Motivating Generation X:
Give Them a Chance...
and a Challenge

By Bob Nelson, Ph.D.

franchised new generation of work- speeds and companies are increasingly turning

IVI uch has been written about the disenfull-time jobs are being eliminated at record

ers in the workplace. Going by var-to contracted, part-time workers when they do
ious monikers such as “Generation X,”seek to rehire. Their preparation for what jobs

“TwentySomethings,”

13th that do exist is scant. According to demogra-

Generation” (that is, the 13th generation sinc@hers Neil Howe and Bill Strauss, co-authors

the founding of the United States), managingf 13th Gen:

this group of employees can pose quite a chal- «jyst as they (Generation X) started gradu-

lenge.

They’ve been told that they will not have a
better standard of living than their parents that,
in fact, many of them will still be living at
home until late in the

twenties. They've bee
told they are the lee
skilled workers to entt
the workplace in agt
with  MTV attentior
spans that last 15 mi
utes, tops. They've be
told they will not hav
careers, but rathe
they’ll be lucky to hav
steady work-or even ful

time, hourly work for that matter.
been told they are unambitious slackers, and
it's just as well since their managers aren'’t
going anywhere anytime soon anyway.

Granted, some of these generalizations
have a foundation in truth. The nature of work

ating from college, the Nation at Risk
report marked the end of the reform era
that had spanned their entire school
careers. As the cutting edge of education-

al philosophy suddenly
swung back the other
way, the college classes
of the middle ‘80s

became the target of a
searing academic
whiplash. Ever since
elementary school, they
had constantly been told
that there weren’t any
standards, that they were
doing well, and that they

had to listen to their feelings. Now after all
those years, they heard that there had
indeed been standards, that they had failed
to meet them, and that no one much cared
how they felt about that failure.”

Still there appears to be more reason to

is drastically changing in the U.S. with therejoice than fret about this new breed of work-
extensive degree of downsizing and mergingers, provided managers take into account cer-
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tain learnings. Following are several suctrally following predetermined work proce
insights for managing this new generation ofdlures. Make it clear what results you are after
workers: and then leave them alone to do the job as they

Provide the Larger Context for Work.  S€e fit. This requires a manager to have a great
When they're not worried about getting a job,deal of trust and respect in the person and to
workers in this generation would like to have &€t the expectation (and practice) of open-com
job that gives their life meaning. Says one 26Munication in which any employee can ask if
year-old account executive for a communicah€ or she needs information, help, support or
tions firm: “We're more interested in con resources to get the job done
tributing to society—whether its via working Take Time and Listen, Don’t Lecture.
for a company or a non-profit, or volunteeringThey may not want to be micro-managed, but
our time—than any past demographic of work they have a strong craving for their managyer
ers.” Often this meaning can be best providedpproval. This need for approval comes in part
by their managemwho can explain the mission from having possibly the lowest collective
and purpose of the company and how theself-esteem of any living generation. aké
employees job fits into the overall goals of the time to listen to them. As Roy Moodprest
organization. If this context is not provided,dent of Roy Moody & Associates says, “The
Generation Xers will revert to looking at work greatest motivational act one person can do for
merely as a means of survival, a means to amother is to listen.” & many managers can’
ends, as only a way to make monely not imagine that a young employee might have an
engaged on the job, they'll seek excitemenidea or thought that has not already occurred to
when the work day is over—and be eager tthem. Thas disappointing because in many
get out the door each day to that part of theiways this generation is more attuned to the
life. times. They are more “here and now” and

Gear Work to Action, Not Talk. This Mmarket savvy than the future-oriented mindset

generation has a low tolerance for talking®f many of their managers. Claire Raines, co-
about work and would rather “just do it.” They author of enty-Somethings: Managing and
prefer action over talk, facts over meaningsMotivating Todays New Wrk Force, says “A
results over process, and accountability ovelid, big motivator for (this generation) is time
excuses. They pride themselves on speed ag@ent with their boss. They feel they didn’
being able to do multiple tasks at the sam®ave enough time with their parents while they
time. They hate meetings, philosophizing andVere growing up, and they transfer that need to
political maneuvering in the fike. They are the workplace. They're really motivated by
attracted to work that directly rewards initia SPending time with their superiors, whether

tive such as sales or incentive work. it's having a cup of ctde or being invited to

Focus on Results, Not RulesThey know lunch or a meeting.

how to get the job done. This generation takes Recognize and Appeciate Whenever
special pride in what they picked up on theifPossible. Although all employees have a need
own and in their ability to succeed in life 10 be appreciated, for this group the need is
despite less-than-desirable circumstances iparticularly acute. “Unlike yuppies, younger
their life at home, school or work. They pros people are not driven from within. They need
per at opportunities in which they can app|yre_inforcement. They prefer short-term .tasks
themselves, to new tasks and fixing problem¥/ith observable results,” says Penny Erikson,
never before experienced—not in systemati40, Of the Young & Rubicam ad agencysays
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Cathy Sigismonti, a 28-year-old marketingresponsibilities or job rotations are the next
analyst: “Ell me that I did a good job. Let me best thing to providing the needed change of
know” Adds John Doyle, a 31-year-old pro pace that keeps this generation engaged. Says
grammer: “& want recognition because Margaret Regan, a principal with Nework-
when we were growing up the family unit was based dwers Perrin who consults with cem
n’'t very strong. It can be financial or some panies about this generation of workers:o “T
thing else. At a company event, it could behese workers, promotions dbmecessarily
just pointing someone out and saying theimean movement up the corporate ladder
name.” Andy Moore, a 26-year-old circulationOften the movement can be lateral, to a new
and marketing manager for a national magaposition that will ofer new challenges and
zine, puts it this way: “When managementbuild new skills. When Xers get bored with a
shows through actions rather than words, thgbb, they’ll want to move on to the next, either
you're a valuable employee, that your input iswithin your company or outside it. They like
valued no matter what level you work atsit’ job swapping, they think &'great fun.”

very motivating.” Make sure you recognize  \ake Work Fun, Not Routine. This gen
and reward the results you getin atimepe  eration wants to have fun—at work, if at all
cific way. possible—otherwise they’ll focus on that
Encourage Skill Development, Not activity when they’re not on the job. This is
Loyalty. This generation constantly wants topart of a balanced life they decided was miss
learn new skills, both to keep the job excitinging from their parents’ lives as well as that of
and challenging as well as to increase theitheir workaholic managers. So loosen up and
marketability In the words of Liesel Wsh, a try some new activities to help keep things
consultant with Big Picture Marketing in exciting. Says Raines, “Fostering a spirit of
Charleston, MA, and awlentySomething her fun in the workplace by giving employees an
self: “Manage me by teaching me things.”occasional afternoon fofor sporting activities
Adds Raines, “6ung workers today see them or arranging humorous fife events and com
selves as marketable commodities, as an itepetitions will improve the morale of
for sale. So if managers can help them to sg€&eneration X) and increase their produetivi
how an assignment we give them today makety.” Better yet, elicit the help of one or more
them more marketable, how it builds theirof your youngest employees to come up with
resume, that really motivates them.” Saysctivities that can make work fun. This can
Robert Lukefahrone of the founders of Third range from each person taking turns in bring
Millennium, a political group that representsing innovative refreshments to dtaeetings
Generation X: “Faining is one of the best (scones and tea, milk and cookies, Baskin
motivators. The opportunity to increase theirRobbins ice crean, etc.) to planning team out
portfolio of skills through training, either for ings to celebrate project milestones.
mal or informal, ranks high on their list of All in all, the challenge of managing
motivators.”  Being highly individualistic, Generation X is to challenge them—to engage
their loyalty is to theirselves and their profes them with new tasks, problems and skills—
sion, not to a company that cannot guarantégng recognize and reward them for results.
them a career anyway Michael Gose of Pepperdine University eon
Promote New Responsibilities, Not ducted a study comparing Generation X with
Promotions. In that job promotions are hard their parens generation of Baby Boomers. Of
er to come by during times of downsizing, new43 measures of aptitude and achievement, the
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Generation X respondents scored higher ioil cans so neatly stacked in all my life.ow
“skills in negotiation,” “defenses to preventsure must take pride in your work. | could
extreme dependency on parents or authorreally use someone with that type of work
ties,” “skill interacting with adults on an equi ethic, in fact, tomorrow I'd like to start shew
table basis,” and “information about.. where tang you how to take inventory Fortunately
go for business, consumear personal wants the store manager chose the latter

and needs.” He concluded that the students of Every company | know wants to have

this generation are "more aware of wbat' employees who are flexible and action orient
going on, how institutions work, how to man e independent and self-directed, technically
age social relations, how to cope with adultsgompetent and comfortable with the constant
and how to get things done in the community ly changing nature of work todayn 1989 the

In short, they are survivors, used to €ony s, Department of Labor commissioned a
fronting problems and unfavorable circum igsk force to determine the skills that

stances on their own, sorting out the best-solyzsmerican businesses desire of high school

tion and acting upon it. graduates. Among the most important were:
Every day managers have an opportunitywork in changing settings with people of dif

to encourage and foster employee initiativderent cultures,” “learn new skills,” “identify

and excitement with this type of employee—orand suggest new ways to get the job done,” and

to hinder and erode it. For example, | workedwork without supervision.” If you look

with one company that had a national chain o€losely you'll see what they wanted is wrat’

stores that sold automotive parts. One storavailable now in Generation X employees.

manager told me about a young new hire that

came to him one day and very excitedly asked _

that the manager follow him to the back store © Copyright 2002 by Bob Nelson, Ph.D.,

room. When they got there the young marpresident of Nelson Motivation Inc. in San
announced “Look at this!” gesturing to anPiego, CA, and best-selling author @001
iWays to Rewar EmployeesManaging For

inventory of freshly stacked oil cans. At tha - ;
point the manager has two choices. He coulfUmmies andPlease Do’ Just Do What |
Tell You! Do What Needs to Be Dane~or

say something like: “What do you expect, a i _
gformation about scheduling Bob or one of

medal?” thereby sending the message that it | _ :

not considered very cool to do a good job anff!S @ssociates to present for your company
to take pride in such a boring, rote task—andsSsociation or conference, please call 800-575-
possibly demotivating the person from ever21. D sign up for Boks free "lip of the
caring about the job he does for the store—oY/e€kK, please  visit  wwwelson-

he could say something like: “I've never seefnotivation.com.



