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Abstract: With Generation Y employees making up an increasing percentage of the 

workforce, organizations feel the need to understand and manage a generation that holds 

unique attitudes towards work and life. This paper provides an overview for the general 

characteristics of Generation Y and the challenges they face. It discusses implications for 

coaching the millennial generation so they can harness their untapped potential and 

abilities. 
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Introduction 

 Born between the 1980s and 1999, the Millennial generation, also known as Generation Y, started 

to enter the workforce in the early 2000s (Sujansky & Ferri-Reed, 2008). The number of Millennials 

joining the workforce continues to rise. In 2006, the Millennials comprised 21 percent of the workforce in 

the United States – nearly 32 million workers. They will be the most represented generation in the 

workforce over the next forty years, and over the next decade alone, all 80 million of Generation Y will 

be a part of the workplace (Espinoza, Ukleja & Rusch, 2010). Well educated, technologically savvy, self-

confident, and desiring meaningful work, Generation Y (henceforth used interchangeably with the term 

Millennials) brings high accomplishments and even higher expectations to the workplace. As this 

generation joins the workforce, they bring with them a different style and perspective. This can result in 

generational conflict in the workplace, where current employees and managers do not see eye-to-eye with 

Generation Y's way of thinking or behavior, potentially leading to potential miscommunications in the 

workplace, lower organizational performance and lack of knowledge transfer. In fact, up to 60% of HR 

professionals in large companies report conflict between younger and older workers (Southard and Lewis, 

2004).  

  Having been a graduate recruiter working with Generation Y and then coaching these individuals, 

I was interested to find out more about existing views on my generation from the literature to provide a 

general overview of the characteristics of Generation Y, their intrinsic values, perceptions and motivations, 
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and how coaching can be used as a tool to further harness Generation Y’s potential. There have been 

many articles discussing Generation Y in workplace, or on how to manage across generations, but few 

articles have focused on coaching as a tool to develop and harness the potential of Generation Y as future 

leaders. This paper serves as a starting point, drawing from diverse sources such as individual coaching to 

organizational impact. First, it gives an overview of the characteristics of Generation Y and addresses the 

challenges for organizations. Second, it outlines the motivations and intrinsic values of Generation Y and 

how these can be misperceived by others, leading to recommended managerial competencies for 

Generation Y. Third, it explores the use of coaching as a developmental tool using the CCCP foundations 

as a broad framework. Finally, this paper address implications for coaching Generation Y and the 

potential for further applications, linking this to the return on investment and organizational impact of 

developing and retaining Generation Y.  

Literature Review  
 

  The literature review was conducted using Google Scholar as a search engine. The following key 

words were used in the search – “Coaching”, “Generation Y”, “Millennials”, “Workplace”, and “Attitude”. 

A variety of electronic databases were assessed using the Columbia University online library. These 

included the Coaching Psychology Journal, Industrial and Commercial Training Journal, Harvard 

Business Review, Library Management, and Society of Advanced Management Journal. Practitioner and 

consultant web sites were also found using "managing Gen Y" as a key word. Additionally, three books 

were located on the subject and served as important sources for the literature review. These were: 

“Managing the Millennials” by Espinoza, C., Ukleja, M., & Rusch, C. (2010), “Keeping the Millennials” 

by Sujansky, J.G., & Ferri-Reed, J. (2008) and “The M-factor” by Lancaster, L.C. & Stillman, D. (2010).   

Origins/History 

A generation or cohort is defined as “an identifiable group that shares birth years, age, location, 

and significant life event at critical developmental stages” (Kupperschmidt, 2000, p. 66). Each generation 

is thought to develop common generational characteristics which include values, attitudes, preferences, 
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and behaviors given their similar life experiences and significant life events (Kupperschmidt, 2000). Also 

known as the Millennials, Generation Next, and Echo Boomers, Generation Y has lived with strong social 

stressors ranging from pressure to excel academically to parental divorce and single parent homes. They 

have also lived through significant developments such as globalism, the worldwide economic crisis, 

terrorism and war, multiculturism, and the invention of social networking technologies such as blogs, 

Facebook, and instant messaging (Raine & Arnsparger, 2010). Raised by “Helicopter parents” who are 

ever present hovering over their offspring’s every need, Generation Y has been taught that they are special 

and can do anything they set their minds to (Espinoza et al., 2010). These various factors have given rise 

to and shaped Generation Y’s values and way of thinking.  

Characteristics of Generation Y 

  Generation Y has been described as many things. Some of these distinguishing features are: being 

technologically and media savvy, entrepreneurial, comfortable with change, having open and tolerant 

societal views, being collaborative, confident about the future and valuing skill development and 

coaching (Jorgensen, 2003). In the workplace, Generation Y demonstrates a preference for an inclusive 

style of management, speed, and seeks immediate feedback on their performance (Francis-Smith, 2004). 

Generation Y is likely to perform best when their abilities can be identified and harnessed through 

challenging work. Speed, personalization and high interactivity are likely to help keep Generation Y 

focused (Martin and Tulgan, 2004 as cited in Eisner, 2005). However, although Millennials value speed 

and efficiency with open flows of information and informal environments, most organizations tend to 

operate differently. See Table 1 below, which depicts the work environment in most organizations, the 

work environment that engages Millennials, Millennial strengths, and the challenges for managers.   
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Table 1. Millennials and Organizations (Raine & Arnsparger, 2010) 

  

Organizational Challenges 

  Organizations can face a number of challenges with engaging and retaining Millennials in the 

workplace. This has future implications as the Millennials will be the most represented generation in the 

workforce over the next forty years. If companies are unable to rise to the challenge to retain Generation 

Y talent, they risk losing billions of dollars to unwanted turnover and lost productivity. Millennials move 

fast and want to be challenged. If a job fails to demand their best for long periods of time and eventually 

bores them, Generation Y does not feel compelled to stay but is comfortable moving from company to 

company for career advancement. Their loyalties lie with people and not organizations, therefore manager 

and peer relationships are important in retaining Generation Y. (Eisner et al., 2005). Another challenge for 

companies employing Millennials is addressing their need for work-life balance. Millennials seek a 

multidimensional life balancing work and personal life. Work-life balance can sometimes mean more to 

them than a high salary (Espinoza et al., 2010).  Although Generation Y can be responsible and dedicated, 

they expect flexible work schedules to live fulfilling lives. At the same time, they expect to proceed along 

their career paths more rapidly than their parents.  This is related to the intrinsic values that they have. 

MILLENNIALS AND ORGANIZATIONS 

Work Environment in most Organizations 

• Bureaucracy 

• Straight lines 

• One size fits all 

• Tenured leaders 

• Yearly reviews 

• Security, privacy 

Work Environment that engages Millennials 
• Ease and speed 

• Web-like 

• Can be customized 

• Competent, trustworthy leaders 

• Weekly, even daily, feedback 

• Open flow of information 

• Good work-life balance 

Millennial Strengths 

• Optimistic 

• Multi-tasking, technologically savvy 

• Goal and Achievement Oriented 

• Works well in teams and independently 

• Comfortable with diversity 

• Civic-minded, innovative 

• Collaborative, Resourceful 

Challenges for Managers 
• Need supervision and structure 

• Inexperienced, e.g. “people issues” 

• View changing jobs as natural process 

• Want sense of play and fun at work 

• Need help with strengthening communication 

skills , esp. face-to-face 



5 
Copyright © 2012 Lily Ng  

 

Intrinsic values, perceived orientations and managerial competencies for Generation Y   

  Generation Y values intellectual challenge, measuring their own success, and seeking out ways to 

further their professional development. They are most motivated when they feel they can make a 

difference in the world, expressing who they are through work, contributing and innovating, while 

receiving recognition and feedback from others that they are on the right track (Lancaster & Stillman, 

2010). Multitasking, informality and simplicity are ways in which Generation Y prefers to get their tasks 

done. However, these intrinsic values may come across differently and the lack of adherence to existing 

work norms can lead to Generation Y being perceived by managers and colleagues as being entitled, self-

absorbed, myopic, unfocused and desiring instant gratification. Espinoza et al. (2010) interviewed 

hundreds of managers and Millennial employees in a variety of work environments and identified nine 

points of tension that result from clashing value systems in an intergenerational workplace context and the 

nine managerial competencies that could mitigate each disconnect. This is summarized in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2. Millennial intrinsic values, perceived orientations and required managerial competencies 

(Espinoza et al., 2010).   

 

Millennial Intrinsic Value Perceived Orientation Recommended Managerial 

Competencies 

Work-Life Balance 

Work to live, not live to work 

Autonomous 

Do what they want, when they 

want 

Flexing 

Adapt to different way of doing 

things 

Reward 

Being rewarded on things valued  

Entitled 

Want a guarantee on performance 

Incenting 

Aligning rewards with millennial 

values 

Self-Expression 

Desire to make a mark on the 

world 

Imaginative 

Fresh perspectives but can 

distract from orderly participation 

Cultivating 

Encourage creativity in 

environment 

Attention 

Positive attention from managers 

Self-Absorbed 

 Concerned with how they are 

treated 

Engaging 

Taking interest and connecting 

Achievement 

Affirmation on accomplishments 

Defensive 

Reacts poorly to critique and 

evaluation if they are not positive 

Disarming 

Listen, be fair, embrace resistance 

Informality 

Values informal work culture 

Abrasive 

Disrespectful, inattentive to social 

courtesies 

Self-Differentiating 

Self-regulate, not take things 

personally 

Simplicity 

Looks for easier way to do things 

Myopic 

Moved by internal interests no 

understanding of larger impact 

Broadening 

Connect dots between daily tasks 

and big picture 

Multitasking 

Ability to juggle many things at 

once 

Unfocused 

Struggle to focus on tasks, lack of 

attention to detail 

Directing 

Clearly communicate expectations 

and avoid ambiguity 

Meaning 

Need to find meaning in work 

Indifferent 

Seen as apathetic if asked to carry 

out tasks they see no meaning in 

Motivating 

Help them  find meaning in daily 

work and individual contribution 

  
 

Coaching as a development and retention tool 

  Xavier (2007) discusses the use of coaching as a valuable tool in developing emerging leaders. 

Customized one-on-one support can help to address specific development needs with emerging talent and 

assist them with developing vital leadership competencies. Newest to the workplace, Generation Y could 

benefit from having coaching as a development tool. Professional development techniques preferred by 

Millennials include coaching, feedback, and individual attention (Hess, 2012). In a survey of three 

thousand over individuals about their coaching preferences, 85% of those surveyed in Generation Y stated 
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that they would like to receive feedback from a coach (Deal, 2007).  Because Generation Y desires to find 

meaning in their work and thrives on personal attention and feedback, organizations can consider 

coaching as a strategy to help develop Generation Y employees and engage them to increase retention 

rates.  

  One way of doing so is using the framework provided by Espinoza et al. (2010) in mind. For 

example, managers can employ the various recommended managerial competencies by Espinoza et al. 

(2010) to coach Generation Y employees through the lens of understanding these intrinsic motivations, 

helping them connect the dots to broaden their focus at and find meaning at work. This can help to bridge 

the intergenerational tensions at work and target specific developmental needs of Generation Y employees, 

potentially enhancing their engagement levels and thus increasing their retention rates. Assuming turnover 

costs are 50 percent of salary in an organization with 20,000 employees earning an average of $50,000 

per year, companies can save $15 million annually by reducing turnover rates by just 3 percent (Sujansky 

& Ferri-Reed, 2009). This can result in huge returns on investments for companies that spend millions of 

dollars in training new employees and onboarding them. 

Summary of Major Findings  

 Generational theory posits that each generation or cohort is uniquely shaped by significant life 

events and shared life experiences, creating common characteristics across each cohort 

(Kupperschmidt, 2000). 

 Generation Y can be described as technologically savvy, entrepreneurial, comfortable with change, 

having open and tolerant societal views, being collaborative, confident about the future and 

valuing skill development and coaching (Raine & Arnsparger, 2010). 

 The workplace environments in most companies at present do not necessarily provide the best fit 

to engage Millennials or play to their strengths (Raine & Arnsparger, 2010). 
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 Hence, organizations can face challenges with engaging and retaining Millennials in the 

workplace. High turnover rates can result in huge losses for the organization, both in financial 

terms and a loss in the time and effort spent in training up new employees. 

 Millennials value work-life balance, reward, self-expression, attention, achievement, informality, 

simplicity, multitasking and meaning (Espinoza et al., 2010). 

 However, these can be perceived negatively by existing colleagues and managers in the 

workplace as being autonomous, entitled, imaginative, self-absorbed, defensive, abrasive, myopic, 

unfocused and indifferent (Espinoza et al., 2010) 

 Recommended managerial competencies to mitigate these points of tension are flexing, inciting, 

cultivating, engaging, disarming, self-differentiating, broadening, directing and motivating 

(Espinoza et al., 2010) 

 Coaching can serve as a powerful tool to develop and retain Generation Y employees. 

 Because Generation Y thrives on personal attention and immediate feedback, organizations can 

consider coaching as a developmental strategy to bridge intergenerational tensions, address 

Generation Y’s developmental needs and cultivate emerging leaders.  

 This can hold vast returns for organizations in terms of their return on investment, development 

of future leader and turnover rates. 

Application and implications for coaching 

Although the topic of Generation Y in the workplace has been widely discussed, coaching 

strategies specifically targeted at Generation Y are relatively new and most of the research has been 

written by members of other generations, focused on managing Generation Y at the workplace. 

Nonetheless, news articles show that Generation Y is very receptive to coaching one-on-one (Chynoweth, 

2011; Zimmerman, 2006). Generation Y responds well to a collaborative and inclusive approach, and also 

appreciates a structured and stable environment (Eisner, 2005). Thus, coaching approaches can be 

arranged in a formalized context with set meetings.  Scheef (2007) as cited in Xavier (2007) suggests 
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providing challenges and the structure to back this up, such as breaking goals down into smaller steps or 

offering Generation Y employees with the necessary resources and information to get started. Because 

Millennials work well in teams, organizations may want to consider coaching Millennials in groups so 

that they can serve as resources or peer mentors to each other. (Scheef, 2007 as cited in Xavier, 2007).  

 Coaching is likely to be a useful support for new Generation Y employees who search for candid 

perspectives and genuine support. External coaches can also consider long distance coaching through web 

technology given Generation Y’s comfort and ease with connecting over technological platforms. The 

Millennial generation prefers to do rather than just listen. They are technically able, confident, resourceful, 

but can be lacking direction (Eisner, 2005). However, they appreciate collaboration and knowledge 

transfer. Thus, the onus is on internal and external managers alike to manage expectations, recognize 

generational disconnects, and coach the Millennial generation on explicit and implicit know-how. 

Applying this to the CCCP Coaching Model 

 As Millennials value structure and stability, it is helpful to explicitly guide clients through all 3 

stages of coaching process, moving the client from Focus to Alignment and then Performance. Paying 

attention to the Entry & Contracting, Planning, and Action Strategies phases can also serve to provide the 

necessary scaffolding and practical support for clients to come away with concrete targets to follow-up on 

after each session. As Generation Y prefers a collaborative and inclusive approach, earning the client’s 

permission to advance is a central guiding principle. Building commitment through involvement by 

providing challenges and working with clients to break these down into measurable goals is also 

important, staying with clients through possible resistance, especially if one is working to broaden 

perspectives and help clients connect the dots. Taking into account the intrinsic values and preferences of 

Millennials, Table 3 maps out the CCCP guiding principles, coaching process and coaching competencies 

and aligns these with each area of preference. This can serve as a starting point and basic framework 

when coaching with Millennial values and preferences in mind. 
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Table 3. Linking Millennial values and preferences to CCCP coaching model 

Millennial Values / 

Preferences  

Guiding 

Principles  

CCCP Coaching Process  CCCP Coaching 

Competencies  

Structure and 

Stability  

Ethics 

Permission  

Entry & Contracting, Planning, Action 

Strategies  

Contributing  

Feedback on progress  Client Agenda 

Permission  

Feedback, Growth & Renewal  Contributing, Business 

Acumen  

Collaborative and 

inclusive approach  

Permission 

Motivation  

Planning, Action Strategies, Execution  Relating, Listening, 

Questioning  

Meaning and Self-

expression  

Client Agenda  Developmental Frames, Exploring 

Options, Growth & Renewal  

Coaching Presence, 

Listening  

Multi-tasking & 

directing focus  

Permission 

Motivation  

Planning, Execution  Questioning, 

Contributing  

Preference for 

simplicity & 

developing broader 

views 

Permission Developmental Frames, Feedback, 

Exploring Options, Growth & Renewal 

Leveraging Diversity, 

Questioning, Testing 

Assumptions, 

Reframing 

  

Special Interest Group – Generation Y in their quarter-life crisis 

Over the course of this project, of particular interest to me are Generation Y individuals in their 

mid twenties to early thirties. Many individuals in this age group are already in the workforce and will 

form the future leaders across many organizations. The clients that I coach fall into this age range and 

they face unique challenges by virtue of the chapter of life they are in. Aptly described as being at a 

quarter-life crisis, Panchal & Jackson (2006) found that the transition to turning thirty is even more 

pronounced in this current generation due to the social changes that have led to more choice, higher 

expectations and less social support than in the past. Generation Y individuals in their mid-twenties and 

early thirties are at a developmental transition where they contemplate major life decisions such as 

marriage, having children, and significant career choices. Decisions made in their early twenties may no 

longer fit and life choices must now be re-evaluated with the future in mind. Through developing a 

greater understanding of self, deeper commitments to work and relationship may be made in preparation 
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for laying a foundation to the next phase of life. Through this process, a sense of “limbo” may be 

experienced as there is a search for self-identity and venturing out from a familiar past to move into an 

uncertain future (Panchal & Jackson, 2006). These findings are important not just on an individual level, 

but also for organizations, as individuals in their mid-twenties and early thirties are likely to be emerging 

leaders in organizations and the decisions that they make personally and professionally will likely have an 

impact on organizational viability and succession planning. Hence, the research stemming from this 

project has real and practical implications for coaching practices, especially those targeting Generation Y 

in the workplace. 

Conclusions 

In conducting research on this project, I found it interesting that there was not a lot of literature 

on coaching Generation Y but more existing literature in recent years on the intergenerational conflict that 

exists in the workplace, and strategies from older generations in terms of how to successfully manage 

Generation Y. This suggests that research on coaching Generation Y is still in its early stages and that it is 

rapidly gaining attention from other generations in the workplace. It would be interesting to hear from the 

perspective of Generation Y directly, given the amount of concern it has generated among existing 

generations in the workplace. I believe there is great potential for further application of this research on 

coaching for Generation Y. Internal and external coaches who are interested in working with a unique 

population such as Generation Y would benefit from understanding the unique characteristics, intrinsic 

values and perceived orientations of Generation Y in the workplace. This can have vast implications for 

enhancing individual performance and in turn, enhancing the return on investment and decreasing 

turnover costs for organizations.          

 An organization’s vitality depends on their ability to attract, retain, motivate and engage 

Millennials. If organizations can rise to this challenge, they stand to gain in a competitive advantage in 

the war for talent as more experienced workers exit the workforce through retirement. Through using 

coaching as a developmental tool and considering how to support Generation Y employees, companies 
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can prevent potential derailment and encourage retention of future leaders. Many large organizations have 

graduate training programs these days and organization can spend millions in training graduates only to 

see them leave the company. Giving managers insights into the competencies required to engage and 

coach Generation Y employees can hold vast returns for the organization and help them develop future 

leaders.   
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