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Abstract
Skip-level meetings (SLMs), bidirectional, relationship-oriented meetings between

employees and managers two or more levels above, are common but not universal, and often
recommended in professional outlets. They entail benefits and risks for employees, direct and
skip-level managers, and organizations, with multiple factors related to shaping the value-risk
balance and appropriate approach. However, SLMs have received limited scholarly attention,
particularly regarding bypassed managers’ views of that managerial practice. This exploratory
qualitative study examined the experiences and perspectives of 25 first-tier software engineering
managers from diverse personal and organizational contexts in the multicultural, dynamic,
innovation-driven, and high-turnover U.S. tech sector as bypassed managers in SLMs between
their direct reports and these reports’ second-tier managers. Their accounts, integrated with

directly related literature, as well as on intersecting topics such as employee voice, psychological
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safety, and cultural and generational differences, revealed broad support and preference for
exclusion from SLMs, contrary to concerns in prior literature, broad implementation, and high
sensitivity to design and contextual factors, such as the significance of follow-up involvement
and of individual backgrounds. Findings position SLMs not as a universally beneficial
managerial practice, but as context-dependent, requiring deliberate design and implementation,
or avoidance. The study extends limited research on SLMs and hierarchy-bypassing interactions,
recommends directions for further research, and offers evidence-informed guidance for deciding
whether and how to use SLMs to maximize value while mitigating risks.

Managerial Relevance Statement

Skip-level meetings (SLMs) are a common but non-standard managerial practice with
potentially substantial benefits and risks for employees, direct and skip-level managers, and
organizations, with multiple factors interacting with them and no “one-size-fits-all” approach.
However, they remain sparsely studied, particularly from the perspective of the managers they
bypass. This study addresses that consequential research-practice gap through the experiences of
25 first-tier software engineering managers in U.S. tech firms across individual and
organizational contexts.

Contrary to concerns suggested by prior literature, participants overwhelmingly
supported SLMs and most preferred not to attend their reports’ SLMs. The findings further
indicate that implementation approach and context matter: for example, exclusion without
follow-up involvement was associated with misalignment concerns and negative sentiment,
whereas exclusion with follow-up had almost none of both. Psychological safety, leader
behavior, preservation of bypassed managers’ authority and alignment, meeting format, and

cultural, generational, and organizational contexts also emerged as relevant. The study therefore



positions SLMs not as a universal “best practice,” but as a context-dependent managerial
intervention requiring deliberate decisions about whether to implement them, how to design
them, and when to avoid them. It provides evidence-informed guidance for maximizing potential
value while mitigating risks and avoiding or addressing pitfalls.
Introduction

Cambridge Dictionary defines “Skip-level” (in business) as working “at two levels higher
than another person, or a meeting or relationship that involves an employee and a manager at two
levels higher” [1]. Some studies [e.g., 2] use it to refer to one or more tiers higher. “Town Halls”
or “All Hands” meetings [3], generally used to unilaterally broadcast information on leadership-
set topics and rarely evolving into more bidirectional conversations or significantly building or
relying on interpersonal skip-level relationships, technically qualify. However, in industry and
scholarship, “skip-level meetings” (SLMs) usually refer to smaller, bidirectionally
conversational, and relationship-oriented meetings intended to bridge over lower-tier managers
[e.g., 4-9]. I focus on that narrower, industry- and scholarly- aligned definition of SLMs.

Managers balance lower- and upper-level agendas, interpret what the top wants, consult
downward, and attempt to integrate lower-level concerns upward [10]. SLMs may disrupt that
process by directly bridging between the two ends. That link may offer both substantial value to
employees, their direct and skip-level managers, and organizations, but also entail significant
risks [e.g., 4, 11-14], and interact with personal [e.g., 15-16], organizational [e.g., 17-18], and
other contexts relevant to SLMs’ value, risks, and appropriate approach.

SLMs are common, recommended in popular professional outlets, yet far from standard
managerial practice [e.g., 4-9, 19]. Despite growing scholarly attention, research on SLMs,

employees’ bypassing behavior, skip-level leadership, and the effect of skip-level voice on



bypassed managers is scarce [4, 10, 20-21]. Together, inconsistent application, industry interest,
limited scholarship, potential rewards and risks, and interacting contexts risk missed
opportunities and adverse consequences stemming from intuitive approaches, or their absence.

This exploratory qualitative study, which evolved from PhD dissertation research [22]
described in a preliminary, brief “work-in-progress” conference paper [23] (and substantially
different from them in content, focus, and structure), addresses the gap in the limited empirical
understanding of SLMs, particularly from bypassed managers' perspective, while focusing on the
multicultural, dynamic, high-wage, -turnover, and -innovation, and low-unemployment U.S. tech
sector [24-32]. By examining the experiences and views of a diverse set of 25 managers across
firms, and integrating their accounts with directly related and intersecting literature, the study is
guided by the following broad research question while remaining open to emergent themes:

How do first-tier software engineering managers experience and perceive skip-level
meetings between their direct reports and these reports' second-tier managers? Particular
attention is given to perceived benefits, disadvantages, implementation considerations, and
contextual factors that emerge as relevant.

Findings, some of which were unexpected and contrasted with implicit expectations
based on prior literature, inform theory and emphasize the need for further research. They also
provide a basis for evidence-informed, context-aware practical implementation guidelines.

Background
SLMs’ Value

Skip-level leaders are considered important sources of authority, idea and initiative

support, resources, and upward influence for employees, but information may not always travel

up effectively through direct managers, straining communication and risking employees feeling



ignored or unable to drive change through traditional channels [2, 33-34]. Bypassing may yield
process, morale, and other organizational improvements; favorable employee outcomes, such as
raises or transfers; and even improve relationships with direct managers [10, 35]. Skip-level
voice aligned with bypassed managers' interests, judgment, and framing may reinforce their
upward influence, helping bypassed managers substantiate messages to higher-tier leaders [10].

SLMs may support employees’ embeddedness, motivation, and sense of connection to
the organization [4] and, building on [20, 36-42], may facilitate higher-tier leaders in enhancing
employee access to organizational insights, context, considerations, and constraints that extend
beyond direct managers’ scope, connect cross-team employees, bring in resources or expertise,
and remove barriers, potentially supporting understanding and fostering collaboration,
empowerment, trust, open communication, adaptability, software quality, retention, innovation
and creativity, performance, and satisfaction. In turn, given that “toxic culture” is a key turnover
driver [26], improved understanding of decisions and constraints may support retention.

Skip-level leaders’ engagement in meetings with employees in Japanese tech was found
to foster employee psychological safety and innovative behavior, as well as lower-level
managers’ support and sense of accountability [42]. In a tech firm’s U.S. sites, employee voice
was influenced by beliefs and stories about, interactions with, and behaviors of skip-level leaders
[2], suggesting that positive SLM interactions may strengthen voice. In turn, voice may support
perceived fairness of decision-making as well as performance [2, 43].

Dynamic capabilities and adaptive leadership research highlight the importance of
internal knowledge, lower-tier perspectives, and broad organizational diagnosis while examining
political relationships, particularly in dynamic technology environments, to identify

opportunities, frictions, gaps in routines and systems, and contextual dimensions [44—46]. SLMs



may facilitate such information flows by giving higher-tier leaders more direct, unmediated
access to employees’ perspectives, experiences, and contexts. In turn, leaders’ awareness and
clarity about challenges and opportunities, better decision-making, and employees’ sense of
being heard and valued were associated with motivation, engagement, and satisfaction [13, 47].

Skip-level leaders’ attributes and values may trickle down and be associated with
performance, trust, cohesion, motivation, integrity, and organizational identification, while direct
managers may affect it through their own values [20]. Accordingly, SLMs may promote that
effect through direct exposure while reducing lower-level managers’ mediator influence.

First-tier software engineering managers may often have weaker leadership skills, which
may be more important than their technical skills [48-51]. I suggest that through SLMs, second-
tier managers may better identify, prevent, and address concerns early, before they grow,
whether first-tier manager-related or not, by soliciting employees’ stories and feedback. This
may also apply to identifying opportunities. Identified issues may also be leveraged to coach
bypassed managers through encountered scenarios and develop their leadership skills.

Where more hierarchical tiers separate employees from top management, employees’
perceptions of effective top-down and bottom-up communication with top management may
offset their tendency towards a lower sense of attachment, obligation, and commitment to
support change [18]. SLMs may be valuable as facilitators of such communication.

Lockheed SLMs were reported to yield recommendations and savings that exceeded the
meetings’ cost [11-12]. Overall, SLMs may offer direct value for employees, skip-level
managers, and even bypassed managers, as well as indirect value, such as through reflecting

potential improved team performance, retention, motivation, etc., on direct (bypassed) managers.



SLMs’ Risks

Managers translate, integrate, contextualize, and coordinate work between their managers
and reports [10]. Therefore, through bypassing and direct cross-level links, SLMs may interfere
with that function. Prior studies indicated that SLMs may lead to resentment among bypassed
managers, tensions, misalignments, mistrust, reduced morale, and hindered authority [11, 13].

A lack of transparency (in this context, SLM-related) may hinder bypassed managers’ or
employees’ psychological safety, while reduced psychological safety may hinder voice and lead
to defensive or self-protective behaviors [52]. Managers may perceive bypassing, challenging, or
skip-level voice as disloyal, threatening, or norm-breaking, give reports lower performance
evaluations, and prefer to hire, maintain, or develop weaker talent [14, 35, 53-54]. Particularly,
skip-level voice was associated with sensing a power-status threat and psychological
destabilization when bypassed managers do not feel strong, secure, or that they have legitimate
authority [14]. Skip-level voice that overrides or contradicts managers’ decisions on whether and
how an issue should be communicated upward may be destabilizing and hinder the speaker-
lower-level manager relationship [10]. Potential managers’ job insecurity may lead to engineers’
frustration and lower self-efficacy, performance, and organizational citizenship behavior [55].

A “too close” skip-level relationship may lead employees to raise issues with skip-level,
rather than direct, managers, especially when their relationship quality with their direct manager
is poorer [56], risking misalignment and further relationship deterioration. Additionally, building
on [2, 13, 20, 40], mirroring the previously described positive potential amplification of the
trickle-down effect of skip-level leaders’ values and norms, skip-level interactions may amplify
the trickle-down effect of negatively-influencing values and norms, and poor skip-level leader

behavior in or related to SLMs may be associated with exhaustion, deviance, reduced creativity,



lower employee voice, and more unethical behavior, and, through reduced perceived openness or
psychological safety, into demotivation, lower performance, and higher turnover.

Employees’ sense of ignored feedback (e.g., in SLMs) may lead to disengagement, lower
morale and productivity, and higher turnover, especially in hierarchical settings with limited
leadership access, potentially resulting in an employee-leadership disconnect [57]. SLMs are also
costly, including stakeholders’ time spent preparing, attending, and following up. As described
below, lack of consideration and tailoring to various contexts may increase risks and lower value.
The Significance of Contexts

Employees’ willingness to speak up depends on perceived consequences, impact, their
place to speak up, organizational norms, and psychological safety, which matters particularly for
knowledge sharing involving interpersonal risk [2, 52, 58]. As such, deliberate management-
driven SLMs may shape perceptions of “place to speak up”, organizational norms, and
consequences differently than ad hoc, uninvited, out-of-norm employee-initiated bypassing.
Psychological safety is associated with leaders’ transparency and listening, while power distance
(though mitigatable through leader behavior) and self-serving behaviors hinder it [52]. Skip-level
leaders may impact voice perceptions through behaviors, stories, and interactions, and employees
may prefer informal, smaller settings for honest input [2]. Higher psychological safety (relevant
for employees and bypassed managers) is associated with reduced defensive or self-protective
behavior and may support voice amid power-status differences in SLMs [52].

Perceived job security may support individuals’ risk tolerance at work [16], thus may
support managers’ openness to being bypassed and employees’ willingness to speak up
proactively and candidly, especially when bypassing direct supervisors. [14] indeed found that

direct managers’ strength, security, and legitimate authority perception was linked to lower



perceived power-status threat or psychological destabilization from reports’ skip-level voice. I
suggest that low unemployment and high wages among the target population [29-32] may
support a sense of security and shape SLM-related perceptions and behaviors. Conversely, where
psychological safety or voice are lower, SLMs may add discomfort, concern, or perceived risk,
further inhibit voice, or lead to defensive or self-protective behaviors.

Cultural backgrounds may also play a role: employees may hesitate to speak up to
leaders, even constructively, for fear that their intentions will be misunderstood because of
cultural differences [43]. Cultural norms and values such as hierarchy, power distance, self-
protectiveness, uncertainty avoidance, authoritarianism, and micromanagement [59-66], relevant
to SLMs, differ across cultures and should be considered. For example, employees from more
hierarchical, high power distance, self-protective cultures may be less likely to speak up candidly
or proactively to skip-level leaders, especially when bypassing direct supervisors, and managers
from more hierarchical, high self-protectiveness and uncertainty avoidance cultures may
perceive being bypassed as more norm-breaking, authority-undermining, and distrustful.

This is relevant within the U.S. tech sector: nearly 40% of software developers are
foreign-born, mostly in India and China [24], countries characterized by national-level cultural
frameworks as significantly different from the U.S. on several workplace-related dimensions,
including power distance and hierarchy, uncertainty avoidance, and self-protectiveness (higher
scores on these are also associated with authoritarianism and micromanagement) [59-66].

Similarly, preferences relevant to SLMs differ across generations: in general, earlier
cohorts may prioritize authority and role clarity, while later cohorts may emphasize participative
decision-making and open communication [15]. Accordingly, earlier cohorts may be more likely

to see SLMs as norm-breaking and interfering, while more recent cohorts may appreciate them



more. The cultural, generational, and other patterns described should be interpreted as contextual
lenses rather than deterministic predictors or explainers of individual perceptions or behaviors.

The U.S. tech sector has a high percentage of remote and hybrid jobs [27] and one of the
highest turnover rates in the country, allows easy changes, often involving perceptions of hostile,
disrespectful, unethical, or noninclusive environments, low satisfaction with supervision, or low
identification with the organization [25-26]. These increase risks that require skills to effectively
address [17, 67]. As partially mentioned earlier, contrasting leadership skills’ importance for
first-tier engineering managers, potentially even more than technical skills, they may often be
promoted primarily for technical skills and have relatively weaker leadership skills [48-51].

As noted, SLMs may offer particular value in environments where more tiers separate
employees from executives. Remote-work environments, or those emphasizing innovation,
flexibility, and dynamism, such as the U.S. tech sector, may prefer flatter structures [17, 27-28,
38, 44, 67], where SLMs may better fit organizationally, appeal through potential benefits
described earlier (e.g., innovation and adaptability), and be perceived as less norm-breaking.

Conversely, where discipline, synchronization, and strict hierarchy are prioritized, such
as in the military [68], or where work is more standardized, well-defined, less dynamic and
innovative, or retention is a lower priority, SLMs may offer less value and more risks (e.g.,
misalignments and friction), as well as deviate more from rooted norms. In summary, numerous
personal, organizational, and other contexts interact with SLMs and should be considered.
Research-Practice Gap and Study Contribution

SLMs appear common in some environments but absent, even norm-breaking, in others

[4-6, 19, 35]. They receive substantial professional attention. For example, an August 2026



Google search I conducted for the exact phrase “skip-level meetings” (with quotation marks)
returned “about 71,400 results,” including articles in popular outlets [e.g., 7-9].

In contrast, scholarship on SLM and adjacent topics of skip-level leadership, employee
hierarchy-bypassing behavior, and the effect of skip-level voice on bypassed managers remains
limited [4, 10, 20-21]. To illustrate, an August 2026 Google Scholar search I conducted for the
same phrase in article titles returned five results, none from peer-reviewed scholarly journals.
Broader searches yielded references to SLMs, though mostly briefly within broader scopes or in
conference papers or other non-journal literature. In particular, little is empirically known about
bypassed managers' experiences with the managerial practice of deliberate SLMs (rather than
issue-specific, ad hoc, employee-initiated manager bypassing). The broad yet non-universal
application, industry interest, potential rewards and risks, importance of contexts, and scarce
scholarship create risks of misapplication and missed opportunities.

Theoretically, the study extends limited research on skip-level leadership and hierarchy-
bypassing interactions by examining SLMs from bypassed managers’ perspectives. The findings
suggest that established mechanisms such as employee voice and psychological safety may work
differently when bypassing is formalized and expected rather than employee-initiated, and that
bypassed managers’ own psychological safety, authority, alignment, and follow-up involvement
may shape how SLMs are experienced. The study further highlights implementation design and
contextual factors, including cultural and generational dimensions, as potentially important
boundary conditions. These exploratory insights do not establish tested patterns but identify
mechanisms and contextual contingencies that may refine theory and guide future research.

Practically, the study promotes awareness of SLMs, their benefits, risks, and interacting

factors. Its actionable, evidence-informed insights may help professionals make context-aware



decisions about introducing, implementing, or intentionally abstaining from the high-stakes
practice to maximize value, minimize risks, and avoid or appropriately address pitfalls.
Method

Research Design

This exploratory qualitative study used thematic analysis, informed by interpretive
phenomenological principles [69-70], to examine participants’ experiences, perceptions, and
contexts, deductively and inductively, through a mostly open-ended survey designed to elicit rich
responses. Such a survey may benefit the qualitative study [71] and its exploratory nature and
allows reaching a broader sample within resource constraints. Additional details about the design
and method are described in the Supplemental Material.
Participants and Sampling

A target sample of 25 first-tier software engineering managers who had served at least a
year in their current or recent role at U.S. tech firms with at least 100 employees, varying in
personal and organizational contexts, was deemed appropriate (see Supplemental Material) and
purposively selected [72] to provide fit, depth, and contextual variation. Smaller firms were
excluded because of likely lower hierarchical complexity and closer informal relationships [73-
74]. Ages were limited to 25-54 to align with the estimated predominant age range of the target
population [75].

Screening considered demographic and organizational diversity but did not ask about
SLMs to avoid biasing selection or responses. The sample varied in attributes including firm and
team size, age, stakeholder cultural backgrounds, and meeting formats. It generally aligned with
some target population estimates, including age groups [75], gender [76], team size [77], and

work setting [27]. Other attributes also benefited the study, such as most participants referencing



larger firms and permutation availability of SLMs’ existence or nonexistence in a current or
recent role (see definitions and selected sample attributes in Supplemental Material).
Data Collection

The online survey used open-ended, conditional logic questions to enhance relevance,
engagement, and rich-text input, and avoided leading phrasing. Participants were assured privacy
and confidentiality and provided consent (see Supplemental Material). Problematic responses
(e.g., partial, flagged as heavily Al-generated) were removed, yielding 25 valid entries.
Data Analysis

Data were analyzed manually using Braun and Clarke’s [69] six-step thematic analysis,
with minor adaptations. Interpretive phenomenological principles [70] served as an analytic
orientation rather than a separate method and informed attention to holistic consideration of
participants’ responses within their individual and organizational context, participants’ subjective
sense-making of their experiences, and reflexive awareness of the researcher’s interpretive role.
Responses addressing the same issue across different survey questions were considered together
within each participant before comparison across participants. Coding and theme development
were iterative and both deductive and inductive. This orientation complemented thematic
analysis because the research question concerned how managers experienced and perceived
SLMs, rather than only identifying recurring cross-case patterns. The sample size supported
comparison across multiple contextual permutations while preserving the depth-oriented logic of
qualitative thematic analysis.
Trustworthiness and Rigor

Trustworthiness was supported through complementary sampling, analytic, and external-

review procedures. Most participants’ LinkedIn profiles were checked to support accurate



representation and relevance, and the sample incorporated variation across personal and
organizational contexts. During analysis, responses were considered both within participants and
across cases; codes and candidate themes were iteratively examined against the underlying
responses, contrasting and exceptional cases, related themes, relevant literature, and alternative
explanations, and revised accordingly. Variation across participants and environments, together
with interpretation through multiple theoretical perspectives, provided complementary forms of
triangulation [72, 78].

Before data collection, two members of the dissertation proposal committee reviewed the
survey design, which was revised based on their feedback. Subsequently, the doctoral
dissertation committee reviewed and provided feedback on the broader research, and a scholarly
conference committee reviewed a preliminary work-in-progress paper, providing additional
scholarly scrutiny. After the researcher’s analysis, an independent doctoral researcher examined
the reported findings against the original data and found the interpretations consistent with the
material reviewed. These external reviews provided additional perspectives on the study’s design
and interpretation but were not treated as independent recoding or as establishing inter-coder
reliability.

Researcher Positionality & Reflexivity

While the author’s background as a software engineer and first- and second-tier manager
in the tech sector in the U.S. and overseas may have served the study, it also introduced a risk of
bias. The author acknowledged this and adhered to reflexivity and rigorous methods during the

design, implementation, and interpretation of the research, and also used external reviews.



Ethical Considerations

The underlying study was approved by Anderson University (South Carolina)’s
Institutional Review Board (approval #AU062IRB2425). No identifying information was
collected in the survey, and data were described in a non-identifiable manner. Participants
reviewed an online informed-consent statement and were required to indicate agreement before
proceeding to the survey. No significant ethical or response-bias risk was expected due to the
incentive (see Supplemental Material). The author had no pre-existing relationships with
participants.

Results

Implementation Rates and Overall Sentiment toward SLMs

SLMs were broadly implemented in current roles, and almost all had them in current or
recent roles. Strikingly, the sample showed near-unanimous (all but one) conceptual support for
SLMs. Furthermore, 83% of those who referenced an implementation valued it, and 13% more
favored the concept but disliked the implementation, with some expressing enthusiasm (e.g., “big
fan of skip levels;” “grateful that my team has the opportunity to regularly meet with my
director”). Those with SLMs in their current but not prior role, or vice versa, favored the
concept, and so did both participants who did not have a relevant role with SLMs to reference.

Each participant’s overall sentiment was clearly implementation-positive, concept-positive but

implementation-negative, or unequivocally negative, with no neutral participants. These results are

summarized in Table 1 (percentages were rounded to the nearest whole number):



Table 1

Overall sentiment towards SLMs

Size Sentiment towards SLMs
Subgroup Spe'ci.ﬁc Con.cc?pt— Stror}g
positive positive negative
n n % n % n %
Current env. with SLMs, no prior env. without 20 17 8% 2 10% 1 5%

Hypothetical (no relevant current or prior SLMsenv.) 2  N/A N/A 2 100% N/A N/A

Current env. with SLMs, prior without 1 1 100% 0 0% 0 0%
Allows

self- Current env. without SLMs, prior with 2 1 50% 1 50% 0 0%
comparison

Total allowing self-comparison 3 2 67% 1 33% 0 0%

Total implementation-referencing (non-hypothetical) 23 19 83% 3 13% 1 4%

Grand total: conceptual 25 Irrelevant 24 96% 1 4%

Perceived Advantages, Disadvantages, and Pitfalls

Perceptions and their contexts largely aligned with literature on relevant theories, such as
cultural or generational norms (see below). Generally, positive-sentiment participants described
advantages far more than disadvantages, mirrored by negative-sentiment (conditional or not)
cases. The sole unconditionally negative participant was also the only one not citing advantages.

Frequently described advantages included open, transparent, two-way, trust-building, and
visibility-supporting communication (e.g., “a fantastic outcome is that I have learned things from
my boss that [reports] never would've told me. Either feedback on myself as a manager or

9% ¢

something about the employee;” “great way to build rapport with the boss’s boss;” reports “get a
chance to present themselves, their opinions, and talk about their challenges and

accomplishments... building trust and transparency*), alignment and understanding (e.g.,



“understanding of organizational direction, goals, and context of work, constraints, and
limitations also improves” from skip-level leader’s added context), engagement and motivation
(e.g., reports “feel more energized, inspired and motivated”), helping their own leadership and
growth (e.g., “I may have blind spots in the way I lead and this process may be able to uncover
them;” “help me in building leadership skills by providing context, setting objectives and aiding
communication at all levels of the company”), and reports’ growth opportunity (e.g., “helps my
engineers think bigger picture, how to communicate to an audience one step removed”).

Frequently described disadvantages included mixed messaging and misalignments.
Repeatedly named pitfalls included earlier-described format aspects, low or altered employee
voice, such as due to fear or mistrust, and skip-levels’ potentially negatively impacting behavior.
Participants’ Perceptions about Stakeholders’ Behaviors

Sixteen of the 19 participants with positive sentiment toward implemented SLMs
expressed little concern about behaviors. They often described second-tier leaders as transparent,
empowering, and responsive (e.g., “‘encouraging participation from the team;” “listens to

99 ¢¢g

members’ voices;” “incredibly transparent;

99 <6

willingly addresses issues... makes it a personal
obligation to follow up”), and employees feeling valued and engaged (e.g., “energized from the

99 ¢

meetings;” “feel valued that leadership is interested in their opinion;” “appreciate the face time
they get with my manager and knowing about certain initiatives directly from him”).

Only three of these 19 described negative behaviors, such as superficial feedback
handling or employee hesitation. In contrast, all four who referenced SLMs’ implementation and
had a negative sentiment towards it cited problematic behaviors by their managers (e.g., “rarely

respond or follow-up, and change is rarely observed;” regularly reject input superficially such as

by “we’ve always done it this way;” dismisses feedback but shares it as their own) and reports



(e.g., “shy to bring up anything... only share things that make them look better;” feel that
honestly voicing could hinder their relationship with their supervisor).
Informal Skip-Level Interactions

The lack or poor quality of informal skip-level interactions (not part of SLMs) often co-
occurred with participants' negative sentiment towards SLMs. In contrast, those who reported
informal, valuable interactions tended to have a more positive view of SLMs.

Format, Alignment with Bypassed Managers, and Misalignment Concerns

Most reported SLMs were one-on-one and excluded participants, followed by multi-team
SLMs, mostly including participants. Interestingly, team-unit SLMs were rarely reported.
Participants’ inclusion in SLMs was almost always accompanied by their involvement in
preparation and follow-ups. In contrast, those excluded (mostly from one-on-ones) were rarely
involved in preparation and inconsistently involved in follow-ups. Only a few expressed concern
about preparation, even among those not involved in it.

Surprisingly, most preferred exclusion, often citing reports’ psychological safety,
visibility, and opportunity to build relationships with skip-level leaders, as well as self-benefits
(e.g., “their time to shine;” “if I join in, members might not talk as much;” “I dramatically prefer
it. I get better feedback, my engineers are happier, there's more trust between all three levels”).
Additionally, participants included in SLMs substantially more often had negative sentiment
towards them than those excluded. However, exclusion without follow-up involvement was often
reported with SLM-related misalignment concerns and with negative sentiment.

Remarkably, an exploratory association emerged between inclusion accompanied by
preparation and follow-up involvement and informal skip-level interactions (rather than SLM)

misalignment concerns. Exclusion accompanied by involvement in follow-ups had the least



overall misalignment concerns and negative sentiment reports. The mere existence of informal

skip-level interactions was not associated with misalignment concerns or negative sentiment.

Notably, all three who disagreed with their inclusion or exclusion status in SLMs, and

preferred the opposite, had implementation-specific negative sentiment. They make three of the

four negative-sentiment cases. Two of the three were excluded, and one was included. An

exploratory association was identified between such disagreement and stakeholders’ cultural

backgrounds (see below), hinting at potential mediation. Table 2 summarizes these findings:

Table 2

Participants’ inclusion / exclusion, follow-ups, misalignment concerns, and sentiments

Misalignment concerns due to:

Overall sentiment towards Included/  Follow-ups In'formal
. . n : SLMs skip-level
implementation excluded  involvement . .
Interactions
n % n %
2 Excluded No ? 2 100% 0O 0
Negative
2 Included Yes 0 0 1 50%
8 Excluded Yes 1 125% O 0
Positive 5  Excluded No 20 40%° 0 0
6 Included Yes 0 0 5 83.3%
N/A (no SLM 2 N/A
implementation)
Total 25

 One indicated follow-ups existed, but it was unclear whether with their report or manager. ® Both

mentioned a minor concern about misalignment.



When asked what they would change in implementations, format was most frequently
cited: participants’ inclusion or exclusion, consistency, structure or its absence, preparation and
follow-up, the span of employees who have SLMs, and setting (one-on-one, team-unit, etc.).
Age Cohort Context

An exploratory association emerged between participants’ age groups and their
perceptions and sentiments: although the 35-44 age band was the largest, by far, in the sample, it
had no negative (conditional or not) sentiment cases, while three out of the four negative
(conditional and not) cases were from the smallest age group in the sample, of 45-54, with the
fourth coming from the third, last, mid-sized group of participants aged 25-34.

Cultural Background Context

While an exploratory association emerged between stakeholders’ cultural backgrounds
and participants’ perceptions, I emphasize that due to the sample’s nature, the small sub-groups,
and how stakeholders’ cultural backgrounds were estimated, this should not be interpreted as a
substantiated pattern, but rather as potentially valuable to warrant future investigation. Two
groups were identified based on cultural dimensions: I will refer to backgrounds with higher
hierarchy, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and self-protectiveness scores (often
associated with authoritarianism and micromanagement) [59-66] as Group A, and those opposite
on these dimensional scales as Group B.

Two or three participants (interpretation-dependent, see Supplemental Material: Sample
Demographics) out of the four with negative sentiment towards referenced SLMs had Group A
managers, and described behaviors generally aligned with such attributes (e.g., directly manage
skip-level reports; “quick to dismiss feedback” yet “share it and claim it;” and “not open to

criticism or input that could reflect poorly”” on them). The fourth and their manager were Group



B, while most of that participant’s team was Group A. That participant noted that reports were
shy about raising issues except those that made them look good, rarely spoke up unless explicitly
asked, and felt that speaking honestly could hinder their relationship with the participant,
aligning with Group A dimensions. However, that participant also described their (Group B)
manager as unreceptive to feedback and as inhibiting employees’ voices.

The only unequivocal negative sentiment case highlighted authority and trust concerns
(e.g., “takes away some of my authority and it creates confusion to my direct reports about the
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hierarchy;” “like my manager doesn't trust me and needs to have some checks;” “presents
himself as the main leader”), and was also the only case of both first- and second-tier managers
being from Group A. Furthermore, the team was mostly Group B. Conversely, participants
largely perceived their Group B managers positively, and in almost all implementation-referring
positive sentiment cases, the participant, their manager, and most reports were from Group B.

Participants’ disagreement with their exclusion or inclusion in SLMs was also culture-
linked: of the three disagreements, the participant included while preferring exclusion was from
Group B, and so was their manager, and the two excluded preferring inclusion had a Group A
manager. One of these two participants was from Group A, the other was Group B.

Discussion

The following insights from this early exploration of SLMs should be considered
emerging, directional clues rather than tested or deterministic, which may extend theory and
guide further research. They may also contribute to practitioners’ awareness of the practice, its
multi-angled potential value and risks, and interacting factors that may shape the balance

between them, with no universal “one-size-fits-all” approach, and support evidence-informed

deliberate introduction and implementation of SLMs, or intentional choices to abstain.



Unexpectedly Broad Implementation and Positive Sentiment
The broad implementation in the sample contrasts with prior sources [4-6, 19, 35]. The
broad SLM favoring, particularly among excluded participants, and most participants’ preference
for exclusion are counterintuitive given implicit expectations based on prior studies [11, 13-14,
53-54]. No relevant source was identified to report implementation rates more specifically in
U.S. tech for comparison, or to report bypassed managers’ perspectives regarding SLMs. I
suggest a few explanations that may translate these apparent contrasts into knowledge extension:
Sector Norms. [4, 6, 10, 13-14, 19, 35, 53] did not focus on the sector examined in this
study. Remote work, innovation, flexibility, and dynamism may align with flatter structures [17,
27-28, 38, 44, 67], where SLMs may fit better and seem less norm-breaking. [4]’s findings on
SLMs’ prevalence more broadly in the U.S. suggest that they are substantially less common than
in this study’s sample. Furthermore, [40]’s finding that, in contrast with India’s broader
workplace norms, low power distance is prevalent and supports retention in Indian IT
organizations, and [42]’s findings on skip-level leaders’ engagement value in the tech sector in
Japan, another country associated with high power distance [60-61], may further support the
notion. Additionally, the sector’s “employee market” (high turnover and wages, low
unemployment) may lead employers to invest more in employee satisfaction and retention.
Financial or job security. High wages and low unemployment rates in the sector [29-32]
may have supported participants’ risk tolerance, particularly toward skip-level voice [14, 16].
Cultural norms. While cultural backgrounds in this study were estimated, and sub-
groups were small, along with other sample limitations, I suggest that cultural backgrounds may
have played a role, if patterns indeed existed: the sample was U.S.-based, while [5, 13-14, 19]

were not; some were conducted in Group A (defined earlier) countries, where bypassing may be



less normative. This notion is further supported by culture-related patterns in this study’s sample
(discussed below).

Generational norms. Generational shifts in preferences around authority and role clarity,
transparency, and participative decision-making [15] may support more favorable and normative
views of SLMs today than in [11, 35, 54]. This notion is further supported by the age-related
patterns identified in this study’s sample (discussed below).

Voice context differences. Some studies [e.g., 10, 13-14, 35, 54, 56] examined
employee-initiated, ad hoc, issue-specific skip-level voice. [35] further focused on bypassing to
relay organizational dissent, often related to direct managers. I suggest these may be significantly
different contexts for their effect on bypassed managers’ experiences than skip-level voice
delivered through management-initiated SLMs, which may make such voice not only more
normative in the organizational culture but also explicitly expected and solicited by management,
rather than a specific employee’s personal decision. Furthermore, challenging or overriding skip-
level voice (likely often in cases of circumvention to express dissent) may be perceived less
favorably by bypassed managers [10], while SLMs may cover a broader range of topics.

Overall, findings suggest that SLMs may be highly normative and positively viewed by
bypassed managers in some environments or contexts. Positive sentiments dominated across all
available permutations of SLMs’ existence versus absence in current versus prior roles, as well
as among those with no SLM environment to reference (answering conceptually).

Underlying Perceptions

Positive-sentiment participants generally viewed SLMs as helpful for employees,

themselves, and, to some extent, the organization, and described far fewer disadvantages.

Negative-sentiment cases largely aligned with negative views of stakeholders’ behaviors, as



described earlier. This suggests participants may have prioritized “the bigger picture” of reports’
interests, the team’s outcomes, and their success and growth as leaders over perceived risks.
Implementation Formats and Misalignment Concerns

Excluded participants’ rare preparation and follow-up involvement suggests missed
opportunities to shape SLM agendas, offer context, align on post-meeting insights and actions, or
help address and monitor issues. [4]’s findings that, according to surveyed employees, they often
did not have a post-SLM follow-up discussion with their direct managers, and based on
employees’ reports (thus, their knowledge or estimates), SLMs often lacked an agenda
altogether, and their direct managers were often not aware of SLMs beforehand, further
emphasize the missed opportunities and risks in many implementation approaches.

I suggest explanations for the stark contrast between exclusion (typically in one-on-ones)
with and without follow-ups, where exclusion without follow-ups often co-occurred with
negative sentiment and SLM-related misalignment concerns, but no informal skip-level
interaction misalignment concerns, and when accompanied by follow-ups, misalignment
concerns and negative sentiment virtually disappeared: managers’ sense of lack of transparency
from their leadership may hinder their psychological safety [52]. Exclusion without follow-ups
may have been perceived as a lack of transparency by participants’ managers. Regardless, a lack
of follow-ups, while excluded from SLMs and often also not involved in preparation, may
naturally risk misalignment on SLM-discussed issues, disconnect, friction, and hindered
authority (perceived or actual). Together, these may translate to negative perceptions.

Paradoxically, inclusion (typically in multi-team SLMs), even with preparation and
follow-up involvement, was most accompanied by misalignment concerns, all informal skip-

level interactions-related, and negative sentiment. Combined, these may hint at tension between



employees’ and their managers’ psychological safety, sense of security, and voice: because
employees may prefer small, informal settings for honest input [2], large forums with direct
managers may have suppressed candor and redirected voice to informal interactions, generating
respective misalignment concerns, while more private one-on-ones may have offered
psychological safety or sense of security that reduced the perceived need to seek alternative
voice avenues.

With only one misalignment concern and no negative sentiment cases, exclusion with
follow-ups excelled in these aspects. It may have combined employee psychological safety in
SLMs and bypassed managers’ perceived or actual alignment and psychological safety. Most
participants’ preference for exclusion, often citing its benefits, may further support this approach.

Nevertheless, inclusion and multi-employee SLMs have advantages, as participants also
described, such as enriching SLMs with contexts, multi-angled real-time brainstorming, and
direct managers’ ability to support employees in speaking up. Other formats, such as three-way
(with direct managers), team-unit, or exclusion from multi-team SLMs, were not significantly
reported and remain unknown, as does whether inclusion or larger forums were more associated
with informal interaction misalignment concerns. Notably, team-unit SLMs’ absence suggests
missed opportunities to address team context and balance relationships with time cost.

The mere existence of informal (non-SLM) skip-level interactions was not associated
with negative sentiment or misalignment concerns on its own, suggesting cautious openness to
informal skip-level interactions in relevant environments may be valuable, while ensuring they
do not become too frequent and that bypassed managers’ authority and alignment are maintained.
The exploratory patterns of disagreement with inclusion or exclusion occurring with negative

sentiment may indicate the importance of aligning meeting-format expectations.



Age Cohort Context

Generational preferences may explain the striking perception contrast across age groups:
older cohorts may have tended to interpret SLMs as conflicting with role clarity or established
authority expectations, whereas younger cohorts may have been more inclined to view them as
consistent with participative and transparent management [ 15]. However, the association was
exploratory, and especially given the small subgroups, should not be considered substantiated.
Cultural Backgrounds

While an exploratory association emerged between stakeholders' cultural backgrounds
and participants’ perceptions, descriptions of stakeholders’ behaviors, and SLM implementation
sentiment, [ emphasize that due to the sample’s nature, the small sub-groups, and how
stakeholders’ cultural backgrounds were estimated, this finding does not suggest a substantiated
pattern, but rather described to justify further investigation. Behavioral descriptions largely
aligned with respective cultural dimensions [59-66], such as those with Group A managers
(backgrounds associated with higher scores on hierarchy, power distance, self-protectiveness,
uncertainty avoidance, authoritarianism, and micromanagement) [59-66] often describing
second-tier leaders directly managing reports and low openness to upward feedback, or those
with Group B managers (from backgrounds scored lower on these dimensions) often describing
their manager as empowering and receptive. These dimensions may also offer context to the co-
occurrence of disagreement with inclusion or exclusion, sentiment, and cultural backgrounds,
particularly where both excluded participants who preferred inclusion had Group A managers
(with one of these two participants also belonging to Group A).

Cultural backgrounds may also play a role through psychological safety and voice lenses:

higher power distance is associated with lower psychological safety (mitigatable through leaders’



behavior) [52], and employees may hesitate to voice, fearing their intentions may be
misunderstood due to cultural differences [43].
Practical Takeaways

Given the study’s nature, while findings cannot substantiate broad, generalizable
implementation guidelines, exploratory practice considerations emerge from them. These may
serve as directional clues to inform decisions about whether and how to implement SLMs:

e SLMs are common but non-standard, hold potential value and risks to employees, direct
and skip-level managers, and organizations, and interact with individual, organizational,
and other contexts shaping value, risk, and whether and how to implement.

e SLMs may be more valuable, normative, supported, and lower risk in more innovative,
dynamic, retention-prioritizing, high psychological safety work environments, such as the
U.S. tech industry, compared to highly regulated, standardized-work, lower psychological
safety work environments, or those prioritizing tight synchronization and strict discipline.

e Cultural and generational contexts should be considered, but as non-deterministic clues.

e Broad implementation and support emerged in the sample. Cultural, generational, and
implementation factors, along with disagreement with inclusion or exclusion in SLMs,
were associated with misalignment concerns and overall negative sentiment.

e If held, stakeholders’ perceptions and behaviors should be monitored, with resentment,
friction, misalignments, or other issues promptly addressed (e.g., by coaching, “selling”
SLMs, adaptation, and clarifying and ensuring guardrails, such as those below). Ensure:

o Employees’ psychological safety to candidly speak up, with no fear of retaliation,
while meaningfully addressing and soliciting feedback.

o Bypassed managers’ psychological safety (such as through ensuring the below).



o Bypassed managers’ involvement in preparation and prompt follow-ups to update,
discuss, and align on emerging issues after SLMs and informal interactions.

o Bypassed managers’ authority (e.g., skip-level leaders should generally avoid
making or communicating decisions that clearly step into bypassed managers’
scope or before consulting with them, without significant justification).

o Bypassed managers’ support of the approach, particularly inclusion or exclusion.

o SLMs do not turn to a default path but remain complementary or for escalation.

o Accessibility, while not over-accessibility, to informal skip-level interactions.

o Follow-through on emerging issues and communicating feedback’s impact.

e Leaders’ behavior in and out of SLMs (e.g., openness, respect, recognition) is crucial and
may affect skip-level reports (or bypassed managers) positively or negatively.

¢ Different formats (e.g., one-on-one, multi-team, inclusion versus exclusion) have their
advantages and disadvantages. Small forums that exclude bypassed managers, while
maintaining their authority and alignment, may support candid voice and bypassed
managers’ acceptance. While not examined here and deserving investigation, I suggest
considering, if feasible, rotating formats, which may offer added value by combining
benefits of different formats.

e SLMs are regularly management-initiated, rather than left for employees to ask for.

e Continuously learn what works well versus what needs improvement. Adapt accordingly.

Limitations and Future Research

The findings from this exploratory study of 25 purposively selected participants are not

statistically generalizable but offer analytically generalizable insights and directional hints that



may inform theory, practice, and future research. Self-selection bias may have existed. Cultural
coding was approximate, and some subgroups were small, increasing the risk for some findings.

Larger, representative samples are needed to validate patterns and assess prevalence and
transferability. More broadly, the limited scholarly examination of SLMs and the findings, such
as contrasting prior studies and highlighting the significance of contexts, warrant further
research, including other stakeholders’ perspectives, formats, organizational tiers, industries, or
countries. SLM-related quantitative investigations, and potential associations with aspects such
as performance or retention, are also valuable.
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