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Abstract
Millennial employees (born between 1977 and 1994) will make up 75% of the world’s
workforce by 2025. As these young employees begin to saturate the employment market, it is
important to understand their preferences and motivational factors so that they can be
attracted, maintained and motivated within organisations. Current literature suggests that
Millennial employees have high levels of turnover in organisations, and specifically high
levels of turnover within the law and finance sectors. Therefore, it is necessary to develop
strategies to retain and motivate the current influx of Millennial employees into the
workforce, and within the law and finance sectors.

Key words: Millennial, Employee, Motivation, Preferences, Retention, Generations
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Overview

Individuals categorised into the Millennial generation are those who were born
between the years of 1977 and 1994 (Luscombe, Lewis, & Biggs, 2013) — although this is
subject to debate, as discussed later in this literature review. The Millennial generation is the
largest generational cohort within Australia, with 5.22 million individuals (McCrindle, 2015).
Moreover, with its youngest members beginning to enter the workforce, this group of
individuals will soon be the largest contributing faction to the world’s working age
population (Fry, 2016; Stewart, Oliver, Cravens, & Oishi, 2017). Indeed, research has
projected that by 2025, the Millennial generation will make up 75% of the world’s workforce
(Culiberg & Mihelic, 2016).

When the Millennial generation entered the workforce, four generations were of
employment age for the first time in history. These generations included the Traditionalists
(born between 1928 and 1944; Stewart et al., 2017), the Baby Boomers (born between 1946
and 1964; Meriac, Woehr, & Banister, 2010), Generation X (born between 1965 and 1976;
Crumpacker & Crumpacker, 2007), and the Millennials (born between 1977 and 1994;
Luscombe et al., 2013). While this generational diversity can be seen as valuable within the
workforce, research suggests that it may also create the opportunity for differences and
potential challenges (Burke, 2005). For example, research within psychology and the social
sciences has indicated that many critical organisational challenges regarding recruitment and
retention are a result of inter-generational dynamics and differences (Joshi, Dencker, &
Franz, 2011; Joshi, Dencker, Franz, & Martocchio, 2010). Therefore, it is vitally important to
understand the ways in which Millennial employees can be attracted and retained within
organisations, as the Millennial generation begins to saturate the employment market
(Culiberg & Mihelic, 2016; Stewart et al., 2017). In addition, research has referred to

Millennial employees as the job hopping generation, with 60% open to considering a new
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job, and 21% having changed organisations within a year of employment (Gallup, 2016).
Developing an understanding of Millennial preferences within the workplace will assist
organisations in maintaining Millennial employees through increased engagement,
motivation and dedication, which in turn will influence organisational commitment and
productivity.

While an interest in generational differences in the workplace has gradually increased
throughout the past decade, research in the field has been mixed. For example, there is no
comprehensive understanding of the key factors which may differentiate Millennials from
other generations within the workforce (Deal, Altman, & Rogelberg, 2010; Kowske, Rasch,
& Wiley, 2010; Lyons & Kuron, 2014). Indeed, some researchers argue against the notion of
generational differences in the workplace altogether, claiming that Millennial employees are
no different to employees from other generations (Macky, Gardner, & Forsyth, 2008). As
such, several researchers have called for an increase in research to further understand the
preferences, motivating factors and behaviours of Millennial employees within the
workplace, and the ways in which these may differ from previous generations (Deal et al.,
2010; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Rentz, 2015). Therefore, this literature review aims to provide
an overview of current research regarding the preferences of Millennial employees within the
workforce.

In doing so, the review considers both research directly with Millennial employees
and research conducted with managers of Millennial employees. Managers’ perspectives are
important since managerial practices largely influence an employee’s support and motivation
which in turn influences retention rates (Gentry & Shanock, 2008). Correspondingly, the
review begins with an overview of the concept of generational differences, discusses
psychological traits, work ethic and other workplace factors in relation to Millennial

employees specifically, considers research with managers in relation to their Millennial
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employees, and concludes with a consideration of Millennial employees within the finance
and law sectors. These sectors are of particular interest to the question of generational
differences in workplace habits since these industries traditionally have higher turnover levels

of employees (Gallup, 2016).

Generational Differences

In general, the literature indicates that there are two factors that determine
generational differences: birth rates and events which occur during particular periods in an
individual’s life (Crumpacker & Crumpacker, 2007). Specifically, individuals from any given
generation are exposed to differing world events and societal expectations with each of these
factors impacting upon development during sensitive periods in childhood, adolescence and
early adulthood (Schewe et al., 2013; Twenge & Campbell, 2008). This in turn shapes the
attitudes, values and preferences of all individuals from a particular time, creating a
commonality amongst particular groups, known as generations (Baker Rosa & Hastings,
2016; Gilleard, 2004; Lawrence, 1988).

The definition of generation itself highlights the similarities of individuals born within
the same generational cohorts, and differences that can emerge when compared to previous
and subsequent generations. Sociologist Karl Mannheim defines generations as, “belonging
to the same generation... endow the individuals sharing in them with a common location in
the social and historical process, and thereby limit them to a specific range of potential
experience, predisposing them for a certain characteristic mode of thought and experience”
(Mannheim, 1952, pp. 291). As such, this line of reasoning suggests that while all individuals
experience world events, their behaviours towards the event and their understanding will
differ depending on the generational cohort they are from (Baker Rosa & Hastings, 2016;
Ryder, 1965). It is important to note that the way in which different generations are

conceptualised varies across the literature, and is subject to debate (Bodenhausen & Curtis,
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2016; Kubatova & Kukelkova, 2014; Lu & Gursoy, 2016; Rajput, Kochhar nee Bali, &

Kesharwani, 2013; Reisenwitz & lyer, 2009; Smola & Sutton, 2002).

Theoretical Viewpoints Concerning Generational Differences in the Workforce

It is fair to assume that generational differences in attitudes and behaviour would
extend to differences in behaviour within organisational contexts (Anderson, Baur, Griffith,
& Buckley, 2016). Indeed, research has suggested that misunderstandings can occur as a
result of generational cohorts interacting with each other in contexts such as workplaces,
resulting in conflict and turnover within organisations (Baker Rosa & Hastings, 2016; Lu &
Gursoy, 2016; Meriac et al., 2010; Twenge, 2013). Joshi, Dencker and Franz (2011)
developed a theoretical framework to conceptualise the differences between employees that
may be evident within organisations due to generational distinctions. Their framework is
underpinned by the concept that each individual has a generational identity: “an individuals
knowledge that he or she belongs to a generational group/role, together with some emotional
and value significance to him or her of this group/role membership” (Joshi, Dencker, Franz,
& Martocchio, 2010, pp. 393). As such, they propose that there are two distinct elements that
influence generations, and therefore individuals’ responses within organisational settings;
chronology and genealogy. Chronology refers to the concept that a group of individuals who
are born within a unique section of time will form a generation. Genealogy indicates that
generations within time are interrelated by particular ideas, values, skills and knowledge that
are unique to that period in time. In conjunction, the framework suggests that temporality —
when an individual enters an organisation or moves between positions and roles within the
organisation — additionally impacts employee behaviour (Joshi et al., 2010). Therefore, the
potential for intergenerational contact and subsequent differences can often result in

organisational change, such as employee turnover (Deyoe & Fox, 2012).
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In contrast, other researchers have argued against the idea that it is generational
cohorts specifically which can lead to differences between employees within the workplace
(Giancola, 2006; Macky et al., 2008). These researchers support the notion that age and life-
cycle stages influence individuals’ behaviour within the workplace, rather than specific
generational categories (Macky et al., 2008). Similarly, some researchers have argued that
studies which suggest differences in personality profiles across generations, as well as
differences in work attitudes, report small effect sizes (Macky et al., 2008). Costanza and
Finkelstein (2015) further argue that investigating generational differences in the workplace
is difficult because research in this area has generally utilised cross-sectional data and there is
no common agreement of years defining generational cohorts. As such, they concluded “there
is little solid empirical evidence supporting the existence of generationally based differences”
(Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015, pp. 321). Following this argument, it has been proposed that
managers should dedicate time adjusting management styles in line with an employee’s life
stage (e.g., single or partnered with children) and individual differences, rather than their
generational membership (Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015; Zabel, Biermeier-Hanson, Baltes,
Early, & Shepard, 2017). Likewise, Giancola (2006) claimed that the consideration of
generational differences both in general, and within the workplace, is based on popular
culture rather than empirical academic research.

Current literature is mixed in its approach to generational differences, with both
support and disagreement of the existence of generational differences in the workplace (Zabel
etal., 2017). Nevertheless, developing an understanding of workplace preferences of
Millennial employees — regardless of whether or not these preferences are generationally
specific — is important in informing managerial practices to effectively motivate and retain
Millennial employees, as Millennials begin to saturate the employment market (Culiberg &

Mihelic, 2016).
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Psychological Traits of Millennials in the Workforce

The Millennial generation grew up in a period of time which was subject to large
societal shifts which directly influenced the nature of work (Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010).
Most notably, technologies including personal computers and the internet were developed, as
well as a marked increased in the number of individuals completing higher education (Ng et
al., 2010; Pyoria, Ojala, Saari, & Jarvinen, 2017; Stewart et al., 2017). During these societal
developments, the Millennial generation was exposed to dramatically different ways of
communication, gaining information, and the ability to easily obtain goods and services
(Thompson & Gregory, 2012). In addition, with new technological advances, the way in
which professional work could be undertaken was significantly altered (Leveson, 2010). For
example, with increased ease of communication from the use of emails and video chat
technologies, the possibility of flexible work hours and working away from the office was
made possible (de Wet, Koekemoer, & Nel, 2016). Research has suggested that changes in
workforce opportunities has led Millennial employees to have high levels of job mobility
(Holt, Marques, & Way, 2012; Twenge & Campbell, 2001).

Given these large societal shifts, it is fair to assume that Millennial employees may
have unique perspectives and behaviours relating to their employment, and perceive
workplace practices and motivators differently when compared to other generational cohorts
(Culiberg & Mihelic, 2016; Deal et al., 2010; Laird et al., 2014; Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010;
Ng et al., 2010; Thompson & Gregory, 2012). Indeed, research investigating differences in
psychological traits among individuals from various generations has suggested that
Millennials display noticeable psychological differences (Twenge & Campbell, 2008).
Twenge and Campbell (2008) conducted a meta-analysis of longitudinal data gathered
between 1930 and 2000, investigating generational differences in personality, attitude,

psychopathology and behaviour, of individuals within the workplace. The data included
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participants equally representing four generations: the Traditionalists (born in the 1930s/40s),
Baby Boomers/Generation X (born in the 1950s/60s), and Millennials (born in the
1970s/80s/90s) (N = 1.4 million). Utilising longitudinal data enabled the comparison of
generational effects, as participants of the same age completed questionnaires at different
points in time. Results showed that Millennials, when compared to all other generations,
reported higher levels of self-esteem and narcissism, as well as an external locus of control.

The findings from Twenge and Campbell’s (2008) meta-analysis have specific
implications for Millennial behaviour within workplaces, as well as effective managerial
practices. For example, a high level of self-esteem can decrease the likelihood of employees
seeking feedback and increase the likelihood of defensive reactions to criticism within the
workplace (Pierce & Gardner, 2016). In addition, high self-esteem often results in high
expectations, such as the desire for faster promotions (Twenge & Campbell, 2008). Similarly,
high levels of narcissism can result in over-confidence with regards to professional ability
and counter productive work behaviour (Penney & Spector, 2002). Finally, an external locus
of control — that is, the belief that individuals have little control over events in their lives
(Neal, Weeks, & DeBattista, 2014) — often results in employees who do not take
responsibility for their workplace performance.

This particular psychological profile has implications for the ways in which managers
should interact with Millennial employees to ensure positive workplace outcomes including
retention of employees. For example, research suggests that objective and 360 degree
feedback — an appraisal system which assesses employee performance through multiple
sources (Karkoulian, Assaker, & Hallak, 2016) — should be utilised to ensure that Millennial
employees are receiving substantiated evidence regarding their performance to counteract
levels of self-esteem and narcissism (Twenge & Campbell, 2008). Twenge and Campbell

(2008) concluded that managers of Millennial employees are likely to experience employees
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with unrealistically high expectations, a high need for praise, and employees who are inclined

to change jobs.

Work Ethic and Values of Millennial Employees in the Workforce

In addition to potential psychological attributes relating to generations, research has
also investigated potential differences in work ethics across generations, and the implications
of this for workplace habits and managerial practices. Meriac, Woehr and Banister (2010)
investigated work ethics across three generations: Millennials (born 1981-1999, n = 588),
Generation X (born 1965-1980, n = 1021) and Baby Boomers (1946-1964, n = 251), who had
studied a business degree in North America. Work ethic within the study was defined as “a
set of beliefs and attitudes reflecting the fundamental value of work” (Meriac et al., 2002, pp.
316). The work ethic of participants was measured by the self-reported Multidimensional
Worth Ethic Profile (MWEP, adapted from Miller et al., 2002). Results showed that several
of the items were different across the generations included in the study, suggesting that there
are generational differences with regards to work ethic. Most notably, Baby Boomers self-
reported a higher work ethic on almost all dimensions, when compared to Generation X and
Millennials. Meriac et al. (2010) concluded that while research is in its infancy, these results
suggest that there are in fact generational differences in work ethic, and therefore managers
must consider this when managing employees.

Conversely, Pyoria, Ojala, Saari and Jarvinen (2017) explored the value that the
Millennial generation places on work, and compared this to previous generations when they
were the same age (Millennials defined as being born after 1980). Data was pooled from
Finland’s Quality of Work Life Surveys — collected in 1984, 1990, 1997, 2003, 2008 and
2013 — which included qualitative analysis of the work values of 5,000 individuals at the
beginning of their careers. Pyoria and colleagues argue that utilising this method removes

general work values that may occur because of an individual’s age, and focuses solely on
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generational differences. Results showed that when compared to previous generations during
the same age bracket, Millennials are consistent in their belief that work is an important
factor in life. While the research suggested that Millennials are more likely to change jobs
when compared to other generations, Pyoria et al. (2017) argue that this is true for all
employees at the beginning of their careers, and therefore does not indicate generational
differences in work attitudes and preferences.

In a similar study, Zabel et al. (2017) conducted a meta-analysis on generational
differences in work ethic, across three generations: Baby Boomers (born 1946 — 1964),
Generation X (born 1965 — 1980) and Millennials (born 1981 — 2000). The research
combined data sets from 105 studies, reporting participant ages and an average work ethic
score. Results revealed no effect of generational differences on measures of work ethic. Zabel
and colleagues concluded that these findings further support previous research which
suggests there is little empirical evidence of generational differences in the workplace
(Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015; Giancola, 2006; Macky et al., 2008). However, this study
focused on work ethic, and did not consider any other factors, limiting the extent to which
these findings can be generalised across workplace habits and preferences.

Millennials’ Self-Reported Preferences in the Workplace

Regardless of whether or not generational differences are in existence within the
workplace, previous research has noted specific preferences of Millennial employees. The
Deloitte Millennial Survey (2016) collected the views of 7,700 Millennials (birth years not
specified), regarding loyalty toward current employers, as well as subsequent motivators and
preferences within their employment. The sample was a largely representative group of
Millennial employees, from 29 different countries, employed fulltime, and working within
private sector organisations with 100 or more employees. The review found that 45% of

Millennial employees would leave their current employer within two years, suggesting a high
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level of turnover. In addition, Millennials stated that they were generally unhappy with how
their skills were being developed, felt overlooked within the workplace, and were seeking a
better work life balance. Again, these findings suggest a high level of turnover amongst
Millennial employees, potentially due to a misalignment between Millennial work
preferences and their overall management within organisations.

The review additionally suggested factors which Millennial employees find
motivating within their employment. These factors included a sense of purpose within their
organisation, the opportunity for professional development (i.e., training courses), mentoring
from managers and leaders, and alignment between personal values and organisational values
(i.e., the culture of the organisation, defined as “the beliefs, values, attitudes, behaviours, and
practices that are characteristic of a group of people”’; Warrick, 2017, p. 396). Overall, the
Deloitte Millennial Survey (2016) concluded that when Millennial employees are provided
with the aforementioned factors, retention rates are likely to be higher. These findings
supported a previous, large-scale Millennial survey conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PwC) in 2011. The PwC (2011) study investigated general motivating factors and
preferences of employed Millennial graduates (N = 4,364, aged below 31). Key findings
included that Millennial employees displayed low levels of loyalty towards employers, a
desire for work life balance, and mentorship from managers and leaders.

In a similar study investigating career expectations of Millennial individuals, Ng et al.
(2010) reviewed the organisational preferences of Millennial Canadian undergraduate
university students (N = 23,413, born after 1980). Participants responded to questions relating
to career expectations, advancement expectations, pay expectations, and desired work
attributes. Results showed that 50% of respondents wanted to work in more than one
organisation throughout their career and 69% of respondents expected a promotion within 18

months of a new job. Most notably, however, was the finding that opportunities for
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advancement were rated as the most important and anticipated factor in relation to
employment, together with good training and the ability to improve professional skills.

Similarly, De Hauw and De Vos (2010) investigated the self-reported career
expectations of Millennials (n = 787; born in the 1980s) during a period of economic growth
and Millennials (n = 825; born in the 1980s) during a period of economic downturn. Results
suggested that during economic recession Millennial individuals were less optimistic about
their employment, which can be expected during economic hardship. However, regardless of
economic downturn or growth, Millennial participants consistently reported high expectations
regarding training, career development, financial rewards and job content. De Hauw and De
Vos (2010) concluded that Millennial employees value meaningful work and learning
opportunities within their employment, similar to the Ng et al. (2010) study which surmised
that Millennial employees value training, opportunities for advancement and improving
skills.

These findings, and the findings from the Deloitte (2016) and PwC (2011) studies,
have particular implications with regards to management opportunities. The studies propose
that if Millennials are provided with a sense of purpose within organisations, opportunities
for professional development, mentoring from managers and leaders, and work life balance,
they are more likely to be retained. Therefore suggesting that if managers provide these
opportunities to their Millennial employees, they are more likely to be retained and motivated
within the workplace.

Managerial Beliefs of Millennial Employees

A small body of literature has investigated the popular opinions of managers
regarding Millennial employees’ work ethic and values, particularly within North America
(Anderson et al., 2016; Baker Rosa & Hastings, 2016). This work has led to an understanding

of the ways in which non-millennial managers (typically Baby Boomer and Generation X
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managers) anecdotally view the typical Millennial employee (Schewe et al., 2013).
Specifically, common stereotypes held include that Millennial employees are uncommitted to
their employers and have high expectations from their employment (Anderson et al., 2016;
Baker Rosa & Hastings, 2016; Oliver, 2006). In addition, the Millennial generation has been
referred to as the want it all want it now generation by managers, with references to
preferences for work life balance, good pay, good benefits, advancement within
organisations, and a feeling that they are making a contribution to society (Baker Rosa &
Hastings, 2016; Ng et al., 2010). Overall, while several studies have rejected the concept of
generational differences within the workplace (Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015; Pyoria et al.,
2017; Zabel et al., 2017), managers of Millennial employees anecdotally report differences in
Millennial employees’ work behaviour and motivations in current literature. This suggests
that while academic literature may be mixed, there are stereotypes in existence which may be
altering managerial beliefs of Millennial employees.

With regards to management styles, Carpenter and Charon (2014) conducted a
qualitative study to investigate the most effective managerial practices to utilise in attracting,
motivating and retaining Millennial employees. Eighteen managers of Millennial employees
(born after 1980) were interviewed. Results suggested that managers must adapt management
styles to suit Millennials neediness in wanting increased face-to-face management time, as
well as managing Millennials expectations for future promotions, due to the difficult
economic climate. In addition, it was proposed that managers must invest in, and empower,
their Millennial employees to maintain them within organisations. These managerial
suggestions largely align with the findings of Millennial employees’ preferences reported in

the Deloitte (2016), PwC (2011), Ng et al. (2010), and De Hauw and De Vos (2010) studies.
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Millennials within the Law and Finance Sectors

As shown, previous research has suggested that Millennial employees have particular
preferences and motivational factors with regards to work. These include the desire for career
advancement (Ng et al., 2010), learning and development (De Hauw & De Vos, 2010), a
sense of purpose within work (Deloitte, 2016), and a good work life balance (Pyoria et al.,
2017). While this research has investigated Millennial employees’ preferences and
motivational factors in general, few studies have focused on specific industries. The law and
finance sectors are of particular interest with regards to maintaining Millennial employees,
due to high levels of turnover inherent within these industries (Church, 2014; Forbes, 2013;
George & Wallio, 2017; Hall & Smith, 2009).

Research regarding Millennial employees within the law and finance sectors is scarce,
however the limited literature provides initial suggestions for maintaining Millennial
employees within these sectors. For example, Hall and Smith (2009) found that particular
types of managerial mentoring for young employees increases turnover rates within the
finance sector in Australia. The study suggested that mentoring specifically around career
development support encouraged employees to leave their current position within the finance
sector, due to increasing employees’ beliefs in their ability to be hired elsewhere. This finding
is contrary to research on Millennial employees in general, which suggested that Millennial
employees want effective mentorship as it encourages them to stay with existing employers
(Deloitte, 2016).

Similarly, Church (2014) investigated effective methods to assimilate and encourage
the adjustment of new Millennial employees within the finance sector. Results proposed that
to effectively assimilate and retain new employees there must be supportive peers, effective
supervisors, positive role models from partners within the firm, and a clear work life balance.

While these findings are generally consistent with motivating factors for Millennial
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employees in general (Deloitte, 2016; Twenge & Campbell, 2008), further research is
warranted within this particular cohort of Millennials due to the high rates of turnover
inherent within these sectors (Forbes, 2013; Gallup, 2016; George & Wallio, 2017; PwC,
2011).

Conclusion

This literature review provided an overview of current research into Millennial
employees’ preferences, including psychological traits and values, which contribute to
motivation and retention within employment. Understanding what motivates Millennial
employees within organisations is of importance due to the large number of Millennial
employees currently entering the workforce (Stewart et al., 2017). The concept of
generational differences was considered, highlighting the mixed research within the area.
There has been varied debate whether differences do in fact exist between employees of
different generations (Joshi et al., 2010), or whether differences are rather due to age and life-
stage influences (Macky et al., 2008). While studies investigating generations within the
workplace have utilised meta-analyses and systematic reviews, there are inconsistent
definitions of generational cohorts, an over reliance on cross-sectional data, and interactions
between cohort and age effects, influencing possible generational outcomes (Becton, Walker,
& Jones-Farmer, 2014; Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015; Macky et al., 2008). Overall, research
in the area is of mixed quality, with no definitive results.

There is also a lack of research within the law and finance sectors when considering
Millennial employee preferences. It is important to investigate Millennial preferences within
the law and finance sectors, considering the high levels of turnover inherent within these
contexts (Church, 2014; Forbes, 2013; George & Wallio, 2017; Hall & Smith, 2009). In fact,
several researchers have called for an increase in research, and context specific research, to

draw more decisive evidence regarding motivational factors and preferences of Millennial
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employees in specific workplace contexts (Deal et al., 2010; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Rentz,
2015).

Overall, this literature review highlights the inconsistencies within current literature
on Millennial preferences in the workplace, and particularly on the concept of generational
differences. More research needs to be conducted on whether or not Millennial employees
have particular motivational preferences, as this would provide strategies on how to
effectively motivate and retain the current influx of Millennial employees into the workforce

(Fry, 2016; Stewart et al., 2017).
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