survival Guide

THE REALITY OF POWER RELATIONSHIPS AS A MIDDLE MANAGER
THE REALITY NO ONE DISCUSSES

Your boss needs numbers that look good. Your team needs sustainable work. These
needs directly oppose each other.

You're not a bridge between two groups—you're a shock absorber between
colliding realities. There's no technique that reconciles "do more with less" with
"we're already drowning.”

THE BREAKTHROUGH

You exist to absorb contradictions the organization can't resolve.

THE MIDDLE MANAGEMENT POSITION

Your boss needs 20% more output. Your team is already at 110%. These aren't
different perspectives; they're opposing realities.

You can't balance what's fundamentally opposed. Middle management is where
irreconcilable demands collide.

THE MIDDLE MANAGEMENT SQUEEZE
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your pual
Roles

1. MANAGING UP: EXPOSING THE COSTS

Every target has hidden costs your boss needs to see. When you deliver the
impossible, it comes at a price: burnout, turnover, technical debt, quality issues.
Your job isn't to hide these costs or just complain about them. It's to make them
explicit so leadership can make informed decisions, not blindly push for more.

"The team delivered 15% above target.”
"We worked weekends to hit an arbitrary number.”
"Here's what 15% above target has cost us in human terms and the risks of
continuing that will entail to the business.”

2. MANAGING DOWN: EXPOSING THE STRUCTURES

Your team knows when demands are unreasonable. They're not stupid. When you
pretend everything is fine or that impossible deadlines are "opportunities,” you lose
credibility. Instead, share the actual organizational pressures—why this matters,
what's at stake, who's demanding it. Then figure out together how to respond as a
team, not as individuals fighting separate battles. People handle hard truths better
than comfortable lies, and they solve impossible problems better together.

"This is a great opportunity for growth.”
"I'm protecting you from the politics above.”
"Here's what the organization needs from us and why. Here's what we get in
return. Let's discuss if that exchange makes sense.”
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The Truth About Alignment

Everyone preaches alignment like it's achievable. It's not. Your GFO cares about
margins. Your developer cares about clean code. These aren't misaligned
priorities—they're fundamentally different values.

Your developer doesn't need to care about stock prices. The company doesn't need
to care about code elegance. Your job is finding the narrow overlap where what
people want to do anyway serves business needs.

Stop trying to make everyone care about the company mission. Find where personal
interests accidentally serve organizational goals. That small overlap is the only
honest space you have to work with.support costs.

The Experiment

Create a "contradiction map.” Two columns: "What Leadership Says We're Doing"
and "What We're Actually Doing.” Include everything: the features that disappeared,
the targets everyone ignores, the deadlines that became suggestions.

When leadership demands more, show them: "We're officially committed to X, Y,
and Z. We're actually delivering 60% of that. Adding this means admitting what
we've already dropped, or dropping something else. Your choice."

With your team: "We're failing at half our commitments while working overtime.
Leadership wants more. Let's figure out what to drop, what to half-deliver, and
what to actually accomplish.”

Final Thought

Management books pretend you can fix this with the right framework. You can't. The
best you can do is stop pretending it's fixable, name what's really happening, and
create pockets where people can be people and not resources.

When teams can be honest and human with each other, they naturally start solving
problems together. That's when the real work gets done.
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