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Preface 

They were born after Ronald Reagan was elected President. They don’t remember Jimmy Carter or 

the Energy Crisis. They grew up with the global economy. They are technologically savvy but may 

not know how to play an LP or use a rotary phone. Young workers who are just entering the work 

force—part of what social scientists Neil Howe and William Strauss call the Millennial Generation—

appear to be different from workers from previous generations. Are they different? What challenges 

do they present? How can employers manage younger workers in a way that’s beneficial to the 

workplace and the employees?  How can the Union and Management accelerate a mutual response to 

the demands of a changing workforce?  These questions informed our research at Harvard that began 

two years ago.  This Report is our response to these questions. 

 

Our interest in young workers arose from simple curiosity, around the year 2000, as we were 

consulting in the industrial sector. Having done such work since the 1980s, particularly in the 

automotive and steel industries, we saw how hard the industrial sector was hit by globalization. For 

many years, most of the people we met in this sagging industrial landscape were of the two 

generations born between 1925 and 1960, the so-called Silent and Boomer generations.  As youth and 

then as young or middle-aged adults, these two generations had experienced the “glory days” of 

American industry.  Most had seen their standard of living rise, and most worked for companies and 

were members of industrial unions conditioned by prosperity.  And then it all changed as 

globalization and economic restructuring shook American industry to its foundation.  Workers in 

shops and mills experienced dramatic and unexpectedly dark turns in their lives.  And the 

organizations that they worked for have had to cope with diminished expectations. 

 

We had grown accustomed to the distinctive “voice” of this decline and diminishment. When we 

spoke with workers, they sounded like people who have endured repeated natural disasters. Much like 

victims of tornados or hurricanes who tell anyone who will listen that they have had enough, these 

workers seemed to be saying they’d had enough 
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And then, to our surprise, a new voice appeared.  While working at an automotive firm in the late 

1990s, we began to hear a different voice. We weren’t listening for it, and at first we almost didn’t 

hear it. Beginning in 1997, Nommos began a continuous working relationship with a “new” 

automotive firm, an early spin-off from General Motors, American Axle and Manufacturing (AAM). 

AAM, a large supplier firm, began its independent corporate life in 1994 with a staff of unionized 

hourly workers who had moved over from GM. Under an agreement with the United Auto Workers 

Union, these hourly workers could sever their employment ties to their plant and move to another GM 

plant.  In fact, between 1995 and 1998, nearly half of the hourly workforce, most of the high-seniority 

workers, took advantage of this unusual opportunity and retreated to the perceived safety of General 

Motors.  As a result of this large exodus from AAM, the company hired a massive number of new 

workers: more than four thousand over a three year period in Detroit, Kalamazoo, Michigan and 

Buffalo. Not since the late 1970s had any U.S. auto firm hired workers in any sizeable number.   

 

Although not all these new hires were young, many were, some were even in their late teens. In 1997, 

Nommos was asked to develop and deliver a week-long educational program for these new hires. It 

was then that we began to hear the new voice to feel a different presence in the room.  In our first 

reflections about our program we made generalized comments about the younger workers as “kids,” it 

was a year or more before we began to realize that these young people might belong to a distinctive 

new generation with a distinctive personality.  

 

 Some of our colleagues found teaching these young workers difficult; finding them brash and 

overconfident. Yet we found their enthusiasm, their genuine curiosity, and their openness and candor 

refreshing; a rewarding change from the discouraged voice of their industrial elders.  Later, in 2000, 

we had the opportunity to speak directly with many of these younger workers in a series of focus 

groups.  The company and the union both were finding fault with many of them: for one thing, 

absenteeism was soaring.  Older workers, particularly older managers and union leaders, had begun to 

accuse the younger workers of having no work ethic. Well aware of the growing rift between the 

company, the union, and the young workers, we offered to undertake a study of what was a growing 

and costly problem.   
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We completed the research at American Axle in 2001, but our interest in the topic had really just 

begun.  By the time we approached HUCTW and Harvard University leaders in 2003, we had begun 

to see this issue as one of the most interesting and challenging facing employers in all sectors.   

 

For years, it seems the news media has labeled different generations: the Silent Generation, the Baby 

Boomers, Generation X, and Generation Y.  And now American social science researchers are 

beginning to address generations as a serious research topic, worthy of the attention that is usually 

reserved for race, social class, and gender. (European scholars have considered it an important 

sociological variable for some years.) Neil Howe and William Strauss see the study of generations as 

giving insight into past, present, and future social events and trends. Our research and this report 

specifically, owe a good deal to Howe and Strauss’ theoretical work, particularly their research into 

the Millennial Generation.   

 

Members of this Millennial Generation are just now entering the workplace in significant numbers.  

Those who are now in the workforce, including the young workers that we interviewed at Harvard in 

the Fall of 2003 and the Winter of 2004, are in the first wave of Millennials to seek full-time 

employment as young adults.  Thus, because the participants in our study are at the very edge of their 

generational cohort group, their attitudes and aspirations no doubt are somewhat reflective of the tail 

end of the generation just ahead of them.  We will need to continuously reevaluate these early 

findings about the members of the Millennial Generation as millions more of them take their places in 

the American workforce between now and the end of the decade. 

 

In the meantime, we take great interest in the thoughts and feelings of the individuals who 

participated in our focus groups.  Their insights and observations about their work life at Harvard 

University should be of interest to anyone who is interested in the well-being of Harvard employees 

and the future of the University.   
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Section One: Defining a Generation 

For us, spending time with scores of young workers has been challenging but also fun and rewarding. 

The youthful energy and brashness of these workers, what we might almost call their arrogance, has 

led to some extremely illuminating interactions. The poet David Whyte has written that “arrogance in 

youth can at times be a virtue.” Our initial experiences with this cohort led us to think along similar 

lines. 

 

When we worked with young autoworkers at American Axle several years ago, we saw a 

hyperconfidence, a chutzpah, that we assumed was almost a job requirement—for we had some idea 

of the kinds of challenges factory workers face in a high-pressure, cost-slashing environment. We 

also thought that we were witnessing “youthfulness,” a loosely-defined combination of young age, 

raw physical energy, and openness to risk and new ideas. What we have since come to realize is that 

what some call “youthfulness” is merely a superficial expression of a much deeper collective reality 

that exists in all of us at all stages of our lives. We have also come to discover that, at least 

theoretically, age-related terms such as “youth” and “middle age” mean different things at different 

points in time. In other words, the youth of one generation act differently from the youth of another, 

and the middle-aged of one differently from the middle-aged of another.  

 

Before going any farther, let’s take a look at the concept of generations. Until recently, few American 

scholars gave generational analysis much thought or attention, but now a serious inquiry into the 

relevance and practical value of analyzing generations is underway. William Strauss and Neil Howe 

see the generation as a meaningful historical and sociological concept, and they are far from alone in 

their research and studies. Popular media has been identifying and analyzing generations for years—

think of “Baby Boomers” and “Gen-X” and what Tom Brokaw called the “Greatest Generation”—

and perhaps that attention has prompted this flowering of serious scholarly attention. Americans seem 

almost obsessed with social and national identity, and “generation” has become a convenient category 

for identifying with or differentiating ourselves from others as we try to make sense of social 

phenomena.  
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Some might think that the rise of “generation” as a concept in popular culture disqualifies it from 

more serious analysis. As our experiences with young workers have deepened, we have concluded 

that the study of generations is rich with intellectual value; more valuable, perhaps, than more 

traditional sociological categories such as age.  

 

From Age Cohort to Generational Cohort  

Although our chronological age marks our progress through time, it does not give us a distinctive 

sense of ourselves in time. In other words, our age neither confers upon us an identity nor tells us how 

our personal life story connects and interacts with that of others around us. Early in our research, we 

realized that a phenomenon other than similar age was leading our young subjects, regardless of their 

innate personalities, to behave in similar ways and tell us similar stories. Call it what you will, a tone, 

a mood, even a collective energy, it seemed that most of our participants shared it. We spoke with 

more than a hundred younger workers, but the experience seemed much more intimate, as though we 

were listening to a few friends in open conversation. Indeed, Strauss and Howe suggest that a 

generation speaks in a specific “voice” and acts as a living, dynamic, and interactive personality in a 

manner that is visible and distinctive from that of other generations. We believed, if we found more 

evidence of these generational “voices,” this idea could lead to important insights into the social 

environments of the workplace at Harvard and elsewhere.  

  

A cohort-group is any group of people who are linked somehow, or who have experienced similar life 

events during a given period. Historically, scholars have examined cohorts defined by age but not by 

generation. In their seminal work, Generations, Strauss and Howe define a generation as “a special 

cohort-group whose length approximately matches that of a basic phase of life, or about twenty-two 

years over the last three centuries.”  They then rely on that definition to advance a theory that history 

consists of a recurring cycle of generational archetypes. (This latter idea is beyond the scope of this 

report, but it has rich analytical potential for the workplace. Our interpretation of the stories that we 

heard in focus groups drives us naturally toward a comparative view of other generations in the 

workplace. For Harvard and HUCTW, a good deal of the value of this generational approach lies in 

furthering an understanding of the interplay of generations.) 
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They go on to say that a generation is shaped by its age location, that is, by its age-determined 

participation in epochal events that occur during its lifecycle. During childhood and, especially, 

during the coming-of-age experiences separating youth from adulthood, this age location produces 

what we call a “peer personality;” a set of collective behavioral traits and attitudes that later expresses 

itself throughout a generation’s life. 

 

Strauss and Howe point out that the cohort-group of a generation is unique because “all its 

members—from birth on—always encounter the same national events, moods, and trends at similar 

ages. They retain, in other words, a common age location in history throughout their lives [italics 

added]. Since history affects people very differently according to their age, common age location is 

what gives each cohort-group a distinct biography and a distinct lifecycle. ”  

 

Drawing an analogy from the natural world, Strauss and Howe liken the members of a generation to 

trees planted in the same year. The trees “contain rings that indicate when they all met with a cold 

winter, wet spring, or dry summer;” members of a generation “carry within them a unique signature 

of history's bygone moments.” A generation, then, more or less universally shares certain “social 

moments;” events or broad experiences that in some way shape or affect the mindset behind a 

generation’s collective voice.  

 

Strauss and Howe have identified and labeled fourteen past and present generations, beginning with 

the “Puritan Generation.” Five of those generations are alive today and still playing an active role in 

American life:  

¥ G.I. Generation (born between 1901 and 1924) 
¥ Silent Generation (born 1925–1942) 
¥ Boomer Generation (born 1943–1960) 
¥ Thirteenth Generation, or Gen-X (born 1961–1981) 
¥ Millennial Generation (born 1982–2001) 
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The young workers in our study are in the “first wave” of the Millennial generation. Although a few 

of them fall at the very tail end of Gen-X, for the most part our data and findings support the 

existence of a new and potentially dominant generation, a generation that is already making its mark.  

 

Trial by Fire in the Global Marketplace: The Rise of the Millennials 

When precisely generations begin and end is subject to discussion and debate. And although Howe 

and Strauss date the beginning of the Millennial Generation as 1982, we would choose the more 

symbolic year 1981—the year Ronald Reagan’s Presidency began and thus, to use Reagan’s own 

term, “morning in America.” Choosing 2001 as the last birth year in the generation is also significant.  

It not only the first year of the millennium, but 2001 was also the year of 9/11. Within this twenty-

year period, many events helped shape the generation’s personality. When we ask members of this 

generation what and who they remember from their childhood, they mention the explosion of the 

space shuttle Challenger, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the protests at Tiananmen Square, the AIDS 

epidemic, the Gulf War, Kosovo, the high school shootings in Columbine, and “Bill and Monica.” 

Less momentous perhaps but not less important are the appearance on TV of Homer Simpson; the 

increasing popularity of rap and hip hop; the trial of O. J. Simpson as docudrama; Super Mario 

Brothers and SimCity, among other video games that captivated the imaginations of young boys in 

particular. This list could go on. But despite the potency of political events—particularly the 

generation-beginning and -ending events—the Millennial Generation experienced two “social 

moments” that aren’t really precise moments at all. Rather, they are ongoing events that have had the 

most impact on shaping the peer personality of this generation; globalization and the Information 

Revolution, embodied in the World Wide Web. Indeed, these two forces have shaped all of us, but 

they emerged at times that made them shape the Millennials’ generational personality in a profound 

way. 

 

Although the Information Revolution really began with the invention of the microprocessor, it was 

the advent of the personal computer in the early 1980s that got things going. When Apple launched 

the first user-friendly personal computer in1984, it set in motion changes our economy and culture 

had not seen since the inventions of the light bulb and the automobile. Electric lights facilitated the 
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pursuit of broad public literacy and the automobile broadened people’s geographic horizons. And 

now information technology creates new social spaces by allowing people to be connected to each 

other all the time. This technology already has had a tremendous impact on work, offering not only 

unprecedented opportunity for autonomy and creativity but also placing new demands and stresses on 

workers and managers alike. The generation weaned on this technology, the Millennial Generation, is 

now entering the workplace with robust technological skill and creative knowledge at a time when 

those skills are in high demand.   

 

Skill is the ability to do something well, it is usually a combination of natural ability plus experience 

or training. Historically, entry-level workers have exhibited skill deficits: they haven’t yet had the 

experience or training to develop job-related skills. In the days of guilds (and continuing, in some 

form, into our own time), young workers served apprenticeships, starting at the bottom and working 

their way up. With hard work, discipline, and diligence, along with a healthy respect for older 

workers, a worker would receive his just rewards; status, income, and security along with the 

opportunity to watch the next generation toil as apprentices.  

 

But what if the young apprentice turned up in the shop with at least some of the most advanced skills 

he would ever need? That’s in fact what’s happening today: young workers are showing up at their 

new jobs with extensive technological experience and skills—in some cases being more 

technologically prepared to face the demands of the workplace than the boss. It may seem like an 

exaggeration, but this generation of young workers may just turn out to be the most skilled young 

workforce in modern history. At least some of the members of this generation are aware of their 

historic position and stand ready to use their leverage in interesting ways. 

 

Although later we’ll explore and document further the technological assets of this generation, one 

point bears mentioning now. In our research, we noticed that nearly everyone in the Millennial 

Generation exhibits high levels of technological skill, regardless of race, class, or gender. Thus we 

encourage employers to be wary of stereotypes that might lead them to think otherwise. It’s vital to 

be aware of implicit or explicit “filters” that preserve stratification or discrimination in the workplace.  
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Let’s look now at globalization. Like the information revolution, it’s not a historical “moment,” but 

rather a trend that has taken place over many years. For the population at large, it has influenced 

economics, social life, popular culture, even spiritual lives. As we listened to the personal stories of 

young workers, those who have grown up with the spread of globalization, we heard evidence of all 

these influences—but what really stood out was the economic dimension.  

 

We frequently hear the term “global economy,” but for many of us it seems a distant force in our 

lives. Yet over and over again, we heard the term become more immediate in the stories of young 

people who grew up during the eighties and nineties. It touched so many of their parents, directly or 

indirectly, that it was the subject of dinner-table conversations. We certainly were not surprised to 

hear such stories from young industrial workers in Detroit. But we were a bit surprised to hear the 

same kinds of stories from the young workers at Harvard. We heard that young workers had grown 

up in circumstances of economic insecurity and dislocation: loss of jobs or fear of job loss expressed 

in stressed tones of conversations; the sense that the adults in their lives were financially and 

emotionally unprepared for the upheavals in their work lives. Indeed, whether from the Rust Belt or 

from the more recently prosperous Northeast, members of the Millennial Generation are coming of 

age during remarkably stressful economic times. As we try to understand young workers’ attitudes 

and behaviors, we may need to be more sensitive to, and aware of, the effects that economic 

insecurity has had on them. 

 

Just as technological prowess empowers this generation, growing up with a sense of economic 

insecurity seems to have sent some clear messages to be self-reliant and not assume that you can rely 

on your employer for job security. After all, what would your attitude be toward employment if your 

father found himself having to look for a job several times over the course of a decade? Or what if 

you were the child of a single mother who had to move around to find and keep work? Although 

these might sound like the experiences of poor and working-class families, we observed that 

economic insecurity, just like technological skills, cross lines of class, race, and gender. This is life as 
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it is, and has been, for members of the Millennial Generation. And that generation seems to have 

internalized these stories and formed a set of attitudes that have become evident in the workplace. 

 

Some of the concerns expressed by employers today seem to be about how to recruit and retain 

qualified young workers, and then once they are hired, how to get them to come to work. These are 

all justifiable concerns. Hiring is expensive and time consuming. When firms or organizations hire a 

qualified young person and invest in training and development, they hope, if not expect, that the 

young employee will stay and become a valuable contributor. Many do stay, and indeed we spoke 

with many young Harvard workers who plan to work at the University for a long time. But a great 

many don’t seem dedicated; they show up for work when it is convenient for them, and they don’t 

seem interested in retaining their jobs. 

 

Consequently, a story has begun to emerge about this generation. It goes something like this: Young 

workers today lack a work ethic. They take their job and their employers for granted—or worse, they 

use the job as a means to build a résumé—and then, just when the employer can look forward to the 

benefits of the young workers’ skills, which they have invested in, voilà, they are gone. In other 

words, this story implies, young workers are selfish and self-centered. 

 

There is apparently no denying that turnover and absenteeism are increasing. And it is undoubtedly 

true that some members of this generation lack any appreciation of what the job market and the 

workplace are all about. But the question that many of us are wrestling with is: Why does it appear 

that young workers, especially the most talented and interesting ones, are moving from job to job at a 

startling pace? If the answer is that they indeed have shaky work ethics and self-centered value 

systems, that would be troubling news for employers. As more Millennials enter the labor force, these 

very early trends of absenteeism and turnover could lead to an employment crisis. In the following 

two sections we offer some thoughts on how employers might avoid the frustrations and costs of 

employee disengagement. But it’s important to note a few things up front. 

 



 - 12 - 

Put simply, the broad characterization of the Millennial worker as lacking a positive work ethic is 

false. Our data simply does not support this conclusion. That is the good news. Nevertheless, we 

speculate that the “disengaged” work behaviors will not change any time soon. In fact, we suspect 

things could get worse before they get better. We base this hypothesis on our perception that many 

young workers feel that they are in a race, and they show no signs of stopping. They are racing 

primarily against time, but also against their peers—and in some sense, against all the other young 

workers around the world.  One of the lessons they learned growing up is that the economy can be 

like a game of musical chairs. When the music is playing—when the economy is growing—things 

sound good and everyone is in the game. However, when the music stops—when the economy is 

slowing—there are only so many chairs and you might be the one who’s left out. Twenty years ago, 

fifteen years ago, or even ten years ago, when the music stopped for their parents, it was not always 

catastrophic, but it was stressful because their parents often got caught with obsolete skills, or got 

downsized by a dying industry or firm, or saw their jobs get outsourced to workers in other parts of 

the world who would do the jobs for less money. 

 

What is the message here? Maybe it’s this: DonÕt stop. Keep moving. Keep building that rŽsumŽ. 

DonÕt settle. DonÕt get complacent. Everything changes. Nothing is permanent. Keep moving or 

youÕll fall behind. If you believe this, are you self-centered? Perhaps, but you may also be exhibiting 

a brilliant collective survival strategy. If the lesson you learned growing up was that the world of the 

adult work world is all about winners and losers, your attitude about work could develop in a variety 

of directions. You might come to believe that all jobs are sort of ephemeral, and unpredictable, 

basically a crap shoot, and that you have little or no control and therefore should just take things one 

day at a time. On any given day your job might not be high on your priority list.  Or you might 

become highly motivated and focused, trying to learn what you can and doing your best, but at the 

same time not getting comfortable, because you need to keep moving and keep building.   

 

Although it certainly appears that Millennials are in a hurry, we’re not sure this makes them different 

from any previous generation. In fact, if they seem impatient and unwilling to wait their turn, 
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particularly waiting their turn to have seniority, for example, they may merely be exhibiting youthful 

immaturity or hubris.  

 

But we speculate that it’s not just youthfulness that explains this generation’s seemingly faster speed.  

We speculate that this generation has an overall sense of urgency. This generation may be moving 

faster because it’s a broad trend in our culture; everything else seems to be moving faster. If we step 

back a bit, we might see that the Millennials sense that they have something important to do what —

Strauss and Howe would call this generation’s mission, or project—and that the time to do it may be 

approaching. We do not want to take this idea beyond the realm of the purely speculative, but there 

may be something here for us to ponder as we continue to try to make sense of younger workers’ 

needs, wants, and desires.  

 

Identity 

If “generation” is to be a useful concept, it should tell us something about whom its members are, not 

just what events shaped them. Strauss and Howe call such a generational identity the generation’s 

“peer personality.” Although we don’t have enough data, and haven’t seen enough research to define 

the peer personality of the Millennial Generation, we can list some of the characteristics that Strauss 

and Howe suggest: 

¥ Creative 
¥ open to challenge and taking risks 
¥ ambitious 
¥ primarily outer directed 
¥ competitive (in a positive sense, with a goal of excellence and doing good things in the world) 
¥ civic-minded 

 

Strauss and Howe posit that generations cycle through four different archetypes, and the Millennials 

fall into the “civic” archetype. Members of civic generations are builders; they face crisis with a 

vision of the possibility of new institutions that they will create. Taking such a long view is beyond 

our purpose, but it reinforces one thing we heard in our discussions and saw in our data: the 

Millennial Generation faces the world with a sense of collective self-confidence. These confident 

young people are perhaps still searching for what they are to do—what their generational “project” 
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might be—but they know that when they find their path they will do great things. It is this voice that 

seems to set the personality of this generation apart from the other dominant voices at this moment in 

our culture. 

 

Although we have resolved not to engage in generational comparisons, a comparative (though 

possibly overly generalized) view might be useful in thinking about dynamics in our workplaces. The 

two generations preceding the Millennials, the Boomers and the Gen-Xers, seem to be inner-directed. 

Boomers, who today play prominent leadership roles in most institutions, seem always to have been 

plagued by doubt. This tendency toward introspective self-analysis, combined with a tendency toward 

moralism, and moralistic rigidity, makes it more difficult for them to make decisions with confidence 

and assuredness, as they constantly evaluate and second-guess. Members of Gen-X also seem to be 

unprepared to step forward and seize the moment. By contrast, then, the Millennials are remarkably 

self-assured, seeming to lack the self-doubt and indecision of the two earlier generations. No wonder 

older workers view the Millennials as a bit brash, if not cocky.  

 

Of course, no generation is homogeneous. The fact that a generation may have a peer personality does 

not mean that all members of a generation exhibit the constituent characteristics. Rather, some 

members of a generation develop a perspective about life quite different from their peers. And 

whereas most of our interviews had a tone and mood consistent with the characteristics of a civic 

generation, some young workers did not fit the “mold.” Thus we, and employers, should not assume 

that all members of this generation or any generation are the same.  According to Strauss and Howe, 

Like any group, a generation includes all kinds of people. Yet individual divergences from 
peer personality, and how those divergences are perceived, can explain much about a 
generation. In some respects, a peer personality gives heavy focus to the attitudes and 
experiences of the generational elite—what Ferrari called i capi della societˆ,  i re del 
pensiero, i signori della generazione (‘the heads of society, the kings of thought, the lords of 
the generation’). But while they commonly express the tone of a generation's peer personality, 
the personality itself is often established by non-elites. In particular, the attitudes of women 
and mothers toward their own sex roles and family roles are central to a generation’s peer 
personality. Likewise, groups which are (or feel) at the social periphery— immigrants, blacks, 
fundamentalists—often play a major role in fixing or revealing their generation's peer 
personality. 
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Strauss and Howe are correct in pointing out the diverse origins of a generations peer personality.  

With respect to the Millennial generation it is not uncommon to find people who harbor one or two 

images of the members of this generation.  One image is of a bright young White college student with 

a laptop backpack and Ipod, confidently moving about in the world.  The second image is of a young 

teen with more piercings than a medieval blacksmith, chatting idly with a group of friends.  These 

images do represent a part of the peer personality of Millennials. But it should be noted that this is the 

most diverse generation in American history.  There is growing evidence that Black and Latino youth 

are having a powerful impact on the peer personality of this generation.  And while we note the 

influence of rap and hip hop artists, the influence of Black, Latino, and Asian youth extends far 

beyond music and popular culture.  For instance, there is growing evidence of a rising cohort of 

young Black entrepreneurs making a difference in cities across the country.  Non-profit and 

community organizations are reporting a significant upsurge in participation amongst young urban 

youth.  These youth do not fit the stereotype of the urban rapper.  The main point is that this 

generation is a cultural kaleidoscope and its peer personality has been simultaneously informed by 

diverse personalities, not just the ones featured in the popular media.  

 

Summary  

In our research on young workers, we seek a greater understanding of the attitudes and values that 

they bring with them as they enter the workplace. Scholars have traditionally relied on certain 

categories to decipher people’s actions and behaviors—gender, nationality, ethnicity, race, religion, 

occupation, age—but we have found that the concept of the generation might help us better 

understand these young workers’ “identity.”  In fact, a generational “personality” appears to cut 

across race, ethnicity, gender, and class. We have seen evidence of the “personality” of the generation 

now entering the workplace, tech savvy, team oriented, flexible, ambitious but collaborative, 

confident and optimistic.  They are the generation Strauss and Howe call the Millennial Generation.  

Strauss and Howe aver that the Millennials are a generation with a great deal of promise—in fact, 

they predict, this could be the next great generation.  
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This prediction may seem premature. Nevertheless, our research leads us to share Strauss and Howe’s 

sense of optimism. If the Millennials’ potential is nurtured and supported, organizations and society 

as a whole could reap extraordinary benefits. If members of previous generations don’t perceive the 

promise of the Millennials but instead subscribe to more negative perceptions of them (no work ethic; 

no sense of dedication; etc.), there could be serious consequences in the workplace, particularly at 

youth-centered colleges and universities. In the following two sections of this report, we explore 

more deeply aspects of the young workers’ potential which pertain to the workplace. We hope that 

our insights will begin to close the ‘perception gap.’ 
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Section Two:  Findings from Focus Groups 
 
Just how do young workers at Harvard evaluate their employment experience? To help answer that 

question, in 2004 I held nine focus groups with sixty- five employees who were born in or after 1981.   

The original design of the study called for ten focus groups with up to one hundred participants.  

While we fell short of the goal of one hundred participants, the actual participation rate still gave us a 

data set from which we could derive valid findings.  These employees were selected using a random 

sample of all full-time employees born after 1981.  These nine focus groups took place over a period 

of four months and included employees from most of the Schools at Harvard.  This group also 

included a cross-section of job types ranging from medical and research technicians, administrative 

assistants, library staff,  IT technicians, shippers, and audio-visual support staff.  Participation in the 

study was strictly voluntary.   

 

The conversations were wide-ranging and often lively, particularly when the questions turned to likes 

and dislikes of the job.   One of the wonderful aspects of the focus group method is that it offers 

participants the opportunity to build on the others’ comments. This makes for a much livelier and 

richer process of discovery. Young workers echo many of the “big issues” that people like us have 

been talking about for years—and yet you may hear some perspectives and insights that will surprise.  

Generally, we can sort the topics of our discussions into three general categories:  

 
¥ Work/life balance 

¥ Meaningful work 

¥ Job satisfaction 

 

 
Work/Life Balance 

How much work is enough work? How much time do we owe our employer? How much do we owe 

ourselves, our families, our friends?  
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If you regard those questions as merely rhetorical, then consider these questions:  

¥ Have you ever sneaked down the stairwell rather than taking the more public elevator on days 

when you must be home by a particular time, even if you’ve already worked a full day?  

¥ Have you ever felt the need to mention that your day care provider will be angry, or charge 

extra, when you’re even a few minutes late arriving?  

¥ Have you ever needed to find the security guard to let you out of the locked front office door?  

¥ Are you usually one of the last ones arriving at a parent-teacher conference or school open 

house, scurrying to find the right room and meet the teacher or teachers you missed at the last 

event?  

¥ Have you stopped going out—to dinner, to movies or the ballet or the theater, or to sporting 

events—on weeknights because you need to be up early to beat the traffic and make a seven-

thirty meeting?  

 

If you answered yes to at least a few of these questions, you are not a Millennial. More than workers 

of earlier generations, young workers endeavor to preserve time for themselves outside of work. For 

the most part, in fact, it is younger workers who have moved the question of work/life balance to 

center stage. True, we have been examining the plight of the “overworked American” for years. (If 

we took away all the advertisements offering relief or escape from the stresses and strains of modern 

life, most media outlets would go out of business.) And yet the younger workers seem to mean it 

when they want to keep their work life and their out-of-work life in balance. Here is a simple 

statement to that effect from one interviewee: 

 

“I guess we can maintain an element of detachment. We do our work but then we also think about 
having fun and being social. I don’t really know if that makes us different from any other 
generation, but it is important.” 

 

Another interviewee put some of this same sentiment in a historical context. 

 

“I feel especially as far as career goes, what seemed to permeate the eighties was like you 
have to work eighty hours a week at some high-powered core position and then you get all 
this money and power and the other stuff, but you have to work really hard all the time. The 
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nineties seemed like there was more leisure time. I feel like now we are trying to find a 
balance. We want to make money but not by working eighty hours a week.” [Italics added]  

 

And another reiterates some of the same ideas: 

 

“For me I don’t mind working hard. What I do could be hard work as long as it’s scrunched into a 
minimal amount of time. I want to do something that gives me time to do my own thing away 
from my job.” 

 

Similar statements recur throughout our data. They do not seem to reveal a dislike of work—in fact, 

Millennials don’t shy away from hard work and seem to welcome challenging assignments. Rather, 

the comments express more of a generalized attitude about the need to keep work within bounds. 

While we don’t want to minimize the subtlety and complexity of work/life balance as an issue that 

affects all generations, for the Millennials it may be as simple as what one interviewee said:  

 

“I don’t want to become my work.”  

 

Although such point-blank statements almost always invite incredulity, I suggest that we take this 
person at her word. She is looking at the experiences of parents or other older relatives or friends and 
saying, not me. Her words stand as a critique of our contemporary work culture. 

 

Here’s an interesting exercise. Fill in the blank:   

 

I don’t want to become my work because________________________________.     

 

Compare your answer with your co-workers. You’ll see an interesting snapshot of how different 

generations see the relationship between work and life outside work. In effect, you can see your 

answer as a statement of your values, the standpoint from which you view your life and others’ lives. 

 

How might the young woman have filled in the blank? Would it be “because I don’t value work” or 

“because I don’t have a work ethic?” Not at all.  How might we fill it in for younger workers?  If 
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you’re an idealist, you might say, “because they want to do great things or change the world,” if 

you’re a pragmatist, “because they want to continue their education or start a family,” if you’re a 

skeptic, “because they are young and immature and have no idea what life is really like.” All we can 

say at this point is that we don’t know. What we do know is that we heard young workers make the 

point again and again that they “don’t want to become their job.” The issue resonated throughout our 

conversations at Harvard—and we know that it’s resonating throughout workplaces elsewhere.  

 

The Millennials may not in fact be concerned with work/life balance. They may see the issue as one 

of life/work balance. Reversing these two words may seem to be just a rhetorical device, but we 

believe that it reflects one of the most important shifts now occurring in our workplaces.   

Meaningful Work 
Scholars have been pondering the nature of work and its place in our lives for a very long time. We 

will not discuss the ample research except to say that the desire for meaningful work seems to be 

universal. But what does meaningful mean? Our conversations with young workers at Harvard and 

elsewhere lead us to believe there may be an important qualitative difference between the 

Millennials’ definition and previous (but recent) generations’ definition of the word.  

 

We asked our focus group participants to describe their ideal job and to discuss what they found 

meaningful in their work. In reviewing their answers, we noticed that they touched on three major 

themes, which we call the Three C’s: creativity, competence, and community.   Creativity, 

competence, and community are such an important part of the Millennials’ peer personality that they 

showed up as specific comments—often thoughtful and sophisticated—and also in the tone and mood 

of the conversations. It is difficult to capture the subtle ways in which these young workers made 

connections between things, for instance, between their own ambitions and their concerns for the 

greater community. Therefore we have included longer excerpts from two of the focus group 

transcripts. 
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The conversations began with a general discussion of generational identity and then moved on to a 

question about participants’ vision of their ideal job. The question was intentionally general—that is, 

we were not discussing current jobs at Harvard.  

 
Moderator: So what I’m going to ask you to do is just think for a minute about your ideal job. 

What would be some of the qualities or characteristics of your ideal job?  
 
P1               I guess I’d like to not be at the computer all day. I’d like to be out and talk to 

people and being creative and feeling like I’m accomplishing something other 
than what someone asks me to do. I like to set my own goals.  

 
P2: I agree with P1 where I’m not sitting at a desk, talking to people. I like to be more 

involved.  

 
P1: Yeah, actually something I would . . . I’d like to do something very creative where 

I am able to pull in a lot of elements. . . .  
 
Moderator: So words like variety, flexibility.  
 
P3:  Control.  
 
Moderator:  Is variety important? 
 
P1:  Yes.  
 
Moderator:  Some people older than you would say their idea of a job is one that’s predictable 

where they know what is expected. They can come in and do their job without 
thinking too much about it.  

 
P1:  I would get bored. 
 
P2:  There’s no motivation.  
 
P3:  I want to think.  
 
P2:  Challenge yourself to think.  
 
Moderator: What’s so great about thinking and being challenged? 
 
P2:  It keeps you young.  
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Moderator: It keeps you young mentally? 
 
P2:  Well, it’s good to look back and see accomplishments, not completed tasks.  
 
Moderator:  So, if I said you were going to work for the rest of the afternoon and we had a job 

to do and you were going to do this one thing from now until five o’clock. . . .   
 
P2:  I’d be very sad.  

 
Moderator: Even just for doing it for the afternoon?  
 
P2:  Well, it would be OK as long as I knew I wouldn’t be there the next day.  
 
P3:  Right, because there’s an end to it. 

 
P2:  And while I would be performing it, I’d try to think of a better way to do it.  
 
Moderator: By ideal I mean literally you could create a job for yourself and it would have 

whatever kinds of qualities or characteristics as a part of it. So you could literally 
name your job and what it was and what you do and how you did it. What would 
be important to you? What would your ideal job look like if you could make one 
up today?  

 
P1:  Mine would have travel opportunities. It’s important to me.  
 
P4:  One with growth. You can’t just stay in one spot. You have to just move up.  

 
P2:  For me, personally, human interaction, independence. I really like to work in a 

team environment. And I know that the job I’m in right now, I do enjoy it, but 
that’s the one thing about it that is lacking for me is the interaction. Also a degree 
of autonomy. I don’t really like to be micromanaged. I like to be able to just kind 
of make my own schedule, get the work done.  

 
Moderator:  What kind of aspects of yourself would you like to see developed? Where is the 

growth?  
 
P4:  The whole package.  
 
Moderator:  Is this idea of autonomy to use your word, an important idea?  
 
P3:  Absolutely.  
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P2:  It’s responsibility, I think. I think it’s a degree of trust that your employer has in 
you and to be able to say you’ll be able to get this done if I just let you do it on 
your own. It’s kind of like you made it in a sense like maybe in your particular job 
without having been promoted or necessarily get the raise. . . . When your boss 
finally just takes that step back, you kind of know that she trusts you. 

 
P4:  It’s like having a boss on full-time vacation.  
 
P1:  I’d say it all depends on the individual, you know? Some individuals  are more 

ambitious, some individuals are more lazy. Some individuals would take that 
opportunity and run with it and really do good things and others would kind of sit 
back and have all this free time and really not know how to manage it.  

 
P2:  I think it’s interesting that someone like myself who just graduated could be in a 

situation right now, self-directed in my job which is what being a research 
associate is. I don’t know if that’s how the university designed it or intended it to 
be but that’s what it ends up being and there is no supervisor there. I mean you 
have projects that you have to get done and you know what projects have to be 
done, but how you manage your time and get it done. So, you know, straight out of 
college I’m doing that and I feel like, you know, just fine.  

 
P1: In my ideal job I would be challenged and stimulated enough to keep me engaged 

and excited about my work, but not to the extent that I would be overwhelmed. 
 
P4: I’ve had jobs where there is a lot of sitting and waiting for something to happen, 

tech support, if everything is running OK or even if it’s almost OK.  It may be that 
there are things that you could improve but they’re not pressing so there isn’t a 
sense of meaning.  That’s not as good. I think it’s important to feel like what I’m 
doing is helpful to people and necessary—so doing a job like that where you’re 
helping people with problems in a very literal way is rewarding in that sense but it 
can also get monotonous either by doing a lot of the same thing or by not doing 
anything. 

 
 
In a separate focus group, we heard the same theme repeated, for example:  
 
 
P1:  I think that we’re willing to work hard but not in the same way that people used to 

work hard. Maybe that’s the difference. We’re willing to work hard if it seems like 
it’s important, something that makes a difference. If I don’t think that it is worth my 
time, then I’m not going to work hard. 

 



 - 24 - 

 P2:  I miraculously got a job in my field, which is (deleted). There are no jobs in this 
field so I feel lucky. But the thing that frustrates me the most at my job is—and 
this is part of my definition of meaningful—is  that sometimes I feel like after I 
leave, my work won’t be remembered. That I won’t have actually made a 
difference in the department and that for me is meaningful. 

 

In these transcripts and others, we noticed a number of key recurring words: creative, goals, involved, 

thinking, challenge(s), growth, responsibility, helpful, accomplishment, contribution, which led us to 

our three C’s, creativity, competence, and community.  

 

Creativity. The word that seems to be repeated the most, and that seems to resonate throughout the 

transcripts the most, is creativity. It is a hallmark of the Millennials’ collective psyche. It marks an 

attitude and way of life for many in this generation. In past generations creativity was associated with 

giftedness and exceptional talent, almost something mysterious. It was not something we’d see in our 

everyday work. Thus many of us see ourselves as lacking creativity, or having been absent when the 

genes were passed out, so to speak. In other words, older workers see the creative person as the 

exception rather than the norm.  

 

The urge to create comes from the mind and the heart: it is the energy that connects the inner world of 

imagination with the outer material world in a way that changes both simultaneously. The desire to 

create and to be creative is one characteristic of generations that fit the Strauss and Howe’s Civic 

archetype. The urge to create transcends time and generations but perhaps this urge manifests itself 

more fully within certain generations such as the Civic generations. If so, the cultural conditions for 

this Civic generation to find opportunities for creative expression may be greater than at any other 

period of time.  The availability and accessibility of technologies that encourage people to make 

music, movies, videos, computer animation or computer generated presentations, seem to offer the 

opportunity to “Make it yourself” one of the apparent credos of the Millennnials.   Even poetry is 

experiencing a popular revival as young poets, young urban poets, rap to the meter of the poetic 

voice. In my formal research, and even in my informal  monitoring of these trends, it seems that many 

more young people imagine themselves future musicians, filmmakers, artists, writers, graphic 
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designers etc.  Some will realize their dreams, many others will not.  But this urge to create, even if it 

is not fulfilled as a career, will continue to seek creative outlets. 

 

What does this mean for the workplace?  It may mean that more young workers will find ways to 

channel their creative urges in ways that will be very productive, or not.  We believe it could mean 

the emergence in the workplace of a group interested in innovation and collaboration.  It could mean 

that young workers provide new energy for collaborative processes already underway.  Creative 

collaborations could be the opportunity to bring young workers and more senior workers together in 

productive alliances, alliances that minimize or mitigate the potential for intergenerational conflict.   

Intergenerational conflict is not a big concern of ours but one that does seem to be garnering more 

attention these days.  Finally, the creative impulses and urgings of young workers could bring forth 

the solutions to both old and new organizational problems, assuming of course, that others are willing 

to listen to them.  

 

Competence.  This is a generation that wants to get it right. Young workers are supremely confident 

of their abilities and skills and they value competence. In our conversations with them, we learned 

that they want more responsibility at work and believe they can handle it. They want projects, not just 

tasks. They are not at all reserved about, or insecure in, their ability to do high-level work, including 

project management. A feeling of self-confidence is a strong aspect of this generation’s personality.   

They are particularly confident of their technological skills.  In fact, many have such prowess that 

they are already playing central roles in their departments or work groups.  Some interviewees spoke 

eagerly of their interest in using their knowledge in ways that would help others in their department 

or work area.  

 

Highlighting the technological skills of young workers does not represent a critique of the 

technological skills of older workers.  But we suggest that there is a difference in the experience of 

younger workers who literally were weaned on all sorts of new technologies, and who posses what 

we regard as a “natural attitude and aptitude” towards new technology.  Part of their apparent 

confidence as a group derives, we believe, from their sense of ease in the use and application of new 
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technology that still baffles older workers on occasion.  The consciousness of this generation towards 

the adoption of new technology may also contribute to a greater openness towards innovations in 

areas other than technology. 

 

This is a generation that does not seem to suffer from a great deal of self-doubt or angst.  A “can do” 

attitude is part and parcel of a confidence many Millennials exude.  There is an aspect of this 

confidence that organizational leaders need to be mindful of.  Almost in unison Millennnials say, 

“We will get the job done, but we want to influence how it is done and when it is done, and we want 

to know why we are doing it.”   Further, many of them want center stage, “Give us the important 

jobs, the interesting jobs, the jobs that excite and challenge and us.  Give us these jobs and we will get 

them done and when we do, we want you—employer, manager, supervisor—to acknowledge our 

achievements not just with money but with public recognition.”   

 

Millennials take pride in their abilities and accomplishments and they expect recognition.   Some 

older workers may find this need for recognition an unnecessary form of pampering and some 

supervisors in particular may look askance at some of what these young “stars” require for 

recognition.   Immaturity?  Unrealistic expectations?  Perhaps.  Nonetheless, this desire for 

recognition should be taken seriously.         

 

Community. Toward what end is all this youthful energy directed? Earlier generations tend to wonder 

if these young workers identify with anyone or anything. Are they all about individual achievement 

and personal gain—selfish and self-absorbed? No, rather, our research has led us to concur with 

Strauss and Howe, that the Millennials are a civically oriented generation. Their supreme self-

confidence is not narcissism in the least.  Both at work and outside of work they are well informed if 

somewhat apolitical, eager to please and eager to build something that is not only distinctive but 

distinctively theirs.  These ideas are evident in the following excerpts from four different workers:  

 
“We’re willing to work hard if it seems like it’s important, something that makes a 
difference.”  
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“The thing that frustrates me the most . . . is that sometimes I feel like after I leave, my 
work won’t be remembered. That I won’t have actually made a difference in the 
department. . . .” 
 
 “I think that the one thing I would change [is that] ultimately at the end of the day I want 
to go home and think that I did something really worthwhile.” 

 
“That I won’t have actually made a difference in the department and that for me is what 
meaningful is. Like looking around at the way your job affects other people and being 
appreciated for it and even if you're not appreciated by other people, just knowing that 
what you're doing is important to future generations.’ 
 
“I love working with art and in a lot of senses I love my job. But in a lot of ways, it’s also 
not what I want to be doing down the road because basically I’m not in enough position of 
enough power to have any real influence on what goes on in the department.”  

 
 

These quotes from four different people say very much the same thing: the importance of making a 

difference. This sentiment recurs throughout our data. Young workers want to feel connected to a 

larger community, and they want to make a contribution to that community in a way that they deem 

meaningful. Employers who nurture and support the desire to “make a difference” might generate the 

energy for productive work. Employers who ignore that desire for purposeful work risk cultivating a 

deep sense of disengagement. 

 

Young workers’ desire for meaningful work may sound very familiar. After all, don’t workers of all 

generations have that same drive? Yes, but for this generation it’s different. The desire for meaningful 

work may in fact be universal in the grand scheme of things, but what makes members of this 

generation different from previous generations is that they expect to have meaningful work.  

 

It is all about expectations.  Through our consulting, we have met very few workers from earlier 

generations—even Gen Xers—who could honestly say that they grew up expecting that their 

employer(s) would care about what they thought and would encourage their participation and 

involvement in the workplace. In fact, most “older” workers we’ve encountered have viewed the 

workplace as a “contested terrain,” to use Michael Burroway’s term. That is, management does all the 

thinking, and workers are expected to (and expect to) carry out the tasks management tells them to 
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do. When earlier generations wanted to effect change in the workplace, they needed to undertake a 

cultural and political struggle to challenge management hegemony. But only rarely do we hear the 

same kind of political rhetoric from young workers. Rather, their voices indicate that they’re just 

following their common sense; our ideas will matter because, after all, theyÕre good ideas.  

 

Millennials have a robust understanding of the new workplace, a workplace in which employers find 

themselves struggling to succeed. They express their perspective not arrogantly but respectfully. 

After all, their parents and teachers have taught them to think critically. Not being allowed to think 

independently with full opportunity for voice in the workplace is somewhat unthinkable. All 

employers should take heed. 

 

Job Satisfaction 
 
The basic question is, do younger workers like working at Harvard? Employers typically measure job 

satisfaction via survey questionnaires. Whereas surveys provide important statistical data, a snapshot 

of a moment in time, they can’t measure tone or mood and they don’t recognize body language or eye 

movement. We decided, therefore, to conduct focus groups and ask participants directly:  

 

¥ What do you like about your job and about working at Harvard?  

¥ What would you change if you could?  

 

The difficulty in reporting focus group data on an issue such as job satisfaction is that it is difficult 

to convey nuances of tones and gestures precisely—but we will try.  Sitting and listening to the 

discussions, we had one overall impression: these young workers like their jobs, and they like 

working at Harvard. Specifically, we heard enthusiasm and sometimes-even excitement about 

employment experiences—in all of our focus groups. This is a qualitative measure, and it doesn’t 

mean that all participants shared the enthusiasm. In fact, several participants expressed some degree 

of dissatisfaction in a strikingly negative tone. What was interesting, though, is that one or two 

people’s negative comments did not shift the mood of participants who felt otherwise. The fact that 

most of the discussants maintained a positive tone and mode of expression was significant. 
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What specifically makes these young workers feel so positive about their jobs at Harvard? Many and 

various things, but generally we can point to two; a positive work environment and the extensive 

employee benefits.  Let’s look at each of these factors separately. 

 

Positive Work Environment.  Job satisfaction begins where people spend most of their time, on their 

jobs and in their departments and schools. The young workers emphasized that for them the best work 

environments are places where they feel supported and encouraged, where there is room for personal 

growth, where workers are allowed to take risks, where information is freely shared and feedback and 

input are accepted, where they feel connected to their co-workers, and where trust is present between 

co-workers, workers, supervisors and managers.  The quality of supervision plays a key role in the 

workplace atmosphere, as the following comments suggest: 

 

“I know that my supervisor is really supportive. . . . He understands where we’re at 
and he’s always helping us in a growing process and that’s important. He is 
approachable and supportive.” 

 
“When I think about my workplace I just think about totally open communication, lots 
of checking in, and lots of volunteering to take care of something. I’m totally aware of 
the supervisor and that’s been my experience this year. That’s probably why I use the 
word team so much because she [supervisor] said, ‘We are a team and this is what the 
team is doing.’ It’s really been a positive experience. We all do different functions but 
we’re totally a team.”  

 
 
On the question of independence and work autonomy:  
 

 “One of the things I’ve learned is that I really like having independence in my job. I 
didn’t want a job where someone is looking over my shoulder, saying, do this or blah, 
blah, blah, and do everything the way I say. My boss gives me a lot of freedom and he 
respects me. That was something that I was afraid of, coming right out of school and 
having a boss who didn’t trust me.” 

 
 
Another comment on the issues of responsibility and trust: 
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“I called a meeting and it was like my boss, my boss’s boss, head curator, and 
everyone kind of higher up, and they all got there and they’re all like, ‘Well, we know 
this meeting was called but we don’t really know who called it.’ And I led the whole 
thing. It went great. And everybody communicated for the first time in, like, weeks. 
And for weeks after that there’s one guy who hadn’t even spoken to me up to that 
point. He just avoided me. He kept on saying, ‘That was a great meeting. You really 
got stuff accomplished.’ I felt so good because then, you know, I could do my job and 
they weren’t fighting one another. And so that was a great moment.”  

 
 

From what we heard in the focus groups, we believe most of Harvard’s young workers would agree 

with these four young people. They appreciate the work environment at Harvard, and environment is 

very important to them. Respect, trust, and independence are key elements in the environment. At the 

same time, the workers recognize the need for supervision and support—and by that they mean 

sharing knowledge and information, training, and providing constructive feedback. In viewing these 

qualities as the essential skills of a good supervisor, the young workers are not all that different from 

their older co-workers. Workers of all ages describe good supervision in much the same fashion.  All 

workers have a drive for meaningful work, but the difference with young workers is that they expect 

it, so all workers appreciate the same kind of supervision but the difference with young workers is 

that they emphasize it.  This emphasis perhaps suggests that this generation may not be as likely to 

compensate for poor supervision and do what other generations before them have done, which is to 

figure out how to work around a difficult or incompetent supervisor or manager. 
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As mentioned earlier, not all focus group participants had such positive things to say about their work 

environment. Whereas most Harvard work sites have implemented more progressive styles of 

leadership and supervision, some have not. As a result, some young workers described working in 

more traditional work environments, where they did not have much freedom or opportunity to work 

according to their preferred style and talents. They described themselves as unappreciated, sheltered, 

or ignored. Quite clearly these more traditional styles do not work well with employees of the 

Millennial generation; modern management styles represent a more appropriate approach. Therefore 

we believe that Harvard must look seriously at leadership and supervision practices, with the goal of 

generalizing the best practices currently in use within the university.  

 

Employee Benefits. Job satisfaction is a multivariate issue with intangible as well as tangible 

characteristics. One of the tangibles at Harvard is its generous compensation and benefits package. 

We realize that HUCTW and the university have been bargaining over a wide variety of these issues 

for years. The good news is that the union and the university together have made Harvard a very 

attractive place to work, offering many benefits that appeal to the Millennials. In our focus groups, 

we heard comments about the great variety and depth of benefits again and again. 

 

For example, the comments of this enthusiastic employee and union member echo the sentiments of a 

number of workers in our sample: 

 
“I just say it’s an amazing place to work. The benefits go beyond healthcare—well, 
it’s amazing. My department has luncheons several times a year and being here has 
been so exciting. It is some of the perks, like getting movie tickets, other kinds of 
benefits.  

 
 
Young workers repeatedly mentioned the educational benefits as a major source of job satisfaction, 

particularly the Tuition Assistance Program and the Harvard Extension Program. This generation 

recognizes that the fundamental nature of change in our economy requires a life-long commitment to 

learning.  
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The following string of comments from one focus group tie many of these points about benefits 

together. The participants mention several benefits, one in particular, vacation time, also touches on 

work/life balance and is one which employers and unions have discussed and negotiated for years. 

 

Moderator:  What benefits appeal to you? What benefits do you experience working at 
Harvard?  

 
P1:  The medical plan is fantastic. Three weeks vacation, fantastic.  
 
P2: Vacation time is very important to me. Three weeks vacation plus, and not 

including the week between Christmas and New Year’s. That’s huge for me. . . . 
I’m also a big fan of the stupid little things. I’m a big fan of the MBTA pass 
getting forty percent off.  

 
P2:  That’s huge for me. I love that. I love the add-ins like cheap movie tickets. I love 

it.  
 
P3: Yeah, time off was one of the huge benefits, I think. And I agree, the MBTA pass, 

the medical plans are really good. The hours, the workweek. I mean, I’m nine-to-
five but everyone in our department is on a thirty-five-hour workweek. That’s kind 
of like unheard of.  

 
P3:  But the biggest thing for me is the extension school. I took an art conservation 

class in the spring. I just finished the intensive Portuguese class that was supposed 
to be two thousand dollars. I paid forty dollars. And I’m taking German this fall. 
It’s been like the best opportunity to get my languages. 

 
P3: Like in my field, you can get a master’s in art history but if you actually try to use 

it in that field, it’s not going to get you very far. [Also] there’s classes you always 
wanted to take but you can’t. That’s what’s good about it. It’s wonderful.  

 
 
These remarks indicate how highly the young workers value their employee benefits. Although 

Millennial workers don’t seem aware of the years of successful collective bargaining that resulted in 

the generous benefits, they do acknowledge that these “nice little extras” add greatly to their 

workplace experience—in fact, they’re much more than “nice” and “little.” Without the benefits, the 

reports of job satisfaction would have been much less positive. In other words, the benefits package is 

a tremendous asset that Harvard can use to attract and retain talented young workers. 
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And time is one of the most important benefits. Our lives today are more complex and demanding. 

Even the Millennials, many without the responsibilities of dependents, feel the attraction of vacation 

time. They are delighted to have ample time, and the education benefits make that time even more 

valuable. Assured of good health coverage, they can use their time to travel or go to school. If the 

results of our focus groups at Harvard are any indication, the issue of employee benefits is only going 

to increase in importance.  

 
 

Summary 

This brief study was not intended to be a comprehensive qualitative examination of job satisfaction 

among young workers at Harvard University. However, in our focus groups we heard many rich and 

interesting stories about work life at the university. After reviewing the transcripts, we found it 

interesting to see how few people mention wages and how extensively benefits were discussed. We 

might almost conclude that the young workers feel satisfied enough with their wages not even to 

mention them. We simply don’t know and choose not to speculate on such a complex issue. 

Comments on job satisfaction indicate that overall the experience of young workers at Harvard has 

been very favorable. 

 

And what of the other two issues, work/life balance and meaningful work?  The conclusion we draw 

thus far from our research is that work/life balance is an awareness issue now but in the years ahead, 

as these young workers get older it will likely take on more practical meaning for them.  We note 

again the interviewees many observations about the value they place on vacation time, and the value 

placed on time outside of work needed to pursue education or other interests. Again, we recognize 

that employers and unions have been addressing these concerns for many years reflected in, for 

instance, the movement toward flexible work.  But on the whole, we can say that the contemporary 

scale balancing work life and home life or community life tilts substantially in favor of the needs of 

the employer, and that most employers still regulate hours and schedules in a manner very similar to 

what employers were doing fifty or even one hundred years ago.  This may need to change.  By the 

year 2012, Millennials will constitute more than half the adult workforce in America. As their 

numbers grow we would anticipate more of a challenge to the core traditions of work regulation. 
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Meaningful work, the third of the core themes of this report on the focus groups findings, will also 

intensify as an issue over the next several years.  The issue of voice, coupled with the issue of flexible 

work, will strengthen as a core issue, if not demand, for the Millennials.  Our data supports a view 

that there is a consensus in favor of voice and flexibility amongst members of the Millennial 

generation.  Therefore, accelerating efforts to address the Millennials’ desire for meaningful work 

should be of prime concern to the University and the Union.  The Parties should continue to 

encourage endeavors such as initiatives to find innovative ways to link work, learning, and career 

development using a systems approach to employee development.  
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Section Three: The Changing Workplace: Economics and Technology Converge with a New 
Generation    
 
Based on focus group discussions, we can say confidently that young workers want an employment 

experience that gives them the opportunity for work-life balance; meaningful and purposeful work, 

with significant prospects for learning and growth; and overall job satisfaction. And we learned that 

many young workers find their employment at Harvard satisfying and rewarding. Nevertheless, we 

caution against complacency because we detected pockets of significant discontent and 

disengagement in identifiable work settings. Further, we see evidence that some younger workers 

harbor a deep desire to have more involvement in decision making. 

 

These two issues—namely, some workers’ discontent and others’ desire for more participatory 

decision making—are linked to a third issue: a revolutionary shift in the nature of work. Profound 

changes are undermining the structures and systems that have shaped our workplaces for more than a 

century, and the implications for future workplace relations, at Harvard and in other organizations, 

are dramatic.  

  

Our collective interest in young workers could not be more timely or necessary. Just as we are 

witnessing revolutionary changes in the nature of work, a new generation is coming into the 

workplace with the requisite skills, aptitudes, and ambition to lead the revolution. Let’s look at how 

the workplace is changing, what employers will need from their employees in the future, and how 

employers and employees find each other—what we call labor market “fit.”   

 

Although a full examination of the future of work exceeds the scope of this report, let’s look briefly at 

the work and opinions of two notable thinkers on this topic, Thomas Malone, a professor of 

management at the MIT Sloan School of Management, and Bill Gates, chairman of Microsoft 

Corporation. 

  

MaloneÕs View 
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In his recent book The Future of Work, Malone argues that we are experiencing a revolution in the 

nature of work that will affect every firm, organization, and institution to a greater or lesser degree. 

At the center of this revolution, not surprisingly, are revolutionary advances in information 

technology, which allow firms and organizations to dramatically lower the cost of communication. In 

business, as in most organizations, the cost of communication equals the cost of control and 

coordination. Accordingly, Malone says, this “revolution” in information and communications 

technology allows for new organizational models founded on decentralization. He suggests that 

traditional work structures and systems—founded on the “old” model of hierarchy and bureaucracy—

lack the internal logic and capacity to produce and deliver products and services competitively. This 

extract from The Future of Work sums up the essence of Malone’s argument:  

Now, we are in the early stages of another revolution—a revolution in business—that 
may ultimately be as profound as the democratic revolution in government. The new 
revolution promises to lead to a further transformation in our thinking about control: 
Where does power come from? Who should wield it? Who is responsible? Once again, 
the result will be a world in which people have more freedom. A world in which power 
and control in business are spread more widely than our industrial-age ancestors would 
have ever thought possible. A world in which more and more people are at the center of 
their own organizations. 
 
New information technologies make this revolution possible. Dispersed physically but 
connected by technology, workers are now able, on a scale never before even 
imaginable, to make their own decisions using information gathered from many other 
people and places.  
 
The real impetus for the transformation in business will not come from the new 
technologies, however. It will come from our own innate desires for economic 
efficiency and flexibility, certainly, but also for noneconomic goals like freedom, 
personal satisfaction, and fulfillment. 
 

This vision reflects optimism about the future of work that is unusual for our time.  We hear a lot of 

pessimism about “the way things are going.”   Concerns abound about new technology, usually 

expressed in conjunction with concerns about “the accelerating pace of change.” Concerns about 

technology and the pace of change are also commonly associated with job insecurity or job loss.  In 

this respect, perhaps, Malone’s view runs counter to the prevailing tides. Malone sees a new energy 

emerging from the loosening, or even the shattering, of old organizational systems, particularly those 
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coordinating people’s work in large organizations. In place of these old models come new forms or 

organizations noted for the amount of freedom that exists inside the organization. 

 

For the past twenty-five years some leaders in business and industry and the labor movement, 

including Harvard, have put a great deal of effort into ameliorating some of the negative side effects 

of the clumsy systems devised for organizational command and control. We characterize these efforts 

as attempts to promote a kind of freedom from the more onerous aspects of work in traditional 

hierarchies. But the freedom that Malone envisions is not just the freedom to restrain those in power 

who control the workplace, but rather the freedom to create a new modality, focused not just on the 

narrow imperatives of efficiency but also on human potential. And the tone and mood of this vision 

align with the tone and mood of comments of the young workers we have interviewed at Harvard and 

elsewhere. 

 

Many “older” workers, those over the age of thirty and thus a preponderance of our current 

workforce, might find Malone’s vision of the future of work utopian and impractical. We’re all 

accustomed to expecting freedoms from something: freedom from discrimination, freedom from 

sexual harassment, freedom from unreasonable supervision, freedom from excessive work hours, 

freedom from the risk of serious injury on the job, and so on. But we’re not used to feeling entitled to 

the freedom to do anything. 

 

The Millennials, however, totally get Malone’s vision. And they share it, wondering why the “new” 

decentralized workplace he mentions isn’t in place in their workplace right now. This attitude is what 

differentiates the Millennials from any previous generation of American workers. With their inherent 

optimism, young workers want the freedom to create a workplace where they can assume more 

responsibility, work on projects rather than tasks, and use and develop their considerable skills, 

especially in the area of technology 
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Skeptics would say that young workers lack both the maturity and competence to carry out their 

vision of having more voice and responsibility. And yes, we have met some young workers who do 

appear to lack the motivation and skills to succeed in Malone’s brave new decentralized world. But 

generally, our research indicates that this generation of young workers will rise to the challenges that 

they set for themselves, in keeping with Strauss and Howe’s assertion that the Millennials are a civic 

generation. In fact, this generation seems capable of far more than most of their older co-workers, 

including their managers, imagine. Further, this generation possesses the innate temperament and 

skill set to use information technologies to serve their organizations in ways that their older co-

workers cannot. In short, if Malone’s vision of a revolution in the workplace, made possible in part 

by radical new information technologies, is true, the Millennials are uniquely positioned to lead that 

revolution. 

 
GatesÕ View 

Bill Gates of Microsoft also foresees a different kind of workplace. At the May 2005 Microsoft CEO 

Summit “The New World of Work,” Gates made comments that reflect many of the ideas coming 

from Thomas Malone and other academics. For example, he said: 

Now more than ever, competitive advantage comes from the ability to transform ideas into 
value—through process innovation, strategic insights and customized services. We are 
evolving toward a diverse yet unified global market, with customers, partners and suppliers 
that work together across cultures and continent. The global workforce is always on and 
always connected—requiring new tools to have people organize and prioritize their work 
and personal lives. . . . 
 
And a generation of young people who grew up with the Internet is entering the workforce, 
bringing along work styles and technologies that feel as natural to them as pen and paper. 
[Emphasis added] 

 

New technologies, global markets, the “always-on” economy, these are the trends of the present that 

will form the patterns of the future. Like Malone, Gates foresees the advent of a decentralized 

workplace. He links the technological environment inside the global organization with young 

workers’ “natural” skills and mindset.  Mr. Gates says,” As natural as pen and paper.” Let’s take him 
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at his word.  “Natural” in this context would seem to refer, at a minimum, to young workers’ 

proficiency in their use of technologies that connect people in new ways; e-mail, Web forums, instant 

messages, blogs, and the like.  Significantly, their proficiency enhances their value to their employers, 

a point we made in Section One. The Millennials perceived technological expertise affords them the 

opportunity to achieve a type of status in organizations seldom accorded junior employees.  This 

status is acknowledged by the interviewees when discussing how their superiors react to their 

technological prowess. It is also a sign of the vulnerability of older workers to the demands of rapidly 

changing technology.  

 

Expertise in the facile use of new information technologies may put the Millennials more at the center 

of the new “wired” organization, but the implications of the word “natural” may exceed the issue of 

skill.  Malone credits information technologies with breaking down the traditional organizational 

walls that separated workers and managers alike from each other.  They allow power to flow to the 

periphery of the organization, the very places where many younger workers in organizations tend to 

reside.  So far both Malone and Gates suggest that important aspects of organizational life and 

organizational success will soon be entrusted to young workers who in the past would seldom have 

been seen past the mail room or secretary’s office. 

 

An example of how the new technology has affected the Millennials’ way of thinking is their attitude 

toward information sharing. The focus group participants believe it is only right and natural for them 

to obtain and disseminate all types of information in and about their work and workplace. After all, 

they’re used to the ready availability of information on the Internet. However, most organizations 

guard information closely, dispensing it on a “need-to-know” basis, and even then only with the 

understanding that it will not be passed on to others in the organization. This approach to information, 

so bound up as it is with issues of power and control, seems totally foreign to a generation that is 

accustomed to having unlimited access to whatever information they deem necessary. Why, they 

think, would anyone not immediately share information that is important and relevant?  To a 

generation that grew up in daycare and childcare and had to share from an early age, sharing 

information is akin to sharing toys, or milk and cookies.  
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We are witnessing a convergence of historic proportions: a convergence of technological and 

economic forces—what we now call the “new economy”—and a generation with the skills and 

attributes, the peer personality, that will allow them to form and forge this new economy to meet their 

needs and the needs of the world around them. The turn of the twentieth century saw a similar 

convergence of opportunity and generational peer personality and what emerged was significant 

technological and social progress. The coming years of the twenty-first century will see profound 

changes, and the most important thing that we “older” generations can do is to engage the Millennial 

generation in authentic dialogue and to empower them to use their skills and talents in the new 

economy.  If we don’t, many organizations will be adversely affected for years to come. 

 

 

A Model of Convergence 

So far this report has summarized current theory on the definition of generations, identified key 

findings from focus group discussions with young workers at Harvard, and reviewed theories on the 

changing nature of work. So now it seems the key question is, in this period of relentless change in 

technology, in markets, in demographics, and in social relations at work, how will buyers and sellers 

in the labor market find the right combination of job skills (employees) and organizational needs and 

job content (employers)? The goal is for each to find its needs satisfied without incurring excessive 

costs in the form of turnover, absenteeism, and employee dissatisfaction. 

 

To help answer those questions, we have constructed what we call a Model of Convergence, which 

represents an effort to graphically depict the convergence of the global economy, technology, and a 

generation that has the skills, aptitude, and ambition to be trail blazers in the changing workplace. 

The model delineates aspects of “traditional” versus “new” jobs and workplaces. By “traditional,” 

we’re referring to the kinds of tasks and work environments that developed in the 1950s and 1960s, 

when industrial production and output were the core of the U.S. economy. Large corporations and 

institutions operated in relatively stable markets, producing predictable products or services by means 

of standardized work practices and routines. Most work, even supervisory or planning work, became 



 - 41 - 

routinized and highly regimented. By “new,” we’re referring to the kind of work and work 

environment we’re moving toward in the twenty-first century, the kind of “decentralized” work place 

that Malone and Gates envision. 

  

The first element of the model is what we call the ‘Work Complexity Scale.’ This scale indicates how 

jobs are changing, juxtaposing aspects of work we might find in the “new” workplace with what we 

are accustomed to seeing in the more “traditional” workplace. The second element is the ‘Quantum 

Work Style Scale’, which reflects individual workers’ skills and attributes, what we refer to as their 

“assets.” Again, the scale juxtaposes what will be needed in the new workplace and how the 

Millennial generation likes to work, with more traditional work styles. The final element of the model 

is a dimensional scale, which plots work style and work complexity within the context of 

organizational culture. 

  

The Model of Convergence attempts to make sense of the dynamic multidimensional nature of the 

contemporary workplace. Right now it is theoretical; it has yet to be tested. Nonetheless, it should 

help you evaluate your department or division against the backdrop of changing technology, changing 

demographics, and changing organizational goals and objectives. At a minimum, we hope it will 

generate extensive discussion about the future of work at Harvard. 

 

The Work Complexity Scale. This scale (Table 1) attempts to summarize the changing characteristics 

of work. As Malone’s and Gates’ comments make clear, the new “decentralized” workplace requires 

more complex tasks and a deeper level involvement with customers, clients, and co-workers than 

does the more traditional workplace. The objective of this scale is to depict the growing importance 

of work systems as opposed to job tasks or even job descriptions, as well as to show the increasingly 

indeterminate nature of some kinds of work.  
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The right side of the scale, “superficial complexity,” refers to the level of complexity involved in 

performing standardized tasks that comprise the typical “traditional” jobs found in modern 

corporations. The left side, “substantive complexity,” presents a very different kind of task, the type 

Table 1 
Work Complexity Scale 
 

Substantive Complexity  
 

Superficial Complexity 

Substantial technical knowledge 
¥ Significant training 
¥ High levels of computer literacy 

Little technical knowledge 
¥ Little training 
¥ Low levels of computer literacy 

High emotional intelligence 
¥ Ability to deal flexibly with customers 

and clients 
¥ Ability to work and interact with co-

workers 
¥ Opportunities for personal growth 
 

Low Emotional Intelligence 
¥ Low levels of customer/client 

interaction 
¥ Little or no cooperation with co-

workers  
¥ Few opportunities for personal growth 

Ability to think systemically 
¥ Complex feedback loop 
¥ High levels of experiential knowledge 
¥ Requires and encourages critical thinking 
¥ Constant integration of new learning 
¥ Requires an understanding of system 

effects  

Systems thinking not necessary 
¥ Simple or linear feedback system 
¥ Little or no experiential knowledge 

necessary 
¥ Critical thinking neither desirable nor 

necessary 
¥ Rare or inconsequential learning 

opportunities  
¥ System effects considered superfluous  

Initiative is highly important 
¥ High value placed on leadership 
¥ Autonomy encouraged 
¥ Mentoring by supervisors 

Initiative is unimportant or discouraged 
¥ Little value placed on leadership 
¥ Autonomy viewed as unnecessary or 

undesirable 
¥ Close supervision and/or 

micromanagement 
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found in a less predictable organizational environment that emphasizes flexibility, creativity, 

responsiveness, and adaptability, in other words, an environment that relies much more on general 

systems knowledge, which an employee or groups of employees can rely on to respond to changes or 

opportunities as they arise, without needing extensive consultation with supervisors or other decision 

makers.  

 

One of the key variables that distinguishes the “old” economy from the “new,” postmodern economy 

is time, and the way modern technology has worked almost to eliminate lag time.  Until the 1990’s 

there was significant lag time, several weeks or even months, between the time a product was 

produced or a service requested, and the time it was purchased and consumed. This lag time gave 

organizations the buffer they needed to plan and execute their production or delivery schedules. Most 

workers’ day-to-day work routines were seldom disrupted by the activities taking place in the market. 

In fact, most workers rarely felt the impact of the market at all. Now, however, we seem to be 

operating in real time, with little or no lag time between the time a good or service is demanded and 

the time the organization responds. As Thomas Malone has pointed out, information technologies are 

the agents that bring the producer and the consumer so much closer in real-time transactions. The 

Millennial generation, having grown up with faxes, computers, video games, e-mail, and cell phones, 

not to mention reliance on express delivery services, has both the instincts and the skills to respond 

effectively.  

 

As an employer operating under the new rules in the new economy we need to design open work 

systems, meaning systems that change and adapt to changing circumstances.  To accomplish this we 

need to ensure that people have all the information that they need.  We must educate and train 

employees to the overall goals of the organization AND continuously enhance their skills to account 

for the different situations they will need to recognize and respond to.  We will need to share 

responsibility for decision making down to the level of those in the organization who are closest to 

real time events in the market or in the external environment.  We will need to encourage 

collaboration across all levels of the organization.  We will need to downplay the need for 

standardized work practices in favor of flexible and self-managed work teams.  We will need leaders 
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who bring people together to solve problems in innovative ways.  We will need to recognize the 

inherent value of diversity.  And we will need to invest in new types of rewards, including non-

monetary rewards, which recognize employee as well as organizational needs.  We will need to 

redefine the role of supervision.  We will need to create new forms of mobility and opportunities for 

employee growth as the traditional hierarchies decline in favor of democratic organizational models.  

And this is only a partial list.   

 

 

The Quantum Work Style Scale. The Quantum Work Style Scale (Table 2) measures the skills and 

attributes of workers and employees. We’ve chosen the term quantum as a symbol of the 

connectedness and interrelatedness of work in the changing workplace, versus the “traditional” linear 

and mechanical view of work and work organization. In the more traditional workplace, an employer 

would hire someone, then train her to a defined set of repetitive tasks, supervise her to minimize her 

discretion or opportunity for autonomous thinking, and then compensate her with a predictable set of 

rewards, usually based on some predetermined and invariant criteria. She would feel generally 

disconnected from any broad goals or objectives.  

 

The quantum work style, identified in the left column of the scale, in its essence speaks to the new 

reality of interdependence. If an employee has a quantum work style, s/he needs to understand the 

broad goals and objectives, system requirements, and how his/her actions affect others in the 

organization. The employee also needs to continuously assess and analyze new information and 

respond appropriately to this real-time data, and to share it with others who need it to do their work. 

Often the employee cannot accomplish his/her tasks without directly interacting with others, either 

within or outside the work environment. S/he must be able to make judgments and assess the 

criticality of a set of circumstances, and if necessary be willing to act somewhat autonomously while 

still recognizing the potential for systems effects elsewhere in the work environment. The employee 

many also need to create new information and know who needs it, when, and in what format. S/he 

may need to exercise leadership in some areas, while at the same time listening effectively to others 

on another project or task. In many cases s/he may need to take significant responsibility for both 
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execution and response, especially if his/her actions or the actions of colleagues lead to unintended 

consequences. The employee must learn continuously, mostly from the feedback s/he gets from the 

system. This means s/he must be able to recognize which information is feedback, and distinguish 

what part of it is new and important for future action.  
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Table 2 

Quantum Work Style Scale 

Quantum Work Style Mechanistic Work Style 

High technical knowledge 
¥ Easily multi-tasks 
¥ Can find, process, and integrate 

information 
¥ Highly computer literate with ability 

both to use and troubleshoot hardware 
and software 

Low technical knowledge 
¥ Does not need to multi-task 
¥ Does not integrate information into 

work 
¥ Low level of computer literacy, 

perhaps with the ability to perform 
delineated tasks 

High emotional intelligence 
¥ Good communication skills 
¥ Highly collaborative 
¥ Highly flexible/resilient 

No need for emotional intelligence 
¥ Good communication skills not needed 
¥ Does not need to work well in groups 
¥ Very rigid, not adaptive 

Complex systems thinking 
¥ High amount of organizational 

literacy/understanding 
¥ Very creative 
¥ Can and does think critically 
¥ Keeps organized 
¥ Functions in networks 

Simple, linear thinking 
¥ Takes little interest in the larger 

organization 
¥ Little creativity 
¥ No critical thinking ability 
¥ Few organizing skills 
¥ Little network functionality 

Significant initiative 
¥ Leadership 
¥ Highly autonomous 
¥ Takes risks 
¥ Self-directed learning style 

Little initiative 
¥ Few leadership skills 
¥ Requires constant direction 
¥ Risk-averse 
¥ Hierarchical learning style 
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Our research suggests that many Millennials want to work in this kind of quantum environment, 

which is well suited to their desire for flexibility, responsibility, autonomy, and teamwork. It speaks 

to their desire to be creative and is a more natural environment for those who want variety and 

flexibility. It appeals to their desire to learn. It allows for opportunity for recognition and 

advancement because it calls on many of the skills and attributes young workers have been 

developing since early childhood.  

 

The quantum work style does not fit all Millennials; however, just like no one work style fits 

everyone. Some lack the skills and/or the desire to perform effectively in such a workplace. Some 

focus group participants indicated that they feel overwhelmed by the inherent expectations. Yet most 

people in this generation have at least some of the skills and attributes listed in the left-hand column 

of the scale.  

 

Looking at all of the elements in the left-hand columns of both scales, you have a list of key features 

of the decentralized organization.  Included are aspects of freedom in the workplace that Malone 

speaks of in The Future of Work and the connected real-time organization and work force that Bill 

Gates mentions in “The New World of Work.” In essence, you have a brief description of the 

workplace and workforce of the future.  

 

Dimensional Scale.  The third part of the Model of Convergence is a dimensional scale that plots the 

traditional organization and the new organization against the Work Complexity Scale (vertical axis), 

and the Quantum Work Style Scale (horizontal axis).  

As you can see in Table 3, the model has six “boxes” representing six possible types of workplaces 

and workforces: 

¥ New I represents an organization moving toward the new economy. Much of the work has 

substantive complexity (vertical axis), but the workforce scores low on the Quantum Work 
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Style Scale (horizontal axis). Many of the employees may feel somewhat overwhelmed and 

struggle to perform at expected levels.  

¥ New II is an organization that is also making the transition to the new economy. Employees 

approximate the work practices represented in the Quantum Work Style Scale. They are 

skilled and motivated and have the potential to do good work 

¥ New III is the ideal “new economy” organization, decentralized and offering employees a 

great deal of freedom. The workforce embodies the essence of the quantum work style.  

¥ Traditional I workplaces design and organize work according to the “old” rules. Workers in 

these rigid and highly regimented organizations perform very narrowly defined, routinized 

tasks; they are viewed by management as requiring a great deal of supervision and control. 

Workers have very few of the skills and aptitudes of the quantum work style and tend to be 

more mechanistic. 

¥ Traditional II organizations have jobs similar to those in Traditional I, but some employees 

have some quantum skills.  

¥ Traditional III organizations mirror the “old economy” work culture; many jobs are designed 

with minimal complexity, such that quantum skills go unrecognized. A typical Traditional III 

organization might operate in an urban area with a young and perhaps largely minority 

workforce, whom the leaders of the organization assume to be unskilled. 

 

 

New III organizations and workforces are the theoretical ideal, toward which every organization 

should strive. A New III organization drives decision making down to the people who should be 

making the decisions. It allows employees at all levels to design their jobs in ways that they believe 

gets the work done most effectively. It emphasizes quality and service over a simplistic definition of 

productivity.  It encourages new learning and then uses the new knowledge to its benefit. It 

recognizes employees in ways that inspire greater creativity not simply greater effort. It seeks out 

new ideas within the organization regardless of who has those ideas. It actively promotes a sense of 

community but still recognizes individual achievements. It actively seeks to balance human needs 
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with organizational needs. It listens to customers and employees. It recognizes leaders who promote 

inclusion and diversity. The list could go on. 

 

New III workers are what we would call the champions. They embody the quantum work style. We 

do not want to suggest that only younger workers or Millennials can perform well in this type of 

organization, but Millennials will flock to it. They will come to work engaged and ready to build and 

create. They will stay longer than nine months or a year. And they will come from many different 

ethnic and class backgrounds. Some will have the standard educational credentials; others will not. A 

New III organization will have developed the “antennae” to identify the workers with the types of 

skills that will make the organization successful, regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, or class. It will 

not matter where you grew up or how many earrings or tattoos you have. What will matter is what 

you can do.  

 

Applying the Model at Harvard. Where do organizations at Harvard fall on this dimensional scale?  

We were not specifically probing for this kind of information, but comments from the focus groups 

have given us some indication. There appear to be very few organizations in the New I category, 

though some individual departments seem to fall under this rubric. Other departments may be trying 

to move in the direction of the “new” organizations, but their employees don’t have enough quantum 

skills to make it work. In these organizations/departments, supervisors are likely to feel very 

frustrated, and the workers somewhat overwhelmed and uncertain.  

 

Our interview data does not suggest that there are any New III type organizations at Harvard, but 

there may be some. We would suggest that more research into the workings of these areas could 

prove beneficial. 

 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that many departments, and perhaps entire schools, might fit into the 

New II category. In these workplaces you would find leaders redesigning work systems to reflect the 

new imperatives for flexibility and decentralization and a young workforce that has many of the 

quantum skills necessary for these new systems to work effectively. The Millennials in these 
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workplaces are motivated and want to learn and grow—though they have a great deal of untapped 

potential. Given the generally high level of job satisfaction expressed by many of the participants in 

our study, it seems safe to make the theoretical assumption that many Millennials are working in this 

type of setting.  

 

Many departments at Harvard appear to fit into the Traditional II and Traditional III categories.  

Millennial workers in those departments are likely to feel more dissatisfaction, discontent, and 

conflict. These organizations, particularly Traditional III, are almost certainly struggling to meet even 

minimal goals while experiencing high rates of absenteeism, job turnover, and general 

disengagement, especially by the younger workers. Leader in this type of organization, are probably 

experiencing trouble. Our experience has been that the leaders of Traditional III organizations tend to 

complain the most about young workers or new hires that have no “work ethic” and no motivation. 

Leaders who voice such complaints on a regular basis are not ready for the new economy. 

 

In the spirit of the new economy, we offer this Model of Convergence as a starting point for 

discussion. Undoubtedly the model has flaws; you may already have identified several. We would of 

course appreciate any and all feedback, criticisms, and suggestions.   Millennials wouldn’t hesitate. 
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Postscr ipt 

 

This section is called a postscript deliberately. For one thing, we don’t want to call it a 

conclusion because as of now there is no conclusion to this topic—just many more good 

questions to ask and try to answer. For another thing, a postscript is informal and allows 

us the opportunity to speak on a personal level. 

 

We very much enjoyed and appreciated the opportunity that HUCTW and Harvard 

provided us nearly eighteen months ago to speak with scores of young workers. Like so 

many other young workers that we have met and spoken with, they were a wonderful and 

talented group of people. We started to do this research a few years ago because in the 

course of other research into workplace issues we were hearing two very different views: 

one from generally older leaders and another from members of the Millennial generation. 

We were perplexed and intrigued, and still are, to a certain degree.  

 

We would like to touch on two issues that we have not addressed specifically so far. One 

is intergenerational conflict. This is becoming a hot topic, and new books about it seem to 

be proliferating.  Indeed, we have heard older workers and managers speak of younger 

workers as flawed, and vice versa. And yet we also hear from Millennials, including 

many at Harvard, that they like and admire their managers, older co-workers, and 

supervisors. Although we have not spoken to nearly as many older workers and managers 

about the Millennials, we strongly suspect that we would hear stories and anecdotes about 

their spirit and their skills. 

 

So why all this talk of intergenerational conflict? Refer to the Model of Convergence. 

Our hypothesis is that the conflict resides more in the type of organization people are 

working in and less about an intergenerational divide. In other words, the fault lies not in 

the “soul” of the Millennial generation but in the “soul” of our organizations. The 

Millennials, as practical and positive as they are, simply will not—at least in their young 
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age—easily tolerate the typical conditions that older workers have accepted and 

rationalized. They are builders and they are happiest when we let them build. Instead of 

suggesting that we are standing across a generational divide in our workplaces, we need 

to understand that we’re standing in a place where we need to work together in the new 

workplace. 

 

We also want to mention something relating to peer personality.  Some supervisors and 

managers have told us they see our basic point about the obvious potential of the 

Millennial generation. But then they say that they perceive the “typical” Millennial to be 

affluent, well educated, and White.  Certainly I recognize that there is extended debate 

and discussion over the “digital divide” and the education and resource gap between 

young people of privilege and those from working-class homes, minority races, and poor 

schools.   But we can introduce you to the hundreds of young auto workers from Detroit 

who we have met and worked with. Let us introduce you to some of the young steel 

workers we met in Chicago. Let us introduce you to many more young workers of the 

Millennial generation who we meet and interact with almost daily as we travel around the 

country.  In our view, peer personality trumps class and ethnicity while recognizing the 

importance of both. 

 

And that point brings us back to the question of what a generation is. We recognize that if 

you build a model seeking to predict the likelihood of success for young people now 

entering the workforce and you load your model with the standard (and still valid) 

variables of race, ethnicity, gender, age, educational level, income, etc., you would have a 

powerful model. But those standard variables would not explain some aspects of the 

Millennials’ expectations of the workplace. We are suggesting that the historical and 

sociological term generation explains some aspects of the phenomenon.  

 

We enjoy speaking with young people and learning more about their world, especially 

their world at work. We have had the good fortune of working with many young workers 
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from around the country in a variety of different workplaces and are continuously 

impressed by their intelligence and integrity. We believe they care a great deal about their 

work and that they want to do good work in the context of a life that is authentic and 

meaningful to them. We agree with Strauss and Howe that these young people are the 

next “great generation.”  

 

We hope that this Report has helped you come to a clearer sense of what generation 

means for you, for the employees at Harvard, and for the Millennial members of the 

Union.  Perhaps this report will provide additional impetus to your collective efforts 

aimed at strengthening participation in the workplace reflecting Millennials desire for 

involvement.  Similarly, it might stimulate more effort towards finding new opportunities 

for personal growth and development.  Your efforts in the areas of training and work 

systems reform are highly consistent with the imperatives of the new economy.  These 

efforts are also clearly supportive of the Millennials quantum work style.  But the popular 

phrase “time waits for no one” could not be truer of the changing demographics of our 

work force.  In only a few years the Millennial generation will emerge as the dominant 

group striving to get the job done.  Few organizations are ready for this demographic 

changing of the guard.  HUCTW and the University thought enough of this imminent 

changing of the guard to inquire about its likely effects.  We do not cast this Report as the 

definitive reply to your concerns but we believe it should help you set your course and 

your agenda.  

 

 


