
Ms. Buahene, M. A.

Recruitment & Training
Career Development: What do Younger Generations Expect?
By Adwoa Buahene, M. A. , Co-founder / Managing Partner, n-gen People Performance Inc.

Co-authored by Giselle Kovary, M.A., Co-founder / Managing Partner, n-gen People Performance Inc.

A 17 year old cook working with a 40 year old sous-chef. A 65 year old housekeeping supervisor working with a 22
year old room attendant. A 35 year old front desk manager working with a 50 year old reservation associate. These
are all realities within the hotel and hospitality sector, where multigenerational teams need to work effectively
together. All four generations are in the workplace (Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Gen Xers and Gen Ys), and
often you may have younger generations managing older employees.

In such a diverse age environment, it is important for executives to realise that people strategies can no longer take
a ‘one-size fits all’ approach. In fact, people strategies now need to be broader in scope and application so that
they can tap into the values, behaviours and expectations of all four generations. One area that organizations need
to understand and respond to more effectively is career development. The goal of career development in today’s
workplace is to keep employees longer, and more engaged while they are with your organization, since they won’t
likely be with you forever. To achieve the goal of retention, organizations need to develop employees in the career
direction of the employee’s choice. While this is particularly true of Gen X and Gen Y, it is nonetheless necessary to
understand the career development expectations of each generation, and to build mechanisms to either meet

those expectations or manage them.

Traditionalists grew up in times that were filled with hardship – wars, depression, hyper-inflation and mass unemployment. Because of
these events, they developed values such as honour, sacrifice, respect for authority and dedication. Their goal is to build a legacy which
includes their careers. Traditionalists are most accustomed to having organizations tell them what their next career move will be. They
would be surprised and maybe even nervous if they are asked to determine their own career goals. However, if the career development
discussion is positioned based on their expertise, and how they can continue to build or share that expertise in the final years of their
careers, there will be a greater understanding of the need to set career goals.

The Baby Boomer generation is one of the most talked about generations, because its power is felt in all areas of life – politics,
economics and business. As activists in the rebellious 60s, they realized they had power in numbers. There are 9.6 million Baby
Boomers in Canada, 78 million in the US. These numbers worked for them in protesting social wrongs – marching for equality,
multiculturalism and greater diversity tolerance – but worked against them when they entered into the workplace. Traditionalists had the
power in organizations. They were happy to replace rebellious Baby Boomer employees with any number of other candidates who would
not rile up against authority. As a result, Baby Boomers had to compete and work long hours to climb the corporate ladder. Their goal is
to put their stamp on things.

At work, Baby Boomers are looking to add value to projects, decisions and strategies. If they can put their stamp on things, they can
prove that they are a corporate star. This generation varies in their career development expectations as this aligns to age position within
the cohort. Some are still looking to move up the organizational ladder; many others are looking to continue to work on interesting
projects, while using the skills that they like best, and continuing to add value to the organization without the pressure that they must move
up. Most Baby Boomers have had similar experiences to Traditionalists in that they are told how their career should develop. As people
practices changed in the last decade, more Baby Boomers are being asked what they would like to do next or where they would like to
develop and grow. Unfortunately many Baby Boomers still feel that they work in environments where stating their true career desires of
tomorrow could hurt their career reputation of today. So many from this cohort won’t reveal their true career desires, but rather will tell the
organization what they believe leaders want to hear.

Gen Xers are still often viewed as the new kids on the block in an organization – part of the ‘young’ professional groups. However, many
in this cohort already have up to a decade or two of work experience. Witnessing their parents and other relatives be downsized in the
80s and early 90s caused many Gen Xers to view themselves as free agents in the labour marketplace. They maintain their
independence in the workplace by constantly focusing on gaining marketable skills and results. Those two factors allow Gen Xers to
control their own careers and be ready to find a job if they decide to leave an organization or if the organization decides to lay them off.
Their goal is to maintain independence in all areas of their life.

The concept that career development should be a win-win outcome is not a nice-to-have for Gen Xers, rather it is a must-have. They
absolutely expect organizations to not only ask them what skills or direction they wish to take their careers, but also to honour and support
them to fulfill that request. In the event that the request by a Gen Xer is not reasonable (either because of performance issues, no training
budget, no room for promotions), then Gen Xers expect the organization to be very transparent about the situation. It is critical with this
sceptical generation to not try to stall their career advancement, or cajole and mislead them into staying with your organization longer. It is
much more effective to let your high-performers move on and then bring them back to the organization when the conditions have changed
and you have a position for them where it will be a mutually beneficial relationship.

Leaders should create an open, transparent environment where Gen Xer can feel comfortable stating their career and development goals
without any sense of retribution. Depending on available organizational resources, if formal learning dollars are limited, Gen Xers are
very open to independent learning through stretch assignments, action-learning projects, or cross-functional team projects. They are also
open to being coached and mentored as long as they can choose their coach or mentor and are able to drive the goals within the
relationship.

Gen Ys are growing up in an era where their interests, opinions and ideas are solicited, listened to and acted upon continuously. Parents
and the school system have focused on building the confidence and the self-esteem of Gen Ys by providing praise and encouragement.

 



They have been coached, both at home and in the school system, that they can be and do anything they want, and that they should always
pursue opportunities that interest them. Most Gen Ys believe that they will have 3-5 divergent careers, not jobs. For example, first they will
be a chef, then a hiking guide, then anowner of a B&B, then the next creator of a social media site). This cohort’s goal is to find work and
create a life that has meaning.

Within this reality, Gen Ys expect organizations to continuously assist them to find that meaning in their current and future career goals.
Learning and development provided by the organization is a must-have, and is not perceived as a reward. Moreover, they expect that
while they will be trained on skills required to do their job successfully, they will also have the opportunity to learn skills that align to their
other interests. Active career collaboration with this generation is critical, as leaders need to understand and not judge the career path of
their Gen Y employees. The more leaders are supportive of and provide assistance to achieving Gen Ys career goals, the longer they will
keep those employees. Support and assistance can take a variety of forms from tuition subsidies, to scheduling accommodation night
school classes, to peer-to-peer learning, to job shadowing.

There are many vehicles to retain the right employees, (salary, reward and recognition, work environment) and career development is one
of the way that an organizationcan recognize, respond to and manage the expectations of employees in order to create a positive
employment relationship. Gone are the days that organizations rely on the fact that employees simply move into the roles and positions
as designated by the organization. In particular with younger employees, they have accepted that they are responsible for their own
careers and now expect organizations to support them in their development while not dictating the path they will take to achieve success.
To achieve greater retention through career development, organizational practices need to be broaderr in order to be able to address the
expectations of a multigenerational workforce, and leaders must be able to create an open and transparent environment where career
development becomes a win-win for both parties.

Giselle Kovary contributed to this article. Ms. Kovary is a managing partner and co-founder of n-gen People
Performance Inc. Ms. Kovary helps clients to understand and build strategies and programs that target, motivate and
engage all four generations. She is a sought after resource to senior leaders, HR teams, and management groups
that recognize the need to improve organizational engagement. With over 13 years of experience in learning and
development and performance consulting, Ms. Kovary has devoted the last 7 years to researching the impact that
workforce demographics have on performance. Ms. Kovary's generational expertise has been leveraged by industry
leaders in both the private and public sectors since 2003. As co-founder of n-gen, she has presented at North
America's leading HR conferences, written numerous whitepapers and co-authored the book "Loyalty Unplugged:

How to Get, Keep & Grow All Four Generations". She is regularly quoted in national newspapers and trade magazines, radio and
television, and will soon appear in an upcoming CBC DocZone program about Gen Ys. Ms. Kovary has a Master's degree in
communication studies from the University of Windsor and was recently nominated for a RBC Canadian Women Entrepreneur
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