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Millennials. At 33 percent, they now
represent the largest generation in the
U.S. workforce, surpassing the Baby
Boomer group, which has declined to
31%.i The growing workplace influence
of this segment (born between 1980
and the mid 2000s) has sparked an
urgency to understand their world and
their motivations. Why won’t they pick up
the phone? How different are they from
previous generations? How can we best
manage their performance? Following are
the answers to these questions, as well as
a review of the 10 best tips for managing
Millennials in the workplace.

Why the sudden interest?

Although Millennials have been in the
workplace for several years, they are just
entering the management ranks. Career
survival and economic growth depend
upon understanding, as well as working
with and for, this unique breed.
Millennials are also poised to begin
spending—their purchasing power is
estimated to be anywhere between
$125 billion and $1 trillion dollars.ii
Never mind that 40% of Millennials don’t
yet have a jobiii, or that 60% of Millennials
receive financial support from their
parents.iv That hasn’t stopped them from
spending. Millennials use social media as
part of their purchasing behavior. They
check friend recommendations, use a
variety of comparison shopping apps, and
regularly use their smartphones to order or
pay for purchases. Do their friends “like”
or recommend the product or service?
How committed is the manufacturer to
corporate social responsibility?v Do they
have any first-hand knowledge of the
benefits or reliable friend endorsements?
These are the factors that typically

drive their purchasing decisions. The
purchasing power of Millennials has not
gone unnoticed, and the scramble is on to
learn how to attract and retain Millennials
as customers.

Why won’t they pick up the phone?

How different is the mindset of a
Millennial? If you raised one, you know.
Growing up in the 1990s was a far cry
from being raised in the 1960s. While
older generations remember the adoption
of color TV, bookmobiles, or their first
computer, Millennials don’t know a world
without the Internet. They’ve always
had unlimited information just clicks
away—24/7. Just think…no card catalogs,
no World Book Encyclopedia, and never
knowing the frustration of typing a term
paper footnote that goes off the page.
Information, which had been a limited
resource—limited by the time allowed
to scour for it and the libraries in close
proximity—is now unlimited. Most
Millennials have always had Google,
and some may barely remember the
introduction of Facebook (2/4/04).
Documenting their day on social media
and getting immediate feedback are
normal. How much time do they spend
on their devices each day? An average of
17.8 overlapping hours—Instagramming
while watching YouTube and looking up
information on their iPads, etc.iv
Email is considered old school by
Millennials, and phone calls are thought to
be a distraction. To their way of thinking,
texting or snap chatting is more efficient
and doesn’t put anyone on the spot.
Companies now need to hire consultants
to teach Millennials phone etiquette and
how to think on their feet and respond
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"Most Millennials
have always had
Google, and some
may barely remember
the introduction of
Facebook."
to customers in the moment (instead
of carefully crafting their words in text
messages).vii

How are Millennials’ work attitudes
like previous generations?

In reading articles on Millennials, one
can’t help but wonder if Millennials’
perspectives are shaped less by their
generation, than by being 22 or 24 years
old? What if you could ask different
generations the same questions when they
were the same age? One researcher asked
herself that question and found a valuable
data source. Dr. Jean Twenge, professor of
psychology at San Diego State University,
analyzed UCLA’s Monitoring the Future,
“which has surveyed a nationally
representative sample of high school
seniors [about their work attitudes] every
year since 1976.”viii
Dr. Twenge and her team grouped the
survey questions by topic to analyze five
distinct work values: Intrinsic (focused
on the process of work—learning, being
challenged, and being creative), extrinsic
(focused on the external outcomes
of work—compensation, bonuses,
promotions), altruistic (helping others and
contributing to society through work),
leisure (opportunity for free time, vacation,
and freedom from supervision), and social
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(interacting with others and making friends
at work).ix
The good news is that Boomers (results
from 1976), Gen-Xers (1991), and
Millennials (2006) ranked each of the work
attributes in the same order, with intrinsic
at the top, and leisure and social at the
bottom. The biggest change is Millennials’
increased value placed on leisure—time
off and life/work balance. The number of
Millennials who rated having more than
two weeks of vacation as very important
was nearly twice that of their Boomer
counterparts at the same age.x More than
80 percent of Millennials think they should
be allowed to determine their own work
hours, and 70 percent of Millennials say
they need “me time” on the job.xi
Gen-Xers, along with Millennials, place a
greater importance on the extrinsic nature
of work, both ranking a “good chance
for advancement and promotion” ahead
of “work that I can see my results.”xii
And Millennials put a “chance to earn
a good deal of money” in their top five
(ranked fifth), replacing Boomer’s “work
that I can see my results.”xiii Given these
findings, Twenge argues that the data
shows a shifting from an intrinsic view
of work to more of an extrinsic view. In
addition, she states that the data does
not support the often-reported assertion
that Millennials are more altruistic than
previous generations. The value of
altruism as a work value is the same
for all three generations. (She suspects
that the volunteerism reported reflects
the values of Baby Boomers, who have
made volunteerism a requirement for their
children to graduate from high school.)xiv

task or requirement, explain what’s
in it for them, and how it will help
their advancement. Connecting
the dots will help Millennials get
through the drudgery of the menial
tasks that are part of every job.
3.

Play to their strengths. Use
Millennials technological skills
to achieve project results more
efficiently.

4.

Provide immediate feedback—
praise and criticism. A traditional
six-month or annual review will
not get the job done. If it’s not
your style to provide feedback
in the moment, set up weekly
check-in meetings to review their
performance and provide ongoing
direction.

5.

Give honest recognition.
Acknowledge positive behaviors
and results achieved. Also, consider
using peer 360 feedback to give
Millennials a more complete picture
of their performance. Millennials are
accustomed to frequent recognition
and respond positively to it—just
make sure it’s earned.

Additional tips that we’ve seen repeated in
the current literature.xvi
1.

Set expectations—about
job requirements, employee
whereabouts, your availability and
preferences for communicating with
Millennials. Clearer expectations
will result in better work.

2.

Be specific—about project steps,
check-in points, and final work
product requirements. Remember
that Millennials will need more
ongoing direction and have less
work experience (fewer part-time
and summer jobs, and slower starts
to their careers due to a tough
economy).

3.

Give them as much ownership as
possible. It isn’t always possible to
hand off an entire project, but they
will be more invested in their work
if you can at least give them a part
that they can call their own.

How can you best manage
Millennials’ performance?

After conducting her analysis, Dr. Twenge
has these suggestions for managing
Millennialsxv:
1.

Provide context—for the project
and the part they play in the overall
effort. If Millennials feel the task is
important, they feel important.

2.

Tie project rationale to their
future success. When reviewing a
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"The biggest change is
Millennials’ increased
value placed on
leisure—time off and
life/work balance."

4.

Be flexible when possible,
allowing for life/work balance.
After watching their workaholic
parents sacrifice too much for
work, Millennials are determined to
balance their responsibilities.

5.

Manage them as individuals.
Remember that Millennials are
still individuals, and that their
generational grouping is only one
filter by which they view the world.
They have also been shaped by
their families, religion or belief
systems, education, economic
situation, technology, culture, and
world history.

Learning how to manage and motivate
Millennials is essential for your company’s
success. Developing an intentional
strategy is critical in developing your
talent, creating a competitive advantage
in the marketplace, and preparing your
organization for the arrival of Gen Z.
They’ll be here before you know it. █
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