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This year's newsletter is later than usual (following Teri's tradition I usually send it
around the new year-she says hello from Maine).  I had written a newsletter about
long-term talent management and recruiting a "trainee" class while developing your
existing team.  And it is important to balance long-term strategy against short-term
needs (gotta meet the budget for the year!).  But as I was close to publishing I got an
invitation to speak at the NEFA conference in early March in New Orleans on,
among other things, hiring, training, and retaining Millennials.

It seems like every other week I read a think piece about the "mysterious" millennial
that misses the point. The NYTimes was most recent (insert joke about millennials
not knowing what a newspaper is).  Our industry, like any other, needs to have a
strategy in place for integrating millennials into the work force and anticipating them
as customers.  I frequently hear from clients that they don't know how to manage
millennials, that they have unrealistic expectations, or are just unsure of how to
incorporate millennials into their general hiring strategy.  So I decided that I would
make that this year's topic.
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Now, in the interests of full disclosure, I happen to be a millennial.  I am also
married to a millennial, and most of my friends are millennials.  We're good people--
honest! 

What is a Millennial? Definitions vary, but it typically means someone born 1980
or later (some peg the year as 1985).  A good way of thinking about it is that a
millennial is someone for whom the Internet is not a recent advent, but merely a part
of "how it's always been". Attempts to understand them are typically reduced to
"they're glued to their phone" which is often true!  A millennial's social interactions
have almost always been mediated by technology, whether by text, social
networking, or online gaming. There are estimated to be some 70 million, making
them the largest generation in history. They are also the most highly educated, with
more than half attending and graduating from college. 

They also came of age during the worst financial crisis in decades.  Many, especially
older millennials, have had their career negatively impacted by the recession, and
they are burdened by significant student debt. 

Ok, we know what they are.  But what do we do with them?

I so often hear from clients that millennials are "lazy" or can't show up to work on
time-or that they expect to be on a fast promotion track without first putting in the
necessary work.  And that's certainly true of some millennials-but it's equally true of
every generation.  ESLF has been recruiting for more than 25 years, and for every
negative character trait assigned to millennials I have dozens of stories involving the
very same traits in Boomers or Gen X'ers.

The first thing to understand about millennials is that while they share broad
similarities, they are not any more homogeneous than past generations. You may
know a millennial or two who don't like to get off of the couch but that doesn't mean
they're representative of millennials as a whole.  Remember, a millennial that is 32 is
going to have very different expectations, skills, needs, and motivations than one
that is 22.  Consider that while a 32 year-old is likely worried about their family and
their mortgage, a 22 year-old is likely more concerned about beer money for the
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weekend, and are unsure of the ultimate course of their career ("What I want to be
when I grow up").  While the 32 year-old may not remember a world without the
Internet, the 22 year old doesn't even remember a world without smart phones.

Which is to say that you need to apply a critical eye towards your interview structure
and onboarding process.  Are you asking the right questions in order to acquire the
right information? Have you gained insight into their concerns and motivating
factors? Are they worried about a down payment on a house?  Paying off their own
loans while starting a college fund for their kids?  Focused most on work/life
balance? This is relevant no matter the generation.

The second thing to understand about millennials is...there's no secret to managing
them. At least, the secret is the same as it is for managing anyone.  Keep it simple-
and focus on management basics.  Learn what motivates them as individuals, and
manage to that motivation-just like you would with someone a decade or two older.

Once hired, you need to have a developed strategy to onboard your hires-covering
training, cultural (and/or industry) education, and integration.  If you've acquired the
right information during the interview, it should be clear how to proceed.

After you've hired anyone, but especially a millennial, you ought to conduct frequent
reviews after 30 days, 90 days, 180 days and so on.  When you sit down with your
employees, encourage open communication.  Your goal should be to understand
what it is about your company that matches/exceeds the employee's expectations or
falls short.  They should come away with the same understanding from you.
Consider signing a statement of objectives and expectations with new hires-from
both perspectives.  At one of your reviews, you can say, "Bill, when we hired you we
had expected by day 45 you would understand our software.  Do you feel you do?
What can we do to help you do better?" or "Jill, when we hired you, you told us that
you wanted to be challenged while learning new skills.   Are you?  If not, what can
we do to help you achieve that goal?"  The interview process and the information it
uncovered should inform this process.

Of course, this is important for all of your staff, and not just new hires, and not just
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millennials.  For years we have been advising clients to create open channels of
communication in order to help retain talent.  It is not enough to simply have a
sound business strategy-your team needs to understand that strategy, buy into it, and
understand why it may change if it does.  This is especially true of millennials, who
have been raised with a much more hands on parenting style, and for whom
feedback was constant while growing up.  Frequent communication makes you less
likely to be caught off guard by turnover, and it provides other benefits.

Just like older generations millennials want to be fairly compensated for their
contribution while being motivated by factors other than money. You should work to
create a truly inclusive company culture-creating a sense of engagement and
community with your employees will enhance their affinity and loyalty for your
organization. Doing so will differentiate you from local companies when hiring-and
it will also make your employees much less likely to leave. And, again, we're not
talking about reinventing the wheel here. Maybe that means a company wide fantasy
football league or bowling league. Encourage department heads to take their teams
out for monthly dinners-or weekly lunches (it will help keep open communication
and encourage creative brainstorming). Offer flexible hours or remote working so
employees can be around their young children-or take that long weekend to go hike
the Appalachian trail in pieces. Offer ongoing education/training, or reimbursement
for childcare expenses. Give them reasons to WANT to work for you besides the
paycheck.

Bringing millennials into your company isn't just inevitable. It's a smart business
decision. Remember, there are 70mm of us. Within 10 years, we'll be your primary
customers. You'll need some millennials with experience in your company so that
you know how to sell to the millennials who will be your customers.

And the next time you see a millennial on her phone during the meeting-don't just
assume she's texting her friends.  Think instead about how that phone could be
yielded as effectively as the Fax Machine or any other tool-it will help get business
done.
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