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1- Introduction

In the field of human resources, generational differences in attitude, communication, and work expectations are
common topics of discussion. Dwyer and Azevedo [1] support the theory that while every human is an individual —
certain strengths and limitations can be drawn from generational studies, specifically concerning work-related topics.
Although significant volumes of research have been published on generational differences regarding workplace settings,
work environments, motivation, and management styles [2—4], there remains a gap in the current literature. This gap in
research opens up the question of whether and how different generations of workers, i.e., those currently on the labor
market, vary in their physical and psychological expectations of the work environment [5, 6].

Determining the work-related expectations of different generations is important because their focus may change over
time. Murphy and Gibson [7] state that it is imperative for managers to do so. Within this context, very few studies have
been conducted across three generations of workers in Europe into the differences in their expectations of the workplace.
In those studies, irrespective of the focus of the research, various ways are used to define, in terms of years, categorize,
and label generational cohorts. Despite this, there is a consensus among researchers that four generations currently
dominate the workforce, namely Baby-boomers, Generation X, Generation Y, and Generation Z. However, it is difficult
to determine who belongs to each cohort because of the lack of academic consistency in defining the birth years of a
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particular generation. For the purposes of this study, the authors have therefore used the following: Generation X-born
between 1965 and 1975; Generation Y-born between 1980 and 1995; and Generation Z-born from 1996 onwards [8, 9].

Current generational cohorts are being faced with Working World 4.0, which is characterized by megatrends, such as
globalization, digitalization, and demographic change, as well as the lasting consequences of COVID-19 [10, 11]. This
goes hand-in-hand with a growing disbalance of power between employers and employees, generational conflicts based
on Volatility-Uncertainty-Complexity-Ambiguity (hereinafter VUCA), and a lack of qualified specialists [12—14].
Hence, this paper aims to evaluate the expectations of cohorts of workers from Generations X, Y, and Z with regards to
their perceptions of what a "good workplace" is.

2- Literature Review
2-1-Current Generations in the Workplace

An important feature of the new world of work is the shift in power relations. Although a great deal has changed
during the course of the last few decades in terms of the conditions and operational processes within the economic
framework, the distribution of power or roles between the main actors has always been clear. [15]. For example, in terms
of the age structure of an organization, there have always been three generations, at the extremes of which are the "old",
who hold the levers of power and gradually hand them over to the next generation, and the "youth", who are just entering
the organization and gaining their first experiences of work and who have to wait patiently for their turn, unable to rebel
too early [16-18].

Today, it can be said that the young, well-educated, and motivated employees of Generation Y and Generation Z are
streaming onto the labor market. There they are confronted by older people of generation X who are still fit in their
professional lives and are not thinking of handing over the scepter [19, 20]. Instead, parallel societies can be observed
in which three, four, and even five generations work together. Demographic developments, such as increasing life
expectancy and low birth rates, and empty pension funds, mean longer working lives. As a result, different age cohorts
with very different interests, methods, and goals can end up working alongside one another in the same department,
where the balance of power is diluted and corresponding generational conflicts accordingly arise [21-23].

2-2-Generation X

The research conducted by Crampton & Hodge [24] and Johnson & Lopes [25] into generational workplace behaviors
and expectations revealed that Generation X is more concerned with their career options, prefers organizations that
promote skills development, and is motivated by flexible work arrangements and informal work environments. They are
the first fully computer literate generation. Likewise, Salahuddin [26] labels Generation X as the first generational cohort
to have been introduced to, embraced, and relied on technology. Wey Smola & Sutton [27] state that in the field of work
cooperation, people of Generation X tend to be very self-reliant and pragmatic, more "me"-oriented.

This generational cohort wants to be independent and autonomous and has an entrepreneurial spirit. They value
productivity over the number of hours worked and tend to be outcome focused. Patota et al. [28] state that Generation X
people are fully mobile, moving from job to job to improve their careers. This statement is supported by the findings of
Lyons et al. [29], who characterized Generation X as self-reliant, independent, and less loyal. Beekman [30] sees this
generation as the first to have adopted the paradigm that work is temporary and lifelong employment does not exist,
which has been reflected in a decrease in organizational loyalty. These statements correspond to the research results of
Whitney Gibson et al. [31], who revealed that instead of trusting authority, Generation X relies on personal
entrepreneurial effort, independence, creativity, and demanding fulfilling work. They also see this generational cohort
as being not particularly loyal to their employer because they don’t expect their employer to be loyal to them. The
Generation X stereotype depicts this generation as more likely to leave an employer for more meaningful and challenging
work or a higher salary and more benefits because they grew up in a generation where organizations did not reward
loyalty. The Generation X cohort responds best to direct communication, which reduces the amount of time wasted.
Effective communication with this generation involves clearly communicating expectations and how the outcomes help
achieve overall success [30]. However, they can be impatient and may have poor people skills. According to Jones et al.
[32], one of the most notable values characterizing Generation X is the relatively high value placed on inner harmony
and freedom from inner conflict.

Lamm & Meek [33] highlight the significant differences in attitudes towards the workplace between Generation X
and Generation Y. Whitney Gibson et al. [31] also studied generational differences in workplace expectations, with
Generation Y proving to be far more ambitious, giving preference to securing a comfortable life. Cennamo & Gardner
[34], in highlighting the importance of understanding the differences and similarities between generational groups,
conversely revealed that there are no generational differences in values, be they intrinsic, social, or altruistic. Similarly,
Korn [35] states that there is little scientific evidence to suggest that generational differences are prominent within
organizations. Treuren & Andreson [36] go even further, arguing that there are no unique characteristics or behaviors
found in different generations, with differences more reflective of life stage and career stage.
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2-3-Generation Y

Generation Y has been shaped by the development of megatrends such as globalization, digitalization, and the
breakdown of traditional structures and working models [37]. Although, unlike Generation X, Generation Y distrusts
centralized authority, they do share some values with previous generations. These include optimism about the future and
a can-do attitude. Generation Y is also very technologically literate, which has been marked by the widespread use of
the Internet and rapid technological advancements [38, 39]. As a result, communication is less face-to-face and more
technology-driven for this cohort. Salahuddin [26] states that Generation Y believes that hard work and goal setting help
them achieve their dreams, that they personify tech savviness through social networking and constant connectivity, that
they expect to have everyone’s full attention and feedback, including mentoring and training, and that they require
exciting and relevant work. Within this context, they are also entrepreneurial, while valuing work-life balance more than
all previous generations [40-42].

Howe & Strauss [43] argue in their publication "Millennials Rising" that, in comparison with previous generations,
Generation Y is much more positive, not egocentric, and is more inclined to cooperate in joint activities and team tasks.
The opinions of Generation Y and their approach to remuneration are divergent within the scientific community.
Constantine [44] and Bilgihan [45] describe the relationship of Generation Y to money and property as very weak. They
are convinced that financial evaluation is no longer a major motivating criterion for Generation Y. This belief has been
furthered by Generation Y itself by seeking to set themselves apart from prior generations. However, according to
research by Aite Research Group, six in ten people from Generation Y said that making a lot of money is as important
to them as it is to their parents, with almost 25% stating it is more important and just 15% stating it is less so. The
research also showed that about 75% of Generation Y moved money between accounts at least once within the past six
months, with 29% doing this six times or more [46]. Research conducted by the Families and Work Institute [47] showed
that Generation Y is less work-centric than Baby Boomers (13% versus 22%) and more family-centric than Baby
Boomers (50% versus 41%). They are looking for work that is creative and brings joy [48]. When choosing a job, they
focus not only on interesting work but also on the possibility of further professional development and self-realization.
They reject routine work, prefer flexible working hours, and appreciate opportunities to work from home or in a dynamic
organization [49]. Generation Y has a sense of fair play and values teamwork. They want to have a chance to discuss
their work or consult with colleagues, and they yearn to be part of projects in which they can learn something new and
develop personally. Formal relations are not considered as beneficial as personal relationships. At the forefront of this
generation’s priorities are personal life, relationships, and family, which is significantly different from Generation X
[48]. They do not want to be controlled, but coached. They are willing to adapt to their employers’ needs but also expect
the same from their employers. They are not afraid to express their opinions, do not fear criticism, and prefer open
communication. Their weak point may be ignorance of the limits of their own abilities [50].

2-4-Generation Z

Generation X, as is the case with Generation Y, has been researched in depth. Unfortunately, research into Generation
Z and work remains limited because of a lack of available data. This is due to the fact that Generation Z workers are still
very young and are currently a minority presence in the workforce. It is for this reason that research involving Generation
Z has tended to mainly focus on education [51, 52] and personal issues [53].

3- Research Methodology

In cooperation with the international personnel service provider Business Pool (www.businesspool.eu), an anonymous
survey was conducted from September 2019 to the end of February 2020 among 4,500 employees in the Tyrol, a
Euroregion that includes areas of northern Italy and south-western Austria. The survey yielded interesting findings on
individual expectations of what a good workplace is. The respondents had to select the 5 most important criteria (each
formulated as a statement) from a list of 18 (see Table 1).

The questionnaire consisted of two parts, of which the first involved identification questions: age, gender, industry,
size of the organisation the respondent works for (interval <100, 101-500, > 500 employees). The selection criterion for
inclusion in the survey was that the respondent had to be working in a company in one of the surveyed industries:
industry, trade, hospitality.

A total of 3,650 valid questionnaires were evaluated, representing a return rate of 80%. Multi-sample testing was used
during processing. The prerequisite for ANOVA is the normality and homogeneity of the data. The Shapiro-Wilk test
was therefore used for this purpose. As the data was determined to be abnormally distributed, the Kruscall-Wallis test
was subsequently applied for multi-sample testing [54, 55].
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Criteria

Work-related area

Code

We all work on common corporate goals.
We focus our work on the needs of our customers.
Our company flexibly adapts to market changes.

Our company flexibly adapts to market changes.

Our company is constantly questioning and improving products, processes and technologies.

All members of staff are treated fairly, regardless of age, gender, language, etc.
| can ask at any time and get the information | need.

My manager works conscientiously and competently.

My manager is honest to me and admits their mistakes.

All employees are valued, treated and rewarded fairly.

| am motivated and have been properly trained to perform my work.
We work in a good work atmosphere.

We can count on each other and have a sense of belonging

My employer has a good corporate image.

| feel part of my company

Work safety is guaranteed.

My workload is balanced.

My work and working hours can be arranged individually.

Objectives
Customer focus
Mission statement
Flexibility
Innovation
Acceptance
Communication
Competence
Sincerity
Justice
Financial support
Work atmosphere
Collective spirit
Attractiveness
Identity
Safety of work
Work load
Work design

- I @ m m O O W

DO vo zZzIrm X <

Survey—provider Business Pool

A 4

Processing of questionnaires-reduction to
filled out
3650 valid questionnaires

A 4

Test normality of data — Shapiro-Wilk

|
v v

Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA

Figure 1. Flowchart of the methodology

The null hypothesis of the test is:

Ho: F(x1) = F(xz) = - = F(xy)

)

and the alternative hypothesis is that at least one distribution function is different from the others.
If the null hypothesis is rejected according to the test result, post-hoc tests must be applied to find different groups.

For the purposes of evaluating the questionnaire survey, the respondents were divided into three groups [56]:

e Age 1 (Generation Z) — born from 1996 onwards
e Age 2 (Generation Y) — born between 1980 and 1995
o Age 3 (Generation X) — born between 1965 and 1975

Research questions

RQ1: The older the employees, the more important it is to work towards a common goal.

RQ2: Fairness and work atmosphere are clearly the most important values for the younger workers of Generations

Y and Z.
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4- Empirical Results and Discussion

A gender comparison did not reveal any significant differences, with women attaching greater importance to fairness
and equal treatment, and men to a common goal. With regards to the level of education of the employees, it can be stated
that the importance of work atmosphere, fairness, and work autonomy increases with the level of education. Within this
context, it is interesting to note that the lower the level of education, the more important a common goal becomes. With
regards to hierarchical level, the apparent lack of importance attached to work autonomy, workload, and corporate image
stand out, with the importance thereof decreasing with increasing management responsibilities. Finally, differences were
found in terms of company size, with work atmosphere identified as the most important criteria in small companies, and
fairness and, unsurprisingly, a common goal in large companies.

The perception of the importance of individual criteria from the perspective of the generations is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. The perception of the importance of individual criteria from the perspective of the generations

Age 1 (Generation Z)  Age 2 (Generation Y)  Age 3 (Generation X)

TOP1 L (61.1 %) L (57.2 %) L (50.8 %)
TOP2 J(57.1%) J(51.9 %) 1(47.2 %)
TOP3 F, G (33.6 %) R (33.1 %) A (38.2 %)

For all three generations, work atmosphere was identified as the most important criterion. This is evidence of the fact
that most employees need colleagues they can communicate with and solve problems with. However, the importance of
this criterion decreased with the increasing age of the respondents (see Table 2). It can therefore be stated that
respondents from Generation Z evaluate work atmosphere as being more important than workers from Generations X
and Y. This may be due to employees in Generation Z not having much work experience, which means that
communication with colleagues is therefore more important for them.

Respondents selected five criteria and determined their importance on a scale of 1-5. On this scale, 5 represented very
important, while 1 not important. The Kruskal-Wallis test was applied to compare values between the three generations.
The application of the Kruskal-Wallis test was necessary because the data did not meet the assumption of normality,
making it impossible to use the ANOVA test (Table 3).

Table 3. Results of post-hoc test for Kruskal-Wallis - Criterion L (Work atmosphere)

Kruskal-Wallis test: H=22.133 p<0.01
Age 3 (Generation X) R:1012.9 Age 2 (Generation Y) R:1126.4 Age 1 (Generation Z) R:1168.2

Age 3 (Generation X) 0.000256 0.001938
Age 2 (Generation Y) 0.000256 1.000000
Age 1 (Generation Z) 0.001938 1.000000

Based on the results of this post-hoc test, a statistically significant difference was found between the evaluation of
Generation X and Generations Y and Z, but with none found between Generation Z and Generation Y. It can therefore
be stated that both generations think similarly in terms of work atmosphere.

If the outputs focus purely on the overall number of respondents who consider a given criterion to be important (see
Table 2), criterion J (employees are valued, treated, and rewarded fairly) comes in second place for all three generations,
with a significant generational gap in importance. Unlike the youngest generation, employees in Generation X are more
likely to accept unfairness at work because they realize that the employer’s and employees’ points of view are different;
they also perceive potential complaints as risky, resulting in them potentially losing their jobs (Table 4).

This situation may be due to the fact that comparisons and good evaluations are very important at the moment, to
which the young generation attaches significant importance. Older, experienced employees already understand that other
criteria are also important for work satisfaction.

If the comparison is again made using the Kruskal-Wallis test, a statistically significant difference between the
generations can be found. In post-hoc tests, a statistically significant difference was only identified between Generations
Xand Z.

Table 4. Results of post-hoc test for Kruskal-Wallis - Criterion J (Justice)

Kruskal-Wallis test: H =13.372 p=0.0012
Age 3 (Generation X) R:1037.4 Age 2 (Generation Y) R:1105.1 Age 1 (Generation Z) R:1181.5

Age 3 (Generation X) 0.057407 0.004631
Age 2 (Generation Y) 0.057407 0.251011
Age 1 (Generation Z) 0.004631 0.251011
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The criteria that comes in third place differs for each of the generations, with the oldest respondents, i.e., Generation
X, identifying a sense of belonging and working on common goals as important. For Generation Z, the latter criterion
only comes in sixth place, and for Generation Y, it comes in fourth place. Based on this result, it can be stated that the
older the respondents, the more importance they attach to common goals. This could be due to the fact that employees
in Generation X are more loyal to the company they work for, care about the overall results of the company, and do not
prioritize their personal objectives. A statistically significant difference was demonstrated between Generations Y and
Z (Table 5).

Table 5. Results of post-hoc test for Kruskal-Wallis - Criterion A (Objectives)

Kruskal-Wallis test: H =13.685 p=0.0011
Age 3 (Generation X) R:1140.5 Age 2 (Generation Y) R:1060.8 Age 1 (Generation Z) R:1033.4

Age 3 (Generation X) 0.017322 0.055959
Age 2 (Generation Y) 0.017322 1.000000
Age 1 (Generation Z) 0.055959 1.000000

For those respondents in Generation Y, third place went to individual agreement on working hours and content of
work (identified as criterion R). The importance attached to this criterion for this generation may be due to the fact that
this age group currently represents respondents from households with young children who are happy if they can organize
their working times accordingly. It can be assumed that the importance of this indicator will also grow as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which has seen employees keen on and giving greater priority to the option of organizing their
own working hours.

For Generation X, this criterion comes in seventh place, and for Generation Z, it comes in eighth place. For those
respondents in Generation Z, third place went jointly to the fair treatment of employees (identified as criterion F) and
the possibility of questioning (identified as criterion G).

Criteria G is considered important depending on the age of the respondents. As the age of the respondents’ increases,
the smaller the proportion of those who consider this criterion important (Generation Y - 21.9%; Generation X - 19.3%).
This finding is conditioned by the length of the respondents’ work experience, whereby older workers do not consider
the possibility of questioning to be such a positive.

If focus is placed on the criterion perceived by the respondents to be the most important, as evaluated by the
respondents awarding the criterion five points, i.e., TOP5, then, without giving due consideration to the age difference
of the respondents, more than 15% identified criterion A (16.38%) and criterion J (15.12%). The only other criterion to
exceed the 10% mark was L (12.83%).

The results presented in Table 6 can be summarized as follows: Employees in Generation Z prioritize issues related
to fairness for all employees. The most important criterion for them is fair remuneration, despite the fact that these
employees do not have much work experience and their opinions can therefore be affected accordingly. A company’s
corporate image is considered to be of the least importance to respondents across all three generations. This criterion,
therefore, does not have to be mentioned when hiring new employees.

Table 6. Preferred criterion by Generation X, Y or Z

Age 1 (Generation Z) Age 2 (Generation Y) Age 3 (Generation X)
TOP1 — criteria > 10 % L(17.41), A(10.93), J(20.65), F(11.74)  J(17.44), L(15.99), A(13.44)  J(12.82), A(19.23)
TOP2 — criteria < 55 % don’t want L(38.87), J(42.91) L(42.78) L(49.21), J(52.84)
TOP3 — criteria > 90% don’t want N(97.17) N(94.1) N(94.2)

4-1- Summary of Results — Implications for Managers

On the basis of the data in Table 6, HR managers can implement measures into the work environment and leadership
style that will support their companies’ in meeting the expectations of these three generational cohorts.

¢ Implication 1: corporate image is not important:
This was the most surprising finding of the research, with less than 4% of respondents attaching importance to it.

¢ Implication 2: no significant differences in areas of fairness, work atmosphere, common goals, equal treatment,
communication, team spirit and autonomous organisation of work(time):

The aforementioned values play an equally important role for employees of all ages, educational levels and
industrial sectors.
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¢ Implication 3: for Generation X, common goals and customer orientation are important:

The older the employees, the more important it is to work towards a common goal. This aspect is therefore the
most important for Generation X. Customer orientation plays a much greater role for the “older” Generation X
than for the “young” Generations Y and Z.

¢ Implication 4: for Generations Y and Z, the autonomous organisation of work(time), fairness and work atmosphere
are important:

The importance of the latter two criteria to younger workers is very clear. Whereas the autonomous organisation
of work(time) is vehemently demanded by young employees (Generations Y and Z), it plays no role for older ones
(Generation X).

o Implication 5: work atmosphere is the most important criterion across the generations:

Work atmosphere was identified by 53.3% of respondents as the most important criterion, i.e. TOP5, with no other
criterion being identified to a similar level. This criterion is often linked to the quality of the work environment,
with the majority of respondents apparently being very aware of the fact that this significantly affects the quality
and productivity of an individual’s work.

o Implication 6: corporate image is the least important criterion:

Corporate image was only identified by 2.8% of respondents as important. This applies across the generations: Z
(2.8%); Y (5.9%); X (5.8%).

The central question is: How can all these diverse expectations be fulfilled in the best possible way in terms of
effective human resource management? The research in this study supports the idea that meeting the expectations of
employees in the best possible way and in line with a company’s goals is the task of every manager [57]. Successful
human resource management in the future will therefore lie primarily in an efficient and as concrete as possible division
of labor between the HR department and the line manager. Although this idea is easy to describe and understand, it is
not always easy to implement in practice. It neither requires major organizational changes nor an increase in resources.
It is not a question of decentralization or hierarchical assignment. What is necessary, however, is that this idea find
support in the minds of the individual actors [45, 46]. Due to the exceptional situation caused by the coronavirus, the
process of staff management has taken place under particularly difficult conditions, namely often at a distance [47].
Especially in such uncertain times, the relationship between employees and managers should provide orientation and
security [36].

4-2-Discussion

A better understanding of the generational differences between colleagues can lead to better recruitment, retention,
succession management, communication, employee engagement, and conflict resolution [27, 58, 59]. Conversely, there
are researchers who criticize cohort theory based on the assumption that no cohort can be seen as homogenous and that
not every member of a particular cohort is influenced in the same way by the political, economic, and social environment.
They speculate that perhaps these differences should be attributed to life cycle, age, or stage in life instead of generational
cohorts [60-62].

The TOPS criterion for each generational cohort was established, and the statistically significant differences in their
responses were demonstrated. Similar studies by Yang & Guy [63] and Montana & Petit [64] have focused on
motivational factors at work. Deal [65] analyzed, on the basis of a sample of 3,200 US respondents, ten different work-
related areas and proved the support for generational differences, especially in the area of workplace conflict.

The results of the survey presented in this paper show that the older the employees (Generations X and Y), the more
important it is to work towards a common goal. In contrast, justice and work atmosphere clearly come in first place for
younger workers in Generations Y and Z. This corresponds to the results of Twenge & Campbell [66], who observed
that Generation Yers had higher self-esteem and a lower need for social approval. Likewise, Lyons et al. [67] examined
basic human value differences between generations using the Schwartz Value Survey, monitoring the differences
between Generation X and Y with respect to "openness to change" and "self-enhancement"”. Wesner & Miller [68]
confirmed the need for meaningful work and successful careers expressed by Generation Y workers. Wong et al. [69]
recognized the motivational differences among Australian Generations X and Y. Another study found that Generations
X and Y varied in their attitudes towards leadership, organizational atmosphere, and work [70]. The differences in
motivation between these generations were also confirmed by Stapleton et al. [71]. The generational difference can also
be seen in customer orientation, which plays a much larger role for Generations X and Y. While the opposite is true for
the autonomous organization of work (time), which is important for Generation Z. Research repeatedly addresses work
values and differences in approach across generations, with Lyons et al. [67]. finding generational differences among
four of the five work values they studied. Social work values, such as interacting with others, as well as prestige work
values, were more important for younger generations (Generations X and Y). Generation X individuals were found to
place the most importance on intrinsic work values relative to Generation Y.
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Contrary to the commonly accepted point of view that corporate image enables organizations to hire the most talented
employees [72, 73], the results of the research presented in this study show that this is not important at all for all three
generational cohorts. This result clearly shows that much-vaunted employer branding has to come "from within a
company", at least in the eyes of employees.

5- Conclusion

Human resource policy can increasingly be viewed from a third perspective: the ego-perspective. Age, gender, ethnic
and cultural background, religious values, or quite simply special interests make each employee a unique individual who
must be integrated and managed accordingly. The complexity of Industry/Globalization 4.0 manifests itself for
employees in the form of a working world of unlimited possibilities, especially for the young generation. The world is
literally open to them. Due to demographic developments, a creeping shift in traditional power relations has begun, but
only in one direction: the power of employers is crumbling, with them being confronted more and more often by an
employee-dominated market. The much-cited war for talent is therefore taking on a whole new form and becoming a
war for employees. The mutual expectations of employees and employers have increased significantly in recent years.
According to the heterogeneity of the workforce in terms of age, origin, education, religion, etc., their interests and
expectations are shaping companies. By living and working together, different generations learn from each other and
recognize the advantages of older or younger colleagues [39-41]. This cross-fertilization makes categorization difficult
or even counterproductive, as employees feel like individuals and want to be treated as such.

The research presented here represents a study into the work-related expectations of three different generations, of
which the results form the basis for more detailed and further research. This research will look into how diverse cross-
generational teams influence innovation and the productivity of the workforce.
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