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Abstract
Without experience or in the face of limited work experience, refined 
expectations for what it means to work or what to expect in terms of 
communicative role behaviors from a manager may largely be composed of 
desires. Therein lies the tension; if young adults are unable or unwilling to 
see work processes and managerial behavior the way that they are, they 
may reorient their attention from realistic expectations to a focus on their 
individual desires and preferences. Through a sequential-explanatory mixed-
method design (focus groups and exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis), 
prominent managerial archetypes are explored, categorized, and validated. 
The archetypes are composed of sets of corresponding communicative 
and relational behaviors that encompass common approaches to managing. 
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Conversation regarding the overlap and divergence of desires with actual 
manager communication behaviors may better prepare matriculating students 
as they transition into the workplace.

Keywords
vocational anticipatory socialization, leader–member relationships, managerial 
communication

Everyday talk informs young adults’ desires regarding employment, how 
they conceptualize what it means to work, and what they anticipate their 
future leader–member relationship to look like. These conversations may 
also serve as a sensemaking tool to parse out what one seeks in a position 
(Cheney, Zorn, Planalp, & Lair, 2008). Yet, prior to full-time employment, it 
may be challenging for young adults to sort out realistic assumptions for their 
future leader–member relationships, and even those with part-time work 
experience or internships grapple with identity, role, and organizational ten-
sions (Dailey, 2016; Woo, Putnam, & Riforgiate, 2017). Moreover, targeted 
socialization messages often leave young adults and adolescents without a 
clear picture of what it means to enact or perform specific professions (Jahn 
& Myers, 2015), and messages from parents may emphasize the challenges 
associated with work rather than focusing on more positive organizational 
encounters (Levine & Hoffner, 2006; Scarduzio, Real, Slone, & Henning, 
2018). Put simply, without experience or in the face of limited work experi-
ence (i.e., internships), refined expectations for what it means to work or 
what to expect in terms of communicative role behaviors from a manager 
may largely be composed of desires. Therein lies the tension; if young adults 
are unable or unwilling to see work processes and managerial behavior 
through a lens that reflects actual work experience, they may reorient their 
attention from realistic expectations to focus on their individual desires and 
preferences.

Expectations and desires may initially appear similar; however, closer 
observation reveals fundamental differences in how they influence the sense-
making that occurs during the socialization process in young adults. 
Expectations, such as the expectation that an organization will provide a sal-
ary and benefits package in exchange for an employee’s contributions, are 
rooted in realistic beliefs about what will happen or how someone will behave 
(Burgoon, Stern, & Dillman, 1995). For example, young adults may expect 
that managers will withhold information or favor certain employees over oth-
ers based on what they have heard from parents, friends, and the media. 
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Conversely, desires detail strong preferences for a best case or wished for 
scenario—including a manager who is patient, cultivates employees profes-
sionally and personally, and shields members from unnecessary organiza-
tional politics. Thus, when approaching an ambiguous situation, such as the 
transition from student to employee, young adults may have to reconcile 
information about the realities of the workplace they have learned from 
trusted others (i.e., parents, faculty, and recruiters) that is potentially threat-
ening or has been interpreted in a negative light with what they hope or desire 
to experience when they transition to full-time employment. In place of 
accepting what they reasonably know to expect, young adults may instead 
shift to what they want in a position and a manager as a means of reducing 
dissonance.

Vocational anticipatory socialization (VAS) explores the conversations 
about work that impacts thoughts, fears, and expectations associated with the 
visualization of future workplace roles and interactions (Jahn & Myers, 
2015). With the move from a focus on liberal arts to a focus on career prepa-
ration, higher education in the United States is increasingly explored by com-
munication scholars as an important VAS cultural site (Ashcraft & Allen, 
2009; Lair & Wieland, 2012; O’Connor & Raile, 2015). This turn helps to 
emphasize the importance of talk about work, rather than a primary focus on 
talk at work. While this move may seem slight, it considers how those who 
have not worked full-time engage in conversations and meaning making to 
demystify the workplace and to consider how they may need to adapt com-
municatively to successfully transition from student to employee. Focusing 
on talk about work may also help to disentangle young adult’s wants or 
desires, from more realistic expectations based on what they have learned 
about work from their experiences and in conversations with friends and fam-
ily members. Given the influence communication about work possesses in 
shaping assumptions prior to job market entry, and the fact that higher educa-
tion is increasingly becoming the context through which young adults grap-
ple with work–life and work–education discourses, understanding how 
students visualize future interactions with supervisors becomes a value-rich 
opportunity. Researchers, teacher-scholars, and organizational leaders alike 
benefit from understanding students’ work wants in general, and the specific 
relational-communicative desires placed on the leaders with whom they will 
soon interact.

This study extends previous exploratory qualitative work (Omilion-
Hodges & Sugg, 2019) that identified five archetypes that categorize mana-
gerial relational role behaviors expressed by matriculating millennials. This 
study uses a sequential-explanatory mixed-method design (focus groups and 
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses) to nuance, categorize, and 
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validate the managerial archetypes (Greene, 2007) while exploring how 
young adults want their managers to interact with them. The archetypes con-
sist of relational behaviors that typify common communicative enactments of 
management and usefully identify desires for the way members believe man-
agers should communicate to accomplish tasks and approach relationships. 
This study considers how young adults without full-time work experience 
make sense of managerial communication and how various enactments of 
communication may lead young adults to desire distinct relational behaviors 
related to the archetypes. More specifically, this collection of studies explores 
positive managerial behavior as a means to nuance what students’ want in 
terms of managerial communication behaviors.

This research contributes to extant VAS and leadership communication 
literature in three ways. First, archetypes are particularly powerful in terms of 
anticipatory socialization and for helping young adults make sense of the 
potential landscape of their future organizations by allowing them to proac-
tively consider the relational desires they place on leaders. Second, nuancing 
archetypes may generate a more concrete understanding of typical communi-
cative approaches to management. This nuancing may prove helpful during 
critical transitional times, such as entering an organization or onboarding 
new employees, when communication is often taken for granted or relegated 
to the background. Finally, research-based categories help teacher-scholars 
and managers pinpoint misconceptions and provide young adults with a more 
realistic expectation of the role managers play in organizations.

Literature Review

By attending to the meaning of work, organizational communication scholars 
can consider communication about work in addition to the communication 
that takes place at work in organizational settings (Ashcraft, 2007; Cheney 
et al., 2008). Moving beyond job satisfaction, the meanings associated with 
work include sensemaking at an individual level as well as societal discourses 
that inform workplace identity, culture, and interaction (Wieland, 2010). The 
intersubjective nature of the sensemaking process places communication at 
the center of the negotiation over the purpose and meaning of work. As indi-
viduals engage in conversation both inside and outside workplace contexts, 
communication serves as both the means and resources through which work 
acquires meaning. To understand what work means, therefore, is to under-
stand how people communicate about it.

Lair and Wieland (2012) argued that higher education sites are ripe for 
exploring young adults’ meanings of work. This call becomes even clearer 
considering that the primary purpose of college is increasingly seen as 



Omilion-Hodges et al.	 5

preparation for employment as universities produce “worker-consumers rather 
than citizen-subjects.” (p. 424). Students encounter conversations around 
post-graduation intentions from various sources all interested to learn of plans 
to monetize the education that cost so much to attain. Conversations around 
questions like “What are you going to do with that major?” not only prompt 
students to feel pressure to provide “the appropriate answer” that makes eco-
nomic sense, but induce anxiety for those who may have difficulty fitting their 
major into the narrative of education as job preparation (Lair & Wieland, 
2012). Relatedly, Cheney et al. (2008) acknowledged the impact of time and 
culture to explain the variations of how the meaning of work is understood and 
enacted. Attentiveness to differences in student desires over time provides 
insight into variations of work-life expectations across generations. In a repli-
cation study, O’Connor and Raile (2015) explored Gen X-millennial differ-
ences regarding their encounter of the phrase “real job” and found millennials’ 
view of work assigns higher value to the utility of a job to provide for their 
needs through a wider range of benefits than salary alone.

Taken together, these studies show how the university setting affords 
ample opportunities for students to discuss work-related goals and possibili-
ties, thereby informing student wishes for future interactions with leaders and 
coworkers. The talk that occurs throughout one’s college experience, whether 
formal or informal, helps students make sense of and assimilates them into a 
culture where work is an utmost priority. Work-education is therefore a valu-
able intersection to explore the conversations students have, as they implic-
itly and explicitly grapple with questions related to what they want to do with 
their lives and how they are able to do it.

Vocational Anticipatory Socialization

Prior to entering the workforce, individuals gain knowledge about what it 
means to work through engagement with organizational literature or interac-
tions with other applicants, interviewers, current employees, and so on 
(Jablin, 2001). Organizational assimilation research focuses on two types of 
anticipatory socialization: organizational and vocational. The former exam-
ines communication through which individuals learn about and integrate into 
a particular organizational culture, whereas vocational concerns socialization 
into the world of work in general and how work-related roles are developed 
(Jablin, 2001). Originally concerned with how newcomers assimilate into 
organizations, research on anticipatory socialization has broadened to con-
sider how communication in general—including messages received as a 
child—influence the socialization process (Kramer & Miller, 2014). Young 
adults are socialized into ways of viewing work early in life through 
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communication with parents, teachers, friends, and mass media (Jablin, 
2001). Interactions such as these not only shape young adults’ ideas of work 
in general but also influence desires that may continue even after entrance 
into the marketplace.

Young adults may naturally focus more on desires rather than expectations 
during the process of VAS stemming largely from their lack of or limited 
firsthand experience. However, the world of work largely remains a black 
box (Abrantes, 2013) and what is pieced together about the workplace comes 
from intentional and unintentional messages. Levine and Hoffner (2006), for 
example, found students received information about work from parents and 
friends which was commonly depicted in negative terms such as “difficult, 
stressful, and not enjoyable” (p. 662). Overhearing parents express frustra-
tions or process challenging work encounters may prompt young adults to 
shift their focus from realistic expectations to what they want or desire in an 
organization and leader–member relationship. More recently, Jahn and Myers 
(2015) found that even though junior high and high-school aged young 
women received explicit instruction on science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) careers, these same students indicated they did not 
have a concrete understanding of related professions, of the career process as 
a whole, and why adults continued to emphasize the importance of math and 
science courses. Thus in the absence of experience and without a concrete 
understanding of the workplace and various career paths, it is challenging for 
young adults to develop pragmatic expectations.

As the Jahn and Myers (2015) study illustrated, even in the face of inten-
tional instruction about the world of work, young adults may not have the 
context necessary to meaningfully interpret well-intended messages. Without 
realistic beliefs in place and in hoping for a work environment free of the 
challenges expressed by parents, teachers, or individual experiences, wants 
and desires may be young adults’ primary foci during the sensemaking pro-
cess. Simply stated, in place of seriously considering realistic workplace sce-
narios that young adults reasonably know to expect based on their cumulative 
VAS experiences, thinking about future employment in terms of individual 
wants and desires may be a more manageable way to navigate the ambiguity 
and concerns with their upcoming transition to full-time work. Thus, com-
munication teacher-scholars have a unique opportunity to assist young adults 
during this process to develop normative relational skills (i.e., introducing 
and framing one’s self) and adapt a meaning-centered view of communica-
tion. This focus allows young adults to use their time at the university to 
wrestle with the complexities and realities of the world of work and their role 
within it (Woo et al., 2017). Educational institutions not only share similari-
ties with workplace settings such as an emphasis on competence, 
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competition, and submission to authority figures, but also provide a context 
for students to talk about work-related colloquialisms such as “get a real job” 
and “What do you plan to do with that major?” (Lair & Wieland, 2012; 
O’Connor & Raile, 2015). College affords students time to formulate 
responses to such questions—and others related to their future work. As col-
lege is often the last step before transitioning into the workplace, students are 
more likely to use this time to start to develop desires for working in certain 
types of companies and with particular types of managers.

Leader–Member Relationships

Leader–member relationships are produced by and are a byproduct of com-
munication. Fairhurst (2008) noted that leadership is a process ascribed by 
followers, arguing that communication itself constitutes these relationships 
and is the very basis upon which perceptions are made. Thus, these pivotal 
organizational relationships emerge through communicative interactions that 
manifest during the process of working together to accomplish organizational 
tasks. Recent research (Omilion-Hodges & Baker, 2017) indicated notable 
distinctions in the way that leaders related with followers of different sta-
tuses. Employees who share a high-quality relationship with their leader 
receive thoughtful, employee-centered communication, the manager’s pro-
fessional trust and blessing to make decisions on his or her behalf, and behav-
iors that convey genuine care. Conversely, employees with a low-quality 
relationship may be the target of negative manager-initiated communicative 
exchanges such as being excluded from organizational and social-related 
information, having their ideas ignored, or feeling as though their personal 
development is stagnated or blocked. These findings suggest relationships 
are inherently communicative and that it is impossible to unravel leader com-
municative, task, and relationship behaviors into distinct and mutually exclu-
sive categories. These findings also illustrate the importance of helping 
young adults to disentangle expectations from desires as a means to better 
prepare them for industry. In place of attempting to neatly parse out individ-
ual communicative, task, and relationship behaviors, a meaning-centered 
approach to communication yields a more complex view of the enactment of 
managerial behavior.

In relating to individual employees, those in formal authority positions 
generally tend to fall into one of two camps via their commonly enacted com-
munication behaviors: manager or leader (Kotter, 2007). The type of leader–
member relationship that develops among dyads will largely be decided by the 
quality and frequency of communicative exchanges (de Vries, Bakker-Pieper, 
& Oostenveld, 2010). In developing positive and negative leader–member 
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communication scales, Omilion-Hodges and Baker (2017) explained that fre-
quent use of communication tactics on the negative scale are not necessarily 
indicative of a poor leader–member relationship. However, if one’s formal 
supervisor uses more control-based communication exchange tactics, he or 
she may be enacting more of a managerial (rather than leadership) approach to 
their authority role. Decades of leader–member exchange literature tout the 
benefits of employees in high-level communal relationships with their manag-
ers including praise, friendship, and coaching. This indicates that in some 
leader–member associations, those in formal authority positions may serve to 
fulfill followers’ interpersonal needs, not only task and professional inquiries 
(Madlock, 2008). Thus, some of the managerial archetypes (Omilion-Hodges 
& Sugg, 2019) that focus on coping with complexity by creating staffing plans 
and using various forms of control to solve problems may enact more tradi-
tional managerial communicative traits (Kotter, 2007). Other archetypes 
(Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 2019) may take a more strategic and long-term 
view in considering how to motivate and inspire employees by aligning them 
and setting a direction that would require the enactment of leader communica-
tion (Kotter, 2007). Yet, in detailing role distinctions, Kotter (2007) made it 
clear that organizations require both managers and leaders to be successful for 
a long term. Understanding young adults’ wants regarding managerial rela-
tional behaviors is paramount considering that a successful leader-member 
relationship can result in individual, workgroup, and organizational advan-
tages (Culbertson, Huffman, & Alden-Anderson, 2010).

Managerial archetypes.  One way to explore young adults’ desires regarding 
their future managers is by uncovering prominent managerial archetypes. 
Archetypes—common defining characteristics or approaches to managing—
become powerful sources of information for discerning how young adults 
want managers to fulfill their formal leadership role. Although archetypes 
help to define and exemplify common characteristics or behaviors, parceling 
out these categories does not mean that an individual is only capable of or 
always enacts one particular archetype. However, awareness of archetypes 
and more importantly, young adults’ desires of managerial archetypes, gener-
ates insight into the expectations they foster regarding how their leader 
should communicate most of the time. In an earlier two-part qualitative study, 
the authors (Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 2019) laid a foundation for exploring 
young adults’ archetype constructions. Omilion-Hodges and Sugg (2019) 
examined matriculating college students’ expectations for managerial behav-
ior and, in a follow-up study, sought to understand predominate managerial 
archetypes. The two studies resulted in five prototypical approaches to man-
aging: mentor, friend, manager, gatekeeper, and teacher (Table 1). While the 
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open-ended online surveys allowed participants to consider and describe the 
archetypes in their own words, the format did not allow for follow-up probes 
regarding specific relational elements of managerial behavior nor for the sta-
tistical validation of the archetypes. To extend the initial study, the current 
research delves into young adults’ perceptions regarding their future leader–
member relationships. However, the lack of firsthand experience (Lair & 
Wieland, 2012; O’Connor & Raile, 2015), the inability to interpret VAS 
advice as it is intended (Jahn & Myers, 2015), individual, role, and peer ten-
sions (Dailey, 2016; Woo et al., 2017), and the encounter of potentially nega-
tive or undesired accounts of leader–member interactions (Scarduzio et al., 
2018) indicate that without full-time experience, young adults may focus 
more on individual desires, rather than thinking critically about scenarios 
they are more likely to experience. Put simply, young adults may focus on 
what they want in a future manager and organization, rather than consider 
that they may work for someone who is not invested in their personal growth, 
or who misses deadlines, or is a poor steward of resources.

Therefore, to further sort out how young adults make sense of the catego-
ries, compare and contrast archetypes, and conceptualize the distinct com-
municative behaviors of each prototypical manager, a series of focus groups, 
followed by an exploratory and a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), were 
performed to answer the following questions:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): What do young adults report wanting in 
terms of interpersonal interactions with their future managers?
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How do young adults categorize and define 
common managerial relational behaviors?

Table 1.  Initial Working Leader Archetype Conceptualizations and Defining 
Communication Behaviors.

Archetype Conceptualization

Mentor An empathetic advocate, professional, and personal guide
Manager A proxy for organizational leadership who takes a transactional 

approach to leader-follower relationships
Teacher Seen as a traditional educator who provides role testing episodes, 

clear feedback, and opportunities for redemption and growth
Friend Although in a managerial position, perceived as an informed and 

approachable peer
Gatekeeper A high-status actor who is positioned to either advocate for or 

against an employee
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Thus, further understanding these archetypes and young adults’ desires regard-
ing managerial communicative behaviors becomes the chief goal as one con-
crete means to lessen the gap between higher education and industry.

Methods

A multipronged data-collection approach in the form of a sequential-explan-
atory mixed-methods design (Greene, 2007) was employed. This mixed-
methods study design generates data that offers a more comprehensive 
understanding of managerial archetypes than any of the methods could do 
alone. First, a series of focus groups was conducted to better understand 
young adults’ desires of the roles managers should perform for individual 
employees and within organizations. The implementation of focus groups 
allowed participants to engage in collective sensemaking, piggybacking 
their thoughts and perceptions of how they plan to relate with their future 
manager, and offered the ideal environment when considering the impact 
anticipatory socialization has on their perspectives. Focus groups also gen-
erated participant feedback on relational-communicative behaviors specific 
to each archetype.

Two quantitative studies followed the focus groups. Since the relational 
behavior items had not yet been sorted or factor analyzed, but rather initially 
generated via two previous qualitative studies (Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 
2019) and nuanced in the focus groups in this study, an exploratory factor 
analysis (EFA) was completed to examine factor structure. After completing 
the EFA, a confirmatory factory analysis was conducted with a new sample 
to validate a leader archetype scale. The CFA was done as a means to verify 
the factor structure of the archetypes, yielding a practical tool for use with 
young adults or for use by organizations during the onboarding process.

Study 1: Focus Groups

As Tracy (2013) noted, focus groups are valuable for strengthening and 
developing data. She suggested that focus groups provide researchers the 
ability to ask participants to verify, elaborate, define, refute, or expand upon 
relevant concepts. Moreover, as VAS often involves collective conversation 
with multiple influencers, focus groups generated an ideal environment to 
emulate a shared sensemaking process to further nuance the archetypes for-
warded in earlier research (Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 2019). In addition, 
focus groups offered the opportunity to holistically observe and understand 
the expressed desires young adults hold regarding the communicative ten-
dencies of managers.
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Participants

The researchers conducted four focus groups, which each had 5 to 6 partici-
pants (all young adults), for a total of 22 participants. Participants were 
recruited from survey communication courses from a large, Midwestern pub-
lic university, and earned a nominal amount of extra credit for participation. 
Time slots were made available in SONA, an online system used for schedul-
ing. Upon arrival to the focus group, participants checked in by providing a 
SONA identification number; names were not used for privacy protection. 
On average, focus group participants were 22 years old (SD = 3.24) and were 
roughly equivalent in terms of male (n = 10) and female (n = 12) partici-
pants. One group consisted entirely of male participants, whereas the others 
included both sexes.

Procedure and Analysis

The researchers used a semi-structured interview guide where participants 
initially responded to rapport building questions regarding general desires for 
managers, the frequency and quality of communication, and how they antici-
pate these desires may morph once they transition into full-time positions. 
Participants were then asked to discuss what communicative exchanges 
would help them to identify a manager as primarily a mentor (or as a man-
ager, friend, teacher, or gatekeeper). After discussing the defining communi-
cation behaviors of each archetype, participants were asked to compare and 
contrast the archetypes in terms of how they believed the manager would 
relate to them. On average, each focus group lasted 60 minutes.

Focus groups were audio-recorded and notes were also taken during the 
sessions to document group dynamics and nonverbal behaviors. After all focus 
groups concluded, the recordings were transcribed by a communication grad-
uate student resulting in 92 pages of single-spaced interview text. Participant 
responses regarding relational managerial behaviors were initially identified 
and grouped based on the five archetype categories identified in the preceding 
study (Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 2019). Responses were then coded in chunks 
by one member of the research team to examine descriptions of managerial 
relational behavior as well as expressions of desires regarding future interac-
tions with managers. Owen’s (1984) guidelines for qualitative analysis were 
employed to search for recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness. Findings were 
discussed at weekly research team meetings and disagreements were addressed 
collaboratively. All categories were examined and reexamined throughout the 
data collection and analysis process and considered in tandem with the results 
of the earlier research study (Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 2019) and extant 



12	 Management Communication Quarterly 00(0)

literature to nuance what is known about typical managerial behavior and 
young adults’ perspectives regarding it. In line with other communication 
research (i.e., Treem, 2012), the authors employed a 50% threshold for inclu-
sion, meaning that most participants endorsed the themes included below.

Findings

The feedback and perceptions of young adults regarding their communica-
tive desires for each leader archetype are discussed in depth in the following 
sections. In response to RQ1, participants’ relational desires are highlighted 
for each respective archetype. Expectations regarding feedback and respect 
are then considered, which represent more nuanced thinking in terms of real-
istic managerial behavior and a shift away from ideal or best-case scenario 
behavior. In total, three themes emerged: (a) the importance of a communi-
cative leader-member relationship and young adults’ (b) managerial rela-
tional desires and c) socialization desires. Summary of managerial archetype 
conceptualizations and related communicative and relational behaviors is 
presented in Table 2, as the archetypes have already been identified and 
defined in earlier research (Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 2019).

Communicative Behaviors

Across focus groups, participants echoed the importance of a high-function-
ing leader–member communicative relationship. For example, one young 
woman suggested the most important thing in her opinion is “. . . to have 
someone that you could be able to communicate with . . . if you can’t approach 
your manager than [sic] it might be hard to work for them . . . to do the best 
work long-term.” Not only did she emphasize the importance of the leader-
member relationship in employee productivity, but also tacitly acknowledged 
how vital strong communication is to an effective leader–member relation-
ship. The specific examination of the communicative expectations associated 
with each leader archetype is explored in detail below.

Participants first explored the manager as manager archetype and described 
communication as task-oriented, informative, and professional. One partici-
pant expressed her desire for managers to “tell me what they’re expecting of 
me, especially in regards to what needs to be done, or new guidelines and 
rules that are being instilled” Another followed, “I agree . . . communication 
is key just so I have an idea of what’s going on.” Participants concurred that 
a manager would clearly state expectations with explicit instructions as well 
as demonstrating high levels of task management skills.
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Table 2.  Managerial Archetype Conceptualizations and Corresponding 
Communicative and Relational Behaviors.

Representative definition
Communicative and relational 

behaviors

Mentor A mentor is professionally 
and personally invested 
in your growth and 
accomplishments and will go 
out of their way to help you 
improve

Role model, leads by example, 
makes and leaves an impact, 
advocate, and life coach

Friend A friend is a manager who 
you share an established 
professional and personal 
relationship with and is 
committed to helping you 
succeed

Well-developed relationship 
outside of work, empathetic; 
support in all areas of your life, 
similarity, identity development, 
values employees as whole 
people, relationally focused

Manager A manager works to maintain 
organizational rules and 
regulations by setting clear 
goals and standards, assisting 
in daily tasks, delegation, and 
quality control

The nuts and bolts of a functional 
organization, lack of personal 
relationship, monitor and 
delegate tasks, maintain the 
establishment, structured and 
organized, stick to the plan, 
follow rules and regulations, 
strictly business, rules, hierarchy, 
protocol, and proficient

Teacher A teacher creates a learning 
culture and is always pushing 
employees to expand their 
knowledge, skills, and 
abilities

Dedicated, provide learning 
opportunities, supportive, 
dedicated to growth of the 
organization, information 
delegation, provides necessary 
resources, provides explicit 
directions and feedback, one on 
one instruction

Gatekeeper A gatekeeper is a high-ranking 
organizational member 
who holds power over 
employees and monitors 
them based on the best 
interests of the organization

Removed from day-to-day 
operations, strategic, can help 
you advance or hold you back, 
rules and regulation abiding, 
restricts information at their 
discretion, communicates 
only to influence, controls the 
successes and or failures of 
followers

Note. All themes were supported by at least 50% of the sample.
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Similarly, participants described the communication from a manager as 
teacher in terms of formal dissemination of information and clear instruction 
in a group setting. Managers as teachers were also described as being highly 
communicative in terms of providing feedback at the individual level. One 
participant suggested that “if you have questions, you would go to them . . . 
they would not take as much time to explain everything . . . they just care 
that you have what you need to do the job at hand.” Teachers were described 
as those who simply provide feedback regarding tasks which “had to be 
learned.” The task-oriented learning associated with teachers contrasts with 
the “life-based” learning participants perceived accompanies interaction 
with a mentor.

Descriptions of mentor communication further diverged from manager and 
teacher archetypes in that a mentor was described as someone who communi-
cates one-on-one and in small groups to provide “hands on learning” to “help 
push you outside your comfort zone.” Furthermore, the perceived purpose of 
mentor communication shifted from task achievement to the personal devel-
opment of the employee. In addition to sharing expertise from past work-
related experiences, mentors were perceived to communicate in ways that 
helped their employees “grow” so they can “get where they [the employees] 
need to go” and be “fulfilled” with their work. Several participants agreed that 
mentors would express support rather than simply provide direction.

The concept of manager as gatekeeper elicited negative connotations from 
most participants. Perceived as distant power brokers who communicate 
“strategically” from “behind the scenes,” this type of supervisor “controls 
advancement, information and resources.” Participants acknowledged the 
role that power had in relation to this archetype, especially regarding both 
promotion and demotion. Young adults perceived gatekeepers communicated 
by strategically moving the pieces within an organization and were viewed as 
the “certain person you go through,” “impress,” or “kiss up to” for advance-
ment in the company.

Straying furthest from the other managerial archetypes in regard to com-
munication was manager as friend. Perceived as “very understanding and 
flexible in their communication style,” friends “talk to you like a person and 
not like an employee.” Although viewed as “less professional than other 
types of leaders” by one participant, another described friends as “some of 
the hardest working managers because they’re not just speaking at everyone, 
they’re speaking with everyone individually.” Descriptions from focus-group 
members show distinct conceptualizations regarding the communicative 
behaviors associated with each of the five managerial archetypes. In the fol-
lowing section, participant desires for specific relational behaviors associated 
with each archetype are considered.
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Relational Desires

Distinct desires about the relationship with different types of supervisors 
became evident in focus group conversations. Participants generally did not 
anticipate a close relationship when conversing about manager and teacher 
archetypes. Rather the relationship involved instrumental terms associated 
with work tasks. One male participant explained,

the better you develop your relationship with your manager . . . that is a great 
way to eventually see things in his perspective and get the idea of what exactly 
he or she wants and how exactly he or she wants you to go about doing it.

Teachers were connected to the provision of “tools and resources” related to 
“outcomes” and what was necessary for work and no more. Discussions pre-
sented teachers and managers as generally unavailable; however, participants 
shared their desire for managers to still be “approachable, fair, consistent,” 
and “always professional.”

Descriptions of mentors took on a more personable and interactive role in 
comparison to other archetypes. Participants saw mentors as high achievers 
who have “been there,” yet have the time and willingness to “pass on their 
wisdom that got them there.” A mentor would also be “someone who looks 
out for and grooms” an individual. One young adult explained a mentor 
should show willingness to equip an individual for success with the under-
standing that he or she may choose a different path than the mentor. 
Furthermore, mentors were discussed as fallible humans who were, interest-
ingly, expected to not only teach mentee but to also learn from them. One 
male participant put it this way: “even though they may know all the answers, 
they will approach the situation or the relationship in a way that is ‘I’m teach-
ing you but I’m willing to open up and also learn from you.’” Of the five 
archetypes, two-way communicative relationships were most prevalently 
ascribed to mentors. By and large, participants concluded sessions by stating 
mentors would be their preferred type of manager.

In contrast, supervisor as friend was often described as someone who 
would be “less professional in how they interact with young people,” and 
“more concerned with personal well-being” than professional development. 
They were perceived to be more flexible and willing to “let things slide” 
regarding tasks and deadlines. Several participants mentioned having experi-
ence working for this type of supervisor, and despite the positive characteris-
tics of being “laid back” and “covering for you,” the friend was generally 
portrayed as less desirable due to the reported tendency to favor certain fol-
lowers over others.
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This propensity to favor members was also associated with the gatekeeper 
archetype. There was a clear acknowledgment that the gatekeeper was 
expected to have more power than other archetypes and was largely per-
ceived as “strategic and intimidating.” One participant explained, “gatekeep-
ers may lead to a more hostile work environment depending on if they’re 
going to use it [power] against you or [to] motivate you.” However, one focus 
group collectively agreed a gatekeeper would be able to “recognize hard 
work” and “open a door for you trying to get you somewhere where you 
could make even more of a difference.” Overall, this managerial archetype 
was seen as attentive to individual performance and concerned with promot-
ing or limiting one’s growth within the organization. For reasons mentioned 
above, participants appeared ambivalent about whether a close relationship 
with a gatekeeper was desirable.

Managerial Socialization Desires

Participants resoundingly articulated the desire for prompt and respectful 
two-way communication with their leaders and explicit guidance as they 
enter the workforce. Throughout their conversations, it was evident many 
were already experiencing interactions like this with their professors and at 
part-time college jobs, which influenced their desires regarding the VAS pro-
cess. Moreover, it appears that young people want supervisors to provide 
feedback but not to be overly critical, especially while they are learning. This 
theme came up in each of the four focus groups, suggesting that young adults 
are eager to learn and to impress but that they hope supervisors are mindful 
of their language and use discourse that addresses shortcomings as “teaching 
moments” rather than “mistakes.” Furthermore, participants indicated that 
“managers will be kind and understanding and always keep their subordi-
nates’ needs in mind” in addition to providing “step-by-step guidance and 
training.” In this way, it appears that young adults expect and want supervi-
sors—at least during the onboarding process—to assume the role of a hands-
on guide. Considering these perspectives, it was not surprising the researchers 
found that most (n = 18) participants expressed a desire for all supervisors to 
assume a teacher and or mentor role.

Feeling respected was also a prominent theme, as exemplified by one par-
ticipant statement: “I like to be told what to do, but I don’t like to be disre-
spected when I’m told what to do.” Another participant indicated that, “I 
don’t need to be talked down to . . . I’ll do whatever they [the supervisor] ask 
me to do, so I expect mutual respect.” Most interestingly, in each of the four 
focus groups, participants reiterated that it was the supervisor’s job to earn 
their respect, not necessarily the other way around. Participants suggested 
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that “because young people are doing their best to get positions and careers 
in an extremely competitive environment” and because “managers in the 
future will be even younger and society will be run by young people” that 
leaders “are in the position to earn respect from subordinates.” It is important 
to note that the notion that managers will be even younger in the future is a 
student perception, as recent research indicates that people are not retiring 
earlier, but rather working longer (Allen, 2011; “Why people are working 
longer,” 2018). Therefore, while it seemed that young adults harbor some 
insecurity in regard to the potential learning curve on a new job and want 
their manager to guide them, at least initially, they were quick to note that 
“managers should expect to learn from me as well” perhaps because “I am 
coming out of school with the most innovative knowledge that will help my 
manager look good.”

Between direct and explicit reciprocal communication expected from 
supervisors and an emphasis on respectful discourse characterizing the leader-
member relationship, most participants also forwarded the idea that “it’s on 
them [the supervisor] to tell me if my work isn’t at the quality it should be.” 
Thus, there appears to be a clear tension in displaying assertive and proactive 
task behaviors, but also in presuming that unless, the supervisor offers sugges-
tions or critiques that new hires are performing satisfactorily.

Overall, the focus group discussions further explained and developed 
what is known about young-adult perceptions of typical approaches to man-
agement. Furthermore, Study 1 helped refine relational behaviors associated 
with each archetype that are explored quantitatively in Studies 2 and 3. The 
archetypes were generated in an aforementioned study, which sought to iden-
tify the ways young adults view managers. Study 1 extended this categoriza-
tion to explore relational desires associated with perceived interactions with 
each of the various archetypes. Distinct relational desires for each archetype 
assisted in the refinement of previously constructed survey items (Omilion-
Hodges & Sugg, 2019). Illuminating these discreet relational behaviors gave 
researchers specific descriptors, which allowed for the quantitative validation 
of the categories in the subsequent studies.

Study 2: Exploratory Factor Analysis

Exploratory factory analysis (EFA) is recommended for use when it is not 
clear how many factors may emerge, or as is the case in this research, when 
it is uncertain what measures load on what factors (Kenny, 2016). The deci-
sion to initially subject one data sample to EFA was made because the earlier 
studies were qualitative and did not seek participant sorting or confirmation 
of various relational behaviors by archetype. As a result, an EFA was run 



18	 Management Communication Quarterly 00(0)

before collecting additional data and seeking to confirm factor structure 
through a CFA.
Participants and procedure.  After securing HSIRB approval, undergraduate 
participants were recruited through large-lecture survey courses from the 
same, large public Midwestern University as the Study 1 participants and 
signed up for the study via SONA software management software. The soft-
ware management system protects participants’ anonymity while also offer-
ing alternative assignment options as a means of earning research credit.

The sample included 153 undergraduate students and was roughly equiva-
lent in terms of participant sex with 56% (n = 85) of the sample identifying 
as female and 44% (n = 68) as male. Participants were approximately 20 
years old (SD = 0.85) and most of the sample identified as Caucasian (71%, 
n = 108), followed by 18% Black/African American (n = 27), 5% Asian (n 
= 7%), 3% bi or multicultural (n = 4), with 2% not disclosing ethnicity.

Instrumentation.  Items were developed via a four-step process. In the first 
step, working items were developed from the findings in Study 1 in conjunc-
tion with the earlier study this work is founded on (Omilion-Hodges & Sugg, 
2019). Thus, the focus groups allowed the research team to qualitatively con-
firm the specific relational traits that young adults brainstormed in the pre-
ceding study. No new relational behaviors were noted in the focus groups, but 
responses allowed for a more nuanced understanding of what young adults 
want in terms of relating to and working with their future managers. In the 
second step, the research team drafted sample items independently and then 
engaged in several active work sessions to discuss the validity of items. In the 
third step, items were shared with graduate organizational communication 
students as a means to gain feedback. In the fourth and final step, the working 
items and categories were discussed with organizational communication fac-
ulty. This approach aligns with established organizational research approaches 
(Bernerth, Armenakis, Feild, Giles, & Walker, 2007; Hinkin, 1998) for item 
creation with the goal of scale validation through widely solicited feedback 
(i.e., graduate students) and employing subject matter experts (i.e., faculty) 
throughout the process.

On a 7-point Likert-type scale, participants indicated how important the 
various relational characteristics were in their future full-time manager (Table 
3). Sample items included: “My manager works with me to set personal 
goals,” “My manager takes an authoritative approach to managing,” and “My 
manager gives me clear instructions for a project.” As participants have not 
yet worked full-time and therefore have limited experience working with a 
manager, we followed the long-established and well-validated process of 
using scales anchored by examples of normative behavior (i.e., my manager 
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Table 3.  Initial Archetype Items.

Archetype Items

Mentor   1. �My manager takes a genuine interest in my individual 
development

  2. �My manager is always available to serve as a sounding board 
for my ideas

  3. My manager is a positive role model for me
  4. My manager is personally invested in my successes
  5. �My manager empowers me to develop my own strengths, 

beliefs, and personal attributes
  6. �Conversations with my manager help me narrow ideas to 

concrete actions
  7. My manager always listens to my concerns
  8. �My manager asks questions that help me generate my own 

solutions 
  9. My manager works me with to set personal goals
10. My manager works me with to set professional goals
11. My manager is empathetic when I make a mistake
12. My manager prefers asking me a question to providing advice

Friend 13. My manager is also my friend
14. �My manager gives me extra freedom at work because we have 

an established relationship
15. �My manager trusts me to do make decisions because we have 

an established relationship
16. My manager is aware of the happenings of my personal life
17. �My manager is available if I need to discuss happenings in my 

personal life
18. �My manager is sympathetic to the fact that I have a life outside 

of work
19. My manager is open about his or her personal life
20. �My manager plans events for our group to get together 

outside of working hours
21. My manager asks about my weekend
22. �My manager believes in my abilities to do my job well because 

we have an established relationship
Manager 23. �My manager is an expert at delegating tasks

24. My manager is very business-like at all times
25. My manager uses an authoritative approach to managing
26. �My manager centralizes all of the information about my 

department and only delegates that which is necessary
27. My manager maintains a very structured work environment
28. �My manager generally only interacts with me when it is 

necessary

 (continued)
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29. �My manger generally only communicates with me when 
something is wrong

30. �My manager does not necessarily care about my professional 
development

31. �My manager frequently reminds me of organizational policies 
and procedures

32. �My manager punishes me and my peers when we don’t adhere 
to organizational policies

33. My manager is a clear representative of senior leadership
Teacher 34. Is someone who I consider a teacher

35. My manager gives me clear instructions for a project
36. �My manager gives me opportunities to practice new skills 

before I have to use them
37. �My manager gives me detailed feedback on what I did well as 

well as areas for improvement
38. My manager takes the time to teach me new skills
39. My manager creates a safe environment to learn my job
40. �My manager creates an environment where it’s okay to make 

a mistake
41. My manager uses a clear feedback and assessment structure
42. �My manager gives me the opportunity to try again if I make a 

mistake
43. �My manager has frequent individual check-in meetings with me
44. �My manager uses incentives to push me to higher levels of 

performance
Gatekeeper 45. My manager is a high-status actor within the organization

46. �My manager knows how to play the “political game” within the 
organization

47. My manager keeps tracks of every detail
48. �My manager advocates for or against employees based on their 

performance
49. My manager has access to confidential information
50. My manager is direct with his or her communication
51. My manager is strategic in his or her communication
52. My manager is able to see strategic, long-term goals

  53. My manager is strategic in his or her behaviors
  54. My manager is a respected actor within the organization

Table 3. (continued)

is personally invested in my successes). Using anchors, based on having 
observed similar behaviors (i.e., relating, coaching, and controlling), permits 
participants to evaluate various categories—such as archetypes—without 
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sacrificing specificity (Smith & Kendall, 1963). This approach has been used 
to test and develop reliable and valid measures in the health care context, 
with undergraduate students, and in a variety of leadership, management, and 
organization-based studies (Barlow, Nock, & Hersen, 2009; Lord & Maher, 
2002; Smith & Kendall, 1963). Participants also responded to basic demo-
graphic inquiries.

Analysis and Results

The initial 54 items were subjected to a maximum likelihood extraction 
using SPSS, version 23. Maximum likelihood model extraction was 
selected because it uses the same algorithm employed by Amos statistical 
software. Amos is a SPSS companion software that was used for the sub-
sequent CFA.

The authors started with a five-factor model to align with the theoretical 
results of the earlier studies. Thus, in place of asking SPSS to sort the data 
based on eigenvalues, the authors sought to see how the items clumped based 
on the five managerial archetypes. Inspection of the correlation matrix revealed 
the presence of many coefficients of .3 and above. The Kaiser–Meyer–Oklin 
value was .89, exceeding the recommended value of .60 (Kaiser, 1974) and 
Barlett Test of Sphericity reached statistical significance, supporting the factor-
ability of the correlation matrix.

The maximum likelihood model revealed the presence of five factors (all 
above the generally accepted eigenvalue of 1.00); however, the first four 
factors explain most of the variance: 28%, 11%, 9%, 8%, and 4%. In addi-
tion, the five-factor model explained 48% of variance, falling shy of the 
standard 50% threshold. In review of the reproduced correlations, the five-
factor model demonstrated 15% nonredundant residuals with absolute val-
ues greater than .05, indicating poor fit. Finally, review of the pattern matrix 
demonstrated several cross-loading items, particularly between the gate-
keeper and managerial factors. Two gatekeeper items also loaded on the 
teacher factor and in review of the communalities table, items that fell below 
the .30 threshold were removed from the subsequent four-factor EFA.

After removing gatekeeper items and those that fell below the .30 thresh-
old, a four-factor solution explaining 56% of variance was found. To aid in 
the interpretation of these four factors (i.e., manager, friend, mentor, and 
teacher), oblimin rotation was performed, revealing the presence of a simple 
structure (Thurstone, 1947) with each of the factors demonstrating strong 
loadings and all variables loading substantially on one factor (Table 4). 
Moreover, the nonredundant residuals in the four-factor model were 4.00%, 
meeting the 5.00% or lower threshold. In sum, the four-factor model with the 
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Table 4.  Exploratory Factor Analysis Pattern Matrix.

Items

Factor

Manager  
(α = .80)

Friend  
(α = .86)

Mentor  
(α = .83)

Teacher  
(α = .86)

My manager is very business-like at all 
times

.64  

My manager uses an authoritative 
approach to managing

.83  

My manager centralizes all departmental 
information and only delegates that 
which is necessary

.75  

My manager maintains a very structured 
work environment

.63  

My manager is aware of the happenings 
of my personal life

.70  

My manager is available if I need to 
discuss happenings in my personal life

.76  

My manager is open about his or her 
personal life

.84  

My manager plans events for our group 
to get together outside of working 
hours

.68  

My manager asks about my weekend .74  
My manager is always available to serve 

as a sounding board for my ideas
.68  

My manager is a positive role model 
for me

.76  

My manager is personally invested in 
my successes

.82  

My manager empowers me to develop 
my strengths

.74  

Conversations with my manager help 
me to narrow ideas to concrete 
actions

.62  

My manager gives me clear instructions 
for a project

.71

My manager creates a safe environment 
for me to learn my job

.66

My manager gives me detailed feedback 
on what I did well and areas for 
improvement

.86

My manager takes the time to teach me 
new skills

.83

Note. Extraction Method: Maximum Likelihood. Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization 
(rotation converged in 5 iterations).
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gatekeeper items removed indicated a better fit than the original five-factor 
model. The reliabilities for each of the four factors were also above the .7 
threshold.

After establishing a simple structure (Thurstone, 1947), additional data 
were collected to confirm the factor structure.

Study 3: Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The factor structure found in the EFA (Table 4) was subjected to CFA with a 
new sample. Employment of Amos statistical software verified the structure 
of the four-factor model (i.e., Mentor, Friend, Manager, and Teacher). The 
manager and teacher factors consisted of four items each, whereas the mentor 
and friend factors each had five items in an effort to forward a parsimonious 
scale (Thurstone, 1947).
Participants and procedure.  Recruitment of participants (n = 249) entailed 
invitation from large survey courses at the same university. Young adults 
who participated in Study 2 were prohibited from participating in this study. 
Participants signed up for the online survey through SONA software in an 
effort to maintain the anonymity while ensuring they earned research credits. 
After reviewing the information sheet, participants responded to the 18 items 
(Table 4) that were employed for the EFA. In addition to reporting standard 
demographic questions, participants also responded to additional organiza-
tional scales that are part of a larger data set.

The sample was largely similar to the one recruited for the EFA; 51% 
(n = 130) identified as female, 47% as male (n = 119), 1% (n = 3) as 
non-binary, with 1 participant neglecting to disclose sex. Participants 
reported a mean age of 20 (SD = 2.99) and identified predominately as 
White (72%, n = 183), followed by 13% Black/African American (n = 
32), 7% Hispanic/Latino (n = 18), 4% bi or multiracial (n = 10), with 
less than 2% of the sample identifying as Asian. Most of the sample (74%, 
n = 187) reported working or interning from 1 to 5 years, 8% (n = 20) 
indicated that they have worked or interned for 1 year or less, whereas the 
remainder of the sample reported working or interning for 6 or more years 
(18%, n = 45).

Analysis and Results

A CFA was conducted on the 18 items of the managerial archetype scale. An 
initial examination of the model indicated an acceptable fit, with a CMIN 
value of 1.35, which fell well below the recommended upper threshold of 
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3.00. The fit indices, including goodness of fit index (GFI = .93) and the 
normed fit index (NFI) = .95, were above the accepted levels (Byrne, 1994). 
Additional fit indices also confirmed a strong fit for the model as the com-
parative fit index (CFI = .98), incremental fit index (IFI = .98), and Tucker–
Lewis index (TLI) = .97, were above the generally recommended level of 
.95. Finally, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .04, 
was lower than the generally accepted level of .08.

Validity and reliability of the model were also demonstrated. More spe-
cifically, convergent validity was evidenced by average variance explained 
(AVE) of all factors above the .50 threshold. Divergent validity was dem-
onstrated by review of composite reliability with all factors loading above 
a .70, whereas discriminant validity was evidenced by the fact that the 
square root of AVE is greater than any interfactor correlation within the 
matrix.

The results of these two quantitative studies indicate support for a four-
factor managerial archetype scale. These findings, by and large, align with 
those that were yielded in Study 1 and the authors’ previous work (Omilion-
Hodges & Sugg, 2019).

Discussion

While it is important to consider talk that occurs at work, for young adults 
who have yet to work full-time, exploring talk about work yields far-reaching 
insights for VAS. Considering that communication is the primary instrument 
used by both leader and member, as they collaborate to accomplish organiza-
tional tasks, generating and validating prototypical relational-communicative 
approaches to managing helps to assuage common anxieties that may surface 
during transitional times—such as the onboarding process. The onboarding 
process is key, as it becomes the on-ramp for bridging the gap between higher 
education and industry. Thus, in place of taking communication for granted, 
when young adults find themselves in the liminal space of shedding the stu-
dent role and assuming the role of an employee, empirically validated mana-
gerial archetypes can help to make the unknown more manageable. This 
research also equips teacher-scholars to coach students to think realistically 
about a meaning-centered view of communication that stresses adaptability, 
connection, and shared goals. Findings also offer suggestions for formal 
managers and organizations. After gaining a nuanced understanding of young 
adults’ desires through focus groups, an EFA, and a CFA, a practical tool was 
validated to assist in workplace socialization of young adults and/or newly 
hired members. Theoretical, pragmatic, and methodological implications are 
discussed below.
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Theoretical Implications

Communicative exchanges and relational desires feature prominently in the 
creation and maintenance of leader–member relationships, and prior to 
entrance into the workforce, young adults’ communication about work shapes 
perceptions of work in general and managerial role behaviors in particular. 
Furthermore, exploring managerial archetypes provides a foundation to tease 
out those desires young adults have regarding how managers will communi-
cate and as a natural extension, relate to them in the future. Theoretically, this 
collection of studies contributes to extant literature regarding anticipatory 
socialization, leader–member relationships, and the meaning-centered or 
constitutive view of communication.

Vocational anticipatory socialization.  Concentrating on vocational anticipa-
tion—the excitement and visualization of future workplace interaction—is a 
ripe area for exploration of work-related desires, specifically related to com-
munication exchanges likely to occur with future supervisors. Whereas recent 
VAS research has provided valuable insight into the ways in which high-
school STEM courses and college internships socialize young adults for the 
marketplace (Dailey, 2016; Jahn & Myers, 2015; Myers, Jahn, Gaillard, & 
Stolzfus, 2011; Woo et al., 2017), the current research assists in the under-
standing of young adults’ desired state of workplace communication by for-
warding archetypes that detail managerial communicative behaviors. As 
preparation for employment continues to become a primary motivation for 
enrollment in higher education, universities may play an even more forma-
tive role in the VAS of their students.

Some socialization findings in the current project appear to be in direct 
contrast to traditionally-held beliefs. By illustration, young adults suggested 
that managers should work to earn their respect in contrast to the historical 
model that indicates members strive to earn their manager’s esteem through 
a series of role-taking and role-testing episodes (Nahrgang, Morgeson, & 
Ilies, 2009). Similarly, participants indicated that they believe their future 
managers are responsible for developing them professionally and personally. 
In other words, the findings suggest that young adults would rather be led 
than managed (Kotter, 2007), indicating young adults prefer leader–member 
communication to be tailored to their individual needs rather than managers 
who enact an average leadership style with all employees. In a departure from 
classic conceptualizations of management, participants largely rejected the 
traditional role of managers as proxies for the organization. Instead of accept-
ing role, power, and status distinctions, young adults indicate that they want 
to be inspired, that they aspire to develop trusting two-way reciprocal 
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relationships, and that they believe that managers, in some ways, are charged 
with looking out for them as they grow as employees and as people. Thus, the 
manager is no longer seen primarily as a source of task or procedural infor-
mation, but rather as a trusted guide who should be willing to communicate 
about a breadth of professional and personal topics. These desires bring 
implications for the relational aspects of the leader–member relationship.

Future of leader–member relationships.  The quality of the leader–member 
relationship relates to a host of positive outcomes in terms of career satis-
faction, growth, longevity, and earning potential. In review of the findings, 
it appears that young adults want managers to clearly articulate task expec-
tations, provide detailed feedback, and help them to set realistic, yet achiev-
able goals that will allow them to thrive in their work and nonwork lives. 
Thus, the data shine a light into how leader–member relationships may 
transform and evolve in the coming years as millennials and members of 
Generation Z assume managerial roles. This finding aligns with extant lit-
erature (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Rentz, 2015) that indicates millennials 
seek more feedback both in terms of quantity and quality than their genera-
tional predecessors and have outranked older cohorts in their ability to see 
others’ perspectives. Millennials are positioned to be strong future leaders 
owing to their high standards, work ethic, and follow-through (Emeagwali, 
2011; Rentz, 2015).

Desires for a communicatively adept and adaptive manager, most likely in 
the form of manager as mentor, suggest that young adults will also likely take 
a more communicative approach to socialization and relationship develop-
ment. Whereas Baby Boomers and members of Generation X were more 
likely to use low social cost socialization tactics such as observation and 
approaching peers with carefully curated questions (Miller & Jablin, 1991), 
participants indicated that they intend to use direct and unstructured strategies 
such as asking their managers for feedback, guidance, and mentoring. This 
approach for seeking information in a developing leader–member relationship 
aligns with suggestions that sharing stories and social encounters can result in 
reduced role ambiguity (Hart & Miller, 2005). Therefore, differences in gen-
erational assumptions and desires may account for an increased need for con-
structive conversations between leaders and followers to negotiate the role 
and communicative desires between leaders and organizational members 
(Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010). Thus, requests for more communicative leader–
member relationships among participants may foreshadow increasingly rela-
tional and interaction-based member–manager associations in the future.

Transitioning to more communicative leader–member relationships also 
aligns with the current findings, in that young adults prefer a leader to a 
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manager. While organizations require managers and leaders to be successful 
(Kotter, 2007), the spectrum of communication behaviors associated with the 
archetypes indicate that young adults prefer someone who can cope with 
change, set a direction, align employees, and use communication to motivate 
and inspire. The manager as mentor and teacher takes an audience-centered, 
communicatively rich approach to the leader–member relationship. In com-
municating, these managers tailor messages to the individual member, recog-
nizing that a one-size-fits-all approach rarely fits anyone and instead offer 
patient, empathetic responses geared to help employees succeed. These man-
agerial archetypes may appear at odds with the manager-manager who com-
municates primarily as a means to assign or clarify tasks, oversee quality 
control, or implement organizational policies, which also align with the con-
ceptualization of managers (in contrast to leaders) by Kotter (2007). However, 
in helping young adults recognize that concern for employees may be dem-
onstrated just as readily in direction about quality control, as it is in conversa-
tions about one’s personal life, may help to color and enrich perceptions 
about the various ways managers—including manager-mangers—may enact 
relational behavior to satisfy role requirements. The ability to look past vari-
ous surface uses of managerial communication requires students to develop a 
communicatively complex view.

Meaning-centered approach to communication.  A constitutive view of com-
munication emphasizes the foundational role of communication, rather 
than viewing it only as a tool to pull out during times of conflict or for goal-
achievement. Therefore, common communicative approaches to managing 
help young adults to consider a multitude of ways in which communication 
functions and is enacted in organizational settings. Moreover, upper under-
graduate students may begin to consider in more definitive terms how their 
future manager will address them, approach work, and communicate in a 
variety of organizational situations. In return, this practice allows young 
adults to contemplate what a meaning-centered communication approach 
might look like with the various archetypes. The ability to flex communica-
tively is especially important because if new hires and/or managers com-
municate in ways that are divergent from what the other desires, it can 
hinder assimilation, group cohesion, and productivity, ultimately impacting 
leader, coworker, and team relationships (Culbertson et al., 2010; Madlock, 
2008). Considering that in the absence of experience, young adults transi-
tioning into the workforce may fall back on desires in place of prudent 
expectations (Burgoon et  al., 1995), it becomes even more important to 
proactively prepare students on the distinction between desires and realistic 
expectations.



28	 Management Communication Quarterly 00(0)

A large component of the assimilation process rests on new hires fulfill-
ing their organizational role in normative or otherwise expected ways. Thus 
the role-taking phase of leader-member relationship development rests on 
the leader observing and assessing the employee’s ability to meet role 
demands. This phase is largely ruled by task-demands, evaluation of capa-
bilities and feedback, where rich communicative exchanges can propel the 
relationship to the role-making phase (Nahrgang et al., 2009). Conversely, if 
the transactional communication of the role-taking stage does not transform 
to richer dialogue or the new hire is resistant to the leader’s feedback, the 
relationship may become stagnant. Yet, it is in the role-making phase where 
the employee is granted more agency in terms of role adaption, which is a 
communicative give and take between leader and member (Omilion-Hodges 
& Baker, 2017). In the communicative negotiation that typifies the role-
making phase, leader and member may develop trust, which is an important 
component for assimilation and continued relational intimacy. However, 
relationship development is more than the ability to successfully complete 
projects—it involves employees not violating the manager’s relational 
expectations. Thus, while it may require give on the part of both young 
adults and managers (especially those in different generational cohorts), 
linking pragmatic expectations with performed managerial communication 
behaviors benefits the workgroup as a whole.

Interaction adaptation theory (IAT; Burgoon et  al., 1995) suggests that 
individuals (leaders and members in this case) approach relationships with 
assumptions. These assumptions are fueled by three interrelated and hierar-
chical factors—those that are required, expected, and desired. These factors 
rest on social and cultural norms, each actor’s communicative goals, and 
individual preferences. Preferences or wants can be especially ambiguous 
among new actors, as these are idiosyncratic and unique to one’s own desires. 
Returning to this study, a disconnect may present when a new hire feels that 
he or she can only thrive with a mentor-manager and continues to attempt to 
relate to the leader by seeking personal and professional advice and individu-
alized goal setting. These member behaviors would likely violate the man-
ager’s expectations if they saw these requests falling outside of the scope of 
their professional role. Thus teaching students about IAT and its counterpart 
theory, expectancy violations (Burgoon, 1993), helps them to consider poten-
tial consequences of being unable to separate realistic expectations from indi-
vidual desires. Instead, a meaning-centered approach enhances theoretical 
understanding of how wants impact member–manager interaction, yet, can 
also be practically applied by organizational leaders and university faculty 
interested in assisting young adults toward greater realism in what might 
await them as they enter the workplace.
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Pragmatic Implications

In exploring young adults’ desires regarding managerial communication, a 
glimpse into what supervisory approaches will fare best with this group is 
generated. In addition, in nuancing matriculating students’ wants for various 
communicative approaches to managing, teacher-scholars are equipped to aid 
young adults in adjusting unrealistic assumptions and helping them to brain-
storm how they may tailor their communication to understand and relate to 
their future manager. Findings may also help managers and recruiters to 
lessen the distance between new hires’ desires and organizational realities via 
communication-rooted solutions. Finally, awareness of young adults’ prefer-
ences for leader relational behaviors yields insight on how to manage and 
coach them for success.

Teacher-scholar considerations.  As teacher-scholars, validated managerial 
archetype categories provide a concrete means to commence conversations 
about realistic expectations. Faculty may ask students to consider previous 
managers, coaches, or teachers whom they have worked with in an effort to 
discuss how communication changes based on a formal authority figure’s 
predominant approach to relating with members. Teacher-scholars may also 
use themselves as an example to discuss how they see their predominate 
approach to communicating and relating with students exemplified in the 
archetypes. Drawing from the authors’ experiences, this is a productive way 
to help young adults to understand how concern for tasks and relationships is 
enacted communicatively in myriad ways. That is, a faculty member may 
discuss how with some students a manager–manager approach is the most 
effective in helping the student meet deadlines and be successful. However, 
other students may require or request a manager–teacher communication 
style to excel in the course. In these conversations, faculty may facilitate 
student discussion surrounding the benefits and drawbacks of various arche-
types and how employees may flex their own communication styles as a 
means to consider how to form a fruitful leader-member relationship with 
each archetype. Engaging in discussions about scenarios, students are likely 
to encounter may be especially important if the students find themselves 
working with an archetype that does not align with their desired managerial 
archetype (i.e., Burgoon et al., 1995).

In addition, focus group responses indicate student desires for future inter-
action with managers may be rooted in current experience with university 
faculty. For example, many faculty, especially in major-related courses, take 
an individual, student-centered approach. While this can facilitate student 
comprehension, it may inadvertently set students up for a harsh reality check 
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following commencement. Thus having explicit discussions about the arche-
types could allow faculty to productively reinforce realistic expectations of 
interactions with those in positions of authority. Opportunities to explicitly 
discuss archetypes and rational expectations for authority figure relational-
communication may occur in revealing instructor intentions or goals related 
to the level of autonomy in completing course assignments, the level of 
instruction provided for coursework, and in the amount of feedback provided. 
Discussing the syllabus or returning to it throughout the semester, for exam-
ple, can lead to a productive discussion about goal setting, expectations, per-
formance, and feedback.

Finally, focus groups show that participants appear to adjust expectations 
depending on which archetype they perceive the supervisor to enact. If this is 
true, then the archetypes serve a useful purpose to adjust expectations from 
their desired manager to the expectations associated with the archetype of the 
particular manager they find themselves working with. This finding reiterates 
the importance of helping young adults learn to recognize communication 
strategies associated with the various archetypes to consider how the man-
ager’s use of communication may help the workgroup to successfully fulfill 
organizational demands. Likewise, engaging students in thoughtful discus-
sion about managerial behavior may shift young adults’ focus from a surface 
level reaction of liking or disliking various prototypical approaches to man-
agement and rather consider student agency in how they may adapt their 
communicative behavior to work productively within the group. This finding 
aligns with the emphasis on a constitutive meaning-centered view of com-
munication, where teacher-scholars can create opportunities for young adults 
to reflect on what happens when their preferred archetype converges or 
diverges with the typical communicative approach enacted by their future 
manager.

Managerial and recruiter considerations.  It serves managers well to have 
research-based categories to interpret managerial roles and communicative 
practices. Using archetypes to label the purpose of communication with a 
new employee might usefully clarify what type of role or hat the manager is 
wearing. For example, “As a teacher, I’d like to see greater attention paid in 
how the task is completed . . .” or “As a gatekeeper, I’d encourage you to be 
aware of advancement opportunities for employees with ___ training.” “As a 
manager I expect X, but as your mentor . . .” Therefore, these archetypes 
might serve as important sensemaking resources and contribute to relational 
clarity as managers onboard new employees. Similarly, VAS is concerned 
with minimizing reality shock between unrealistic work desires with worker 
experience in the first months of employment. The findings generated in the 



Omilion-Hodges et al.	 31

current research provide value to hiring managers and recruiters as tools for 
communicating about what interactions between managers and employees 
look like. For example, a manager or a recruiter may be able to instruct new 
employees in terms of what to expect relationally and task-wise from various 
organizational members: “Jim, you might think of as more a teacher type of 
manager, whereas Florence is the gatekeeper around here,” and so on.

Second, the archetypes can be used by a recruiter to elicit newcomer 
desires, thus facilitating sensemaking prior to the first day on the job. For 
example, archetypes may be used as an expectation-lowering procedure 
(ELP) tactic, as research shows ELPs typically involve strategic messages by 
recruiters. Recruiters might do well to ask questions about archetypes to elicit 
the perspective of new hires. As new hires do more of the talking, recruiters 
can facilitate sensemaking and adjust misconceptions.

Methodological Implications

Using a mixed-method approach to understand managerial archetypes illumi-
nated insights that would have been missed otherwise. Focus groups allowed 
participants to process specific communicative and relational behaviors asso-
ciated with each archetype, which afforded a collective opportunity for sen-
semaking, while at the same time uncovered participant preferences related 
to how they envision future interactions with supervisors. Learning how 
young adults distinguished communication between archetypes through 
qualitative data assisted in the refinement of items to be used during scale 
development and validation and brought those categories to life through 
descriptions of each archetype. EFA ultimately led to the decision to remove 
the gatekeeper archetype, setting the stage to confirm the four-factor struc-
ture. The combination of qualitative and quantitative analyses resulted in a 
nuanced understanding of communicative preferences placed on supervisors 
by matriculating millennials as well as a practical tool to use in classrooms 
and organizations to assist in young adults’ socialization into the workforce.

Limitations and Future Research

Although focus groups efficiently elicited desires young adults had regarding 
managerial types and their corresponding communicative behaviors, these 
data did not look at the sources and conversations that informed these 
thoughts, as participants were not asked to reflect on or share the influences 
that have contributed to their workplace preferences. Moreover, participants 
were not asked how their desires diverge or converge with the work experi-
ences expressed by their parents or others they have talked to about full-time 
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employment. Although focus groups may have served as an occasion for par-
ticipants to engage in collective sensemaking, verbalizing previously latent 
beliefs and understandings about workplace communication, further research 
should consider the sources of conversations about work that occur in various 
family, work, and university contexts. Because the purpose of college is 
increasingly viewed as preparation for the marketplace, it would be interest-
ing to examine the frequency and quality of conversations about work that 
occurs within that context in particular. Furthermore, several focus group 
responses indicate that student desires for future interactions with their man-
agers may be rooted in current experiences with university faculty. Thus, 
future research might also consider whether the desire for teacher and mentor 
archetypes may develop to compensate common student experiences such as 
feeling overwhelmed, in need of guidance, or unsure of the future.

Conclusion

As a diverse multi-generational workforce may require managers to perform 
multiple relational roles, this anticipatory socialization tool can help to assess 
which relational behaviors associated with each archetype a manager most 
frequently enacts. Without experience or in the face of limited work experi-
ence, new employees’ refined expectations for what it means to work or what 
to expect in terms of communicative role behaviors from a manager may 
largely be composed of desires. Conversation regarding the overlap and 
divergence of member desires with actual manager communication behaviors 
may enhance relational development, thus underscoring the importance of 
communication in leader–-member relationships. Considering the explana-
tory work forwarded by this scholarship, future research should continue to 
explore not only the wants young adults have toward managerial communi-
cation but also the sources and processes through which anticipatory social-
ization occurs throughout youth and into young adulthood. This line of future 
research could be a way to further delve into the processes and communica-
tive exchanges that construct the complex, dynamic, and fascinating relation-
ship that occurs between organizational members and their leaders.
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