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The Significance of Age When the Manager Is Young and the
Subordinates Are Much Older
Ingrid Johansson, Mälardalen University, SWEDEN

Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to present some results of an interview study of younger managers and older subor-
dinates in Sweden. An aim of the study was to increase the understanding of the significance of age in working life and the
relations between younger managers and older subordinates. Data have been collected through semi-structured interviews
with 23 younger managers who had experience of managing subordinates who were 20 years older or more. Furthermore,
19 older subordinates who had experience of being managed by managers who were at least 20 years younger were inter-
viewed. Male and female interviewees have been selected from different kinds of organizations, lines of business and man-
agement levels. The results showed that many younger managers stressed the importance of listening to older subordinates,
both in order to make them feel involved in the daily work and in order to utilize their extensive experience and knowledge.
Most of the older subordinates were satisfied with the way they were being managed but some told about situations when
the younger managers carried out changes too fast, were insecure or concerned about their prestige. A conclusion was that
both younger and older people have much to learn from each other and that generally age was not seen as being of determ-
inant importance in management.
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Introduction

MAJORCHANGES IN human lives have
been occurring over the past century and
there are researchers who maintain that
social structures, norms and situations

have failed to adapt to these changes in life. This
tendency of social structures and norms to lag behind
people’s changing lives is called structural lag. An
example is 65 as the expected age of retirement (Ri-
ley & Riley, 1994).
The impact of values and norms can also be talked

about in terms of cultural lag (Anbäcken, 1997).
Some cultural elements change faster and somemore
slowly. Norms and values, traditions, customs and
social institutions do not change as fast as for ex-
ample, technology, industrial products andmachines.
Some traditions and attitudes keep on existing when
new dimensions are developed in society.
The structural and cultural lag was a source of in-

spiration for studying younger managers with much
older subordinates. Another source of inspiration
was the American writer Betty Friedan, who died in
2006 on her 85th birthday. She wrote the following
in her book The Fountain of Age (1994):

But those ‘human resource managers’ in their
forties simply do not see men and women over
sixty as people like themselves in a new stage
of development. (Friedan, 1994, p. 174)

If younger managers see older people as very unlike
themselves they may fail to earn their trust. Kanter
(2004), who stresses the importance of trust and
confidence in successful management, points out
that leadership is not about the leader but about how
he or she builds confidence in everybody else.
Younger managers may feel uneasiness in their

relations to older workers, and a reason may be that
older workers have for many years built up a certain
position in the organisation and therefore are not
easily impressed by younger managers (Schabracq,
1994). Older employees may also be critical of
managers in general (Glover and Branine, 2001a).
On the other hand, Glover and Branine (2001b) point
out that older people can feel very comfortable
working as subordinates of younger managers whom
they have reason to respect and appreciate.

Aim of the Study andResearchQuestion
One aim of the study was to increase our understand-
ing and knowledge of the significance of age in
working life and the relations between younger
managers and older subordinates as seen from the
perspectives of both sides. The main research ques-
tion was:

• What is the significance of a considerable age
difference between younger managers and their
subordinates according to their own experiences
and perceptions?
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Methods
A qualitative approach was chosen for the study.
Reasons for this were the explorative character of
the study, the purpose to obtain as many different
and varied answers as possible and the intention to
collect and analyse subjective viewpoints of the
studied phenomena (Flick, 1998).

Data Collection, Data Analysis,
Interpretation and Ethical Issues
In 2002 and 2003 semi-structured interviews were
carried out with 23 younger managers, aged 22–34,
who had experience of managing subordinates who
were 20 years older or more. Ten of the interviewees
were men and 13 women.
In order to capture the perspectives of both

younger managers and older subordinates, another
19 interviews were carried out in 2006 and at the
beginning of 2007. Now the interviewees were older
subordinates with experience of being managed by
at least 20-year younger managers. Twelve of the
older interviewees were women and sevenmen. The
interviewees were 50–63 years old with an average
age of 60. Their younger managers were 30–40 years
old.
As it was an aim of the study to obtain varied ex-

amples of experiences and perceptions, the inter-
viewees have been selected from different kinds of
organisations, lines of business and management
levels. The younger managers and the older subor-
dinates were two separate groups and did not know
each other. The 42 interviewees worked in 27 differ-
ent organisations. The sample strategy was non-ran-
dom and purposive and the goal was to find inform-
ation-rich interviewees. The interviews were tape-
recorded and transcribed word for word.
During the analysing process, data were scrutin-

ised for patterns, themes, and regularities as well as
contrasts and irregularities and then interpreted. The
research project belongs to the interpretive/construct-
ivist paradigm and the data have been interpreted
from a hermeneutical perspective. A hermeneutical
approachmeans holding the view that a phenomenon
can be looked at from different aspects (Ödman,
1979).
Ethical criteria compiled inThe ethical recommend-

ations of The Swedish Council for Research in the
Humanities and Social Sciences (HSFR, 1990) have
been followed. The interviewees were informed of
the aims of the study, that participation was voluntary
and could at any time be interrupted, that the mater-
ial would be treated in a confidential way and that it
would not be used for other purposes than research.
All names of the interviewees in the text are ficti-
tious.

Results
The presentation of the results starts with two ex-
amples of younger managers as described by older
subordinates. Then some characteristics, advantages
and disadvantages of younger managers are de-
scribed.

Examples of YoungerManagers Described
by Older Subordinates

Lisa

Lisa, is a woman, aged 33, who worked as a care
manager in the home help service of a municipality.
Three of her female subordinates, here called Ella,
Maria and Annika, were interviewed.
Ella, aged 62, described Lisa’s way of leading as

very democratic because of her ambitions to make
sure that decisions were supported by the team and
because she often asked the team not only once but
several times before she came to a decision.
Maria, aged 60, talked about Lisa’s ability and

willingness to listen and added that ‘there is no wall
between us.’ She explained that ‘she is not that kind
of a person whomust manage all on her own. Instead
she asks us for our opinion.’ Maria also said that Lisa
did not direct her every step but was there for her
when she needed her help.
Annika, aged 58, described Lisa as being very

supportive, encouraging and good at listening. An-
nika felt included and enjoyed participating in solv-
ing problems. Whatever suggestions the members
of the team had, Lisa’s attitude was generally positive
and she often reacted by saying ‘Have a try’.
In summary, the three interviewees were all very

pleased with their manager Lisa. Among other things
they described her as being very democratic. By
Lisa’s way of leading, she gained her subordinates’
trust and she inspired them to actively participate in
solving problems.

Anna

Anna is a female manager, aged 37, who had three
children aged two, five and six. She worked as a
manager in administration and finance at a private
company. One of her subordinates, Katarina aged
60, was interviewed.
Katarina described Anna as being dominant and

controlling and Katarina declared that she very much
disliked Anna’s way of interfering with details in
her tasks. In Katarina’s view, the controllingmanage-
ment style of her manager had nothing to do with
Anna’s age or the age difference between them. In-
stead she thought that her controlling style might be
a result of Anna’s personality. Anna’s insecurity
could also reinforce her need to show who the man-
ager is and who decides. Katarina felt that Anna did
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not respect her as a mature, autonomous and compet-
ent person. An effect was that Katarina tended to try
to keep Lisa out of her work sphere and to withhold
information from her.
The fact that Anna had three small children meant

that she had to stay at home quite often when they
were ill, and this made Katarina question whether it
was right of Anna to work full-time and whether it
was fair to the company and to the subordinates to
have accepted a management role.
In summary, Anna was perceived as having a

controlling management style and lost in respect and
trust when she interfered in her older subordinate’s
tasks. Being a mother of three young children was
seen as a disadvantage.

Characteristics of Younger Managers
The above two examples of younger managers show
some characteristics that older subordinates appreci-
ated, such as a democratic management style, or
disliked, such as a controlling and interfering man-
agement style. Generally, the older interviewees
seemed to have a very positive experience of
younger managers and many maintained that man-
agers’ age and a big age difference were of little
importance at work. Other things mattered more, for
example the managers’ personality and characterist-
ics such as humility and courage to ask for help when
needed, readiness to listen and mutual respect. Many
older interviewees also confirmed that their younger
managers did listen to them.
The interviewed younger managers were of the

same opinion concerning the importance of listening.
A male manager, aged 32, said that listening was the
key to successful management. However, there were
also examples of when and why age could matter.
A female manager, aged 30, talked about younger
and older people having different values and a male
manager called John, aged 28, expressed the view
that it was easier to manage people who were his
age.

It may be easier for me to manage a younger
person. Older people may have other views on
how to handle things. A younger person is
easier to tell to do anything, to use, maybe. He
or she wants to do a good job in order to pro-
gress. (John, male manager, aged 28)

According to a woman, aged 60, a manager who
listened was also easy to talk to. A man called Ola,
aged 50, held the view that a manager who listens
to his subordinates and allows everybody to make
themselves heard gains confidence. He added that
there was a risk that a manager failed to listen be-
cause today everything happens so quickly.

We are going to reorganise now and it will be
done at a speed of 180 km/hour. As a con-
sequence there will be many mistakes. In my
view the money could have been spent in a bet-
ter way. (Ola, male subordinate, aged 50)

Another man called Carl, who was 62 years old, also
talked about his manager as being quick and said
that ‘there is more stepping on the gas than on the
brake.’ He added that ‘younger managers are like a
breath of fresh air.’
Other examples of characteristics of younger

managers frequently mentioned by the older subor-
dinates were that they were creative, hungry, enthu-
siastic, good at ITmatters, had new knowledge, much
energy and many ideas. On the negative side was
lack of humility, being concerned about their own
prestige and defending their preserves, having diffi-
culties in admitting that they were wrong or needed
help, pretending to know everything or to havemore
experience than they actually had. Carina, a woman
aged 59, said this:

I lose confidence in a person who pretends to
have more experience or knowledge than he
has. It is so easily revealed. (Carina, female
subordinate, aged 59)

One of the most frequently mentioned disadvantages
of younger managers, according to older subordin-
ates, was their family and life situation when they
had small children. No distinctionwasmade between
male and female managers. Carina, aged 59, said
that these managers had very hard lives and it was
especially difficult for themwhen their children were
repeatedly ill. Then meetings and other planned
activities at work had to be put off and the manager
worked at home. Carl, aged 62, called it a handicap
to have a young family. On the other hand, several
interviewees stressed that the young managers did
their very best to handle the situation. To be a young
manager and parent also meant that they more easily
put up with subordinates being in the same situation
staying home when a child was ill. Carl, aged 62,
looked back to the time when he had young children.

When I was that age and had young children it
was not possible for me to stay at home. If I
had, I would have been looked upon as a devi-
ant and not very interested in my work. So,
maybe people my age have missed something
in the contact with their children. (Carl, male
subordinate, aged 62)

None of the interviewed younger managers men-
tioned having young children as being a disadvant-
age.
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Discussion and Conclusions
The generally very positive attitude to each other
from both older subordinates and younger managers
was striking and also their emphasising that age was
not very important. The results confirm the statement
by Glover and Branines (2001b) that older people
can be very comfortable working as subordinates of
younger managers when there is a mutual trust and
respect. An interesting result was the many state-
ments by older subordinates concerning younger

managers’ handicap, as they called it, when they had
to struggle to combine work and being a parent of
young children. A conclusion is that this may be an
example of a cultural lag (Anbäcken, 1997). In spite
of older people being healthy and vital longer, young
people are still today expected to make a career when
they are young. That this coincides with the period
in their lives when their responsibilities for young
children consume the most time and energy does not
seem to have had any effect on traditions and atti-
tudes.
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