been
inflating their performance werein line editing and in clarity of
vision-areas in which the top editor and staffers alike agree there
isless than solid performance. This would suggest that middle
managers have not been sent the message—or they have not
received the message that more is expected in these two areas.

Top management should reiterate to middle managers the
need to improve performance in the areas in which they already
know they are lacking. In addition, the top editor should devise
strategies for improving manager performance in the areas of
line editing and vision, skills about which middle managers seem
unclear on their actual performance.

There is also among middle managers a somewhat elevated
notion of the numbers of highly competent editorsin their ranks:
non-supervisors said 34 percent, middle managers said 47
percent and the top editor said 28 percent. Incompetents
comprise 19 percent, according to non-supervisors, 11 percent
according to middle managers and none according to the top
editor.

Also on the issue of competence, there is abig difference of
opinion relating to the ages and origins of the most competent
middle managers. Thirty-eight percent of non-supervisors said
outside hires are more competent (an equal percentage said there
is no difference). Virtualy all middle managers said competence
does not correlate to whether they were inside promotions or
outside hires. The top editor said inside promotions are the most
competent.
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Meanwhile, 53 percent of subordinates said under-40
managers are more competent. Most middle managers said age is
irrelevant in their newsroom. And the top editor said the over-40
editors are more competent.

The editor would do well to examine what it is about the
younger outside hires that prompted the rank and file to state a
preference for them. It may be no more than an age-cohort issue
coupled with the common belief that any import is superior to
the local product that prompted so many non-supervisors to take
these positions. Or it may be that outside hires bring skills or
characteristics prized by the staff, which the editor should
identify and help the people promoted from within to devel op.

On the issue of what prevents middle managers from doing
consistently excellent work, non-supervisors' three-way tie
focused on too much work, too limited resources and too many
meetings. Middle managers point the finger of blame at too
limited resources. And the top editor believes it emanates from
too little training.

If there is one area in which the agreement of the non-
supervisors and middle managers alike is most surprising, it is
their solution for improving the lot of middle management.
Asked to identify the single most important thing top
management could do to improve the management corps, the
most frequently offered answer among non-supervisors was "fire
some of the managers,” and middle managers answered "fire
some people” (which may have meant don't limit the firing to
managers).

The most extreme measure, always distasteful and never
considered blithely by any editor, may or may not be a
reasonable solution in this situation. However, among the staff
thereisaclear belief that some of the people who are working in
this newsroom have no business working there. Non-supervisors
and middle managers agree that from 11 percent to 19 percent of
the middle managers are incompetent-and they are eager for the

Page 62



CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

top editor to take some action. At a minimum some intervention
to improve under-performers should be taken.

CONCLUSION

There is one thing the three newspapers have in common and
it is something they share with all other newspapers: There are
problems and issues with middle management and they are not
aways simple or easy to identify.

No top editor can prevent that, and none can make totally
correct assumptions about the problems' precise origins, nature
or most appropriate solutions. Only through a great deal of
communication with all levels of the newsroom can editors hope
to zero in on many of the issues and come up with solutions that
will have a positive impact.
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