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Abstract 
In the rapidly evolving digital economy, organizations are increasingly adopting agile 
frameworks, artificial intelligence (AI), and data-driven decision-making to remain competitive. 
This transition has disrupted traditional managerial roles, especially for mid-level managers who 
often serve as the crucial link between strategic leadership and operational execution. The shift 
calls for a reevaluation of leadership competencies and a systemic reskilling of this cohort. This 
research paper explores the efficacy of reskilling mid-managers to adapt to agile and 
tech-driven environments. Drawing from academic literature, global case studies, and industry 
reports, the paper examines key competencies required in digital-era leadership, the obstacles 
faced in mid-career transformation, and the strategic value of structured reskilling programs. 
The findings reveal that targeted learning initiatives, coupled with organizational support and 
cultural change, significantly improve managerial adaptability, employee engagement, and 
business performance. The study underscores the urgency of treating reskilling as a strategic 
imperative rather than a reactive measure in the face of technological disruption. 
 
 
Introduction 

The digital economy has redefined how organizations operate, compete, and grow. 
Technological advancements—ranging from artificial intelligence (AI) and automation to data 
analytics and cloud computing—have transformed not only the nature of work but also the 
competencies expected of today’s workforce. Amidst these sweeping changes, mid-level 
managers are uniquely impacted. Positioned between senior leadership and frontline 
employees, these managers traditionally functioned as operational executors and team 
coordinators. However, in today’s agile, innovation-driven climate, they are increasingly 
expected to act as facilitators of change, cross-functional collaborators, and digitally literate 
decision-makers [1]. 

Unlike entry-level employees who are often digital natives, or senior leaders who may have 
strategic oversight, mid-managers face the dual challenge of unlearning legacy processes while 
upskilling in emerging technologies, leadership styles, and agile methodologies. The pace and 
scale of this transformation have rendered many mid-career professionals vulnerable to 
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obsolescence—a phenomenon that risks both individual careers and organizational 
effectiveness [2]. 

Reskilling mid-managers is no longer optional; it is a strategic necessity. Yet, most organizations 
lack a cohesive approach to mid-career development. Instead of viewing reskilling as a business 
imperative, companies often treat it as a reactive measure in response to disruption. This results 
in fragmented training initiatives that fail to address systemic capability gaps or align with 
long-term business strategy [3]. 

This paper seeks to address the question: How effective are current reskilling strategies in 
enabling mid-level managers to lead in agile and tech-driven environments? By synthesizing 
insights from academic research, industry reports, and real-world case studies, the study 
explores: 

● The changing leadership competencies required in a digital economy 
 

● Key challenges mid-managers face in adapting to these expectations 
 

● The effectiveness of structured reskilling programs 
 

● Organizational factors that influence the success of such initiatives 
 

In doing so, this paper contributes to a growing body of literature on digital transformation, 
workforce agility, and leadership evolution—while offering practical implications for talent 
development professionals and corporate strategists. 

 

2. Literature Review 

The growing complexity of the digital economy has brought about significant structural, cultural, 
and strategic changes in organizations. The literature surrounding digital transformation, 
workforce development, and leadership agility underscores the necessity for a new leadership 
paradigm—especially for mid-level managers who are caught between traditional 
responsibilities and emerging digital demands. This review synthesizes current academic and 
industry research to frame the central questions of reskilling, mid-managerial adaptation, and 
leadership effectiveness in the digital age. 

2.1 Leadership in the Digital Economy 

2 



Leadership is evolving from a role of authority to one of influence, facilitation, and agility. 
Numerous scholars have observed that traditional leadership models—typically hierarchical and 
directive—are inadequate in the context of fast-paced technological innovation and global 
competition [4]. In digital environments, leaders must operate with increased speed, 
responsiveness, and a tolerance for ambiguity, characteristics that are often at odds with 
conventional corporate cultures. 

According to the World Economic Forum’s “Future of Jobs Report” (2023), the most in-demand 
skills by 2027 will be analytical thinking, creative thinking, resilience, and the ability to work with 
AI systems [5]. These capabilities are essential for leaders navigating digital disruption, where 
decisions must be both data-informed and human-centered. 

Digital leadership also involves the ability to interpret emerging trends, identify new business 
models, and integrate technology into core strategy. Westerman et al. describe digital leadership 
as the capacity to “steer organizations through digital turbulence by balancing innovation with 
operational discipline” [16]. This balance is particularly critical for mid-managers who serve as 
execution agents in transformation processes. 

2.2 Mid-Level Managers and Organizational Transformation 

Mid-level managers are uniquely situated within the organizational hierarchy—they act as 
translators of vision from top management and as advocates for operational teams. This dual 
responsibility has traditionally relied on well-defined roles and incremental planning. However, in 
an agile, tech-driven context, mid-managers must become more adaptive, data-literate, and 
people-focused. 

The literature indicates that mid-managers are often the “missing middle” in digital 
transformation efforts. While executive leaders receive strategic training and frontline employees 
are exposed to technical upskilling, mid-managers are frequently excluded from comprehensive 
development plans [8]. This gap is problematic, as the successful execution of new initiatives 
typically depends on the managerial layer's capacity to champion change. 

Moreover, research from the MIT Sloan Management Review highlights that digitally mature 
organizations tend to empower mid-managers with decision-making authority, enabling faster 
adaptation to market shifts [17]. In contrast, organizations that fail to engage mid-managers 
often encounter resistance, inertia, or implementation failure. 

2.3 Emotional Intelligence, Hybrid Leadership, and Cross-Functional Competence 

Mid-managers must increasingly possess emotional intelligence (EQ) to manage hybrid teams, 
navigate uncertainty, and foster engagement. Goleman and Boyatzis emphasize that 

3 



self-awareness, empathy, and social skills are indispensable for leaders attempting to align 
diverse teams around shared goals in digital settings [9]. 

Additionally, hybrid leadership models are emerging—blending transactional efficiency with 
transformational vision. Hybrid leaders must be equally comfortable managing KPIs as they are 
fostering innovation through open collaboration. This shift has direct implications for training and 
reskilling, as managers must be taught to adopt “both-and” mindsets rather than “either-or” 
frameworks [18]. 

A complementary body of literature focuses on cross-functional fluency. As companies adopt 
more matrixed structures, mid-managers must understand functions beyond their original 
domain—e.g., marketing managers must grasp data science basics, while operations leads 
must engage with automation tools. This redefines the managerial job description and demands 
broader learning scopes. 

2.4 Reskilling and Upskilling: Definitions, Methods, and Efficacy 

Reskilling is the process of acquiring new skills for new roles, while upskilling enhances existing 
competencies for the current role [10]. For mid-managers, the distinction often blurs: adapting to 
a new business model may simultaneously require learning new technologies (reskilling) and 
deepening leadership skills (upskilling). 

Several methodologies are identified in the literature: 

● Blended learning models (online + in-person workshops) 
 

● Job rotation and stretch assignments 
 

● Executive coaching and mentoring 
 

● Project-based learning and design sprints 
 

● Learning-in-the-flow-of-work via digital learning platforms like Degreed and LinkedIn 
Learning 
 

The McKinsey Global Institute estimates that by 2030, up to 375 million workers—14% of the 
global workforce—may need to switch occupational categories, underscoring the need for 
widespread reskilling programs [11]. Notably, mid-career professionals are less likely to seek 
training proactively, often due to time constraints, fear of inadequacy, or organizational neglect 
[19]. 
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Companies that embed learning into performance management systems and tie training to 
business outcomes (e.g., cost reduction, faster product cycles) report the highest ROI on 
reskilling initiatives [12]. In contrast, generic or one-off training sessions tend to yield poor 
behavioral change. 

2.5 The Agile Imperative: From Project Management to Leadership Model 

Agility—originally a software development framework—has become a guiding principle for 
organizational adaptability. Scrum, SAFe (Scaled Agile Framework), and Lean-Agile practices 
are now implemented in sectors ranging from finance to manufacturing. For leaders, this means 
transitioning from control-based management to facilitative coaching [14]. 

Agile leaders are expected to: 

● Empower autonomous teams 
 

● Create psychologically safe environments 
 

● Embrace iterative feedback loops 
 

● Navigate complex stakeholder landscapes 
 

Research from the Harvard Business Review suggests that managers trained in agile 
methodologies demonstrate greater flexibility in problem-solving, more effective communication, 
and stronger cross-functional coordination [15]. 

However, literature also cautions that agile is not a panacea. When implemented superficially or 
without cultural alignment, it may create confusion, role ambiguity, or even burnout [20]. 
Therefore, reskilling for agile leadership must include mindset coaching, not just process 
training. 

2.6 Barriers to Reskilling Mid-Managers 

Despite growing awareness, several barriers hinder the effective reskilling of mid-managers: 

● Time constraints due to existing operational responsibilities 
 

● Cognitive overload from managing both digital tools and people 
 

● Lack of psychological safety in admitting skill gaps 
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● Perception of irrelevance among older managers 
 

● Limited organizational investment in mid-tier leadership 
 

A study by BCG (2022) found that only 28% of reskilling investments target mid-level 
employees, despite their critical role in execution [21]. This neglect often leads to skill stagnation 
and a misalignment between strategy and implementation. 

2.7 Theoretical Frameworks 

The literature also draws on several theoretical frameworks to understand leadership and 
learning in digital contexts: 

● Transformational Leadership Theory: emphasizes vision-setting, inspiration, and 
innovation [22]. 
 

● Dynamic Capabilities Theory: focuses on the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and 
reconfigure internal competencies in response to environmental changes [23]. 
 

● Adult Learning Theory (Andragogy): emphasizes self-directed, experience-based 
learning—highly relevant for mid-career professionals [24]. 
 

These frameworks offer conceptual tools to evaluate the effectiveness of reskilling strategies 
and to design learning programs that resonate with adult learners facing high performance 
demands. 

 

3. Methodology 

This research adopts a qualitative, exploratory approach to evaluate the efficacy of reskilling 
mid-level managers in the context of agile and tech-driven work environments. The methodology 
is based on a structured synthesis of academic literature, industry reports, and selected global 
case studies. It aims to identify patterns, draw inferences, and generate actionable insights 
rather than test a specific hypothesis quantitatively. 

3.1 Research Design 

Given the complex and evolving nature of digital transformation, a qualitative design was 
selected to enable in-depth exploration of nuanced leadership and organizational dynamics. 
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This approach allows for the integration of multiple data types—peer-reviewed literature, 
corporate whitepapers, and case-based documentation—providing a rich understanding of 
reskilling practices and outcomes. 

The research is structured around four key themes derived from the literature review: 

1. Evolving leadership competencies in the digital economy 
 

2. Unique challenges facing mid-level managers during transformation 
 

3. Best practices in reskilling and upskilling initiatives 
 

4. Organizational enablers and barriers to effective reskilling 
 

These themes informed the selection of sources and guided the thematic analysis. 

3.2 Data Collection 

Data was collected from the following categories of sources: 

● Academic journals from databases such as JSTOR, ScienceDirect, and Emerald 
Insight, focusing on leadership theory, workforce development, and organizational 
change. 
 

● Industry reports and whitepapers from global consulting firms (e.g., McKinsey, BCG, 
Deloitte), HR think tanks (e.g., CIPD, SHRM), and global organizations (e.g., WEF, 
OECD). 
 

● Case studies of corporations that have implemented structured reskilling programs for 
mid-managers, with publicly available outcomes or internal assessment data. 
 

All sources were selected based on relevance, credibility, and publication within the last 10 
years (with exceptions for seminal theories). 

3.3 Inclusion Criteria 

To ensure relevance and rigor, sources were included if they met the following criteria: 
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● Direct relevance to mid-level management roles, reskilling, agile leadership, or digital 
transformation. 
 

● Publication in peer-reviewed journals, reputable industry sources, or organizational 
research centers. 
 

● Availability of clear methodological background or documented outcomes, especially in 
the case of case studies. 
 

Sources with anecdotal claims, marketing content, or non-verifiable data were excluded. 

3.4 Analytical Framework 

Thematic analysis was employed to identify recurring ideas, contradictions, and insights across 
sources. Codes were derived inductively, grouped under broader categories aligned with the 
four core research themes. Case study outcomes were cross-referenced with literature findings 
to validate or challenge prevailing narratives about reskilling efficacy. 

Where possible, conceptual frameworks such as Transformational Leadership Theory, 
Dynamic Capabilities, and Andragogy were applied to interpret the implications of reskilling 
efforts from a theoretical perspective. 

3.5 Limitations 

While qualitative synthesis allows for rich contextual insights, it also has limitations: 

● Lack of primary data: This study relies on secondary sources and publicly available 
case studies rather than direct surveys or interviews. 
 

● Generalizability: Findings are illustrative but not statistically representative. 
 

● Rapid evolution: The fast-changing nature of digital technologies may render some 
insights time-sensitive or context-dependent. 
 

Nonetheless, the methodology is well-suited to the exploratory aims of this study and offers a 
structured foundation for analysis and discussion. 

 

4. Analysis & Discussion 
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The analysis presented here synthesizes literature insights, industry findings, and selected case 
studies to evaluate how effectively mid-level managers are being reskilled to thrive in agile and 
tech-driven environments. The discussion is structured around four interrelated themes: 
evolving leadership requirements, the effectiveness of reskilling strategies, real-world case 
insights, and organizational enablers and constraints. 

 

4.1 The Shifting Leadership Mandate for Mid-Managers 

Mid-level managers are no longer simply process enforcers—they are expected to be change 
agents, agile coaches, and digital collaborators. One core shift is the move from directive 
authority to facilitative leadership. In traditional models, mid-managers focused on monitoring 
performance and enforcing compliance. In digital organizations, they are expected to lead with 
empathy, encourage innovation, and foster team autonomy [4][6]. 

This transition requires new competencies: 

● Digital literacy: Understanding data dashboards, AI-driven insights, and collaboration 
tools. 
 

● Agile fluency: Familiarity with iterative work cycles, backlog grooming, and sprint 
retrospectives. 
 

● Collaborative mindset: Building psychological safety and influencing without authority. 
 

● Adaptability: Navigating continuous change without relying on rigid SOPs. 
 

Failure to develop these competencies often leads to bottlenecks in digital initiatives, as 
mid-managers default to outdated practices [8]. 

 

4.2 Efficacy of Reskilling Programs 

Multiple studies show that reskilling initiatives targeted at mid-managers yield tangible benefits 
when designed with strategic clarity, contextual relevance, and ongoing reinforcement. For 
instance, McKinsey’s global survey on digital transformations (2020) found that organizations 
with formal, continuous learning programs tailored for middle management were 3.3 times more 
likely to report successful digital outcomes than those without such initiatives [11]. 
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Yet the degree of effectiveness varies significantly depending on industry, organizational 
maturity, and cultural alignment. Sectors with high digital dependency—such as finance, 
consulting, and technology—tend to have stronger infrastructures for managerial reskilling. In 
contrast, more traditional sectors like logistics, public utilities, or legacy manufacturing firms 
often lag due to tighter budgets, rigid bureaucracies, and lower digital urgency [3][21]. 

One of the most consistent success factors across contexts is strategic alignment. Reskilling 
programs are most effective when explicitly linked to broader organizational objectives, such as 
transitioning to agile operations, increasing automation adoption, or shifting to data-driven 
decision-making. For example, companies that embed training within digital transformation 
roadmaps and tie it to business performance indicators (e.g., innovation metrics or customer 
responsiveness) achieve significantly better engagement and learning transfer [12]. 

Equally important is experiential learning. Programs that go beyond classroom-based or online 
instruction and incorporate job rotation, stretch assignments, or live project participation yield 
deeper behavioral changes. When managers are asked to apply new tools and leadership 
approaches in real business scenarios—with coaching and feedback—they demonstrate 
improved confidence, faster learning curves, and higher retention [13]. 

Recent literature also emphasizes the role of learning agility—defined as the ability to learn, 
unlearn, and adapt rapidly—as a predictor of long-term success in dynamic environments. 
Managers with high learning agility are more likely to internalize new behaviors and apply them 
effectively under conditions of stress or uncertainty. This implies that reskilling efforts should 
include elements that encourage critical thinking, reflection, and real-time feedback, rather than 
focusing solely on content delivery [17]. 

In terms of delivery methods, blended learning models have proven particularly effective. 
These combine the scalability of digital platforms (such as LinkedIn Learning, Coursera, or 
internal LMS systems) with the depth and contextual tailoring of in-person or virtual workshops. 
Additionally, peer learning communities, reverse mentoring programs, and leadership circles 
have emerged as powerful supplements to formal training—enhancing collaboration and 
psychological safety among learners [10][5]. 

However, many organizations still fall into the trap of “check-the-box” training. These initiatives 
are often compliance-driven, generic, and disconnected from the real challenges mid-managers 
face. A study by Bersin (2018) noted that fewer than 30% of managers in underperforming 
organizations believed that their training was relevant to their day-to-day leadership 
responsibilities [12]. Without context, personalization, or application, even well-intentioned 
learning programs can fail to produce measurable outcomes. 
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Another critical yet under-discussed factor is managerial identity transformation. Mid-level 
managers often derive status and meaning from their accumulated experience and operational 
mastery. When reskilling initiatives emphasize purely technical skills—such as mastering 
dashboards or learning agile vocabulary—they may neglect the deeper psychological transition 
required to adopt new leadership identities. Helping managers redefine their roles as facilitators, 
collaborators, and adaptive strategists is central to reskilling efficacy [18]. 

Lastly, measuring the impact of reskilling remains a challenge. Progressive firms are now 
turning to learning analytics and performance dashboards to link learning outcomes to KPIs 
such as internal mobility, promotion velocity, employee engagement, and team-level productivity 
[20]. This data-driven approach enables continuous improvement and strengthens the business 
case for sustained investment in mid-manager development. 

In sum, reskilling programs can be highly effective in preparing mid-managers for digital 
leadership—if they are strategically aligned, personalized, experiential, and supported by 
broader organizational culture and systems. 

 

 

4.3 Case Study 1: Microsoft’s “Manager Expectations” Framework 

In 2018, Microsoft overhauled its managerial development model to better align with its agile, 
growth-mindset culture. The company introduced a leadership framework with three core pillars: 
Model, Coach, and Care. Mid-managers were trained not only on technical fluency but also on 
coaching behaviors and emotional intelligence [25]. 

Through this program, Microsoft emphasized: 

● Leading with clarity and empathy 
 

● Empowering teams to innovate 
 

● Managing hybrid teams with a focus on well-being 
 

Internal surveys showed improved employee engagement, higher team innovation scores, and 
better retention among teams led by trained mid-managers. This case illustrates how a shift in 
managerial expectations, supported by training and feedback loops, can significantly enhance 
leadership performance in digital environments. 
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4.4 Case Study 2: ING Bank’s Agile Transformation 

ING Netherlands embarked on a full-scale agile transformation in 2015, restructuring its entire 
organization into squads and tribes, inspired by Spotify’s engineering model. Mid-level 
managers were one of the first cohorts targeted for transformation, as their roles were to shift 
from command-and-control to servant leadership [26]. 

Key reskilling initiatives included: 

● Leadership boot camps on agile principles 
 

● Coaching certifications 
 

● Team facilitation and conflict-resolution training 
 

Post-transformation analysis indicated a marked improvement in time-to-market for new 
products, higher employee autonomy scores, and more effective cross-functional collaboration. 
However, ING also reported initial resistance, especially among managers with decades of 
hierarchical experience. The bank addressed this by providing ongoing mentorship and aligning 
performance metrics with agile behaviors, rather than legacy KPIs. 

 

4.5 Case Study 3: Unilever’s “Flex Experiences” Platform 

Unilever implemented an internal talent marketplace called “Flex Experiences,” allowing 
employees (including mid-managers) to take on short-term gigs in different departments. This 
system promoted horizontal skill development and helped mid-managers gain cross-functional 
exposure, digital project experience, and new leadership contexts [27]. 

Analysis showed: 

● Increased participation in data-related projects 
 

● Enhanced leadership pipeline diversity 
 

● Higher internal mobility rates 
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Unilever’s approach reflects a broader shift: reskilling doesn’t always mean formal 
training—it can also mean exposure, rotation, and experiential learning. Such initiatives 
foster both capability and confidence in navigating tech-driven change. 

 

4.6 Organizational Enablers and Cultural Levers 

While individual training is crucial, reskilling mid-managers is most effective when embedded 
into a broader organizational transformation strategy. The literature consistently identifies 
several enablers: 

● Cultural alignment: A growth mindset and psychological safety are vital. If managers 
fear failure or judgment, they will be reluctant to embrace new methods [9]. 
 

● Leadership modeling: Senior leaders must exemplify the digital behaviors expected of 
others [7]. 
 

● Technology access: Learning management systems (LMS), collaboration tools, and 
real-time dashboards empower managers to apply digital thinking. 
 

● HR integration: Training must be tied to career paths, incentives, and performance 
appraisals to ensure sustainability. 
 

Without these systemic supports, even well-designed programs risk fading into irrelevance. The 
organizational climate must shift from “training as event” to “learning as culture.” 

 

Reskilling efforts thrive when embedded in a supportive organizational ecosystem. Beyond tools 
and resources, leadership signaling—what executives say, reward, and role-model—plays a 
powerful role in normalizing the learning process [7]. For instance, organizations where senior 
leaders openly acknowledge their own reskilling journeys tend to create environments where 
mid-managers feel psychologically safe to do the same. 

Moreover, research suggests that data transparency enhances engagement in learning 
programs. When managers can track their learning progress, benchmark against peers, and 
connect training outcomes to tangible KPIs (e.g., productivity or engagement scores), they are 
more likely to participate actively and apply what they’ve learned [13]. 
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From a systems perspective, the integration of learning analytics is gaining traction. 
Forward-thinking firms are using AI-powered dashboards to monitor skill gaps in real time and 
recommend personalized learning pathways. These tools also allow HR teams to evaluate the 
ROI of reskilling programs by correlating them with internal mobility, promotion rates, or 
innovation outcomes [12][20]. 

Finally, diversity and inclusion is a crucial but often overlooked enabler. Programs that 
consider the diverse learning needs of mid-managers—across age, background, gender, and 
digital fluency—tend to perform better. For example, pairing digitally native junior employees 
with senior managers in reverse mentorship arrangements can accelerate learning while 
fostering intergenerational collaboration [5]. 

 

 

4.7 Barriers and Tensions 

Despite progress, several tensions persist: 

● Skill obsolescence vs. experience value: Older mid-managers may feel that decades 
of expertise are being devalued in favor of tech fluency. 
 

● Agility vs. accountability: Agile cultures emphasize speed, but mid-managers are still 
held accountable for delivery—creating cognitive dissonance. 
 

● Digital overload: New tools and platforms can overwhelm managers who lack support or 
digital confidence. 
 

Addressing these tensions requires empathy, tailored support, and phased transitions—not 
abrupt demands for change. 

5. Conclusion 

The digital economy is transforming the nature of leadership, particularly for mid-level managers 
who are now required to operate at the intersection of strategic agility, technological fluency, and 
human-centered collaboration. This paper has explored the efficacy of reskilling initiatives aimed 
at enabling these managers to lead effectively in agile, tech-driven environments. 

The literature review highlighted the growing divergence between traditional managerial 
expectations and emerging leadership competencies. As organizations become flatter, faster, 
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and more networked, mid-managers must shed outdated command-and-control models and 
embrace facilitative, emotionally intelligent leadership. The ability to interpret data, work across 
functions, and lead iterative teams has emerged as a core requirement. 

Analysis of industry data and global case studies from Microsoft, ING, and Unilever underscores 
that well-designed reskilling programs can yield significant performance, engagement, and 
innovation benefits. Crucially, these programs are most effective when they: 

● Are strategically aligned with broader transformation goals, 
 

● Combine technical upskilling with behavioral and mindset shifts, 
 

● Include experiential and cross-functional learning opportunities, and 
 

● Are embedded in an organizational culture that rewards learning and psychological 
safety. 
 

However, the study also revealed persistent barriers. These include time constraints, resistance 
to change, lack of perceived relevance, and systemic neglect of mid-managers in digital 
transformation agendas. Overcoming these challenges requires organizations to treat reskilling 
not as a one-off intervention but as a sustained, strategic investment. Integrating learning into 
daily workflows, linking it to performance systems, and ensuring leadership modeling are key to 
long-term success. 

In closing, reskilling mid-level managers is not just a workforce development initiative—it is a 
leadership evolution imperative. As organizations face continued disruption from AI, automation, 
and shifting market dynamics, the capacity of mid-managers to adapt, lead, and thrive will be a 
defining factor in future competitiveness. 
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