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Dear Reader, 
 
According to many organizations and the media, intergenerational differences and tensions at work 
continue to increase. Many workplace employees anecdotally believe that these intergenerational issues 
persist and proliferate, yet our study’s findings gathered data that mostly confirm this view. The 
consequences prove more than perception, as these views lead to miscommunication and 
misunderstandings. These intergenerational tensions impact employee motivation and productivity, 
which in turn impact the bottom line.  
 
In response, Spectrum Knowledge and the Career Center at Cal State Fullerton established the Young 
Emerging Professionals (YEP) Initiative. The YEP Initiative facilitates mutual understanding and 
productivity between Baby Boomers (born before 1964), Generation X professionals (born between 
1964 and 1978) and Generation Y professionals (born after 1978). Specifically, the YEP Initiative helps 
individuals and organizations respond to generational differences in the workplace through: 
 

• Research such as this study, as well as upcoming ones geared toward organizations and all 
professionals. 

• The YEP Executive Advisory Board, which consists of executives from major organizations in 
the accounting, aerospace, business services, communications, consumer products, 
entertainment, financial services, healthcare, law, kmpublishing, public service, and technology 
sectors. These executives champion actions that create a better work environment by bridging 
generations. 

• The YEP Council, which consists of young emerging professionals from these same organizations. 
• A resource guide for developing young employees, a first edition of which will appear next year. 
• A training program, offered by Spectrum Knowledge, geared toward young professionals called 

the Young Employees Savvy and Success (YESS) Program.  
 
We want to thank our supporters, specifically the YEP Executive Advisory Board, the YEP Council and 
Cal State Fullerton’s administrative leadership. We also want to particularly thank Amedisys and 
Raytheon for helping to underwrite this study. We plan to have launch receptions in different regions, 
including at Cal State Fullerton, Amedisys’ headquarters in Baton Rouge, Louisiana and Raytheon’s 
headquarters in Waltham, Massachusetts. These receptions will bring together professionals from 
different organizations to share insights and best practices. If you are interested in learning more or 
being involved in the YEP Initiative, whether with our Executive Advisory Board, YEP Council, or 
attending the YESS Training, please visit us at: www.spectrumknowledge.com/signatureprograms. 
 
We hope you send this report to interested individuals and organizations. We also invite you to share 
your observations about these critical issues, so we can all benefit from more cross-company insights.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Vu H. Pham, Ph.D.     Jim Case 
Partner, Spectrum Knowledge, Inc.   Director, Career Center at Cal State Fullerton  
 
Lisa Miyake      Sean Gil 
Senior Associate, Spectrum Knowledge, Inc.  Associate Director, Career Center at  

Cal State Fullerton 
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New Insights from the Gen Y Perceptions Study 
 
BusinessWeek recently produced a special report entitled ‘Business @ Work’ to identify the top six 
issues impacting today’s workplace. Generational tensions ranked among these key issues cited by 
almost 4,000 survey respondents.i As the intergenerational issue grows into an increasingly critical one 
in the workplace, we’ve observed an increase in attention to this issue, from organizations to media that 
continue to address and cover the issue. Some pockets of research and literature are beginning to 
emerge on this topic of Generation Y (born between 1979 and 1995) in the workforce. Most of the 
existing research, however, focuses primarily on Generation Y and what they want in the workplace. 
They discuss Gen Y preferences, rather than perceptions by and about Gen Y. We address these 
perceptions and add new insights into research on Generation Y. 
 
 

 
 
 
Our study focuses on perceptions from multiple angles – how the three major workplace generations all 
perceive Gen Y, an important, growing segment of the workplace population. The other two 
generations are Boomers (born 1946 to 1963) and Gen X (born 1964 to 1978). By focusing on 
perceptions across generations, we analyze the gaps and alignments of how these generations perceive 
Gen Y, as well as how Gen Y perceive themselves. We want to address the Gen Y issue from a 
comparative standpoint because an understanding of intergenerational perceptions can ultimately help 
reduce conflict in the workplace and lead to collaboration. This research will help to illuminate and 
triangulate where each generation stands on many workplace views. 
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Why study perceptions?  
 
We believe that perceptions impact workplace realities. For instance, one employee may perceive 
themselves as “flexible” with their schedule, while another person may view that employee as “flakey.” 
Similarly, one person may perceive her colleague as a “harsh and blunt critic,” when he may view himself 
as a “healthy and direct skeptic.” These can lead to misunderstandings and conflicts. Beyond these 
examples, we believe that perceptions prove a strong way to get to one root cause of generational 
tensions, because: 

 
*Source: Clarke, Mary. “Measuring the Cost of Employee Misunderstanding,” 
http://www.talentmgt.com/index.php?pt=a&aid=736&start=0&page=1, 2008. 

 
The diagram below illustrates the last point that “perceptions impact how the generations engage in 
interactions with one another.” Values influence behaviors, which influence perceptions and judgments. 
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What did we find? 
 
We surveyed over 700 respondents for their opinions regarding 22 commonly heard perceptions about 
Gen Y. We studied whether or not these perceptions are widespread, as well as which generations 
agreed and/or disagreed with these perceptions. Some of the highlights of our study include the 
following: 
 

• Gen Y Wants Instant Gratification: Mangers and employers often complain that Gen Y 
“wants instant gratification” and it seems like Gen Y itself recognizes this, too. 89% of Gen X 
and Boomers agreed that Gen Y “wants instant gratification,” while 73% of Gen Y agreed with 
the statement as well.  

• Casual and Professional Can Co-Exist: Though almost three-quarters of all survey 
respondents agreed that Gen Y dresses and behaves casually, the generations agree that 
professionalism may not necessarily be a “casualty of casual.” Out of all 22 perceptions regarding 
Gen Y that we provided on our survey, Gen X and Boomer respondents disagreed with the 
statement that Gen Y “lacks professionalism” the most. Of course, this may not mean that Gen 
Y is viewed as professional, but the majority disagree with the view that they’re unprofessional. 

• Even Many Gen Y Think They Feel Entitled: Two-thirds of Gen X and Boomer 
respondents agreed that Gen Y feels entitled. Surprisingly, however, almost half of Gen Y 
respondents also agreed that their generation “feels entitled to job benefits they’ve not yet 
earned.”   

• Willing to Pay Their Dues?: Our study found that almost twice as many Gen X and Boomers 
agreed with the statement that “Gen Y lacks willingness to pay their dues” compared to how 
Gen Y participants rated their own generation. In fact, Gen Y was 17 times as likely to strongly 
disagree with the statement that the generation lacks willingness to pay their dues.  

• Masters of Multitasking or Misperception?: We often hear anecdotally that Gen Y is great 
at multitasking, working in team environments and self-directed learning. Though Gen Y agree 
that these are some of their strengths, their Gen X and Boomer managers and supervisors don’t 
agree that they excel at these working styles.  
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Why Ask “Y?”:  
Understanding Current Generational Contexts and the Bottom Line 

 
The Talent Pipeline: Why study Gen Y? Gen Y is here to stay and will be filling the talent pipeline for 
years to come. There are 76-78 million Boomers in the U.S. and they are nearing retirement. Gen X 
only numbers 44-48 million and therefore cannot fill in the gap that the Boomers leave behind. That’s 
where Gen Y comes in. With 72-80 million Gen Y in the U.S., they make up a huge segment of the 
talent pool, which means that there is a strong need to retain and develop them. They are the necessary 
pipeline for the future, but can we ramp them up fast enough to replace the retiring talent pool?  
 
Knowledge Management: As the Boomers exit the workplace and Gen X lack the necessary 
numbers to fill the gaps left by this exodus, knowledge management also presents a major issue. When 
their talent pool leaves, companies can lose millions in contracts, while the tribal and in-depth 
knowledge leaves with this talent pool. Many companies focus too little on capturing and transferring 
this lost knowledge. Without proper management of the Boomers’ knowledge, companies will have 
trouble ramping up Gen Y. This leads to a bottom-line case for mentoring and knowledge management 
amongst generations. 
  
Retention and Turnover: Retaining Gen Y is not an easy task. Many complain that there is high 
turnover among this generation. But this shouldn’t come as a shock to anyone. Gen Y grew up in a 
climate of uncertainty – they saw their parents divorcing and losing jobs while growing up.ii Especially 
with today’s financial turmoil and market meltdown, Gen Y worries about its financial future. As a result, 
they are less inclined to be loyal or feel a connection to their company. Also, they have faster access to 
information because of technology, so they expect more instant gratification (as our study shows), so 
they may want new tasks and faster career advancement.  
 
A recent Robert Half International study found that 40% of Gen Y employees planned to stay at their 
current position for only 0-2 years. Less than a quarter of the respondents expected to stay 6 or more 
years.iii Similarly, a survey conducted by CareerBuilder.com and USA Today found that more than half of 
the respondents are not actively seeking another job, but they would be open to a new opportunity if 
they came across one.iv  
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*Source: Robert Half International, “Generation Y. What Millennial Workers Want: How to Attract and Retain Gen Y Employees,” 2008. 
   
 
How does this affect the bottom line? According to an October 2004 study by the Employment Policy 
Foundation, the cost of turnover is $13,355 per employee.v Consistent turnover can be a blow to any 
company, but is this preventable? Possibly. Turnover can be partly (if not largely) attributed to 
misunderstandings and miscommunications. A “Big Four” firm recently conducted an external survey, 
which determined that approximately two-thirds of their existing talent went to another employer to do 
something they could have done at this existing firm.vi However, those who left the firm felt that 
changing jobs internally was either too risky or painful. A candid discussion to ensure that Gen Y and 
their managers were on the same page regarding opportunities within the company could have 
prevented a substantial portion of this turnover.  
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Needs and Challenges 
 
Through our work with many large and leading organizations and professionals across generations, we 
have determined the following as the primary challenges facing organizations regarding Gen Y 
perceptions: 
 

• Gen Y may not be aware of the perceptions that Gen X and Boomers have regarding young 
employees. 

• Gen X and Boomers may not be aware of Gen Y’s perceptions regarding their own generation 
• There are gaps and alignments between Gen Y’s, Gen X’s and Boomers’ perceptions regarding 

young employees.  
• The impact that these perceptions may have on workplace dynamics will lead to a stronger or 

damaged bottom line, depending on how organizations deal with these issues. 
 

Below, we detail a simple, but time-tested framework to examining intergenerational issues. As we 
discussed earlier, one person may engage in expressing their views and perceive their behaviors as 
“healthy and direct skepticism.” Another may view these same behaviors and expressions as “harsh and 
blunt criticism.” The diagram below details this in context of how the generations may perceive one 
another differently. The same behavior (the purple arrow below) can lead to very differing perceptions 
(represented in the thought bubbles).  
 

 
 
The disconnect between perceptions can lead to misunderstandings and miscommunication in the 
workplace. Through our survey, the generations were each able to anonymously disclose their 
perceptions regarding Gen Y as well as learn the results of each generations’ perceptions regarding the 
generation.  
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The Value of the Gen Y Perceptions Study  
 
What is the value of this study and how can it help the intergenerational workplace issues? We believe 
that the study: 
 

• Helps organizations understand Gen Y, so the former can get a return on their 
investment in this generation. This study allows Gen X and Boomer managers and 
executives to get a sense of what Gen Y thinks about their own generation, which will give them 
a better understanding of their leadership pipeline. Additionally, it will help organizations figure 
out the best ways to recruit, retain, manage and develop this generation; such achievements will 
lead to a positive return on investment.  

• Gives Gen Y a reality check. Many Gen Y don’t recognize the gravity of the generational 
issue in the workplace and not all of them know what other generations think about them. Our 
study sheds light on these perceptions. Armed with this information, Gen Y will have a better 
understanding of how to approach and interact with other generations in the workplace.  

• Improves workplace dynamics by decreasing misperceptions and misunderstandings. 
Misperceptions can hinder employee motivation and productivity, as well as lead to 
miscommunication. As mentioned previously, this impacts the bottom line and creates a poor 
work environment. Our study helps clarify these misperceptions.  

• Provides quantitative and qualitative data, and a comparative study. Through this 
study, we quantitatively and qualitatively identify how Boomers, Gen X and Gen Y perceive 
young employees. This allows for a comparative study of the generational issue.    

• Affirms and negates perceptions that are commonly heard regarding Gen Y. We 
mostly hear anecdotal perceptions about Gen Y and intergenerational issues. We seldom see 
data that validate or refute these perceptions about Gen Y.  Are these perceptions widespread 
and who believes these perceptions? In addition to answering these questions, this study gives us 
an opportunity to see what Gen Y thinks about the negative stereotypes regarding their 
generation, as well as what Boomers and Gen X think about the positive perceptions regarding 
this growing generation. 
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Methodology 
 
We collected over 700 responses to our online survey over a five-month period. We provided 22 
commonly-heard perceptions, both positive and negative, regarding Gen Y and asked all respondents to 
rate the degree to which they agree or disagree with these perceptions. (See Appendix A for the list of 
all 22 perceptions.)  
 
Respondents were asked to indicate one of the following for each of the perceptions: “strongly agree,” 
“agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “disagree,” or “strongly disagree.” For the purposes of our 
analysis, those who marked “strongly agree” or “agree” are referred to as those who agreed with a 
perception, while those who marked “strongly disagree” or “disagree” are referred to as those who 
disagreed with a perception. In addition to the survey responses, we had members of the Young 
Emerging Professionals (YEP) Council provide commentary on the results of the survey. This council 
consists of young employees from over 15 companies who are engaged in the intergenerational issue, as 
part of our YEP Initiative. 
 
The demographic breakdown of survey respondents consisted of the following: 
 

 
 
Such numbers are not surprising, given that the mode of acquiring survey results was via the Internet 
and that Gen Y tend to feel at ease with the Internet. However, this mode of delivery was the best way 
to get the survey out to a mass audience and we wanted to hear more about Gen Y’s perception 
regarding its own generation. The fact that we had a significant number of Gen Y respondents to some 
degree reinforces that the generation is technologically savvy – the first of several key perceptions that 
we will address in our survey results.  
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Analysis and Discussion of Survey Results 
 
For ease of reading, we’ve grouped the results based on different perceptions in our survey. The 
subheadings in this section of the study reflect these different perceptions and these are reflected in the 
visual thought bubbles as well. Within each section and in text boxes, we also place quotes from 
employees of all three generations that express reactions about our survey results. 
 
 
Technologically Savvy and Instant Gratification  
 

 
 
The one statement that almost everyone could agree on is that Gen Y “is technologically savvy,” with 
90.3% of all respondents agreeing with this statement on the survey. Given the high number of 
respondents that agree with this statement, it is likely that this perception regarding Gen Y is 
widespread.  
 
What are the implications of growing up with significant technological advances and being technologically savvy?  
 
Technology can be seen as both an asset and a disadvantage. Both the assets and disadvantages are, or 
lead to, some common perceptions regarding Gen Y.  The boxes below illustrate this point: 
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Technology and the ability to telecommute are both a blessing and a curse. With technology, the world 
is at Gen Y’s fingertips. And it’s helped their productivity, too. Gen Y has access to information 24/7, but 
they also have access to work 24/7. About a third of workers surveyed by CareerBuilder.com stated 
that they will be checking in the office while on vacation.vii With constant access to Internet, this 
constant state of “connectedness” will become a more common expectation of Gen Y.   
 
Further, technology can create a significant divide between the generations. Gen Y is often more skilled 
at computer and Internet-based tasks than the previous generations. This frustration can create tension. 
For example, Gen Y may question their boss’ competence if he/she has difficulty performing “basic” 
computer tasks, such as running PowerPoint presentations or finding information on the Internet.  
 

 
 
With the speed afforded by technology, Gen Y often set task-based goals and want to finish their 
assignments efficiently. They more often want to be measured by project completion, rather than in-
person/face-time in the office. Because they use productivity as a measure for success, they don’t find it 
necessary to put in a full week at the office or additional hours on the weekend if they’ve finished their 
task. They prefer to telecommute and not even work in the office, because they can still get the job 
done this way. This decreases face-to-face communication, which then decreases opportunities to 
establish relationships and trust with co-workers and clients. Many business relationships, both external 
and internal, are based on trust. Will future business relationships be laid on shakier foundations? Or 
will the very fundamentals of business change over time as more Gen Y enter the workplace?  
 

 
 
Given Gen Y’s technological savvy, it’s no surprise that the generations agree that Gen Y wants instant 
gratification. With technology and the ability to obtain almost anything online with the click of a mouse, 
there’s an expectation of instant gratification. 78% of all respondents agree that Gen Y “wants instant 
gratification,” with 89% of Gen X and Boomers and 73% of Gen Y agreeing with the statement. Will this 
desire for instant gratification lead to less patience and in-depth learning? Will Gen Y expect to advance 
in the workplace faster than previous generations? On the other hand, does Gen Y perform more 
efficiently than past generations? If so, does Gen Y deserve more instant gratification? 
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Technological and Social Networking  
 

 
 
Speaking of technology, for better or for worse, social networking sites have boomed over the past 
several years. Though management may not be thrilled that their employees are on Facebook and 
MySpace on company time, they do recognize that Gen Y has strong personal networks. Of 702 
respondents, only three people strongly disagreed with the statement that Gen Y “has strong personal 
networks.”  
 
What are the implications of having a strong social network?  
 
Companies can leverage these networks to retain current employees and sell to this generation. With 
the creation of company-based ‘groups’ on social networking sites, companies promote brand loyalty 
amongst current employees, spurring pride in one’s institutional affiliation as well as promoting 
camaraderie amongst their employees. Colleagues can connect over greater distances more easily, more 
actively and more often. Companies also create ‘groups’ and advertisements for Gen Y on social 
networking sites that promote the brand for potential clients. Additionally, they can tap into Gen Y’s 
extensive personal networks for future business development. Gen Y also can tap into their own 
network for their personal benefit.   
 

 
 
Social networking sites can be used to recruit future employees, as nearly one-quarter of Gen Y use 
social networking sites such as LinkedIn, Facebook, Jobster and MySpace to look for jobs online.viii 
Companies have also adopted the idea of social networks by having internal networks with alumni, 
employees, interns, new hires, and other company-related individuals so that they can mix, mingle and 
develop working relationships, as well as potential business relationships for the future as they move 
on.ix They also use the intranet to keep employees connected with one another. This allows for easier 
sharing of best practices and other useful knowledge.   
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The great rewards of social networking are not without risk. Some of these include inappropriate 
photographs and offensive public postings. With the increasing number of companies that use search 
engines and social networking sites to learn a little more about candidates and employees, we 
recommend that Gen Y take precautions with how they present themselves via this popular mode of 
communication.   
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Professionalism: The Casualty of Casual or Investment in Informal?  
 

 
 
There’s a general consensus that Gen Y both “dresses casually” and “behaves casually,” with almost 
three-quarters of all survey respondents agreeing to both statements. This is not surprising, as other 
research has found that Gen Y has a strong preference for casual attire in the workplace. One study 
found that 27% of respondents wanted to wear sneakers and jeans while on the job. Only 4% actually 
wanted to dress in business attire!x 
 

 
 
What are the implications of casual dress and behavior?  
 

 
 
They say that you should dress for the position that you hope to attain. And there’s a good reason for 
this. If Gen Y dresses like a college student, what does it say to management about their goals for 
advancement? Valid or not, this may result in the perception that Gen Y lacks readiness to fill the 
leadership pipeline. Proper dress and behavior are often equated with respect, so eroding professional 
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standards may cause more miscommunication and conflict at work. Or do flexibility and a casual 
environment promote more employee motivation and productivity?  
 

 
 
Though there are many problems with casual dress and behavior, the generations agree that 
professionalism may not necessarily be a casualty of casual. Out of all 22 perceptions regarding Gen Y 
that we provided on our survey, Boomers and Gen X respondents collectively disagreed with the 
statement that Gen Y “lacks professionalism” the most. This perception is often anecdotally heard about 
Gen Y, but our study shows that this isn’t actually a commonly-held perception regarding the generation.  
 
What are the implications of these findings? 
 

 
 
It’s interesting to note that though the generations agree that Gen Y dresses and behaves casually, for 
the most part, they don’t see the generation as lacking professionalism. This may provide insight to 
some sort of developing mutual understanding that Gen Y practices professionalism in a different way 
than previous generations. If so, this could be a great start toward reducing intergenerational divides and 
tensions in the workplace.  
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There’s More to Life than Just Work  
 

 
 
The generations, including Gen Y themselves, generally agree that Gen Y “prefers work-life balance,” 
with over three-quarters of the respondents indicating that they perceive that Gen Y prefers this 
balance.  
 
What are the implications of this finding?  
 
Many in the workplace have heard the following sayings that define each of the generations’ approach to 
work:  
 

 
 
Boomers and Gen X may see Gen Y’s preference for work-life balance as laziness or an unwillingness to 
work hard. Many from previous generations think that Gen Y will measure success the same way that 
they have in the past, but this doesn’t take history or current context into account.xi For many high-
potential Gen Y employees, success isn’t necessarily defined as working as far up the ladder as one can 
go. A recent study found that prime candidates for promotion at a “Big Four” firm wanted to work 
fewer hours than they currently work, which may not lead to as big of a promotion for the candidate.xii 
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For Gen Y, their personal life is a part of their success and an important part of who they are. In a 
recent study, almost three-quarters of Gen Y polled were worried about balancing work and personal 
obligations.xiii Why is work-life balance important to this generation? Here’s one way to look at it: if time 
is money, Gen Y want to be in control of their time, much like previous generations wanted to control 
their money.xiv As a result, Gen Y values personal time because from their perspective, they’re being 
paid in time. This is why they make work-life balance-related requests such as telecommuting, flextime, 
compressed work weeks, personal days, etc. Along with this mentality comes with the outlook that 
work is about output and getting the job done; previous generations may not necessarily agree with this 
and see work as the number of hours people commit to their jobs. 
 

 
 

 
 
In addition to work-life balance, having meaning in work is perceived to be critical to Gen Y. These two 
ideals go hand-in-hand with the notion that there’s more to life for Gen Y than work. Almost 80% of 
Gen Y respondents agreed that their generation “wants to have meaning in their work.” However, 
significantly fewer Gen X and Boomers agreed with this statement.   
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What are the implications of this finding? 
 
With a significant difference between what Gen Y and the previous generations perceive regarding the 
generation’s preference for meaning in work, it is possible that managers are not giving their Gen Y 
employees “what they want” in terms of work content. While managers can’t cater to all of Gen Y’s 
wishes and whims, there are ways in which managers can incentivize the generation to get work done 
while effectively addressing their preferences.  
 

 
 
One frequently-cited Gen Y preference is that they want their work to mean something. They want to 
be assets to their company, while the company helps them with their professional development.xv 
Therefore, if managers are able to frame their employees’ tasks as critical to the company’s success, this 
might be an effective way to get the generation motivated about their job.   
 

 
 
Additionally, a recent study found that “working with a manager I can respect and learn from” and 
“working with people I enjoy” ranked as the top two important aspects of work environment cited by 
Gen Y.xvi This demonstrates Gen Y’s interest in striking a balance between personal and work 
obligations, even while at work. Anecdotally, Gen Y tend to show more loyalty to managers than 
companies, which is especially the case because Gen Y lack job security. Managers may want to keep this 
in mind while interacting with their Gen Y employees.  Managers are a major key to retaining and 
developing Gen Y. 
 
“Meaning in work” could be a more universal term as well. A CareerBuider.com study found that 87% 
of workers believe that it’s important for companies to give back to their local communities.xvii Such 
attributes are consistent with Gen Y’s oft-cited desire to have a positive impact on the world. 
Companies should further emphasize their impact on surrounding communities and environments. 
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Entitlement: Will Gen Y Pay Their Dues?  
 

 
 
Gen Y has often been referred to as the “entitlement generation,” but is this perception widespread? 
67% of Gen X and Boomers agreed that Gen Y feels entitled. However, what was surprising was that a 
solid 45% of Gen Y respondents agreed that their generation “feels entitled to job benefits they’ve not 
yet earned.” That is quite a substantial number of Gen Y who take a critical position about their own 
generation. 
 
What are the implications of this finding? 
 
It’s difficult to determine the direct implications of this finding, since we don’t necessarily know how 
each of the generations, especially Gen Y, judge this particular attribute. What does Gen Y think about 
this perception that they feel “entitled to job benefits they’ve not yet earned?” Does the generation see 
this sense of entitlement as a bad attribute or a positive one? It will be interesting to see if this self-
awareness leads to change in the future or if the generation determines that they don’t need to address 
this attitude.  
 

 
 
Article after article claim that Gen Y lacks willingness to pay their dues. Is this statement accurate, 
however, if the generation itself claims that it isn’t unwilling to pay its dues? Our study found that almost 
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twice as many Gen X and Boomers agreed with the statement that Gen Y “lacks willingness to pay their 
dues” compared to Gen Y. In fact, Gen Y was 17 times as likely to strongly disagree with the statement 
that the generation lacks willingness to pay their dues.  
 
What are the implications of this finding? 
 
Boomers and Gen X may be hesitant to have Gen Y pay their dues in the workplace because they 
expect resistance. Instead of asking for them to do the more mundane parts of their jobs, they may 
avoid the issue altogether and perceive Gen Y as being unwilling to pay their dues. Boomers and Gen X 
may be doing this in order to keep Gen Y happy and retain them. However, if this attitude toward Gen 
Y exists, this may strain the relationship between the generations. Given that Gen Y wants good 
relationships with their bosses and colleagues, a strained relationship may lead toward Gen Y leaving the 
company in the end.  
 

 
 
What should be done about this issue? If it’s part of their job for Gen Y to pay their dues, have them do 
it. They may be more willing than you think. However, don’t expect Gen Y to be satisfied with paying 
their dues for long. Over half of the Gen Y respondents in a recent survey indicated that professionals 
should have to spend only one or two years paying their dues in entry-level positions.xviii  
 

 
 
Also, keep in mind that Gen Y may have a different definition of what it means to “pay their dues.” The 
recent study also found that nearly three-quarters of Gen Y surveyed thought it was likely that they’ll go 
back to school to obtain another degree during the course of their careers.xix To some Gen Y, 
education and training is how they’ll pay their dues. They believe they’ll have to work harder than 
previous generations and save more money for retirement. If this is Gen Y’s expectation regarding 
paying their dues, it may make sense to have them obtain more education and training in order for them 
to effectively do their jobs. They’ll be willing to “pay their dues” in this way.    
 

 
 
In general, some Boomers and Gen X assume that Gen Y should pay their dues by following the same 
paths to achieve the same level of success as they have in the past.xx This mindset may not take current 
contexts into account. It’s important that Boomers and Gen X recognize that we’re in a different era 
and that things have changed dramatically, possibly including the definition of “paying one’s dues.” 
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Receiving Feedback and Professional Rewards  
 

 
 
They say that Gen Y constantly craves feedback. This isn’t surprising, in light of a recent Robert Half 
International study that found that over a third of Gen Y employees want to communicate with their 
boss several times a day.xxi One may come to expect this behavior, given the “helicopter parents” that 
coddled Gen Y with constant attention and feedback. Gen Y craves feedback from their parents so 
much that approximately 1 in 4 consults with his/her parents first when making employment decisions.xxii 
However, there has been a lot of anecdotal evidence that shows that Gen Y doesn’t take feedback well. 
Our study indicates that this perception is pretty consistent amongst Gen X, the generation that directly 
manages and supervises Gen Y. Almost twice as many Gen X agree with the statement that Gen Y 
“receives feedback poorly” compared to Gen Y. 
 

 
 
What are the implications of this finding?  
 
Why does Gen Y crave positive affirmation? Youth remain youth longer, now that they’re living at home 
longer, marrying later and staying in school longer.xxiii We hear terms such as, “boomerang kids,” since 
more Gen Y are returning home after college than previous generations. This explains why Gen Y may 
continue to act youthful, preferring continuous feedback and rewards from figures of authority. 
Boomers and Gen X may be hesitant to give feedback to their Gen Y employees because they think the 
generation may not take it well. This can lead to a form of passive-aggressive behavior on both sides, 
given that Gen X and Boomers may be unhappy with Gen Y’s work, but don’t express it. Likewise, Gen 
Y may become upset because their boss isn’t giving them any feedback.  
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This could result in a lose-lose situation, since Gen Y doesn’t get feedback and previous generations 
don’t let Gen Y know what they’re doing wrong. Gen Y can’t fix a problem of which they’re not made 
aware. 
  

 
 
Over 60% of all respondents agreed with the statement that Gen Y “expects frequent professional 
rewards” with over half of Gen Y respondents agreeing with this statement as well.  
 
What are the implications of this finding? 
 
Given the high number of respondents, including those of Gen Y, who agree with the perception, it’s 
quite likely that this perception reflects a reality. So, if Gen Y expects frequent professional rewards but 
managers don’t have the budget to constantly be giving out monetary rewards, what can they do?  
 

 
 
Pay is always an important factor of one’s job, but this study has showed us that Gen Y also values 
having work-life balance, meaning in their work and positive feedback. It’s possible to reward this 
generation without negatively affecting an organization’s budget. Organizations can give Gen Y an extra 
vacation day, a “fun” task, or an award or public recognition regarding their accomplishments. Though 
this is not necessarily the working style that Boomers and Gen X are used to, this is a small cost to 
retaining Gen Y and keeping them happy and productive.   
 

 
 
When Gen Y was growing up, there were times when “everyone was a winner.” Children received gold 
stars for participation, awards and trophies just for competing in a tournament as well as prizes for good 
behavior. Remember when some teachers refused to grade paper with red pens for fear of damaging 
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students’ egos? Their self-esteem was elevated, which explains their current brazen attitude in the 
workplace.xxiv Though constantly rewarding Gen Y employees may seem silly to managers, this type of 
structure may be beneficial to the company overall. 
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Work Styles: Multitasking, Collaborating and Finding Direction  
 

 
 
There are three common working styles that are often anecdotally cited as Gen Y’s strengths. What’s 
interesting, though, is that Boomers and Gen X generally did not perceive Gen Y to be good at any of 
these working styles, while Gen Y perceived these working styles to be their strengths.  
 
Multitasking  
 
Our study found that almost three times as many Gen X and Boomers disagree with the statement that 
Gen Y “is great at multitasking” compared to Gen Y’s perception regarding their own generation.  
 
What are the implications of this finding?  
 
Gen Y grew up online and has multitasked for most of their lives. However, significantly more of the 
previous generations don’t think they’re very good at it. This may explain why there may be some 
negative perceptions regarding Gen Y’s work ethic, while Gen Y continues to think that they can 
effectively multitask.  
 

 
 
While Gen Y sees multitasking as an effective way to get work done while maintaining work-life balance, 
Boomers and Gen X may see Gen Y as not having paid their dues, unfocused and disrespectful. Imagine 
talking to someone while their eyes and attention are focused on doing something else? This may be a 
critical issue come promotion time, since Gen Y may be confused as to why their managers and 
supervisors are unhappy with their performance.  
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Team Environment 
 
Gen Y was almost twice as likely as Boomers to strongly agree with the statement that Gen Y “works 
well in a team environment.”  
 
What are the implications of this finding?  
 
Gen Y generally thinks they work well in a team environment, but previous generations are less inclined 
to believe so. This may lead to a conflict of perceptions regarding the tasks that Gen Y are given to 
perform.  
 

 
 
Gen Y may want team-based tasks because they think they’re good at them. The previous generations 
may not give them such tasks because they think Gen Y doesn’t work well in a team environment. This 
may lead to discontent amongst Gen Y workers, which can ultimately lead to problems in retaining and 
motivating Gen Y employees.  
 
Self-Directed Learners 
 
Our study found that more than twice as many Gen X and Boomers disagree with the statement that 
Gen Y “is comprised of self-directed learners,” compared to Gen Y. 
 
What are the implications of this finding?  
 
Gen Y perceive themselves to be self-direct learners, while previous generations do not. This could lead 
to the previous generations trying to give too much initial guidance to Gen Y, when this may not be 
desired. It’s possible that Gen Y just wants to do the task on their own, without having the extra 
guidance that they find unnecessary. Given Gen Y preferences, however, it is possible that they don’t 
want too much guidance in the beginning, but are more than happy to receive positive feedback later?  
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Conclusion 
 

Generational tensions continue to persist in the workplace and many of these stem from differing 
perceptions and underlying values. One generation may view casual attire as less professional and 
inattentive to details, while others may view it as good for comfort and productivity. Telecommuting can 
increase productivity to some, but erode workplace camaraderie to others. We only have a limited lens 
into the complexity of an individual’s underlying values, but we can start to measure their perceptions to 
determine differences and alignments across generations. People act on what they perceive, often by 
making internal judgments or even taking more-concrete actions. Either way, perceptions impact the 
workplace and we’ve shed some light on these perceptions. 
 

 
 
This study represents a step toward improving these generational tensions. Awareness of varied 
perceptions allows organizations to hone in on and improve the more-divisive areas across generations. 
Equally important, organizations can leverage the areas of agreement in perceptions across generations. 
They can find ways to tap into Gen Y’s perceived strengths, strengths upon which all three generations 
can agree, such as Gen Y being technologically savvy. This helps organizations feel less like this 
generational tension is a problem, but can show that understanding generations can lead to solutions. 
We hope you join our efforts in this broader Young Emerging Professionals (YEP) Initiative, as 
mentioned in our introductory letter, and share thoughts, questions and resources across many 
companies. 
 
 

Recommendations 
 
Examine Judgments about These Perceptions: One area of focus for future research is to take 
this study one step further and assess the judgments that are associated with each perception addressed 
in our study. By conducting a quantitative and qualitative analysis of how each generation judges each of 
the perceptions, we will have an even better understanding of how these perceptions impact workplace 
interactions.  
 
Focus on Other Generations’ Perceptions: We recommend a study that helps readers become 
familiar with Gen Y’s perceptions regarding the other generations. Similar to this study, we would ask all 
generations their perceptions regarding Gen X and Boomers. Boomers are often perceived as too rigid 
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and excessively formal, but great with interpersonal communication. Gen X is often seen as the “middle 
child” between Boomers and Gen Y, and often find themselves having to drive Boomer philosophy down 
to Gen Y. This will help readers understand Gen Y’s perception regarding their supervisors and 
executives, as well as allow Gen X and Boomers to have a better sense of where they stand in the eyes 
of others. 
 
Identify Conflicts and Customize Solutions Within Organizations’ Cultural Structures: 
Many of the findings in our study are based on interpersonal experiences in that we focus primarily on 
how people perceive individuals of another generation. We recommend that companies tailor this study 
to evaluate how their workplace environments and cultural structures affect various generations’ 
perceptions and expectations. Such future research would allow companies to apply their findings on a 
more holistic, institutional level.  
 
Look at Best Practices Across Many Companies (We Already Are…): Our Gen Y Perceptions 
Study is a survey-based study that provides insight on how the generations perceive Generation Y. We 
propose an immediate next step by creating a practical resource guide to assist companies with talent-
management concerns, particularly with recruiting, retaining, developing and managing young employees. 
The CSUF Career Center’s CREW and Spectrum Knowledge will be conducting research toward this 
end and will release “The Guide to Developing Young Professionals” in 2009. 
 
 

About Us 
 
The Career Center at Cal State Fullerton established the Center for Research on Employment and 
the Workforce (CREW) to complement our services to employers and students. The CREW collects, 
analyzes and disseminates information about issues and trends that are reshaping the professional 
opportunities of our graduates and the behavior of our employing organizations. These issues and trends 
include diversity, globalization, generational issues, knowledge transfer, and the impact of emerging 
technology. For more information, please contact the Career Center at: jcase@fullerton.edu. 
 
Spectrum Knowledge, Inc. provides Organization Optimization, Employee Elevation and 
Intercultural Innovation. Our company consists of diverse cultural, organizational development and 
leadership experts who have backgrounds in research, education and training related to these areas. We 
provide solutions to clients that enhance and grow organizations, particularly through the investment in 
human capital. The organization provides both customized and ready-to-go services. For more 
information, please contact Spectrum Knowledge at: vupham@spectrumknowledge.com. 
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Appendix A 
 
There are common perceptions about different generations. People perceive Generation Y, those born between 
1979 and 1995, in different ways. We want to know what you think about Gen Y to understand the degree to 
which you share these perceptions. Please rate the following statements. In the workplace, Gen Y:  

• Lacks professionalism 
• Feels entitled to job benefits they’ve not yet earned 
• Wants instant gratification 
• Dresses casually  
• Behaves casually  
• Lacks face-to-face communication 
• Receives feedback poorly 
• Lacks willingness to pay their dues 
• Challenges authority 
• Works well in a team environment 
• Is technologically savvy 
• Likes to be challenged 
• Celebrates diversity 
• Is great at multitasking 
• Possesses energy and drive 
• Has strong personal networks 
• Is comprised of self-directed learners 
• Wants to have meaning in their work 
• Is socially conscious 
• Prefers work-life balance 
• Expects frequent professional rewards 
• Lacks willingness to perform mundane tasks  
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About The Young Emerging Professionals (YEP) Initiative 

Spectrum Knowledge and the Career Center at Cal State Fullerton established the Young Emerging 
Professionals (YEP) Initiative. The YEP Initiative facilitates mutual understanding and productivity 
between Baby Boomers (born before 1964), Generation X professionals (born between 1964 and 1978) 
and Generation Y professionals (born after 1978). Specifically, the YEP Initiative helps individuals and 
organizations respond to generational differences in the workplace through: 
 

• Research such as this study, as well as upcoming ones geared toward organizations and all 
professionals. 

• The YEP Executive Advisory Board, which consists of executives from major organizations in 
the accounting, aerospace, business services, communications, consumer products, 
entertainment, financial services, healthcare, law, publishing, public service, and technology 
sectors. These executives champion actions that create a better work environment by bridging 
generations. 

• The YEP Council, which consists of young emerging professionals from these same organizations. 
• A resource guide for developing young employees, a first edition of which will appear next year. 
• A training program, offered by Spectrum Knowledge, geared toward young professionals called 

the Young Employees Savvy and Success (YESS) Program.  
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