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To be a young manager is to deviate from the norm, because youth and management are perceived as contra-
dictory social positions. Thus, young managers are positioned as nonprototypical, which poses challenges to
gaining acceptance and claiming the managerial identity. In this multicase interview study, we show how
available social prototypes of management and self-to-prototype comparisons are important as young managers
approach the identity work process. We conducted interviews (N = 38) and workshops (N = 6) in three business
sectors with young and senior managers, subordinates, and those performing support functions. Based on an
analysis of these interviews and workshops, we developed a theoretical model illustrating how young managers
use implicit theories of leadership (ILT) to reduce the incongruity between internal self-conceptions and external
prototypes of management as a benchmark toward managerial identity, revealing three main approaches to
identity work. Young managers approach age-based drawbacks by acting based on noncontextualized ILTs,
making adjustments in relation to available prototypes, and by making self-to-prototype insights. Our findings
augment the identity work theory by providing an age perspective on this process and highlight the importance
of future research engaging in depth with age as a sociodemographic factor in relation to the managerial role.

1. Introduction

Age is an important ground for social categorization that effects the
day-to-day work of organizational actors (Mothe & Nguyen-Thi, 2021;
Sammarra et al., 2021). Age is especially important to consider in
relation to managerial work, as it is a fundamental social category
associated with status and power hierarchies in organizations (Tsui
etal., 2002; Riach et al., 2014). Research on this subject has shown how
young managers violate organizational timetables (Lawrence, 1984) and
consequently are exposed to “ageism” (Jyrkinen, 2014) and the provo-
cation of organizational “chrononormativity” (Riach et al., 2014). Thus,
to be positioned as young also allocates other capacities to an individual.
For instance, common conceptions related to youth are that an indi-
vidual is more flexible, less trustworthy, less loyal, and less likely to
exhibit organizational citizenship behaviors (Sammarra et al., 2021).
Young managers have been shown to exhibit “status incongruence”
(Shore et al., 2003, p. 530) that violates assumptions about the age,
experience, and status associated with management and leadership

prototypes (Buengeler et al., 2016).

In the organizational literature, identity work is a central theoretical
framework for describing the processes by which organizational actors
continuously construct and classify their identity in relation to roles,
group memberships, and established identity categorizations (Caza
et al., 2018; Lawrence & Phillips, 2019; Brown, 2022). While identity
perspectives are central to understanding how managerial roles are
claimed and granted, few studies to date have targeted young age in
relation to managerial identity. When this perspective is highlighted, it
is often focused on struggles of nascent leaders and first-time managers.
For instance, Bolander et al. (2019) used an identity work framework to
examine the problems of first-time managers who felt overwhelmed by
the associated tasks and explore how learning to become a manager was
accomplished through engaging in episodic and dialectic identity work.
Similarly, Ibarra (1999) showed how experimentation with provisional
selves was an important strategy to try out as professionals transitioned
into senior and managerial roles. Zheng et al. (2020) engaged with
young age and managerial identity work by studying narrative identity
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work and managers’ origin stories. They showed how managers dis-
cussed leadership ambitions from a young age as important in their
justification of current managerial identities. What we learn from this
literature is that young age entails an important frame as managers
enact identity and narrate their career paths retrospectively. Moreover,
a struggle to find their role is a common experience among young,
first-time managers.

What we believe has been less studied in relation to young managers
is how managerial prototypes and self-perceptions connect to socially
available identity positions and how this influences the identity work
process of young managers (Lord et al., 2020). For instance, as a
response to being categorized as nonprototypical by others in the
organizational context, young managers might adapt their managerial
work to meet external expectations and mitigate the drawbacks of being
young. In essence, the development of managerial identity can be seen
as a dynamic process impacted by others’ views of oneself, by one’s own
internalized ideas about managerial work, and by social interactions in
the organizational context. In an effort to disentangle how these di-
mensions interact, this study analyzed the role of implicit managerial
prototypes in the identity work of young managers.

With this brief background as a contextualization, the study aimed to
examine young managers’ self-perceptions in relation to management in
conjunction with interpersonal relationships and how these processes
influence young managers’ identity work in three business sectors in
Sweden. Specifically, we address the following research questions: How
can the identity work of young managers be understood as a social process
characterized by the interplay of contextually available managerial pro-
totypes and young managers self-perceptions? Can specific approaches to
identity work be differentiated from this perspective?

To address these questions, we use implicit leadership theory (ILT;
Lord et al., 2020; Lord et al., 1984) in tandem with the literature of
identity work (Caza et al., 2018) as theoretical lenses through which to
examine perceptions of challenges of being a young manager and their
identity in the role. ILT can be seen as a subcomponent of the more
general process of identity development that holds the potential to
describe specifically how self-perceptions and contextual expectations
intersect (Lord et al., 2020). The use of ILT in conjunction with studies of
identity work has been suggested as a fruitful way forward to theorize
how the social dimensions of identity development connect to inter-
nalized assumptions of identity (Zheng et al., 2020, Howieson et al.,
2024).

1.1. Manager identity work in relation to young age

The literature on managerial identity work has shown how taking on
a managerial role signifies not only the need for new skills, but also a
challenging social and psychological identification process (Petriglieri &
Stein, 2012; Tee et al., 2013). Management identity is diffuse, and
consequently, a central tenet of managerial identity work is an ongoing
social negotiation, in which the manager must claim the leader role and
adjust to it before gaining acceptance (Brown, 2015, Sveningsson &
Alvesson, 2003).

Caza and colleagues (2018) defined the process of identity work as
the “cognitive, discursive, physical and behavioral activities that in-
dividuals undertake with the goal of forming, repairing, maintaining,
strengthening, revising or rejecting collective, role, and personal self-
meanings within the boundaries of their social contexts” (p, 895).
From this perspective, concepts such as young and old can be concluded
to have contextual dimensions, in that they are situationally defined by
organizational members and the wider social context. However, age also
is actively enacted as organizational actors engage to reconcile mana-
gerial identity (Rudolph et al., 2018).

Studies that touch on first-time managers’ identity work have
described how identity conflicts and paradoxes are common and surface
as actors try to position themselves relative to the managerial role
(Koerner, 2014; Bolander et al., 2019; Ibarra, 1999). Building on these
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findings, youth positions young managers as dissimilar from the start,
further complicating the adaptation process. Presumably, an older
first-time manager has acquired various experiences from life in general,
profits from personal maturation, has more knowledge connected to
working life, and has seen previous managers in action (Zacher &
Froidevaux, 2021). Conversely, young managers are left with fewer re-
sources to manage the identity work process (Najung & Seung-Wan,
2017). Young managers lack experience as well as age and can be ex-
pected to have problems convincing others that they will make effective
managers. As a result, young managers have been shown to apply a more
generic and a less refined behavioral repertoire compared to experi-
enced colleagues (Ibarra, 1999; Lord & Hall, 2005). Thus, young man-
agers have other prerequisites in terms of management and above all are
preoccupied with finding out what the position entails (Liu et al., 2021),
leaving them less ready to instantly claim a managerial role.

In what follows, we propose that ILT can provide a fruitful theoret-
ical perspective to describe and explain how young nonprototypical
managers develop their managerial identity by relating self-perceptions
to the available prototypes of management. Schyns et al. (2020)
emphasized the need for congruence between perceptions of leaders in
general (implicit leadership theories) and how managers view them-
selves as central aspects to claiming management. Hence, external and
internal components of ILT are of specific importance for young leaders,
as seeing oneself as a leader is considered a prerequisite to the mana-
gerial identity process (Day & Harrison, 2007; Zaar et al., 2020).

2. Implicit leadership theory and the identity work of young
managers

ILT suggests that organizational members develop assumptions and
theories about what features distinguish leaders from nonleaders, ab-
stract categorizations or prototypes: implicit theories about what char-
acterizes an ideal or typical leader (Epitropaki et al., 2013). Leader
prototypes affect perceptions of actual attributes and behaviors (Lord
et al., 1984), including how leaders are evaluated as successful or un-
successful depending on whether they match the prototypes of their
subordinates (Zacher et al., 2011; Foti et al., 2017).

As mentioned previously, young managers exhibit “status incon-
gruence” (Shore et al., 2003, p. 530). This positions young managers as
nonprototypical, obstructing them from being relationally recognized
by and gaining trust from their subordinates (Buengeler et al., 2016;
DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Hogg et al., 2012). Implicit expectations might
differ due to age; however, research on the organizational expectations
of young managers is scanty (Zacher et al., 2011).

As for young managers’ identity work, ILT provides a useful lens
through which to study young managers’ self-perceptions (i.e., how they
define themselves) in relation to extant contextual prototypes and what
challenges there are to align the two (Guillén et al., 2015; Lord et al.,
2020). This is important because a discrepancy between one’s own ILT
and others’ expectations can make it difficult to claim, be granted, and
relate to a managerial role (Epitropaki et al., 2017; Schyns et al., 2020).
Thus, as stated by Hoyland et al. (2021), ILT functions as a benchmark
for young leaders trying to settle into their role, as it compensates for
their more limited experiences of working life and management. Adding
to this, managerial discourse tends to frame prototypical leaders as
being exceptional, charismatic, and all-knowing, an expert to go to
regarding any matter (c.f. Kinsella et al., 2015). Consequently, “self--
to-leader” comparisons can create an inflated role model that is difficult
to emulate (Guillén et al., 2015, p. 804). In turn, this promotes identity
conflicts and discrepancies between the personal self and the implicit
managerial prototype. Although ILT is built on lifelong experiences and
socialization (Foti et al., 2017; Keller, 2003), young managers’ ILT can
be expected to be less sensitized by the contexts of work-related man-
agement and therefore adaptable. Self-awareness of internal mental
representations has been suggested as an essential component in the
process of managerial development (Day & Dragoni, 2015).
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Using ILT to study the identity work of young managers directs
attention to how the interplay between individual self-to-prototype
comparisons and implicit leadership prototypes held by others, influ-
ence the identity work process. Thus, ILT provides a vocabulary in which
others’ perspectives on the young manager, as well as the manager’s
own ideas about managerial work, are relevant components of the
identity work process that young managers can be expected to rely on
and use as guidance on how to enact management. With this theoretical
framing, we next introduce the empirical cases in which we have studied
the role of managerial prototypes available for young managers.

3. Methods

To empirically examine the role of socially available prototypes and
self-to-prototype comparisons in the identity work of young managers,
we conducted a qualitative multicase study (Eisenhardt et al., 2016; Yin,
2009) in three case organizations. In total, 38 interviews and 6 follow-up
workshops (2 in each organization) were conducted, targeting young
managers as well as coworkers in surrounding organizational functions.

3.1. Sample

The sampling was determined by the potential for using cases to
theorize how managerial identities of young managers were constructed
based on extant managerial prototypes in the organizational context as
well as self-perception. Thus, we needed to find organizations within
Swedish industry in which young managers were employed while also
aiming for contextual variation in the sample. In contacts with potential
organizations, we applied Liu et al.’s (2021) definition of young man-
agers (19-29 years old). Theoretically, we recognize that the meaning of
“young” is a more nuanced concept than a chronologic interval; how-
ever, a model definition was needed to serve as a common point of
reference in our negotiations with practitioners at potential case orga-
nizations. This sampling strategy allowed us to recruit three case orga-
nizations within the construction, service, and IT sectors. In the Swedish
context, these sectors differ in age structure, with IT a sector that em-
ploys younger people in contrast to service and construction. This
structure is also mirrored internationally. In a study of norms associated
with various jobs, Reeves et al. (2021) defined a “spectrum of job
age-type” classifying jobs from youngest-type to oldest-type. According
to this scale, construction is old-typed, service is in the distributional
middle, and IT qualifies as a young-typed work context. Notably, the IT
company differed most from the other organizational contexts in that
the organization’s employees had a low average age and its young
managers oversaw even younger subordinates. In our interpretation, the
challenges for young managers to position themselves were certainly
present within IT, but these struggles were less overt compared to those
in the other contexts.

3.2. Data collection

Within the case organizations, we conducted 38 interviews, followed
by workshops aimed at validating our interpretations. Interviews were
conducted with young managers (n = 17), senior managers (of the
young managers; n = 8), managerial support functions (i.e., HR, n = 8),
and subordinates of the young managers, (n = 5). In two instances, the
interview subjects were interviewed in a dual capacity (i.e., being a
young manager and having a support function).

The choice to conduct interviews with young managers with par-
ticipants in surrounding functions enabled us to consider young man-
agers’ own narratives, expectations, and self-perceptions in conjunction
with the expectations and beliefs of others within the organizational
context regarding managerial work and young age. This approach also
provided insights into common challenges for young managers. In short,
following the theoretical notion that managerial identities are co-
constructed and claimed by the individual as well as granted by others
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(DeRue & Ashford, 2010), it is fruitful to investigate self-perceptions of
young managers along with others’ views of these managers (Caza et al.,
2018).

The study’s overall aim informed our construction of semistructured
interview guides. In constructing these, we focused on sensitizing con-
cepts (Bowen, 2006), such as age-related experiences of being a young
manager, the acceptance-gaining process, and hands-on approaches for
dealing with others expectations. Questions were adjusted throughout
the data collection process to follow the participants’ stories and the
specifics of their experiences. The interviews lasted for approximately 1
h each and, because of social restrictions related to the COVID-19
pandemic, were conducted through digital video platforms. We
adhered to research ethics practices in interview studies, meaning that
we agreed on the principles of informed consent and confidentiality
beforehand and discussed these principles throughout the data collec-
tion process. The interview files were transcribed verbatim and pro-
cessed using NVivo software, V12 (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2018).

After the interviews, we organized digital workshops with each
participating case organization. At these workshops, we invited the
research participants and management teams to take part in a tentative
analysis aimed at facilitating dialog, discussion, and validation of our
interpretations through so-called “member checks” (Bansal & Corley,
2011). We conducted the first set of three workshops during the spring
of 2021 and another three workshops from the fall of 2021 to the spring
of 2022. Each workshop lasted approximately 2 h. To collect data from
these meetings, one of the researchers took notes, which were later
analyzed in conjunction with the interview data. Table 1 provides an
overview of the data collected.

Regarding data quality and rigor, we interviewed all young man-
agers present at the three organizational sites to which we had access, as
well as representatives from support functions who were close to the
young managers at each site. Our aim with this data collection was to
analyze common denominators regarding managerial self-perceptions,
challenges of young managers, and others’ expectations of young
managers. Following Eisenhardt (2021), our case study approach is
designed to theorize how young nonprototypical managers develop
managerial identities by examining similar phenomena across varying
case conditions. Thus, we identified young managers’ self-perceptions
and ILTs as well as prevailing ideas regarding young managers and
age and management more generally (as expressed by others) for each
case. After this step, we identified common denominators in narratives
that cut across the contextual differences that each case presented. This
type of analysis, which focuses on recurring features and meanings of a
phenomenon, is well suited for elaborating on generic process compo-
nents and emergent theorization (Langley & Abdallah, 2011).

3.3. Data analysis

To analyze the young managers’ identity work in three contexts, we
took inspiration from Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) on how to

Table 1
Data sampling.
Data Interviews Construction T Service
Young managers 5 6 6
(YM)
Senior managers 3 3 2
(SM)
Subordinates 1 3 1
Support functions 2 3 3
(HR)
Workshops
May 2021 3 participants 6 participants 3 participants
September 2021 5 participants: 2 5 participants: 2 9 participants: 4

to March 2022 YM, 2 HR, 1 SM YM, 2 HR, 1 SM YM, 3 HR, 3 SM

Note. YM= Young managers, SM= Senior managers.
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construct emergent theoretical explanations of phenomena from cases.
Specifically, this entailed an approach in which we compared cases to
identify central cross-case constructs and boundary conditions for young
managers’ identity work to guide our interpretations. To facilitate this
analysis, all data were first coded based on background and contextual
factors, such as organizational belonging, role, and age.

Thereafter, we worked abductively in theorizing how young man-
agers’ identity work was shaped across the cases. In the abductive
approach, data collection, reading, theoretical development, and inter-
pretation were done concurrently and in several steps (Srivastava &
Hopwood, 2009). Thus, initial topics and concepts were coded from the
interviews, together with theoretical explorations of the research liter-
ature, discussions in the research group, and member checks in which
the research participants were invited to reflect on our ongoing analysis.

On a detailed level, we started this step of the analysis by con-
structing data structures of codes and axial categories (Saldana, 2021) to
gain an overview of the process of claiming a managerial role at a young
age. This step of analysis essentially confirmed that young managers
commonly experienced themselves as being nonprototypical due to
young age. This analysis resulted in a description of various approaches
to change this situation.

To further our analysis, we revisited the literature on young man-
agers’ identity work and compared our findings to previous studies of
this process. From this, we recognized that existing explanations suf-
fered from the problem of simplifying the identity work process to
revolve around inexperience, neglecting the impact of young age. Thus,
in line with an abductive analytical approach (Sztre & Van de Ven,
2021), we focused our continuing analysis of how self-perceptions,
managerial prototypes, and socially available identity positions were
described as significant in young managers’ struggles to establish
themselves and deal with common challenges. To facilitate this analysis,
we drew on concepts from ILT and identity work theory, specifically the
concepts of managerial prototypes and self-to-prototype comparisons. From
this analysis, we constructed three approaches to how young managers
claimed managerial identity positions: acting on noncontextual ILTs,
adjusting ILT to context, and having self-to-prototype insights. Thus, the
first part of the finding section describes managerial prototypes and
self-perceptions followed by approaches of identity work.

4. Managerial prototypes, self-perceptions and identity work

We now turn to present findings regarding how available managerial
prototypes and self-perceptions impact how young managers navigate
and approach the managerial identity. We first describe commonly
occurring managerial prototypes as expressed by roles surrounding
young managers. Thereafter, we present how young managers’ self-
perceptions and experience of “nonprototypicality” was described in
the interviews. From there, we show how a defining feature of young
managers’ identity work is to counter or transcend age-based draw-
backs, by acting based on noncontextualized ILTs, by trying to adapt and
adjust oneself in relation to available prototypes, and finally by making
what we call self-to-prototype insights.

4.1. Socially available managerial prototypes related to young age

As stated above, we theorize that the young managers embody
nonprototypicality in relation to generalized stereotypical ideas about
management. This was evident in the interviews with surrounding
functions within the organizations, in which young managers were
positioned as counter to or different from the norm, as they were lacking
many central attributes of a typical manager and rather embodied at-
tributes associated with “youth” in the eyes of various organizational
actors. A common perspective of young managers was to characterize
them as naive high-achievers, that is, as ambitious but insecure managers
who face hardships with knowledge of how to delegate, how to exert
confidence, and how to connect with the subordinates.
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Thus, young managers were described as different, lacking various
managerial attributes. Table 2 provides on overview and examples of
this line of reasoning.

As indicated by the table, because of perceptions of age, young
managers must deal with ideas like these regarding their disposition and
identity as a manager on top of the day-to-day challenges they face as
new, inexperienced managers. As expressed by a senior manager:

“Think of a company where people have worked for 10-15 years,
doing the same thing for 10-15 years and they like it that way. They
clock in at eight and they leave at five and they have their break at a
certain time, and they have always done it that way. [...] In enters a
new [young] energetic manager who has visions, ideas, and new
thoughts. That manager might be recruited because the company
wants to bring in new energy and new ways of thinking [...] Well...
it’s a heck of a challenge for that young manager to stand in front of
these guys and say that “now we’re going to make big changes [...]
this will be exciting and fun” (SM, IT)

In our interpretation, this quote expresses a common stereotypical
idea that young managers are associated with energy, innovation, and
change orientation. Furthermore, the quote describes a discrepancy
between these attributes and the dominant way of doing things. Thus,
the quote exemplifies a central finding throughout the organizations in
that young managers were associated with and expected to embody
popular notions of youth. Other examples of this from our interviews
was that young managers were seen as energetic, tech savvy, adaptable,
enthusiastic, willing to learn, easily bored, change- oriented, and prone
to leave their work for other positions if not stimulated or enticed. As a
senior manager expressed it:

“There is a big difference between being 20-25 years compared to
30-35 years. It’s because the younger [managers] will leave us —they
get bored, there’s too little to do, no development, no bumps in
salary, and if they don’t see these things, then they will make an exit.
We have been somewhat spared, but we still have a very high staff
turnover.” (SM, IT)

This perspective exemplifies that young leaders are inclined to move
if the workplace does not meet their expectations, which in turn requires
flexibility from the employer. Other views related to young managers in
relation to social context included easier communication within their
own age category. Thus, while young managers were described to have
problems with older subordinates, their youth would be beneficial when
it came to understanding the motivations of younger subordinates, as
young managers were seen to “have a better grip on those their own age”
(SM, IT). In sum, the leeway for young managers to position themselves
and claim their role is related to a great extent to a number of more or
less implicit ideas within the organizational context. With this as a

Table 2
Themes and example quotes.

Theme Example quote

Lack of authority Older subordinates don’t always take them seriously. They
will get rather unpleasant hints that "you haven’t been
there, you don’t know anything”. They have a hard time in
negotiations [...] It’s a challenge to be a young manager
with older subordinates (subordinate, IT)
They try a too much [.] I think that they take on a lot more
work than they should [...] They try to overcompensate
(SM, service)
It could be that a crisis that arises. [ ...] then it’s important
not to panic, a young manager might think that oh this is
horrible and act in a fright, while someone who has
experience keeps their cool, that small things doesn’t
matter (SM, IT).
Lack of practical know-  They don’t know anything other than what they have read
how in books, here it’s a completely different thing.”
(subordinate, construction)

Lack of balance (trying
to much)

Lack of confidence
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backdrop, we now turn to examine young managers’ self-perceptions in
relation to socially available prototypical notions of management.

4.1.1. Young managers’ self-perceptions of “nonprototypicality”

Young managers’ self-perceptions largely corresponded to those of
other organizational members about being young in the managerial role.
As such, a standout finding across different cases was the feeling of
violating age-based norms associated with management. Managerial
roles generally were expressed to be associated with seniority, status,
trustworthiness, competence, and natural claims of power, whereas the
young managers often expressed a lack of mandate. As one young
manager within the IT sector expressed it,

“I don’t have the mandate because of my age as well as my lack of
experience, and then it can be difficult to come and tell people what
to do as a manager. Because [if I do that] they will just put me in
place, or they might simply just not listen, so I must do things
differently.” (YM, IT)

To be young in a managerial position was described as a drawback, a
shortcoming, and a burden for which the individual must compensate.
Examples of how managers addressed these challenges were by trying to
“perform over set goals” (YM, construction), or “being available at all
times” (YM, IT). Thus, a common experience among managers across the
case organizations was that they had to work hard to prove their capa-
bility, as they embodied a contradictory or incommensurable position
that would amplify universal managerial challenges. As stated by a
young manager in the service sector,

“I think others have very high expectations of me, but the greatest
expectation lies within myself. I probably have this exaggerated idea
about what others expect of me. So I don’t think I can answer for
what other people’s expectations really are.”

Interviewer: What do your own expectations of yourself look like?

“That I should know everything, have the experience of a 50-year-old
in a 27-year-old body ... that I should be able to solve everything,
that I should see it as a failure if my subordinates experience hard-
ships. Oftentimes, I'm not expected to solve things overnight, but I
tend to think I have to.” (YM, service)

As this manager expressed, self-expectations of being hard-working
emanate from an internalized idea of others’ expectations regarding
how managers should behave and approach their work. Thus, a central
feature of nonprototypicality is a striving for acceptance and control,
and the belief that young age is a drawback in this respect was clearly
articulated in the emphasis on having to work hard, try hard, and prove
oneself. In what follows, we expand this analysis by describing ap-
proaches to identity work among young managers in relation to mana-
gerial prototypes and self-perceptions.

4.1.2. Acting on noncontextualized ILTs

Based on the nonprototypical position assigned to young managers
(by others and themselves) in combination with lack of experience with
the work conducted in the organization, some young managers
described how they had to construct their identity in a non-
contextualized manner. This often resulted in a discrepancy between the
self and the managerial role, as managers had to act on preunder-
standings and other socially available identity positions. A clear example
of this phenomenon was when young managers were clinging to “buddy
identities” in relation to subordinates as a placeholder for a managerial
identity. As one young manager stated:

“I still have a hard time when [older subordinates] introduce me as
their boss. It feels strange to me, and I haven’t come to terms with it
yet. I find it easier to see myself as a friend to them rather than think
that I am a manager. If someone [invites me to a meeting] and says
that they have prepared the room for me and everyone will be there
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on time, I just have a really hard time with those things. ... It’s
awkward and uncomfortable.” (YM, service)

Thus, the “buddy identity” indicates an indecisiveness regarding full
embodiment of the manager role and could be interpreted as a type of
implicit resistance to the role. The “buddy identity: was also common in
cases where the young manager transitioned from being a coworker to
being a manager. Such transitions were described as sudden, confusing,
and making otherwise simple situations difficult: “The week before, I
was having a beer with my colleagues, and all of a sudden I had to turn
that down to prove myself as a manager. This was a large challenge on a
personal level.” (YM, IT). Consequently, in our interpretation, applying
a “buddy identity” was a strategy for counteracting nonprototypicality
by falling back to a previous (familiar) social position. Young managers
who acted on noncontextualized ILTs also expressed resistance to
managerial identities in other ways. for instance, by avoiding some
managerial duties. As expressed by a young manager in the construction
sector:

“I don’t like it [personnel issues] at all. I find it quite uncomfortable
many times. I don’t have it in me at all, so to speak. It’s something
you either must get better at or you can’t have any staff re-
sponsibilities.” (YM, construction)

As this quote illustrates, this young manager deselected tasks that
created unease, which represents a partial view of what management
entails.

A second approach to identity work through noncontextualized ILTs
is when young managers draw on and emphasize stereotypical ideas
regarding young age from outside the work environment and connect
these to the managerial role. Young managers could, for example,
embrace an identity as being tech-savvy and having digital literacy or
draw on other positively infused ideas about youth, such as high infor-
mation processing capability, ready adjustment to change, or a “fresh
way of looking at things” (HR, IT). In this way, young age is framed as an
advantage as the drawbacks of youth are pushed aside in the identity
work of young managers. As a young manager reflected: “I may not be
the best manager right now, but you develop quickly, and it is a bit
easier to adopt new way of working when you are young.” (YM,
construction)

We interpret identity work that was based on noncontextualized ILTs
as an approach that mainly reduces pressure/. When young managers
acted on noncontextualized ILTs, they were trying to make sense of who
to be as a manager and the appropriate distance from subordinates to
maintain. Thus, calibration and distancing of self-perception and
managerial prototypes is a struggle and an ongoing negotiation.

4.1.3. Adjusting ILT to context

A contextually refined approach to navigating nonprototypicality
was when young managers drew on experience from organizational
work or tried to appraise and adapt how to act in relation to local
discourse to gain acceptance. A common way to describe contextual
experience such as know-how was in terms of a “great advantage” (YM,
service), and senior management often also emphasized the benefits of a
young manager who “is used to working with the issues that come in,
used to the company, and the way things work” (SM, IT). These short
quotes illustrate how contextual experience function as a facilitator for
the young manager to gain acceptance—that is, to have something to
lean on in the event of a lack of managerial attributes. Perhaps the
clearest example of how contextualized experience is used by young
managers in their identity work is within the construction sector, in
which young managers drew heavily on vocational experience and
identity to gain acceptance. As stated by one young manager,

“For my own part, it feels like I have passed the entrance exam.
People who come directly from the university to work in production
are often assessed to lack experience with what the reality looks like,
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but I think that I might be all right because I have worked as a
construction worker.” (YM, construction)

In this context, craftmanship is a valued trait, and as this quote
shows, the “approved” identity of a construction worker functioned as a
provisional vocational identity, which could be used by the young
manager aiming to reduce the gap between external and internal ILTs
and thereby enhance coherence in identity.

A second approach to how young managers tried to adapt to the
contextual prototypes was through an emphasis on acting humble. To be
humble in this setting, young managers often described the importance
of being adaptable, subservient, not taking credit, being aware of others
in the environment, and trying to orient oneself in relation to this. This
concept overlaps that of humble leadership (e.g., Chandler et al., 2023),
in such a way that young leaders emphasize subordinate competence,
being open to feedback and positioning oneself accurately (according to
expectancies). As one young construction manager put it, it is about
“being honest about not having the knowledge and asking subordinates
for help, to be humble toward their experience; that is what creates
respect” (YM construction). This view was substantiated by a senior
manager and supervisor of younger managers as well:

“You can’t think that you are someone special just because you
manage things [ ...] you might be 25-30 years old, and you must deal
with workers who have done this all their lives and are 55-60 years
old, and they know just about everything. It’s really important to be
flexible and treat these people the right way; you cannot get into a
disagreement with them because then you are done.”

Interviewer: What is the way forward then? How do you coach your
young managers in these matters?

“Well, I advocate for them to be open and ask their subordinates,
‘how do you think we should do this?’ It’s a good idea to have a
dialogue to find solutions together. Be humble, listen, and take help
from those who really know what they are doing” (SM, construction).

Thus, being mindful of others and acting humble signal awareness of
the drawbacks of youth to the organizational environment. On a mani-
fest level, this identity work approach is in our interpretation largely
about acknowledging that one has limited knowledge and abilities
because of young age, thereby disarming threats and facilitating re-
lationships. This way of approaching the managerial identity pre-
supposes awareness of youth and possible limitations and adjustment of
leadership to increase the likelihood of building trust.

4.1.4. Self-to-prototype insights

A third characteristic of young managers’ identity work is related to
what can be defined as a crossing of thresholds or turning points when
management tasks are described to become easier. These narratives in
the interviews revolved around drawing insights and finding working
approaches to nonprototypicality, and thus self-to-prototype insights often
entailed acceptance of one’s own managerial identity. As one manager
stated:

“People still react to the fact that you are young. I still have doubts
that they will listen to me, but I am much more balanced as a person,
I can handle it better. I can zoom out and plan my life in a better way
to cope.” (YM, service)

Acceptance also can come in the form of overcoming inner obstacles,
such as learning how to be oneself and a manager at the same time. One
young manager described a changed approach to managing:

“T have learned to take advantage of the things [ have otherwise tried
to push aside. It is OK to joke and have fun, and it can be a good thing
to show vulnerability. I am more comfortable being myself and not
someone else (YM, service).”

While this example shows how an initial perception of management
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is adjusted and modified, there is another dimension of self-to-prototype
insights that occurs when young managers realize that they have come
to embody more managerial traits over time, thereby better matching
their initial assumptions. Additionally, thresholds were described as
contradictions resolved by taking control, learning to deal with the
pressures of being a young manager, or receiving contextual feedback.
Regarding the latter, the following quote shows how a young manager
encountered a threshold by realizing that others in the context affirm the
managerial role:

“At follow-up meetings, it got a little stiff in the beginning; we went
through the numbers and there was nothing else to it. But as time
went by, I felt that they respected me for what I said and could see
that I was serious and had gotten the role for a reason. Then, it felt
more normal to have this position, as if the pieces had fallen into
place.” (YM, IT).

5. Discussion

In this study, we have examined young age in relation to how young
managers approach the managerial identity, with a specific focus on
how contextually available managerial prototypes and self-perceptions
influence the identity work process. Using concepts from ILT and iden-
tity work frameworks in tandem, we sought to examine identity devel-
opment of young managers as a process impacted by interpersonal
dynamics, socially available identity positions, and internalized mana-
gerial prototypes.

To more closely examine how these subcomponents of identity work
impact one another, we used data from three case organizations. We
interviewed young managers as well as coworkers in surrounding
organizational functions to identify and make implicit assumptions
regarding young age and management explicit. From this analysis, we
identified common challenges for young managers as expressed by
others in the studied contexts. We concluded that young managers
struggle with a gap between general managerial prototypes and self-
perception, which puts the manager in an incommensurable position
characterized by “nonprototypicality.” Moreover, based on interviews
with young managers as well as with others in the organizations, we
constructed three approaches to identity work that were aimed at
bridging nonprototypicality in various ways. These approaches are
illustrated in Fig. 1.

As the figure shows, the approaches differ based on contextual
sensitization and the managers experienced agency, which allows for
refinement and successive development of a managerial identity. Acting
on noncontextualized ILTs occurred specifically in situations in which
young managers lacked experience and local know-how and thus had to
rely on generalized and often naive pre-understanding from outside the
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Self-to-prototype
insights
Adjusting ILT to E.g. Crossing
context thresholds by accepting
Acting on a nonprototypical
noncontextualized E.g. Drawing on identity
ILT vocational experience o
Being humble Outcome: Finding
o il E.g. Buddy identity, one’s own way of
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Qiitcoie requirements
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expectations
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of management
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Agency in relation to socially
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Fig. 1. Young managers’ identity work approaches.
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organization regarding what the managerial role entailed. Previous
research suggest that younger individuals have predominantly negative
expectations of what others will think of them, so-called “meta-stereo-
types” (Finkelstein et al., 2013; Toomey & Rudolph, 2017), and that
they underestimate their own effectiveness and agency (Zhang & North,
2020). In relation to these findings, we believe that young managers are
particularly prone to lean on implicit theories of what constitutes a
typical leader when approaching the managerial identity, demon-
strating the importance of viewing meta-stereotypes in relation to spe-
cific work roles (Finkelstein, 2020). Advancing positions and identity
work through the adjustment of ILT to context presupposes increased
sensitization to contextual knowledge and a more active stance toward
how managers portray themselves in relation to managerial prototypes.
In short, ILT adjustment is about gaining acceptance by using alternate
adjacent identity positions, what has been termed “provisional identity
work” (cf. Ibarra, 1999), and trying to be assimilative of local conditions
by being humble.

The third identity work approach, self-to-prototype insights, can be
characterized as a crossing of thresholds as young managers claim to
have mastered more of the managerial role and learned about common
pitfalls. In essence, self-to-prototype insights is about young managers
who dare to show vulnerability and who allow their personal self to be
visible in their managerial work. Previous research has framed vulner-
ability as an important aspect promoting learning in the managerial role
while also claiming that showing vulnerability is a mismatch in relation
to dominant managerial discourse (Corlett & Mavin, 2019). Thus, hav-
ing the courage to show vulnerability requires a “safe enough” envi-
ronment, in which the managerial identity is less threatened (Corlett &
Mavin, 2019), as in self-to-prototype insights. Self-to prototype insights
are realized by managers who have a high level of contextual sensitivity
as well as agency and as such can be viewed as experienced newcomers
in a later stage of managerial identification. As such, this approach is
also characterized by survivorship bias (cf. Walters, 2021). Young
managers who were able to figure out the “rules of the game” here
described that they saw themselves as informed and aware of their
nonprototypical position due to young age and claimed being able to
muddle through and to be mindful of this in their enactment of
management.

5.1. The importance of age in the study of managerial work

Based on the analysis in this study, we aim to make three theoretical
contributions. First, our findings show how subjective, socially avail-
able, and often implicit assumptions regarding age are highly active and
informative in how management can be enacted. These management
prototypes theoretically can be seen as part of local discourse, which was
expressed by managers in their talk of self-perception. As we have
shown, the interviewed managers struggled with meeting their own
standards and internalized prototypes of management and how orga-
nizational members carried implicit theories about youth and what
characterizes an ideal leader. Thus, similarly to other studies, we
conclude that the fundaments of identity work for young managers rest
on challenging and emotionally taxing contradictory identity positions
(Caza et al., 2018; Croft et al., 2015; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003).
Following Tsui et al. (2002) when violating organizational age norms of
being young in the managerial role, this dissimilar relation is a struggle
that varies depending on the norms within specific sectors and organi-
zations. Although the same patterns of how to achieve a mandate and
identify as a manager recur, the context in which younger managers are
in charge of younger subordinates shows how age similarity may be a
facilitator when it comes to communication, where the young managers
have an easier time “getting a grip on the situation” compared to their
subordinates. With this background, our study highlights a need for
future research on managerial work to engage more directly with the
issue of how implicit ideas regarding age, youth, and seniority are
important to how managerial roles can be claimed and granted. While
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much critical research on management has described the importance of
accounting for sociodemographic factors in the study of managerial
work (Riach et al., 2014; Shore et al., 2003), this perspective on age
seems often overlooked (Zacher et al., 2015).

A second contribution of this study is that we have sought to develop
an age perspective on identity work through mechanisms of ILT. In
doing this, we aimed to bridge activity-oriented identity perspectives
and more psychologically oriented actor-centered perspectives. We also
empirically contribute to the “out of the lab” request considering ILT
research (Lord et al., 2020), which is especially important because im-
plicit aspects of management are often entangled with other aspects of
organizational contexts (Junker & van Dick, 2014). In this way, in-
terviews in which young managers as well as others in these contexts are
given an opportunity to reflect on age and management provides a way
to unpack ILTs, showing that prototypes are not dichotomous by nature
but rather are changeable and internally and socially negotiated in
several steps.

Looking through the theoretical lens of ILT, the identity work pro-
cesses that we have described can be understood as being directed to-
ward closing a gap between conceptions of the self and generalized
conceptions of management (Schyns et al., 2020), a process realized
through interaction with the surroundings. Furthermore, if this gap is
reduced, an organizational actor will be likely to succeed in claiming
and being granted managerial identity (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). In
other words, the identity work of young managers is described as an
internal process of “figuring out” how to manage what was impacted by
the experiences and interpersonal dynamics that young managers
encountered and had access to. These observations are in line with the
common conclusion in the identity work and ILT literature that these
processes are partly situational but also characterized by previously
established meaning, which feeds into future action (Caza et al., 2018;
Lord et al., 2020). While the identity work literature informs our study
by emphasizing how the identity process is cyclic, ongoing, and in close
interaction with the organizational context, ILT adds to this perspective
by showing how the claiming of managerial roles is dependent on a
gradually reduction of the gap between implicit expectations and
self-image. Thus, a second conclusion of the study is that when young
managers expand their view and take contextual cues into account, this
facilitates the actual claim of the role.

Our third contribution regards the current literature on age stereo-
types, overgeneralized perceptions and beliefs of a group based on their
age (Fiske, 1998), and meta-stereotypes, assumptions that individuals
believe that other age groups have about their age (Finkelstein et al.,
2015). With a significant overlap, implicit assumptions of leadership
have been used interchangeably with theorization of stereotypes
(Schyns et al., 2020). However, stereotypes and meta-stereotypes can be
considered more general types of evaluation based on age (Cadiz et al.,
2022) compared to ILT, which is directed specifically toward the leader
role (Lord et al., 2020). Our study has potential to advance the work on
stereotypes and meta-stereotypes by showing how young leaders deal
with their youth and assumptions of leadership, answering calls to
consider self-views in relation to specific work roles, here the manage-
rial role (Finkelstein et al., 2020). We have shown how young managers
face a complex situation in which stereotypes of youth and assumptions
of management compound and how they use various approaches to deal
with this position. Young managers navigate youth as a drawback and as
an asset with the purpose of becoming accepted in the managerial role,
showing a more complex pattern with positive and negative conse-
quences simultaneously, not as separate trajectories as proposed previ-
ously (Baker & Finkelstein, 2024; Finkelstein, 2015). Ultimately, the
study contributes to the investigation of interpersonal dynamics in
context and the interplay between others’ perceptions of young man-
agers together with young managers’ self-views. These perspectives are
valuable for understanding the course of events regarding
meta-stereotypes at work (Finkelstein et al., 2020; Murphy & DeNisi,
2022).
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In summary, this study suggests that young managers use divergent
behaviors to gain acceptance in the managerial role. Instead of sug-
gesting an ideal way for young leaders to approach the managerial role,
we show how an unfavorable position reduces choices and focus identity
work on refining and developing behaviors based on situational feed-
back from the given context. As put forth by much literature on lead-
ership development (Day, 2010), one does not automatically learn from
gaining experience; deliberate practice, feedback, and support are
crucial for this cycle to be meaningful.

A practical implication that follows from this is that the relationship
between young managers and their supervisors is highly important, as it
may support in the socialization process into the organization (Seele &
Eberl, 2020). For instance, bringing up external and internal expecta-
tions for discussion can normalize challenges associated with managing
and counteract young managers’ unattainable conceptions and pres-
sures. In this aspect, our findings strengthen recent recommendations on
identity development covered in leadership training (Clapp-Smith et al.,
2018), by adjusting the content of leadership training so that self-views
as a leader are emphasized first, with strategic issues of leadership
addressed at a later stage (Day & Dragoni, 2015).

5.2. Limitations

This study highlights the importance of studying contextual factors
in relation to age and management. However, our sample did not specify
management level, which naturally led to a sample in which first-line
managers were most frequently represented. Although it would be
challenging to achieve, a sample with young managers in high-level
managerial positions might yield interesting results. For instance, first-
line management includes the challenges of being in a middle posi-
tion, with demands to deliver upward and downward, but also access to
fewer resources than top senior managers (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020).
Moreover, a case study approach that focuses on central, cross-sectional
meanings also comes at the cost of in-depth description of case specifics
and idiosyncratic case features. To diminish this limitation and enhance
transparency, we presented specific results, examples, and quotes in the
findings section with clear reference to the case organization and
structured the headings and overall content to highlight common and
cross-case findings.

Another limitation of this study is that we did not consider other
factors beyond age that may challenge the acceptance-gaining process,
such as gender, females specifically, based on the prevailing incongruity
with management (Eagly & Karau, 2002). As an extension beyond
gender, an intersectional perspective on how age and gender norms
influence the leadership process is an important avenue to investigate
(Thrasher et al., 2023). Furthermore, we acknowledge that our results
contain survivorship bias; our participants were those still working as
managers. In their empirical study, Guillen et al. (2015) found that
self-to-prototype comparisons were positively related to the motivation
to lead, indicating that a reduced gap between ILT and self-views would
be inevitable for the young manager to remain in the position and fully
claim the role. Based on our results, further research could target reasons
for turnover.

6. Conclusion

In this multicase study, we have described how young managers
approach the managerial identity as they are urged to handle age-based
stereotypes and implicit expectations about management. We analyzed
how internal and external implicit theories of leadership in conjunction
with interpersonal dynamics condition how young managers approach
management identity work. We described three main approaches to
identity work and concluded that young managers face specific struggles
associated with being in a nonprototypical position, and that age needs
to be considered in future research. We conclude that despite the diffi-
culty of extinguishing stereotypes, we are obligated to enhance
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awareness and strengthen promising young managers.
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