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The pressure leaders don’t talk about
At the start of the year, the plan 
usually feels solid.

Headcount assumptions make sense. 
Priorities are aligned. Leaders feel confident 
they’re balancing growth, cost and capacity. 
But as the months pass, conditions shift. 
Projects accelerate. Budgets tighten. New 
initiatives appear. Others stall.

Nothing has gone “wrong,” yet decisions  
that once felt settled start coming back to 
the table.

In the mid-market, workforce decisions carry 
a different weight. Leadership teams are 
lean. Bench strength is limited. The same 
people are often responsible for strategy, 

Introduction:

execution and problem-solving at the same 
time. Unlike large enterprises, there aren’t 
layers of redundancy to absorb missteps. And 
unlike early-stage companies, improvisation 
isn’t a viable operating model.

Decisions stick — which is why revisiting 
them repeatedly creates real pressure.

This is people pressure.

It’s not a hiring problem. 
It’s not a retention problem. 
And it’s not a failure of leadership.

It’s what happens when traditional workforce 
models collide with an environment that 
refuses to stay still.

This guide is not about finding the perfect staffing plan. It’s about building workforce stability 
when plans keep changing — and leading with confidence even when certainty isn’t available.
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What people pressure really is 
(and isn’t)
People pressure is often 
misunderstood.

It’s easy to label it as a labor market  
issue or an HR challenge. But for most  
mid-market organizations, the pressure 
leaders feel isn’t coming from an inability  
to hire. It’s coming from how decisions 
stack on top of one another.

People pressure shows up when:

	■ Workforce decisions are revisited 
quarter after quarter

	■ The same leaders are pulled into every 
critical initiative

	■ Temporary work quietly becomes 
permanent responsibility

	■ Teams are praised for resilience while 
absorbing unsustainable load

Section 1:

What people pressure is not:

	■ A sign leaders made bad decisions

	■ A signal teams aren’t committed

	■ A problem hiring alone can solve

What it is:

	■ A decision design problem

	■ A capacity visibility problem

	■ A leadership sequencing problem

Until leaders address those root 
causes, pressure keeps resurfacing — 
even as headcount numbers change.
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Quick reflection pressure check for leaders
Check all that apply.

Workforce decisions are revisited more than once per quarter

Key contributors are covering work outside their role

Hiring freezes create downstream bottlenecks

Large projects land on already-full plates

Temporary fixes tend to stick

If several of these feel familiar, you’re not facing a people failure. 

You’re facing structural pressure.
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Most workforce planning still assumes predictability.

Annual headcount plans rely on forecasts, fixed assumptions and stable 
priorities. That approach works when demand is steady and change is 
incremental. But mid-market leaders are increasingly operating in environments 
where demand shifts unevenly, priorities evolve midyear and technology changes 
how work gets done faster than planning cycles can absorb.

When those assumptions break, leaders are pushed into a set of false choices:

	■ Hire permanently for needs that may not last

	■ Delay decisions and stretch teams in the meantime

	■ Lock in structure to feel disciplined, then work around it informally

None of these options is inherently wrong. The problem is treating them as  
the only options available.

What often looks controlled on paper creates invisible risk in practice.  
Overtime increases. Decision-making slows. Burnout becomes normalized.  
The organization appears steady, but pressure quietly compounds beneath  
the surface.

Why traditional workforce 
planning breaks under pressure

Section 2:
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The core issue isn’t poor forecasting. It’s relying  
on a planning model that was never designed for 
uneven demand.

Leaders who navigate this more effectively shift  
their focus from “getting the number right” to  
asking better questions:

	■ Which parts of our workforce plan truly  
need precision?

	■ Where does flexibility matter more than accuracy?

	■ What work keeps forcing us to reopen decisions?

	■ Which assumptions are we treating as fixed when 
they no longer are?

Answering those questions doesn’t replace planning 
— it changes its purpose. Instead of locking decisions 
in too early, planning becomes a tool for clarifying 
tradeoffs and preparing for adjustment.

That shift is foundational to building workforce 
stability under pressure.
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Stability doesn’t mean standing still
Section 3:

One of the biggest misconceptions  
leaders face is equating stability with  
fixed headcount.

In reality, stability comes from intentional design — especially 
in the mid-market, where leadership capacity is thin and even 
small shifts ripple quickly across teams.

Organizations that navigate people pressure effectively 
anchor their workforce strategy around three elements.

1. A stable core

These are roles and capabilities that must remain intact 
regardless of short-term shifts. They often include 
leadership, institutional knowledge and work that defines the 
organization’s value. Protecting this core reduces disruption 
and preserves trust.

2. Intentional flexibility

Not all work needs to be staffed permanently. Some demand is 
cyclical, project-based or transitional. This is where flexibility 
matters — through temporary assignments, fractional roles or 
outsourced support that supplements internal teams rather 
than replacing them. Used well, flexibility gives leaders room to 
respond without overcommitting structure.

3. Built-in leverage

Some work should not scale with headcount at all. Manual 
reporting, redundant approvals and unnecessary handoffs 
consume capacity without adding value. Reducing this work 
creates breathing room without adding people.

Stability emerges when leaders balance all three — not when 
they perfect any one.
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Stability mapping: Map your current workforce design
List examples under each category:

Patterns usually emerge quickly. Those patterns matter more than the numbers.

1 2 3

Work or roles that 
must remain stable

Work that fluctuates 
with demand

Work that should not 
scale with headcount
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The patterns behind people 
pressure can feel abstract until 
leaders see them play out in real 
situations. 

The scenarios below are not edge cases or 
cautionary tales — they reflect common 
moments mid-market leaders face when 
priorities collide and capacity is stretched. 
As you read, focus less on the specific roles 
involved and more on the decision dynamics 
at work. The details will differ by organization, 
but the pressure points tend to repeat.

Scenarios leaders recognize immediately
Scenario 1: 
Transformation without capacity confidence

A mid-market organization commits to a new CRM to support growth. 
The timeline is aggressive. Stakeholders are eager. The internal IT leader 
understands the business deeply, but suddenly finds their attention split 
between vendor management, integration planning, change management 
and day-to-day support.

In a mid-market organization, that split attention doesn’t just slow progress 
— it concentrates risk in a single role.

Rather than forcing a binary hire-or-wait decision, some leaders supplement 
internal teams during the project. A fractional CTO or external specialist 
takes on integration planning or vendor coordination, allowing the in-house 
leader to stay focused on strategy and adoption.

The project moves forward without turning a temporary surge into 
permanent structure.

Section 4:
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Scenario 2: 
Cost pressure without clear tradeoffs

A leadership team needs to control costs while maintaining 
momentum. Hiring freezes feel responsible, but teams are 
already stretched.

Instead of asking, “Where can we cut?” leaders step back 
and ask, “What must stay stable, and where do we need 
flexibility?”

They protect core leadership roles. They redesign work 
that has quietly expanded. And where short-term needs 
remain, they use temporary or outsourced capacity to relieve 
pressure rather than locking in roles they may need to 
unwind later.

The result isn’t just cost control. It’s clearer decision-making.

Scenario 3: 
Burnout masked as resilience

High performers are praised for stepping up. They always do.

But over time, warning signs appear and you start to see 
decision fatigue, missed handoffs, slower execution. Leaders 
realize they’re relying on resilience where structure is 
missing.

Rather than defaulting to permanent hires, leaders examine 
how work is designed. Targeted external support absorbs 
project work that doesn’t require long-term ownership. 
Processes are simplified. Pressure recedes not because 
people work less, but because work is designed better.
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Build, buy and borrow — with intention
Most leaders know the 
concepts of build, buy  
and borrow.

The mistake is treating them as staffing 
tactics rather than leadership tools.

	■ Build: When capability is core and 
enduring

	■ Buy: When speed or specialization 
matters

	■ Borrow: When demand is uneven, 
temporary or exploratory

For many mid-market organizations, 
borrowing includes outsourcing or 
fractional support — particularly 
during large initiatives like system 
implementations, regulatory projects or 
periods of uneven demand.

Used intentionally, this approach allows 
organizations to add capacity without 
locking in permanent structure before the 
need is clear. The goal is not to outsource 
leadership or accountability, but to 
supplement internal teams so they can 
operate at their best.

Decision lens

Before making a workforce decision, ask:

	■ Will this work exist a year from now?

	■ Does it differentiate us or support us?

	■ Is speed more important than 
ownership?

	■ What happens if this becomes 
permanent?

Clear answers point toward the right 
approach.

Section 5:
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Decision lens
Before making a workforce decision, ask:

Clear answers point toward the right approach.

For a deeper dive, explore Hiring in the unknown: When to build, borrow or buy talent.

1 2 3 4

Will this work exist a 
year from now?

Does it differentiate 
us or support us?

Is speed more important 
than ownership?

What happens if this 
becomes permanent?

https://www.wipfli.com/insights/articles/when-to-build-borrow-or-buy-talent
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What leadership looks like under people pressure
Good leaders don’t eliminate ambiguity. They manage it.

In the mid-market, workforce decisions rarely stay contained. One choice affects multiple teams, 
timelines and leaders, which is why clarity matters more than speed.

Leadership under people pressure means:

	■ Explaining tradeoffs clearly

	■ Distinguishing commitments from experiments

	■ Revisiting decisions intentionally, not reactively

	■ Being willing to bring in outside support when internal leaders are carrying too much at once

People pressure isn’t a sign your organization is failing. It’s a signal that your operating 
environment has changed.

Leaders who navigate it well don’t chase certainty. They design for durability.

By balancing stable cores, intentional flexibility and built-in leverage — and by using tools like 
outsourcing and fractional support thoughtfully — mid-market organizations can protect their 
people, preserve momentum and lead with confidence even when conditions refuse to settle.

That’s what workforce stability looks like now.

Section 6:
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How an operating partner can help you lead through 
people pressure
When mid-market leaders face persistent 
people pressure, the challenge isn’t a lack of 
options — it’s knowing which decisions matter 
most, in what order and with what tradeoffs.

That’s where an operating partner can play a behind-the-scenes 
role, helping leaders think through complexity without taking 
control away.

Wipfli works alongside executive teams to support moments like 
these by:

1.	 Listening for the real pressure points: Understanding where 
workforce decisions are getting revisited and where teams are 
absorbing hidden strain.

2.	 Clarifying what must stay stable: Identifying roles and 
capabilities that should be protected, even as plans evolve.

3.	 Mapping flexible options: Laying out build, buy and borrow 
paths, including when outsourcing or fractional support can 
relieve pressure without overcommitting structure.

4.	 Sequencing decisions: Helping leaders distinguish between 
what needs to be decided now and what can be intentionally 
revisited later.

5.	 Reducing decision noise: Bringing structure to conversations 
so workforce discussions become clearer and more confident 
over time.

6.	 Staying alongside leadership: Acting as a steady advisory 
presence as priorities shift, rather than parachuting in with 
one-off answers.
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Our goal isn’t to push a rinse-and-repeat solution. 
Workforce pressure doesn’t show up the same 
way in a bank as it does in a construction firm, 
a manufacturer or a nonprofit — and the right 
responses shouldn’t look the same either.

That’s why our teams work within industries and alongside leaders who 
understand the operating realities, regulatory environments and talent 
constraints unique to their businesses. The role of an operating partner 
isn’t to impose a universal model, but to help leaders apply the right 
options, in the right sequence, given their industry context.

The result is not a single “answer,” but a clearer path forward — with 
fewer surprises, tangible ROI and greater confidence in the workforce 
decisions leaders are making.

Learn more at wipfli.com.

http://www.wipfli.com
https://www.wipfli.com/services/organizational-performance-consulting?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=content&utm_campaign=leading_through_people_pressure&utm_content=op_cta

