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Previous studies exploring how leaders make successful promotion transitions overlooked the turn from 
mid-level to functional management. Little research exists that describes this transition from the 
experience of successful executives. The goal of the present study was to examine the essential structure 
of managerial role transition. This article discusses the transition strategies of successful executives from 
multiple countries who work in a Fortune 20 global technology corporation. Drawing upon previously 
untested models and conducting qualitative research the writer argues that leader effectiveness in making 
the transition into executive management requires shifts in four domains: cognitive, relational, behavioral, 
and role perspective. Within and pertaining to each transitional domain, transitional leaders combine four 
approaches: releasing, learning, adapting, and adjusting. The researcher provides a testable theory and 
model of managerial role transition.   

 
 
Despite ongoing interest in leadership development (Charan & Colvin, 1999; Charan, Drotter, & 
Noel, 2001; Council, 1997; Drotter, 2002; Fernandez-Araoz, 2001; Rothwell, 1994; Sessa & 
Taylor, 2000; Treverton & Bikson, 2003) and the potential risks and benefits to companies and 
investors, researchers know little about how leaders develop as they ascend organizational 
hierarchies. Charan et al. and Kaiser and Craig (2004) claimed that the failure of leaders often 
results from failing to effectively “turn the corner” at critical transitions in their career. Mahler 
(1986) identified four critical career transition points as manager’s advance into higher-level 
management positions. Leaders progress through a series of job roles, beginning with managing 
self, moving to managing others, being a functional manager, and then moving on to a business 
manager, moving through increased levels of management responsibility (Charan et al.; Mahler, 
1986). At each ascending level, management positions require particular focus, moving from 
short-term, tactical deliverables, to strategic, long-term horizons, with more focus on the external 
environment and cross-enterprise management (Kotter, 1982a; Kraut, Pedigo, McKenna, & 
Dunnette, 1989). Failure to make these shifts can prevent success at higher levels.  

The research focused on the leadership transition from manager-of-managers to 
functional manager. The phenomenon explored was the essential structure that contributes to a 
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person making this career transition successfully. The functional manager level was chosen 
because it is a critical turn within the progression to becoming a senior executive (Charan et al., 
2001) and there is little research about this transition. While some research has been conducted 
on the transition of individual contributor to manager (Hill, 2003) and from mid-level manager to 
general manager (Kotter, 1982b), very little research exists about the transition to a functional 
manager level. Kaiser and Craig (2004) attributed the lack of success in transitioning leaders to 
the next level: (a) to a lack of understanding of the nature of level differences, (b) to the fact that 
promotional decisions are usually made on the basis of past performance, (c) to the reported 
experience that individuals receive little support during transitions, and (d) to the finding that 
strengths can become weaknesses over time, causing people’s careers to derail (Lombardo & 
Eichinger, 1989). A paucity of theories and models exists concerning how managers make the 
transition to functional manager. To fill the gap, this article extends previous leadership 
frameworks by presenting a theory to explain and model to show how managers navigate the 
turn between two important roles. 

This article focuses on the construct of transition in the form of promotion, which, 
according to Mahler (1986), creates a career crossroads. Mahler defined crossroad as “a change 
in position which requires a drastic change in behavior” (p. 257) and that a significant turn must 
be made by the newly promoted leader in order to succeed at the higher-level role. Mahler 
identified four career crossroads, or critical turns, from one level of contribution to a higher level 
in a large decentralized organization. According to Charan et al. (2001), “Each passage 
represents a major change in job requirements that translates to new skill requirements, new time 
horizons and applications, and new work values” (p. 7), referred to as the leadership pipeline 
(TLP). The TLP framework was used in this study because it clearly delineates the roles 
associated with each level of the management hierarchy (Charan et al.). 

 
Leadership Ascendance  
 

In large organizations, several levels of management hierarchy exist through which 
individuals may ascend. Career advancement for individuals who want to develop into senior-
level managers is usually established by progressively increased responsibilities along the 
hierarchy (Mahler, 1986). At the individual contributor level, the focus is on competence, 
intelligence, organizing skills, and ability to perform and achieve results on individual or team-
based tasks.  

At the first turn in the management hierarchy (Charan et al., 2001), competent individual 
contributors move to front-line management, requiring a shift in focus from individual 
performance to leading through others. The manager must focus on placing people in jobs, 
planning and assigning work, and motivating and coaching direct reports (Hill, 2003). The 
second turn involves moving from managing individual contributors to managing managers, 
requiring an additional shift in thinking and focus to empowering and coaching first-level 
managers. The third turn shifts from managing managers to taking on the role of functional 
manager, requiring an effective leader to value work outside his/her specific experience area and 
achieve outcomes through two levels of management. A functional manager is usually a member 
of a business team and reports to a general manager or a business manager (Charan et al.). At this 
level, a manager must move to a broad, long-term, strategic perspective. The fourth turn, from 
functional manager to business manager, requires a manager to integrate multiple functions and 
to determine a suitable business model to create revenue growth (Charan et al.). Kotter (1982b) 
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argued that the general manager role requires strategic focus in the midst of ambiguity and the 
ability to achieve outcomes through a large group of people without direct control over them. 
The fifth turn, from business manager to group manager, requires a leader to run multiple 
businesses (Charan et al.). In the last turn, from group manager to enterprise manager, a leader 
becomes a long-term strategic thinker and the leader of the entire company, linking to external 
constituencies such as board members and shareholders (Charan et al.). For a functional career 
path, such as Human Resources or Information Technology, the framework remains the same for 
the first three turns but changes for leaders on the turn from functional manager to business 
manager; instead of moving to a “business manager” role, leaders move to a group functional 
manager level.  

 
 
 

 
Figure 1. The leadership pipeline. 
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In many companies, the functional manager level is the beginning of an executive 
hierarchy, in which the leader is seen as a part of a leadership cadre directing the future of the 
organization (Charan et al., 2001). Functional managers typically have an expanded area of 
responsibility and budget, often with a multi-area focus. At this level, the manager must focus on 
leading managers of managers and on creating a strategic direction (Charan et al.; Lombardo & 
Eichinger, 2002). The functional management role has increased emphasis on negotiating 
beyond boundaries, dealing in a political environment, and focusing on the business strategies as 
opposed to functional strategies. Lombardo and Eichinger (2002) presented differentiated and 
detailed competencies for managers and executives based on their studies of 300 leaders; the 
executive competencies are similar to the description of the functional manager role in Charan et 
al.’s work. They include managing vision and purpose, possessing business acumen, dealing with 
ambiguity, being political savvy, being comfortable around higher management, managing 
through systems, and driving for results (Lombardo & Eichinger, 2002).  
 
Leader Transition 
 

While there is abundant literature describing the characteristics of effective leaders, 
(Bennis, 1984, 1989; Lombardo & Eichinger, 1996; McCall, 1998a), there is less research on the 
nature of the transitions leaders experience as they ascend the leadership hierarchy. A few 
studies exist on managerial transitions with differing research foci. Hill’s (2003) work profiled 
people during their first year as manager, experiencing the career transition moving from 
individual contributor to first-level manager. Lombardo and Eichinger (2002) profiled individual 
contributors, managers, and executives and developed a competency model. However, these 
studies did not track the specific transition between the levels studied, nor did they examine how 
leaders made the transition successfully from their perspective.  

Hyatt (1990) conducted a study of people undergoing a career change and found that 
people progressed through a series of stages. This sequence involved a trigger event, a 
downtrend (being stuck), and two stages involving defining oneself and one’s path, followed by 
starting over. Gabarro’s (1987) study of ascending general managers and functional managers 
focused on the construct of taking charge which is defined as the process by which a manager 
establishes mastery and influence in a new assignment. Gabarro’s study focused on the segments 
of work that a new general manager addresses in a sequence, rather than the adaptations of 
leaders to higher roles.  

Based on anecdotal evidence, Mahler (1986) and Charan et al. (2001) asserted that a 
major promotion creates a shift in job requirements, which translate into changes for the leader in 
skill requirements, time horizons, and work values. Neither specified what it is that enables 
individuals to navigate such a transition successfully. Kotter (1982a) conducted an in-depth 
study of general managers without studying other transitional aspects such as attitudinal and 
behavior shifts. While each study adds to the extant literature, little research exists that explains 
the transition from manager-of-manager to functional manager, and no research was found that 
identifies the essential structure of change that may contribute to a successful transition to 
functional management. 
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Methodology 

 
A phenomenological case study (Gummesson, 2000) was used to explore the essential 

structure of managerial transition (Charan et al., 2001; Drotter, 2002; Bebb, 2004) from 
manager-of-managers to functional managers within a global, Fortune 20, high technology 
organization. The phenomenological approach focuses on understanding and describing human 
experience (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Gummesson). Phenomena can be understood in terms of its 
figure and ground relationship within various or discrete contexts (Moustakis, 1994). The 
participants’ stories of experience, rather than observed behaviors, are the data collected (Bogdan 
& Biklen). From a hermeneutic analysis of the interviews, themes emerge of participants’ 
experiences. Themes begin to emerge after six or seven interviews have been subjected to 
detailed interpretive analysis (Colaizzi, 1978). Analysis was halted when no new themes 
emerged. 

 
Sample 
 

Fourteen functional managers were purposefully selected (Patton, 2002) from a 
population of 138 exceptionally performing functional managers without restriction to global 
location, gender, race, age, or any other demographic characteristic (Table 1).  
 
 

Table 1: Total Eligible Candidate Population 

Region  
(in HRMS system) 

Number 
eligible % Gender Number 

eligible % 

Americas 104 75.4 Male 119 86 

Europe and Mid-East 28 20.3 Female 19 14 

Asia-Pacific  6 4.3    

Total 138 100  138 100 

 
 
 Participants were from Germany, France, Peru, Italy, and the United States. The 
ethnicities of the participants were European, Euro-American, Latin-American, and Native 
American. Twelve were male and two female, and they ranged in age from 36-55. Fifty-seven 
percent of participants had been functional managers for 1-5 years, 29% had been functional 
managers for 6-10 years, and 14% of participants had been functional managers 11-15 years. For 
several participants, English was a second language. Managerial levels of the participating 
organization were charted to the appropriate levels on the leadership pipeline (Charan et al., 
2001). Table 2 presents the demographic data of the participants. 
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Table 2: Participant Demographics (N = 14) 
Demographics Number Percent 

Gender 
 Male 12 86 
 Female 2 14 

Years as Functional Manager 
 1-5 8 57 
 6-10 4 29 
 11-15 2 14 

English as a Second Language 
 Yes                                          6                          43 
 No                                          8                          57 

Age 
 36-45 10 71 
 46-55 4 29 

Ethnicity 
 Caucasian 6 43 
 European or European Caucasian 5 36 
 African American 1 7 
 Native American                                                                      1 7 
      Other 1 7 

Country of Origin 
 United States 8 57 
 Germany 2 14 
 France  2 14 
 Peru 1 7 
      Italy                                                       1 7 

Region (in HRMS system) 
 Americas 3 21 
 Europe and Middle East 11 79 
Note. All values other than gender were self-reported by participants. 
 

Six vice presidents were asked to identify exceptional performers based on the criteria 
(Patton, 2002) of exceptional performance as defined and established by Charan et al. (2001) and 
by their performance rating. The criteria for exceptional performance was based on Charan et 
al.’s definition of exceptional performance. The criteria included:  

1. Results: consistently exceeded operating, technical and professional results 
requirements 

2. Management effectiveness: effectively planned, organized and controlled area of 
responsibility and communicated to required parties 

3. Leadership and relationships: demonstrated excellent leadership ability, including 
establishing strategic direction, enabling direct reports, and building constructive 
working relationships with many constituencies 

4. Value: their manager would fight to keep this person, rehire them, and consider 
them for the toughest assignments. (p. 149) 
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To address the reliability of the identification of exceptional candidates, at least two of the vice 
presidents had to agree that a person was an exceptional performer in order for the participant to 
be included in the study (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991). These participants were confirmed by 
being rated at one of the top two rating levels in each of two years of company management 
performance ratings (Mohrman & Mohrman, 1998) to ensure that they were considered the 
highest-performing functional managers. Nominated employees who only scored highly in 
performance ratings in one of two years, or were only nominated by one vice president, were not 
included in the final participant list. 

 
Data Collection 

 
The data collection procedure was semi-structured, behavior-based, in-depth interviews 

conducted onsite, audio taped, and transcribed by an independent transcriber (Maxwell, 1996). 
The interview format involved asking direct questions and interaction between investigator and 
participant (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991), allowing both relevant and comparable responses and 
fuller replies (Bradburn, 1983) producing more self-revelations by participants. The Mahler and 
Gaines (1983) and Drotter (2002) interview protocols, as well as findings from the literature, 
formed the basis for the Management Transition Interview (MTI) (Bebb, 2004) developed and 
used in this study.  
 
Data Analysis 
 

Data analysis began after each interview was completed, and the process was replicated 
throughout the data collection. The process included listening to the recordings and reading the 
interview notes from which themes and observations were noted (Symon & Cassell, 1998). From 
this output, a summary for each participant with observations was generated (Fetterman, 1998; 
Miles & Huberman, 1984), and then a preliminary coding scheme was developed. 

After coding each interview, an analysis of each question for all 14 participants was 
completed, then responses were categorized across each question, and finally the frequency of 
answers was noted. After completing the coding of each question, the categories or themes that 
had the highest frequency of answers for each question were determined (Ely, 1991). After 
identifying the strongest themes for each question, the underlying themes that ran across all 
questions were determined by their highest frequency (meta-level) and labeled. Then the themes 
were segmented and a structural pattern of factors emerged from the participants’ self-reports of 
the job shifts and their adjustments. The factors included: (a) preparation for the new executive 
role, (b) awareness of work requirement changes, (c) shifts in focus and execution, and (d) shifts 
in approaches and attitudes.  

To provide a testable framework of the transition domain associated with the managerial 
transition into executive level, I developed the transition domain model (Table 3) to represent the 
multi-factor approach to their successful transition. From the data analysis, the participants 
seemed to transition along four domains: cognitive, relational, behavioral, and role perspective, 
as they moved to the (executive) functional manager role. 
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Table 3: Transition Approaches 
Domain Releasing Learning Adapting Adjusting 

Cognitive Relinquishing old 
assumptions 

Inquiring and 
learning 

Forming new 
cognitive models 

Checking and 
verifying 

Behavioral Realizing 
deficiencies 

Experimenting 
with new 
behaviors 

Requesting feedback Consciously 
improving 

Relational Giving up old 
biases 

Valuing different 
perspectives 

Forming partnerships 
that build agreements 

Checking in 
with network 

Role 
perspective 

Realizing new 
work requirements; 
giving up familiar 
work 

Taking on new 
work 

Consciously 
managing time and 
priorities to make 
time for new work 

Correcting  

 
 
Table 3 depicts the four domains and illustrates how the functional managers shifted 

(their approaches) on these four levels simultaneously. For instance, in the cognitive shifts, 
participants realized that the work required them to think differently. It challenged their 
previously held assumptions and required replacing them with new beliefs. In the relational 
domain, participants realized that they had to align with peers with whom they had previously 
opposed, in order to form alignments to accomplish their objectives. In the behavioral domain, 
the participants practiced new skills that were required, such as presenting to large audiences. In 
the role perspective shifts, the functional managers changed the amount of time they spent on 
different types of work, reducing the time managing tactical aspects, and increasing their time on 
strategic planning. Each of the approaches used by the participating managers is interesting and 
significant. The fact that participants combined approaches and used them at different times 
indicates a strategic ability to select approaches situationally. 

 
Results 

 
 The purpose of this study was to identify and describe the essential structure of 
managerial transition from the experience of successful functional managers. Analysis of 
interviews revealed that the essence of the transition includes a four domain, four-approach 
structural schema. The schema demonstrates the complexity of each person’s process as she/he 
navigated the transition from manager-of-manager to functional manager. All participants made 
shifts in each domain, and all used each of the four approaches as part of the transition into the 
higher-level role. From the data analysis, the participants seemed to transition on four domains: 
cognitive, behavioral, relational, and role expectation, as they moved to the functional manager 
role. Within and pertaining to each transitional domain, the transitional manager used 
combinations of four approaches: releasing, learning, adapting, and adjusting. To provide a better 
frame of the transition domain, the researcher developed the transition domains model. Table 3 
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shows the four transition domains and four transition approaches used by the transitional 
manager ascending to functional manager 
 The experience of navigating the transition between the manager-of-manager and 
functional manager role presents significant challenges for promoted leaders. To meet the 
challenges, the participants in this study appear to have succeeded by employing a 
multidimensional, multi-approach strategy. The combination and sophistication of approaches 
participants used to make these shifts is remarkable in their complexity. The results indicate that 
successful leaders use techniques indicated by several different models simultaneously. They 
demonstrated self-awareness and emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995), an openness to 
feedback, reporting an ability to reflect on their current and desired performance, and an ability 
to adjust over time (Bennis, 1989; Lombardo & Eichinger, 2000; McCall, Lombardo, & 
Morrison, 1988). They demonstrated numerous learning styles, including learning from 
experience, from observing others, and from trial and error (Druskat & Wolff, 2001). Risk 
taking, willingness to fail, performing badly at first and improving over time, and adjusting to 
feedback, allowed these leaders to learn the new skills required at the executive level.  

All of the participants (100%) indicated that what prepared them for the functional 
manager role were specific challenging assignments they had assumed or a series of different job 
experiences prior to their current position. Moreover, all the participants advised people who 
aspired to become executives to take the most challenging jobs so that they would be forced to 
adapt.  

When you’re making transitions from manager to manager-of-managers to functional 
manager, you can’t be afraid to take the tough assignments. You need to step up to the 
jobs that most people may not want because there’s a high chance of failure just because 
people may not want to change or people might not be open to particular ways of 
thinking or to this particular change that’s being recommended. 

 
Dimension One: Cognitive 
 

The first domain focuses on experiences that participants identified as being important 
cognitive shifts necessary in assuming the role of functional manager. 

 
Approach 1.1: Releasing. Requirements of previous jobs compelled participants to create 

certain assumptions and cognitive models. Participants had to throw out old cognitive models, 
accelerate their learning curve, and adjust the boundaries of their learning context (cross business 
in nature, and large scale with urgent time pressures). Their new roles forced them into a new 
way of thinking. 

Thirteen of 14 participants (93%) reported that one transition in mindset they made was 
from focusing on a smaller portion of the organization, such as their own organization or region, 
to a pan-company perspective. One hundred percent of participants reported that the focus of 
work had expanded significantly beyond their previous domain, which was a single IT asset, 
such as supply chain in a specific business or region, to a pan-company perspective and area of 
responsibility. Many gave examples of leading projects that were transforming work across the 
company, integrating organizations, and consolidating systems to have consistent cross-company 
approaches. The participants reported that the drivers for cross-business collaborating were 
corporate initiatives to link products and services, the need to provide integrated solutions to 
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customers, or the need to reduce costs. Participants reported they became focused on broader 
organizational problems, and their focus could no longer be just on their own organization. 

The participants changed their understanding of the “playing field” they were operating 
in: previously it was only their domain, now they began redefining the area of responsibility to 
include the entire company and releasing previously held notions. One participant noted: 

At the functional manager level, the view of the universe, I look at the holistic 
system across the company. Viewing the GO or BCO (my organization) as a 
microcosm of the broader. What I’ve tried to do is instead of optimizing my little 
piece of the universe, is to realize it’s a system, and try to understand the other 
dimensions, the other influences, what the other organizations need, and see if we 
can get together and work toward a common set of goals. . . . What I’ve tried to 
do as functional manager is more look at the entire ecosystem. 

 
Approach 1.2: Learning. The one theme that emerged consistently through all of the 

participant interviews was that these functional managers had developed an open, flexible, 
inquiring approach to problems that allowed for a deeper understanding of complex situations. 
For example, one functional manager discussed an approach of entering new situations with an 
attitude of inquiry, trying to understand from others across multiple levels in the organization 
what their view of situations were, and learning from them before moving toward decisions. 
Another functional manager confirmed the importance of inquiring with other leaders about their 
needs, interests, and thinking on issues: 

If you want to create collaboration and trust, and you really want to hear what’s 
on and you really want to figure out what’s in somebody’s head, you have to ask 
them. You have to ask them in a way that you really are sincere about hearing 
what they have to say. My approach has always been to do that in a, “Hey, I’m 
here to help you. What do you think we should do? What would you do if you 
were in my shoes, what would you do?” 

 
Approach 1.3: Adapting. Another major transition that 12 out of 14 (86%) participants 

identified was the move to focus more on building business capabilities, as opposed to building 
technical capability. One said: 

The transition that I’ve had to make from being a manager to a functional manager is, I’m 
not the technical expert anymore. There’s not a need for me to be as close to the business 
or to the problem or to the technology, but to allow the experts to bring me the data and 
for me to provide some sense of guidance to what it is they need. 
Many also acknowledged having to shift consciously from their area of competence, their 

technical expertise, to a more business orientation: “You have to become more of a business 
manager. There’s a transition in mindset where I had to be more engaged with business and 
business direction and less concerned about the technology and platform we were using.” 
However, several leaders also noted that they had to stay current with the technical area in order 
to understand their team’s direction and to be able to manage their team. Therefore, they had to 
balance their new business perspective with retaining at least some of their technical edge. 

 
Approach 1.4: Adjusting. The functional managers talked about their acceptance of 

change, and all spoke about the need to make adjustments: 
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You just need to adapt. If you don’t adapt, I don’t think you’re going to make it. If 
you agree and if you recognize that the change is everywhere, then you need to 
adapt your mental process, your perception, your focus, your philosophy, your 
belief. Because it’s a new world. At some point, you have your own internal body 
and mind that is catching up with that, verifying, and adjusting.  
Additionally, participants discussed the ever-increasing speed of change and the need to 

have an ability to adapt and adjust. One described the affect the merger had in shifting his 
thinking about change: 

The business of the merger really forced me into a different mode of thinking. How could 
you be so comfortable with IT solutions, then a simple announcement on one Monday 
morning can completely change your whole IT architecture, structure, solution, culture, 
everything. How business now is the driver of everything.  

 
Dimension Two: Behavioral 

 
One interesting finding is that while developing the strategy for a particular area of IT 

(such as supply chain) was an important role for the IT functional manager, the participants 
reported that the development of strategy was not enough to be effective at this level. 
Participants said they needed to develop strategy and make sure their team delivered results. 
They had to combine strategy development with the execution of that strategy leading to the 
delivery of IT results. In order to bridge from strategy to implementation, the participants 
realized they needed a broad range of skills and began to realize their deficiencies. In doing so, 
they actively experimented with new behavior even when that meant taking risks. Part of the 
risk-taking was actively seeking feedback on performance from multiple perspectives. 

 
Approach 2.1: Releasing. Participants said that self-awareness was a critical asset in their 

ability to shift. One said that accurate self-awareness was a key attribute in executive 
effectiveness, enabling a person to have an accurate perception of how his or her behavior was 
being perceived. Several of them mentioned recognizing a weakness and designing an action 
plan to address that area. Many told stories of how they realized something about themselves; 
being too task focused, not being assertive enough, and how they had to begin consciously to 
shift, working to change their behavior in order to be more effective. Their ability to assess 
accurately where they were currently performing relative to their goal allowed them to monitor 
their progress and keep adjusting and improving their behavior in specific targeted areas. 

 
Approach 2.2: Learning. One way that participants said they shifted was by trying new 

approaches or learning by doing. Twelve out of 14 (86%) said they tried new things and 
analyzed what worked and what did not work. Many participants reported that they lacked 
effective presentation skills to speak to large audiences, as this skill had not been needed in their 
earlier manager-of-manager’s role. They reported the need to improve their effectiveness in 
presenting to large groups and struggled to gain confidence and skill in this area. Many had to 
learn to design their messages carefully for employees and managers at different levels. Building 
and leading a successful organization also involved learning different approaches to engaging 
employees in the work of the organization, through personal relationships, managing by 
wandering around, and holding informal forums for talking with employees.  
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Approach 2.3: Adapting. Six (43%) of the participants mentioned mentors or coaches 
who helped them prepare for future roles. Four of them described in specific detail how mentors 
had taught them specific knowledge and had coached them on specific ineffective behaviors. 
Another supported the personal support that she received from a long-term mentor who had been 
influential for several years in her career. Several spoke of specific leaders who gave them 
feedback about a specific area of weakness. Proximity and exposure to senior leaders enabled 
participants to observe those leaders in a variety of situations: with customers, with other leaders, 
and in decision-making and communications sessions. 

Another way the leaders shifted successfully to the functional manager job was by 
responding to feedback. Several discussed getting and responding to feedback and observing 
both the successes and mistakes of other leaders as ways they learned to shift their behavior. 
Some of this feedback came from their direct manager: 

In some cases, I think it was somebody clearly setting an expectation, by itself. 
An example is, working for [person A]. So [person A] has a reputation that,   
some people would say is deserved and some people wouldn’t. But [person A] is 
very straightforward. So as I’m cruising along doing my work, he would come 
and say, “You’re totally doing exactly the opposite of what I expect you to do.” 
He was very clear. So that’s how I learned I wasn’t doing the right thing. 

 
Approach 2.4: Adjusting. One of the behavioral shifts that seemed to require conscious 

attention and monitoring was in trusting others to do work that the manager-of-managers may 
have done him or herself before. One functional manager explained his shift in this area: 

You have to delegate. One hole you can fall into if you don’t make it up to the functional 
manager level is you tend to try and take on everything yourself. Now you have six or 
seven managers to do that work that they should be doing. You’ve got to be careful not to 
get involved in everything too deep. There’s a fine line there. Nor can you sit up in your 
functional manager chair and throne and say, “Well my managers are going to handle all 
this.” 

Study participants focused regular attention to monitor whether they were finding the right 
balance between leading and delegating, and it seemed to need their focus to be in what they 
considered an optimal zone. 
 
Dimension Three: Relational 

 
All participants (100%) agreed that they had to shift their focus to collaborate and align 

with other people in order to be successful in cross-business initiatives. In order to ensure the 
success of their teams and initiatives, the participants spent much more time than they had in 
their previous role aligning, or linking with people, their strategies that needed to build a greater 
willingness to understand opposing viewpoints, let go of old biases, form new partnerships, and 
verify with others. 

 
Approach 3.1: Releasing. All participants (100%) agreed that they had to shift their focus 

to collaborate and align with other leaders in order to be successful in cross-business initiatives. 
The need to build alignment with cross-organization constituencies forced functional managers 
to focus more on their influence skills to build sponsorship with senior executives, partnerships 
with peers, and find common interests to move initiatives forward. Several participants explained 
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that they had to move out of the comfort zone of their technical competence and work on their 
relationship-building efforts, which for many, was not their strongest area. One described this 
shift in the following manner: 

So I would say in a manager-of-managers role my interactions, with the executive 
level, tended to be more status reporting and issue escalation, where at a 
functional manager level your interaction is more of a dialogue, and sort of 
thought sharing. It tends to be more of a two-way conversation. 
They quickly learned that they needed to influence up in order to get projects and budgets 

approved, or to get sponsorship for key projects. One described the shift as follows: 
When you start to make the shift of functional manager, you realize that you have 
to also influence up. So if you’re spending all of your time with people that are at 
your level or below you, versus spending some of your time with people that are 
at your level or above you, and are you able to influence? And if you’re dealing 
with people that are above you, you have to show sensitivity, to know how to 
speak in their language, to influence them. 

 
Approach 3.2: Learning. Nine out of 14 (64%) of the participants agreed that a main 

focus of work in the director job was to create alignment between often competing organization 
entities, including business units, departments, and cross-business initiative teams. Obstacles to 
getting work accomplished at the director level were based on a lack of agreement between the 
competing constituencies. 

I would say the biggest challenge at the functional manager level is alignment. It’s very 
hard to align your plans, your people, your objectives in a complex world, because you 
have this multi-interest role. You cannot just stand up and say, “this is what we do and 
this is where we go.” In a more complex environment, on a functional manager level, in a 
multi-business environment, this alignment is not there naturally. So it doesn’t come 
naturally because you have these different interests. You’re in a constant state of 
improvement. 

 
Approach 3.3: Adapting. Another transition that these leaders made was to focus on 

leading the people in their organization to accomplish their objectives. The functional managers 
discussed different aspects of leading an entire organization and aligning it with the company’s 
goals. The focus became much less on their contribution or their project team, but much more on 
building agreements across the organization.  

In order to accomplish this, the functional managers spent more time working with and 
coaching their managers. They spent time trying to engage and retain the few critical leaders on 
their teams. They increased their focus on working through and coaching their managers, who 
are often managers-of-managers, and being less directly involved in the tactical work of 
individuals and teams. 

 
Approach 3.4: Adjusting—this is more of a role or cognitive section. As IT functional 

managers they often began discussing future IT architectures and gaining agreement across the 
company. Sometimes this involved choosing the IT platform or software vendor that the 
company would use in a particular domain, a commitment that would determine the direction of 
an IT capability for many years to come. Participating in such collaborations required 
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experimentation and feedback. One participant discussed how a cross-boundary initiative came 
into being: 

My work for C___, for customer-to-cash work that was done, was a huge 
accomplishment. For the first time we were able to create a company-wide strategy and 
architecture around how we served customers. We created a governance process on the 
business side that paralleled that, which was not easy, given the company culture at the 
time. We all had to open up and really talk. 

Taking the time and interest to participate in large teams that had many different viewpoints 
required additional patience, inquiry, and checking in with other task force members in order to 
ensure that all perspectives and needs were being addressed. Because of the attention and 
adjustment to members of the task force, a new company-wide strategy was approved and finally 
implemented. 
 
Dimension Four: Role 
 

Most of the findings related to the role requirements shift confirm previous theories 
(Charan et al., 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Kotter, 1982a; Mintzberg, 1979). To clarify the distinction 
between the manager-of-manager’s role and the functional manager’s role a work requirements 
table was created. In this table, various elements of the two roles are contrasted to illustrate the 
changing work requirements (see Table 4). In every domain, there are distinct differences 
illustrating the changes the functional managers were required to adapt to. This demonstrates that 
this leadership turn was not simply an amplification or extension of work previously done at the 
manager-of-manager’s level, but instead required different work. Table 4 shows the difference in 
work requirements between manager-of-managers and functional managers in IT. 

As the work requirements changed at the functional manager level, the participants 
shifted their work priorities. Dimension four focuses on what functional managers did differently 
at this level. In navigating the role requirement shifts, the functional managers shifted through 
releasing old cognitive models and behaviors, adopted an inquiring attitude, formed new 
cognitive models, self-assessed, and verified their performance. 

 
Approach 4.1: Releasing. Nine out of the 14 (64%) functional managers mentioned the 

work at the functional manager level had much more emphasis on changing the status quo. Half 
of the participants stated that change management was a critical work focus at the director level. 
Participants stated that change management was a critical work focus at the functional manager 
level and understood that they had to release old ways:  

What’s the most important task in my jobs as a functional manager has been around 
organizational change. The first thing you learn about change is that you have to move 
out of your own comfort zone with the past; then you can help others let go and move on. 

 
Approach 4.2: Learning. The observation of these leaders was that the job requirements 

at the functional manager level forced them to think differently, broaden their view, take on new 
work, and manage themselves differently. Many discussed that what they experienced when they 
started their jobs as functional managers, they often felt they had the correct answer or were 
“right.” However, because of their responsibilities, requiring them to work cross business and 
cross-boundary, they reported feeling compelled to rethink their assumptions about how to make 
things work: 
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One thing I didn’t talk about that was a big “aha” for me. Right about when I 
moved into a functional manager’s role, I had to change my mindset that I was 
smarter than everybody else. There’s this mindset, and I see a lot of my managers 
still have it, that “I know the way the work needs to be done around here and 
these other guys just don’t seem to have a clue on what they’re supposed to do or 
how they can be helpful.” When I was in the infrastructure job, I had to embrace 
the rest of corporate. Typically, R&D [research and development] doesn’t like IT 
and thinks they’re stupid, the business always thinks anybody at corporate doesn’t 
really have their feet on the ground or know really what needs to be done. And I 
needed to dismiss that. 

 
Approach 4.3: Adapting. As the work requirements changed, the functional managers 

reported that they needed to adapt their work focus and priorities. It appears there is a one-for-
one relationship between the eight major work requirements changes (Table 4) from the 
manager-of-managers’ level to the functional manager level, and eight of the nine work shifts 
that these successful performing functional managers made. The participants had remarkable 
agreement on the nature of work changes and the need to adapt. 

Twelve of the 14 (86%) participants stated that the work at the functional manager level 
had shifted toward strategy and vision setting, as opposed to the operational and tactical focus in 
the IT manager-of-managers’ job. Many talked about developing company-wide IT or 
organization architectures and setting long-term direction both technically and organizationally. 
One participant described his experience: 

Over time, then, the role becomes more strategic. We can solve this “one-off” symptom, 
or we can understand the root cause and say, maybe we need a different strategy to fix 
this. Most of the jobs I’ve been in have been brought in to help fix something or improve 
something if it wasn’t broken. So I have spent a lot of time developing a strategy, a 
vision, getting buy-in, using data in a way and presenting it in a way that maybe other 
people haven’t looked at, which gives the company-wide picture. 
As the work shifted to focus more on strategy development, participants reported the 

amount of time and energy they devoted to strategy increased at the functional manager level: 
You try to identify what your strategic issues are, who you have to work with, 
what the general obstacles are to get there. This defines to a degree who you need 
to work with, who you need to influence, what needs to happen, so that you can 
successfully reach what you’re trying to achieve. You have to adjust your focus 
and attention and you have to check in with your stakeholders. 
While functional managers agreed that a primary focus of their job was to develop 

strategies, many emphasized that even though they were spending a greater percentage of their 
time on strategy and strategic-level issues, they still needed to deliver results on projects 
managed within their organization. One described the range of adaptation this way: 

You are part of the strategy plan. You’d better understand your part of the 
industry, the strategic plan, the product roadmap of the manufacturing strategy, 
the marketing strategy, the customer strategy. You get exposed as well to being 
able to shift from, very high-level strategy discussion and process to a rational 
plan, so I mean it’s a combination of getting exposed to [level] of processes or 
multi-functional manager and processes, but as well being able to fly from a very 
high level to very low level frequently, or transform the strategic issues into 
operational plans. 
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Table 4: Work Requirements 
Category Manager-of-Managers Functional Manager 

Work boundaries 

Time span Short term Longer term (12 months-5 years) 

Reach One system, one region Enterprise-wide, pan-company or multiple 
regions 

Complexity Medium High 

Size of team 2-50* 20-250* 

Annual budget $.5M-10M $2M-50M 

Work content focus 

Relationships Focused on team and close peers Partner with other leaders across company; 
influence up to executives 

Nature Tactical, problem solving, some 
IT strategy development 

More strategic; involved in developing IT 
and business strategies 

Trajectory Primarily down into team/group Out and up—aligning with peers, influencing 
managers 

Level of 
involvement 

Highly involved in day-to-day 
operations 

Reviewer, overseer of operations; manage 
through management team 

Major focus areas IT systems performance Optimizing IT budgets and finances 

IT focus Multiple systems Multiple systems in an IT domain 

Employee focus Developing individuals, 
connecting personally with 
employees 

Engaging employees in vision and direction 

Technical focus Strong, primary focus Medium—knowledgeable enough to review 
systems, but not primary focus 

Resources Resource management Funding and resource acquisition; Selling 
value of initiatives to get prioritized over 
other groups/initiatives 

Success Factors 

Knowledge base IT System  Understanding business capability 

Delivery  IT System performance (results) Delivering IT Strategy and results 

Leadership Technical  Business  

Team 
accountability 

Managing my team Driving organizational capability in larger, 
more diverse team; responsible for employee 
engagement of entire organization 
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Category Manager-of-Managers Functional Manager 

Change efforts Smaller, more contained changes Leading organizational change 

Change focus Incremental improvement Changing nature of how organized and how 
do business to meet company goals 

Accountability Solve for my team Solve for company  

Organizational identity 

Organizational 
identity 

Business group Company 

Organization responsibility 

Performance IT systems Business capability 

Success Business group success Company business performance success, 
(stock price, market share, competitiveness) 

Approach 

Approach Telling/directing subordinates Aligning peers, inquiring 

 
 

Approach 4.4: Adjusting. The next way that participants said they shifted was by trying 
new approaches or learning by doing. Twelve of the 14 (86%) said they tried new things, 
analyzed what worked and did not work, learned by practice, and learned from “bumps and 
bruises” of experimenting: 

I have a strong belief here. It’s learn by doing, meaning that–I think there is no 
better way than to learn than–just go and do. Sometimes, you need to have a little 
bit of practice and theory if you never had the swim class and you jump in the 
swimming pool, you may have some trouble. But there is no other way to swim 
than to go in the pool. I think it’s the same here, I learn by doing. 

 
Summary and Discussion 

 
This study contributes to the developing body of knowledge about successful managerial 

transitions. The opportunity to have in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 14 exceptionally 
performing functional managers at a leading global high technology organization offered a 
valuable window into the essential structure that enabled their effective transition and subsequent 
successful performance. When challenged with promotion, leaders approached the transition 
along four domains (cognitive, behavioral, relational, and role) and shifted through releasing, 
learning, adapting, and adjusting. In making the transition successfully, the leaders developed 
new performance patterns necessary to ascend the management hierarchy. In moving up the 
managerial hierarchy, the participants learned that leaders at the functional manager (executive) 
level are expected to lead by understanding the company-wide business strategy, that they must 
build strategic alliances across organizational boundaries, ensure that their teams have a plan to 
implement their strategies, and authorize their managerial staff to lead their teams to successful 
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execution. They are expected to work through multiple levels of the organization, both up and 
down, in aligning leaders and employees to their strategic vision, communicating their plans, and 
engaging their people in carrying them out. Additionally, they need to adjust their style and 
performance to reflect feedback from other players, constantly changing internal and external 
conditions and shifting company demands. 
 
Theoretical Implications 

 
This study supports previous research in a number of areas and provides the first 

empirical research related to Charan’s leadership pipeline model and the first examining the 
transition from managerial to executive levels. Emotional intelligence and learning agility 
(Lombardo & Eichinger, 1996, 2002) play important roles in managerial success (Kotter, 1982b; 
Goleman, 1995). The study presents evidence contradictory to perspectives of theorists such as 
Argyris (1993) that promotion presents barriers that stop the continuance of learning.  

Challenging, varied assignments provide important preparation for developing 
managerial talent, probably most important when role transitions require significant changes in 
the four domains (Lindsey, Homes, & McCall, 1987; Lombardo & Eichinger, 2002; Kaiser & 
Craig, 2004; McCall et al., 1988). Successful transitioning leaders use multidimensional 
approaches (Gabarro, 1987; Lombardo & Eichinger, 2000; McCall et al.). Mentors serve an 
important role in leader development (Lindsey et al.; McCall, 1998). Becoming adept at gaining 
alignment and collaborating with other organizational leaders proves to be vital (Connolly & 
Rianoshek, 2002; Kraut et al., 1989). Creating new cognitive models, challenging assumptions, 
setting aside biases, and opening to other perspectives was critical to success (Bennis, 1989; 
Lombardo & Eichinger, 2000). As Gabarro (1987) noted, in the taking hold and immersion 
stages of a new role, key tasks are to orient and evaluate the situation, build a cognitive model of 
the organization, and understand business products, competition, and cost structures. In the 
immersion stage of taking a new role, the leader seeks to gain insight into a more detailed 
concept of what needs to be done that is a time of “important continued learning” (Gabarro, p. 
29). Making cognitive and behavioral shifts, including stopping old behaviors and being willing 
to delegate more, was also critical to transition success (Bray, Campbell, & Grant, 1974; Kaiser 
& Craig, 2004; Lombardo & Eichinger, 2002; Spencer & Spencer, 1993). This work shift is 
similar to McCall’s (1988b) finding that the “overwhelming scope” of the executive job forced 
leaders to delegate more and rely on the capability of their organization. 

Moving up the organizational hierarchy requires leaders to shift perspectives such as 
moving from a purely functional view to an approach of perceiving the function as it fits within 
the organization’s strategic goals (Charan et al., 2001). Adaptability and a willingness to take 
risks and having a high self confidence, which was another characteristic of learning individuals 
(Lombardo & Eichinger, 2000, 2002), allows new executives to develop. Lombardo and 
Eichinger (2002) argued that success and promotions actively work against people retaining their 
learning agility. However, an opposite pattern emerged in the data of the current study. The 
successful executives of this study sought out feedback from people at all levels of the 
organization and tried to adjust their behavior in light of that feedback. They began challenging 
their assumptions and opening their thinking to see what they did not know, which has been said 
to be a key capability in effective leaders (Bennis, 1989). The executives seemed to maintain an 
inner scorecard on many of these factors, noting how they were doing on each of them.  
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Conclusions 
 
While the number of participants in this study is relatively small, the advantage of this 

study is that it provided an opportunity to learn in depth from 14 exceptionally performing IT 
functional managers at a Fortune 20 organization as they spoke about their work, the work shifts 
they experienced when they moved to a higher-level role, and approaches they used to facilitate 
their transition. One may be able to assume that the exceptionally performing functional 
managers at this large global enterprise may be some of the top IT functional managers in the 
world.   

Parts of their story confirm elements of previous research about the importance of 
learning agility, change heartiness, and adaptability. However, this study details the more 
specific elements of this leadership transition into the cognitive, behavioral, relational, and role 
perspective changes. This model is worth exploring and seeing if it applies to leaders of different 
functions at the functional manager level and helps explain the success of these leaders at this 
executive level. 
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