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The Global Leadership Research Project

The annual Global Leadership Research Project 
offers valuable, detailed insights in this area. 
Conducted by Chally, the project began with an 
in-depth survey of approximately 300 CEOs and 
senior HR leaders spanning companies from $25 
million in revenue to over $10 billion. 

Engaging with a sampling of these leaders 
directly through interviews, we investigated the 
approaches and tools pioneered by companies 
committed to investing in their own talent. One 
key issue studied revolves around engaging 
and developing employees of the millennial 
generation.

What can organizations do to engage 
millennial employees? 

Variations on this theme drive a popular and 
compelling discussion in talent management 
circles. Unfortunately, much of the evidence 
is anecdotal, and much of the conversation is 
negative. Too often the focus is on “coping,” 
“mitigating,” or “managing” what some older 
leaders consider a strange and challenging new 
phenomenon.

Companies that excel in developing talent, 
however, are both more rigorous and more 
positive. These firms view younger employees 
as a source of new capabilities and fresh 
perspectives. They approach the rising generation 
as a powerful force for transformation in the 
workplace, and indeed as the future leadership 
of their companies. And while they realize that 
new employees must always adapt to established 
cultures, they embrace the idea that the 
organization itself must also change to make the 
most of a changing workforce.

“Millennials” Defined

Millennials, an abbreviation for 
millennial generation, is a term 
used by demographers to describe 
a segment of the population 
born between 1980 and 2000 
(approximately). Sometimes 
referred to in the media as 
“Generation Y,” millennials are the 
children of the post-WWII baby 
boomer generation. Millennials 
are also sometimes called the “Net 
generation” because they don’t 
remember a time when there was 
no Internet. As a result of growing 
up with the Internet and associated 
devices, millennials are often said 
to be the most technologically 
savvy generation to date.
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Common Threads

In this broader context, the survey asked, “How 
critical is focusing on the attraction, training, 
and retention of the millennial generation for 
your company?”

The ways in which these goals take shape in 
recruiting, training, and development programs 
vary enormously. Some technological approaches, 
such as social media collaboration and online 
training tools, arguably have broader utility to 
the entire organization. Others are undoubtedly 
millennial-specific, and tend to reflect the deeper 
goals and concerns of the new generation. These 
common threads include a clear development 
path, meaningful work, abundant feedback, 
the opportunity for rapid career progress, and a 
respected voice in the organization.
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ACCORDING TO OUR RESEARCH:

Over 58% of organizations 
surveyed believe it is critical or 
very important to focus on the 
development of millennials

23.8%

34.5%
20.2%

15.5%

6%

Not Important

Somewhat Important
Important

Very Important
Critical

HR and CEO respondents are focused on the 
potential different talent management needs of the 
millennial generation. The majority of organizations 
find the attraction, development and retention of 
the millennial generation a very important or critical 
concern for their organization. 

Some of the ways organizations are focusing on 
millennials, as indicated by verbatim responses:

• “Educating ourselves on how to reach this 
generation”

• “Actively acknowledging the behavior and 
thought patterns of the millennials”

• “Using social media”
• “Developing a more formal career path with 
• advancement opportunities”
• “Reviewing our policies, benefits and cultural 
• practices to support this age group”
• “We offer flexible work arrangements, privacy 

rooms for working mothers, autonomy and being 
a part of the decision making process”

• “We have bolstered our mentoring program and 
offer flex and job sharing”
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Recruiting: New Approaches

The effort to engage millennials begins in the 
most obvious recruiting arena, the university. 
Larger organizations maintain a strong recruiting 
presence there. Deloitte, the top private company 
in the study’s 2014 Best Companies for Leaders, 
taps senior partners, principals, and directors to 
work with nearly 40 target universities, recruiting 
more than 7,000 graduates each year.

Firms take various millennial-focused approaches 
to enhance the effectiveness of student recruiting, 
from refreshing their employer brand to 
increasing their reliance on social media. Aware 
that inclusion is important to millennials, some 
companies emphasize their community outreach 
efforts and connect with or create diversity 
organizations, both on campus and within the 
organization.

Once the organization makes contact, internship 
and co-op programs offer an extremely popular 
way to involve prospective employees more 
deeply. The best are shaped by research 
specifically on the engagement and retention 
of millennial talent. Here again, a meaningful 
work experience is a key concept. Best-practice 
programs collaboratively set clear goals, involve 
“real” work, and offer significant development 
support. Because of the value millennials place on 
recognition, some internships specifically provide 
contact with executives and opportunities for 
interns’ contributions to be recognized by leaders.

Onboarding: Intensive and Sustained

For many companies, the internship experience is 
the preferred pathway to full-time employment. 
Whenever the process of onboarding and 
training begins, it is immediate, intensive, and 
sustained. To introduce millennials to the life 
of the organization, the best programs strike a 
careful balance between purpose-built learning 
experiences and challenging, productive work. 

Providing flexibility, ample feedback, and tangible 
evidence of progress are key factors in sustaining 
engagement.

Here again, Deloitte’s experience shows the level 
of commitment and complexity required for a 
best-practice approach. Realizing that millennials 
now make up more than 50% of the firm’s client-
facing workforce, the company has built a robust 
“Welcome to Deloitte” program optimized for the 
learning styles and professional goals of the rising 
generation.

To engage these digital natives, the program 
focuses on immediate, interactive experiences. 
Simulations, role-playing, small-group activities, 
and games help new hires understand how to 
work successfully as part of a client team. An 
enterprise social networking platform connects 
them to resources and opportunities on a global 
scale and reinforces the core beliefs and cultural 
norms of the company. As employees move 
through the year-long process, a customized 
dashboard lets them chart their path and track 
their progress. Graduates of the program report 
understanding the organization and feeling 
welcomed to it at rates of 96% or more.  

Development: The Social Professional

Given their duration, some of the more elaborate 
onboarding efforts overlap with development 
offerings for current employees. In these 
programs, the themes of meaningful work and 
rapid progression continue to guide best practices 
for developing millennials.

As befits a global consultancy, PwC’s efforts are 
rooted in a global research study of millennial 
attitudes, behaviors, and work styles. The more 
than 44,000 responses collected helps leaders 
understand how millennials compare with their 
non-millennial colleagues, and supports such 
initiatives as a Young Professionals Network and 
accelerated development programs. 
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GE takes a more collaborative approach to the 
same goals through its Global New Directions 
program. This brings together teams of next-
generation leaders to identify approaches, 
tools, and processes that can help the company 
attract and inspire a diverse, globally competitive 
workforce.

Verizon offers a variety of opportunities across its 
organization, including internships, entry-level 
opportunities and robust rotational leadership 
development programs. The intern experience 
is a critical element of its mission to attract 
and retain top talent and serves as the priority 
pipeline for future full-time opportunities and 
returning internships and co-ops. The design 
of the intern program is directly influenced 
by research on engagement and retention of 
millennial talent. Verizon has a robust check-and-
balance system that ensures all interns have clear 
goals, meaningful work, and an opportunity to 
showcase their achievements to the leaders of the 
organization.

Verizon’s six enterprise-wide Leadership 
Development Programs (Engineering, Finance, 
Human Resources, Information Technology, 
Supply Chain and Marketing) are designed to build 
a strong pipeline of future leaders by providing 
rotational assignments that develop functional 
competency and leadership capabilities. 
The rigorous rotational assignments enable 
these high-caliber millennials to contribute 
to critical business initiatives while building 
their professional network through bi-annual 
enrichment and networking events.  

All VLDP employees are paired with top-talent 
mentors within their first year of the program, 
and the company reinforces the importance of 
being good corporate citizens through annual 
community outreach events.

Verizon also offers a robust training curriculum 
for high-potential talent within the organization. 
Specifically, Verizon Leadership University is 
a corporate leadership development program 
designed to grow leaders at all levels and 
consists of core courses and ongoing learning 
resources. Verizon believes that every day is a 
new opportunity to develop as a leader, improve 
how you influence your team, and create greater 
value for customers and shareholders. Its suite 
of training programs and classes all incorporate 
millennial-friendly features such as social 
collaboration technologies and e-learning. From 
a development perspective, Verizon encourages 
geographic mobility amongst its employees, 
especially when new opportunities become 
available.    

Deloitte continues its emphasis on social 
collaboration from initial training into all aspects 
of their development efforts. In addition to formal 
programs, the company stresses more organic 
opportunities for professional growth through 
community-of-practice microsites and the Deloitte 
People Network, which facilitates networking 
and peer-to-peer coaching and allows employees 
to crowd-source information globally. Micro-
blogging is strongly encouraged, and user-created 
forums help match younger professionals with 
mentors.

Some companies are already taking these efforts 
to a higher organizational level with programs for 
training the next generation of leaders. Verizon’s 
Talent 2020 initiative is rolling out a series of 
test and pilot programs focused specifically 
on millennials. Verizon and others have built 
rotational leadership programs and numerous 
high-potential programs. One characteristic 
shared by best-practice companies is starting 
early: the strategic effort to identify and develop 
future leaders starts at the very beginning of the 
employment lifecycle.
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Organizational change: Reciprocal 
Advantages

In the broadest sense, however, a commitment 
to developing talent reaches beyond one-way 
training activities, or even programs that give 
younger employees a truly collaborative role. 
Leading companies show that a more expansive 
effort is required, one in which changes to the 
business itself support a holistic, long-term 
integration of the new generation.

Verizon’s commitment to managing “cross-
generational talent” hints at this broader 
perspective, asserting (contrary to some 
conventional wisdom) that millennials aren’t a 
radical phenomenon but rather just one of many 
generational populations, each with unique needs 
and contributions.

Like-minded companies are training managers to 
understand generational differences and adapt to 
them. In some firms, this topic is a core part of all 
management development programs. In at least 
one, a coaching and mentoring approach, based 
on the ‘servant leader’ philosophy, is mandated 
for all leaders in the company. 

Communication techniques such as social 
collaboration platforms are rapidly becoming 
part of the corporate landscape, not just for new 
hires or young employees but organization-
wide. Even HR practices are changing to align 
with the inclinations of the millennial workforce: 
from more robust performance review and 
feedback methodologies, to health and wellness 
competitions, to experiments with flexible work 
hours and locations.

One innovation that perhaps typifies these trends 
is “reverse mentoring.” Adopted by several firms in 

the study, this approach promises insights in both 
directions. Older managers come to understand 
the attitudes, motivations, and cultural norms 
typical of their younger peers, learn practical 
technical and social skills – and often profit 
from informal, unfiltered feedback. Millennial 
mentors gain the professional benefits of contact 
with senior managers, plus a gratifying level of 
visibility. They feel that their generation’s voices 
are being heard.

Next-generation development: 
Bigger, Better, Faster

The workplace has always evolved. Expectations, 
norms, policies and practices, even the physical 
and digital spaces in which work gets done have 
changed over time as each generation has come to 
assert itself. Rising cohorts of young professionals 
before this one have also been met with a mixture 
of incomprehension, anxiety, and promise. In the 
long view, the challenges and possibilities posed 
by the latest evolution may not be that different 
from those that came before, apart from some 
indisputable differences unique to digital natives.

What does seem to be different today is the 
breadth and sophistication of the efforts 
leading organizations are taking to integrate 
the new generation into their cultures. Faced 
with generational challenges at a time when 
so many other aspects of business are also 
changing, companies are responding swiftly and 
decisively. And by adapting the way the entire 
company functions to match the inclinations and 
capabilities of millennials, best-practice firms are 
affirming just how much each generation can offer 
to the others.
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About Chally

Founded in 1973, Chally has evolved from a research firm to an industry-leading talent 
assessment software provider, offering greater flexibility to our customers while maintaining a 
scientific, data-backed approach to everything we do. For nearly five decades, companies large 
and small have relied on Chally to help them find the right talent, unlock their potential, and 
make informed, evidence-based talent management decisions.
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