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Millennial Management: Adapting to a
Changing Workforce

By 2025, Gen-Y will form roughly 75% of the world’s workforce.
That’s a short twelve years away, and today’s managers are
considering how they can adapt to the style and changing goals of
this workforce flux.

The development and
retention of today’s young
leaders is a hot topic in
current debate and
research. In his Forbes
piece, “Millennials Will
Soon Rule the World: But
How Will They Lead?” Josh
Bersin dissects global
research by Deloitte
regarding the role of Gen-Y
in business, with some
interesting findings. While we tend to think of millennial leadership
as a theoretical issue, nearly half of millennial respondents
surveyed are already in leadership positions. Millennials are less
interested in a defined career path, and instead look for recognition
based on performance, not tenure (see image at right).

I spoke with Kay Mercado, a Kaiser Permanente manager who
works with Gen-Y team members and is in tune with a “millennial
management” style. Mercado is the Director of Design and User
Experience in the Mobility Center of Excellence. She started at KP
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Kay Mercado

in 2000 with a graphic design
background; in the past
thirteen years, she has worked
in areas including external sites
(KP.org), intranet, and in the
Innovation Labs Team at the
Garfield Center.

Mercado, who identifies as
Gen-X, has been in her current
role at the Mobility Center for
two years. In her first year on
the job, she quickly realized the
increased demand for mobile
apps and projects, and
expanded her staff. She now
manages a team of four: three

visual designers (focusing on look, feel, branding components) and
one UX designer (focusing on interactive, wireframe, app flow
elements).

Her team focuses on the interaction and visual design experience
for iOS and Android apps, as well as piloting projects for the
Windows 8 tablet. They also manage the certification of any KP
mobile app developed internally or externally, ensuring that it
follows standards for experience, design, branding and ADA
compliance. Her team is based in Oakland’s “IThrive” prototype
floor, a modern, tech-focused environment that facilitates their
collaborative attitude.
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KP’s IThrive Floor – Photo by
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Mercado’s leadership style emphasizes collaboration and feedback,
with weekly one-on-ones and design sessions with her team.
Previously, Mercado was the only creative person in her IT group
and found it to be a struggle, because she didn’t have other
designers to brainstorm with. “As soon as I became a manager, I
knew exactly what I needed to do. My whole philosophy is based is
on everything I didn’t have [previously],” said Mercado. In their
weekly design sessions, her team shares ideas, whether it’s tricks in
Photoshop or new apps they may have come across. Her one-on-
one sessions provide a chance for informal feedback on both sides,
by finding out if there is anything her team needs (software,
hardware), and to ask for feedback on how she is managing.

When asked if she has a leader that she looks up to, Mercado
mentioned Senior Vice President Wendy Lee, whom she had the
opportunity to have a few one-on-ones with as her mentor. “She is
very personal and in touch with her employees, and I highly respect
that,” said Mercado. She found that emulating that approachable
mentality with her employees has been working very well within her
own team.

For her peers in management, Mercado strongly recommends
taking advantage of the KP Internship Program. One of her visual
designers is an intern that she found through the internship
program, and she described it as a great way to recruit young
designers. Mercado mentioned the value of adding a millennial
perspective to the team, in that “they just think differently and are
exposed to different ways of doing design,” citing social media as
one example.

Mercado’s transparent, collaborative leadership style naturally
coheres with a Gen-Y perspective. After taking a look at the Forbes
Millennial study, “I didn’t even realize I was managing the way
millennials like to be managed,” said Mercado, with a laugh.
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