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Abstract. Becoming a manager is generally seen as a highly coveted step up the career
ladder that corresponds to a gain in responsibility. There is evidence, however, that some
individuals experience “managerial blues,” or disenchantment with their managerial jobs
after being promoted. Although past scholarship points to individual differences (such as
skills inadequacy) or the promotion circumstances (such as involuntary) as possible ex-
planations for such blues, less is known as to how the expectations that people carry with
them from past jobs—such as expectations about what responsibility entails—may shape
their first managerial experience. To answer this question, we compare the experiences of
supervisors coming from different jobs—that is, former Paris subway drivers (working
independently and impacting the lives of others) and station agents (working interde-
pendently with limited impact on others’ lives)—that left them with distinct sets of ex-
pectations around responsibility. Drawing on interviews and observations, we find that
former drivers developed a deep sense of “personal” responsibility. After promotion, their
perceived managerial responsibility paled in comparison with their expectations of what it
felt like to have personal responsibility, leading the majority to experience managerial
blues. In contrast, former agents had few expectations of what responsibility entailed and
reported no disenchantment once they joined the managerial ranks. Overall, we show how
imprinted expectations shape people’s future managerial experiences, including their
managerial blues, and discuss the implications of our findings for literatures on job
mobility and job design.
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Becoming a manager is a key moment in people’s
careers when individuals discover new roles (Hall
1976, Louis 1980), adapt to newnorms and expectations
(Brett 1984, Bailyn 1991, Hill 2003, Cardador 2017),
and develop new identities (Ibarra 1999, Sveningsson
and Alvesson 2003). Joining the managerial ranks is
typically portrayed positively—a highly coveted step
up the career ladder, a sign that individuals are
trusted to lead others, and an opportunity to have a
fulfilling job (Barnard 1968, Mintzberg 1973, Schein
1978, Kotter 1982, Cohen et al. 1998, Watson and
Harris 1999). However, in some cases, people expe-
rience disenchantment with their managerial jobs,
viewing their new jobs as less meaningful than their
previous ones.

The “managerial blues” is evident in medical
professionals, such as doctors and nurses, who saw
“their management tasks as marginal” compared
with their past work (Llewellyn 2001, p. 603). Simi-
larly, some engineers and scientists experienced
“mixed emotions” about managerial roles (Bailyn
1991, p. 3), struggling to see “the real importance of
the management functions” (Bayton and Chapman
1972, p. 105); thus, they find it difficult to thrive in

these new positions. This disenchantment often leads
to a desire to exit the managerial ranks shortly after
joining them.
Despite growing evidence that some people expe-

rience managerial blues, we have a limited under-
standing of what could lead to such conflicting feel-
ings of disenchantment or fulfillment in a new
managerial role. Past research assumes that promo-
tion to manager is typically associated with an in-
creased sense of responsibility in one’s new role and
points to individual differences in skills or the pro-
motion circumstances as possible explanations for
such disenchantment (e.g., Barnard 1968, Mintzberg
1973, Schein 1978, Kotter 1982, Watson and Harris
1999, Alvesson and Willmott 2002, Hill 2003, and
Bidwell and Mollick 2015). However, research has
paid less attention to how experiences from past
jobs get carried over into new managerial posi-
tions and shape people’s sense of their managerial
responsibility—ultimately also influencing their ful-
fillment as managers.
In this article, we build on the individual-level im-

printing literature to better understand what people
carry with them from their past jobs when transitioning
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into managerial roles (Higgins 2005, Phillips 2005,
Dokko et al. 2009, McEvily et al. 2011, Marquis and
Tilcsik 2013, Almandoz 2014, Tilcsik 2014, Battilana
et al. 2015, Dokko and Jiang 2017, Lee and Battilana
2020). More specifically, we analyze how expecta-
tions formed in a previous job—in this case, expec-
tations about one’s impact on others’ lives as well as
one’s inability to depend on coworkers to perform the
work—leave an imprint about what deep personal
responsibility feels like that people carry into their
managerial jobs.We show that their perceivednewman-
agerial responsibility pales in comparison with their
imprinted expectations from a previous job, leading to
feelings of loss, and ultimately disenchantment.

Our study’s context is the Paris subway system,
where we interviewed and observed supervisors, who
were recently promoted, from two backgrounds—one
in which impact on others’ lives was quite pro-
nounced and the work was done alone (subway
drivers) versus one in which this was not the case
(station agents)—that left them with very different ex-
pectations around responsibility. We examine these su-
pervisors’ contrasted (past) expectations of responsi-
bility and how this led them to experience nearly
identical (current) jobs in a very different manner. In
particular, we unpack two dimensions of people’s
sense of managerial responsibility: “administrative”
responsibility and “personal” responsibility. By ad-
ministrative responsibility, we mean a feeling of re-
sponsibility stemming from being in charge of formal
aspects of the organization. And by personal re-
sponsibility, we mean a sense of highly impacting
people’s lives without depending on coworkers to do
so. Equipped with this more nuanced understanding
of responsibility, we show that for all supervisors,
becoming a manager was associated with a sense
of increased administrative responsibility. Crucially,
however, for former subwaydrivers only, this transition
was also accompanied by unfulfilled expectations—a
noticeable sense of loss of personal responsibility.
We argue that for managers from jobs where feel-
ings of personal responsibility are strong (such as
nurses, surgeons, police officers, and subway drivers),
becoming a manager can lead to unfulfilled expecta-
tions,which can explain theirmanagerial blues.Hence,
we suggest that for some new managers, stepping up
also entails stepping down.

Our findings contribute to past literature in two
main ways. First, our study offers a novel explanation
for why seemingly similar managerial transitions can
be experienced very differently. Although past lit-
erature hints at some factors that could be driving
this difference, such as various individual differ-
ences or circumstances for the transition, we show
how the expectations that people carry from their

prior occupations can shape their managerial expe-
rience. Namely, we demonstrate how past roles can
influence the way people experience a managerial job
transition through met and unmet expectations re-
lated to responsibility. Second, our study adds to the
job-design literature by highlighting how people’s
experience of a given job is not only dependent on the
characteristics per se of a job, but is also shaped by
their imprinted expectations of these characteristics
(here, responsibility). Although this literature pre-
dicts that former drivers and former agents should
experience managerial responsibility in similar ways
because they have similar job characteristics and there
are limited individual differences between the two
groups, they do not.We highlight how the two groups
came into the job with different sets of expectations
about personal responsibility and challenge the as-
sumption that becoming a manager always entails
feeling a universal gain in responsibility. In summary,
our study adds to literatures on job mobility and job
design by spotlighting how occupational trajectories
shape the meaning of responsibility at work and why
such shaping matters for people’s managerial jobs.

Becoming a Manager: A Step Up for
Some, A Step Down for Others
Becoming a manager, someone who is “formally in
charge of [an] organization or one of its subunits” and
has “formal authority over others,” is often a pivotal
moment in people’s careers (Hill 2003, p. 3). As with
all types of work-role transitions, when people tran-
sition into managerial roles, they must learn new role
expectations and adjust their daily activities and be-
havior (Hall 1976, Nicholson andWest 1988, Ashforth
2001, Tharenou 2001, Hill 2003, Sveningsson and
Alvesson 2003, McCall 2004). For example, sales spe-
cialists who become managers have to make many
changes, such as developing authority through building
relationships instead of automatically gaining it from
their new title (Hill 2003). Similarly,newmanagers often
have to learn how to communicate technical knowledge
to nonspecialists (Nicholson and West 1988).
Despite the challenges associated with becoming a

manager, this promotion is typically portrayed as
a highly coveted step up the career ladder (e.g.,
Barnard 1968, Mintzberg 1973, Schein 1978, Kotter
1982, Cohen et al. 1998, andWatson and Harris 1999).
For instance, when moving up the hierarchy and
transitioning to managers, people are viewed as en-
tering the “big leagues” (Hill 2003, p. 2), increasing
their “status,” and taking a “step forward in [their]
working life” (Watson and Harris 1999, p. 36) to a job
that is considered “fulfilling” and “rewarding” (Hill
2003, p. 160). It is often the signof an “accomplishment”
(Bailyn 1991, p. 4) for performing well in their past
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jobs (Boyatzis 1982) and an indication that their
bosses and organizations trust them to handle “more
responsibility” (Bailyn 1991, p. 5).

However, despite the prestige and benefits of pro-
motion, there is also evidence that some individuals
experience managerial blues. For instance, certain en-
gineers and scientists’ “transition to management has
been troublesome” (Badawy 1983, p. 26), as some
experience “a sense of loss” (Beauvais 1992, p. 334) or
“frustration” (Cardador 2017, p. 607), suggesting
disenchantment. Other work has shown that some
healthcare workers that had taken on managerial
roles felt “demotivated,” “concluded it was not for
them” (Boucher 2005, pp. 221–223), and subsequently
left their positions. Similarly, some nurses and doc-
tors “struggled” as managers, as they didn’t see
management as a “gratifying job” and didn’t “really
enjoy being in this [managerial] role” (Spehar et al.
2012, p. 6). Likewise, studies of police officers have
noted that some officers viewed supervisory posi-
tions as “unattractive” and did not see management
as “real” work despite the career advancement they
provide (Whetstone and Wilson 1999, p. 136). Other
accounts spotlight an outstanding salesman that was
promoted to a managerial position but after many
years on the job, “requested that he become a sales-
man again,” a positionwhere hewas actually “excited
by his work” (Boyatzis 1982, p. 3); and a doctor who
became amanager that was “seriously looking at early
retirement” from his management job, as he saw a
nonmanagerial role as “great” (Llewellyn 2001, p. 613).

So how can we make sense of these conflicting
experiences of new managerial roles? Past scholar-
ship points to two main types of explanations for
this managerial blues: individual differences and
circumstances of the promotion to manager. First,
individuals may differ in their desire and interest to
move up the hierarchy,which could partly explain the
managerial blues that some experience (Schein 1978,
Boyatzis 1982, Bailyn 1991, Watson and Harris 1999,
Llewellyn 2001). In the job-design literature, mana-
gerial jobs are generally considered “well designed”
and high in motivating potential (Humphrey et al.
2007, Lup 2018). However, the literature acknowl-
edges that not everybodymay equally appreciate such
well-designed jobs because of differences in an indi-
vidual’s desire for challenging work and satisfaction
(i.e., differences in growth needs strength) (Pierce
et al. 1979, Hackman and Oldham 1980, Shalley
et al. 2009, Oldham and Hackman 2010). Also, peo-
ple’s skills, such as technical skills for engineers or
sales skills for salespeople, may be mismatched with
the skills needed in amanagerial job, such as planning
and delegating (Boyatzis 1982, Bailyn 1991). Second,
the nature of the transition itself, such as a forced
transition where people are not trained for their

managerial roles, could also result in feelings of
disappointment and wanting to leave their new role
(Bayton and Chapman 1972). Doctors and nurses that
are somewhat involuntarily put in managerial posi-
tions have relayed this feeling (Spehar et al. 2012).
Although the above explanations tend to focus on

individual differences and the nature of the transi-
tion, there is some evidence that people’s past jobs can
also play a role in shaping their experience of man-
agerial roles. For example, some nurses and doctors
have difficulties reconciling key past professional norms
(such as caring and patients first) with “values” of
management (such as entrepreneurial activity and budg-
eting) (Llewellyn 2001). Moreover, in some profes-
sional cultures such as medicine, engineering, and
police work, managerial roles are sometimes looked
down upon as people who are distanced from their
core profession (e.g., Whetstone andWilson 1999 and
Cardador 2017). But precisely what people carry into
managerial roles from their past jobs—particularly,
more subjective dimensions such as expectations or
taken-for-granted norms—and how these expecta-
tions differentially shape experiences of the same
managerial position remains unclear.1 Building on
the individual imprinting literature, we argue that
such expectations might offer keys to better under-
standing people’s initial managerial experience.

An Imprinting Lens on the
Managerial Experience
The individual imprinting literature highlights that
certain work experiences can have a lasting influence
on individuals and imprint such tangible elements as
the skills, knowledge, and social capital that people
carry with them from job to job (Marquis and Tilcsik
2013, Tilcsik 2014). These past experiences—mostly
thought to be early career experiences when indi-
viduals are a “blank slate” (Hall 1976, p. 122) and
relatively open to learning and being influenced by
their environment (Van Maanen and Schein 1979)—
influence how people experience their future work (e.g.,
Hambrick and Mason 1984, Dokko and Rosenkopf
2010, Dokko and Jiang 2017, Lee and Battilana 2020).
For instance, many structural aspects of people’s
early experiences (such as the broader economic sit-
uation) (Tilcsik 2014, Schoar and Zuo 2017), the or-
ganizations for which they first work (Higgins 2005,
Phillips 2005), and early career mentors they have
(Hall 1976,McEvily et al. 2011) can shape the skills and
knowledge that people develop and carry with them
throughout their careers. These experiences can also
imprint more subjective elements like expectations,
preferences, or taken-for-granted norms that people
internalize and carry with them (e.g., Beyer and
Hannah 2002, Burton and Beckman 2007, Bercovitz
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and Feldman 2008, Dokko et al. 2009, Bianchi 2013,
Azoulay et al. 2017, and Marquis and Qiao 2018).

However, there is generally less understanding of
the imprinting of such subjective notions and the
lasting impact they may have on people’s managerial
careers. A critical aspect that could potentially in-
fluence the imprinting of more subjective notions that
people carry with them is the occupation to which
individuals belong. Research has shown that being
socialized in an occupation’s norms, values, and
traditions can deeply shape people’s ways of think-
ing and acting (e.g., Van Maanen and Barley 1984,
Bechky 2011, and Anteby et al. 2016). For example,
Gusterson (1999) showed that nuclear-weapons sci-
entists were socialized to see their work as important
to preserving peace, and this worldview carried on
during much of their career. In a different setting,
Cahill (1999) revealed how death was normalized in
the mortuary profession and permeated morticians’
ways of relating to families of the deceased.

Only limited empirical work has suggested that
what is internalizedwhen belonging to an occupation
is not necessarily erased or forgotten when people
leave a job and take on a new role. Almandoz (2014)
found that bank founders who had formerly worked
in finance, where they were socialized to think in
terms of profit maximization and risk-taking, carried
these normswith themwhen constructing themission
of their new banks. By contrast, bank missions from
nonfinance founders tended to be less focused on
profits. Similarly, Battilana and Dorado (2010, p.
1432) suggest that microfinance professionals coming
from social work versus banking backgrounds brought
very different “capabilities” into their managerial roles.
But, overall, past scholarship has paid limited attention
to what subjective elements of one’s background are
carried over and how belonging to an occupation can
shape one’s experience of managerial work.

In this study, we argue that the increased respon-
sibility associated with becoming a manager that
typically feels like a step up is not a sentiment shared
by everyone and is also shaped by the expectations
that are formed and carried from one’s past jobs. As
we detail next, perceptions of managerial responsi-
bility may not just be a function of current managerial
job characteristics, but also depend on the expecta-
tions that people carry with them—in our case, about
what responsibility feels like—that are imprinted by
characteristics of their past jobs.

An Imprinted Expectation of
Responsibility
A general assumption in the literature on manage-
rial transition is that a challenging, but valued, part
of becoming manager is feeling more responsibility
(Barnard 1968, Mintzberg 1973, Schein 1978, Kotter

1982, Smith 1990, Bailyn 1991, Watson and Harris
1999). As Schein notes, for instance, “leadership
roles” (such as general manager or senior partner)
require learning “how to handle high levels of re-
sponsibility” (Schein 1978, p. 45). In addition, in
Watson’s (1994) study of middle managers, the most
salient difference observed between managerial and
nonmanagerial roles was having more responsibility.
This explains why any assignments conferring “re-
sponsibility” for specific actions are considered at-
tractive opportunities for future managers (Dragoni
et al. 2009). An increased responsibility is a sign of
upward mobility in peoples’ careers, as their work is
consideredmore valuable (Cohen et al. 1998, Haveman
et al. 2009, Bidwell and Mollick 2015).
Although the term responsibility is extensively

mentioned in the managerial literature, it tends,
however, to be used loosely and to remain undefined
(e.g., Dalton 1959, Stewart 1982, Jackall 1988, Luthans
1988, Nicholson and West 1988, Hannaway 1989,
Watson 1994, Hill 2003, Mantere 2008, and Harding
et al. 2014). Thus, instead of building on one explicit
definition of responsibility, we explore how this in-
creased sense of responsibility has been previously
understood to better grasp its potential interplaywith
managerial blues. In both the managerial-transition
and job-design literature, it is generally assumed that
the responsibility that managers experience is linked
to two specific job characteristics of a managerial
role—having autonomy in decisions and direct re-
ports. This makes new managers feel more respon-
sible in at least two ways: They feel more responsible
for their own work and more responsible for others.
First, past literature suggests that new managers

feel a greater sense of responsibility for their own
work, as they tend to havemore autonomy, especially
in decision making. In line with the job-design lit-
erature that identifies autonomy as a key driver of
feelings of responsibility (Hackman andOldham 1976),
as managers are given greater autonomy, they feel
more accountable for outcomes and less able to rely
on or blame rules and procedures—leading to an
increased sense of responsibility. The decisions in
which they may have greater autonomy may involve
daily operations or major organizational changes
(Stewart 1974, Boyatzis 1982, Aldrich 2008). For in-
stance, bank managers asked by their bosses to make
decisions felt greater responsibility on their shoulders
(Smith 1990). Also, the degree of decision-making flex-
ibility has been found to be important, with managers
equating greater flexibility with a stronger sense of
responsibility for their work (Mantere 2008). A study
of levels of responsibility in a factory hints to such a
relationship, finding that the best way to measure
level of responsibility was by the amount of auton-
omy and discretionary control allowed in the job,
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something that bothworkers andmanagers agreed on
(Jaques 1956). This understanding of responsibility
generally captures how autonomy leads to feelings of
accountability for one’s work.

Second, as individuals move up the organizational
hierarchy and become managers, it is often assumed
that they feel increased responsibility for others,
as they now have direct reports. As Hannaway
(1989,p. 84) noted in her study of managers in a
U.S. school district, “the number of people managers
supervise often indicates how much responsibility
they have.” Managers are not only responsible for
their own work, but also for the outcomes of their
direct reports’ work, as well as for the professional
and even emotional well-being of these direct reports
(Huy 2002). The literature also stresses that added
duties come with more direct reports, such as team
building and budgeting, which increase the scope of
one’s responsibility over others (e.g., Walker 1956;
Sayles 1964; Mintzberg 1973; Dunkerley 1975; Kotter
1982;Watson 1994; Hales 2002, 2005; and Bidwell and
Mollick 2015). For instance, sales specialists who had
become managers felt an increased sense of respon-
sibility, as they now led their direct reports, whose
careers they felt were in their hands (Hill 2003).

Overall, past literature suggests that howmanagers
experience and understand responsibility is largely a
function of the job characteristics of their (current)
new managerial roles—having autonomy in deci-
sions and more direct reports. Building on the im-
printing literature, we posit that feelings of respon-
sibility that new managers experience are not only
based on the characteristics of a managerial job, but
also on imprinted expectations. Namely, these feel-
ings may also depend on what is imprinted and carried
along from people’s past occupational experiences. A
comparative study of recently promoted supervisors
from two distinct occupational backgrounds allows
us to explore this question by unpacking how ex-
pectations of responsibility formed in the past can
lead to very different managerial experiences.

Setting, Data, and Methods
Setting
The setting of this study is the Paris subway, the Regie
Autonome des Transports Parisiens (RATP). The RATP
is a state-owned company, created in 1948 to operate the
Paris subway and bus systems and serving the 12million
residents of the greater Parisian area. Key jobs in the
RATP subway division include drivers; station agents,
who are responsible for customer interactions; and
supervisors, who manage the station agents and sub-
way drivers.

In 2001, to improve safety in the subway system
and reduce the number of accidents caused by human
error, the RATPdecided to automate Line 1, the oldest

and one of the busiest lines. Automation entailed
transforming trains controlled by subwaydrivers into
driverless trains and was successfully completed in
2011. Automation made the 219 subway drivers of
Line 1 obsolete, as their work was now done by a
computerized control system. Drivers’ main duties
included driving the subway and dealing with any
incidents that occurred while driving. The fate of the
drivers was decided in extensive union negotiations.
Most became drivers on another line, whereas some
were given the option of becoming supervisors on
the newly automated Line 1. The new supervisors
were selected mainly on the basis of RATP tenure and
track record, and the vast majority of those drivers
selected accepted the position. To understand the
challenges and changes in responsibility entailed by
transitioning into a managerial role, we initially fo-
cused on these former drivers who were promoted
to supervisors.
Supervisors are in charge of specific sections, or

zones, of the subway line, typically four or five sta-
tions. For each zone, only one supervisor is on duty
at a given time. A large part of the supervisor’s role
entails managing between 25 and 50 station agents
in their zone. Supervisors oversee their scheduling,
training, performance reviews, and any day-to-day
problems that arise. In addition, supervisors are re-
sponsible for handling incidents or problems that
occur with the automated trains within their zone
(e.g., train malfunction, unidentified packages, or
passenger illness). Another main part of their job
involves working one week in five at the automated
trains control center, where they control the trains
remotely. Supervisors can work one of three different
shifts, each lasting approximately seven hours.

Data and Methods
The idea for this study originated from conversations
with RATP management on its handling of labor
relations while automating Line 1. Following these
conversations, we conducted pilot interviews with
former drivers. We were struck by the persistence of
the theme of responsibility in our data, particularly
how interviewees expressed a feeling of lost respon-
sibility when becoming a supervisor. As this phe-
nomenon seemed counterintuitive, and most prom-
ising for novel theory development, we decided to
center our analysis and coding on the broad theme
of responsibility. We therefore conducted a theory-
elaboration exercise in which we used past literature
as a springboard for directing our data collection
“in the service of discovering” new, and hopefully
broader, theory (Strauss 1987, p. 306).
As we progressed in our study, we realized that

former drivers often spoke about their direct impact on
others’ lives when discussing issues of responsibility.
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To compare this case with workers transitioning
into a supervisory role from another job where in-
dividuals did not directly impact others’ lives, we also
looked at new supervisors that transitioned from a
position as a station agent on various other lines of the
Paris subway.2 Station agents were mainly in charge
of selling tickets and providing information in sub-
way stations and overseeing the upkeep of the sta-
tions. Like the subway drivers, many agents did not
have career plans to become supervisors until their
supervisors proposed to them the job, and they were
also promoted based on their seniority and perfor-
mance. Supervisory roles on other subway lines in-
volve very similar duties to those on Line 1. They
include managing station agents, taking charge of
incidents, and working at control centers to oversee
and regulate subway flow and timing. Thus, some
supervisors manage subway drivers rather than sta-
tion agents, but the organizational duties involved are
quite similar. While controlling for our setting, these
former agents provide the closest comparable case to
the subway drivers promoted on Line 1, but coming
from a different occupational background.

We conducted our data collection and analysis in
two phases. First, to better understand what tran-
sitioning from subway driver to supervisor entailed,
we interviewed 29 of the 40 Line 1 supervisors (73%)
who had been promoted during the automation
project and were former drivers.3 The supervisors
that we were unable to interview either were on sick
leave (n = 1), had recently moved to another position
(n = 6), had recently retired (n = 1), or declined for
unknown reasons (n = 3). Most of the interviewees
were men (93%), and their average age was 48. On
average, the interviewees had beenwith the RATP for
21 years, had been subway drivers for 12 years and
had held their current supervisor positions for four
years (see Table 1 for details). Former subway drivers
tended to have an educational level equivalent to a
high school diploma, and their main motivations for
applying to work at the RATP included the job se-
curity and benefits of working for a state-owned
company. Very few interviewees specifically had
the goal or desire to become a subway driver or a
supervisor prior to joining the RATP, and many took
the jobs that were available at the time and proposed
to them by the company.

One member of the research team, which included
the two authors and a trained research assistant,
conductedeach interview,betweenMarch2013and June
2014. Before the interviews, the human resources (HR)
coordinator sent a brief email describing the project to
all supervisors and told potential interviewees that
the research team would contact them. All interviews
were conducted during the workday, usually in the
supervisor’s private (underground) office. Interviews

lasted approximately one hour and were digitally
recorded and transcribed.We followed an open-ended
interview protocol with general questions about the
interviewee’s career path before and after working at
the RATP,what a typical workday entailed as a driver
and as a supervisor, and the most memorable mo-
ments in both positions. In general, we let the inter-
viewee guide us to the subjects that were important to
them, specifying only that we wanted to understand
their job (see Appendix for details) . All quotes used in
this article have been translated from French into
English by the coauthors.
In parallel with this process, and to gain a richer

contextual understanding of the supervisors’ daily
work, we shadowed several supervisors during their
shifts for approximately 30 observation hours in all,
between October 2014 and June 2015. The observa-
tions were spread across morning, afternoon, and
night shifts. During these observations, we accom-
panied supervisors as they performed their various
duties. We drafted field notes within 24 hours of each
observation, usually at the end of the site visit.
As the interviews progressed, each author sepa-

rately read selected transcribed interviews, high-
lighting reoccurring and salient topics (such as train
malfunctioning and suicides). We then met to discuss
and compare the topics and subsequently honed in on
broader themes. As our focus was on theory elabo-
ration, after we had identified the main topics, we
discussed which of them related to the notion of re-
sponsibility. Each of us then separately reanalyzed
the transcriptions to identify concepts within the
general themeof responsibility (suchas impactonothers’
lives or autonomy in decisions), writing memos to
document the concepts that emerged, and meeting to
discuss and compare. We then went back to our data
and used these concepts as coding categories. When
new concepts around responsibility emerged, we
added new categories. The data-analysis process was
iterative, and we constantly went back and forth be-
tween our individual transcription analyses, memos,
and discussions (Charmaz 2006, Golden-Biddle and
Locke 2007). We continued this process until we had
identified clear and consistent themes around respon-
sibility both across and within interviews, keeping in
mind how these themes could contribute to existing
theory.Afterwehad identified themain conceptswithin
the realm of responsibility, and once we had reached a
saturation point at which no new themes pertaining to
responsibility emerged in our data, we each coded all
the interviews to deepen our understanding of these
concepts. We then compared our coding and discussed
discrepancies inhowwecoded certainpassagesuntilwe
reached agreement.
In a second phase, to compare our initial cases with

that of supervisors coming from a different occupational
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background, we conducted additional interviews with
former station agents who had been promoted to su-
pervisor. We conducted this theoretical sampling be-
cause we assumed that some of the themes around re-
sponsibility that we had identified might be unique to
supervisors coming from jobs where people directly
impacted others’ lives. We constructed our additional
sample of 25 interviews from the list of all 30 current
supervisors on all subway lines that had formerly
been station agents. (For unknown reasons, five su-
pervisors did not respond to our request or declined

to be interviewed.) As with the former drivers, we
conducted all interviews in the supervisor’s office, this
time from August to September 2016. We used a similar
interview guide to that used for the former drivers.
Our former station agent (FA) sample was rela-

tively similar to our former driver (FD) sample in
terms of age (average of 43 versus 48 years), educa-
tion level (high school diploma), tenure at the RATP
(17 versus 21 years), tenure in their former occupation
(14 versus 12 years), and tenure as a manager (four
versus three years). The jobs that former agents held

Table 1. Details of Interview Sample, Former Subway Drivers

Interview
number Gender Age

Job before
working
at RATP

Tenure
at

RATP
(years) First job at RATP

Tenure as
subway

drivers (years)

Other jobs
at RATP (tenure

in years)

Job just before
promotion to
supervisor

Tenure as
supervisor
(years)

FD-1 Male 50 NA 19 Maintenance 11 Maintenance (4) Subway driver 4
FD-2 Male 47 Telecommunications 26 Station agent 12 Station agent (4)

Head of
movement (5)

Subway driver 5

FD-3 Male 46 Service—food
industry

19 Bus driver 10 Bus driver (6) Subway driver 3

FD-4 Male 48 NA 25 Bus driver 14 Bus driver (8) Subway driver 3
FD-5 Male 50 NA NA NA None Subway driver 4
FD-6 Female 54 Secretary 28 Station agent 20 Station agent (4) Subway driver 4
FD-7 Male 42 Service technician 15 Subway driver 10 None Subway driver 5
FD-8 Male 46 Mechanic 23 Station agent 10 Station agent (4)

Head of
movement (5)

Subway driver 4

FD-9 Male 47 Service—
entertainment
industry

24 Bus driver 11 Bus driver (9) Subway driver 4

FD-10 Male 44 Electronics
manufacturer

15 Subway driver 11 None Subway driver 4

FD-11 Male 48 Service—food
industry

19 Subway driver 14 None Subway driver 5

FD-12 Male 53 Commercial bus
driver

28 Bus driver 10 Bus driver (14) Subway driver 4

FD-13 Male 54 College student 32 Head of
movement

15 Head of
movement (4)

Supervisor (13)

Subway driver 13

FD-14 Male 50 Information
technology

18 Bus driver 10 Bus driver (5) Subway driver 3

FD-15 Male 51 Entrepreneur 20 Subway driver 15 None Subway driver 5
FD-16 Male 51 Electrician 18 Subway driver 13 None Subway driver 5
FD-17 Male 51 Service—

entertainment
industry

29 Bus driver 13 Bus driver (13) Subway driver 3

FD-18 Male 48 Military 20 Station agent 13 Station agent (2) Subway driver 5
FD-19 Male 51 Self-employed 20 Station agent 9 Station agent (8) Subway driver 3
FD-20 Male 42 Factory worker 18 Subway driver 14 None Subway driver 4
FD-21 Male 43 Electrician 18 Subway driver 13 None Subway driver 5
FD-22 Female 44 Warehouse keeper 15 Subway driver 10 None Subway driver 5
FD-23 Male 43 Service—food

industry
13 Subway driver 10 None Subway driver 3

FD-24 Male 50 Military 28 Repaired buses 14 Repaired buses (6)
Bus driver (4)

Subway driver 4

FD-25 Female 46 Salesperson 19 Subway driver 15 None Subway driver 4
FD-26 Male 50 Engineering firm 26 Bus driver 10 Bus driver (11) Subway driver 5
FD-27 Male 46 Construction 14 Subway driver 10 None Subway driver 4
FD-28 Male 48 Construction 14 Subway driver 10 None Subway driver 4
FD-29 Male 50 Salesperson 22 Subway driver 17 None Subway driver 5

Note. NA, not available.
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before working at the RATP were also quite similar
to those of former drivers (for example, salesperson,
service, or secretary) (see Table 2 for details). They,
too, joined the RATP mainly for job security, with no
specific objective to work as agents. Their managerial
promotion process was relatively similar to those of
former subway drivers. Based on tenure and per-
formance, management often asked them if they were
interested in the new job. We coded our additional
data using the themes we had already identified, but
when new themes around responsibility emerged, we
added new categories. As for our initial analysis, we
constantly went back and forth between our indi-
vidual analyses, memos, and discussions until we
reached a saturation point and no new concepts
emerged around the theme of responsibility.

Findings
Becoming a Manager: A Puzzling Managerial
Blues for Some
Although the job tasks and duties for their new
managerial roleswere nearly identical, former drivers
and former station agents experienced these roles
very differently. After becoming managers, the ma-
jority of former drivers experienced disenchantment

with their managerial jobs, or what we call mana-
gerial blues. They viewed their managerial jobs as
comparatively less meaningful than their previous
jobs and wanted to exit the managerial ranks soon
after having joined them. By contrast, most former
station agents were quite fulfilled in their jobs and,
therefore, wanted to stay in management.
Even though many former agents “never planned

on [becoming a manager] before” they were offered
the job, they generally felt “very comfortable and very
happy” in their newposition. They typically described
their jobs as “really interesting” and “enriching,” and
expressed that being a manager was “an excellent
challenge.” Overall, they viewed their jobs as “very
rewarding.” For example, a former station agent
stated: “I feel very fulfilled in what I do and I enjoy
myself” (FA 10). Only a minority of former station
agents (eight out of 24) indicated that they wished to
“see other things” and move to positions in HR or
training, oftenhoping for better hours (not having towork
late nights or early mornings) or for further career de-
velopment. However, most former station agents wanted
to stay in their current managerial role. As some typ-
ically explained, “It’s an occupation that is very good”
(FA 13), and “I feel good where I am now” (FA 16).

Table 2. Details of Interview Sample, Former Station Agents

Interview
number Gender Age

Job before
working
at RATP

Tenure
at

RATP
(years)

First
job at
RATP

Tenure as
station

agent (years)

Other jobs
at RATP (tenure

in years)

Job just before
promotion to
supervisor

Tenure
as

supervisor
(years)

FA-1 Male 45 Salesperson 17 Station agent 14 None Station agent 3
FA-2 Female 46 Information technology 12 Station agent 11 None Station agent 1
FA-3 Male 30 Waste management 9 Station agent 5 None Station agent 4
FA-4 Female 45 Secretary, salesperson 22 Station agent 20 Software

training (1)
Station agent 1

FA-5 Male 38 Sports instructor 12 Station agent 11 None Station agent 1
FA-6 Male 43 Music instructor 16 Station agent 14 None Station agent 2
FA-7 Female 46 Secretary 22 Station agent 18 None Station agent 4
FA-8 Female 45 Secretary 16 Station agent 13 None Station agent 3
FA-9 Female 43 Salesperson 21 Station agent 18 None Station agent 3
FA-10 Female 39 NA 21 Station agent 19 None Station agent 2
FA-11 Female 46 Mail delivery 18 Station agent 17 None Station agent 1
FA-12 Male 41 Service 17 Station agent 12 None Station agent 5
FA-13 Female 45 Cashier 22 Station agent 18 None Station agent 4
FA-14 Female 48 Salesperson 25 Station agent 20 None Station agent 5
FA-15 Male 46 Salesperson 14 Station agent 12 None Station agent 2
FA-16 Male 36 Service—food industry 6 Station agent 3 None Station agent 3
FA-17 Male 46 Service—food industry 22 Station agent 19 None Station agent 3
FA-18 Female 48 School monitor 15 Station agent 9 None Station agent 6
FA-19 Male 47 Service – food industry 26 Station agent 22 None Station agent 4
FA-20 Male 44 Food industry 16 Station agent 12 None Station agent 4
FA-21 Female 37 Mail delivery 17 Station agent 14 None Station agent 3
FA-22 Male 49 Laboratory researcher 16 Station agent 15 None Station agent 1
FA-23 Female 41 Accountant 16 Station agent 13 None Station agent 3
FA-24 Male 39 Mail delivery 15 Station agent 12 None Station agent 3
FA-25 Male 48 Service—food industry 25 Station agent 19 Bus driver (1) Station agent 5

Note. NA, not available.

Bourmault and Anteby: Unpacking the Managerial Blues
Organization Science, 2020, vol. 31, no. 6, pp. 1452–1474, © 2020 INFORMS 1459



When former subway drivers were offered a man-
agerial job, they also initially mainly viewed the of-
fer as a potentially interesting experience, which led
them to voluntarily and gladly accept. One inter-
viewee described these sentiments: “For me, it was
a challenge. . . . I saw it as very interesting. . . . I accepted
[the managerial job] thinking . . . maybe it could be
enriching” (FD 1). Accepting the job was a chance
to “evolve professionally,” “make more money,” and
“learn something new.” After becoming managers,
former subway drivers saw some positive aspects
in their promotion, such as having contact and
communication with people as compared with
their previously “lonely situation” in their subway
cabin. However, they expressed disenchantment as
managers—they felt that their managerial jobs were
not as meaningful as their past jobs. As one inter-
viewee expressed: “We do everything [in terms of
administrative tasks], but really we do nothing that
matters” (FD 17). In light of this assessment, several
felt “quite disappointed”with the current managerial
position, and most “wanted to change” and “get out
of” it. In fact, the vast majority of former subway
drivers indicated that they had either already applied
to or were hoping to change positions in the future
(20 out of 29). Although they “did not miss driving”
subways and did not want to go back to it, many
wanted to find something more meaningful in terms
of responsibility: For example, one wanted to go back
to a job where “safety matters.” Some wanted to train
new subway drivers, where “you need to be vigilant”
because “if a new driver makes a security error, the
person teaching them is held responsible” (FD 12). It
was a job where they could “feel like they were
making a difference” (FD 9) and could potentially be
“fulfilling.”Others wanted to have a bigger role at the
control center, where they had “the impression that we
are actually doing something important” (FD 24) be-
cause passenger wellbeing was at stake. For instance,
one interviewee explained this feeling:

What I would like to do is work at the control center.
That’s really my thing . . . it’s a real job . . . you need to
be rigorous . . . you are working with electricity . . . you
can’t mess up.Here [as amanager] you are dealingwith
people issues.Do you seewhat I am trying to say? (FD 8)

Asweshownext, these contrastedgroupsofmanagers
also had very different expectations of what personal
responsibility felt like—something they carried with
them from their past jobs. A common theme that arose
throughout our analysis was the different type of
responsibility that supervisors felt when embracing
their managerial role. We found, in particular, that
former subway drivers often felt a greater sense of
responsibility as a driver than in their current man-
agerial roles. To explain this unexpected finding, we

identified two distinct facets of responsibility that
emerged in our analysis, which we label “adminis-
trative” and “personal” responsibility. Although both
former subway drivers and station agents felt more
administrative responsibility in their new roles as su-
pervisors (in line with how responsibility has been un-
derstood in past managerial literature), former drivers
experienced a sense of loss of personal responsibility.
These unfulfilled expectations of responsibility in
their managerial jobs form the background for former
drivers’ managerial blues.

Feeling More Administrative Responsibility
as a Manager
Similar to the assumption in past literature that
embracing a managerial role comes with increased
feelings of responsibility, both former subway drivers
and station agents reported feeling more adminis-
trative responsibility in their new supervisor role.
This increase mainly stemmed from the wider scope
of duties and greater autonomy that their managerial
roles now entailed.4

Wider Scope of Duties as a Supervisor. One key as-
pect of the managerial job that led to feelings of in-
creased administrative responsibility for both former
drivers and former agents was the range and breadth
ofwork duties, whichwe label scope of duties. In their
past occupation, former subway drivers expressed
that they had been in charge of a narrow range of
duties within the subway system—their train and its
passengers. Their daily job was to “transport people
and take them where they want” (FD 7) and “be re-
sponsible for the train from A to Z” (FD 1). Although
they undeniably felt a “giant responsibility” for per-
forming these duties, it was still limited to just a part of
the extensive subway structure.
By contrast, when they became supervisors, former

drivers felt that they were now involved in almost all
aspects of the subway line, and it was their respon-
sibility to “do everything in their power” to make the
subway run smoothly. They did “a bit of everything”:
managing station agents, resolving any problems that
occurred on the automated or regular trains, and con-
trolling trains at the control center, and thismeant feeling
more responsibility. As one interviewee summarized:
“We intervene in all domains, so we have a lot of
responsibility” (FD 3). It was a much-appreciated
part of the job, as it gave them a sense of impor-
tance within the company. As some interviewees
typically explained: “They [the RATP] gave me tons
of different duties . . . and that is something that I
tremendously appreciate because it’s also a sign of
trust from them” (FD 6); “it’s diversified [work] . . . we
really have an important role” (FD 14). The added
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responsibility associated with doing many different
duties was something that former drivers noticed: “I
am responsible for . . . the automatic train, the pas-
sengers, the station agents, the stations . . . when we
climb the hierarchy, automatically we take on more
responsibility” (FD 11).

Former station agents shared the sentiment that, as
agents, their responsibilities were confined to “[their]
station and everything that happens in [their] station”
(FA 4). Everyday duties mostly involved selling
tickets, checking that the station was clean and safe,
and helping with any incidents that occurred; in
addition, agents could take part in a range of outside
missions (e.g., going to outside companies to sell
tickets). This set-up led some interviewees to feel that
as station agents, their jobs had been somewhat
“polyvalent,” but still narrowly defined.

In becoming supervisors, former agents also felt that
in their new job “there is a lot more [task] diversity, a
lot more responsibility (FA 1),” something they found
enriching. For example, interviewees explained: “It’s a
job that is quite rich with a large panel of activities”
(FA 16), and “the diversity . . . I like it . . . and in a
certain way it enriches my universe” (FA 20). Others
explained that, as they were involved in almost all
aspects of the subway line, as a supervisor, they even
felt a “responsibility for the [entire] company.” In
summary, for both former agents and former drivers,
juggling many different duties as a manager felt like

a step up in terms of administrative responsibility and
was something they enjoyed. (See Table 3 for addi-
tional quotes illustrating the shifting scope of duties
experienced by drivers and agents, as well as other
aspects of administrative responsibility.)

Greater Autonomy as a Supervisor. Another key as-
pect of the managerial job that resulted in feelings of
greater administrative responsibility came from how
much autonomy supervisors felt they had in their
work. Greater autonomy in decisions was often as-
sociated with a greater sense of administrative re-
sponsibility. Although the jobs of subway drivers and
station agents are quite different, both former drivers
and station agents shared the sentiment that, in their
past roles, they had very little autonomy in their jobs.
As subway drivers, informants shared the feeling that
they were constantly following procedures: “Drivers
are asked to . . . of course strictly respect rules, pro-
cedures” (FD 2). As one interviewee described, “The
subway is only procedures. We never have to dream
about what might happen . . . everything has already
been imagined, prepared, and thought of at least
once” (FD 26). In fact, memorizing procedures was
integral to the drivers’ job, and much of their training
revolved around “learning the rules” by heart for
every expected or unexpected occurrence.
By contrast, supervisors’ managerial role now in-

volved making decisions. Supervisors had to exercise

Table 3. Feelings of Gaining Administrative Responsibility as Supervisors (Subway Drivers and Station Agents)

Dimensions of administrative
responsibility Interviewee perception Example quotation(s)

Scope of duties Narrow as driver or agent “We are responsible for all the passengers, safety, and everything that happens on
the train.” (FD 1)

“In the station we had very little responsibility. We were responsible for the cash
register and the money we collected.” (FA 17)

Wide as supervisor “So yes I have a lot more responsibility compared to when I was a driver. As a
driver I was responsible for my train, to watch the tracks, the signals, to safely
drive passengers from point A to point B. Now I am responsible for the driver, so
here on the Line 1, I don’t worry about drivers, but I am responsible for the
automated train and that it safely goes from point A to point B with all the
passengers, all the station agents and all the facilities . . . for the sector that I am
responsible to be safe for the passengers. So it’s true that I have a lot more
responsibility.” (FD 11)

“A supervisor job is even more vast [compared to station agent job].” (FA 22)
Work autonomy Low as driver or agent “The job of a driver, in quotes, . . . we don’t have a choice, it’s . . . there it’s marked

50 . . . we drive at 50, when it’s green it’s green, when it’s red it’s red . . . rules, it’s,
it’s . . . it’s strict, it’s . . . When there is this, we do this, this, this, this . . . It’s also
what is a bit difficult at the beginning. To say why it’s like this. It’s . . . when
there’s a breakdown on the train, we follow the procedures, and you can’t skip a
page, it’s really this, this, this you must not skip a line . . . it’s like a recipe.” (FD 3)

“We were there, we did what they told us to do [as a station agent]. But now [as a
supervisor], it’s me that tells others what they need to do.” (FA 22)

High as supervisor “When we are drivers, we drive, so you have to concentrate on your driving. You
don’t have . . . decisions to make. You have rules to apply, so . . . as a supervisor
you must make decisions. You must make decisions.” (FD 13)

“What I like is that, there’s action . . . we make decisions.” (FA 23)
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autonomy, particularly in the daily management of
their direct reports, as well as during incidents. This
meant feeling more in charge and being held re-
sponsible for outcomes. One interviewee described
how making decisions during incidents was a core
part of the job: “It’s the responsibility of the super-
visor who is sent to the place of the incident and then
labeled the ‘incident manager’ . . . It’s him who is
there, and it’s him who makes decisions. It’s really
him that is held accountable” (FD 7). For former
drivers, being able to make decisions and the asso-
ciated responsibility was a coveted aspect of their
managerial role: “The most pleasant thing [as a su-
pervisor] is I would say making decisions” (FD 10)—
even occasionally deciding to go against company
policy (e.g., smoking in tunnels), while noting, “In
any case, I am the boss!” (field note). In describing
what happened when he made bad decisions as a
supervisor, an interviewee explained this sentiment:
“If my decisions were bad, I would have someone in
the hierarchy tell me: ‘You shouldn’t have done this,
you should have done that.’ It’s a good way to learn
and also it’s good to be held responsible’” (FD 13).

Similar to their driver counterparts, former station
agents noted that, in their past jobs, they not only had
procedures to follow for certain incidents, but they
weremostly told what to do by their supervisors. One
interviewee expressed this sentiment: “As a station
agent, we literally follow orders: 10 p.m. you need to
do the ticket machines; at this time you do this . . .
literally we just follow” (FA 2). As supervisors, in-
terviewees also felt that their station agents tended to
rely on themwhen decisions had to bemade. Another
interviewee noted about her station agents: “Every-
one knows what to do, and when they call . . . it’s
because of something that’s not in the procedure . . .
That’s why a station agent calls us” (FA 22). She
would tell them precisely what to do, underlying
agents’ limited autonomy.

In becoming managers, former agents also felt they
had more freedom in their choices. For example, one
interviewee compared her time as an agent with her
present job: “As supervisors, we are more autono-
mous . . . I mean. Now I am a lot freer . . . we are
autonomous, we must make decisions” (FA 18). This
meant feelingmore in charge andmore responsibility.
Another interviewee explained, “For me responsi-
bility is . . . when I make a decision . . . it’s a huge
responsibility” (FA 21). For agents, the added au-
tonomy was “stressful,” but at the same time “ap-
pealing and quite interesting.”

A Contrasted Experience of Personal Responsibility
Although both former subway drivers and station
agents felt more administrative responsibility in their
new roles as supervisors, former subway drivers also

reported feeling a loss of personal responsibility in
their managerial roles. In their prior work, a deep
sense of personal responsibility was a key part of
their job, as their actions had critical consequences on
the lives of others, and they could not depend on
others in their work or share the blame for any
mistakes. As former station agents did not experi-
ence the same deep sense of personal responsibility
in their past job, their understanding and expecta-
tions of personal responsibility as a manager were
quite different.

The Imprinting of a Deep Sense of Personal Respon-
sibility (Former Subway Drivers). The impression that
former drivers’ jobs substantially impacted people’s
lives—what Hackman and Oldham (1976, p. 257)
label high “task significance”—and the fact that
they could not depend on others to perform their
work—what has been labeled high “task indepen-
dence” (Kiggundu, 1981, 1983)5—ingrained in them a
deep and distinct sense of personal responsibility.

Subway Drivers’ High Task Significance. As subway
drivers, informants spent most of their day driving a
train filled with hundreds of passengers, and they
constantly felt a great responsibility for the lives of
others. As interviewees typically stated: “In driving,
we have an enormous responsibility for others . . .
transporting the passengers . . . on one subway train
there are approximately between 600 to 800 passen-
gers, so we are responsible for all the passengers, for
the safety, for everything that happens on the train”
(FD 1); “your driving will impact the lives of others . . .
for me it’s a giant responsibility” (FD 6). They saw
their jobs as assuring “passenger safety to a maxi-
mum,” and they were quite conscious that people’s
lives were directly in their hands: “You can’t not do
thingsproperlywithpeople thatare . . . in your train.You
are very aware . . . you don’t want anything to happen
when we drive” (FD 13). This feeling was amplified
by the fact that the passengerswere quite visible to them.
For example, talking about the responsibility she felt
during her time as a driver, another interviewee noted:

We feel it [responsibility] because we see them [the
passengers], we see them constantly get on, get off, we
know that all the timewe have an incredible number of
passengers . . . The moment that you have one person
that gets on your train . . . he or she trusts you, and that
is . . . important. (FD 6)

Many interviewees noted that “knowing the re-
sponsibility” they had “for the people behind” them,
it was very important to “leave any personal prob-
lems at the door” of their subway cabin, because
even a “moment of inattention” could “result in dire
consequences” (FD 10). Some cited major subway
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accidents that had happened throughout the world
and were caused by careless drivers “not realizing
the responsibility they had in driving” (FD 6).
A common feeling was that, as drivers, there was
strictly “no room for mistakes” because “passengers’
lives were at risk.”As another interviewee reiterated:
“We transport people; we are not allowed to make
any mistakes” (FD 12). This responsibility was at
times a “pressure” and a “stress.” Another inter-
viewee clarified: “Passenger safety is of utmost im-
portance. The stress, I felt it because they tell you:
‘careful a safety error, a missed signal . . . can be very
serious issue.’ And it is a very serious issue” (FD 9).
However, interviewees also expressed that “trans-
porting passengers safely”was “the principalmission
that we had” (FD 10), and it gave them “the feeling to
really be useful” (FD 1). As one noted, “The job of a
driver is super important . . . many things could
happen . . . with people behind us” (FD 15).

Although many former drivers stated that they felt
responsibility, even with only one passenger, they
also expressed that the sheer number of lives they
impacted on a daily basis shaped and intensified this
sentiment of responsibility. For example, in com-
paring the responsibility an interviewee experienced
as a subway driver versus the responsibility she felt
when simply driving a car, she stated: “I was much
more aware of the responsibility that I had [in driving
a subway] . . . I was responsible for on average 800
people in my train . . . it became more real” (FD 6).
Similarly, some former subway drivers that worked
as bus drivers prior to their subway jobs noted that the
responsibility they experienced was much stronger
on the subway because of the number of lives they
could potentially impact: “I really felt a responsibility
when I became a subway driver . . . you don’t have the
same [feeling] on the bus. We are not as conscious
about it because it’s not the same size . . . there are
more people inside [the subway]” (FD 9).

The everyday responsibility that former drivers felt
for passenger lives was one that they internalized
over an extended period of time. Every day, theywere
in “a job that you must be very safe, very attentive, be
careful” (FD 27) to not make mistakes and one where
“you are constantly putting [passenger] lives at risks”
(FD 6); thus, this responsibility “weighed” on them
over many years as a driver (on average 12 years
for our interviewees) and imprinted in themadeep sense
of personal responsibility. As one interviewee clarified:
“For the many years I was a driver, I had dreams . . . well
more nightmares than dreams, of running through a
red light. We are so infused with the importance
of [passenger] safety that you dream about it” (FD 22);
this sentiment of responsibility was something that

was “never fully erased” during the rest of one’s
career and “continues, in fact, to haunt you.”
In addition to the responsibility they felt for pas-

sengers’ lives on standardor“typical” days, as subway
drivers, interviewees were also directly involved in
various critical incidents that occurred while driving
their train. In these moments, the responsibility they
felt for others’ lives instantly left “a mark” on them.
When incidents occurred, such as a passenger be-
coming ill or a woman going into labor, an impor-
tant part of drivers’ jobs was to react instantly to
shorten the duration of the incident and to ensure
passenger safety. As one interviewee explained, “The
instant [an incident occurs], you need to react and
ensure all safetymeasures . . . you need to know exactly
what to do . . . to react instantly . . . even if we aren’t
timed . . . it’s a matter of safety” (FD 15). They
expressed feelings of personal responsibility and own-
ership for the situation, often speaking of something
happening on “my train” to “my passengers” and
shared memorable narratives of how passenger lives
were impacted. A former driver explained: “Well they
are the situations when you are a driver, whether
it be a fainting spell, a fit of epilepsy, or a woman
who gives birth . . . we totally experience the situation”
(FD 29). For example, he witnessed a baby being born
on his train and reported his crucial and direct in-
volvement in the situation:

It was complicated, the passengers had blocked the
train, the lady was really in distress because her water
had broken and calling the firemen, seeing and man-
aging everything and all, it was really a memory that
was beautiful . . . so I had alerted central command,
I explained to them that effectively my train was
stopped, because I really could notmove thewoman at
all. So we waited for the fireman, afterward we talked
to the woman because she needed reassurance. We
needed to make her wait because it really couldn’t
happen right away. (FD 29)

Another salient moment when drivers directly
impacted human life was through the experience of a
passenger suicide on their train. As interviewees
remarked: “It’s always very trying to have someone
commit suicide underneath your train” (FD 6); “The
most difficult? I think it is when you kill someone,
when someone jumps [in front of your train]” (FD 26).
Although suicides were not a daily occurrence, most
former driverswe spoke to could vividly recall at least
one suicide. In fact, it was rare for drivers to go
through their career without at least one suicide, and
manyof thosewhohadnotdirectly experienceda suicide
had been involved in attempted suicides. Some inter-
viewees professed how fortunate they were to not have
taken another person’s life: “I was lucky to not have
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run over someone, I was lucky to not have killed
someone. These are things we think about when
driving” (FD 17). Even though suicide was not the
driver’s fault, as often it was too late once a person
had jumped onto the track, drivers felt some blame
for the death. The train that had technically killed
someonewas in the hands of the driver, who “saw the
silhouette” of the person and felt the “weight of the
train behind” as he tried to brake on time. An inter-
viewee noted: “I was looking at the tracks. I saw the
person running towards the tracks but . . . it was too
late, we can’t do anything. After, it’s true the mo-
ment it happens you may feel like you are OK . . . but
then . . . we don’t sleep through the night” (FD 3).
Interviewees insisted that what it means to feel re-
sponsible for someone else’s life after a suicide “marks
you for life” and “remained ingrained in my head.”
For example, an interviewee that was involved in an
attempted suicide described howhis role in the actmade
it such a haunting and lasting experience:

I didn’t sleep at all that night, even if nothing hap-
pened to the boy.He had a scratch on his head but since
it wasme, I knocked him down, I hit the brakes so hard
that I just touched him like that . . . These are moments
that leave a mark on you, it is . . . I think that we never
forget them. We will never forget them . . . We remem-
ber a suicide for our whole life. Even if we aren’t . . .
guilty, we are a part of it. (FD 3)

Subway Drivers’ High Task Independence. A common
topic that appeared when former subway drivers
described their previous job was the fact that they
could not depend on others, as “it’s a solitary job.” For
most of their shift, they were “not in contact with
people” and “completely alone” in their cabin; one
even described their cabin as “my bubble.” “The
solitude that sets in over the years” (FD 21), some-
thing that many former drivers found challenging,
shaped their notion of personal responsibility. Being
alonemeant rarely being able to rely on colleagues for
help in their day-to-day jobs or share the blame with
anybody if something went wrong. One interviewee
noted how constantly being alone heightened her
feeling of responsibility: “During the day when you
are all alone, it is . . . you are there for your passengers,
for the train” (FD 25). “When all alone, you really
can’t mess up” (FD 20) because there was no one else
to repair your mistakes. As another former driver
noted: “So if there are criticisms to be made there is
only one person [to blame] . . . I’m responsible for
what I do” (FD 23).

Similarly,when therewere critical incidents on a train,
drivers often didn’t have time to consult anyone else
before reacting. Interviewees repeatedly described
the feeling of having nobody to count on during these
incidents, thus imprinting a deep sense of personal

responsibility. One interviewee noted about her time
asadriver:“It’s true that whenwe have a situation, we
are alone . . . themain stress entails handling . . . all the
security measures” (FD 22). Another interviewee de-
scribed an extreme example of losing contact with the
control center while driving and having to make an
instant decision when her train got stuck on a bridge:

And I was all alone in the world. Because the break-
down that I had was a contact failure, with my keys in
driving mode. And so it was like, I was stopped, like I
was out of service. And so I could no longer com-
municatewith the PCC [central control]. So no onewas
waiting for me . . . and at that moment I saw the river,
and thought what I am going to do? And during this
time . . . I couldn’t get hold of anyone. Now that’s
terrible. All alone in the world. (FD 25)

The Imprinting of Weak Feelings of Personal Responsi-
bility (Former Station Agents). Unlike former drivers,
former agents had a very different experience with
personal responsibility before becoming supervisors.
In their former jobs, they felt that they had very little
impact on others’ lives (low task significance) and
were able to depend on others to perform their work
(low task independence).

Station Agents’ Low Task Significance. During their
role as station agents, they had “very little respon-
sibility for security” of others, and their actions rarely
had consequences on others’ lives. If they made
mistakes in their job, they felt they could generally
“correct them without there being serious conse-
quences” (FA 5). Their main duties included opening
and closing the subway stations; checking that the
equipment was clean and operating correctly (ticket
machines, escalators, etc.); selling tickets and keeping
track of the money; and answering clients’ enquiries.
In addition, station agents often checked on homeless
people who sheltered in the station.
When critical situations, such as passenger suicides

or accidents, occurred in the stationwhere theyworked,
the agents’ main role was to help clear the platform
and support the subway driver until a supervisor
arrived. Although these experiences were unpleasant
for them, they did not feel a great deal of personal
responsibility for the lives lost as their part in the
event was fairly passive. In general, these events did
not “particularly leave amark” on them. For example,
one interviewee described how incidents played an un-
remarkable role in his everyday work as a station agent:

What can I say? Days went on like that. If there were
accidents, we dealt with them. If someonewas sick, we
called the firemen. If there was a problem, we helped
the drivers with problems on his train . . . if we had the
skills. So he handled his train and we handled trav-
elers, that’s how our days went by. (FA 19)
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Similarly, he described his indirect role as a station
agent during a suicide, expressing very little re-
sponsibility for the event:

I had to clear people from the platforms. And with the
firemen, I had to ‘record’ the person’s [death]. Thiswas
not a pleasant task, but unfortunately I have performed
many other [unpleasant tasks] after suicides . . . It ends
up just being part of the job. (FA 19)

In addition to not directly impacting the lives of
passengers, as station agents, interviewees also noted
that, in general, their actions did not have an impact
on others, including their colleagues and other sub-
way employees. That’s because agents were mostly
responsible for managing their own daily profes-
sional challenges.

Station Agents’ Low Task Independence. For former
agents, working alone had not been an important part
of their previous job. As station agents, they were
often in contact with their supervisors and called
them if they had any questions or problems. In ad-
dition, in the large subway stations, theyworkedwith
another station agent in the same ticket booth. In-
terviewees often emphasized that one aspect of the
job they appreciated, especially when working on
specific missions (e.g., opening a station or checking
passenger tickets), was that they were on a team.
Thus, the job of a station agent was much less solitary
than that of a driver. One supervisor even mentioned
this as a reason why she would not want to be a
subway driver: “All alone in a train . . . it’s not my
place!” (FA 23). When critical choices needed to be
made, they were made by many agents, and the re-
sponsibility for outcomes was shared. For instance,
talking about a big fight that happened in the sta-
tion where she was selling tickets as an agent, one
interviewee noted that management was “happy
with them [all the station agents involved]” in terms
of how “they managed” the situation (FA 18). (See
Table 4 for added quotes illustrating the differing
experiences of personal responsibility for agents
and drivers.)

Subway Drivers to Supervisors—Unfulfilled Expectations
of Personal Responsibility. In their new managerial
jobs, although it was an advancement in terms of their
career, former drivers no longer felt a deep sense of
personal responsibility. They did not forget, however,
what it meant to them to drive, and the best parts of
their managerial jobs often corresponded to the rare
occasions when they could feel a strong sense of per-
sonal responsibility again.

Supervisors’ Lower Task Significance. When these
former subway drivers became supervisors, the “others”
that they now had a direct impact on were mostly
their direct reports, but being responsible for their
direct reports’ careers and wellbeing paled in com-
parisonwithwhat it felt like to be directly responsible
for the lives of passengers when they were drivers.
Although many interviewees “very much like[d] the
human relations” part of “managing people” (FD 4)
and felt they had a “good handle” on it, from their
perspective, their jobs no longer had the same critical
impact on the lives of others. Once supervisors, most
of their time was spent managing their direct reports,
where “there is no real danger, there are no problems
concerning safety at all” (FD 10). Their job entailed
spending time at a desk to complete administrative
tasks, such as scheduling and annual appraisals, and
also visiting station agents to motivate them, resolve
conflicts, and oversee their work. Some viewed their
managerial duties as less significant, comparing man-
agement to supervising children during recess: “Man-
aging station agents . . . It’s a little like a recess court-
yard. You need to know how to deal with conflicts. It’s
kind of like being at school” (FD 18). Unlike the dire
consequences of making a mistake as a driver, mana-
gerial mistakes were seen as much less serious: “You
make mistakes and you learn from them” (FD 10).
Supervisors’ roles did occasionally entail acting in

incidents that occurred on the automated trains, and
they were the first that had to intervene during these
emergencies. As such, supervisors did have some
impact on passengers’ liveswhen “security becomes a
priority.” These were moments “when there is an
incident, it’s true that your adrenaline levels rise,
stress levels rise . . . you need to reassure the station
agents so that you can dealwith the situation quickly”
(FD 11). They had to solve train malfunctions, sus-
picious packages, or suicides, with “no room for er-
ror.” In these moments, former drivers did express a
sense of responsibility for passengers’ lives, where they
felt “a stress, you need to react . . . it is a good stress”
(FD 14). One interviewee noted, “My own role was to
keep the passengers safe. It was above all this; this
priority isfirst and foremost in all our interventions. It
is the safety of the people and ourselves” (FD 28).
However, serious incidents were not daily occur-

rences, and, as supervisors, their role in many such
situationswasmore indirect thanwhen they had been
subway drivers. For instance, in passenger suicides,
as supervisors, the responsibility they experiencedwas
much less personal. As one interviewee explained,
they were no longer “actors” in the suicide:
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It’s different because as a driver, it’s true that we take
part, we are the actor, a person arrives we are the
actor . . . As supervisors, we experience things differ-
ently . . . that’s to say we will have to see the family,
perhaps the family to manage if they show up, if they
come here.We sometimes do tunnel visits, interstation
visits, or sometimes we end up seeing the remains that
are scattered around. (FD 29)

Similarly, in other incidents, one interviewee noted
his comparatively lessened involvement:

In a train, you have a . . . driver . . ., someone . . . who
controls his train and his metro line, and who can react
rapidly in terms of communicating with others. He is the
one impacted by this incident. While . . . we [the su-
pervisors], we are positioned in zones and it’s a bit more
complicated. It’s the part where we lose a bit. (FD 16)

Having much less frequent and direct responsi-
bility for human life in their daily duties as a su-
pervisor resulted in promoted individuals not feeling
the same form of deep personal responsibility when
they used to be drivers. However, it was something
former drivers searched for in their manager jobs: “We
aren’t waiting for an incident to happen but . . . al-
most” (FD 24). Similarly, an aspect of their supervisor
job they liked best was when they worked in the
control center, where they felt that “there could be

consequences if [they] made mistakes” (FD 12), es-
pecially during incidents.

Supervisors’ Lower Task Independence. Unlike when
they were subway drivers, as supervisors, interviewees
often stressed that they never felt alone—they were
“non-stop” in contact with their station agents, the
control center, or their colleagues. Other than the
day-to-day organization of their agents, supervi-
sors generally described a form of teamwork in
their job where they “communicate a lot to exchange
information so that things run as smoothly as pos-
sible” (FD 22). During our observations, we noted
many instances where there was a collaborative na-
ture to the supervisory role. For instance, supervi-
sors asked for their colleagues’ input and sometimes
worked together to organize station-agent planning
and vacation requests, even though it was officially
the duty of the sole supervisor that was assigned
to the end-of-line station. In addition, although it
was technically the responsibility of supervisors in a
particular zone (i.e., several stations) to respond to
zone agents’ problems and questions, they often
depended on supervisors from other zones to help
out. We heard from various former station agents that
when they could not reach their zone supervisor im-
mediately, they simply consulted other supervisors.

Table 4. The Shaping of Feelings of Personal Responsibility (Subway Drivers and Station Agents)

Dimensions of personal
responsibility Interviewee perception Example quotation(s)

The imprinting of a deep sense of personal responsibility (subway drivers)
Impact on lives High task significance “And so there is, we feel a weight, you have a huge responsibility. And, and

there, I felt a responsibility. In terms of security. Which is really the most
important. And from that, there comes a stress. And that, that was . . . it’s true
that it weighs on you also. Because you are, you know very well that behind
you, you have between . . . 650–750 people if the train is full. So there is really
a huge responsibility. . . .” (FD 9)

“I had an attempted suicide once. In fact, I saw a silhouette . . . there was light
from the station that was shining . . . he was between I don’t know a few 100
meters underground, and he was in the middle of the tracks . . . So I hit the
emergency brakes . . . I stopped 5 meters from him. A person I think a little
adrift, in a state of shock . . . So I had to take responsibility for him, to get
him . . . Well it went OK. I got through the situationwell . . . because I didn’t hit
him . . . a fraction of a second, a glance up . . . it depends on very little in fact . . .
sometimes a fraction of a second and it’s lost. So I must admit I was lucky . . .
because I think it’s something that must mark you for life.” (FD 15)

Independence at work High task
independence

“In this job, you don’t need anybody. Responsible for yourself and that’s it, you
do what you want to do. In the end, you don’t depend on anybody else. It’s,
it’s, it’s easier to work . . . This means that, yeah, it’s . . . You do just what you
want to do, and you don’t depend on anybody. If you do things well, it’s on
you, if you do things badly, it’s also on you.” (FD 27)

The imprinting of weak feelings of personal responsibility (station agents)
Impact on lives Low task significance “I would say that as a station agent, we take care of ourselves . . . meaning we

take care of our own professional problems. We don’t need to take care of
others’ problems because we are agents.” (FA 18)

Independence at work Low task
independence

“They [station agents] call us [supervisors] a lot: I have a problem, I made a
mistake. . . .” (FA 20)
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Supervisors also depended on others when re-
solving incidents on the automated train. For exam-
ple, although supervisors were officially appointed to
become “incident lead” during problematic events,
many noted that they depended on the control center
for information. As one interviewee explained, “We
are under the responsibility of the control center . . .
We don’t really knowwhat is happening. They tell me
‘the automated train did this and you need to drive in
manually’” (FD 12). Moreover, during our observa-
tions, we noticed many occasions when supervisors
worked with others on the train. For instance, when a
supervisor did a routine brake check on the train,
he communicated by walkie-talkie with the central
control (describing everything that was happening
from opening the doors to the successful outcome
of the test), and also getting constant feedback
from them.

Although former drivers found it “interesting to
work with lots more people” (FD 4) than they saw
while driving, when others were involved, it was
easier to dilute responsibility. Discussing the dif-
ference between working as a subway driver and
working as a supervisor, one interviewee explained:

In the end, I find that people are more responsible,
more like adults as drivers. More autonomous and
more responsible. But yeah it also comes from . . . the
job in itself; we know that if there is an issue, if there is a
problem on the train . . . there is only one person re-
sponsible: it’s us [the driver]. [As a supervisor] it’s
really . . . everyone calls you ‘boss’ even though . . . in
the end, the driver is more, will be more responsible.
At least if he makes a mistake he will take responsi-
bility for it. Because in any case he can’t really hide . . .
In the station [as a supervisor] . . . it’s not me, it’s
somebody else’s fault. (FD 23)

Station Agents to Supervisors—A Feeling of Increased
Personal Responsibility. Unlike the former subway
drivers, former agents reported experiencing a gain in
personal responsibility as supervisors. They felt that
their jobs now had more of an impact on people’s
lives, namely, their direct reports. As station agents,
notions of being responsible for others’ lives was
quite different from subway drivers; becoming re-
sponsible for their newly found direct reports’ well-
being and careers was experienced as a step up in
responsibility.

Supervisors’ Higher Task Significance. When they
became supervisors, former station agents felt that
they had more of an impact on others’ lives. This in-
creased impact did not come from feeling more re-
sponsible for the lives of passengers, but, rather, for
their direct reports. Most reported that the direct
effect of their actions on passengers’ lives remained
limited as supervisors, and their job during critical

incidents was to help and support subway drivers
who were most directly involved and were the ones
that “undergo a psychological shock.” Although
former agents expressed that, as supervisors, han-
dling passenger life-and-death incidents was un-
pleasant and stressful, they “end up being detached
from things [life-and-death passenger incidents].”
However, as supervisors, they felt they now had a
significant impact on the lives of their direct reports.
Comparing their time as station agents with their

current role, many supervisors indicated that a large
change in their new job involved being there for their
direct reports. As supervisors, they felt responsible
for the security, mental health, and even career paths
of their reports, a job in which they felt they were
“doing something important.” To “ensure the well-
being of my agents” (FA 22) and to have to worry
about someone else was viewed as “stepping up” in
terms of responsibility. One interviewee described
this feeling: “As a supervisor, we really feel that we
have climbed up a step . . . the responsibility is here . . .
for the agents” (FA 4). For these former agents, having
their direct reports now count on them meant that
they felt more personally responsible for them, which
was demanding, but also “enriching.” Another in-
terviewee viewed this responsibility as similar to how
parents feel for their child:

When we are agents . . . we manage ourselves. When
we become supervisors, we manage more than
ourselves . . . it’s a little like . . . children and parents.
When we are children we take care of ourselves and
when we are parents we find ourselves with . . . re-
sponsibility that we didn’t have before . . . meaning we
take care of someone other than ourselves. (FA 18)

Supervisors Unchanged Low Task Independence. As
supervisors, similar to their station-agent jobs, former
agents continued to feel that they could rely on col-
leagues in theirwork. Station agentswho transitioned
to a supervisory role noted that now they often
continuedworking as a team, or “hand-in-hand”with
their colleagues or managers. One interviewee de-
scribed how he typically worked with the control
center and other supervisors during an incident:

Well I wasn’t by myself . . . it was the moment we were
switching shifts, I hadmy night shift colleagues who came
to help out plus my colleague who was on the day shift.
And we got to work on the train . . . and well we shared
the work with the control center a bit to try to fix the
situation as best as possible . . . so we had to . . . de-
termine why the train broke down and what could have
caused it and howwe could best fix the situation. (FA 19)

This collective troubleshooting translated to shar-
ing the responsibility ofwhat happened. For example,
in talking about the main goal of his supervisory
job to “transport passengers in the best conditions,”
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an interviewee explained: “It is a collective mission, it
is not my own mission . . . It’s a team effort, and so
we are not alone in accomplishing the job” (FA 17).
These former station agents also acknowledged that
drivers—contrary to them—often had to deal with
incidents on their own. For example, discussing how
part of her role as a supervisor was to prepare subway
drivers for incidents, one interviewee mentioned, “I
tell them [the subway drivers]: If you have a situation
on the line, we aren’t there to help you. You have to
figure it out by yourself at first” (FA 7). (See Table 5
for added quotes illustrating the differing perceptions
of personal responsibility as supervisors for agents
and drivers.)

Alternative Explanations. Although a qualitative re-
search design does not allow us to fully rule out al-
ternative explanations for the managerial blues ex-
perienced by former subway drivers, our data suggest
that other explanations proposed in past literature
seem unlikely. For example, one might imagine that
the nature of the transition itself could explain the
different experiences of former station agents and
drivers. As the automation led to many former drivers
being made managers, drivers may have felt that the
transition was imposed. However, no drivers expressed

that they felt forced to accept the job. As an interviewee
explained: “They [the directors] proposed [a mana-
gerial job] to different drivers and after we had an
option to choose yes or no” (FD 7). Some interviewees
even indicated that at the time they were proposed
the promotion, they were also given the option to
become a driver on express commuter trains (whose
routes run both under and over ground), a highly
desirable “progression” for subway drivers, as it
allowed them to see outside. But still, they chose to
become managers. Former drivers also noted that
they could easily have continued driving on another
line, which was also a relatively attractive option that
some of their colleagues chose: “For those [drivers]
who didn’t want to become managers . . . they had a
bonus . . . to compensate for the change [of subway
lines] . . . so it was a choice that some made. I made a
different choice” (FD 11).
Another alternative account for the blues that former

drivers experienced could be that there is a mismatch
of what they are good at and the relational skills
needed as a manager. Former drivers did express that
their managerial job was “relational” and “different
than their driver job”—admitting that it took some
time to learn how to properly deal with relational is-
sues such as reprimanding their direct reports without

Table 5. Differing Perceptions of Personal Responsibility as Supervisors

Dimensions of personal
responsibility

Interviewee
perception Example quotation(s)

Subway drivers to supervisors: A feeling of losing personal responsibility
Impact on lives Low task significance “We don’t control what happens [during an incident]. We [the supervisors], we

run after the events, uh, it’s not us that, in the end we don’t create them.”
(FD 13)

In comparing incidents as a supervisor and driver: “[As a driver] therewas aman
that fell in between the platform and the train . . . and so I got him out and . . . I
took care of him . . . well it’s always nice . . . [As a supervisor] it’s not at all the
same . . . I was just at Porte Maillot [a subway station]. A man . . . who was in a
panic . . . he forgot a tire [that he just bought] on the train . . . well it wasn’t
obvious [to find it]. Luckily for him it was a train that had been parked, so . . .
the train had to be taken out of the parking area . . . and I got his tire. Not very
thrilling (laughs). I try . . . to let’s just say . . . to make . . . to have good days.”
(FD 8)

Independence at work Low task
independence

“The PCC [control center] notifiedme that therewas this type of incident because
with the automated train. . . . we don’t know what is going on until we are at
the control desk, so afterwards, it was they who guided me, so we had
different procedures that we needed to follow, that resulted in us asking for
help from another train. It’s teamwork, we worked as a teamwith the PCC.” (FD 28)

“We . . . have contact with station agents, and it’s all the time. It’s non-stop . . .
And I would almost say that it’s . . . tiring.” (FD 6)

Station agents to supervisors: A feeling of gaining personal responsibility
Impact on lives High task significance “Today we are part of management. So there are people that count on us . . . the

people that we manage . . . who can have requests, who can tell us their
problems . . . so this responsibility . . . there is this aspect to take into account.”
(FA 16)

Independence at work Low task
independence

“What I liked before [as a station agent] and what I also find here [as a
supervisor] is it’s working in a team . . . you need to work in osmosis and there
are lots of discussions . . . it’s the same [as being a station agent] and you count
on . . . each other.” (FA 11)
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offending them. However, now they felt managing
people was no longer problematic. As they explained:
“I don’t have problems managing,” and managing
station agents “is not difficult.” In fact, many former
drivers actually indicated that they “very much”
liked “the human side” of management and found it
“interesting.” In addition, both former drivers and
former agents went through the same year-long
training that any RATP member transitioning into
such a supervisory role must attend in order to de-
velop these “human” skills.

Finally, perhaps former drivers and former stations
agents are inherently different in terms of personality
or career preferences, which led them to choose dif-
ferent initial jobs at the RATP and also have different
experiences as a manager. There are multiple reasons
that lead us to believe that this is not the main ex-
planation for their contrasted experiences. First, many
people from both groups indicated that, as opposed to
having specific career objectives to work as a station
agent or driver, they applied to work at the Paris
subway for “job security” reasons, as the state-owned
company provided them with “protection” from job
loss and job “guarantees.” In fact, when applying to
the RATP, many from both groups had simulta-
neously applied for work at other state-owned or-
ganizations (such as the French railroad system) and
viewed their careers at the RATP happening by
chance. As a former driver explained, “I had applied
to the tax department, the police department, and the
RATP. In the end, the RATP was the first to contact
me, so that is why I started working at the RATP. It
was random” (FD 13). Second, many also did not
have a strong desire for a particular job within the
RATP and “took the job that was offered” (FD 17) at
the time or made choices based on shift hours or
geographical convenience. For example, a former
agent expressed that “there wasn’t a particular at-
traction” to the station agent job, and a former driver
explained that he ended up as a driver because “at the
time they [RATP] were looking for subway drivers”
(FD 11).6 Third, there did not seem to be a big dif-
ference in individual drive or desire between the two
groups to move up the hierarchy. Both groups gen-
erally mentioned that they “didn’t have the ambition
to be a manager” (FA 10), and becoming a manager
happened because “they were proposed [the job].”
In short, the main difference between former drivers
and stations agents was their contrasted experiences
in their respective lines of work prior to becom-
ing managers.

Discussion
In summary, former subway drivers and former
agents experienced similar managerial transitions
very differently. In moving up the organizational

ladder, most former subway drivers felt managerial
blues, viewing theirmanagerial jobs as comparatively
less meaningful than their previous ones. This was
not a sentiment that former station agents shared. Part
of this contrasted experience, we argue, came from
what was carried from their past roles—differing
expectations of what responsibility felt like. Both
former drivers and former agents felt increased ad-
ministrative responsibility due to having a wider scope
of duties and greater autonomy. Yet, simultaneously,
we found that many former subway drivers experi-
enced unfulfilled expectations—a feeling of loss—of
personal responsibility in their supervisory position.
The work of a subway driver imprinted in them

expectations of what it felt like to have a deep sense of
personal responsibility. In their former job, their ac-
tions could directly impact others’ lives, and there
was no one else to blame or count on when something
went wrong. When former subway drivers embraced
their new managerial role, they carried these expec-
tations of what personal responsibility felt like with
them. Their managerial jobs no longer allowed them
to feel this responsibility, but they did not forget what
it meant to them; thus, although becoming a manager
was a step up the career ladder, for former drivers, it
also felt like a step down. Former station agents, who
had been socialized in a job whose characteristics did
not evoke strong feelings of personal responsibility,
did not experience this sense of loss as managers.

Contribution to the Managerial
Transitions Literature
Our study’s findings contribute to the managerial-
transitions literature by offering a new explanation
for why seemingly similar managerial transitions can
be experienced very differently. In other words, why
do some feel fulfilled, whereas others feel disen-
chantment, when moving into the managerial ranks?
Although past work has suggested that individual
differences and the transition circumstances per se
may account for contrasted managerial experiences
(e.g., Schein 1978, Boyatzis 1982, Bailyn 1991, Watson
and Harris 1999, Llewellyn 2001, and Spehar et al.
2012), our findings suggest that people’s past roles
can also influence the way they experience a mana-
gerial job transition through met and unmet expec-
tations related to responsibility. The disenchanted
group in our study, former drivers, came into their
managerial jobs with a different set of expectations
around what personal responsibility felt like, expec-
tations that were formed in their past jobs. Particu-
larly when engaging in high-task-significance work
and performing one’s tasks independently were key
characteristics of people’s past jobs, in becoming a
manager, they face an additional challenge of unfulfilled
expectations of feeling strong personal responsibility.
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Our findings highlight that these elements that people
carry with them from their past jobs can also be an
important factor in shaping managerial transitions.

In general, research examining the experience of
new managers tends to overlook the influence from
their past jobs, and most studies hardly even men-
tion their occupational histories (e.g., Boyatzis 1982,
Kotter 1982, Black 1988, Nicholson and West 1988,
Waller et al. 1995, and Hill 2003). Although there is
some evidence that varying backgrounds, such as
coming from financial or marketing jobs, can result in
individuals doing their jobs differently in terms of the
strategies or priorities on which they choose to focus
(Hambrick and Mason 1984), we still have a limited
understanding as to what new managers carry from
their past occupational experiences. Our study pro-
vides a deeper understanding of how belonging to an
occupation can be a source of imprinting and how the
work people perform in their past jobs can impact how
they experience future managerial transitions.

In addition, our findings further our understanding
ofwhen occupational imprintingmay occur andwhat
may influence the “strength” of the imprint. The
current imprinting literature generally highlights that
imprinting is more likely to happen at the early stages
of careers. What people learn and experience during
these moments is what is considered more likely to
“stick” with them (Marquis and Tilcsik 2013). We
argue that it is not only about beginnings in one’s
career, but also salient and recurring characteristics of
an occupation that could play a role in whether im-
printing occurs or even how strong the imprint is. For
the majority of former drivers, driving a subway was
not their first job in their careers. However, because of
the significance of the task and the independence in
performing it, the repeated imprint of what personal
responsibility felt like was something they were not
able to forget, even after years in their new mana-
gerial job.

We suspect that, in becoming managers, workers
coming from jobs where they feel a deep sense of
personal responsibility may share the experience of
former subway drivers in this study. We would es-
pecially expect similar dynamics when individuals
transition out of occupations where high task sig-
nificance and high task independence are salient job
characteristics. Examples include surgeons and police
officers, along with subway drivers and air traffic
controllers. As the lives of others is often at play,
the notion of personal responsibility—distinct from
what is often thought of as managerial responsibility—
is often a significant feature of those occupations
(Becker et al. 1961, Heimer and Staffen 1998, Vaughan
2004, Schwartz 2011). The few studies of managerial
transitions from such occupations, such as nurses
becomingward andunitmanagers, doctors becoming

hospital managers, or police officers transitioning to
chiefs, have often observed similar disenchantment
dynamics to that of former subway drivers in their
new roles (Whetstone and Wilson 1999, Llewellyn
2001, Bolton 2005, Spehar et al. 2012). We posit that
unfulfilled expectations of feeling personal respon-
sibility when becoming a manager can help explain
part of the difficulty experienced when transitioning
from such occupations into management.
Although our study focuses on the carrying of ex-

pectations of responsibility, we suspect, more broadly,
that a better understanding of how salient prior job
norms shape the expectations that are carried over to
managerial jobs could be an important part of the
managerial experience. For example, professors who
are embedded in a job where they have a tremendous
amount of discretion over what they choose to re-
search or teach may carry these expectations of what
discretion feels like when becoming chairs or deans.
These expectations can, in turn, easily taint their
transition to management. Future research could
further explore the dynamics of how repeatedly ex-
periencing salient job norms plays a role in one’s
transition to management.

Contribution to the Job-Design Literature
Our study also contributes to the job-design litera-
ture by showing that the experience of a given job
(with similar characteristics) can differ dramatically,
depending on people’s past experiences. To under-
stand how people experience a job (e.g., the respon-
sibility one feels), this literature mainly focuses on the
characteristics of the work and hints that individual
differences (such as differences in desire for chal-
lenging work) are the main explanation as to why
people may experience similar job characteristics
differently (Pierce et al. 1979, Hackman and Oldham
1980, Shalley et al. 2009, Oldham andHackman 2010).
Put otherwise, the job-design literature would sug-
gest that because former drivers and former agents
exhibited limited individual differences and were in
managerial jobs with similar characteristics, they
should have similar experiences in the responsibility
they feel.
In particular, the universal “gain” in responsibility

that newmanagers are assumed to feelmainly stems from
two key characteristics of the managerial job—having
more autonomy anddirect reports inmanagerial roles
(e.g., Patten 1968; Dunkerley 1975; Child 1982; Kraut
et al. 1989; Lowe 1992, 1993; and Delbridge and Lowe
1997). However, our findings challenge this assump-
tion of generalized gain—it was a feeling that only
former station agents shared in our study. Although
becoming a manager does generally mean acquir-
ing more autonomy and direct reports, it does not
always translate into feeling more responsibility,
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particularly for those coming from jobs where in-
dividuals internalize a deep sense of personal re-
sponsibility. Thus, our study suggests rethinking the
way we understand shifting responsibility with
promotion; the responsibility that new managers
feel is also shaped by the expectations around re-
sponsibility that people carry from previous jobs.

In addition, by disentangling the distinct facets
of responsibility (administrative and personal), our
study provides a richer understanding of feelings of
responsibility atwork. In the job-design literature, the
key driver of perceived responsibility comes from the
amount of autonomy people have to plan and de-
termine work procedures (Hackman and Oldham
1976). Our study further develops this by finding
that there are different types of responsibility that
people can experience (i.e., administrative and per-
sonal responsibility). By separating responsibility into
types that can, in fact, move in different directions as
individuals change jobs (e.g., sentiment of gaining
administrative responsibility and losing personal re-
sponsibility as a manager), as was the case for former
subway drivers, we provide a more complex under-
standing of how people experience responsibility
whenmoving up the hierarchy. Because responsibility
is an important determinant of job motivation, satis-
faction, retention, and stress (House 1974; Hackman
and Oldham 1976; Kiggundu 1981, 1983; House et al.
1986; Humphrey et al. 2007), our study also opens
up a possibility to better predict such outcomes.

Finally, our study adds to the job-design literature
by spotlighting how the relational aspects of people’s
past jobs can enduringly shape individuals’ expec-
tations and influence how they may have different
experiences in similarly designed jobs. Research in
the job-design field has recently highlighted the im-
portance of understanding the relational aspects of
jobs when thinking about employee motivation and
behavior (Grant 2007, Grant and Campbell 2007,
Grant et al. 2007, Grant 2008, Oldham and Hackman
2010). Although these studies focus on investigating
the effects of the relational aspect of one’s current job,
our findings open up questions on the lingering effect
of experiencing past work with high task signifi-
cance and the consequences of leaving such rela-
tional configurations for new ones. Future research
could further examine the benefits of maintaining
some relational anchors into new lines of work. For
instance, a nurse could be promoted to a supervisory
role and be relieved of all patient care or retain a few
patients: This latter set-up might prove effective at
buffering a feeling of loss.

Practical Implications
Past literature posits that work transitions can be
more successful for both the individual and the

organization if individuals are better prepared for
what to expect in their new roles (e.g., Louis 1980,
Ashforth 2001, and Hill 2003). As shifting responsi-
bilities are a salient part of becoming a manager, a
better understanding of what informs the feeling of
responsibility and of how this feeling evolves can help
prepare employees for transitions. By identifying
how new managers coming from jobs with certain
characteristics may experience unfulfilled expecta-
tions of personal responsibility, our findings can better
prepare them for such a transition. In addition, our
findings have implications for the actual onboarding of
managers, particularly for ones coming from jobs with
certain characteristics (i.e., high task significance and
high task independence). Perhaps employers can find
ways to enable managers from these jobs to retain the
sense of personal responsibility they experienced in
their previous roles and, thus, dampen the feeling of
managerial blues. If stepping up translates for some
managers as a feeling of stepping down because of
unfulfilled expectations of responsibility, then em-
ployers need to better manage this transition to ensure
that those they selected to lead fully thrive in their new
managerial roles.
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Appendix. Sample Interview Protocol
• How long have you been working for RATP?
• What is your age/educational background/job expe-

rience before working at the RATP?
• What was your first job at the RATP?
• What attracted you to this job?
• Could you describe a typical day on the job then?
• What are the most appealing parts of your job then?
• What are the least appealing parts of your job then?
• If you were to sum up what you do, how might you

describe it?
• When did you become a supervisor?
• Could you describe a typical day of your job now?
• What are the most appealing parts of your job now?
• What are the least appealing parts of your job now?
• Why would you recommend this job to a friend?
• Why might you discourage a friend from taking a

similar job?
• How long do you hope to stay in your job?
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• Could you describe your relations with other em-
ployees? How would you qualify them?

• Could you describe your relations with travelers? How
would you qualify them?

• We talked about many subjects and covered many as-
pects of your jobs, but there might be other elements that
would help me understand your work and experience at the
RATP. If so, could you please describe them?

Endnotes
1Although researchers acknowledge that past experience is an im-
portant part of understanding managers, they tend to pay more
attention to characteristics such as family upbringing, education, and
tenure than to norms, expectations, or assumptions about work that
are carried from managers’ occupational histories (Kotter 1982,
Hambrick and Mason 1984, Black 1988, Nicholson and West 1988,
Waller et al. 1995, Kish-Gephart and Campbell 2014). Hill (2003, p. x)
even points out that new managers have to “unlearn deeply held
attitudes” about work from their past occupations, but does not
examine whether some of these attitudes actually influence one’s
managerial experience.
2Because of union negotiations, 40 out of 42 supervisors on Line 1
were former drivers. Thus, the station agents we interviewed worked
on one of the 13 other lines of the Paris subway. Similar to Line 1, the
number of supervisors that work on the other lines is based on the
size of the subway line (approximately 40 supervisors per line).
Supervisors on these other lines are generally former drivers, former
station agents, or external hires.
3There were two supervisors (out of 42) that were not former subway
drivers. One hadworked as a station agent and the other as a “head of
movement” (overseeing traffic flow).
4Our understanding of autonomy is similar to Hackman and
Oldham’s (1976, p. 258) definition of autonomy, but also broader
than theirs. Theirs rests on freedom, independence, and discretion in
“scheduling the work and determining the procedures to be used in
carrying it out,” whereas our respondents spoke about autonomy
in making a wide set of choices (e.g., who gets promoted)—not just
selecting a timing of work or a procedure to follow.
5The concept of task independence is distinct from autonomy. For
instance, one can be highly task-independent, meaning working
alone, but still have strict rules to follow (see Kiggundu 1981, Klein
1991, and Tilcsik et al. 2015).
6We cannot fully rule out the possibility that the RATP saw some-
thing different about former agents and drivers that might have led to
the offer of a particular job. However, we do know that, on other lines
of the subway, manymanagers are also former drivers. This suggests
that the RATP at least does not consider differences between those
who they put into subway driver jobs and station agent jobs to be a
major hindrance in who could be managers.
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