
They’re here in unprecedented numbers, and they’re talented.

Developing the New  
● The U.S. Department of 
Labor shows a continuing 
escalation of employees age
20 to 34 in management jobs.

● NYMs typically face a com-
plex assimilation process and
share certain baseline learning
needs that smart organizations
should address.

● Used to functioning as 
individual contributors, NYMs’
transition to management 
requires a new mindset and
new skills.
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Earning a place in the managerial ranks used to be fairly
straightforward: People were hired into entry-level positions
and expected to put in their time, do a decent job, and even-
tually garner a promotion to management. There were dues
to pay and a corporate ladder to climb.

These days, different rules apply. Enter the NYMs—new
young managers—whose rise to a position of authority is 
occurring fast and in large numbers. The U.S. Department
of Labor shows a continuing escalation of employees age 20
to 34 in management jobs. Dun & Bradstreet reports that
roughly 15 percent of managers in their 20s and 30s anchor
such top spots as CEO, president, and business owner.

A tight U.S. labor market and dramatic shifts in the busi-
ness environment and corporate staffing patterns have much
to do with why the face of management is getting younger.
The overused term Gen Xers refers to an age group character-
ized by ambition, impatience, flexibility, independence, cre-
ativity, and techno-literacy—having grown up in the
technological revolution. Such traits are simpatico with the
current fast-moving, fast-changing, Web-wired marketplace
and are highly desirable to businesses across industry sectors. 

The growing preponderance of NYMs in the workplace,
however, says nothing about their readiness to don the man-
agerial mantle. Many are thrust into the role equipped with
little more than a half-day management workshop. That’s
akin to a flight attendant being promoted to pilot after a
morning’s worth of flying lessons.

Some NYMs might be run through new manager training
six months to a year into the job (too late!), and often any



training NYMs do get is about personnel policies, legal is-
sues, and administration rather than skills and knowledge for
the new role. The same can be true for new managers of any
age, but NYMs typically face a more complex assimilation
process and share certain baseline learning needs that smart
organizations should address.

What’s so different about NYMs?
Nurturing people fresh in management positions is familiar ter-
ritory to training and development professionals. But a distinct
challenge posed by NYMs is that they’re being hired or promot-
ed into management at a much younger age than their counter-
parts were just 10 to 15 years ago. NYMs come to management
with significantly less functional experience and organizational
maturity. In short, they’re not only new to management, but al-
so new to the world of work. They’re expected to be the boss
and act like the boss despite little or no firsthand exposure to
the facts of corporate life. 

Generally, NYMs face a steep learning curve in developing
rudimentary project- and people-management skills. Accus-
tomed to functioning as individual contributors—whether in
school or nonsupervisory positions—their transition to man-
agement requires a new mindset and new skills. They now must
accomplish their own work as well as motivate other people and
achieve results through them. They must make decisions about
what work is to be done, when, and by whom. They must
demonstrate authority and control without alienating people
and manage the expectations of their own bosses and upper
management. 

 Young Managers
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Compounding the adjustment period
are flattened organizational charts, which
put NYMs nearer to top management and
the business pressures that reside there. A
good example is someone we’ll call Anne
Smith, who was promoted in her mid-20s
to the position of director at a major pub-
lication, reporting to the editor-in-chief.
Smith comes into close daily contact with
her boss’s pressures to produce, improve,
and grow the magazine. There are no lay-
ers of management to cushion the rougher
aspects of managerial accountability. 

Smith knows about the pressing 
demands on NYMs these days to move
beyond the supervisory aspects of being
a manager to also serve as a leader—to
become part of the leadership team, to
demonstrate the ability to think strategi-
cally, and to help influence the direction
and achievements of the organization as
a whole. Fortunately, Smith’s boss, who
wants her to be a strategic business part-
ner, realized that would not and could
not happen until Smith learned first to
lead her own department and get it to
deliver the highest-quality magazine pos-
sible on time every month.

Organizational shock 
In the first weeks of their new regime,
NYMs typically discover that the realities
of being a manager don’t match the
grander vision they had of the role. Many
come to their post eager to try the ideas
and knowledge they gained in college or
early work experiences, only to meet with
friction and resistance from their staffs or
be perceived as brash and arrogant for
messing with the status quo. There are
risks for any new manager, but perhaps
more for young, organizationally unsea-
soned people who want to initiate major
changes that aren’t warranted, mandated,
or championed by upper management.
Without guidance from the organization
to tap and channel NYMs’ enthusiasm
productively, they’re subject to disillusion-
ment, frustration, and feelings of failure.

Yet another obstacle that NYMs face is
generational diversity. Traditionally, 
employees tended to advance with same-
age peers throughout their careers, but the
presence of NYMs has tossed four genera-
tions into a corporate melting pot. Ron
Zemke, co-author of Generations at Work:
Managing the Clash of Veterans, Boomers,
Xers and Nexters in Your Workplace, notes,
“The old ways, the pecking order, strict 
hierarchy, slow promotional tracks, and
short life spans that kept one generational
cohort isolated from other generational
cohorts no longer exist, or they exist in a
much less rigid, more permeable manner.” 

Multigenerational mixing and team-
ing in the workplace frequently leads to
clashes around different values, ambi-
tions, management styles, and attitudes
toward work. NYMs charged with man-
aging and leading a multigenerational
team (in addition to managing upwards)
have had less time and experience in the
workplace through which to acquire skills
in building relationships, fostering collab-
oration, and handling organizational 
dynamics and politics. They’ve also spent
less time being managed, properly or oth-
erwise, so have had fewer opportunities to
learn how to do it effectively. 

Consider a 25-year-old NYM whose
reports are mostly boomers. Some older
workers may be nurturing, recalling when
they started and were trying to make their
mark, and willing to share their organiza-
tional wisdom. Others may feel their jobs
are threatened and resent being told what
to do by someone who’s young enough to
be their child. The ones who coveted the
management job are likely to feel passed
over and angry that their longer tenure
and experience were discounted. 

Meanwhile, NYMs can struggle with
their discomfort at giving instructions to
employees older and more experienced
than they are. They can also be impatient
with older employees who don’t work fast
enough to suit them, who don’t embrace
technology, or who don’t seem to respect

their authority.
Managing same-age peers raises other

issues. The transition from buddy to boss
seldom happens as quickly and easily as
the title change. An NYM who used to
hang out with his or her co-workers after
office hours is suddenly deciding their 
assignments and deadlines, evaluating
their performance, and perhaps determin-
ing the size of their paychecks. An NYM
can’t play favorites or let anyone slack off
or take advantage. Many NYMs are star-
tled when they realize they’re now the boss
who’s griped about. An NYM who fails to
acknowledge the power shift and puts too
much emphasis on being liked and accept-
ed is likely headed for a fall.

Regarding managing upwards, NYMs
regularly become preoccupied with trying
to gain credibility and be taken seriously
by senior managers. NYMs may work
doubly hard to prove their ability to han-
dle the job despite their age and can be 
reluctant to ask for guidance for fear
they’ll be perceived as unskilled, 
unknowledgeable, or unable to deal with
their new responsibilities. Their quest to
earn upper management’s respect and
trust may lead them to take no action at
all just to avoid doing the wrong thing.

NYMs are entering management
nearly straight from school or after just a
few years of work, so their backgrounds
most likely involved friends, family, and
others who shared similar values. Conse-
quently, many NYMs have little or no 
experience dealing with people who have
widely disparate values and are motivated
by vastly different management styles
and incentives. NYMs need to acquire
critical skills for managing across genera-
tion gaps and value gaps.

A lot of learning 
The time to start developing NYMs is
at the start. Errors in judgment are
bound to happen, but it can be tough
to overcome early management blun-
ders. Coaching and training can help

NYMs
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prevent big mistakes and minimize
those that occur. A lot of learning will
take place in the course of NYMs doing
their jobs, but some training early on
gives them critical tools and enables
them to approach their experiential
learning with greater awareness.

Development should stem from two
primary sources. One, the organization
can enlist the internal training depart-
ment, corporate universities, or external
consultants and learning institutions—or
a combination. Two, it’s important that
executive managers, especially the NYM’s
boss, play a key role through regular
coaching, mentoring, and performance
feedback. An active commitment by 
upper management models expected 
behaviors and facilitates down-the-line
transfer of skills and knowledge to NYMs
and their staffs. Management’s support
also enables a proactive diagnosis and re-
sponse to specific training gaps or perfor-
mance problems that may surface.

Development of NYMs must be
viewed as a process. Natural-born man-
agers are rare. They become effective
best through ongoing, strategically 
directed learning. As much as possible,
development should target individual
learning needs and provide practical
guidance for an NYM’s day-to-day 
duties and responsibilities. In addition,
opportunities for NYMs to interact
with other NYMs are of enormous ben-
efit in identifying issues, solving prob-
lems, and exchanging information.

Prior to the actual training, it’s impor-
tant to take the following actions:
Clarify expectations and goals.
Define and communicate explicitly the
NYM’s role expectations and boundaries
of responsibility and authority. Set goals
and objectives that are of the SMART
model: specific, measurable, action-
oriented, realistic, time-bound. Clarify
expected business results and measures of
success. Those actions should be done by
the NYM with his or her manager face-

to-face, not by the manager issuing a
memo or handing out a job description. 
Describe the big-picture strategy
and vision. Explain to the NYM the 
direction that the organization as a whole
is heading, as well as short- and long-
term plans for achieving its vision. 
Describe how the NYM’s department or
business fits into the big picture. Define
exactly how the NYM can have impact
and make a meaningful contribution.
Identify skill gaps. After clarifying the
NYM’s expectations and goals, deter-
mine the skills and knowledge he or she
will need to attain them. Then conduct
an assessment of the NYM’s knowledge
and skills—technical, functional, and
leadership—to identify gaps. Use a for-
mal assessment tool (such as the Leader-
ship Effectiveness Analysis instrument

created by the Management Research
Group) to get a reliable profile based on
the required competencies and behaviors.

Initially, a joint assessment of the
NYM and his or her manager is benefi-
cial; follow up with a 360 feedback
process nine to 12 months later.

Any development should be structured
around individual learning needs, though
the form and content of such efforts can
vary according to such factors as company
policies on training, funding for training,
and resources for delivery. Ideally, develop-
ment includes group programs and individ-
ualized coaching and training. If provided
early, those elements give NYMs a period of
trial-and-error before they take full charge.

The development process should 
follow these guidelines:
Focus on the fundamentals. You can
tell NYMs they need to get results
through others, but that doesn’t mean
they will know how to go about it. They
need basic management skills, including
how to delegate and how to manage time,
workflow, and projects. 
Cultivate people management skills.
NYMs would probably find becoming a
manager a breeze if they didn’t have to
worry about managing and strengthening
staff performance, not to mention coping
with their staffs’ various concerns, 
demands, and personalities. NYMs need
basics in situational leadership, coaching,
managing diversity, meeting facilitation,
conflict resolution, performance feed-
back, decision making, and motivation.
Teach team play. NYMs accustomed to
functioning as isolated producers may feel
trepidation about interacting with man-
agement and other departments or busi-
ness units and might even resist. They also
may be caught up in trying to manage
their staffs, resulting in tunnel vision with
regard to their role with peers. They need
skills in collaboration, influence manage-
ment, interpersonal dynamics, communi-
cation, and presentation. Down the road,
conduct teambuilding sessions to fine-

How to
Train Them 
In training NYMs, DO

● avoid too much theory, 
too little application
● give how-tos for dealing 
with specific situations
● train up front and continue 
to follow up 
● structure a development 
track that’s ongoing and 
strategically targeted 
● establish a system for 
regular feedback
● secure the involvement of 
upper management, not just HR 
or the training department
● ensure that training is relevant 
to the NYM’s particular learning needs
and actual responsibilities 
● train managers of NYMs 
in coaching skills. 
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tune their teamwork skills and motivate
high-performance teamwork.
Develop team leadership. NYMs
need assistance to reach beyond the 
supervisory, administrative aspects of
their jobs and learn how to lead their
teams. The role of team leader can be 
intimidating, and NYMs can be more
comfortable dealing with people one-
on-one. Facilitation from an internal or
external HR or organizational effective-
ness consultant can help NYMs develop
competencies in managing team perfor-
mance and process, building a team as a
group, developing team members indi-
vidually, and managing team borders
with regard to key stakeholders.
Elicit strategic leadership. Another 
dimension of leadership that NYMs must
step into is exhibiting leadership in the 
organization to act as a strategic business
partner. That relies on having a broad 
organizational perspective, developing 
innovative solutions, and prioritizing and
responding to demands for achieving
business results. It can be hard for NYMs
to think “blue sky” when they’re constant-
ly being pulled down to earth by the day-
to-day concerns. 

Invite them to participate in meetings
that address big-picture, long-term busi-
ness issues. Expose them to upper-manage-
ment discussions. Ask them to write white
papers on strategic business issues (such as
how to grow the business, cut costs, pro-
duce new products, or offer new services),
and identify ways their departments can
contribute to organizational success.
Enhance their EI. Developing NYMs to
become high achievers and leaders 
requires attention to their level of emo-
tional intelligence, a term coined by Peter
Salovey and John Mayer, and popularized
by Daniel Goleman. EI relates to abilities
that can be slotted into these categories:
being self-aware and self-motivated, man-
aging emotions, having empathy, and
handling relationships. NYMs need to
recognize that derailment on the manage-

ment track can often be due more to low
EI than to lack of intelligence, functional
ability, or technical expertise. Leadership
models and development should encom-
pass a range of EI competencies, incluing
flexibility, stress tolerance, cooperation,
and interpersonal expertise. 

Improving the ROI on NYMs
The need for upper management’s 
involvement and support in developing
NYMs can’t be overemphasized. The man-
ager to whom an NYM reports should
hold a quarterly, one-on-one meeting with
the NYM during the first year to 18
months to ensure regular performance
feedback. The manager should also fulfill
the role of coach, a crucial but often sorely
neglected aspect of good leadership.

In a recent NYM program my compa-
ny conducted, we asked people in the
group to describe the differences between
the good coaches and bad coaches they’d
had. One participant asked, “What if
you’ve had no coaches?” Inexperienced
managers who receive no conscious or
systematic coaching tend to feel isolated
and left to fend for themselves. The mes-
sage they receive is, “Sink or swim.”

Along with ongoing development and
coaching, management should convey its
support and encourage receptivity from
the NYM’s group when he or she first
takes charge. For example, the manage-
ment team or CEO could issue a written
announcement describing the NYM’s
qualifications, reasons for selection, and
other information to introduce and pro-
mote the appointment. The NYM’s man-
ager could bring the NYM and his or her
staff together for a transition meeting,
with the manager conducting the first
part and then turning the meeting over to
the NYM. In addition, managers can set
up meetings between the NYM and his or
her staff members and other key people
the NYM will be working with, inside
and outside of the company, including
customers and suppliers.

Smart companies take the responsibili-
ty of developing NYMs seriously, viewing
and treating it as an investment in a valu-
able asset and devoting the time and 
resources needed to protect and grow that
investment. Ineffective performance costs
an organization, as do turnover and 
replacement. Letting NYMs muddle their
way through their first management 
assignment will no doubt result in poor
performance for the NYM, his or her
staff, and the organization. Investing in
their development not only boosts perfor-
mance, but also fosters their motivation
and loyalty. Young workers are known for
putting a premium on training and devel-
opment. If they aren’t learning new skills
and advancing in a marketable direction,
they’re unlikely to stick around. 

Developing new young managers is a
bottom-line issue and sound business
practice. Using a variety of learning and
personal-growth strategies—including
formal training, on-the-job development
assignments, and individual coaching—
can mean the difference between
mediocre performers and superstars who
are able to deliver measurable business 
results through their efforts and those of
the people they lead. TD
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