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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to examine the differences in preferred work-related attributes across
generational cohorts. Specific focus is given to investigating whether millennials have different preferences
than previous generations.
Design/methodology/approach – This study uses cross-sectional survey data of 300 employees of a large
firm in the southwest USA. Conjoint analysis is used to collect employee responses that are then subjected to
analysis of variance (ANOVA).
Findings – The results of this study demonstrate that employees from different generations have significantly
different preferences on four work-related attributes: job security, potential for advancement, work/life balance
and company leadership.
Research limitations/implications – This study extends the generational cohort theory by employing
psychological contract theory to discover and explain significant differences in preferences for varying workrelated attributes for different generations. Like much cross-sectional research, these findings have to be
validated and generalized.
Practical implications – Firms can use the results of this study to help understand how different
generations value different work-related attributes, thus helping improve employee satisfaction and retention.
Originality/value – The originality of this research lies in its very unique approach, conjoint analysis, to be
one of the first studies to test empirically the preferences for work-related attributes across generational
cohorts. It lays the foundation for future research to expand upon while also giving practicing managers a
useful tool to understand the needs of their employees.
Keywords Millennials, Generational cohort theory, Psychological contract theory, Work-related attributes,
Employee retention
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
The generational composition of the American workforce is rapidly changing. Many
traditionalists (born between 1900 and 1945) have already exited the workforce, and large
numbers of baby boomers (born between 1946 and 1965) are in the process of leaving. This
change is creating an employee shortage in the USA that is expected to continue for at least
the next 15 years (Hartman, 2016). To close this gap, employers must look to subsequent
generations. While workers from Generation X (those born between 1965 and 1979) would be
the logical source of replacement employees, the number of millennials (people born between
1980 and 1996) has surpassed Generation X to become the largest generational segment
available in the American workforce (Fry, 2015) and is, therefore, more likely to fill this
employee gap. The subsequent generation of post-millennials provides little help as it has not
yet fully entered the workforce. The situation becomes even more urgent because millennials
change jobs more frequently than previous generations (Lyons et al., 2012). Therefore, the
ability to retain millennials in the organization has presented a critical need for
employers today.
The millennial generation has been described as radically different than previous
generations entering the workforce (Garcıa et al., 2019; Solnet and Hood, 2008). According to
Brack (2012), millennials are unlike preceding generations in the way they view the world and
define professional success. They define success according to the quality and level of their
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experiences, the connectivity of their relationships and the organization for which they work,
all with the goal of having a job they love (Landrum, 2016). In addition, millennials desire and
expect a communal approach to management, which requires that organizations develop new
ways to engage millennials. Organizations need to better understand millennials’ preferences
to help them retain this large and expanding segment of the workforce; otherwise, they risk
losing billions of dollars to unwanted turnover (Erickson, 2016). Toward that end, this study
focuses on determining which work-related attributes are more likely to result in the retention
of millennials. This research aims to synthesize previous research about attracting and
retaining millennials and employs a unique methodology, conjoint analysis, to be the first to
look holistically at millennials’ preferences for work-related attributes and to contrast them
with previous generations. This methodology adds uniqueness and value to extant literature
because it allows for respondents to select from bundles of work attributes simultaneously
just as they would in real-world work environments rather than focusing on attributes one at
a time in silos as is often done in research.
The rest of this study is organized as follows: the next section provides a literature review
of the theories used and states the hypotheses. This is followed by a description of the sample
and methodology; a description of the statistical results and findings follows that. The study
ends with a discussion and ideas for future research.
2. Theory and hypotheses
Three theoretical lenses guide this study and, therefore, are the focus of this literature review:
generational cohort theory, psychological contract theory and intention to stay theory.
Figure 1 illustrates the most salient areas that each of these three theories applies in the
study’s overall structured framework.
2.1 Generational cohort theory
The task of trying to understand, motivate and design human resource (HR) policies to
address the preferences of individual employees is daunting, if not impossible, for employers.
Large organizations can employ tens of thousands of workers; with the growing diversity of
their workforce, companies must constantly adjust benefits (White, 2009) in an attempt to
address their employees’ preferences. However, satisfying every one of them individually is
not feasible or practical. Therefore, the idea of grouping them together based on some
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common attributes, needs or expectations is appealing. Previous studies have demonstrated
that various traits, such as loyalty to organizations, work values, work motivators and the
type of desired relationship with a boss, diverge across the generations, and for this reason,
the generational cohort theory is often used to explain these differences (D’Amato and
Herzfeldt, 2008; Naim and Lenka, 2018). A generational cohort is a group of individuals
similar in age who have experienced the same historical events within the same period.
According to the generational cohort theory, important events and social changes in society
affect the values, attitudes, beliefs and preferences of individuals (Ryder, 1965; Sessa et al.,
2007). Therefore, individuals born during a particular time, who belong to the same cohort,
will often share specific tendencies and cognitive styles.
Within the generational literature, the precise demarcation of each generation varies
depending on the author, but usually these variations are only a few years. This study will
focus on three generations: baby boomers, Generation X and millennials. These three
generations comprise over 97% of the US labor force. The 44.6 million working members of
the baby boomer cohort – people born between 1946 and 1964 – account for 29% of US
workers. The 52.7 million employees born between 1965 and 1979 belong to Generation X and
comprise 34% of the US workforce. Finally, employees born between 1980 and 2000 are
considered millennials. There are 53.5 million working millennials, and they account for 34%
of all US workers (Fry, 2015).
2.2 Psychological contract theory
Psychological contracts are an important consideration in the employee–employer
relationship and have been described as individual beliefs in a reciprocal obligation
between the individual and the organization (Rousseau, 1989). From the employee
perspective, a psychological contract describes what the employee expects to receive from
the employer in return for their work output. Psychological contracts are made up of
transactional obligations and relational obligations, both of which are important to
employees(Estreder et al., 2020; Obushenkova et al., 2018). The transactional expectations
that employees typically hold are for adequate compensation, safe working conditions and a
guarantee of short-term employment in exchange for proper fulfillment of their work
responsibilities (Rousseau, 1995). The relational expectations involve training, development,
fair treatment and long-term job security, again in exchange for the employee satisfactorily
fulfilling their job duties. The psychological contract that an employee forms with
supervisors has a direct impact on the commitment they feel toward the organization.
2.3 Intention to stay and employee turnover
Intention to stay, employee turnover and retention continue to be important concepts for US
companies and now command global attention as well. Employee turnover occurs when
employees leave their jobs and must be replaced (Goud, 2014), which results in costs to the
employer from lost productivity, job advertising costs, training new employees, etc.
Proactively monitoring potential turnover is an important activity for organizations, and
increasing employees’ intention to stay is one of the many quantitative ways to positively
impact an organization’s bottom line. With respect to the cost associated with turnover, both
Gilbert (2011) and Erickson (2016) estimate it to be as high as 150% of the lost employee’s
annual salary.
Understanding turnover and retention of millennials is particularly important for firms
because millennials are significantly different from previous generations in regard to these
concepts. An employee leaving a company is not unusual nor unexpected; during their 20–30year working career, workers will typically change jobs several times. For example, baby
boomers change jobs approximately twice during the first ten years of employment out of
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college. Millennials, on the other hand, change jobs four times in their first decade out of
college (Long, 2016). Therefore, to meet their HR needs, companies must determine how to
retain their millennial employees longer.
2.4 Work-related attributes
The literature streams of the theories mentioned above are filled with studies that examine in
one way or another important work-related attributes for employees. Indeed, these research
studies mention more than 30 different work-related attributes. A comprehensive process
that included selecting the most powerful and/or important attributes from previous studies
and then subjecting them to a pilot test yielded a more manageable set of attributes. The
following six work-related attributes were thus identified for this study:
(1) Advancement – One job expectation of millennials that is frequently mentioned in the
literature is the opportunity for career advancement (Bell and Griffin, 2013; Suleman
and Nelson, 2011). Millennials desire and expect to be promoted quickly within their
organizations (Erickson, 2009; Ng et al., 2010). Pooley (2006) reiterated this assertion,
suggesting that millennials are so impatient for advancement that they are not willing
to wait more than two years to get promoted. If this desire for fast advancement is not
fulfilled, it could lead to dissatisfaction and an increased intention to leave the
organization.
(2) Company leadership – According to their study on millennials, Gallup (2016) found
that 58% of millennials said that the quality of a company’s management/leadership
is extremely important to them, and that they wanted to work for a company where
they can be proud of their company’s leaders. Millennials want to be able to trust
company leadership and have confidence in the direction in which it is steering the
company. This dimension of quality of leadership is tied closely to the overall
reputation of the company. Millennials also expect access to senior leadership
(Hershatter and Epstein, 2010).
(3) Role clarity – Role clarity (as well as role ambiguity, which is the lack of role clarity)
has been one of the most well-studied aspects of job design. The concept of role clarity
has been discussed under various labels by many organizational theorists (Hickson,
1966). It is defined as the degree to which employees have a clear understanding of
their tasks, responsibilities and processes. Role clarity is important to millennials
because they want to succeed and advance and, in their minds, the only way to do this
is to know what is expected of them and to exceed it.
(4) Work/life balance – Work/life balance is extremely important to millennials. Rainer
and Rainer (2011) found that having good work/life balance was the number one
factor in job selection for them, perhaps due to the fact that they saw their parents
working long hours, prioritizing work over family and being extremely loyal to their
employers, yet still getting laid off during workforce reductions (Ng et al., 2010). The
millennial generation values spending time with their family and friends and having
leisure time to enjoy interests outside of their job (Bell and Griffin, 2013; Twenge et al.,
2010).
(5) Job Security – Millennials want stable jobs and paychecks; Gallup (2016) found that
over half of the millennials (53%) identified job security as very important to them.
Similarly, Guillot-Soulez and Soulez (2014) confirmed in their study that millennials
graduating college and entering the workforce, on the whole, had a strong preference
for job security. According to Hershatter and Epstein (2010), millennials value job
security highly and believe employers should provide it, even though millennials

enter the workforce wary that employers might not provide it. Millennials often view
job security as feeling confident that they will be able to keep their positions during
tough economic times, rather than retiring with a company-paid pension after 25
years (Kowske et al., 2010). Still other studies found millennials more in need of job
security than previous generations (Smola and Sutton, 2002; Twenge et al., 2010).
(6) Having a say – Millennials expect to have more involvement in decision-making, a flat
hierarchy, a lack of formality regarding status and structure and access to senior
leadership (Hershatter and Epstein, 2010). Unlike their older colleagues, who may
have been expected to hold their tongues and do what was asked of them, millennials
not only want to be heard, but they expect that their ideas will be taken seriously
(Hartman and McCambridge, 2011). They also expect open communication from their
supervisors and managers, even about matters normally reserved for more senior
employees (Martin, 2005).
Millennials have a higher likelihood of changing jobs, making it vital for organizations to
understand them and provide the work-related attributes that millennials expect. By offering
these attributes, companies can increase the probability of keeping millennials and keeping
them longer. On the flip side, millennials’ enthusiasm to look for better opportunities means
organizations that understand what is important to millennials can be more successful in
attracting them (Gallup, 2016). As the shortage of talent increases, millennials will continue to
be a key to filling this gap for workers in the US companies that know what millennials are
seeking at work and in their careers will have a competitive advantage in acquiring them.
The main goal of this study was to determine whether the value that millennials place on
the six work-related attributes noted above differs from previous generations. To date, most
of the work in this area has either been theoretical in focus or singular in approach. This study
aimed to look at all six of these attributes simultaneously. With this in mind, the null (Ho) and
alternative (Ha) hypotheses are proposed.
Ho. There is no significant difference in the value millennials place on work-related
attributes compared to the value that workers from other generations place on these
attributes.
Ha. Millennials place significantly different values on work-related attributes than
workers from other generations.
3. Sample and methodology
3.1 Data collection and sample description
The sample for this research was comprised of employees from one division of a 20,000employee health-care company operating in the medical device field, located in the Southwest
USA of the division’s 510 people invited to participate in the survey, 300 completed the entire
survey, resulting in a participation rate of 59.0%. Out of the total 300 respondents, 58 (19%)
were from the baby boomer generation, 149 (50%) from Generation X and 93 (31%) were
millennials. Other demographic information of the sample includes: 46.4% of the respondents
were female and 53.6% were male; 21% held a position of supervisor and above, while 79% held
non-supervisory positions; and 75% had a bachelor’s degree and 24% had a graduate degree.
Data were collected via a conjoint analysis survey executed using Sawtooth Software’s
Lighthouse Studio package. The communication and permission to participate in the survey
were emailed to the members of the participating organization from the organization’s general
manager. Subsequently, the researchers followed up twice during the four-week data collection
period to remind participants to complete the survey, as well as to reiterate the procedures
being used, to ensure their anonymity and the confidentiality of their individual responses.
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3.2 Methodology – conjoint analysis and hypotheses testing
Conjoint analysis was used to determine the relative importance of the six work-related
attributes examined. Conjoint analysis is a popular marketing research method primarily
used to analyze the trade-ffs a consumer is willing to make when deciding among multiattributed products or services (Green et al., 2001; Green and Srinivasan, 1978). It presents
combinations of attributes that respondents are asked to evaluate according to their
preference. From these evaluations, the relative importance of each attribute can be
determined based on posterior probabilities (Gilbride et al., 2008).
The generally accepted protocol for designing conjoint analysis research projects consists
of these steps: (1) select attributes, (2) determine attribute levels and (3) determine attribute
combinations to create profile options (Hair et al., 1998; North and De Vos, 2010). For this
study, the Sawtooth Software Lighthouse Studio program was used to collect participants’
data and analyze the results. As discussed earlier, the six attributes used in this study were
based on a review of the literature and pilot testing. Determining attribute levels requires the
researcher to associate specific meaningful, informative and realistic quantities or qualities
with each attribute in the study. When possible, quantitative attribute levels were utilized in
this study; for example, for work/life balance, the three levels were 40 to 45 h work week, 46 to
50 h work week and a work week greater than 50 h. For other non-numeric-based attributes,
like having a say, qualitative levels were used, i.e. having a high level of say, an average level
of say and having no say.
One of the most important decisions in designing a conjoint analysis survey is the
selection of profiles or concepts – i.e. the combination of attributes and levels for the
respondent to evaluate (Hair et al., 1998). Because this study examined a relatively small
number of attributes, it was possible to present full profiles of all six attributes, which is the
preferred method, in that it yields more complete response data. Following Orme’s (2014)
recommendation, each task consisted of three profiles. The application of Orme’s (2014)
suggested approach for calculating the minimum number of tasks to be presented to each
respondent determined that a minimum of 7.5 tasks was needed. To increase the power of the
test, 12 random tasks for each respondent were entered into the Sawtooth software program
that would create the survey. In addition to the 12 random tasks, each respondent was given
two fixed tasks, known as hold-out samples, to check the validity of the design (Orme, 2014).
The responses to these hold-out tasks are not included in estimating the part-worth utilities
and importance ratings of respondents’ choices; they are excluded from the calculations. For
an example of a choice task complete with attribute levels and choices, see Figure 2.
In using the hierarchical Bayes (HB) method to estimate the part-worth utilities of the data,
disaggregated (individual) data were obtained, which were then aggregated for the entire
sample. Based on the concept of posterior probability, and using the actual choice data
obtained from the respondents, the HB method of estimation captured the unique preferences
of individual respondents, as well as segmented groups of respondents, without having to
present all 729 (six attributes, three level possibilities 5 36) possible combinations to each
respondent. The relative importance of attributes was analyzed to determine how much
impact each attribute had on the total utility, or desirability, of the hypothetical work-related
attributes. To determine whether there were statistical differences between the generations,
the importance ratings for each attribute were subjected to ANOVA testing.
4. Results and findings
Using the hold-out sample method described in the methodology section, the part-worth
utilities calculated for each individual respondent predicted which job option the respondent
would select; this was then compared to the actual job option selected. The determination of
the quality or validity of the model is through this hold-out validation, calculated by
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Figure 2.
Example of choice task

measuring the “hit rate” of the model’s predictive ability. According to Orme et al. (1997), hit
rates for alternatives usually range from 55 to 75%. In this research, the hit rate for the two
hold-out tasks were 75.7 and 84.4%, respectively, which exceeded the hit rate range normally
seen in hold-out choice tasks involving three or four products (Orme et al., 1997). This
validated the choices of attribute levels, tasks and methodological parameters used in
the study.
Sawtooth Software’s choice-based conjoint (CBC) approach provided a systematic way to
calculate the average importance that respondents placed on an attribute when making their
selection among work-related attribute combinations. Importance can also be interpreted as a
weight assigned to each attribute, and in this study, it shows the extent to which employees
were willing to tradeoff one work-related attribute for another. Importance ratings are
calculated by subtracting the lowest utility value from the highest utility value within each
attribute and then calculating the percentage weight across attributes; the importance ratings
for all attributes add to 100%. Because these data are ratio-scaled, an attribute with 20%
importance can be considered twice as important in the choice process as an attribute with
10% importance (Orme, 2014). The attribute average importance ratings across all
generations along with their standard deviation are displayed in Table 1. An ordinal
ranking of the work attributes for each generation is given in Table 2.
Looking at Table 1, the work-related attribute that had the highest average importance
was job security, with an average importance score of 28.85, followed by having a say at
21.79. Table 2 shows that these attributes were #1 and #2 in an ordinal ranking for each of the
three generations. The remainder of the work-related attributes and their average importance
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scores are work/life balance (15.06), role clarity (12.07), senior leadership (11.13) and
advancement (11.10).
Statistical analysis methods can be used to determine if the difference in average
importance for an attribute is statistically significant relative to the average attribute score
for another group. In this study, the researchers used ANOVA tests to compare scores
between the three generational groups. For any attribute that was found to be statistically
significant, a Tukey test determined which groups differed from the others. The results of the
ANOVA tests confirm that there are statistical differences in four work-related attributes –
advancement (p 5 0.0000), company leadership (p 5 0.0001), work/life balance (p 5 0.0025)
and job security (p 5 0.0179). The importance ratings on two attributes, role clarity
(p 5 0.2100) and having a say (0.9442), are not significantly different across generations. The
average utilities and the resulting p-values from the ANOVA test are shown in Table 3.
A Tukey test was performed on the four attributes that were found to have significant
differences to determine which group differed from the other group(s). The results are
summarized in Table 4. This table shows the mean difference on importance ratings between
two groups as well as the significance level of that difference. There are essentially three

Attribute

Table 1.
Average importance
scores across all
generations

Standard deviation

28.85
21.79
15.06
12.07
11.13
11.10

14.21
10.70
11.40
5.48
6.37
8.19

Job security
Having a say
Work/life balance
Role clarity
Company leadership
Advancement

#1 Importance
#2 Importance
#3 Importance
Table 2.
#4 Importance
Ordinal ranking of
work-related attributes #5 Importance
#6 Importance
by generation

Table 3.
ANOVA results

Average importance

Job security
Having a say
Advancement
Work/life
balance
Role clarity
Company
leadership

Millennials

Generation X

Baby boomers

Job security
Having a say
Advancement
Work/life balance
Role clarity
Company leadership

Job security
Having a say
Work/life balance
Role clarity
Company leadership
Advancement

Job security
Having a say
Company leadership
Role clarity
Advancement
Work/life balance

Millennials
Standard
Mean
error

Generation X
Standard
Mean
error

Baby boomers
Standard
Mean
error

Fvalue

pvalue

25.16
21.48
16.49
16.37

1.31
1.14
1.06
1.16

29.82
21.63
8.34
15.58

1.06
0.87
0.45
0.93

30.29
22.06
11.11
10.48

2.10
1.20
0.77
0.99

4.08
0.06
35.43
6.12

0.0179
0.9442
0.0000
0.0025

11.25
9.24

0.60
0.58

12.51
12.13

0.46
0.54

12.46
13.60

0.68
0.92

1.57
9.70

0.2100
0.0001

comparisons for each attribute: millennial scores vs Generation X scores, millennial scores vs
baby boomer scores and Generation X scores against baby boomer scores.
The results on the first work-related attribute, job security, seem fairly intuitive. While job
security is extremely important across all groups – it is after all the highest rated attribute for
each of the three generations – it is most important for Generation X’ers and baby boomers.
Millennials are significantly different from Generation X’ers at the 0.0253 p-value level and
from the baby boomers at the 0.0609 p-value level. Generation X’ers and baby boomers are not
significantly different from one another. Millennials may place relatively less importance on
job security because they feel it will be easier for them to find equivalent jobs if necessary
when they leave the company, whether voluntarily or involuntarily.
For the advancement work-related attribute, the study showed significant differences
across all three comparisons. Millennials place significantly more importance on the potential
for advancement than do both Generation X’ers and baby boomers. This result seems fairly
intuitive, as it is likely that millennials are in the most entry-level jobs and have the most
potential for upward advancement.
For the company leadership attribute, millennials place less emphasis on this than
Generation X’ers and baby boomers. However, there is no significant difference between the
importance ratings of Generation X’ers and baby boomers. This result likely stems from the
less frequent interactions that millennials have with executive-level leaders than the other
two generations do as a result of their position within the organization hierarchy.
Analysis of the work/life balance attribute yielded interesting results. While there is no
significant difference between the importance ratings by millennials and Generation X’ers,
there is a significant difference between the mean differences of millennials and baby
boomers and Generation X’ers and baby boomers, and these differences are quite marked
(5.89 and 5.10, respectively). This finding seems to suggest that both millennials and
Generation X’ers are more concerned with finding free time than baby boomers. This seems
fairly intuitive as both generations have a much longer expected remaining work life.
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5. Discussion
As baby boomers retire and leave the workforce, millennials will be counted on to fill the
resultant worker gap. To close this gap, company managers must focus on providing
millennials with their preferred work-related attributes in an effort to retain them. This key
business challenge of retaining millennials was investigated through the lenses of
generational cohort, psychological contract and intention to stay theories.
There are many important findings relevant to organizations that can be derived from this
study. First, job security was found to be the most highly valued work-related attribute
across all generations. It is interesting that when studying work-related motivation factors,
job security has consistently been identified as important to employees over the past 40 years,
but typically it is not identified as the most important attribute (Wiley, 1997). Millennials also
highly valued having a say. It was the work-related attribute that had the second highest

Millennials vs Gen X
pMean difference
value
Job security
Advancement
Work/life balance
Company leadership

4.65
8.16
0.79
2.89

0.0253
0.0000
0.8408
0.0020

Millennials vs BB
pMean difference
value
5.12
5.38
5.89
4.36

0.0609
0.0000
0.0032
0.0020

Gen X vs BB
Mean difference
0.47
2.78
5.10
1.47

pvalue
0.9721
0.0397
0.0064
0.2998

Table 4.
Tukey results
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importance score behind job security. This is likely important to millennials as a result of their
upbringing wherein family members, teachers, coaches and other adult role models
encouraged them to be bold and share their thoughts and opinions (Caraher, 2014).
With regard to career advancement, the findings of this study provide further evidence
that millennials place a high value on this work-related attribute and seek recognition
through title, praise, promotion and pay. The level that was chosen most frequently in the
survey was advancement in less than two years, indicating that millennials preferred jobs
where they would advance at a very quick pace. The last of the work-related attributes that
were found to be very important to millennials was work/life balance. This desire for greater
equity between the time they spend at work and their personal time likely comes from their
desire to enjoy activities and experiences as they spend quality time with friends and family.
This study provides several managerial implications, including insights and
understanding about millennials and how to manage them. It also contributes to
management practice by identifying the impact that company-provided work-related
attributes have on millennials, Generation X’ers and baby boomers. These findings provide
direction to companies with respect to the work-related attributes that should be incorporated
into differentiated retention strategies so that companies can, when feasible, accommodate
the preferences of the various generations.
5.1 Implications for practice
Based on the conjoint methodology used in this study, the results indicate which tradeoffs
millennials are willing to make when it comes to job-related attributes. Organizations can use
this information to tailor the package of job-related attributes they offer to the millennial
workforce. The result would be a maximization of the firm’s resources by dedicating them to
the job attributes that are of value to millennials while minimizing expense wasted on
attributes that are less desirable to them. Offering job attributes that are more valuable to
millennials will likely increase their satisfaction and ultimately extend their tenure with the
organization, resulting in a subsequent cost savings for the organization in terms of lower
turnover expenses that include separation pay and benefits, lost productivity, recruitment
and training new employees. Further, decreased turnover can positively impact the overall
performance of an organization (Hancock et al., 2013; Hausknecht and Trevor, 2011).
A related implication for practice is that millennial job seekers are likely to be motivated
by the same work-related attributes that influence their intention to stay with a company. Job
seekers will consider companies that they believe can offer the most appealing combination of
work-related attributes and will look for such information when searching for a new job. The
findings from this study offer information and insights companies can use to craft a
recruitment strategy that will allow them to attract and hire a greater number of more
qualified millennial employees, which would create an economic competitive advantage,
while also reducing recruitment costs for the organization.
Another practice area that can benefit from the findings of this study is leadership
development. Companies can add or enhance leadership training programs to emphasize
building meaningful relationships with millennials and engaging in more collaborative
problem-solving. Relationship-building skills can be improved with emotional intelligence
training to result in closer relationships between millennials and their bosses, which is
important to this generation. Actively participating in collaborative problem-solving would
allow millennials to have a say, which, as this study found, they value highly.
This study makes an overarching contribution to practice, which in turn can make a
valuable contribution to society as a whole. As the available workforce continues to shrink
and organizations rely on millennials to fill the majority of jobs, it will be critical for employers
to attract and retain qualified employees with the combination of work attributes they desire,

not only in an effort to keep their organizations viable, but also to ensure that a healthy
economy survives.
5.2 Links to literature
This study offers several findings that also carry implications for management theory. The
academic contributions of this study include the discovery of generational differences at
work, specifically the understanding that employees from different generations have
different expectations from their employers. This study contributes academically to the
relevance of generational segmentation with regard to employee retention. A final academic
contribution of the study involves the significance of using conjoint analysis to help
organizations solve real business problems. This methodology allows for a more realistic
modeling of real-world employment choices.
This study sheds further light on the psychological contract theory, which describes what
employers and employees expect from their reciprocal relationship (Rousseau, 1989; Turnley
and Feldman, 2000). The results specifically clarify what millennials want from their
employers in return for effort they expend in doing their job, thus informing employers how
to better fulfill their end of the contract. These findings also corroborate what is found in the
turnover literature with respect to which work-related attributes millennials are seeking.
Several studies indicate that millennials prefer a flat hierarchy, lack of formality regarding
status and structure, easy and open access to senior leadership and a desire to have a say,
with their ideas taken seriously (Caraher, 2014; Hartman and McCambridge, 2011; Hershatter
and Epstein, 2010).
The findings of this study also are aligned with the literature that addresses the workrelated attribute of job security. Respondents placed the highest importance on job security,
which is consistent with several studies that found millennials to have a strong desire for job
security, as well as a greater need for it than previous generations (Gallup, 2016; GuillotSoulez and Soulez, 2014; Hershatter and Epstein, 2010; Kowske et al., 2010; Smola and Sutton,
2002; Twenge et al., 2010).

6. Limitations and future research
Like all research, this study has its limitations. First, a single company was used to collect
data, and this could result in company-specific confounding issues that impact the
generalizability of the research. Second, like all conjoint analysis research, the strength of the
research results is strongly influenced by attribute choice and levels therein. While this study
included exhaustive steps to ensure the best choices were made, it is possible other choices
could have been relevant as well.
It is hoped that this study can lay the foundation for future research in the area of retaining
millennials. Because limited empirical research has been conducted to study millennials’
preferences regarding work-related attributes (Kowske et al., 2010), it would be valuable for
others to test whether the attributes found to be significant in this study can be repeated in
future studies. Future research can also address workers in different industries and in
different countries and regions. Additionally, future research executed using companies with
a different gender composition than is found in this study could provide additional insights
and context, thus determining whether these findings are generalizable. Another suggestion
for future research would be to conduct a longitudinal study to assess whether millennials
change their preferences for work-related attributes as they age and gain more experience.
With a longitudinal study, workers could be queried as they progress through their career,
thereby allowing researchers to further verify whether generations are truly different and
have different expectations with regard to work-related attributes, or if these differences are
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just a phenomenon of age and life experience. Only longitudinal research with multiple
generational cohorts will allow future researchers to know for certain whether the career
patterns of different generations vary significantly (Lyons et al., 2012), and only a few
longitudinal studies detangle the effects of aging from the effects of generational differences
(Pilcher, 1994).
The results of this study provide new insights for employers of millennials in the form of
the most desirable combination of work-related attributes (rather than simple ratings of
individual attributes). The focus, however, was limited to an American workforce. While the
respondents to this study may have been diverse, it would be valuable for future researchers
to determine whether national culture impacts the desirability of the work-related attributes,
by conducting a replication study in organizations in other countries. Future studies may
include additional work-related attributes from which respondents can choose, as well as
more finely tuned levels of attribute choices.
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