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How Generation Z Is Changing The Workforce 

 

This is XpertHR.com—Your “go-to” HR compliance resource for federal, state and municipal law. 

 

David Weisenfeld: I’m David Weisenfeld for XpertHR.com, published by Reed Business 

Information and proudly partnered with LexisNexis. 

 On this podcast, our focus turns to Generation Z. Many in the HR 

community say these workers born in the mid-1990s are already 

beginning to have an impact. In fact, the US Department of Labor 

says this generation is expected to make up almost one-fourth of the 

US workforce by 2020. 

 Jim Link is Chief Human Resources Officer at Randstad North 

America, the multinational HR consulting company, where he 

manages Randstad’s HR initiatives for 125,000 employees. Jim gave 

a keynote address at the Employee Benefits Forum and Expo in 

Boca Raton, Florida, about the emergence of Generation Z, and he 

joins us now to discuss what employers need to know to best interact 

with these young workers. Jim, welcome. [0:01:16.2] 

Jim Link: Thank you. It’s great to be here. 

David Weisenfeld: Well it’s great to have you aboard, and Jim most of these employees 

are really just out of school, so I’ll start with this – is it too soon to 

draw conclusions about how Gen Z workers differ from their 

predecessors? [0:01:31.5] 

Jim Link: Well we’ve been watching these folks for quite some period of time, 

and you’re right about their ages. They were born starting about 

1994, and we think this generation probably ran through about 2010. 

So the youngest of this generation is not yet in the workforce for sure. 

However, the oldest ones of them already are. 

 So since we’ve been watching them for a while, it’s not too early to 

start to draw some conclusions, and we’re already seeing things that 

differentiates them from other generations already in the workplace. 

 For example, two things really pop out about them. One is they are 

extremely collaborative. And we see that in the educational system 

and the way that these folks have been educated not just in the 

United States but around the world. Remember they’ve had digital 

capability and technology in their hands for most of their life, being 
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able to get information, to communicate with anybody anywhere 

across the globe. So the whole idea of traditional boundaries, of 

borders and immigration and those types of things are somewhat 

completely alien to these individuals. So they’re very collaborative. 

 And then the second thing that we know about this generation is that 

they are extremely conscious of the world around them and human 

impact upon the world. So the idea of reducing, reusing, recycling, 

repurposing is first nature to these individuals, and as result of that 

they tend to save more or have the idea of saving. And that idea, I 

think, is going to permeate along with collaboration in the workforces 

of the future. 

David Weisenfeld: Randstad did a study about what members of Generation Z want from 

their jobs. What jumped off the page to you about the company’s 

findings? [0:03:19.0] 

Jim Link: I think the most surprising fact that emerged from the study was that 

the use of digital technology to communicate is certainly there. For 

people who are raising these folks they see that texting is the 

preferred way to communicate in many circumstances. However, the 

surprise for me was when it really matters, when it’s really important, 

at least to folks in this generation, they will come to you and want to 

speak face-to-face. And again, that’s when it’s important to them, they 

will come and talk to you about it face-to-face rather than texting back 

and forth. So to them, communication is made a convenience by 

digital tools and capability like texting. But when it really matters, the 

majority of them report that they’re going to come and talk to you 

face-to-face. That’s surprised me. 

 I think the second thing that we saw in the study that we just 

completed was related to workplace flexibility. So if you talk to any 

group of employees in any generation over a period of years, they will 

tell you that there’s always pay and benefits, opportunity to move 

forward, workplace flexibility, the opportunity for learning and 

development, and usually commuting or convenience. Those things 

all are always on a list of what will both attract you into an 

organization but also help to retain you in a company. 

 And for the first time in our most recent survey workplace flexibility 

became the most important benefit that an employer could provide to 

employees in this age group. So that’s above things like healthcare 

and training and development and learning, and those types of things. 

So again, it’s always been on the list but this is the first year that it 

became the most important thing that could be provided by an 

employer to an employee. I think that’s hugely important for the 

future. 

David Weisenfeld: Well with these workers, Jim, hardly knowing of a world without 

smartphones and social media, does their entry into the workforce put 

more pressure on employers to have a strong online footprint? 

[0:05:29.6] 

Jim Link: The answer to that question is absolutely yes, it puts more pressure. 

Matter of fact, we believe that if you do not have that presence you’re 

either missing out on great quality candidates who could be coming to 



  

 3 
This podcast was brought to you by XpertHR  
 

work for you, or you’re not actively out there building your brand 

which is very important to these individuals. 

 So the idea of an online footprint to me, that’s table stakes. If you 

don’t have that then you’re not going to be as successful as you might 

want to be, particularly if you’re trying to attract people in STEM fields 

– Science, Technology, Engineering, Math. So those individuals tend 

to test anyway to be more digitally savvy than some of their other 

colleagues. So if you’re trying to get those folks you particularly need 

to get there. 

 And then there’s always the way of how you get these individuals into 

your organization, get them attracted to you in the first place. And we 

know that Generation Z – at least by some studies – has the attention 

span of approximately eight seconds. Eight. And we also know that 

300 hours of video are uploaded every minute onto YouTube. So 

when you think about how to communicate with these individuals, it’s 

probably going to be done in a digital format and probably involving 

video. 

 If you observe these young people today, they share life’s 

experiences through video. You don’t simply need to be with your 

friends in one house or in the basement of one house anymore 

having fun. You can quite simply video yourself having fun or 

pantomiming a song or doing other things, and then share it with your 

network of friends and colleagues. There’s no expectation that work 

will be any different and that folks will expect, in this generation, they 

will expect us to communicate in a similar way. 

 And my position is that organizations and philanthropies and 

companies and the like are wholly and completely unprepared for this 

change that these folks will be bringing to the workplace. 

David Weisenfeld: Now does that pose a problem Jim? Because if I’m having a private 

conference meeting and one of my workers whips out their phone and 

starts videoing things, I would imagine that an employer wouldn’t take 

too kindly to that. [0:07:39.7] 

Jim Link: Yeah, you would think that. But also remember that transparency, 

particularly in leadership, is one of the most important factors for this 

group in someone that they want to work for. As a matter of fact 

there’s a slight different – this was interesting as well – there’s a slight 

difference between men and women in this category. It’s the only 

question that we asked where there’s a slight difference between men 

and women – or at least a statistically significant difference. 

 And in that question we asked, “What would make you follow a 

leader? What is the trait that you most want in a leader?” Women will 

tell you that it’s confidence. So when they answer they say the trait is 

confidence. When you ask men the answer is transparency. And so 

those two things combine together in our survey results to show that 

someone who’s an open, effective, transparent communicator is the 

person for whom they wish to work. 

 So we’ll see. These things continue to evolve over time, but the rules 

are going to change, and that includes how we look at devices in the 

workplace, how we incorporate personal technology into our day-to-
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day action and work, and maybe more importantly, how we learn to 

use those tools as companies to actually engage and drive 

performance in these individuals. And we are nascent. We are very, 

very early in the ideas of organizational behavior and organizational 

design, getting ready for that in companies. 

David Weisenfeld: Jim, as the CHRO of a major company you’re really in a unique 

position to share insights as to whether Randstad is changing its 

practices in any way with Generation Z coming on board. So with that 

said, what should employers expect from this new generation? 

[0:09:22.3] 

Jim Link: I think they should expect a lot of things, and all of those in general in 

my mind will lead to greater success for their organization if we learn 

how to maximize the capability and performance of these individuals. 

 Now remember – here’s the other thing that’s fascinating about 

Generation Z – the bulk of them are not on this continent. They are 

not in the United States or Canada or Mexico. And because they are 

not here, we have to think about new and exciting ways to get work 

done, when we get work done, how it gets done and where. 

 So if we really begin to think about collaboration networks and 

capability networks of like-minded people working together to 

accomplish things and companies sourcing or utilizing those networks 

in order to accomplish tasks, those individuals in those groups want 

to work in groups like that, and companies need to figure out how to 

deploy those groups in order to get things done in their organization. 

 And whenever those two minds come together, whenever we get that 

meeting of the minds around the world in getting work done, we’re 

going to be engaged as we need to be with these individuals, and 

we’re going to be more productive as well. And both of those 

obviously are good for both employees and for companies. 

David Weisenfeld: I want to go back to something you touched on briefly earlier and 

that’s workplace flexibility. As you know, more and more people can 

work from anywhere these days. Is that something that Gen Z 

workers increasingly expect? [0:10:53.0] 

Jim Link: They not only expect it, they very much desire it. And they view it as 

normal. Again, remember this is a collaborative generation. Beginning 

in their early days they got work done in projects and tasks and 

learning environments through group interaction and through digital 

capability. So they use, for example, their phones to do their 

homework. I remember in my own house the first time my daughter 

told me that she was using her phone to get her homework done I 

thought that she was not being completely honest with me. But as it 

turned out, that was exactly the case. It was one of those ‘trust but 

verify’ moments in my house, and we found that indeed that was the 

case. 

 By the time she enters the workforce in what will probably be too few 

short years, that type of thinking will be prevalent within individuals 

who are joining companies and organizations as we think of them 

today. So there will be more of that and we need to be prepared for it, 
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which is part of the reason we’re talking to companies today about 

these types of findings. 

David Weisenfeld: Now you mentioned ‘trust and verify’, and I like that saying. What 

about the employer listening who might be wondering, “Well how do I 

monitor these young workers and ensure they’re being trained 

properly...” (and after all, for many of them it’s their first job) “...if 

they’re not physically present?” [0:12:12.8] 

Jim Link: The first thing is to ensure that the performance requirements or the 

performance outputs are clear. The thing that we know about this 

generation is that they are goal-oriented, just as the millennials were 

just before them, so the way they accomplish those goals is just 

slightly different. So again it’s collaboratively done in a setting that’s 

slightly different than in the past. 

 Now I’ll give you an example of that. If you think about today how 

young people finally decide on something that they’re going to do, it’s 

done differently than it was in the past. They will utilize their devices 

to communicate proximity and location and desires back and forth 

and in real time until they collectively get to a place where they’re 

doing something they wish to do either together or virtually. 

 In the generation just the one prior to that with the millennials that did 

not occur. The use of those devices to actually achieve a goal was 

not as prevalent in the millennials as it is in this generation. So again 

that shifting of even how work gets done and when it gets done is 

going to be very, very important that companies figure out how to 

incorporate in their own organizations to maximize the effectiveness 

of these people which means that establishing the standard very 

early, determining what good and successful performance looks like, 

will be important to these folks, and then companies and 

organizations will need to adjust to how that work gets done by these 

individuals and the where, the when, the how, and they why probably 

will just not be as important anymore. 

David Weisenfeld: For HR managers and supervisors then, how else should they adjust 

their approach? [0:13:54.6] 

Jim Link: Well every human capital leader out there is starting to see these 

trends already. If you think of the workforce really in three segments 

with the first segment being very traditional, full-time or part-time 

exempt, non-exempt labor, that’s segment one. Segment two is really 

all of those things that are not segment one that still involve people. 

So they are freelancers, consultants, temp-to-perm or temporary 

employees – those types of things. That’s Segment Two. And 

segment three is the one that scares everyone but really shouldn’t. 

That’s artificial intelligence and robotics and digitization and really 

making everything much more automated. 

 Segment one – which is the workforce as we really know it today – 

won’t go away. It’s going to change, but it won’t go away. Segment 

two is going to completely explode in popularity and content because 

the new way of getting work done, particularly with younger 

employees, most of their desires fall right into segment two. And 

segment three will continue to expand as well. And when you think 
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about particularly how human resources work gets done today, it’s 

really done in two categories. Category one is what I would think of as 

the administrative record keeping or reporting type of task. That will 

continue to become more and more automated. But the second group 

– and to me the much more exciting and fun group – are those 

human resources leaders who are actually human capital specialists. 

And they’re driving and building the next level of expectations for 

companies in human performance. 

 Those individuals, and the way you think about segmenting today, will 

be really driving and capitalizing those folks who are in segment two 

and utilizing all those new tools and technologies and capabilities and 

new ways of getting work done, not to the detriment of individuals in 

segment one, but there certainly will be less of a focus on that as far 

as growth is concerned. At least, we’re seeing it that way. 

David Weisenfeld: Now Jim you were speaking earlier about how much Generation Z 

values face-to-face communication, so I wanted to ask you a question 

about feedback and rewards in particular because obviously that’s a 

very important issue. What can you tell us about that? [0:16:22.9] 

Jim Link: Well we’re already seeing trends in the way feedback is done in 

organizations. The idea of the once-a-year performance review with 

an annual merit increase, the best way to think about that in my mind 

is a tombstone, right, its time has passed. So we see more and more 

organizations moving away from what we would think of as very 

traditional performance management systems to those that are much 

more meaningful, aspirational, progress-based, future-focussed and 

feedback now, so not waiting around. 

 In our own survey, whenever we ask these individuals how often they 

want feedback, 28 or 29% of them say, “After every project or task.” 

Another 20-some-odd percent say, “at least weekly,” another 20-

some-odd percent say, “at least monthly,” and a whopping 1% say 

that they want that feedback annually. 

 So we know that their desires are moving more toward frequent, real-

time performance feedback. And in my view it’s just not performance, 

but it’s also rewards. So the idea of waiting around for a merit-based 

pay increase or waiting around 1.2 years for a promotion or 5.2 years 

for a promotion is not going to sit well with these individuals. Rather, if 

you think about pay, why not provide pay increases or spot bonuses 

after every completion of task or whatever, and forgo the merit-based 

pay increase. So we even have to think about the way we reward 

individuals in general to a much more real-time, frequent feedback-

oriented reward structure as well. 

David Weisenfeld: Hearing you speak I would imagine that there’s a lot of employees – 

not just those of Generation Z – who would stand up and applaud that 

and want that approach as opposed to having to wait around for the 

increases. [0:18:13.9] 

Jim Link: That’s right. When I make that comment to HR leaders in particular, 

the first comment I get is, “Okay, that’s a good idea.” Then I mention 

that comment to compensation and benefits leaders and they are like, 

“How are we going to do that?” And I think that’s exactly the right 
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question to be asking is, “How do we design total reward systems for 

these individuals that meet their needs?” And I will tell you that in 

most cases I don’t think we have that figured out yet. But at least 

we’re smart enough to be asking the question. 

David Weisenfeld: Well Jim in our final minute do you have a take-away point that you 

would like to share with the listeners? [0:18:47.5] 

Jim Link: I do. And it’s really about the careers of these individuals. When you 

think about the things we’ve been talking about, the real-time 

feedback, the performance assessment upon completion of task and 

those kinds of things, it’s all about frequency and immediacy. And 

that’s going to translate into the careers of these individuals as well. 

We have to stop thinking about career ladders or career lattices or 

staircases or whatever. These folks are not going to be interested in a 

traditional hierarchical structure to get from Point A to Point B. These 

folks are interested in experiences. They’re interested in getting 

something new, learning something new, in each and every 

environment that they’re in. So companies and organizations that 

learn how to build a set of experiences for an individual and can show 

them what they get from... and maybe it’s just a two-week experience, 

to go to the next six-month experience, to get the next idea or the 

next process and the next capability built into their portfolio, that’s 

what these folks want. They want the experience. They don’t want the 

job title. They don’t necessarily want the career ranking or rating. 

They want that experience. 

 And so we’re now talking in our own company about career 

experiences instead of career ladders or career promotions or even 

job bands or job grades. We’ve just given up talking about that 

because what people – particularly younger individuals – really want 

to hear about is the experience they’ll gain and what that gives to the 

company. So at Randstad we’re learning how to do that even as we 

speak. 

David Weisenfeld: Jim Link is the Chief Human Resources Officer for Randstad North 

America. He joined us by phone from his office in Atlanta. Jim, thanks 

so much for your insights. 

Jim Link: Thank you. It was my pleasure to be with you. 

David Weisenfeld: I’m David Weisenfeld. We hope you’ve enjoyed this podcast. 

Continue checking our website regularly for more programs on key 

employment-related issues, including why salary history question 

bans are on the rise. 

The opinions expressed in this program do not represent legal advice, 

nor should they necessarily be taken as the views of XpertHR or its 

employees. XpertHR.com is published by Reed Business Information, 

and is proudly partnered with LexisNexis. 

For more information about XpertHR, our subscription offering, or our 

50-state Employee Handbook, call us toll free at 1-855-973-7847. 

Copyright  2017. All rights reserved. 
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