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Belonging at work is a fundamental yet complex experience, associated with acceptance, inclusion
and recognition, and underpinned by relational dynamics in organizations. Despite increasing inter-
est, little is known about how belonging is experienced by middle managers, a group positioned be-
tween hierarchical levels and responsible for others. Drawing on 22 semi-structured interviews and
two focus groups, this paper explores this issue. The findings show that managerial belonging is struc-
tured through two interrelated orientations: self-focused and other-orientated. Self-focused belonging
reflects managers’ experience through organizational alignment, role legitimacy and interpersonal re-
lationships. Other-orientated belonging captures how managers’ own sense of belonging is shaped
through their perceptions of whether those they manage belong. Rather than operating separately,
these orientations are mutually constitutive, producing a recursive dynamic in which managers eval-
uate their own belonging through the perceived belonging of their teams. This extends the notion
of double-relationality by showing how managers’ intermediary positioning can have recursive conse-
quences for their own belonging. The paper contributes empirically by foregrounding middle managers
as a distinct group within belonging research and conceptually by showing how managerial belonging
can be recursively evaluated through managers’ perceptions of the belonging of those for whom they
hold responsibility.

It is a combination of aligning [with] my organization, be-
lieving in what we say and aspire to be. That is the core
starting point for my belonging if I am deciding if I even
align [with] an organization. The other thing would be rela-
tionships, making connections with the people around you,
be it my team,my fellowmanagers, ormy seniors. A human
being doesn’t work in isolation without feeling the effects
and losing that belonging, so relationships are really impor-
tant. And I suppose the other thing is about making sure
my team is ok, in good shape, and have a good sense of cul-
ture that continues to align to values and goals. That is my
responsibility at the end of the day. It’s weird really because
I don’t really think about it [belonging] a lot, but it affects
different things. It’s always a complex balance especially
with managing people and keeping connected to them but
then also having to report above. Sometimes tensions can
happen that affect my sense of belonging, but I accept that,
I am the middleman, it’s the nature of management

– Interviewee P9 describing managerial belonging.

Introduction

Middle managers’ experiences of belonging at work re-
main underexplored. Although belonging has gained in-
creasing attention in management and organizational
studies, it is often conceptualized through a ‘cloud of
connected concepts’ (Filstad, Traavik and Gorli, 2019,
p. 117), creating ambiguity and fragmentation (Anton-
sich, 2010). It is frequently associated with organiza-
tional identification (Ashforth, Harrison and Corley,
2008; Ashforth and Mael, 1989), social identity the-
ory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), inclusion and diversity
(Shore et al., 2011) and well-being (Waller, 2020, 2021).
However, these perspectives are often examined in isola-
tion, limiting understanding of belonging as a relational
experience.

Following Filstad, Traavik and Gorli (2019), belong-
ing can be understood as ‘an essential human need’ and
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a process ‘of inhabiting and contributing to the work-
place’ (p. 118). This framing positions belonging beyond
fitting in, to the negotiation of social relationships, emo-
tions and organizational conditions, emphasizing its
relational rather than fixed or singular nature (Reeves,
2021). Despite this, existing research predominantly
conceptualizes belonging at the individual level, com-
monly through self-reflective questions such as do
I belong (Gherardi and Nicolini, 2002). As a result,
belonging is typically understood as something individ-
uals assess within organizations, with less attention to
how it may be shaped through relational roles involving
responsibility for others (e.g. middle management).
While recognized as central to organizational func-

tioning (Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020), middle managers
are more often positioned as facilitators of others’
belonging and well-being (Waller, 2020, 2021) rather
than as employees with belonging needs of their own.
At the same time, middle manager roles are contested
(Balogun, 2003; Currie, 1999; Dopson and Stewart,
1990; Tarakci et al., 2023), positioned between ‘the
strategic apex and operating core’ (MacNeil, 2003; Wai-
Kwong, Priem and Cycyota, 2001, p. 1325). They are
‘sandwiched’ (Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020) between or-
ganizational levels, interpreting and translating strategy
while implementing daily practice (Harding, Lee and
Ford, 2014) and advocating organizational values (van
Rensburg, Davis and Venter, 2014), creating a struc-
turally relational role shaped by competing demands.
This paper argues that managerial belonging cannot

be understood solely as an individual experience but
must also be considered in relation to managers’ percep-
tions of whether those they manage belong. Managerial
responsibility provides the relational context for this
dynamic: middle managers experience belonging them-
selves while contributing to the relational conditions
through which belonging is produced for others. The
paper therefore examines how middle managers expe-
rience belonging at work and how this is influenced
by their perceptions of the sense of belonging among
those they manage.
Drawing on 22 semi-structured interviews and two

focus groups, the paper identifies a dual-relational dy-
namic comprising two orientations: self-focused and
other-orientated belonging. While both are relational,
they differ in direction: self-focused belonging captures
managers’ experience within organizational, role-based
and interpersonal contexts. Other-orientated captures
how managers’ belonging is shaped through their per-
ceptions of whether those for whom they hold respon-
sibility belong.
Empirically, the paper foregrounds middle managers

as a distinct group whose ‘sandwiched’ position shapes
experiences of belonging. Conceptually, it extends
existing research by theorizing belonging beyond an
individual’s own evaluation of themselves. Managers

interpret whether those they manage belong, and these
perceptions feed back into evaluations of their own
belonging and legitimacy in the managerial role. For
middle management theory, this extends understand-
ings of managers’ intermediary and interpretive work
(Balogun, 2003; Rouleau, 2005) by showing that its
consequences can also turn inward, shaping managers’
evaluations of their own belonging and legitimacy.

The paper first reviews literature on belonging and
middle management before outlining the methodology
and findings. The discussion develops self-focused
and other-orientated belonging as a dual-relational
dynamic, before considering implications for theory,
practice and future research.

Belonging at work

Belonging is a prominent concept in organizational re-
search, understood as the experience of being accepted,
included and recognized within social contexts (Hagerty
and Patusky, 1995; Hofmann, Vohs and Baumeister,
2012). It is associated with connection, validation and
alignment, and linked to well-being (Allen et al., 2021;
Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Filstad, Traavik andGorli,
2019; Malone, Pillow and Osman, 2012), engagement
and performance (Carr et al., 2019). Across defini-
tions, belonging is understood as emerging through
interaction, recognition and mutual acknowledgment
(Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Baumeister and Leary,
1995). It is shaped through interpersonal dynamics and
processes of being recognized and valued (Hagerty and
Patusky, 1995) and is often most visible when absent or
threatened (Dávila and Jiménez, 2012; Levett-Jones and
Lathlean, 2009; McClure and Brown, 2008). These rela-
tional processes unfold between employees, colleagues
and managers. Adjacent literature reinforces this, in-
cluding inclusion research on uniqueness and sameness
(Bryer, 2020; Cuganesan, 2017; Shore et al., 2011),
and organizational identification theory (Ashforth and
Mael, 1989).

Despite this relational grounding, belonging is pre-
dominantly conceptualized at individual levels of
analysis. Much of the literature focuses on how individ-
uals perceive and evaluate their belonging, framed as,
do I belong? (Gherardi and Nicolini, 2002). Belonging is
therefore treated as a psychological state, internalized,
measured and located within individual experience
(Belle, Burley and Long, 2015; Jena and Pradhan, 2018;
McClure and Brown, 2008). Even where belonging is
treated as socially constructed, it is largely analysed
at the level of individual perception. Social identity
theory, for example, conceptualizes belonging through
perceived groupmembership (Ashforth andMael, 1989;
Tajfel, 1972). Related work on identification and iden-
tity regulation emphasizes how individuals internalize
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organizational categories and identities (Alvesson
and Willmott, 2002). Although these perspectives
foreground social context, belonging remains under-
stood primarily as something individuals experience.
Moreover, organizational roles shape patterns of

interaction and responsibility, yet how occupying par-
ticular roles shapes experiences of belonging remains
underexplored. This is especially salient for middle
managers, whose roles are inherently relational and
involve responsibility for fostering team cohesion,
well-being (Waller, 2020, 2021) and alignment with
organizational objectives (Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020).
In such contexts, responsibility for others may provide
a relational context through which managers’ percep-
tions of others’ belonging become consequential for
their own. This requires extending beyond individual
psychological states to consider how belonging may be
evaluated through relational responsibilities embedded
within organizational roles.
Accordingly, this paper distinguishes between self-

focused belonging (how managers experience belonging
through their own organizational and relational experi-
ences) and other-orientated belonging (how managers’
belonging is shaped through their perceptions of
whether those they manage belong). We conceptual-
ize managerial belonging as involving interconnected
orientations, encompassing managers’ own experiences
and their interpretations of the belonging of those for
whom they hold responsibility. In so doing, we show
how role-mediated responsibility creates a context in
which perceptions of others’ belonging can feed back
into managers’ evaluations of their own belonging.

Middle managers in organizations

Middle manager roles are described as paradoxical, am-
biguous and inconsistent (Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020;
Tengblad and Vie, 2012). Central to this is double-
relationality, where middle managers are accountable to
senior leaders while also managing their teams (Gjerde
and Alvesson, 2020). This positions them across multi-
ple relational interfaces, requiring navigation of upward
and downward relationships. Consequently, they oc-
cupy a ‘sandwiched’ position within organizational
hierarchies (Beech, 2011; Czarniawska and Mazza,
2003), balancing competing expectations and nego-
tiating their identity in relation to senior leadership
and subordinates (Weber et al., 2022). This interme-
diary position also involves interpretive work. Middle
managers have been conceptualized as change interme-
diaries who interpret organizational intentions while
translating and implementing them locally (Balogun,
2003). They are also considered sensemakers and sense-
givers who interpret and communicate organizational
change across relational interfaces (Rouleau, 2005).

Their intermediary position therefore involves ongoing
interpretive, relational and identity work.

These dynamics are intensified by broader organiza-
tional and environmental pressures (Hassard, McCann
and Morris, 2008). Restructuring, declining autonomy
and changing work designs (Ogbonna and Wilkinson,
2003), alongside external shocks such as recession and
austerity (Harris and Ogbonna, 2020), increase de-
mands on middle managers and complicate relational
boundaries (Hassard, McCann and Morris, 2008; Mc-
Cann, Hassard and Morris, 2008). As a result, middle
managers frequently experience stress, emotional strain
and vulnerability (Anicich and Hirsch, 2017; Ford and
Harding, 2003; Hassard, McCann and Morris, 2008),
work-life imbalance (Ford and Collinson, 2011) and
disorientation (Thomas and Linstead, 2002).

While this literature highlights the structural, inter-
pretive, relational and emotional complexity of middle
management, it pays less attention to how these con-
ditions shape middle managers’ belonging. Existing
literature acknowledges how their dual position as
both superior and subordinate (Gjerde and Alvesson,
2020) contributes to role strain, identity tension and
performance outcomes. Less considered is how middle
managers locate themselves within organizational so-
cial contexts, despite increasing expectations to foster
employee well-being and belonging (Waller, 2020, 2021).

This positions middle managers not only as partici-
pants in organizational belonging processes, but also as
key actors responsible for enabling them. Despite this
dual positioning, limited research examines how middle
managers experience belonging, or how their percep-
tions of the belonging of those they manage may shape
their own. Existing work has instead focused on colle-
gial structures (Empson, 2007) and supportive organiza-
tional relationships and values (Lampinen et al., 2018).

Although middle management research emphasizes
double-relationality and belonging research highlights
relational foundations, these perspectives are rarely
integrated. As a result, little is known about how occu-
pying a role defined by interpretive and relational work
across multiple directions shapes middle managers’ own
belonging. This raises two questions: (i) how do middle
managers experience belonging at work? and (ii) how
do managers’ perceptions of others’ belonging become
consequential for their own?

Research design
The wider study

Data for this paper were drawn from a broader ex-
ploratory study examining how agile working arrange-
ments shape managerial belonging. The wider study
adopted an interpretivist approach, viewing reality
as socially constructed (Williams, 2000; Yanow and
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Ybema, 2008). Agile working referred to flexible ar-
rangements concerning where, when and how work was
undertaken, including remote, hybrid and other forms
of flexible working (Grant and Russell, 2020). Accord-
ingly, agile working was an inclusion criterion for the
wider study but was not sector-specific; participants
could work within such arrangements across public,
private and other organizational contexts. The present
paper focuses on a distinct finding that emerged from
this wider study concerning how managers understood
and experienced belonging itself.

Research methods

Data were collected through 22 semi-structured inter-
views and 2 online focus groups involving 28 unique
participants across the study. Combining methods
enabled exploration of individual accounts and collec-
tively discussed constructions of managerial belonging.
Interviews were conducted first to elicit private accounts
of belonging with minimal social influence (Morgan,
2012). A semi-structured guide invited participants
to define managerial belonging and reflect on specific
experiences of belonging and non-belonging at work.
No prior definition was provided so as to minimize
researcher framing (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015).
Interview data informed the design of the focus

groups, which used a facilitative interactive format
rather than question-and-answer structures. Activi-
ties included elicitation tasks (e.g. generating words
associated with belonging and sharing these via the
online chat), group discussion and engagement with
purposively developed statements from interview data
(e.g. ‘social interaction at work significantly improves
my belonging as a manager’). This enabled comparison
between individual accounts and those co-constructed,
consistent with a relational understanding of belonging
(May, 2011). Rather than seeking consensus, the focus
groups explored convergence, tension and reinterpre-
tation of belonging as participants engaged with each
other.
Including participants across both phases enabled se-

quential comparison of how accounts were elaborated
through individual to collective discussion (Flick, 2018;
Morgan and Hoffman, 2018). The focus groups formed
a planned second phase following the interviews, en-
abling emerging interpretations to be explored through
group interactions. Of the 19 focus group participants,
13 had previously taken part in an individual interview,
while six participated only in the focus-group phase.
Participants were allocated across two groups to sup-
port heterogeneity (Barbour, 2007), with three allocated
according to scheduling constraints.
Interview data collection and analysis proceeded

iteratively. As recurring patterns became increasingly
evident across participants’ accounts, interviewing

continued to examine whether subsequent accounts
generated substantively new themes or challenged the
developing analysis (Alam, 2020). Following a further
series of interviews in which no substantively new
themes emerged, individual interviewing concluded
at 22 participants (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006).
The subsequent focus groups developed these inter-
pretations through collective discussions rather than
increasing the interview sample.

Participant recruitment and sampling

Participants were purposively sampled to generate rich,
in-depth insights (Patton, 2014). Inclusion criteria re-
quired participants to:

(i) work in a managerial role and
(ii) operate within agile working arrangements.

A fixed definition of ‘managerial role’ was not im-
posed; instead, participants self-identified as managers,
reflecting the diversity of managerial titles and respon-
sibilities (Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020).

The study adopted an exploratory qualitative ap-
proach to examine how managerial belonging is
experienced across organizational contexts. Rather
than comparing across sectors or organizational forms,
the aim was to capture the heterogeneity of experi-
ence and identify shared patterns of meaning-making.
Participants were purposively sampled across sectors,
organizational sizes and levels of managerial respon-
sibility prioritizing analytical breadth, conceptual
development (Patton, 2014) and pattern recognition
over structural comparability (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Participants held a range of managerial titles and
responsibilities. During analysis, however, a shared in-
termediary positioning became apparent across partici-
pants’ accounts. All described occupying a ‘sandwiched’
position (Gjerde andAlvesson, 2020), reporting upward
to more senior leaders while holding formal responsi-
bility for those they managed. This reflects the dual ac-
countability and operational responsibilities associated
with middle-management positioning (Currie, 1999;
Tengblad and Vie, 2012). Importantly, this positioning
extended beyond line-management responsibility: par-
ticipants described receiving and implementing organi-
zational decisions, translating these for their direct re-
ports and balancing strategic expectations from above
with the operational needs of those they managed (Ba-
logun, 2003; Floyd and Wooldridge, 1992). This shared
intermediary positioning provided the analytical basis
for subsequently conceptualizing participants as middle
managers; whether their direct reports were themselves
managers was not a defining criterion. Fourteen partic-
ipants managed other managers and 14 managed non-
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Table 1. Participant demographic information

Pseudonym for
participant

Gender Age range Organization
code

Number of direct
lines

Managing of other
managers

Does P have a line
manager?

P1/FG2.3 F 40-49 O1 2 No Yes
P2/FG2.1 M 50-59 O1 5 Yes (5) Yes
P3/FG1.1 M 50-59 O7 2 Yes (2) Yes
P4/FG2.2 F 50-59 O1 1 No Yes
P5/FG2.11 F 20-29 O2 1 Yes (1) Yes
P6/FG2.4 F 30-39 O4 4 Yes (2) Yes
P7/FG1.3 M 30-39 O2 3 Yes (3) Yes
P8/FG2.5 F 50-59 O2 12 Yes (3) Yes
P9 F 40-49 O1 2 Yes (2) Yes
P10 M 50-59 O5 4 Yes (4) Yes
P11 M 50-59 O2 3 No Yes
P12 F 30-39 O2 3 No Yes
P13 M 50-59 O3 8 Yes (6) Yes
P14/FG1.5 F 40-49 O4 8 No Yes
P15/FG1.6 M 50-59 O6 5 No Yes
P16/FG2.10 F 40-49 O8 5 No Yes
P17/FG2.9 M 30-39 O2 2 No Yes
P18 F 30-39 O4 5 Yes (3) Yes
P19 F 40-49 O4 5 No Yes
P20 F 50-59 O4 7 Yes (3) Yes
P21 M 30-39 O2 5 Yes (2) Yes
P22/FG2.8 F 50-59 O2 6 No Yes
FG1.2 F 30-39 O11 5 No Yes
FG1.4 F 50-59 O12 6 No Yes
FG1.7 M 40-49 O10 8 Yes (3) Yes
FG1.8 F 40-49 O9 2 Yes (1) Yes
FG2.6 M 50-59 O1 6 No Yes
FG2.7 M 60-69 O13 3 No Yes

Table 2. Organization demographic information

Code Total number of participants Size Sector Legal status Multi-site

O1 5 Medium Social care Charity Yes
O2 8 Large Local authority/Public services Public Sector Corporation Yes
O3 1 Large (MNC) Engineering/technology Private (closed corporation - GmbH) Yes
O4 5 Large Higher education Charity No
O5 1 Large Healthcare Public Sector Corporation Yes
O6 1 Large Insurance Public Limited Company Yes
O7 1 Small Social care Private Limited Company No
O8 1 Medium Legal Private Limited Company No
O9 1 Small Publishing Private Limited Company No
O10 1 Large Defence and armed forces Public Sector Corporation Yes
O11 1 Large Higher education Charity No
O12 1 Medium Legal Private Limited Company Yes
O13 1 Small Information services Private Limited Company Yes

managerial staff. Participants ranged in age from 28–60;
16 identified as female and 12 as male (Table 1).
Organizations varied in size, sector and legal status,

and most were based in the East of England (Table 2).

Data analysis and coding

A thematic analysis was conducted following Braun
and Clarke (2006), supported by Atlas.ti. analysis fo-
cused on responses describing managerial belonging,
ensuring themes reflected experiences independent of
agile-working contexts. Codes and themes were also

compared across sector, organizational size, manage-
rial level and tenure to examine whether accounts clus-
tered by structural context. Although sectoral variation
was anticipated, no systematic patterning in the core
themes was identified within this sample. Given the ex-
ploratory design and sample size, this was not taken as
evidence that organizational context was unimportant,
only that core patterns were not systematically differen-
tiated within this dataset.

The first author conducted primary coding to en-
sure continuity with data collection (Braun and Clarke,

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
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Table 3. Thematic analysis process (Braun and Clarke, 2006)

Stage First-order codes Example quote Second-order code Analyst role

Coding Organizational alignment ‘For me it [belonging] is a combination
of, aligning to my organization
believing in what we say do and aspire
to be. To me that is almost the core
starting point for my belonging’ (P9).

Organizational belonging First author

Role-based alignment ‘It also is belonging to a particular
profession or job’ (P19).

Role belonging First author

Connections and relationships ‘I think it is feeling like you are part of a
team’ (17)

Relational belonging First author

Responsibility for others ‘It’s important that my staff feel they
belong. If not I am not doing my job
and wouldn’t feel I belong either’ (P3)

Collective belonging (later
contingent belonging)

First author

2006). The second author independently reviewed the
coding and theme development to challenge interpre-
tations and resolve ambiguities (Braun and Clarke,
2019). Analytic memos were used to document de-
cisions made throughout. Initial first-order codes
(Table 3) captured participants’ descriptions of belong-
ing, such as organizational alignment, role-based align-
ment, interpersonal connections and responsibility for
others.
The analysis was broadly inductive, grounded in par-

ticipants’ accounts. However, the first author was famil-
iar with existing literature on belonging and identity,
which functioned as a sensitizing framework (Blumer,
1954). No a priori categories were imposed; links to
established concepts (e.g. organizational identification
and role identity) were developed iteratively as patterns
were refined.
First order codes were then grouped into second-

order codes (Table 3), reflecting organizational, role,
relational and collective belonging. Following refine-
ment and review by the second author, analytic memos
highlighted overlap between relational and collective
belonging. Through discussion, ‘collective belonging’
was provisionally renamed ‘contingent’ to better reflect
the data. A further interpretive stage identified cross-
cutting patterns: themes were not experienced as dis-
crete but organized around two relational orientations
– self-focused and other-orientated belonging. These
orientations provide an analytical framework capturing
managers’ own experiences of belonging and their
interpretations of belonging among those they manage.
These two orientations structure the findings section
below.
Analysis also attended to accounts that did not fit

dominant patterns (Patton, 2014). While participants
broadly agreed on the definition of managerial belong-
ing, focus group discussions revealed variations in how
orientations of belonging were prioritized. These differ-
ences are included in the findings.
The analysis was informed by the first author’s prior

research on belonging. This shaped an initial focus on

hybrid working and the limited attention to middle
managerial belonging. At the outset, belonging was
approached through an individuated lens. However,
analysis revealed that managers’ belonging was also
shaped by their perceptions of whether those they
manage belong, prompting further theoretical devel-
opment. In line with reflexive practices, attention was
given to how researcher assumptions shape analysis
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2017). The second author,
less embedded in belonging research, provided a critical
perspective, helping to challenge interpretations and
ensure themes remained grounded in the data.

Two dissemination workshops (n = 15, 4 in-person,
11 online) were conducted as reflective discussions
rather than validation sessions. Feedback, recorded
notes and a survey, emphasized avoiding oversimplifica-
tion of managerial belonging, helping to refine the anal-
ysis. No dissenting views emerged. The findings are syn-
thesized into two relational orientations: self-focused
and other-orientated belonging.

Findings

Participants described managerial belonging as com-
plex, multifaceted and difficult to reduce to a single ele-
ment. As one explained, ‘belonging is not just one single
thing […] It’s a bundle of things […] it’s a feeling but a lot
of things affect it’ (FG2.10). Others similarly described
it as a ‘mixture’ (P11), likening it to a recipe: ‘it reminds
me [of] like a recipe really. Lots of things coming to-
gether tomake something nice. It is hard to define in one
single way’ (FG1.6). Across accounts, managers consis-
tently drew on organizational, role and interpersonal
connectionswhen describing belonging, with no system-
atic contextual patterning in these core themes identified
within this sample. This shared framing indicates a com-
mon orientation toward belonging as a set of interre-
lated aspects of working life (Allen et al., 2021), aligning
with conceptualizations of organizational identification
(Ashforth and Mael, 1989), role identity (Stryker and

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
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Burke, 2000) and relational ties (Baumeister and Leary,
1995; Hagerty and Patusky, 1995).
Participants did not present belonging as uniform in

emphasis. While drawing on similar forms of belong-
ing, they differed in what they foregrounded. Some posi-
tioned organizational alignment as central, describing it
as ‘fundamental’ (FG1.7). As one participant explained:

When I first think about it, I would consider alignment to
the organization. That is most important to me (FG2.10).

Others prioritized interpersonal experiences (particu-
larly in hybrid settings). For example, one participant
noted,

For me it boils down to relationships, some of my closest
friends are from work settings and that contributes to my
belonging at work and outside of work. The lines are not
easily drawn with this (FG1.3).

These accounts suggest that, while managers draw on
similar organizing frames, the salience of organiza-
tional, role and interpersonal connections varies across
individuals and contexts, rather than forming a hierar-
chy.
Building on this, the analysis identified two orien-

tations of managerial belonging: self-focused (how
managers experience their own belonging) and other-
orientated belonging (how managers’ belonging is
shaped through their perceptions of whether those they
manage belong). Together, these orientations frame
managerial belonging as a relational, role-based expe-
rience. Participants rarely described these orientations
as distinct; their own belonging was often intertwined
with their perceptions of others’ belonging. Experi-
ences of organizational alignment, role legitimacy and
interpersonal connection were frequently evaluated
through whether others appeared included, connected
and supported.

Self-focused belonging

Self-focused belonging includes organizational align-
ment, role-based legitimacy and interpersonal connec-
tions.
Organizational alignment. Organizational alignment

reflects participants’ sense of fit with the wider orga-
nization. For many, this served as the ‘core starting
point for my belonging’ (P9). Rather than equating
alignment with organizational identity, which refers to
self-definition and categorization within the organiza-
tion (Ashforth and Mael, 1989), alignment captures
how managers assess their fit with the organization.
Participants emphasized the significance of ‘em-

body[ing] the organization[al] values’ (P1), highlighting
how pride in the organization reinforced belonging. For
example, P15 stated, ‘I work for a big entity, and hav-
ing that name behind me is quite good. You belong to

that name and feel proud of it.’ Organizational align-
ment is thus intertwined with social and professional di-
mensions of managerial life.

Authenticitywas also important, withmanagers high-
lighting the need to genuinely align with organizational
values to experience belonging:

It’s also really and truly aligning to the organization you
work for. I truly believe in what we do and to a certain ex-
tent I wouldn’t be able to fake that’ (P8).

Alignment was also reflected in managers’ advocacy for
the organization. In its absence, belonging was weak-
ened. As P20 explained, ‘if I don’t truly believe in the
values, then I don’t belong here or to the organization. I
couldn’t wholeheartedly advocate for something I didn’t
believe in.’ Advocacy thus emerges as an expression of
organizational alignment and managerial belonging.
Role legitimacy. Role legitimacy captures how man-

agers link their sense of belonging to their organiza-
tional role and broader professional identity as man-
agers (Pratt, Rockmann and Kaufmann, 2006; Stryker
and Burke, 2000). These two dimensions (role enact-
ment and occupational identification with ‘being aman-
ager’) were often intertwined in participants’ accounts.

Holding amanagerial role was not only about respon-
sibility but also about personal validation and profes-
sional identity. One participant explained, ‘you almost
feel you need it [belonging] personally within your role,
just to make sure you are kind of upholding and being a
good advocate for the organization’ (P1). Others located
belonging directly in being a manager:

I feel like I get a real sense of belonging, and satisfaction
purely [from] hold[ing] that role. It comes with responsi-
bilities, and tensions between managing and getting things
done, but overall, I belong to that role because it’s always
what I have aspired to be. That part of my identity at work,
‘I’m in a management role,’ I’m important and valued, I’m
bloody proud of that, I belong because I am a manager
(FG1.2).

This illustrates how role enactment and identification
with ‘being a manager’ intertwine, with valued role
performance reinforcing belonging through recognition
and meaningful work.

However, participants also highlighted tensions
associated with managerial positioning, particularly
stigma and ‘sandwiched’ pressure. As one participant
explained,

It is easy to forget that we are employees too. As amanager,
I get passed to the side. We do sit in the middle […] wedged
and sometimes take the brunt of that. That stigma around
management [and cutting middle managers out]. Being the
manager does affect my belonging to the role. Like I am
not important just because managers as a role can be cut
out (FG1.5).

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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8 of 15 L. J. Reeves and C. Rigg

Perceived devaluation of the managerial role there-
fore weakened role legitimacy and belonging, emphasiz-
ing the importance of recognition (Stryker and Burke,
2000).
Professional identity shaped belonging especially

when managers experienced ‘purpose’ and impact
through their work (e.g. P10). One participant ex-
plained, ‘being part of a profession, [it is] not just a job,
[it] really matters to me. I think I belong to my role,
which is about managing people and delivering results’
(P11). This connects belonging to purposeful role per-
formance and professional validation.
Conversely, feelings of inadequacy and imposter syn-

drome undermined belonging, particularly when man-
agers felt they were not meeting role expectations. One
shared, ‘sometimes I feel like I’m not living up to the ti-
tle [manager] and thatmakesme doubt if I really belong’
(P21). Another reflected:

‘I belong in my role when I’m in control, making decisions
and influencing outcomes. But when things get tough, I feel
like an outsider in the organization’ (P2).

Perceived inadequacy therefore destabilized both man-
agerial confidence and belonging, showing how role le-
gitimacy could be disrupted when managers questioned
their capacity to meet role expectations. Overall, role
legitimacy connected belonging to managers’ perceived
capacity to meet role expectations and sustain a valued
professional identity.
Interpersonal connection. Interpersonal connec-

tion captures how multiple relational ties with teams,
peers and line managers inform managerial belonging
through recognition, support and validation (Baumeis-
ter and Leary, 1995; May, 2011). Relationships or
‘connections whether 1-2-1 or within a team’ (P13)
were among the most frequently cited contributors to
managerial belonging. One participant expressed, ‘a
human being doesn’t work in isolation without feeling
the effects, so relationships are really important’ (P5).
These connections operated across ‘three [multiple]
levels’ (P5), encompassing senior management, peers
and their immediate team. Participants highlighted
both vertical (manager-senior management; manager-
employee) and horizontal (peer) ties: ‘I think it’s about
relationships and building those with your team, other
colleagues, [and] my manager’ (P5). These relationships
were interconnected, and when ‘one becomes [out of]
balance then it is like a weighing scale […] everything
can misalign’ (P1).
Vertical ties, particularly with teams, were impor-

tant to participants. One stated ‘I belong in my team’
(P16). Managers felt most connected through informal
interaction, describing informal check-ins, humour and
celebrating ‘small wins’ together (P5). Many described
actively fostering togetherness: ‘I work hard to make
sure my team have that togetherness’ (P11). This shows

ongoing expectations of support, recognition and
coordination, which underpin managers’ belonging.

Others described their belonging as strongest in re-
lation to the people they manage. For example, one
participant said, ‘on a day-to-day basis I feel more
like I belong with my team’ (P1). Hybrid working
required more deliberate effort to sustain these ties
through ‘intentional touchpoints’ (P1), including infor-
mal Teams-based chats and regular check-ins. These
practices helped maintain interpersonal connection and
togetherness despite physical distance. Hybrid settings
therefore increase the need to deliberately sustain re-
lationships, linking interpersonal belonging and role-
legitimacy.

Support from line managers also shaped belonging:
‘having regular check-ins with my manager helps me
feel connected to the organizational goals’ (P6). Such
vertical ties affirmed support, with another participant
noting, ‘it’s important to me that my boss understands
my challenges and provides the support I need’ (P1).
However, there was little reference to experiencing
belonging with senior management.

Horizontal connections also supported managerial
belonging and role identity. One participant said, ‘it’s
nice to be able to connect to those in similar roles, I can
almost alignmore easily to that group aswe have the role
in common’ (P5). Peer relationships provided profes-
sional reassurance and opportunities to ‘discuss ideas,
problems that you might be experiencing as a manager’
(P14). They also facilitated shared learning:

‘Having a good group of peers around you is just so impor-
tant to belonging. If you come across something that you
don’t know, you’ve got someone that you get on well with
that you can go and talk to’ (P5).

Peer interactions therefore provided social connection,
shared learning and professional reassurance.

However, some participants reported that weak peer
connections, especially in hybrid work settings, under-
mined belonging. For instance,

Everything that I’ve learnt so far is a bit self-taught. I guess
that makes me feel like I am not really part of the manage-
rial community. I haven’t really had anyone to bounce is-
sues off which is strange because in an office you would. I
don’t really have relationships with other managers, I don’t
feel like I have that sense of belonging. It doesn’t exist like
it does with my team (P5).

Limited peer interaction can, therefore, diminish man-
agerial belonging, reducing professional support and
opportunities for shared role learning.

Together, vertical and horizontal relationships sup-
ported managerial belonging through social connec-
tion, recognition and professional support. However,
these self-focused experiences were not separate from
the responsibility managers felt for others. Managers’

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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sense of legitimacy, confidence and belonging was also
shaped by whether they perceived their team to be con-
nected, supported and aligned. The following section ex-
plores this outward-facing responsibility through other-
orientated belonging.

Other-orientated belonging

Other-orientated belonging captures how managers’
own experience of belonging is affected by their per-
ceptions of that of those they manage. From this
perspective, belonging is not only located in the self but
shaped through managers’ interpretations of others’
belonging and what this means for their own manage-
rial effectiveness. Managerial responsibility provides
the relational context through which perceived team
belonging becomes consequential for managers’ role
legitimacy and their own belonging. A central feature of
other-orientated belonging was managers’ strong sense
of responsibility for their team, which directly influ-
enced their own belonging. One participant explained,

I think as a manager, you feel that responsibility [for] peo-
ple that you’re managing. So that belonging. If they don’t
have it, I feel responsible for that. It affects my belonging
(P1).

Others framed this as a ‘main responsibility’ (P7) of
their role. Managers’ belonging was therefore closely
tied to role legitimacy, with their perceptions of team
belonging providing one basis through which they eval-
uated their managerial effectiveness. This sense of re-
sponsibility also extended to managers’ ongoing efforts
to sustain team well-being and connection in everyday
practice. For example,

The responsibility for their [team] wellbeing and belonging.
This is important to my belonging. I have to confess [it]
seems to be the onus is on me really to build it [belonging]
not only for myself but everyone else too. If I don’t get that
community among it all falls down (P16).

Others similarly described how their own belonging was
affected when teams were struggling or disconnected.
Managers questioned their own place when team well-
being was undermined: ‘part of my job is making sure
people feel safe and supported – if that’s not happening,
I feel like I’m not belonging’ (P11).
Such responsibility was evident in everyday inter-

actions, including conversations, Teams chats and
in-person meetings. These practices sustained team
connection while informing managers’ perceptions of
how team members were doing. Managerial belonging
was therefore embedded in responsibility for others,
which functioned as a marker of managerial legitimacy,
linking perceptions of others’ belonging to perceptions
of competence. As one participant explained, ‘having
the responsibility of making sure others below me

belong, is really important for my belonging it shows
I can do my job properly’ (P18 and P7). Additionally,
P14 noted the implication was ‘failing as a manager.’
Belonging, therefore, is tied to evaluative judgments
of managerial performance, where perceived belonging
among those they manage can signal competence, while
perceived non-belonging can threaten legitimacy.

This shaping of belonging also introduced tensions
linked to managers’ ‘sandwiched’ position (Gjerde
and Alvesson, 2020). Managers described push-pull
tensions balancing organizational alignment while en-
suring team connectedness. One participant explained,
‘it’s always a complex balance, especially with man-
aging people and keeping connected to them but then
also having to report above too’ (P9). This required
reconciling personal alignment with collective respon-
sibility for instilling values in their teams, with tensions
intensifying when managers perceived team belonging
to be lacking. One manager explained, ‘if your team
doesn’t belong, then my belonging will break down too’
(P14). Managerial belonging is shaped by simultaneous
upward and downward demands, where perceptions
of others’ belonging become central to experiences of
role legitimacy and fit. Focus group discussion further
linked these dynamics to organizational alignment:

My job is the middleman which isn’t always easy, but I feel
very responsible for my team which is to do with their be-
longing and my own belonging. I suppose my belonging
is closely tied to making sure my team feels aligned to the
organization (FG2.11).

Thus, perceived team alignment provided another refer-
ence through which managers evaluated their role per-
formance and their own belonging.

The outward-facing nature of belonging was further
evident in how managers navigated tensions between
their own needs and their responsibilities toward others,
particularly in balancing attention across self, team and
organizational expectations. One participant illustrated
this dynamic using a Venn diagram, describing the
challenge as ‘finding the bit in the middle that works
for everyone [sometimes] there’s no space in that Venn
diagram to put the manager’s needs’ (P1). This reflects
how managers make sense of competing relational
demands, often prioritizing team belonging and orga-
nizational alignment over their own needs. Belonging
therefore became both a personal need and a source of
managerial responsibility and vulnerability, with role
legitimacy shaped through managers’ evaluations of
their capacity to navigate these demands.

Contextual conditions, particularly hybrid working,
intensified these dynamics:

The switch to [hybrid] working has made me get to know
the individuals in my team really well […] And then as long
as they’re happy, that makes my life easier (P1).

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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Managers described how dispersed working required
more deliberate practices to sustain connection. Ex-
amples included daily email chains with non-work
prompts, and Teams chats dedicated to light-hearted
banter, which ‘lightened isolated days’ and created ‘a
sense of belonging whenwe are coming together and be-
longing too’ (P2). These interactions also provided cues
through which managers interpreted whether those they
managed were connected or becoming isolated. As P13
explained:

I kind of know if there are people in my team that I haven’t
spoken to in a while, making sure that I make a note to
reach out to them, check they’re okay, or send them a
Teams message or something […] there definitely has been
times where someone’s reached out and said, ‘you might
want to speak to so-and-so because they’re not in a good
place,’ and you haven’t seen it.

These interpretations were informed by patterns of in-
teraction and informal feedback, but also bymore direct
interpersonal cues. For example, onemanager explained
that in-person contact meant, ‘I can pick up on issues
better. Body language etc.’ (FG1.5). In other cases, team
members themselves articulated experiences of discon-
nection. P17 described,

there has been some feedback from teams where they feel
separate to the particular team or service […] some of that
experience is that they feel a little detached.

Managers’ perceptions of others’ belonging were there-
fore informed by a combination of observed interaction,
embodied cues, informal feedback and employees’ own
accounts. Managers’ interpretations of others’ belong-
ing also exposed challenges in integrating new employ-
ees, particularly in hybrid settings:

It’s harder to embed, build belonging, and integrate [new
staff] if they’re working fromhome. This negatively impacts
my belonging, because I am not doingmy job if they do not
belong too (P10).

In contrast, managers described belonging in co-located
settings as more natural, ‘something I didn’t have to
think about’ (P3).
Finally, managers described a recursive dynamic

where their perceptions of team belonging fed back into
their own. For example, P11 said ‘I would say that my
sense of belonging is quite reliant on my team’s well-
being and how they connect together.’ This was echoed
by P16: ‘if I don’t get that belonging among us it all
falls down. That is not always easy, but it affects my own
sense of belonging too.’ This illustrates a recursive rela-
tionship: managers’ perceptions of team belonging fed
back into evaluations of their own belonging, strength-
ening or destabilizing it.
Overall, other-orientated belonging shows that man-

agers’ belonging is not solely self-focused but can be

shaped through their perceptions of whether those they
manage belong. In addition, rather than operating se-
quentially, self-focused and other-orientated belonging
were recursively connected: managers’ interpretations
of others’ belonging fed back into evaluations of their
own effectiveness, legitimacy and fit.

Discussion

This study shows that middle managers’ belonging is
experienced through two orientations: self-focused and
other-orientated belonging. Self-focused belonging cap-
turesmanagers’ experience of organizational alignment,
role legitimacy and interpersonal connections. Other-
orientated belonging captures howmanagers’ belonging
is shaped through their perceptions of that of those they
manage. Rather than operating separately, these orien-
tations are mutually reinforcing and sometimes destabi-
lizing (Figure 1). While self-focused belonging centres
onmanagers’ own experiences, other-orientated belong-
ing is role-mediated, with perceptions of others’ belong-
ing feeding back into their own.

In this way, managers move between asking, do I be-
long and do they belong, therefore do I? As we have out-
lined earlier, while scholarship recognizes belonging as
socially produced, it is framed at the individual level – do
I belong? (Gherardi andNicolini, 2002). Our findings ex-
tend this by showing that middle managers’ belonging is
shaped both through their own experiences and through
their perceptions of whether those they manage belong
(do they belong?). These perceptions become part of how
managers evaluate their own legitimacy, connection and
organizational fit (therefore do I belong?).

This recursive dynamic extends existing theorizing in
three related ways. First, it extends belonging research
beyond the predominantly self-referential question
of ‘do I belong?’ by showing how managers’ own be-
longing can be evaluated through their perceptions of
whether those for whom they are responsible belong.
Second, it extends identity and role-legitimacy perspec-
tives by showing that perceived belonging among direct
reports provides an additional relational reference
through which managers evaluate their effectiveness
and legitimacy in the managerial role. Third, it extends
understandings of middle managers’ interpretive and
intermediary work (Balogun, 2003; Rouleau, 2005) by
showing that this interpretive work can also be recur-
sively inward-facing; managers’ interpretations of those
they manage feed back into their own experiences of le-
gitimacy and belonging. Self-focused belonging reflects
three interrelated domains: organizational alignment,
role legitimacy and interpersonal connection. These
align with established literature on organizational
identification (Ashforth and Mael, 1989), role iden-
tity (Pratt, Rockmann and Kaufmann, 2006; Stryker

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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Figure 1. A recursive model of managerial belonging

and Burke, 2000) and belonging through relational
recognition, support and validation (Baumeister and
Leary, 1995; May, 2011). Together, these domains es-
tablish the self-focused basis of managerial belonging,
providing the foundations for examining how man-
agers’ perceptions of others’ belonging feed back into
evaluations of their own alignment, legitimacy and
connection.
However, the findings also extend belonging litera-

ture by exploring other-orientated belonging: howman-
agers experience belonging through their perceptions
of whether those they manage belong. Other-orientated
belonging is distinct from emotional labour (e.g.
Hochschild, 1983) and identity regulation (Alvesson
andWillmott, 2002). It is not concerned with managers’
regulation or display of emotion in performing their
role, nor with the shaping of organizational identities.
Central to the dynamic of other-orientation is man-
agers’ responsibility for others. While employees expe-
rience belonging relationally, middle managers occupy
a distinctive position through their responsibility for
those they manage (Waller, 2020). Managerial responsi-
bility provides the relational context within which man-
agers’ perceptions of their direct reports’ belonging be-
come consequential for their own belonging. While role
legitimacy is implicated in this process, other-orientated
belonging is not synonymous with role legitimacy.
Perceived belonging among those they manage be-
comes one basis through which managers evaluate their
own effectiveness and legitimacy in their managerial
role.

The analytical focus therefore shifts from what man-
agers do to how their perceptions of others’ belong-
ing feed back into their own sense of legitimacy and
connection. This establishes managerial belonging as an
outward and reflexive process, extending relational ac-
counts of belonging beyond the focal individual’s own
experience (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; May, 2011).
Managers’ belonging is closely tied to whether they per-
ceive their team to be included, connected and aligned
with organizational values.

This dynamic is recursive rather than linear. Man-
agers do not first establish belonging for themselves
and then assess perceptions of team belonging. Or
vice versa. Instead, these processes are co-constituted.
When managers perceive their team to be connected
and cohesive, managerial belonging is reinforced. When
teams are perceived to be disconnected, managers often
interpret this as a reflection of their own effectiveness.
Perceived team belonging therefore becomes both a
reference for managerial effectiveness and a condition
shaping managers’ own belonging. This explains why
managerial belonging is experienced as meaningful yet
vulnerable; it is shaped partly through team and organi-
zational conditions that managers cannot fully control.

This dynamic reflects the logic of double-relationality
(Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020). Middle managers are
simultaneously positioned within organizational rela-
tionships while also being responsible for shaping the
relational conditions of belonging for others. They
orient upward, sideways and downward across organi-
zational levels, interpreting relational conditions across

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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these interfaces. While prior conceptualizations empha-
size organizational collaboration (Weber et al., 2022)
and the ‘sandwiched’ positionality of middle managers
(Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020), our findings show that
double-relationality operates through belonging, posi-
tioning managers between their own belonging and the
belonging of others. This helps explain the push and
pull dynamics of managerial belonging. Managers are
pulled downward through relational responsibility for
teams and connection and pushed upward and sideways
through organizational expectations and peer recogni-
tion. For example, role legitimacy can be strengthened
when managers perceive their teams to be cohesive and
aligned, but also when managers feel recognized by
peers and line managers.
Hybrid working further intensified these dynamics.

Consistent with prior research (e.g. Waizenegger et al.,
2020), hybrid arrangements increased the need for delib-
erate practices to sustain belonging. Informal interac-
tions required intentional reproduction through check-
ins, digital communication and deliberate efforts to in-
tegrate new staff. Hybrid working therefore made man-
agers’ interpretations and maintenance of team con-
nectedness more salient to their own belonging. These
findings reinforce research on the structural pressures of
middle management (Harris and Ogbonna, 2020; Has-
sard, McCann and Morris, 2008; Ogbonna and Wilkin-
son, 2003), while showing howhybridwork can intensify
the relational demands associated with sustaining con-
nection (Orel, 2024).Managersmay consequently depri-
oritize their own needs while balancing organizational
and employee expectations (Teng-Calleja et al., 2024).
The salience of other-orientated belonging is also

likely to vary across organizational contexts. It may be
particularly pronounced where managerial roles involve
close responsibility for employee well-being and rela-
tional connection (Waller, 2020, 2021). Hybrid working
may further heighten this dynamic by reducing the
immediacy of relational cues through which managers
interpret others’ belonging (Waizenegger et al., 2020).
However, the present study does not establish whether
other-orientated belonging is stronger across sectors, or-
ganizational forms ormanagerial arrangements. Rather,
these represent boundary conditions for future com-
parative research examining when managerial respon-
sibility makes perceptions of others’ belonging more or
less consequential for managers’ own belonging. This
reveals a form of managerial vulnerability, exemplifying
the paradoxes of middle management (Tengblad and
Vie, 2012). Managers derive meaning from their per-
ceptions of others’ belonging, but this creates fragility
because their own belonging becomes partly dependent
on relational conditions they cannot fully control.
When managers perceive teams to be disconnected or
experience weak organizational support, their own be-
longing can become less secure. Vulnerability, therefore,

arises through relational and organizational conditions
that lie beyond managerial control. This extends prior
research beyond structural insecurity or role ambiguity
(Sims, 2003; Thomas and Linstead, 2002), showing rela-
tionally produced vulnerability through the conditional
nature of belonging itself. In other words, positioned
between organizational strategy and team experience
(Harding, Lee and Ford, 2014), belonging becomes
simultaneously personal and professional, self-focused
and other-orientated, supported and vulnerable.

The findings also strengthen links between belonging,
identity and liminality. Managers are required to em-
body organizational values while advocating for their
teams, navigating conflicting expectations from above
and below. This reflects liminal and role-conflict lit-
erature (Beech, 2011; Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003;
Wooldridge, Schmid and Floyd, 2008). Their legitimacy
depends on self-positioning and how they negotiate be-
longing across multiple relationships. Belonging, there-
fore, is central to how managerial identity is formed, af-
firmed and threatened (Grey and O’Toole, 2020). In this
sense, belonging and identity are intertwined but not
synonymous (Almarode, Saltus and Strayhorn, 2024).

Conclusion

This paper explores how middle managers experience
belonging at work, addressing the limited empirical at-
tention to this group. Empirically, managerial belonging
is structured through two interrelated orientations: self-
focused and other-orientated belonging. The former re-
flects managers’ experiences of belonging through orga-
nizational alignment, role legitimacy and interpersonal
connections. The latter captures how managers’ be-
longing is shaped through their perceptions of whether
those they manage belong. These orientations are recur-
sively connected, as managers’ perceptions of whether
their teams are connected, supported and included feed
back into evaluations of their own belonging. Middle
managers’ ‘sandwiched’ position (Gjerde and Alvesson,
2020) therefore generates simultaneous relational pres-
sures: upward through organizational expectations and
downward through responsibility for team cohesion
and well-being. Managerial belonging emerges as a
continuously negotiated and relational experience.

Conceptually, the paper challenges dominant ac-
counts of belonging as an individuated psychological
experience (e.g. Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Instead,
it shows that middle managers’ belonging is also shaped
through an outward-facing evaluative orientation: do
they belong, and therefore do I? This reframes manage-
rial belonging as a recursive process in which managers’
interpretations of others’ belonging become an addi-
tional relational reference through which they evaluate
their own legitimacy, connection and organizational fit.

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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It extends belonging theory beyond the predominantly
self-referential question of whether one belongs, while
extending identity and role-legitimacy perspectives by
showing how perceived belonging among direct reports
can inform managers’ evaluations of their own effec-
tiveness. It also extends double-relationality (Gjerde and
Alvesson, 2020) by showing that middle managers are
not only structurally positioned between organizational
levels, but also interpret relational conditions around
them in ways that feed back into their own belonging.
These findings raise important implications for how

organizations understand and support managerial
work. While middle managers play a central role in sus-
taining the social fabric of organizations (Tarakci et al.,
2023), their own belonging is often implicitly assumed
rather than actively supported. This study highlights
the need to make the relational demands associated
with belonging visible within organizational systems.
HR and organizational development practices should
recognize that managers’ responsibility for fostering
employee belonging can also shape their own well-being
and role legitimacy.
Supporting middle managers therefore requires more

than generic well-being interventions. Practices such as
peer networks, mentoring and communities of practice
(Kulik and Roberson, 2008) can help distribute the bur-
den associated with fostering belonging. Leadership de-
velopment should also address the challenges of dual-
relationality, particularly in hybrid work contexts where
responsibility for fostering connection intensifies. Rec-
ognizing this relational work within performance and
development management also reinforces that respon-
sibility for belonging should be shared across managers,
senior leadership, HR systems and wider organizational
practices.
This study has several limitations that suggest av-

enues for future research. First, the study draws solely
on managers’ accounts. It therefore examines managers’
perceptions and interpretations of others’ belonging
rather than whether team members themselves ex-
perienced belonging in these ways. This distinction
is central to other-orientated belonging as theorized
here, but future research incorporating employees’
accounts could examine how managerial interpre-
tations correspond with, or differ from, employees’
own experiences. Second, while the heterogeneous
sample enabled exploration of managerial belonging
across sectors, organizational contexts and levels of
managerial experience, the study was not designed
for systematic contextual comparison. The absence of
systematic patterning within this sample should not
be interpreted as evidence that sector, organizational
size, managerial level or other structural characteristics
are unimportant. Comparative research could examine
how other-orientated belonging varies across these
contexts and in other roles characterized by responsi-

bility for others’ well-being or performance. Third, the
study provides a cross-sectional account of managerial
belonging and therefore cannot capture how these
recursive evaluations develop over time. Longitudinal
and case-based studies could examine how manage-
rial belonging evolves through organizational change,
changing team relationships and hybrid working.

Finally, future work could examine the tensions
embedded in other-orientated belonging, including
whether its reflexive and responsibility-laden nature in-
tensifies self-monitoring or increases expectations of re-
lational availability. This would extend understanding
of belonging not only as a source of connection and
legitimacy, but also as a potential site of strain within
contemporary organizational life.
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