
Presented by Lori Buxton | Executive Director | Association for Early Learning Leaders 
713-543-1919 | lori@earlylearningleaders.org | earlylearningleaders.org 

 

 

 

Leading from the MIDDLE of the Pack 

THE CHALLENGES  

The Tension Challenge: 
 

• They are caught in the middle. 

• They can make some decisions, but not all. 

• They can manage some resources, but not all. 

• And they can spend some money, but within limits that they have limited influence over. 

• They are constantly guessing where they stand, and this uncertainty can be stressful and 
frustrating.  

 
As John Maxwell says, “When you’re not the top leader, you are not running the show, you’re just 
responsible for its success.” And that can be difficult. 

 
The Multi-Hat Challenge: 
 

• Challenges can come at those in the middle from 360 degrees and they come from anyone. 

• They can come from above, below, across…from the inside or outside the organization. 

• Challenges can come at any time, and often all at once. One challenge will often cause others. 

• These challenges often come with completely unrealistic expectations.  

• They can require knowledge and skills to resolve them that the leader in the middle doesn’t 
always have. 

 
The Vision Challenge: 
Championing a vision is difficult when it isn’t yours (or it’s one you don’t believe in).  
 
Which would you rather do? Work to put your own vision into action, or help others fulfill theirs? Most of 
us would say ours. (If you disagree, think about the last time you went to lunch with friends and tried to 
pick the restaurant.) 
 

THE OPPORTUNITIES  

Think of middle children – they are usually the ones who bring siblings together, managing 

relationships diplomatically and effectively. Think of the middle of an Oreo cookie – it is 

what holds things together and brings out the flavor in base ingredients. The middle is full of 

value!  ~Jon Mertz 

• While you may not be in a position of influence, you are in a position to influence. 

• There is space for you to experience and grow through leadership stumbles and 

leadership fails. 

• You are able to bring important perspective to those who lead at 30,000 feet and 

those who do the work in the trenches. 

mailto:lori@earlylearningleaders.org
mailto:earlylearningleaders.org


Presented by Lori Buxton | Executive Director | Association for Early Learning Leaders 
713-543-1919 | lori@earlylearningleaders.org | earlylearningleaders.org 

• You are able to build bridges between those who make the decisions and those who are 

impacted by those decisions when disconnects happen. 

Activity:  Share a situation where you experienced one of these opportunities as you led from the 

middle. 

 

THE KEYS 

1.    Develop strong relationships with key people.  It’s more important to get along with 

people than to get ahead of them. If you make it your goal to reach out to others and build 

relationships with them, you’ll expand your influence and derive fulfillment wherever you 

are. 

2.    Engage in continual communication with those you lead. As you interact with those 

you lead, keep them appropriately informed. Let them know how their contribution is 

advancing the vision of the program. Get their feedback and ask questions to find out if 

there are other things you should know to more effectively pass on the vision to others. 

3.   Engage in continual communication with those who lead you.  As you interact with 

those who lead you, stay connected with the vision and direction of the program, expressing 

your support for their leadership in both word and deed.    

4.    Gain experience and maturity. Maturity doesn’t come automatically with age or a title. 

It is an evolution the comes with age, life experiences and our willingness to grow. 

5.    Put the team above your personal success. There is a magical economy at work 

when you put team first.  Your personal and professional success becomes an organic 

outflow of your investment in the development of the members of your team. 

6.    Dress for the job you want, not just the one you have.  Don’t be content to have 

mastered your role or responsibilities.  Make a priority and practice of learning the how to 

effectively lead from the top.  

7.    Acknowledge the challenge, then choose the possibility.  The struggle is real.  Even 

this Pollyanna understands that the world can’t always be filled with rainbows, butterflies and 

unicorns.  Don’t let the challenges that come from this unique role become bigger than                        

the opportunities to develop your team, grow in your leadership and expand                                           

your influence.  

NOTES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Resource/Reference: John Maxwell, The 360 Leader 
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