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Why the Label Generation Why?

I ’VE WORKED WITH YOUNG PEOPLE all of my adult life. I
was born in 1957, at the tail end of what has since been
referred to as the Baby Boom. Like most Boomers, I

naturally assumed everyone in America, except for my par-
ents, was pretty much like me. I naively assumed they
thought as I thought, believed in the same things I believed
in, and felt about most things the way I felt.

My professional career began as a high school teacher and
coach, and my naive assumption was quickly laid to rest by the
graduating class of 1980. Even though they were only five years
younger than me, it seemed like we were light years apart. Born
in the early sixties, these students were born after the popula-
tion boom and had missed out on the prosperity boom and
patriotic boom that punctuated my generation. It was a much
smaller generation than mine, and one that didn’t readily accept
the Pollyannaish notion of the virtues of God, Mom, the
Chevrolet, and apple pie. And I wasn’t the only one who felt
that these students were jaded and cynical. The tenured teach-
ers at my school and throughout the country were commenting
that something weird had happened; that the new students were a
strange breed apart from the norm. Something had happened
alright, but no one could say what or why.

The first moniker given to them, the Baby Busters, sig-
nified an end to the U.S. population boom, but it fell short
of adequately defining this strange new breed that had come
into the world. Years later, the graduating class of 1980
(along with the next fifteen that followed) were being
referred to as Generation Xers. They were causing a com-
motion, not only in the classroom as students but also in the
workplace as the new labor force.
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In time, I found my way with Generation X. I was forced
to. I interacted every day with Xers. I started out as a teacher
with Xers as my students. Then I entered the business world
and managed a workforce composed almost entirely of Xers.
Years later I found my calling as a motivational speaker for
students, and I’m sure you can guess who I was expected to
both captivate and inspire. I grew to love my work with
them, and I knew that nothing in my life could ever be more
challenging—or more rewarding—than connecting with,
and motivating members of Generation X. 

Once again, I had made an assumption that was incor-
rect. Even though I remained a speaker for high school and
college students, the Gen Xers grew up and moved on. In
their place, they left a whole ’nother breed that, in compar-
ison, makes the Xers look tame.

Indeed, we are experiencing the effects of another sig-
nificant shift in generations. We are now experiencing the
emergence of post-Generation X, and they are far more dif-
ficult to reach and even harder to understand than even the
Xers were. To distinguish them from their predecessors, they
are being referred to with labels like Millennials, Echo
Boomers, Generation Next, Boomlets, Generation Y, and the
Net Generation. Although convenient and clever, these
labels set the parameters of what they are but fall short of
defining who they are. 

In our midst there is now an entire generation whose per-
ception of information, reality, authority, respect, privilege,
rules, culture, right, and wrong is vastly different than that of
those who’ve gone before them. They simply refuse to do the
what before they know the why. It is as if every child born in
America after 1980 has had a microchip surgically implanted
in his or her forehead that filters out every command, every
request, and every instruction that is not bundled with accept-
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able rationale. They are a generation that demands to know
“why?” Whether you work with them, have tried to get service
from them, or live with them, you have undoubtedly been
asked questions like these:

Why should I listen to you? Why should I tell the truth,
obey the rules, and do as I’m told? Why should I have a dream
and set goals? Why should I go to school, study hard, and get
a job? Why should I show up for work on time, wear a uniform,
and treat the customer like they’re special? Why should I work
hard and keep my nose to the grindstone for a promise that it
might pay off down the line? Why should I believe in you,
myself, the government, the future, anything? Why?

It is as if every child born in America after 1980 
has had a microchip surgically implanted in his 
or her forehead that filters out every command, 
every request, and every instruction that is not 

bundled with acceptable rationale.

It is for this reason that I’ve dubbed the 60+ million
Americans born between 1980 and 1994 Generation Why. If
you work with them, beside them, or even for them, you know
the name is deadly accurate. They are questioning all the rules,
all the time-honored institutions, and all the previously
unquestioned questions—and they are doing it loudly!

Let us not forget that although questioning authority has his-
torically been regarded as a lack of respect, it might also be seen
as a sign of an investigative mind and individuality. Nancy
Reagan ushered in the “Just Say No” campaign. Nike told
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Generation X to “Just Do It.” The Army tried to get eighteen-
year-olds to enlist by prompting them to “Be All That You Can
Be!” While these campaigns worked amazingly well with
Boomers and Xers, they bombed out with the Whys. Generation
Why wants answers, not commands. They demand reasons and
rationale, so the traditional “because I said so” isn’t going to cut
it. This doesn’t make them stupid, but rather it proves that
they’re shockingly bright and discerning. It also makes them
extremely difficult to understand and even harder to manage
and motivate.

They demand reasons and rationale, 
so the traditional “because I said so” 

isn’t going to cut it.

Please don’t make the mistake of thinking that this book
is about teenagers. Rather, think of it as being about an
entire generation, most of whom are currently in their
teenage years. But the vast majority of the values, attitudes,
and beliefs ingrained in them throughout their youth will
remain with them throughout their lives, just as most of the
values, attitudes, and beliefs you hold to now have their ori-
gins in your earlier years.

Mature adults are not warmly receptive to the idea of
having to attach rationale to everything they ask their chil-
dren/students/young employees to do. We think to our-
selves, “we did what we were told, and they should, too.”
When our expectations are not met, we feel angry, confused,
and disconnected, and we might even start to blame them
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for the problems we’re having connecting with them.
However, instead of fighting them, if we change the way we
view them and how we communicate with them, the results
are astounding.

Education is rapidly passing this baton to business, and
as a result your workforce is being transformed in front of
your eyes. Your emerging workforce is causing you to reex-
amine your hiring practices and revamp your management
techniques. This is good—if you’re proceeding with insight
and a practical plan. However, if you’re slow to make
changes, or you are making changes without really under-
standing the root cause—you may be signing up for some
serious trouble. 

This book will demonstrate that when you and I lay our
preconceived notions aside, look for insight, reach out to
this generation, and sufficiently address the question “why?”
(not necessarily answer it), Generation Why becomes phe-
nomenally attentive, motivated, creative, and empowered.
It’s then that you’ll discover that they can do amazing things
for your business.
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The Aliens Have Landed

A SPACESHIP HAS LANDED in your company parking
lot. The beings coming down the craft’s ladder and
entering your place of business have assumed

human form, but their clothing, their hair, and their skin
adornments are obviously not of this world. Communication
is a major barrier, as they speak in a language all their own
and seem to have difficulty understanding your requests.
They claim to have come in peace, but you see signs that they
anger quickly, even to the point of aggression. 

Your first reaction is to rush to the spaceship and close
the door in hopes these aliens will return to their own
galaxy, but alas, it’s too late and they are too great in num-
ber. You have heard tales of these creatures, and you have
seen them around your town and your community, but you
wonder why they have chosen to invade your domain.
Suddenly it dawns on you. They have seen the Now Hiring
sign in your window; they know you are in desperate need
of help, and they have come to apply. Having exhausted all
other options, you reluctantly decide to integrate the aliens
into your workforce. You hope for the best, even if you have
no idea how to bring it about.

Experienced managers thought they had seen it all. Just
when they found the answers to working with cranky, apathetic
Generation X (now well into their late twenties and thirties),
along comes a generation that completely changes their assump-
tions about how young people come up in the world, and what
it takes to connect with them. The managers in my seminars
vent their frustrations as if they were in group therapy:

“They don’t give a hoot about my customers!”
“If you correct their mistakes, they’ll quit on you!”
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“I can’t get them to show up on time!”
“They picked up the cash register functions in a snap,

but when it goes down, they can’t count change back from
a dollar!”

“You have to watch ’em like a hawk, or they’ll steal you
blind!”

“She asked for an extended lunch hour to go shopping
with a friend, and it was only her third day on 
the job!”

“He looked okay at the interview, but two days later, he
showed up for work with blue spiked hair and a pierced
eyebrow!”

“If the pizza joint down the street offers them fifty cents
more per hour than I’m paying, they’re gone without a word
of notice!”

“They assume it’s okay to call me by my first name, and they
act as if we’re buddies. I’m fifty-three, and I’m their boss!”

“When I do something extra for them, they act as if I
owed it to them!”

Ready or not, here comes Generation Why. And they’re
not politely knocking—they’re breaking down the door!
They are entering the workforce—and society—with a
whole new set of attitudes, values, and beliefs.

Gen Why numbers more than 60 million, which is sig-
nificantly larger than the size of Generation X, and just
slightly smaller than the Baby Boom Generation. Here are a
few demographic insights:

☛ 1 in 3 is not Caucasian,
☛ 2 in 4 come from a single-parent home,
☛ 4 in 5 have working mothers, and more than 2% have

one or both parents incarcerated.
When you take a statistical look at the emerging work-

force, the numbers tell the story of a nation in transition.

8 E M P L O Y I N G G E N E R A T I O N W H Y ?



Ready or not, here comes Generation Why. 
And they’re not politely knocking—they’re breaking

down the door! They are entering the workforce—and
society—with a whole new set of attitudes, 

values, and beliefs.

☛ There has been an increase of close to 25% in young
managers, age twenty to twenty-four.

☛ Jobs in retail are expected to continue to grow 14%
in the next six years.

☛ Service jobs are growing at an astronomical 47% rate.
☛ Turnover (employees leaving their jobs at twelve months

or less) among young workers is at an all-time high. For twenty-
to twenty-four-year-olds, the rate is 54%. Among sixteen- to
nineteen-year-olds, the rate is 78%.

Numbers only graph the outline, but when you connect
the dots, all of these statistics mean that the new and emerg-
ing workforce is presenting a gargantuan challenge and that
change will continue as they move up through the organiza-
tion. Particularly impacted, of course, are the retail and serv-
ice sectors, but high-tech firms are also struggling to inte-
grate Gen Why into an environment that has already been
challenged by prima donna Gen Xers. Gen Why has grown
up with a lack of constancy, which means that your current
human resource policy of rewards and promotions probably
won’t cut it—and your current crop of Gen Whys probably
won’t be around in two to three years, for reasons you have
little or no control over. The internal chaos that results from
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so much turnover has monumental, most often negative,
consequences for your long-time employees. This means
that you not only have to figure out how to recruit, train,
and manage your new employees, you have to re-examine
your whole system of managing human and other resources.
Business is and will be different, no question about it. The
real question is—what are you going to do differently in your
business?

TAKE ME TO YOUR LEADER!

America’s business leaders are baffled. If you’ve had any expe-
rience employing, supervising, or managing young people,
you know that referring to your emerging workforce as aliens
isn’t all that outrageous. After all, they do not see life—much
less a job—like you or anyone from a previous generation
does. However, because your success hinges on their perform-
ance, you cannot afford to ignore them or hope they will grow
out of their attitudes and behaviors towards work. Because
how can you lead them if you don’t understand them?

The best we can do as managers and mentors of Generation
Why is to realize how different their coming of age is from the
way ours was. The place to start is understanding the kinds of
messages they have been receiving that can—and most often
do—run counter to the lessons we try to teach them. We can
impart our wisdom and our experience, but every day since birth
they have been subjected to a radical counter-programming. For
Generation Why, this is how the world really works.

How can you lead them 
if you don’t understand them?
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It is difficult, to say the least, to instill in Generation
Why a solid work ethic (patience, determination, integrity,
persistence, ingenuity, etc.) when the world around them
says that they can get what they want without it. It’s no won-
der that many Gen Why managers complain that leading
them on the job is like trying to push a piece of string across
a table. But do not despair! As you will discover in subse-
quent chapters, the very forces that drive Gen Whys to ques-
tion the process and to attempt to separate effort from
reward can be used to bring out the best in them, creating
new and exciting results for your business.

The very forces that drive Gen Whys to question the
process and to attempt to separate effort from reward

can be used to bring out the best in them.

WORLDS APART

We all occupy the same basic space and have the same basic
physiology. So how come they don’t seem like they’re mem-
bers of the same species?

They aren’t like you, and they never will be. On Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs pyramid, Whys need and want the same
things you do (food, shelter, belonging, self-actualization),
but they are going to go about acquiring those things in a
radically different way. This is where the differences begin.
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They aren’t like you, and they never will be.

Psychologists pretty much agree that our values drive our
decisions and that our decisions forge our identities and indi-
viduality and shape our lives. They also remind us that our
core values are programmed into us during our first fifteen to
sixteen years of life, through a combination of five major life-
shaping influences: Parents/Family; Schools/Education;
Religion/Morality; Friends/Peers; and Media/Culture.

The decisions you make in your professional and per-
sonal lives are rooted somewhere in your value system, and
that system was predominantly formed before you got your
driver’s license or went on your first date. Granted, you have
matured and changed through the years, but most of your
core values (what I’ll be referring to from here on out as your
value programming or the way you are wired) are probably
pretty much still intact.

Do you think today’s world and the combination of
those five influences that programmed you are the same as
they were in the eighties, or in the nineties? Of course not!
They’re not even close. Odds are, your mother didn’t work
full time throughout your childhood. You probably never
had to worry about a kid pulling a gun on you in school.
You went to church or synagogue most weeks. Your friends
lived close by, and you spent more time with them in person
than you did talking to them on the phone. And you prob-
ably recall a time when popular music was more about love
than hate and prime time television focused on family rela-
tionships instead of sexual ones.
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My point is simple. The question here isn’t, “How old are
you?” but rather, “When were you young?” Pull off your
Traditional/Boomer/Xer glasses and take a look at the world
from a different perspective—put on a pair of Gen Why
glasses for a few minutes.

Generation Why has no recollection of the Reagan era,
and they don’t remember the Challenger explosion. They
were toddlers during Operation Desert Storm and Black
Monday, 1987. They don’t remember ET, Mr. T, or McDLTs.
They don’t remember PacMan, mopeds, or “Who shot J.R.?”
They don’t remember when every young boy wanted to
grow up to be just like O.J., or when being a presidential
intern was a respected assignment. Mention Miracle on Ice to
a Gen Why, and they think you’re talking about Tonya
Harding. They’ve never walked across a room to change the
stations on a television. They’ve never used carbon paper.
And they’ve never lost anything in shag carpeting!

On the other hand, Generation Why has never known
life without cell phones, pagers, fax machines, and voice
mail. Their world has always included minivans, bottled
water, cable television, overnight package delivery, and chat
rooms. They would have no personal reference for a time
before ATMs, VCRs, PCs, CDs, MTV, CNN, SUVs or TCBYs!
And sadly enough, Gen Whys have never known a world
without AIDS, without crack, or without terrorist attacks.
They’ve never known a world where kids didn’t shoot and
kill other kids.

Naturally, the long-term effects of these influences can
only be predicted at this point in time. However, if you were
to take a very broad look at the general influences and
resulting attitudes of the last three generations, it might look
something like the information in Table 1.
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The Future Is ours!

Television Bonanza

Wealth I’ll earn it!

Heroes/Role Models Men of Character

Kids Killing Kids Unthinkable

For Kicks Drive-Ins

Employment for Teens Hard to find

Loyalty to Employer I could work my way to the top!

Parents Try to please them.

Justice Always prevails

School/Training Tell me WHAT to do.

Respecting Elders Is automatic

Credit/Borrowing Only if I have to.

Environment Don’t litter.

Government Is there dishonesty?

Communication Via parents’ phone

Shock Rock Icons Little Richard

Elvis Presley

Alice Cooper

Change Dislike

Streetwise Naïve

Technology Ignorant

Video Game Pong

Pornography In Movie Theaters

Promiscuity leads to Mono

TABLE 1: Generational Comparison Chart

TOPIC BABY BOOMERS 1946-1964



Sucks! Might not happen!

Family Ties Jerry Springer

I don’t care that much about it. Gimme, or I’ll take it!

Men and Women of Character What’s Character?

It’s possible It’s everywhere

Drive Thrus Drive Bys

I’ll work if I have to. Jobs are a dime a dozen!

This could lead to the top! If I can’t take Saturday off, I’ll quit!

Try to put up with them. Aren’t around much.

Usually prevails Can be bought

Show me HOW to do it. WHY do I need to learn this?

Is polite Just because they’re older? No way!

If I really want something. How much can I get?

Save the whales. It’s too late now.

There is dishonesty! Is there honesty?

Via personal phone Pager/cell phone/E-mail/chat rooms

Boy George Marilyn Manson

Ozzy Ozborne Nirvana

Madonna Eminem

Accept Demand

Aware Experienced

Comfortable Masters

PacMan Mortal Kombat

In Video Stores On TV, or a click away online.

Herpes AIDS

Attitudes and Influences of Adolescence

GENERATION X 1964-1979 GENERATION WHY 1980-1994



INTERNAL WIRING DIFFERENCES: 
THE WAY WE THINK
So what mark have these influences left upon your emerging
workforce? Perhaps the most profound difference, and the one
that is the springboard for most of the other differences we will
be discussing in the next chapter, is the way Gen Why thinks
and processes information. Where our minds operate more like
a VCR, theirs function more like a DVD player. Although they
both process complex sights and sounds, one accesses that infor-
mation in a sequential order, while the other can access and
process information sequentially, in reverse, or in random order
with no loss of time.

Where our minds operate more like a VCR, 
theirs function more like a DVD player.

The latest series of interactive video games exemplifies
the digital mentality of Generation Why. Players who don’t
want to go through the effort of actually defeating and mas-
tering the beginning and intermediate levels of these games
can simply log on to the Internet and download numerical
codes that will give them step-by-step instructions on how
to jump ahead to any level. To you and me, that amounts to
cheating. To Gen Why, it’s just using an external resource to
accomplish a goal.

You’re probably reading this book much like you do the
morning paper—from the front to the back. I bet you eat
your salad before your steak, and your steak before dessert.
When you took employment with your organization, you
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expected to begin low and work your way up through the
ranks. With any new recreational pursuit, you fully expect
to start out as a beginner, pay your dues as an intermediate,
and consistently practice hard to move to the next level.

You and I are linear, or analog, thinkers and doers. We
move sequentially from left to right, from top to bottom,
from front to back. We have been taught to learn, earn, save,
then spend. Our parents ingrained into our psyches that we
were to work before we could play. You and I believe that
there is a natural order to things, and we know that we must
adhere to The Law of the Farm: cultivate—plant—fertilize—
then harvest.

Generation Why doesn’t see it that way. For them, life is
an all-you-can-eat buffet, offering unlimited choice, few
rules, and a pay-as-you-can system. They see absolutely no
reason to stick with our analog logic in this digital world.
Not when they believe in their ability to leapfrog over the
painstaking cultivate/plant/fertilize parts and go directly to the
harvest!

For them, life is an all-you-can-eat buffet, 
offering unlimited choice, few rules, 

and a pay-as-you-can system.

How could any manager expect employees who were
value-programmed over the past twenty years to be remotely
the same now—or ever? How can we expect them to think
sequentially, when they are wired for a pull-down menu of
choices and immediate results? And if they’re not thinking like
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us, they’re not going to be automatically in sync with our logic,
rules, practices, and procedures. Understanding this is the first
step towards understanding Generation Why.

WHO MOVED MY CHEETOS?

Some things never change. There are the constants of youth: the
rebellion, the self-doubt, and the frustration with the status quo.
But every generation has its variables, too. Every generation faces
a world that is different from the one their parents and their
grandparents inherited. With the dawning of the Information
Age, Generation Why has collided with a reality that is radically
different than the world of your youth or your parents’ youth.
The change in their reality is as dramatic as the changes in soci-
ety and culture that took place when the Industrial Age changed
the face of the world about a hundred years ago. The Industrial
Age moved people out of rural, agrarian communities and into
big cities and industrial centers where the tone and pace of life
were radically different from life on the farm.

The change in their reality is as dramatic as the
changes in society and culture that took place when the

Industrial Age changed the face of the world.

Think about how you struggle as an adult with a dynamic,
global marketplace of ideas, where technology, mass media, and
the New Economy can change your existence in an afternoon.
Think about the pressures of an uncertain workplace, or the
speed at which you live your life, always running at full pace
just to keep up.
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Now imagine if you had never known life any other way.
Today the changes brought on by the Information Age affect
the mind far more than the body. Whereas older 
generations have had to learn to cope with the Information
Age, Generation Why has grown up with it. For them, all
this speed and change and uncertainty are normal. Big city,
small city, inner city, small town, uptown, downtown, even
in the remotest of areas—parents can run, but a high-tech,
media-dominated universe means that they can no longer
hide their children from the pervasive and persuasive mes-
sages that reverberate through our culture.

These messages may be hard for adults to decipher because
our opinions and values are already formed, but step outside
the framework of your own life and look at this postmodern
world from the viewpoint of Generation Why. You will quickly
understand exactly why Gen Why is so different.
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Profile: GW—What Can We
Really Expect?

W E’VE ALREADY ESTABLISHED that Gen Why is dif-
ferent than any previous generation. We’ve seen
how culture, technology, society, media, and the

events of the modern world have powerfully influenced Gen
Whys, causing them to approach life—and subsequently the
workplace—with a completely different set of attitudes, val-
ues, and beliefs. Now it’s time to get a better handle on the
common characteristics of Generation Why—their specific
values, attitudes, and behaviors—so that we can more effec-
tively manage and motivate them in the workplace.

LABELS, TERMS, AND CLASSIFICATIONS

I realize that I’m treading on dangerous ground in this section. I
am about to run the risk of stereotyping more than 60 million of
our fellow human beings. This is the slippery nature of genera-
tional analysis, which tends to paint large groups of people with
a broad brush. Making generalizations always raises the question
of the exception to the rule, and there are plenty of exceptions—
in your workplace, in your neighborhood, even in your own fam-
ily—to the twelve characteristics we’re about to discuss. While
many members of Gen Why display several of these traits, not
every Gen Why displays all of them, and in each case, it is defi-
nitely a matter of degree.

But making observations about the behavior of a gener-
ation, even the negative behavior, is a powerful tool for
understanding because, make no mistake, Generation Why
is different, and the older generations’ difficulty in dealing
with these differences is already causing friction in the
workplace. And that friction shows no sign of stopping.

20 E M P L O Y I N G G E N E R A T I O N W H Y ?



Generation Why is different, and the older generations’ 
difficulty in dealing with these differences 

is already causing friction in the workplace. 
And that friction shows no sign of stopping.

THE DOWNSIDE

Six of the twelve following characterizations of Gen Why are
not necessarily flattering terms. They are, however, frank
and honest, and are an essential prerequisite to helping
managers understand their new workforce. These negative
characterizations are not intended to condemn or malign
anyone, much less our nation’s youth. There is a lot of hope
and promise in Gen Why, but we also have to confront the
ways in which their attitudes and opinions don’t jibe with a
stable and productive workplace. The better that Boomer
and Xer (and even Gen Why!) managers can understand
these differences, the more effective they’ll become in deal-
ing with them.

Among the pages that immediately follow, you’ll discover
the less desirable traits of Gen Whys. You’ll see them
described by such terms as impatient, desensitized, disengaged,
skeptical, disrespectful, and bluntly expressive. You might be
tempted to say that these are traits of any young American in
the throes of puberty, but the difference is that for Gen Why
these aren’t just the results of adolescence. These modes
inform their behavior and their larger attitudes about the
world. Any normal adolescent rebelliousness has been mag-
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nified by the cultural influences described in the previous
chapter. Gen Whys have been imprinted to be independent,
and rather than receiving counter-programming from their
parents and from society, their independence and individual-
ity have only been reinforced.

Boomers, and to a growing extent Xers, tend to view Gen
Why with dread. Part of it has to do with the natural distrust
older generations have for the young—those people who
have the audacity to come along, just when adults have
everything the way they like it, and upset the apple cart with
new fashions, new music, new heroes, new attitudes, and
new morals. Part of it has to do with the inherent faults in
Gen Why. But this generation, perhaps unlike any before in
history, has been demonized.

The same media that has programmed them and under-
mined their values also constantly portrays them in a nega-
tive light. They are taken to task for wallowing in violent
music and video games; their tattoos and piercings are sen-
sationalized to the point where they are seen as freaks; and
they are shown as disconnected, lazy, even dangerous. Every
time the tragedy of violence strikes another school, the
papers and news magazines wonder what is wrong with
these kids. They have been frequently pictured being led
away from a courthouse in an orange prison jumper.

This generation, perhaps unlike any before 
in history, has been demonized.
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While Gen Why’s faults might appear easy fodder for
casual Boomer conversation, the “whole truth” often goes
unspoken. This generation shows an infinite amount more
promise and hope than they have been given credit for. Call
it a testimony to the indomitable human spirit, or the adapt-
ability of youth, but for all their negative traits, there are
counterbalancing attributes that make Gen Why the ulti-
mate paradox.

THE UPSIDE

The good news is that Generation Why is adaptable, innova-
tive, efficient, resilient, tolerant, and committed. They have the
time, the tools, and the talent to create a better world for us.
They have more information available to them than any pre-
vious generation—and they aren’t afraid to use it. They’ll
research products before they buy them, investigate colleges
before they enroll, and do background checks on prospec-
tive dates so they won’t end up in a dangerous predicament.

They have the time, the tools, and the talent 
to create a better world for us.

Studies show they place a much higher emphasis on mar-
riage and family than their parents do and that they will not
allow a career to upset a happy home life. I’ve been told by
countless teens that they are not going to make the mistakes
their parents did and that their family will always come first.
I firmly believe that Gen Whys will be better parents because
of what they and their friends have had to endure.
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Volunteerism is at an all-time high, thanks to the
unprecedented involvement of Generation Why, who are
putting their time where their hearts are. It is hard to find an
organized student club, sport, or activity where participants
aren’t involved in some type of community service as a part
of their credo. Soccer teams stick around after their games to
clean up the park. Student councils visit nursing homes,
paint homes for the elderly, and hold canned-food drives.
Cheerleaders volunteer to take underprivileged children
trick-or-treating. As a part of her graduation requirements,
my sixteen-year-old daughter, Whitney, is required to do a
minimum of sixteen hours of community service each
semester and report her efforts back to her high school
counselor.

Both Sides on Your Side

As you read the descriptions that follow, you’ll see how
they are all interrelated. For example, the fact that Gen Why
has been programmed by this ever-changing world to be
inherently impatient has led them to be more readily adapt-
able to change. In other words, for every downside charac-
terization, there is an upside. It is therefore necessary to
comprehend the macro view of your Whys rather than arriv-
ing at a hasty stereotype of their pluses and minuses, relying
solely on the sound bite ramblings of the word on the street. 

TWELVE COMMON TRAITS AND
TENDENCIES OF GENERATION WHY

With that in mind, let’s examine the twelve common traits
and tendencies that serve as a snapshot profile of Generation
Why.
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1. Impatient Complete these clichés: 
Patience is a ___________ . 
Good things come to those who _________ .

I’ll bet if you scored your results on paper, you got 100%. If
you scored using your life as the example, the results would
not be pretty. 

Life in the new millennium is all about speed. We want
everything faster today than it was yesterday. Faster commutes.
Faster connections. No waiting in service lines. Express delivery.
Fast. Quick. Instant everything.

Gen Why has grown up in an instant world, and they
don’t buy in to the old “patience is a virtue” and “good things
come to those who wait” axioms. Many, if not most, people
realize that making big changes in your life—buying a house,
getting married, starting a new business—takes time, effort,
and patience. But Generation Why has not learned those life
lessons yet. To them, patience is a sign of being out of step.
The patient are glanced over, passed over, and run over.
Patience means you might not get what you want. Time has
become the ultimate commodity, and success is measured by
the speed with which goods and services are acquired.

Part of this has to do with the natural impulsiveness of the
young. But where the Great Depression taught a nation of people
to make sacrifices and to be patient, the Information Age has
taught Generation Why that you never have to wait for anything.
First there was FedEx, then E-mail, and then Instant Messaging.
The message our Information culture and economy sends
Generation Why is that you never have to wait, and if you do find
yourself waiting, there’s always another company waiting to give
you what you want faster, better, and cheaper.

Boomers don’t like to wait, and their Gen Why offspring
have learned that waiting is bad and that patience is for
someone else. We have spawned a generation of Stress
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Puppies who are in a perpetual rush to get the goods before
time runs out. This is a generation best summed up by the
kid that will stand in front of a microwave oven shouting,
“Come on, I ain’t got all minute!” 

We have spawned a generation of Stress Puppies 
who are in a perpetual rush to get the goods 

before time runs out.

Gen Whys are perpetual Stimulus Junkies. Where you and
I might believe the world is moving too fast, for them it’s not
moving fast enough. What intrigues us bores them. Their men-
tal diet consists of an endless stream of visual, auditory, and sen-
sory stimulation where everything moves at the speed of light.
This presents a huge challenge to managers, teachers, trainers,
parents, and anyone else who is trying to get them to focus on
that which does not come prepackaged with high-speed graph-
ics and an adrenaline rush.

I use the term Junkie because it implies a compelling
desire. Generation Why doesn’t merely want sensory stimu-
lation—they’re addicted to it. When they aren’t receiving
their minimum requirement for stimulus from a single source
or in a given situation, they switch into another mode, for-
eign to most non-Gen Whys: multitasking. Their brains are
programmed to consume information in bulk and process it
simultaneously, and they will shut down or go into sleep
mode if they experience any degree of sensory deprivation.

Beyond mere stimuli they also crave change. In fact, if
change is not a part of their work environment, they will
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instantly create it. The irony is, Generation Why does not
really know what change is. How can they, when they have
no real comprehension of what stability is? After all, to truly
understand change, you first have to know what constancy
is. You’d have to know rules without exceptions, principles
without variables, and a world with absolute truths, guaran-
tees, certainties, and constants. Those who were born in the
eighties and raised in the nineties have heard about these
concepts, but have little or no experience with them.

If change is not a part of their work environment, 
they will instantly create it.

Life for Generation Why is a never-ending sequence of events
where nothing stands still. In their world, news that is more than
a few minutes old is not considered news, technology becomes
obsolete the moment it is introduced, and what was a red-hot
trend this morning will be painfully out of style tonight! They
have been conditioned to the quick fix and the speedy solution.
For them, frustration is what happens when they cannot get an
immediate answer or an instantaneous result. 

WHYS UP! Don’t waste the unique talent
your Gen Whys have for multi-

tasking and digesting information quickly. Be on the lookout
for new trends in training and keep feeding their need to be
stimulated by continuing to teach them new skills. Provide
them with the freedom to explore new methods for doing
repetitive tasks, and they’ll show you how to increase pro-
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ductivity and efficiency. Ask them for suggestions to
improve processes and shorten learning curves. Let them be
involved in the design of new training systems. Keep meet-
ings and internal communication short and to the point and
vary the methods for delivering the necessary content.
When change happens, let your Gen Whys ride the wave
and help you adjust. After all, change doesn’t scare them the
way it may tend to rock your world. They love change, and
they’ll help you embrace it and use it to your advantage.

2.Adaptable Gen Whys thirst for change and are
programmed to readily accept and adapt to the con-

stantly changing world they are a part of. My dad, a WWII
veteran, hates change. He even has trouble understanding
why the price of gas constantly fluctuates. He often refers to
the good old days when the neighborhood service station
(When was the last time you heard that term?) advertised
regular gas at 29.9 cents per gallon, and they didn’t have one
of those big signs with the removable letters. They had the
price painted on their exterior wall! 

Being born at the tail end of the Baby Boom, I learned to
cope with change. I still tend to be mostly conservative in
nature, but I know some change can be good. I take change
in stride, and I try to make the best of it. My younger sisters,
both Xers, actually enjoy change. They tend to be drawn to
progressive, forward-thinking ideas and are more open to
new ways of doing things than my peers or I seem to be. My
children, all Gen Whys, are at the opposite end of the spec-
trum. They demand change and they will gravitate towards
it. They thrive in the type of whirlwind environments that
repel my dad, scare me, and shock my sisters.

Even though Gen Why didn’t create this sped-up world—
they inherited it!—it is encouraging and mind-boggling to real-
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ize that instead of complaining or withdrawing, they are mak-
ing the most of it. The impatience we talked about in the pre-
vious section can actually work to their advantage. They know
change is coming, and rather than sit back and wait for it to
come and then freak out about it, they rush to it. It may seem
like they’re addicted to change, but often they’re just impatient
to get through it. And their incredibly adaptive skills let them.
A Gen Why is hungry for the latest version of software so they
can learn it and put it to use. They aren’t so much addicted to
change itself as they are especially equipped to process it, and
they just don’t want to waste any time. They know that life is
short and to be enjoyed, and that the people who can adapt
quickly can spend less time fretting over what they can’t control
and more time enjoying life.

The pace of change is not slowing down much, either!
Life is only going to get quicker in the years ahead. Business
desperately needs to tap into the mind-set of a generation
that can think, adapt, and embrace change before it hap-
pens. Leading organizations are searching for people who
dream in color and are capable of seeing the future before it
unfolds. Gen Why brings the ability to instantly react posi-
tively to change. Think about the implications of that: faster
roll outs, faster training, faster product launches, faster
rebounds from a bad year. And they do it happily. That is the
power present in Generation Why. 

WHYS UP! Don’t shield your Whys from the
changes that are taking place in

your organization or your industry. Instead, harness their ener-
gy. Give them a reference for the way business was conducted
yesterday and how it has evolved to its present state. Then share
your concerns of how change and technology are impacting
your industry and how they will affect your business in the
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future. Invite them to openly express their ideas and present
suggestions for keeping your business in step with—or even a
step ahead of—the changes. 

3. Innovative You cannot keep up anymore by keep-
ing up; you have to think ahead of the competition

and invent the rules along the way. In the New Economy,
success is the fusion of ideas and technology. The good news
is, Gen Why is chock full of revolutionary ideas and has no
fear of technology.

Generation Why forgets easily. They don’t recall the hard
work that it took to build your business from an idea into an
enterprise, and they aren’t enamored with the people who
made the sacrifices to bring it into existence. They only
know that it exists today and that it needs to be different
tomorrow if it is to continue to exist. Their minds aren’t full
of thoughts of how it used to be; they’re too busy thinking
of how great it could be. Sometimes this makes Gen Why
seem overly skeptical. They appear to have no respect, or
even knowledge, of the past. They seem to exist in a kind of
numb state of Now, where their only concern is where the
next spike in excitement will come from, and they question
everything that gets in the way.

Their minds aren’t full of thoughts of how it used to be;
they’re too busy thinking of how great it could be.

But Gen Why’s lack of respect for the old ways is also
freeing. They aren’t concerned with the past so, unlike a lot
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of us, they aren’t stuck there. Their ability to float freely
through the world lets them see things in a fresh way, and
because they are always questioning everything, they are
naturally innovative. There isn’t a day that goes by where I
do not find myself in total awe of this generation and the
creativity they demonstrate. Because the Gen Whys who
make headlines are usually the bad seeds, we often overlook
the countless stories of those who are inventing, reinventing,
and revolutionizing our world for the better. And while they
are frequently referred to as techno-savvy, it is important to
note that Gen Whys are often the ones who have created the
technology they are savvy with.

They aren’t concerned with the past so, unlike 
a lot of us, they aren’t stuck there.

While many Boomers wish that Gen Whys had more rev-
erence for the history that has given them the prosperity they
now enjoy, we should delight in the fact that they are forward
thinking and passionate about the future. I am firmly con-
vinced that many of the problems we face as a society today,
e.g., AIDS, cancer, terrorism, overpopulation, racism, global
warming, and so on, will be solved in the coming years thanks
to the innovative nature of our Gen Whys.

WHYS UP! The practices and principles that
have been successful for you in

the past five years might not necessarily get you to where you
want to go in the next five years. The crazy times are not
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behind us; they are in front of us. Therefore, it will most cer-
tainly require fresh, new ideas to remain competitive in the
future. The source for many of those ideas is now dressed up
and serving as your front line staff. Don’t keep them there and
discount what they say as inexperienced gibberish. Listen to
them. Unleash their weird and wacky way of looking at things
and their unconventional approach to solving problems.
Remember, they tend to be digital thinkers, not analog,
sequential thinkers. In what may initially appear as rubble, you
will find a diamond mine of innovation that will keep you in
the game for a long time.

Unleash their weird and wacky way of looking 
at things and their unconventional approach 

to solving problems.

4.Efficient My wife, Lori, an avid cyclist, is quick to
remind our children that bicycling is the most effi-

cient transportation known to man. When pedaling a bike,
there is virtually no energy wasted, as each stroke produces
a result equal to or greater than the energy exerted.

Generation Why will someday be regarded in a similar light.
They are simply remarkable at achieving maximum results with
minimal effort and minimal resources in minimal time. Whether
it is their uncanny ability to multitask or the astounding way
they leverage technology to move mountains, Gen Whys have a
knack for getting the most out of the least.

Throughout their adolescence, the Whys have been
challenged to fit a tremendous amount of activity into a
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small amount of time. Boomer parents have kept them busy
in a myriad of activities, at times racing them from soccer
practice to the scout meeting to band rehearsal. Further,
they’ve been assigned to care for the everyday household
chores and look after younger siblings while parents are at
work. Pressed for higher test scores and faced with stiffer
graduation requirements, their teachers have drilled them
harder, causing homework loads to increase exponentially
from days gone by. Add to this demanding regimen a part-
time job, computer time, and a social life, and you can see
why Gen Whys have become masters of time management
and multitasking.

Gen Whys have a knack for getting the 
most out of the least.

Gen Why’s impatience also contributes to their efficiency.
Once they’re properly trained, they “have at” their work,
because they can’t wait to be done. When there is project, task,
or assignment that stands between them and free time, they’re
not going to dillydally; they’re going to find a way to get it done.
Gen Whys don’t get bogged down in the quagmire of details.
They simply will not allow heavy workloads and long To Do
lists to stand in their way. They are not going to sit back and
wait for something when they feel they can bring it on through
their own efforts. Gen Why is not a bunch of automatons; they
have a tool belt full of skills. They assess, analyze, pull the tool,
get the job done, and move on.
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WHYS UP! Cater to the task-minded
nature of your Gen Whys by

looking for ways to involve them in projects with deadlines.
If you can break free from using an hourly wage compensa-
tion plan, then do so. You’ll hit the top of the productivity
meter with your Gen Whys when they are trying to reach a
goal that is mutually beneficial. If hourly compensation is
the only way to go, make sure you reward efficient work
with employee incentives. Something like a cash award for
completing a task ahead of time or earning a two-hour, paid
mini-vacation at the end of the week will really keep your
team of Gen Whys motivated.

They assess, analyze, pull the tool, 
get the job done, and move on.

5.Desensitized Ever wonder why Gen Whys emit
the aura of been there/done that? It’s because they

have. If they haven’t been there/done that personally, they’ve
been there/done that virtually, which, in their minds is one
and the same.

Generation Whys are the ultimate media-vores. They have
grown up with 100+-channel cable TV and the Internet, the
combination of which has introduced them to the very best, and
the very worst, of everything. They’ve seen megaton shuttles
blast off to outer space and haven’t blinked an eye. They’ve
viewed multiple blockbuster movies presented in Dolby sur-
round sound in a single evening while munching on imported
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ice cream treats. They’ve been to elaborate theme parks where
they’ve ridden the highest roller coasters and experienced the
latest arcade games. The Gulf War was fought in their living
room, and they watched images of real war on the same televi-
sion screen where they had just played a video war game.
They’ve seen students that look just like them savagely die at the
hands of heavily armed classmates and endured the horrific
visual imagery from every angle in the news coverage. Thanks to
the marvel of an information-filled society, Gen Whys have
grown up as fast as a radish in a radioactive garden.

What this means to you as an employer is that you can-
not break through and stir emotion—positive or negative—
with any degree of ease. A rah-rah motivational pep talk at a
store meeting is not going to leave your Gen Whys cranked
up, ready to bust all sales records. Likewise, you cannot
expect them to be deeply saddened and moved to action by a
scathing remark, a verbal warning, or a poor evaluation.

Thanks to the marvel of an information-filled 
society, Gen Whys have grown up as fast as 

a radish in a radioactive garden.

To make an impact with your Gen Whys, you must first
have a connection to their hearts. What’s hopeful and per-
haps surprising about this generation is that they still have a
heart. Just because they’re desensitized doesn’t mean they
are dehumanized. The violence in schools, the drugs and
gangs and promiscuity, the rap music, and the outrageous
dress can all serve to make Boomers think that Gen Why has
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had the heart drummed out of them. Not true. In fact, from
my experience talking to thousands of Gen Whys across the
country, many of them have huge hearts. They only wish
they didn’t feel the need to defend and shield their hearts so
vigilantly. One of the big jobs of managing Gen Why is
breaking through these barriers. Once that happens, you’ll
be pleasantly surprised by what Gen Why has to offer.

Just because they’re desensitized doesn’t mean 
they are dehumanized.

WHYS UP! The key to understanding Gen
Why is that they have grown

up in an increasingly impersonal world. Parents phone in to
check on their kids instead of being there when they get
home from school; teachers spend less and less time with
individual students because of overcrowded classrooms; the
mass media caters to their every whim, but by nature can-
not connect with individuals on a personal level. 

Invest time in building rapport. Strive to deepen your relation-
ships with your Gen Whys. Your investment of time will pay huge
dividends. Caring is the basis of sensitivity. When Gen Why really
believes that you care about them, they will care about you, and even
begin to understand why caring is important. When this happens,
the hard shell exterior will open up, and you will have a direct link
to their hearts and souls. This is where you will have your biggest
impact. Instead of been there/done that, you’ll develop a teach
me/share with me connection. Give Gen Why the personal touch
when managing them, and they’ll be more than grateful.
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When Gen Why really believes that you care about
them, they will care about you, and even begin 

to understand why caring is important.

6.Disengaged People who are engaged in something
understand the flow of life—everything we do at this

moment yields a future result—and they stay engaged out of
a desire to effect a result. (Engaged only means actively
interested and involved and has no ties to being optimistic,
positive, or happy.) Boomers are by nature engaged, having
grown up in a time that reinforced the dynamic of choice
and consequence. Get a girl pregnant and marry her.
Commit a crime and go to jail. Work hard and get ahead.
Generation X put a new spin on this principle: make a
choice and then deal with it, cope with it, or try to out-
maneuver the consequences. For most members of both of
these generations, decisions were, and still are, made with
the consideration of future implications in mind.

However, to Gen Why, the principle of choice and conse-
quence has lost its power. They’ve seen the bad guy get away
with it one too many times. Even though they have been
cautioned to consider the logical outcome of their actions,
they see that there is almost always a way to avoid the con-
sequences of their behavior. To further muddy the waters,
they are continually bombarded with a dim view of the
future. Frequently they hear older people lament about the
state of the world. The ambient uttering of their elders that
pretty soon no one will be able to afford to own a home, and
students won’t be able to leave their homes without a bul-
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letproof vest, and the water is no longer safe to drink, etc.,
etc., etc., ad nauseam, has extracted its toll.

To make matters worse, there is some truth to all this
gloom and doom! While the challenges of the world aren’t
necessarily more severe or more real than in previous gener-
ations, we now have 500 channels on television reminding
Gen Why, every day, twenty-four hours a day, about all that
is going wrong. And given the lack of faith people have in our
leaders to solve these problems, it’s no wonder that Gen Why
has disengaged. They’re cynical enough (or smart enough) to
see that if a problem can’t be solved, then maybe it shouldn’t
be worried about. Another day means another crisis.

When a manager tells me that their younger workers
tend to be disengaged, I rarely argue. But when I ask them
what they feel this generation should be engaged about,
there is often a long silence. We want our young people to
be excited and enthused about tomorrow and to consider
tomorrow in what they are doing today. However, the bur-
den is on us to prove to Generation Why that the future is
worth the struggle and that they do indeed affect whatever
lies before them. We need to show them consequences, both
good and bad, and we need to instill in them a sense that life
isn’t just a series of random events; that despite what we see
on television, good is rewarded and evil punished, and that
working hard and with purpose does bring rewards.

They’re cynical enough (or smart enough) to see 
that if a problem can’t be solved, 

then maybe it shouldn’t be worried about.
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WHYS UP!When something good happens
in the workplace (a coworker is

promoted, a new product is going to be unveiled, the value
of your company stock increases, and so on), make sure your
Gen Whys hear the good news. Let them know they have
contributed to the company’s success. If and when opportu-
nities present themselves for advancements, special training
programs, or scholarships, make certain your Gen Whys are
informed, even if the news doesn’t directly impact them. Use
bulletin boards, newsletters, company meetings, and person-
al notes to relate the good stuff, in part just to show that there
is good stuff out there. Let your workplace be a place for Gen
Whys to come to take shelter from the rain clouds of nega-
tive news.

Also, be very aware of issuing empty threats. Attach spe-
cific consequences to specific choices and let everyone know
the rules of the game. Where there are bad choices, there
must also be consequences. Use the news of your company
truthfully and honestly to show Gen Why the rewards of
good work and the consequences of bad work. Live by a
choice/consequence pattern, and you’ll engage a generation
that has not experienced this phenomenon.

Let your workplace be a place for Gen Whys 
to come to take shelter from the rain clouds 

of negative news.
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7.Skeptical Despite having lived through many of the
same disillusionments as Gen X and Gen Why, Boomers

are still relatively gullible. We still believe in the American
Dream, that hard work pays off, that a virtuous life is reward-
ed, and that at the end of the day the bad guy loses and the
good guy wins. We grew up in a time when the world around
us appeared to be steadily improving and there was an abun-
dance of hope, optimism, and opportunity, and those mes-
sages stuck with us. Today, we still believe that most of what
we hear and what we read is true. If, on the other hand, we
discover that we’ve been had, we’re surprised, shaken, and
angry, and we demand an explanation.

They come into the workplace wary and wise, with a
giant B.S. Detector glued to their foreheads.

Xers are far more discriminating. They grew up in the shad-
ow of the sixties mantra “don’t trust anyone over thirty” and their
adolescence, like that of the Gen Whys, was informed by many of
the same falls from grace. The difference is that Gen Why has
never known any other kind of world. They have never had an age
of innocence. They come into the workplace wary and wise, with a
giant B.S. Detector glued to their foreheads, and they are capable
of sniffing out any crapola that comes within a twelve-foot radius.

Gen Whys are skeptical, and it’s no wonder. They’ve seen
their parents downsized and outsourced by the very compa-
nies they sacrificed everything to help build. They’ve been vic-
timized by false advertising claims; they’ve stood back with
shattered spirits as the media disassembled their heroes, and
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they’ve heard a president lie to get out of trouble. In short,
they’ve been conned, manipulated, cheated, and exploited. As
a result, they do not believe most of what they hear or what
they read. If they discover they’ve been had, they aren’t out-
raged, they just take it as situation normal.

So don’t be disenchanted with those new hires that don’t
do everything you tell them to do. Don’t be surprised if they
don’t treat you with fear and reverence, or even respect, as if
your commands came directly from On High. And don’t be
alarmed when your Gen Whys aren’t hanging on your every
word with a starry-eyed innocence as you parade them
around the executive washroom. The “all this and more can
be yours someday if you work hard, fly straight, and stick with
the program” speech won’t carry any weight with them. They
heard a lifetime of empty promises and overinflated claims
before they turned twelve, and they are far too smart for
gimmicks and hype now.

WHYS UP! Here’s how you can set you and
your organization apart from

the others, while at the same time creating undying loyalty
with your Gen Whys: Tell the truth. Nothing will win their
respect and admiration like honesty. Aim for 100% truth,
100% of the time. Because they find it so rarely, truth works
like a magnet to attract Gen Whys and helps you to earn
their unshakable confidence and trust. 

Aim for 100% truth, 100% of the time.
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Before you say anything to them, first ask yourself, “Is
this true?” Step back and take a look at all of your commu-
nication with your Gen Whys. Are promises made that are
not well founded? Are any of the standards for satisfactory
performance hidden? Are empty threats made as a scare tac-
tic? Are the promises of raises and promotions exaggerated?
Are your employees told embellished stories just to get a
point across?

If your answer to any of these questions is yes, it’s time
to reevaluate your relationship with your employees. The
only person fooled by the games is the manager. Gen Whys
get the message loud and clear when they aren’t told the
truth, and the message they get is not the one we intended
to send. They wonder why they should commit their time
and energy to any person or organization that has tried to
mislead or exploit them, and they won’t give the offender a
second chance.

8.Resilient If there’s a downside to innocence, it is that
it may lead to a rose-colored view of life, leaving one not

really knowing what to do when things go awry. That is not
something you need to worry about with your Gen Whys—they
know firsthand how to deal with pain and crisis.

Remember when parents had control over what their
children were exposed to? Remember when the marvel of
childhood innocence lasted into puberty? Ignorance was
bliss, indeed!

Today it’s the good, the bad, and a lot of the ugly. Thanks
largely to the plethora of media and the speed at which infor-
mation travels, there is very little that Gen Whys haven’t already
seen or done, either personally or virtually. They gave up believ-
ing life was like Sesame Street long ago, and they’ve since been
preparing to take it on, headfirst.
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Boomers and Xers grew up believing that the world is
supposed to function in a neat and orderly manner. They
still have a tendency to panic when things turn chaotic or
simply veer off the course of expectation. Gen Whys have no
such illusions or grandiose expectations, and they don’t
shock easily. When the bottom falls out, they don’t lie down
and call for help. They jump up, knock the dust off, and
immediately begin to retool and rebuild.

This resiliency plays well in the workplace. Gen Whys aren’t
going to get rocked by a bad earnings report or a massive corpo-
rate shakeup; they are tougher than that. They believe they can
navigate any sea. So while they might quit a job out of pure bore-
dom, seldom will they walk away from one because they find the
conditions too challenging.

Gen Whys aren’t bandwagon riders, either. Unlike their
predecessors, they don’t mind making waves. To them, the
term job security is an oxymoron, so they’re not looking to play
it safe by diving into office politics and kissing butt just to stay
employed. They’re the ultimate risk takers, and they possess
enough boldness and daring to chart new courses through
untested waters. They don’t think out of the box—they live
there. They feast on change and love it when they are staring
down a challenge. If the risk they take doesn’t pan out, they’re
not going to get gun shy. Instead, they’ll be in there trying the
next time the opportunity comes around.

While they might quit a job out of pure boredom, 
seldom will they walk away from one because 

they find the conditions too challenging.
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WHYS UP! Resilience is contagious. When
the tides turn against you, you’ll

really appreciate the Gen Whys on your team. Don’t assume
they are flighty and that you must always paint a rosy picture
for them in order to keep them motivated. Instead, let them
see what looms on the horizon, good or bad, and rely on
their resilience to help you survive the impending storms.
Then show your appreciation, and they’ll be there through
the next storm. 

9.Disrespectful Respect your elders. How’s that for
an antiquated expression? Ask anyone thirty or older,

and they might roll their eyes and nod along, but they get it.
But ask anyone under thirty about respecting their elders,
and they’ll give you a blank stare. The term elder may not
even be in their vocabulary!

Boomers and the early Xers were force-fed this phrase
and its virtue. Parents, grandparents, and a variety of other
authority figures made certain their children—and every
child they came in contact with—knew exactly what it
meant. As a result, Boomers never questioned this principle;
they live by it. Unfortunately, as we matured and had fami-
lies of our own, we became so preoccupied with work and
our own indulgences that when it came to passing down the
“respect your elders” maxim to our children, we failed mis-
erably. Proof? When was the last time a kid stood up to give
you their seat on the bus, or addressed you as Mr. or Ms.
instead of by your first name or, even worse, “Hey you!”

It’s not that Gen Why doesn’t value respect. On the con-
trary, they know all too well what respect is, and, more impor-
tantly, the power it holds. They live by the creed “he who has
the respect has the power,” and to them, respect is a prize that
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must be won. Gen Why craves respect and will go to great
lengths to get it, but when it comes to giving respect, they are
stingy. They won’t automatically respect a person simply
because of their age, their position, or their title. They do not
want to yield their power or put somebody in a position of
control over them. In a strange reversal of the traditional
dynamic between youth and age, they believe that they are
owed respect automatically but that you have to prove to them
that you are worthy of their consideration. In most situations,
respect is bartered. “You respect me first,” Gen Why seems to
be saying, “then maybe I’ll respect you!”

They live by the creed “he who has the respect 
has the power,” and to them, respect is a prize 

that must be won.

Because Gen Why’s interests and desires have been
catered to by advertisers, media conglomerates, and even
parents, they are used to being sought after. Focus groups
seek their opinions, marketers listen very, very carefully to
what they think is cool and what they think is lame, and
parents can spoil them rotten. And because their adulthood
is being forced on them at younger and younger ages, in
some cases they’ve needed more power to cope with an
increasingly difficult world. 

WHYS UP! Fight the urge to demand their
respect. Instead, treat them with

the same degree of respect you would have them give you,
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and your actions will be mirrored. At the same time, don’t let
their definition of respect become yours. You are the boss
and are in control. They know that, and they’ll respect you
more for not immediately caving in to their demands.
Instead, lead by the example born out of your experiences.
As mentioned, they won’t automatically respect you because
you are older or because you have an important title attached
to your name.

You are the boss and are in control. They know that, 
and they’ll respect you more for not 

immediately caving in to their demands.

Gen Whys respect authenticity, accomplishment, and
competence. If you have a strong personality, let it out.
Members of Gen Why have strong personalities too, and
they are very tolerant of other people’s differences.
Remember, though, they can spot a phony in a heartbeat. If
you are naturally quieter, then demonstrate to them that you
know what you’re doing, and you do what you do, the way
you do it, based on experience. When they learn what you
did to get you where you are—and they see your hard work
and character shine through—you will earn their respect.

10.Bluntly Expressive “Children are to be seen
and not heard!” “If you can’t say something nice,

don’t say anything at all!”
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Remember those little phrases? Gen Whys don’t! They’ve
probably never heard them. Instead, they’ve been taught to
speak their minds. They’ve been told not to keep anything bot-
tled up inside. They’ve also seen how being overtly verbal—
whether or not you have anything valid, interesting, or impor-
tant to say—has led to fame and fortune for some like Howard
Stern as well as countless celebrities of sport, stage, and screen.
The new breed of television talk shows has shown them that
anyone who might feel slandered, cheated, or disrespected has
the right to confront the perpetrator and give them a piece of
their mind. Being rude, crude, obnoxious, and insulting in
modern day America draws laughter, attention, applause, and
sometimes even a fat endorsement contract.

Sadly, the virtues of courtesy, politeness, tact, and diplomacy
are on the endangered species list. Gen Whys have their own
thoughts, ideas, and opinions—and you are going to hear them,
like it or not! They won’t stand by passively if they feel they are
being disrespected in any way. If a coworker, supervisor, or cus-
tomer does something to ruffle their feathers, you can bet the
conflict is going public. The good news for managers is that they
no longer have to wait for an evaluation form to find out how
their younger employees are feeling about them or their job. The
feedback is immediate. The bad news is that the feedback is often
personal and negative and can come out at the worst times and
in the worst places.

Being rude, crude, obnoxious, and insulting in modern
day America draws laughter, attention, applause, 
and sometimes even a fat endorsement contract.
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WHYS UP! Your Gen Whys want to be heard,
so give them a structured forum

to do so. Let them know from the outset that you do care about
what they think and that you are sensitive to their feelings and
opinions. Then inform them that there is a system for airing
problems and concerns and that they are welcome, even encour-
aged, to provide their feedback within the guidelines of the sys-
tem you have in place.

When a Gen Why does say something inappropriate, try
not to take it personally. Again, these are not bad kids. It’s just
that they have been programmed to let it all hang out and to
speak their minds (ironically, oftentimes by their Boomer par-
ents). One thing working to your advantage is the knowledge
that for Gen Why, often it’s all just talk. Their attitude is often
just that: attitude. It’s important to figure out what constitutes a
real grievance and what is just letting off steam.

Establish firm boundaries for their interaction with your
customers and let them know what will and will not be toler-
ated from them when they’re dealing with an irate or insulting
customer. Then, sink those fence posts deep. Prepare them for
the unpleasant situations they might encounter with your cus-
tomers and train them how to channel their emotions so that
they’ll be able to arrive at peaceful and equitable conclusions.
Offer recognition and incentives for employees who clearly
demonstrate that when it comes to working with others, they
can take the heat without getting hot. 

11.Tolerant Growing up in Wheat Ridge, Colorado
(a suburb of Denver), my world was pretty marsh-

mallow. All my friends were carbon copies of me. Their fam-
ilies were like my families, and their houses were like my
house. The first black kid I ever had a conversation with was
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one I met in college. Throughout my teenage years, I didn’t
know anyone who had a physical disability, or was Muslim
or gay. I didn’t know anyone who was extremely rich or
extremely poor. My knowledge and opinions of those who
were different from me came mostly from my dad, who was
raised in the Deep South. I’m not proud to admit it, but it’s
taken me the better part of the last twenty years to get a true
picture of the world and its inhabitants.

There is a refreshing spirit of openness with Generation
Why, clearly demonstrated in their willingness to

embrace each other regardless of outward differences.

Prejudices divide people, and a divided company will not
survive in the new millennium. For decades, business leaders
have desperately sought ways to bring people of diverse back-
grounds together to create the kind of productivity that is only
possible in a united and harmonious workplace. But intolerance
is the archenemy of teamwork, and it has hampered the wheels
of American progress significantly. Until now.

Perhaps it’s a form of positive rebellion, but the majority of
Gen Whys have rejected the prejudices handed down to them.
They can be rude and disrespectful, but they can also be incred-
ibly understanding of other people’s experiences, even if they are
radically different from their own. They may be quick to mouth
off, but they don’t judge others as quickly as it would seem.
There is a refreshing spirit of openness with Generation Why,
clearly demonstrated in their willingness to embrace each other
regardless of outward differences. Credit the civil rights move-
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ment or ex-hippie parents, but Generation Why will someday be
remembered for erasing hate and being far more tolerant than
any previous generation. Race, creed, color, faith, sexual orien-
tation, age, income, status, and the numerous other factors that
have often been points of contention for their parents will not
stand in the way of progress for Generation Why. In fact, the
only thing Gen Whys will not tolerate is intolerance.

This generation sees no barriers, 
so don’t show them yours.

WHYS UP! Your Gen Whys are the building
blocks of a truly effective team. If

they are made to feel welcome, they will work with anyone and
everyone toward the pursuit of a common goal. Do not segre-
gate them from your established workforce; in fact, integrate
them immediately! Give them an opportunity to interact with
your most difficult customers and vendors, and you’ll be
amazed at how quickly they can build rapport and restore torn
relationships. Discard your notion of traditional roles for men
and women (e.g., the guys carry the boxes and the women
brew the morning coffee). This generation sees no barriers, so
don’t show them yours.

12.Committed Danny is a typical Gen Why who
didn’t fit in as a mainstream teenager. For years

after graduation he bounced around from job to job until
Larry, the owner of a small restaurant chain, hired Danny as a
cook. Larry took Danny under his wing, befriended him, and
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went way out of his way to help Danny build a foundation for
his life. Larry and this restaurant chain soon became the first
real family Danny had ever had. Their relationship has
endured many bleak times. To demonstrate his loyalty to his
employer, Danny tattooed the company logo on the side of his
shaved head and today wears it proudly. When asked how
long he thought he might stay with this restaurant, Danny
said that he has no plans to leave, ever. Danny truly believes
he’ll be working with and for Larry for the rest of his life.

Gen Why is fiercely loyal to those institutions they believe
in. Get them to buy in to your company’s mission, demonstrate
that you care about them as individuals, and like Danny, they’ll
hang in there through thick and thin. Generation Why is
searching for a purpose, something to believe in, and someone
to believe in them. If they connect with a job that intrigues
them and an employer that invites them to be a part of the
family, they will be relentless foot soldiers for the team.

The nineties saw the advent of the free agent employee,
who was always looking for a better deal, and the fair weath-
er employee, who deserted the company at the first sign of
turbulence. These characteristics are common in Boomers
and Xers. Gen Whys are not shaken by chaos nor will they
run at the sound of bad news. For managers, this comes as
very good news, indeed.

If they connect with a job that intrigues them and an
employer that invites them to be a part of the family,

they will be relentless foot soldiers for the team.
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WHYS UP! Although it is in their blood to
search for the path of least resist-

ance, it is also in Gen Whys’ DNA to go down fighting for what
they believe in. The trick, of course, is to get them to believe
in your organization as they would a friend. Gen Whys need
to believe they are wanted, needed, and cared for. When they
do, their loyalty shines bright.

FINAL THOUGHT

It’s obvious that Generation Why is not going to sit back
and watch it all arbitrarily unfold for them. They are look-
ing for opportunities that empower them to use the time,
the tools, and their remarkable talents to build a better life.
What is not to be missed is the fact that they have an under-
lying desire to do the right thing, to know the truth of a sit-
uation, to have a job that means more than a paycheck, and
to live a life that matters.

In the first section, we have laid out a portrait of Generation
Why, complete with contradictions and paradoxes. I do believe,
however, that the upside clearly outweighs the downside and that
we have reason to be optimistic. Surely it’s important to recognize
Gen Why’s negative traits when they pop up in the workplace. A
disengaged employee needs to understand they have to give their
all in order to succeed, but rather than show managers ways to
punish Gen Why, the following chapters will show you how to
harness the tremendous talent and energy they bring to your
workplace and channel it towards mutually beneficial outcomes.
That alien Gen Why you have working for you now might not be
meeting your father’s expectations, but with your new under-
standing of them and their world—and the ideas and strategies
that follow—you might be able to mold them into your next
super employee.
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They have an underlying desire to do the right thing, 
to know the truth of a situation, to have a job that means

more than a paycheck, and to live a life that matters.
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Business strategist Dr. Tony Alessandra reminds us that
prescription before diagnosis equals malpractice. In our
eagerness to find the remedy to manage and motivate
Generation Why, it is imperative that we first have a very
clear understanding of exactly what we are up against. We
need to know the challenge before us and why it exists
before we can ever attempt to find realistic ways to fix what’s
broken.

In Part One we profiled Generation Why, providing
insight and perspective into who they are, how they think,
what they value, and why they behave as they do. At this
point, you may be saying to yourself: “Okay, so now I under-
stand them better, and I see what I am up against. But what
do I do from here?”

The pages that follow are loaded with ideas and action
steps that you can take to improve your employment expe-
rience with Generation Why. These strategies will help you
to realize immediate results as well as long-term perform-
ance improvement with your Gen Whys.

Some of these ideas come from personal observation.
Others are based in my belief that what has proven success-
ful in teaching, coaching, and motivating Gen Whys
through their formal education can be applied with the same
successful results in the workplace. Additionally, my clients
and friends who, like you, are in the trenches with Gen Why
employees every day, have generously shared their ideas and
examples. These very wise leaders from diverse industries
have discovered a piece to the puzzle and have been gra-
cious enough to share it with the world—even when that
world includes their competitors. 

You’ll also notice how many of these ideas are not exclu-
sive to the chapter they appear in. A good recruiting idea
will help you identify your future stars, making it easier to
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manage them. A well-constructed recognition and reward
program will certainly aid in helping you retain the best and
the brightest. Simply put, these ideas and concepts are inter-
related, but then, so is the nature of motivating and manag-
ing employees.
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Recruiting

A SK ANY COACH in college or professional sports,
and they’ll tell you that their ability to win is based
primarily on the talent they have on their roster.

You can be a whale of a coach and have a tremendous game
plan, but if the other team fields better athletes, your chances
of winning are remote, at best. The same rule applies in busi-
ness. If you can’t assemble and keep a talented front line staff,
your odds of keeping pace with your competitor down the
street are slim.

It all begins with recruiting. This is where the rubber
meets the road. Ninety-five percent of the personnel prob-
lems you face with your employees could be eliminated if
you were able to recruit the right people into your company
or organization. But with young talent in such short supply,
you’re competing with businesses of every size and kind and
not just with those in your own industry.

Ninety-five percent of the personnel problems 
you face with your employees could be eliminated 

if you were able to recruit the right people 
into your company or organization.

Think about your expenditure of energy for a moment.
If, as a manager, you’re spending a disproportionate amount
of your time on the hire ’em/fire ’em treadmill, thinking
“that’s just the way it is with these flaky kids today,” you
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haven’t figured out how to attract and hire good fits for your
business. There are a lot of gems out there to be had. The
irony is, they want to work for you as badly as you want
them in your employ. Unfortunately, you’re misconnecting,
and one of you is going to have to seek out the other, or con-
nections will be made elsewhere.

Granted, most Gen Whys aren’t coming into your
employ thinking career—they’re thinking car. They’ve got
big dreams, and the job you’re offering might appear to
them to be just a pit stop on the racetrack of their career.
This doesn’t preclude them from being good bets for long-
term employment, it simply means they’re not aware—or
haven’t been convinced—of the long-term possibilities.

Most Gen Whys aren’t coming into your employ 
thinking career—they’re thinking car.

Another challenge of securing good Gen Why help, par-
ticularly the part-time, teenage sort, is that they don’t value
work as much as previous generations did. Part of this has to
do with America’s record-breaking levels of prosperity. Many
members of Gen Why don’t have to work at all, or their need
to work isn’t felt as acutely as it was in previous generations.
For Boomers and Xers, work was a way to freedom, but
many Gen Why kids already enjoy an unprecedented
amount of personal and financial freedom. As for the idea
that work builds character, forget about it. How they play is
a much better indicator of who they are; where they work is
secondary at best. The sports and video games they play, the
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music they create and listen to, the websites they run—these
are more important to them than work. Employers who try
to recruit Generation Why with the old attitude that work is
good medicine will be met with resistance.

All of this might make Gen Whys look like a bunch of
prima donnas playing hard to get, which is partially true.
After years of being catered to by the media, many members
of Gen Why believe they are superstars. Employers today
have to work harder to court them. This is perhaps the
greatest challenge managers face, because oftentimes the
jobs Gen Why are qualified to fill are entry-level jobs that
previous generations were eager take. Gen Why is more
picky. They have to be sold not only on the idea of work, but
also on why your company is the right company for them.

How can you win at the recruiting game?
There is a line in the action thriller Face Off, where John

Travolta’s character, a cop, implies that in order to catch the
enemy (the villain played by Nicolas Cage), he must become
the enemy. To some degree, this philosophy is true for man-
agers looking to recruit Generation Why. Although they are
to be viewed as allies and not enemies, to catch them you
must become them—or at least be capable of thinking like
they do. The first part of the book is dedicated to that end. 

This section contains practical ideas, tools, and process-
es to bolster your GW recruiting efforts. Incorporating a
combination of these suggestions will enable you to put
together a strong recruiting plan that appeals to the good fits
within your Gen Why scope. Of course, to seek out the best,
you’ll need to weed out the rest, and an effective recruiting
plan will essentially widen your funnel, which in turn will
increase the flow of applicants into your business. So be pre-
pared. Have a system in place for quickly separating the
chaff from the grain, or you’re going to trade one problem—
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not having enough applicants—for another—training/man-
aging employees that should never have been hired in the
first place.

Have a system in place for quickly separating 
the chaff from the grain.

SELL YOURSELF FIRST

Tom hadn’t waited on me for many years. As the senior
teller, Tom’s job was to supervise the other younger tellers in
the bank, but this particular day, the line was long and the
bank was short-staffed, so I drew Tom as my teller. “Short-
handed today, are you Tom?” I asked. 

Appearing stressed and frustrated, he replied, “Eric, we
just can’t seem to get young people to work here anymore,
and I don’t understand it, because it’s such a great job.”

Naturally, I pried a bit deeper. “Tom, what makes it such
a great job?”

“Well,” he responded, “we offer a competitive salary and
a nice benefit program.” 

I pointed out that so did most of his competitors, and
asked, “What makes working at this bank better than work-
ing at the one down the street?” 

Tom went blank, but his expression spoke volumes. He
simply couldn’t think of a single reason why his bank—one
where he had worked for more than twenty-five years—
would be the best choice for potential employees. 

Young people in general are very quick to see through
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the smoke screens put up by adults. After years of being
bombarded with advertising, Generation Why is even savvi-
er at recognizing what is just another marketing gimmick.
You cannot move Generation Why into taking an action
unless you yourself are absolutely committed. It’s like trying
to convince someone to go on a lengthy, expensive European
vacation when you yourself have never left the country.

You cannot move Generation Why into taking an action
unless you yourself are absolutely committed.

As employers of Generation Why, we need to first con-
vince ourselves of the merits, benefits, and advantages of the
jobs we’re seeking to fill, and we must know what makes
them good jobs. Everyone in our organization who comes in
contact with potential job candidates should also be able to
do the same. If you’re not firmly convinced that you have
something really good to offer a potential employee, partic-
ularly a Gen Why employee, you need to improve the qual-
ities of the position before trying to find a quality person to
fill the opening. 

WHYS IDEA Sell yourself first on
your company and its

opportunities before you post job availabilities. Develop a
checklist of specific factors that differentiates working for
your business from working for the others your prospective
labor pool might also be considering. Then rehearse it and
be able to recite it on a moment’s notice. Make certain that
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the members of your entire supervisory staff also know the
differentiators and are able to easily repeat them to an inter-
ested young job seeker. 

To recruit top Gen Why talent, you’re going to have to
sell them on your company and the advantages of being a
part of your team. You must also be familiar with the
jobs/opportunities that your competitors are offering so that
you can clearly contrast the advantages of choosing yours
over theirs to your GW prospects. Remember: You can’t sell
something you don’t believe in, any easier than you can
return from a place you have never been. So convince your-
self first!

To recruit top Gen Why talent, you’re going to have to
sell them on your company and the advantages 

of being a part of your team.

CAST A WIDE NET

A few years ago I was having lunch with my best friend, who
was lamenting to me how difficult it was to find quality
women to date. He had been single for about a decade and
was looking to meet someone for a long-term relationship
and possible marriage. He said he was growing tired of the
bar scene and had almost resigned himself to the fact that he
would be a bachelor for the rest of his life.

I asked him if it were true that he could potentially meet
the woman of his dreams in a bar, and with some hesitation
he responded, “Yes, I guess that could be a possibility.” I
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pulled a Sharpie out of my pocket, grabbed a napkin and
wrote: Number 1—Singles Bars. I asked, “How many other
ways are there to potentially meet your future bride?” He
said, “Well, I guess I could try more blind dates.” I wrote
down Number 2—Blind Dates. We continued to brainstorm,
and when we were done we had a list of fifteen different
ways he might be able to meet women. The list included
everything from video dating to personal ads to striking up
a conversation with a total stranger he found interesting,
perhaps in a bank or at a grocery store. 

I then spun the napkin around to face my friend. “Any
of these methods can be successful in helping you find the
woman of your dreams,” I said, “but do you know which of
these methods will prove successful?” After a long silence
(during which he was undoubtedly thinking that if he knew
the answer to that question he wouldn’t still be single) I
answered for him: “Only those that you put effort into.” 

The same philosophy applies to employers seeking to
find the perfect Gen Why employees. If you were to create a
list of those strategies and methods you use currently to
recruit employees into your place of business, the list might
look something like this:

1. Help Wanted/Now Hiring signs
2. Ads in the local paper 
3. Post a listing on the Internet

The unfortunate truth is that most of the recruitment
tactics we use to attract young workers aren’t very creative
or effective. If you really want to attract Gen Why, you need
to change both the medium and the message. Most of all,
commit fully to each effort. Sit down with your key man-
agers and brainstorm about ways you could recruit new Gen
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Why employees. When you’re finished brainstorming, your
list might include twenty to thirty different ways you can
recruit employees for your organization. Any of them can be
successful, but the only ones that will be successful are those
you put your effort into.

If you really want to attract Gen Why, you need to
change both the medium and the message.

WHYS IDEA Cast a wide net. Leave
no stone unturned. Use

every conceivable method or strategy available to you to
increase the number of potential qualified candidates for
your business. This will enable you to be much more dis-
criminating when selecting the right employees for your
organization.

The balance of this section will present more ideas that
will help you widen the net you are currently using. This is
just a start. Begin with a list of ideas that have already been
successful for you or that you have been considering. When
you get to the end of your list, begin brainstorming with
your peers and colleagues. Read the best human resource
magazines (Workforce, HR Today, etc.) to find out what is
being done in parallel industries and adapt clever ideas spe-
cific to your business. Don’t stop there! Ask your current
Gen Why employees for their ideas and suggestions. 

(P.S. My friend eventually met his bride-to-be on a blind date,
proving to me once again that miracles do, in fact, happen.)
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CHANGE YOUR GLASSES

The solution to a nagging recruitment dilemma might be
closer than you think. By looking at your customer base
through a different lens, you might be able to see some
potential employee material.

My son Zac and his friends love to hang out at the music
store down the street from our house. They have their own
band and love to go to this store to try out the new instru-
ments while they fantasize about owning expensive guitars,
amps, and drums. Because they are young and aren’t going
to the store to purchase big-ticket items, the store manager
probably sees them as a nuisance, when instead he could
view them as a valuable resource.

While flipping through the classifieds of our communi-
ty paper, I noticed that the music store was advertising an
opening for a part-time cashier to work after school and
weekends. I stopped in to ask how long they had been look-
ing to fill this spot and was told that they had been running
the ad for three weeks and that they’d received a few calls
but that no one had come in to apply. “This is strange,” I
thought to myself. “They’re looking outside the store, hop-
ing to lure someone into the store to do something that
someone who is already in the store would love to do!” If
only the manager were bright enough to make the connec-
tion and approach some of the “loiterers,” he would expose
his cashier in waiting.

WHYS IDEA Open yourself to the
possibility that your pas-

sionate Generation Why customers might be an exceptional
pool from which to draw your employees. Get to know your
young customers on a first-name basis. If a Gen Why buys
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your product, odds are they may want to sell your product.
And when they start selling your product, look out! When a
member of Gen Why takes an interest in something, they
don’t just use it, they become experts in it. This is where
their media and technological savvy helps them. They can
take in and retain enormous amounts of product informa-
tion. Remember, a Gen Why behind the counter will draw
others like him- or herself into your business as both cus-
tomers and employees.

When a member of Gen Why takes an interest 
in something, they don’t just use it, 

they become experts in it.

STREAMLINE THE PROCESS

Most of us can remember the days when jobs for teenagers
were scarce. I taught high school business classes for six
years. In most of these courses, I’d spend three to six weeks
on job application and interview skills. My students were
more enthusiastic about these units than any other all year,
because most had aspirations of getting a job. This job appli-
cation unit would include tips on where to look for a job,
how to dress appropriately, how to ask the manager for an
application, what to bring to a job interview, and so on.
Then we’d go through the interview process. I’d invite area
human resource people and business managers into my
class to conduct mock interviews with the students. The
underlying message was clear for Generation X—finding a
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job was a daunting task that took skill, patience, and, above
all, perseverance.

Fast forward to the new millennium. Today, the
McDonald’s in my neighborhood prints a job application on
the outside of the bag that hamburgers come in! It is only a
six-line application, asking for personal contact information
and why you’d want to work for McDonald’s. Now, a skep-
tic might say that with that kind of recruitment policy, any-
body could apply for a job, which is true. But that doesn’t
mean that anybody will get the job. One smart thing
McDonald’s did was to figure out a step in the application
process that wasn’t needed. Not surprisingly, other retailers
and restaurants have followed suit and eliminated the pomp
and circumstance from the application process. McDonald’s,
a huge consumer of Gen Why labor, has clearly had to mod-
ify its recruiting strategies and make it simple for prospects
to pursue employment.

McDonald’s, a huge consumer of Gen Why labor, 
has clearly had to modify its recruiting strategies and
make it simple for prospects to pursue employment.

WHYS IDEA Tune in to the trends of
Generation Why and

eliminate all time-consuming, unnecessary, and awkward steps
in your recruiting process. Gen Why is not big on jumping
through hoops or tearing through red tape. To increase your
application flow, decrease the number of obstacles hindering
an interested prospect from becoming a new employee.
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Test the process by asking a focus group of Gen Why
volunteers from a local high school or college to assume the
role of job prospects coming into your business. Then ask
them to evaluate the processes and how well your staff was
trained to help them. Did they make them feel comfortable?
Did they offer them an application? Did they take down
their name and number for future reference? And so on.
This kind of mystery shopper tactic can prove extremely
revealing! 

To increase your application flow, decrease the number
of obstacles hindering an interested prospect 

from becoming a new employee.

SNOOZE AND LOSE

By their nature, Gen Whys are impatient and will typically
opt for a mediocre now rather than wait for a splendid later.
Therefore, to remain competitive in the tight labor market,
you should look for innovative ways to respond more quick-
ly and you should begin building a relationship with your
applicants immediately.

My teenage son set a goal to find a part-time job. He
spent a full Saturday and two weekday afternoons traveling
through malls and shopping centers filling out job applica-
tions and talking to managers from a wide variety of indus-
tries. He wasn’t trying to find employment for the next forty
years, or even the next forty months, he just wanted to find
a way to keep gas in his car that was also kind of fun to do
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and offered a flexible schedule. Later that week the phone
started to ring off the hook with calls from the managers of
the restaurants, shops, and stores where he’d put in his
application. However, these employers were a day late and a
dollar short, as the saying goes. Zac had already accepted a
job. It wasn’t necessarily the best fit for him or even one he
really wanted. It was, however, the first one to respond with
an interview and a subsequent job offer. At that point Zac
felt that changing jobs would be too big of a hassle.

Home Depot Stores are working hard to eliminate the
application/recruiting delay by using technology. A prospective
job seeker can begin the application and interview process at
the local Home Depot by completing a job application and
responding to a series of questions at a kiosk inside the store.
The application is electronically zipped to the headquarters,
where the responses are reviewed and applicants are screened
and contacted immediately via phone or E-mail if they are
wanted for an additional interview. 

Bruce Clifton, HR director for Timberline Lodge in
Oregon, claims he has lost far too many solid gold Gen
Whys to competing employers who responded faster than
he did. He therefore made it his mission to respond to each
and every online applicant with a personalized E-mail with-
in two hours of the time the application was submitted.
Cutting the response time has greatly helped Home Depot
and Timberline Lodge keep worthy applicants from slipping
through the cracks.

WHYS IDEA Take steps to decrease
the time between appli-

cation and interview, and between interview and job offer.
Don’t let any dust collect on an application that comes
across your desk. Respond immediately, even if only to say
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that you received the application and will be in contact
shortly. Keep the prospect engaged by sending them an E-
mail link to a hidden page on your company website where
they can access detailed, insider information about the com-
pany. Make certain that you establish immediate contact and
maintain active communication from your first contact to
the Gen Why’s date of hire.

Don’t let any dust collect on an application 
that comes across your desk. Respond immediately, 
even if only to say that you received the application 

and will be in contact shortly.

GO WHERE THEY GO

The Swedish furniture maker Ikea is trying a new approach
to finding young talented employees: attracting applicants
with handwritten ads on the walls of public bathrooms.
Spokesman Jimmy Ostholm said that after only four days
they had received sixty applications, which was four or five
times more than what they would have gotten from a nor-
mal newspaper ad. Ostholm added that the unusual cam-
paign was significantly cheaper than a newspaper ad, too. 

Ikea has obviously decided to go off the board with its
new campaign. However absurd this may seem, the think-
ing behind it is sound. If you’re going to attract a new breed
of employee, you have to be willing to go about it using
unconventional means and advertising in unconventional
locations. 

E M P L O Y I N G G E N E R A T I O N W H Y 71



Ask yourself where the best potential recruits for your
organization gather and take your campaign to that locale.
Consider the visibility of the local skateboard park, public
library, or Internet cafe. Form alliances with key people in
key locations and work cooperatively to give your message
premium exposure. Since you are competing with video
games and the Internet for the attention of Gen Why, use
both to your advantage. Start a recruitment drive on the
web, or take flyers to the local video game store and post
them where kids shopping for the latest video game can
see them.

Form alliances with key people in key locations 
and work cooperatively to give your message 

premium exposure.

WHYS IDEA Clever managers know
what is going on in their

community, and they take advantage of large crowd gather-
ings at concerts, games, and rallies with flyers and strategi-
cally placed ads. They’ll set up booths at festivals and events
and distribute flyers at high school, college, and communi-
ty job fairs. They never miss a chance to be seen, and they
consider oddball places to connect that their competitors
haven’t.

If Gen Why applicants aren’t banging your door down
seeking opportunity, work on unique ways to seek them out.
Consider the skills you want your applicants to have, then
seek out both physical and virtual places that hold special
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appeal to Whys with interests that mirror that skill set. Go
where they go. 

Consider the skills you want your applicants to have,
then seek out both physical and virtual places 
that hold special appeal to Whys with interests 

that mirror that skill set.

FORM AN ALLIANCE

Recently I presented for 140 managers of quick-service
sandwich restaurants. The meeting planner had taken the
preprogram questionnaire and listed as the companies’
greatest concern the inability to attract part-time teen labor.
I prepared my presentation with this foremost in mind.

Approximately halfway into my presentation, I asked
each of the managers to jot the numbers 1, 2, and 3 on a
blank sheet of paper. I then asked them to list the three high
schools and/or community colleges closest to their restau-
rant’s geographic location. The looks on their collective faces
demonstrated that most of the managers had absolutely no
idea what schools were in the vicinity of their stores. For
those that did know, I continued by asking them to name a
contact person, such as a counselor, an administrator, or a
teacher, with whom they were on a first-name basis, within
each of those three buildings. Once again, I saw looks of
utter bewilderment. 

To be successful in recruiting Generation Why youth, it
is imperative that managers form alliances and/or contacts
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with those who have an inside track. Managers who are on
a first-name basis with key school personnel have a behind-
the-lines ally helping them in their recruiting efforts. This
also helps the door of opportunity to swing both ways.
When the manager needs labor, they can get in touch with
the key contacts within that school, to get student referrals,
and when the school personnel know of a student who is
looking for part-time work, they can contact the manager.
Truly a win-win situation.

Managers who are on a first-name basis with key 
contact school personnel have a behind-the-lines ally

helping them in their recruiting efforts.

WHYS IDEA You cannot easily identi-
fy the winners from the

losers in your potential Gen Why talent pool, so join forces
with the people who can. It is worth the investment of time
to get on a personal basis with key staff at your local high
school or college. Once you know who these key people are,
turn them into advocates and allies by keeping in contact
with them at least once a month. They want to be a resource
for you, because it benefits them as well. Why not take the
initiative to invite them to join your team as a talent scout.

BUILD A BRIDGE FOR YOUR FUTURE CEO

Like you, I love hearing a good success story. We’ve all heard
tales of the company CEO who started out as the stockroom
clerk. We mustn’t lose sight of the fact that our reliance on
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recruiting good talent is reduced when we can hang on to
the good talent we have.

Each year, Hy-Vee, a large supermarket chain in the
Midwest, conducts a career day seminar at its headquarters
in West Des Moines, Iowa. Hy-Vee invites several hundred
of its part-time, college-aged employees to this impressive
meeting. The objective of the career day is to entice young
college talent to view working at Hy-Vee as a strategic career
move rather than as just a job. This gives Hy-Vee an oppor-
tunity to showcase its very impressive corporate headquar-
ters to those who might otherwise see only the store they
work in and to introduce Gen Whys to the company’s high-
ranking personnel. The students hear personal success sto-
ries from company execs and high-paid store managers,
many of whom are not much older than the students them-
selves. Hy-Vee’s CEO, Ron Pearson, who always addresses
the Gen Whys, shares how he too began his career with the
company as a part-time grocery clerk.

“This program has been remarkably effective,” said vice
president Rose Kleyweg Mitchell. “It gives those students
who are searching for a career path the opportunity to see
that their dream job may not be that far removed from their
present job.” 

WHYS IDEAWhile good managers
can entice good people

to work for them, great managers have the ability to devel-
op their people into champions. Look past the immature
nature of your younger employees and picture how they’ll
be after a little of your mentoring. Your company’s CEO of
tomorrow may just be in your stockroom today. Build a
bridge for them to get started and keep the path fully illu-
minated.
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While good managers can entice good people 
to work for them, great managers have the ability 

to develop their people into champions.

WORK THE NETWORK

The founding principle for the success of multilevel marketing
(MLM) businesses is to involve your friends and family in your
distribution network. That is why whenever one of your friends
or relatives signs on with an MLM-based company, you are
always called and invited to a business opportunity meeting.
With Generation Why placing such a high value on social inter-
action, it doesn’t make sense to overlook their social network as
a potential pool from which to recruit talent. Companies and
organizations that are successful in recruiting this generation
have sophisticated employee referral plans in place. 

Although Gen Whys won’t refer a friend for employment
strictly for the money or incentive attached to it, a nice pre-
mium always serves to keep their eyes and ears open for
future coworkers. This is not something that only large
employers can do. I know of a mom-and-pop pizza restau-
rant that offers its Gen Why employees a pizza party for up
to twenty-five of their friends if they refer a job applicant
who is subsequently hired and remains with the company
for three months. The catch, of course, is that the employee
who makes the referral must also still be employed when the
ninety-day trial period ends to claim their reward. This is
the kind of program that helps to bring more applicants into
the workplace while retaining those already there.
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Although Gen Whys won’t refer a friend for employment
strictly for the money or incentive attached to it, 
a nice premium always serves to keep their eyes 

and ears open for future coworkers.

WHYS IDEA It is not enough to peri-
odically mention that

you are looking for good people. Get aggressive and ask
your staff to refer specific people for employment. When
you call them, use the Gen Why’s name and know some-
thing about them—it will score many points. Given a
choice, Generation Why would prefer to work alongside of
their friends. It makes sense to accommodate them by find-
ing unique ways to reward them for referring their friends to
your workplace.

STANDING ROOM ONLY

When you call recruits to inform them that you have decid-
ed to offer them a position, what is the typical response? If
the applicants aren’t extremely excited, odds are they don’t
believe they’ve accomplished much by getting the job.
Further, they may feel that there is nothing special about the
job they’ve been offered and that you would have hired any-
one who applied. If this is their first impression and they
don’t value the job—at least to some degree—they’re not
going to throw themselves into it.
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The last thing you want is for your organization 
to appear desperate for help.

Some people view standing in line as a deterrent to getting
involved, but did you know that the appearance of a line can
actually help you attract Generation Why workers? Failing to
respond promptly to Gen Why applicants is sure death, but the
last thing you want is for your organization to appear desperate
for help. This is translated in the minds of Gen Why to mean
no one wants to work here. Instead, project the image that it is not
easy to get a job in your organization. (This does not mean you
should make the application procedure complicated and there-
by create a bottleneck in the process.)

The Marines capitalize on this concept in their cam-
paign: “We’re Looking for a Few Good Men.” It makes no
bones about how difficult it is to get to be a Marine and that
only the very best need apply. Instead of scaring off recruits,
it creates more of them!

If Gen Why sees your organization as an anyone-can-get-a-job-
at-that-place kind of environment, you’ll miss out on Marine-caliber
talent. Therefore, create an environment where applicants are
screened, tested, and rigorously interviewed prior to getting the job,
but where the entire process is handled smoothly and efficiently.
You’ll not only attract a better caliber applicant, you’ll discover that
the Gen Whys you hire are committed to the job they take.

WHYS IDEA Make it easy to apply, but
not so easy to get hired.
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If the applicants aren’t extremely excited, 
odds are they don’t believe they’ve accomplished much

by getting the job.

THE FIRST RESPONDER

Gen Whys who apply for employment at Monarch Ski &
Snowboard Area in Southwestern Colorado don’t get a call
from management when they are a prospective hire. The first
person they hear from is a peer, and the call comes almost
immediately. Monarch has decided that the best people to
connect with interested Gen Whys are other Gen Whys who
are already committed employees. This immediately puts the
applicant at ease. If they have any questions or concerns, the
Gen Why staff member can address these issues from the
perspective of the applicant, letting them know how the job
really works—both the pros and the cons. If the applicant
has a question that the employed Gen Why cannot answer,
they are referred to management or human resources.

This First Responder program serves Monarch well,
while simultaneously aligning it with the specific needs and
wants of the Gen Whys. First, it eliminates lengthy delays
often experienced when busy managers must try to work in
calls to prospective employees. There’s literally no time
wasted between the time of application and the all-impor-
tant first contact. Second, it engages the current Gen Why
employees, giving them an opportunity to do something
they wouldn’t normally do during the course of a typical
day, satisfying their needs for change and for more advanced
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responsibilities. Third, it creates an immediate ally for the
new applicant, helping them feel as if they already have a
friend who works for the company. Oftentimes, the Gen
Why employee will serve as a mentor or a trainer for a new
employee they helped to recruit. 

WHYS IDEA Train your top-producing
Gen Whys to be your First

Responders to assist you in the initial contact and screening of
your Gen Why applicants. Trust them to ask and to answer the
type of questions the new job applicants have. Invite your First
Responders to sit in on the initial interview. If the applicant is
hired, involve your First Responder in the orientation, the train-
ing, and the mentoring of the new employee.

A Word to the Wise

Make absolutely certain that your First Responders
are solid, committed employees with positive, out-
going personalities. If you have any doubts or

reservations about using a Gen Why employee as a First
Responder, shadow them on calls until both of you feel
comfortable. Make certain to structure a nice incentive-
based reward system for First Responders who prove they
are capable of helping you reel in good-fit applicants.

CYBER RECRUITING

Your potential Gen Why employees are definitely on the
Internet looking for intriguing job possibilities, and you
need to have a presence in any medium that commands so
much of their time. There are a multitude of recruiting web-
sites that are available to both employers and job seekers—
certainly too many to mention and evaluate in this book. My
own company recently posted one job opening on
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Monster.com, and we received a dozen E-mail solicitations
from other Internet recruiting companies by the end of the
first day! With so many options available to you, finding the
best Internet recruiting sites for your company is something
that needs to be done with great care. You need to find those
sites that your ideal candidates are using, which in many
cases are not necessarily those getting the most hits. 

Where you post is certainly a major consideration, but
equally important is what you post. Too many companies
simply list openings by providing a job title accompanied
with associated salary and benefit information, without first
trying to form a relationship with the Gen Why job hunter.
The best Internet job ads are those that use humor and
invoke a thoughtful response as opposed to just a click or
two by the cyber surfer. The more targeted you are, the bet-
ter your chances of finding the right Gen Why for the job.

The best Internet job ads are those that use humor 
and invoke a thoughtful response as opposed to 

just a click or two by the cyber surfer.

I mentioned my company as an example, so I’ll share
what we did to zero in on our exact needs. Our posting gave
a three-paragraph description of the administrative assistant
position we were looking to fill and also a description of the
type of person that would most likely enjoy it (yes, we men-
tioned enjoyment). We detailed the hours, the environment,
and the character traits needed for success, along with the
compensation specifics. We then asked each candidate to
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request an interview by E-mail with the words “Consider
Me” in the subject line. This helped us determine who cared
enough to read the description and follow the instructions.
It also helped us prescreen return E-mails for writing and
communication skills.

Even though we were not looking to put a Gen Why
through a rigorous and exhausting test, we did want to
determine who was capable and interested before taking the
next step. Our search, limited to a five-square-mile-radius of
our office, netted us sixty candidates within the first week.
However, only three applied per our instructions. All three
were solid candidates.

Another major consideration in your cyber recruiting
campaign is your own company website. Too often I hear
Gen Whys complain that when they were looking for a job
online, a certain company’s website was too slow or too con-
fusing to navigate, so they simply moved on. For the sake of
the Whys, it’s imperative that your company’s website can
quickly direct the interested jobseeker to the employment
opportunities page and then immediately link them to the
job that suits their needs.

Suffice it to say, you must create a strong recruiting pres-
ence on the ’Net, if you are targeting the best talent in the Gen
Why pool. Of course, all of this might get you a lot of nibbles
from Gen Why applicants, but if you want to reel in your
catch, a response from your HR/management team (or First
Responder) should follow within forty-eight hours or less.

WHYS IDEA Your Internet applica-
tion process needs to be

simple, painless, somewhat fun and engaging, and user-
friendly.
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Your Internet application process needs to be simple,
painless, somewhat fun and engaging, and user-friendly.

FINAL THOUGHT

When I interviewed with Proctor & Gamble right out of college,
they made a proclamation I’ll never forget: “Take away all of our
buildings, factories, and machinery and leave us only our people,
and in ten years or less we’ll have it all back—plus some!” P&G
certainly had its priorities in order.

Finding the right people to represent your company is a
challenging endeavor, especially with the ever-changing labor
market. Some of the ideas in this section may seem too wacky
for you to consider—and that’s okay. But within, or just out-
side, your comfort zone there is at least one great idea in this
chapter that you can build on to help you tap into the talent
pool you need. The best advice is to never stop being creative
and aggressive in recruiting your new workforce.
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Training

I F WHILE RECRUITING GENERATION WHY you felt like
you had to work magic, when it comes to training, it
can feel like you need a miracle. Rarely will a Gen Why

arrive at your workplace armed with the skill set necessary
to perform competently in the capacity for which they were
hired. While this isn’t exactly news to managers employing
younger workers, what makes Gen Why different is that
they can also lack the fundamental foundation needed to
even learn your company’s basic skills.

What is incredibly perplexing to managers of Gen Why,
especially training managers, is the paradox between Gen
Why’s lack of basic skills and their incredible technology and
business savvy. These aren’t kids who set up a lemonade stand
for their first business. Many of them trade stock, and they
trade it well. Even more have credit cards. While today’s new
front line employees might not know the basics of supply and
demand or even dollars and cents, they have tremendous per-
sonal experience with marketing, public relations, new product
launches, market research, and advertising. Identifying the
skills that need to be trained while making sure there is a firm
foundation of understanding for that skill will take all the
expertise at your disposal, and then some.

They want to learn, but if the learning process 
isn’t entertaining enough, they check out.

84 E M P L O Y I N G G E N E R A T I O N W H Y ?



Once the thrill of the application process—the chase, if
you will—wears off, your new Gen Why employee is likely to
become bored with the day-to-day reality of work, and espe-
cially the usually dry training process. Gen Whys will also
question you every step of the way: “Why do I need to learn
that procedure?” “What is the point of greeting customers at
the door?” And on, and on, and on. If they’re not doing it ver-
bally, trust me, they’re doing it mentally. They want to learn,
but if the learning process isn’t entertaining enough, they
check out. (Of course, the exception to the rule is if a Gen Why
really wants to learn a particular skill or if they really need the
job, then they will be motivated to learn no matter how bad
the training program.) And finally, managers also find odd
gaps in Gen Why’s knowledge. They can easily learn—and
perhaps program—your computerized cash register, but might
have trouble counting back change from a dollar if the register
doesn’t compute it for them. 

While today’s new front line employees might not know
the basics of supply and demand or even dollars and
cents, they have tremendous personal experience with

marketing, public relations, new product launches, 
market research, and advertising.

Think back to the twelve common traits and tendencies
they bring to the training process, and you can see that you
have your work cut out for you. The fact that they are impa-
tient, disrespectful, and skeptical make it all the more chal-
lenging for you to instruct new employees in the logistical
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components of their new job while simultaneously socializ-
ing them into the culture of your company. Gen Whys are
comfortable around each other, but may have trouble inter-
acting with older coworkers, and even worse, customers
who don’t immediately treat them as equals.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, when engaged in
the training process your Whys will soak up information
like sponges, and retain it, too. Because they are very self-
conscious about appearing successful and competent, and
they’d never want to be embarrassed by not being able to
answer a question or solve a problem, they’ll very much
want to be prepared for any situation they will encounter in
the workplace. They are also very future-oriented and are
extremely eager to amass the cutting-edge skills that will
increase their job-market value. Although they can be the
worst learners if they do not see relevance in the subject
matter, they are among the best learners when they see per-
sonal benefit in the lesson. You’ll need to formulate a suc-
cessful training strategy for your emerging workforce. Here
are five basic principles for training Generation Why, fol-
lowed by examples of how other companies have put them
to good use in their own training programs.

Although they can be the worst learners if they do not see
relevance in the subject matter, they are among the best
learners when they see personal benefit in the lesson.
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MAKE IT FUN

Educators are coming to understand more and more how
play can be used to heighten and enhance learning, and with
Gen Why it’s more than a theory worth considering—it’s a
necessity. In their modified version of the Declaration of
Independence, it’s not the pursuit of happiness but happi-
ness itself that is their unalienable right. They are happiest
when they are having fun or being entertained.

When that Gen Why trainee walks through your door,
he or she has just come from a day that has been sprin-
kled—or loaded—with fun. Maybe they had some fun at
school, as schools are now striving to make learning fun, or
at the mall, where they checked out all the latest techno-giz-
mos, or at a friend’s house, where they had the latest and
greatest of everything. And you can bet that once their shift
is over, they’re off to some other activity, or series of activi-
ties, in the hunt for more fun and excitement.

It is important to understand that if your training program
has a low F.Q. (Fun Quotient) you will not be able to break
through their mental barriers and inject your message. Gen
Why will simply tune out and shut down. To fight the training
blahs, always be searching for new ways to incorporate fun
into the training process. Keep in mind that it is important to
have trainers that the Gen Why employees enjoy and respect,
who can also deliver the content you need to bring in the new
workers in a fun and entertaining way.

If your training program has a low F.Q. (Fun Quotient)
you will not be able to break through their 
mental barriers and inject your message.
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ENGAGE THEM

Pure and simple, if they’re not involved, they’re not learning.
Although they may pretend to be learning, your Whys won’t
politely sit back and continue to suck up information from
even the most dynamic talking head. They have an innate
desire to be actively involved in their own learning, and
they’re too multi-sensory to absorb much information from
lecture-only-based education. For success, every aspect of
training must invite them to jump in. If they can’t be the
pilot, at least let them be the copilot.

Pure and simple, if they’re not involved, 
they’re not learning.

In situations where classroom lecture is truly the best
way to deliver the necessary information, Gen Whys should
have the freedom to ask questions the second they come to
mind instead of holding them to the end of an instructor’s
monologue. Whys trainers will always look for ways to
involve trainees who have experience with a particular sub-
ject or skill by allowing them to share their expertise.

MAKE IT FRESH

Even if your company can’t afford the latest technology to
deliver its training programs, there is absolutely no excuse
for being stale. Nothing will turn off a Gen Why quicker
than an old joke, a tired cliché—e.g., “think outside the
box”—or an example that is painfully out of style or out of
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touch. They’ve already heard The Starfish Story, they know
that Michael Jordan was cut from his high school basketball
team, and they can connect the nine dots with four straight
lines. You can’t train these new dogs with those old tricks!

Do they need to know every minute detail about your
company to be effective at their job? If not, skip what is not
important and get to what they really do need to know. But
make certain you let them know why they need to know.
They might have a passing interest in the history of your
organization, but they’d rather get the details off the compa-
ny website than be forced to sit through a lengthy introduc-
tory film on their first day in training class.

KEEP UP THE PACE

Courtesy clerks at a nationwide food and drug chain are point-
of-contact service providers, whose duties include bagging and
carrying out groceries for the customers. Even though this is an
entry-level position, new hires range in age from first jobbers to
retirees. The Computer Based Training (CBT) module for cour-
tesy clerks is fast-paced and entertaining, and it’s effective with
Gen Whys and other new hires as well. The training manager
commented, “There was one lesson on carryout service that
adults tended to like, but courtesy clerks thought was cheesy.
But because the lesson was memorable, after it is over they know
how to give carryout service and can go out and do it.”

Feedback from another lesson in the revised training
program pointed out that adults always like the program but
teenagers complained that they were being treated like chil-
dren. This points to something we discussed earlier: treat
your Gen Whys like adults and with respect. Check the
messages you are sending with your training personnel and
training materials to make certain that they do not talk
down to or dis (disrespect) your Whys.
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Be conscious of this generation’s propensity for multitasking
and allow them the flexibility to progress at a high rate of speed.
Whereas going too fast might confuse them, going too slowly will
lull them to sleep—and confusion is more easily remedied than
boredom. Training materials targeted for an eighth-grade intellect
often insult Gen Whys, creating an automatic disconnect. Try to
avoid designing your training for the lowest common denomina-
tor. Aim to be challenging yet clear, and trust your new hires to
let you know where they need more detail. Train a concept and
then move to the next. Come back, but only to review or rein-
force. Let them apply the new skill they’ve learned, whether
through simulation or in an actual situation, then train another
skill. Don’t fall into the old school training style of teaching them
everything before letting them do anything.

Whereas going too fast might confuse them, 
going too slowly will lull them to sleep—and confusion

is more easily remedied than boredom.

REWARD SKILL DEVELOPMENT

It is very important that your highway of training is paved
with frequent pit stops of praise. The most effective training
programs build the trainees’ confidence and leave them
thirsty to learn more. Whys crave recognition, and although
they do not want to be patronized, they really like to know
when they’ve mastered a concept or have become competent
with a new phase of their job. Each time they acquire a new
skill, let them—and everybody nearby—know it. Pause to
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recognize their demonstrated mastery of each significant
skill. When they complete a lengthy program that earns them
new responsibilities, or if they gain certification in a specific
job skill, make a big deal out of it, perhaps even in front of
their friends, coworkers, and family. Recognizing their skill
development and training completion ensures that your Gen
Whys will be eager to continue learning and growing.

A Word to the Wise

From reading the above, it might sound to you like
you’re going to have to completely redesign your
program from the ground up each and every year to

satisfy Gen Why’s training needs. It’s not that drastic. Gen
Why understands that training isn’t going to be as exciting as
a trip to see MTV’s Total Request Live. The key is to be smart
about what you change. As the stories below show, sometimes
it can be something very simple that makes all the difference
in the world.

ORIENT BEFORE YOU TRAIN

New employees spend their first day at Influence, LLC, an e-
commerce solutions provider, with a smile on their faces.
Through a program called Fusion, Influence gives its new
hires a taste of the company’s progressive working environ-
ment by means of a novel, two-day orientation program
where employees may find themselves in a pasta-cooking
contest, socializing with new colleagues, or even hobnob-
bing with Influence’s CEO. The purpose of the Fusion pro-
gram is to make incoming employees feel as comfortable as
possible as quickly as possible and, at the same time, intro-
duce them to the company’s mission and values.

The orientation process really begins during the recruit-
ment stage. Companies that are not open about their poli-
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cies and practices and that do not openly invite discussion
about the general nature of their business will battle a high
rate of turnover. Companies like Influence that go out of
their way to make their Gen Whys feel comfortable from
Day One, will find that the investment pays huge dividends
down the road.

At this moment, you may have Gen Whys in your work-
place who, although they may be very well trained, do not
feel like they are part of your team. They have the skills you
need and are producing well, but they feel like relative
strangers to your organization. It is impossible to get the
best they have to offer if they do not feel they are a welcome
and necessary part of your family.

Being highly curious and relationship-driven, it is cru-
cial that your Gen Whys meet the staff they will be working
with and for in a casual and friendly, nonthreatening envi-
ronment. It’s equally critical for them to learn as much as
they can about the nature of your business and how your
company makes money prior to being put in the position of
contributing to its profitability. To be truly connected to
your company, they need to know the history, the rules, the
people, the language, and the culture, as well as the per-
formance expectations placed on them. This increases their
sense of belonging and their commitment to the job.

An effective orientation program will reduce—if not
eliminate—the early job jitters; it will give your new Gen
Whys a bird’s-eye view of how your company operates and
makes a profit; and it will help them establish key relation-
ships with the company’s leaders and mentors. Soften the
landing into your company, and you’ll find that Gen Whys
will start their tenure with confidence, a better understand-
ing of their place in the organization and how their work
affects the bottom line, and most importantly, with open
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lines of communication to the people who can help them
when challenges arise.

To be truly connected to your company, 
they need to know the history, the rules, the people, 

the language, and the culture, as well as the 
performance expectations placed on them.

WHYS IDEA If you don’t already have
one, put in place a defin-

able step between the date of hire and the commencement of
training. A well-orchestrated orientation program will accli-
mate your Gen Whys to their new jobs and make them feel
connected from the start. If you question whether you need
this phase, or if you want to evaluate your existing orientation
program, survey your Gen Whys to determine how long it
took them to feel comfortable and committed in their existing
positions.

EXPLAIN THE WHY

Nowhere is this generation’s need to know the why before
doing the what more visible than in the training phase.
America’s teachers know this truth all too well. Many of
them remember sitting in class taking fastidious notes for
subjects they did not care about and striving to get good
grades for fear of a negative consequence. But now as teach-
ers, they have found that their students don’t fear the con-
sequences of poor academic performance nearly to the same
degree, and therefore, need a different type of motivation to
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learn. Successful teachers are those that have mastered the
art of attaching the value to a lesson. They teach the why so
the kid is dying to discover the what. Teachers who skip this
step and simply teach students in the same traditional way
they were taught find themselves in serious trouble.

Trainers who train Gen Why the same traditional way they
were trained are discovering that they are also missing the
mark. By their very nature, Gen Whys question the validity of
each and every step, each process, and each practice they’re
being asked to remember. They are eager to please, but they
want to find the shortcuts and the paths of least resistance, so
they will not follow directions just because they have been
asked to do so.

Effective trainers attach the why to each process. No mat-
ter how simple the concept or the instruction, the value
always precedes it. For example, the old school of training
might go something like this: “At the end of the day, your
job is to mop the tiles in front of the cash register. Here’s
how you should to do it.” An effective trainer today would
approach the lesson like this: “When our front lobby is spot-
less, our customers know their food has been prepared in a
clean environment and they tell their friends. More business
means better wages for our staff. Let me show you our tech-
nique for keeping our floors glowing and our wages grow-
ing.” If this sounds good in theory, but seems like it takes too
much time in practice, think how much longer it takes to
deal with the turnover associated with improperly trained
employees. Managers who only want employees who do
what they’re told with no questions asked are better off hir-
ing robots than Gen Whys.
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They are eager to please, but they want to find 
the shortcuts and the paths of least resistance, 
so they will not follow directions just because 

they have been asked to do so.

WHYS IDEA Examine your training pro-
gram from the perspective

of a Gen Why, or better yet, have a couple of your existing Gen
Whys examine and evaluate your training program. Is there spe-
cific rationale behind each action you want them to take? More
importantly, are you explaining the reasons behind the important
processes? If enough attention is paid to reinforcing the value of
each concept, you will be amazed by the manner in which your
Gen Whys follow the prescribed procedures. Simply put—explain
the why, show them how it will benefit them, and they will out-
perform your expectations.

LET THEM FIGURE IT OUT

When you enter a Brookstone Store, the first person you
encounter is the greeter. The greeter is responsible for both
welcoming you and saying good-bye when you leave. They are
also responsible for breaking the ice by giving you a quick
product demonstration of the item of the week. In many cases,
Gen Whys groan when it is their turn to serve as the greeter,
because they find the task somewhat boring and gratuitous
and definitely not in keeping with their personal image.

Several weeks before Christmas at the Brookstone store
in the Flatirons Mall near Boulder, Colorado, greeters were
instructed to demonstrate a product called The Chef Fork.
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This clever fork has a built-in thermometer, designed to give
the user an accurate temperature reading of the food being
cooked. “It was like pulling teeth trying to get my young
staff to demo The Chef Fork,” said Susan Clark, the store
manager, who explained that it was because the product was
“something that had appeal only to a more mature con-
sumer.” Clark explained that one of her young staffers got
the idea to let customers test the fork in a cup of hot and a
cup of cold water and watch the thermometer reading
change. “All customers, young and old, were amused by the
demo,” said Clark. “And the greeter beamed as though they
were performing a magic act in a Las Vegas showroom. This
was not my idea; it was all theirs. Therefore, they bought in
to it, and soon they were jumping over each other to greet
and demo the fork.”

Gen Whys are astoundingly creative. They love it when a
manager or supervisor acts on one of their ideas. If you present
them with a problem and invite them to take a stab at finding
the solution, they will both surprise and delight you with their
ideas. This can prove to be a terrific way to turn what they may
consider an unpleasant task into one they enjoy.

If you present them with a problem and invite them to
take a stab at finding the solution, they will both 

surprise and delight you with their ideas.

WHYS IDEAWhat are the Chef Fork
possibilities in your work-

place? Is there a pressing problem no one in management has
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been able to figure out? Round up your Gen Whys and turn them
loose. Are there certain monotonous or mundane tasks that no
one wants to be stuck with? Challenge your Whys to invent new
ways for doing repetitive things. Grant them the leeway to make
a mistake or two in the process. In the final analysis you will dis-
cover a fountain of creative ideas and solutions right in your own
backyard.

USE EYE CANDY

Mike David, training director for Mazzio’s Corporation, an
Oklahoma-based pizza and Italian food restaurant chain,
knew that his training materials were not connecting with
his Gen Whys, so he decided to revamp them. “We’re look-
ing to change from plain black and white to color,” he said.
“We’re moving forward to make everything user-friendly
and interactive. Our Gen Why employees are often put off
with training materials that aren’t fun and engaging.”

Leading employers of Gen Whys are in line with David’s
thoughts. Mazzio’s manuals and materials, which used to
look like the Wall Street Journal, have been modified to look
more like the USA Today, with bright colors, fun fonts, visu-
al imagery, cartoons, and pullouts. Hypothetical names in
the materials that used to reference Bob, Jane, Dick, and
Mary are also being modified to reflect names they can more
readily identify with, like Jason, Heather, Travis, and Nicole.
The stories and scenarios within the text have also
changed—once again, to reveal situations representing life
in the new millennium. 

Forward-thinking training programs blend a variety of
instructional methods, and are careful to avoid the overuse
of any one technique. The best training programs consist of
a full array of instructional methodologies, including, but
not limited to, colorful manuals and workbooks, interactive

E M P L O Y I N G G E N E R A T I O N W H Y 97



CD-ROMs, live PowerPoint presentations, classroom lec-
tures, audio cassette programs, web-based training, and pro-
fessionally produced videos. The idea is to keep the Whys
involved by stimulating a variety of their senses.

WHYS IDEA If your training materials
are still black and white,

by all means, break out the crayons! Examine the names,
stories, and examples contained in your training materials to
make certain they are up to date. Take advantage of every
type of media available to deliver your modules, being care-
ful not to rely too heavily on any one means. Whys are much
more inclined to stay focused on the training when they are
being entertained and engaged in the process.

The idea is to keep the Whys involved by 
stimulating a variety of their senses.

A Word to the Wise

When training the media-savvy Gen Whys, don’t be
lulled into thinking your programs must compete
with the rapid-fire delivery of television, movies, video

games, and sports. Most companies do not have the resources to
produce these kinds of materials. Furthermore, the purpose of
training is not merely to entertain, but rather to educate, demon-
strate, and inform. That does not have to equal boring! Everyone
learns more when they are having fun, but entertainment and
fun should be incorporated in ways that facilitate learning.
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A good rule of thumb is to avoid the grandiose when the
simple will suffice. A well-designed job aid—like a colorful
instructional poster—informing an employee how to oper-
ate a piece of equipment can often be a lot more effective
(not to mention much cheaper!) than a sophisticated train-
ing module produced to train the same skill. The job aid can
also serve to reinforce the skills at the critical point of use
where the media-based module is not available. All the
advantages of technology and media-based training should
be applied if that is the best way to teach or demonstrate the
particular job skill, and all of the advantages of more tried-
and-true mediums should be used as appropriate, not only
for variety, but also for effectiveness.

BRIDGE THE GAP IN SERVICE

As a consumer, you’re undoubtedly being affected by America’s
current customer service gap, what a recent Business Week article
called the New Consumer Apartheid. Knowing that 20% of their
customers account for 80% of their business, or even a more
drastic 10:90 ratio, many companies have turned their attention
and their resources to providing outstanding service to their top-
tier customers while leaving the remaining masses to fend for
themselves.

The service the average American consumer took for granted
a decade ago has all but evaporated. Now lengthy delays, auto-
mated telephone queues, and do-it-yourself service are the order
of the day. When you finally get the attention of a customer serv-
ice professional, they are not the least bit apologetic for their bad
service, nor are they concerned when you threaten to take your
business elsewhere. 

Odds are, you are in the upper 20% with your favorite
vendors and service providers and are accustomed to receiv-
ing the red carpet treatment from those companies. As the
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beneficiary of incredible customer service, you know what it
looks like and how it feels. Now consider your Gen Why
employees in their everyday lives away from your business.
Picture them as customers for other businesses in your com-
munity and beyond. How are they treated out there? Which
side of the equation have they likely been relegated to? Being
the newest consumers in the marketplace, Gen Whys stand
among the 80% of the buying public who rarely if ever
receive good service. However, they do know what it means
to wait, to be ignored, to be snubbed, and to be followed by
store security officers that think of them as thieves. 

As a manager, you treasure every one of your customers
and you aren’t about to throw 80% of them under the bus. All
of your customers want and deserve the best service you can
provide, but who is providing that service? Your Gen Whys,
that’s who. And there is a very real possibility that your Gen
Whys do not know what you mean when you urge them to
provide good customer service. When it comes to exceptional
service, how can your Whys be expected to give it to your cus-
tomers when they’ve never seen it, much less received it them-
selves? How can they give away what they’ve never had?

Even those Gen Whys who do know what good service
is, having experienced it at the side of their parents who
have not only expected it but have imperiously demanded
it, have only seen it from the consumer side. The notion of
serving someone else, in person or on the phone, is a foreign
concept to them.
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When it comes to exceptional service, how can your
Whys be expected to give it to your customers when

they’ve never seen it, much less received it themselves?

WHYS IDEA Before entrusting your
customers to a Gen Why

trainee, make absolutely certain that your new hire knows
what excellent customer service looks like in your business.
Have them study the star service provider in your business.
Take them on a field trip to a quality restaurant and have
them comment on each phase of the service they receive.
Suggest they visit a Nordstrom’s or similar store to try on
some clothes and experience legendary customer service.
Show them some of the highly rated customer service train-
ing videos that are now available as training aides. 

Next, get them involved. Role-play with them the basics of
customer service in the various situations and scenarios in which
they might find themselves. Let an experienced Gen Why play
the role of the worst customer they’ve ever had and then talk
about the various approaches to diffusing the situation. And
when they’re out in front representing your company to the cus-
tomers you cherish so dearly, make certain that you reward Gen
Whys who provide great service—and do so on the spot! Above
all, make certain that you’re providing the same degree of service
that you expect your Whys to model, because that is what they’re
most likely to do.
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STAY A CHAPTER AHEAD

In my second year of teaching business subjects at Paradise
Valley High School in Phoenix, I was given a very difficult
assignment. I was asked to teach senior students the Arizona
State-required course of economics. Not only had I never
taught economics, I had never even taken it as a student.
When I alerted the department chairperson of my dilemma,
she smiled and said, “Just stay a chapter ahead.” 

Needless to say, I had to do more than stay a chapter ahead.
I recall spending full weekends in the library and creating a lot of
note cards to take to class. I simply wouldn’t allow myself to be
embarrassed by being asked a question that I should have been
able to answer, but couldn’t. What I discovered in the process was
a whole new level of comprehension. Pressured to learn some-
thing totally new well enough to teach it to others was all the
motivation I needed for mastering some difficult concepts.

Whys don’t want to be caught off guard, either. If they
know that they are responsible for learning new concepts
well enough to teach them to others, that is exactly what
they will do. The idea is to share the information power base
to facilitate learning. When each member of the training
class becomes actively involved in learning and teaching, the
retention of the concepts is astounding.

WHYS IDEA Appeal to your Gen
Why’s innate desire to be

in the limelight and avoid embarrassment by having them
serve as the instructors for the material you want them to
learn themselves. Give several Gen Whys separate training
modules with instructions that they can seek help from you,
but that it is their job to master the concepts well enough to
train others. This not only keeps them actively involved, but
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it also eliminates the tedium associated with traditional
training methods. Above that, it will also take you out of the
role of being the sole source of information and position you
as the learning/training manager responsible for observing
the training, filling in the missing pieces, and evaluating the
results.

When each member of the training class becomes 
actively involved in learning and teaching, 
the retention of the concepts is astounding.

FINAL THOUGHT

In the past, managers and trainers may have envisioned
their green recruits as empty neophytes who needed to be
filled with vast sums of knowledge before they could be
turned loose. Those days are gone. Even if your recruits are
green, empty neophytes, they will not sit still and wait for
you to cram skills into their heads. Granted, they demand
training and they will leave any job where they feel they are
not learning critical skills that will help them become more
marketable. But if you want them to learn—and not simply
to be programmed—then they are going to have to be
involved throughout the entire training process. I can’t think
of a single business that could not benefit from the fresh
eyes and ideas that Generation Why trainees bring to the
workforce. Being prepared to field those ideas and having a
mechanism in place to take advantage of their creativity is
something every trainer must be prepared to handle.
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Often managers will nervously say to me, “But if I train
them really well, they might leave!” To which I reply, “Then
you can decide not to train them, and they might stay!”
That’s when the worried look turns to sheer terror. No mat-
ter how you look at it, not training your Whys is tantamount
to business suicide.

I can’t think of a single business that could not benefit
from the fresh eyes and ideas that Generation Why

trainees bring to the workforce.

Training Generation Why is about empowering the low-
est member on the totem pole, being fun and theatrical,
inviting competition among peers to come up with innova-
tive ways to approach work, and letting Gen Why train Gen
Why. To remain competitive in today’s marketplace, organi-
zations need to become learning organizations. While you
may have heard the term before, what it means in this con-
text is that whoever has a skill that is helpful to the organi-
zation becomes the de facto trainer—no matter what their
position or length of time at the organization.

For better or for worse, Gen Whys in record numbers
are raising themselves, which makes them much more self-
sufficient than we sometimes realize or appreciate. Tap into
Gen Why’s strengths and insights about how they learn best,
learn a few new training tricks and techniques of your own,
and your team will be energized and effective.
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Managing

I T’S LIKE I HAVE this Ferrari in my driveway and I have no
idea how to drive it!” This comment was rendered to me
by an exasperated Boomer, during the first twenty min-

utes of an in-house company management seminar. He con-
tinued, “They’re much more sophisticated and have a lot more
raw talent than I had in my early twenties, but when it comes
to getting them to perform like a dependable sedan—much
less a Ferrari—I feel like I don’t even have a learner’s permit!” 

Management gurus, marketing whizzes, and dot-com entre-
preneurs are fond of talking about how the old rules don’t apply.
But when it comes to dealing with Generation Why in the work-
place it can seem like no rules apply. Some baffled managers are
desperately searching for ways to get their Whys to perform at a
consistent level. Other managers find getting their front line to
comply with even the most basic company procedures a real
chore. Dress code violations, lateness and absenteeism, con-
frontations with customers—the list goes on. The generation
raised in chaotic times can create a lot of chaos in the workplace.

It would be a totally different situation if the only prob-
lem were an absence of skill. You could more easily manage
those possessing the want-to but lacking the how-to. But
this isn’t the case with the Whys. They have street smarts
and book smarts, and they know what they want. What they
don’t know they can learn quickly—providing they see
something in it for themselves. So it’s not a talentless crew of
morons that you’re trying to manage. 

What makes yours a daily mountain to climb is that
you’re leading a new workforce of impatient, individualistic,
expressive young people, who have remarkable talent but
who are continually questioning authority and structure.
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This is not to say that without constant vigilance you will
have open rebellion in your employee ranks, but—and this
may sound absurd—to get the most out of Gen Why you
have to earn their respect. They are not going to promptly
take action on your every word, even if you are the one who
signs their paychecks. You need to approach managing them
with flexibility, creativity, and openness to their attitudes
and conventions. Effective managers of Gen Why are willing
to deal with them on their terms and to make concessions
and exceptions that your boss and your boss’s boss would
never think to make.

They are not going to promptly take action 
on your every word, even if you are the one 

who signs their paychecks.

This doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice your authority.
In fact, as we will see, Gen Why is quite comfortable with
rules and regulations, as long as those rules don’t compro-
mise their individuality, their free time, or what they see as
their right to have fun. What’s hard for a lot of Boomer and
Gen X managers is the idea that rules and regulations and
company policies are seen by Gen Whys as negotiable. You
drive past a reserved spot in the company parking lot and
never think of parking your car there. Gen Whys see the
same spot and think that it’s obviously reserved for them.
The rules have to make sense to a Gen Why, or they will
blow right by them. Remember, rules before a relationship
lead to rebellion!
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If it sounds like work is a game to Gen Why, that’s because
it is. But that doesn’t mean they are incapable of working hard
or taking pride in a job well done. It just means that they have
a low tolerance for rules or management techniques that are
arbitrary. And who can blame them? Hasn’t everyone at some
point or another been suspicious of a boss or manager who
told him or her they had to pay their dues before getting more
responsibility? While working hard and waiting for the right
opportunity is an all-important aspect of the game, Gen Why
will smell out a smoke screen or a stall technique in a heart-
beat. This will result in a disconnect that will be almost
impossible to repair.

The rules have to make sense to a Gen Why, 
or they will blow right by them. Remember, 

rules before a relationship lead to rebellion!

So if you’re trying to get the most out of your Whys, be
honest and forthcoming, build a relationship with them,
and let them see how what you’re wanting them to do helps
advance both of your concerns. What follows are some spe-
cific ways to manage that objective.

LAY OUT THE BIG PICTURE IN SMALL TERMS

Experienced managers tell me that when it comes to work-
ing with people, “you may or may not get what you want, or
what you deserve, but you will get exactly what you expect.”
This axiom applies to Generation Why, providing they know
what it is you expect. Nothing should be assumed.
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You may or may not get what you want, or what you
deserve, but you will get exactly what you expect.

During my sixteen-year-old daughter’s first week as a
hostess at Chili’s, the manager gave her a small laminated
card that he told her to memorize. The card listed Seven
Sizzling Service Standards to give Chili’s customers a
Sizzling Experience. By memorizing the seven ideals, she
would become a true ChiliHead, and he told her that if she
could orally recite them back to him by week’s end, he’d give
her a $20 bill on the spot. The steps were astoundingly sim-
ple (e.g., have fun, make eye contact and smile, say “hi” to
everyone, etc.), so it took her only few minutes to commit
them to memory. Once she did, she clearly knew the big pic-
ture of what her job was and what her boss expected from
her. My daughter quickly transformed herself into a
ChiliHead.

To manage behavior, you first need to clearly articulate
expectations. Managers who expect certain behaviors from
their GWs but don’t clearly spell out those expectations are
on their way to a train wreck. Spelling out expectations ver-
bally is less than half as effective as setting them out in writ-
ing. Managers who use both written and oral means of shar-
ing big picture expectations are twice as effective.
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To manage behavior, you first need to 
clearly articulate expectations.

WHYS IDEA Do your Whys fully com-
prehend your expecta-

tions? (Do you even know what they are?) If not, quantify
your list, keeping it simple and easy to memorize and repeat.
Make certain all supervisors know the list so that they can
both model and enforce those values and behaviors. Reward
your GWs for memorizing the list, and quiz them periodical-
ly to make certain they retain it. When you see specific exam-
ples of the list behaviors being carried out, draw attention and
praise to them.

REVISIT YOUR RULES

A medium-size chain of casual restaurants operating in the
Midwest called my office recently, seeking a solution to a
problem they were experiencing. Their employee dress code
permitted khaki shorts, but they were only to be worn
between Memorial Day and Labor Day. The restaurant man-
agers were disconcerted because their young Gen Why
employees were coming to work wearing khaki shorts in the
fall and even in the winter months.

Their question was one of how? How could they get
their employees to adhere to their dress code? But before we
could address the how, we first needed to address the why.
So I merely asked, “Why is that rule on your books?” The
first explanation was that the rule had always been there and
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that it had been enforced for decades. Again, I asked why
the rule was there. They again answered with a when, giv-
ing me historical perspective on how long their franchise
had enforced this particular rule, dating all the way back to
this being a rule that had been put in place by their founder.

Realizing that I wasn’t getting through to this team of
managers, I decided to change my line of questioning. “Does
the wearing of shorts have an impact on employee job per-
formance?” I asked them.

“Well, no, not really,” was their reply.
“Does the fact that your Gen Whys wear shorts during

winter months adversely affect your company sales?” I asked.
Once again the response was, “No, not that we can trace.” 
I then asked if there was any reason whatsoever why the rule

should remain in their employee handbook, and their next
response was, “I guess we’d better take another look at this rule!”

Tradition is important in family reunions and passing down
recipes. But with Gen Why and the rules in your employee
handbook, tradition is suspect. Before trying to get Gen Why to
adhere to a rule, a principle, or a practice, first ask yourself if it
is necessary or a prerequisite to profit. If the answer is no, don’t
waste your time on its enforcement. Instead, eliminate the prac-
tice and enforce only those rules, principles, and practices that
make sense.

Before trying to get Gen Why to adhere to a rule, 
a principle, or a practice, first ask yourself if it 

is necessary or a prerequisite to profit.
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WHYS IDEA Know the reason for your
rules and be prepared to

provide a sound reason for them, even if you’re not asked.
Gen Why responds to open communication much better than
the old “my way or the highway” routine. And if you do
decide to throw away or change an old rule that doesn’t make
sense, celebrate that with your employees. In the story above
about the company dress code, the company could have
thrown a bon voyage party for the old rule and celebrated the
change with employees. A smart leader then takes a moment
during the fun to deliver a short serious message about keep-
ing customer service high. Everything’s negotiable with Gen
Why, and they will appreciate and understand you setting the
tone of give-and-take and will respond in kind.

SINK YOUR POSTS DEEP

Football coaches prepare for upcoming games by studying
their opponent’s tendencies on game films. Knowing how
the opposing team will react in any given situation can give
one team a decided advantage over its opponent. It serves as
the basis for their entire game plan.

As the generation who has grown up learning how to
recognize the tendencies of the games that dominate their
discretionary time (i.e., video games), Gen Whys are experts
in the rapid discovery of patterns. They can quickly spot the
give-and-take in the rules set forth by their parents, their
teachers, and their managers, and they have no aversion to
testing the boundaries. If they discover that their leader is
soft on the rules, or has a tendency to look the other way if
the process of enforcing a rule is too much of a hassle, they’ll
waste no time in exploiting that tendency. When looking for
ways to go beyond the parameters that have been estab-
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lished for them, if they find there’s some give-and-take,
they’ll immediately embark on a strategy to give less and
take more, thereby winning the game.

They can quickly spot the give-and-take in the rules set
forth by their parents, their teachers, and their managers,

and they have no aversion to testing the boundaries.

My son Zac worked in the sporting goods department of
a large retail chain. The store has a very strict policy that
calls for the termination of any employee who has two no
call/no show absences within the same quarter. Zac is an
active student leader who frequently finds himself double-
booked for a school-related activity and work. He’d broken
the policy at least a half a dozen times over the last few
months he worked there. However, because Zac is a good
employee and undoubtedly because the store is short on
labor, they never once enforced this policy by terminating,
much less even reprimanding Zac or any of his like-offend-
ing coworkers. When Zac started his employment at the
store, he was deathly afraid of violating this policy. Then it
became almost an afterthought. Although he wanted to be a
good employee with a good attendance record, he no longer
feared the repercussions of a no call/no show, and neither
did his coworkers. Management has grown soft on the atten-
dance policy, and it has come back to haunt them.

Effective managers keep their rulebook light and tight.
They continually edit out unnecessary items, leaving only
those policies and procedures for which there is a solid ration-
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ale and for which they will grant no leeway. This makes those
remaining rules easier to remember, justify, and enforce.

Effective managers keep their rulebook light and tight.

Contrary to widely held thinking, Generation Why does
not reject, and will actually embrace, structure. Perhaps it
stems from the lack of structure they had growing up in
their schools, communities, and families. But when they
realize there are consequences for straying outside the
boundaries and those consequences will not be negotiated,
then their tendency is to adhere to those guidelines and to
respect the process.

WHYS IDEA Don’t rule out the rules.
Instead, identify those

rules that are truly important. Then, once you tighten your
employee handbook, sink your posts deep. You cannot back
down on the important issues to Gen Why, or they will keep
taking and taking. As long as you can explain the impor-
tance of a rule and as long as that rule isn’t arbitrary, Gen
Why, even after vocal protest, will ultimately accept reality.
Commiserate but don’t capitulate.

TUNE IN TO THEIR FREQUENCY

Imagine how difficult it would be to succeed—much less to
survive—in a society or a culture where you could not com-
municate with the natives. There is little doubt you would
be ostracized and isolated. Employers feel removed from
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their Gen Whys due primarily to the ever-widening com-
munication gap. “I just don’t understand them, and they
have no idea what I’m saying!” is the desperation cry of
Boomer and even Xer managers.

Though every American generation has its own version
of the spoken word, Generation Why has taken this practice
to the extreme. Their use of words, phraseology, gestures,
and body language is ever evolving and at a frightening
pace. What is considered cool one minute is “so yesterday”
the next. As a motivational speaker for thousands of high
school assembly programs, I’ve learned this lesson the hard
way. Timely comedy and trendy stories based on pop culture
and modern jargon can score a bull’s-eye one week, and
come across as stale, lame, and totally out of sync the next.
Makes for an automatic disconnect and a very long day!

The use of Internet chat rooms and tightly targeted tele-
vision programs on networks such as MTV have provided an
almost instant exchange of the dialogue and fashion. Those
who keep up, connect; those who don’t, become relics.

Wise managers keep fluent in Gen Why speak. To
achieve this result, you need to keep dialed in to the same
frequency they are. Permit yourself to stay abreast of current
trends, fads, and the pop culture by exposing yourself to
their world. Watch what they watch. Tune in to the highly
rated teen sitcoms and dramas on the WB and UPN net-
works, as well as the MTV, VH1, and ESPN 2 cable net-
works. When you hear of a box office smash that is targeted
toward younger viewers, such as the recent movies
American Pie 2, Road Trip, Thirteen Ghosts, or Not Another
Teen Movie—go see it. Read the books and magazines on
their best-seller list. Surf the Internet to find the popular
websites the Gen Whys are hitting.
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And, yes, even if it is painful, listen to their music. Keeping
a “heads up” on the dialogue and the banter and the lyrics of
popular rap songs, heavy metal, alternative, ska, hip-hop, and
new country will give you that much more of a decided advan-
tage when it comes to connecting and communicating with
Gen Why. This is not to say you want to pretend to be one of
them—slang can be a dangerous thing in the mouth of an
adult—but just the act of trying to understand their culture
will put you far ahead of most managers.

WHYS IDEA They know your lan-
guage, so learn to speak

theirs. You’ll never really connect with them until you’re both
on the same frequency. And you don’t have to pretend to like
their culture, just let them know you’re open to it. For Gen
Why, pop culture can be almost a religion. You may not share
their faith, but respect it and you’ll win them over.

Just the act of trying to understand their culture 
will put you far ahead of most managers.

GET THEIR HEADS IN YOUR GAME

A friend of mine who manages a Brookstone store inside a
newly opened mall told me that involvement was her key
strategy for connecting with her Gen Whys. With rare
exception, she routes the faxes she receives from headquar-
ters throughout the ranks of her Gen Whys so they can see
how the store is doing and whether or not sales are on track.
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She makes them aware of the new policies and procedures
that are being discussed and considered for implementation.
When there is theft due to shoplifting or employee pilferage,
she’ll have her Gen Whys call the police and file the report.
She lets her Gen Whys decide how merchandise should be
displayed (within corporate guidelines) and then lets them
create the displays. She doesn’t play favorites. She involves
virtually every Gen Why in almost every aspect of merchan-
dising, marketing, management, sales, store security, and
communication—responsibilities that are typically reserved
for those in managerial positions.

Her rationale is simple. “My younger employees are
extremely curious about why changes are made and why
things are done the way they are,” she says. “Couple this with
the fact that they get bored very easily and that they really feel
empowered when their ideas are put in place. Involvement is
no longer an option for these Gen Whys—it’s a necessity.” 

If your Gen Whys aren’t engaged, they’re disengaged. Even
if they don’t verbalize it, they have a strong need to discover
the why behind the what and the how of your operation. To
ignore that need is equivalent to pushing their Off buttons.

Involvement is no longer an option for these 
Gen Whys—it’s a necessity.

WHYS IDEA Consider the tasks, duties,
and responsibilities of your

management position and determine which aspects you’re able to
share. Take a risk by sharing more information with your Gen
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Why employees (all your employees, actually) than you may feel
comfortable with. Allow them to interact with your vendors and
suppliers and even your colleagues at the home office. Don’t just
tell them how your business functions; let them experience it first-
hand. Satisfy their desire to know the why, and you will have effec-
tively connected on three additional levels: they’ll feel important,
they’ll be stimulated, and they’ll be learning and growing.

THE FLEXIBILITY FACTOR: 
ATTENDANCE AND PUNCTUALITY

Remember back to the twelve common tendencies when we
pointed out that Gen Whys are efficient multitaskers, who
almost always have two or three activities going on at once?
Well, this is where that quality has a tendency to bite. 

As you know, this generation isn’t known for being punctual.
Managers frequently lament that they arrive late and leave early
and occasionally don’t show up at all. Many companies have
enacted strict three strikes and you’re out policies only to find
they’re forced to say good-bye to a lot of good-but-flighty talent.

Current surveys are finding that work schedule flexibility
is becoming more important for every class of employee, not
just Gen Whys. It may be time to really look at your corporate
policies and even your personal work philosophy. Seat time
does not equal productive output, especially if your employees
are concerned about meeting their personal commitments.

Don’t just tell them how your business functions; 
let them experience it firsthand.
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You need to consider the whole human resource equation,
weighing in recruiting and training costs plus staff morale and
productivity. Figure out what you really need from your
employees and see what kind of flexibility and maneuverabil-
ity can be inserted into the workplace schedule.

Keep in mind that Gen Why is not easily intimidated
with threats and ultimatums for not being on time and/or
not showing up. Besides, they know that if they lose this job,
there is another one down the street. So instead of (or at
least in addition to) punishing the undependable, reward
the dependable!

Periodically bring donuts to share with those who show
up early for work. Remove everything but the empty box
five minutes after the shift officially begins. Arrive a few
minutes before closing time with movie tickets for all those
still working hard. Single out an employee who routinely
demonstrates that they stay within the allotted lunch break
time by reimbursing them the cost of their lunch. Structure
your compensation program so that at the end of each quar-
ter, employees who’ve had no schedule violations or infrac-
tions will receive an hourly bonus incentive, retroactive to
the first date in that quarter. Create a dependability club.
Provide special discounts, privileges, and incentives for
those who meet the membership requirements.

Instead of punishing the undependable, 
reward the dependable!
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WHYS IDEA Unless you know some-
thing the rest of us don’t,

you’re not going to find a way to completely eliminate the relaxed
nature of your Whys and their propensity to push the time-clock
envelope. While it is important to have clear standards for atten-
dance and punctuality and to communicate those rules, this
process sets up an additional behavioral checkpoint for you to
enforce. Furthermore, the stricter you make your consequences,
the more arguments you’ll encounter from Whys wanting to
appeal their sentence. The best thing you can do is to focus your
energy on rewarding the Whys who’ve developed their depend-
ability habit. Create a special status level for employees you can
count on and offer recipients special privileges. This will make
punctuality and dependability a very desirable goal for your
Whys and get the short-staffed monkey off your back.

WAGE A BATTLE AGAINST BOREDOM

Boredom is the archenemy of the more than 60 million, Type
A++, Why-Wait, Stimulus-Junkie, Multitasker Gen Whys. If you
need to field test this theory, put a Gen Why in a monotonous
job with no promise of a change and see how long they remain
in your employ. Their need for constant change and continual
stimulation is a considerable obstacle for many managers whose
front line positions (usually filled by Gen Whys) are laced with
mundane, repetitive tasks.

Put a Gen Why in a monotonous job with no promise of
a change and see how long they remain in your employ.
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Most entry level and/or service-oriented jobs are based on
a formula requiring a high degree of sameness in the process.
There is no individual creativity or personal artistic expression
tolerated when it comes to making a Big Mac. Branding is all
about reputation, reputation is based on consistency, and the
very nature of consistency requires sameness.

So how do you get Gen Whys to remain engaged in a
process that is boring? And how can you shift gears to go
from boring to fun without damaging the brand? Here are
three variation techniques that can help you accomplish this
mission:

1. Vary the task. Don’t stick ‘em behind the grill all
day no matter how much they may say they like it. Rotate
them frequently between tasks (e.g., cashier, shake machine,
front lobby maintenance, stockroom, etc.). The Gen Why is
thinking, “It’s fun to do something different!”

2. Vary the procedure. Give your Gen Why the
expected outcome of the task (e.g., a delighted customer, a
spotless floor, an orderly stockroom, etc.); explain the why;
and invite them to create, alter, or improve the existing
process. They may choose to follow your method, or they
may find a better one. If they can’t find a better way, they’ll
buy into the existing procedure, and they won’t try to skip
corners. The Gen Why is thinking, “It’s fun to target success
and figure out how to get there on my own!”

3. Vary the environment. Go ahead; rearrange the
furniture. Change the radio station. Alter the schedule. Relax
the dress code. From subtle to radical, there are a number of
ways clever managers can throw a change into the physical
working environment to create variation. While these changes
might rock the world of your older workers, they’ll be viewed
as stimulating or amusing changes by your emerging employ-
ees. The Gen Why is thinking, “This is a fun place to work!”
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WHYS IDEA Boredom is the ultimate
party crasher. Fun hap-

pens at the intersection of Variation and Surprise. Make a
checklist of the series of tasks that make up the various indi-
vidual jobs of your Gen Whys. The shorter the list, the
greater the element of boredom. Try weaving new tasks into
each job. Experiment with new methods for achieving the
desired results of each task, or at least open yourself to let-
ting your Gen Whys do the experimenting. If you feel that
these efforts are unnecessary and a waste of your time, the
time you save might well be spent recruiting and training
new employees who’ll need to be hired to replace those
you’ve lost due to boredom.

Boredom is the ultimate party crasher. Fun happens 
at the intersection of Variation and Surprise.

FINAL THOUGHT

To be a truly effective manager of Gen Why employees, you
must be part coach, part parent, part mentor, part coworker,
part friend, part teacher, part boss—and you must use each
of those parts in varying degrees, depending on the specific
Gen Why employee you are working with and the specific
work position they are in. As individuals, they have fewer,
but more unique, tools in the toolbox they bring to the work-
place. They may be able to fix the nagging computer server
problem you’ve been having in less than an hour, but they
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may lose their temper with a nagging customer in a matter of
seconds. They may be used to breaking the rules because no
one has ever taken them aside and shown them the advan-
tages of occasionally playing by the rules.

If putting all those parts together in the right combina-
tion at the right time seems like a sure recipe for disaster—
think again! The people skills that helped you get where you
are now will surely be your bridge to success with Gen
Why—with a few simple modifications and updates. You
will need all of your people skills, plus some new ones, as
we turn our attention to their on-the-job appearance.

The people skills that helped you get where you are now
will surely be your bridge to success with Gen Why—

with a few simple modifications and updates.
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Appearance

U NLESS YOU WERE a completely abnormal teenager,
your parents hated the way you dressed; they were
embarrassed by the way you wore your hair; and

they didn’t think much of the music you listened to either.
It doesn’t matter what generation you are from, your fashion
sense was questioned and disparaged by your elders. But for
you, your personal style was your membership card to your
generation.

Hair, clothing, and music—think of any recent decade,
and you can conjure up a sense of who these youth were,
based on these three criteria. From Buddy Holly to Elvis,
from the Beatles to KISS, from Michael Jackson to Marilyn
Manson and Eminem, pop music stars set the dress code
standards for each new generation. Skin tight pants, duck-
tail hair, tie-dyed shirts, bell bottoms, afros, poodle skirts,
mood rings, saddle shoes, leather jackets, hot pants, under-
wear as street wear—the list of outrageous fashion could go
on and on (but we’re all better off forgetting some things!).

Like all generations before them, Whys also use hair,
clothing, and music as identity markers. However, it should
come as no surprise that their expression of those factors is
radically different than yours. If popular styles are somewhat
disconcerting to you, relax. You’re just having the same reac-
tion your parents, teachers, and managers had with your
generation. The difference between your youth culture and
Gen Why’s is very apparent on the surface, but what’s much
more subtle is what is underneath. Back in the fifties, sixties,
and even seventies, youth culture belonged to young people.
Today, youth culture is a multi-billion-dollar industry.
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The difference between your youth culture and 
Gen Why’s is very apparent on the surface, but what’s

much more subtle is what is underneath.

Self-expression has been marketed to Gen Why since
they were in diapers; it is not something they discovered or
even truly defined for themselves. This is the MTV genera-
tion, after all—a group of kids who have been taught to be
outrageous, spirited, and rebellious. For many members of
Gen Why, personal style isn’t just a part of their identity—it
is their identity. It is so ingrained in them that any discus-
sion of it has to be dealt with more sensitively than you
might expect.

Coming back to the surface differences, Gen Why has taken
personal expression far beyond their counterparts of previous
generations. When Boomers and Xers entered the workforce,
managers could demand a change—a more conservative haircut,
shined shoes, more modest clothing, and so on—and it was easy
for the employee to adapt. If it were just for the multicolored
gelled hair, saggy pants, or difficult-to-listen-to music, we could
simply shrug our shoulders at Gen Why and chalk it up to the
temporary insanity that accompanies youthful rebellion. But the
generation markers of the Whys go far beyond temporary forms
of expression to permanent, physical assertions like tattoos and
piercings.

While it may be hard for your customers to accept the
reality that their waiter is wearing pants that are three sizes
too large, they can usually keep in mind that what truly mat-
ters is the service they receive. But when the server has a
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bullet in his ear or a tattoo running down her neck, some
customers may have a difficult time focusing on the service!

Although these trends have roots dating back centuries
ago and have even made periodic appearances in American
pop culture over the past sixty years, they are back with a
vengeance and are drawing gasps of horror from Boomers.
In the eighties and early nineties, Xers who engaged in these
dramatic forms of self-expression were considered edgy or
“club kids.” Today, the youth who proudly boast tattoos and
metal facial ornamentation include jocks, preppies, 4.0s—
even the nerds. To a Gen Why, being pierced or tattooed is
not a sign of rebellion—it is merely a sign of the times. 

Many companies now feel as though they are between a
rock and a hard place. On one hand, employers need to be
sensitive to their customers. At the same time, in a compet-
itive economy, especially in the service sectors where payroll
is the biggest and most adjustable expense, the cheaper
workers tend to be unskilled and/or young—that is, Gen
Why. Employers need fresh, young talent and realize that if
they rule out applicants based on appearance, the choice set
gets incredibly small indeed. Employers are also confronted
with the willfulness of Gen Why, who are used to being
catered to, to getting their own way, and to being the ones
served, not the ones doing the serving. Managers raising the
issue of dress or personal appearance in the wrong way and
at the wrong time risk dealing with even higher turnover. 

To a Gen Why, being pierced or tattooed is not a sign 
of rebellion—it is merely a sign of the times.
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It would be impossible to bring both sides together
under a bilateral treaty of agreement, but perhaps we can
find a way to call a truce. And while the differences between
the generations, when it comes to agreeing on acceptable
appearance, will certainly transcend the shelf life of this
book, what follows are three tools for working more com-
fortably and cooperatively with this particular generation
when it comes to this sensitive area.

INSIDE OUT

If you went to an investment-banking firm and your broker
was wearing a clown suit, you’d have a hard time talking
about mutual funds. Without a doubt, dress codes serve a
useful purpose. They help customers quickly identify who is
working at the store. Dress codes also help set the tone, be
it playful or professional, which is an important part of cre-
ating a good customer experience. And finally, dress codes
help keep customers and workers focused on the task at
hand. Even if you have a dress code that seems to be work-
ing for you, it may be time to revisit your dress code from
the inside out.

Many older managers feel resentful about having to relax
the company dress codes to accommodate the young work-
force. They instantly put themselves on the defensive, won-
dering how they are going to get Gen Whys to conform.
Even thinking about the problem can seem galling in a time
when companies are finding that they already have to bend
over backward to recruit, train, and retain Gen Why. After a
while, managers start to wonder how much more they’re
going to have to give to make this sometimes-difficult gen-
eration happy.

If this rings a bell with you, let me suggest a paradigm
shift. Analyze your dress code to determine the rationale
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behind your policies. Try thinking about the issue as a Gen
Why would, looking at it with extreme skepticism. Question
each item of the code to determine its validity. Think back
to what we’ve said about being truthful with Gen Why. Is the
dress code in place for the customer’s comfort—say, for
instance, at a restaurant, or for management’s comfort—say
in a call center? If there is no face time between your
employees and customers, you might want to consider loos-
ening your requirements.

Analyze your dress code to determine the rationale
behind your policies. Try thinking about the issue 

as a Gen Why would.

Pay special attention to any rule that has been in place
five years or longer. Just remember that there was a point
when long hair for men was completely unacceptable. Today
we don’t bat an eye at a man with long hair, and employers
don’t automatically rule out such a person as a deviant, as
they might have in the sixties. Think about your Gen Whys
in the same way. Just because they have tattoos doesn’t mean
they aren’t bright, honest, resourceful, hardworking kids. 

When face time with customers is involved, it can be
hard for managers to look past the fashion and hairstyles,
because they are afraid of what customers will think. It’s a
valid concern. But rather than judging for yourself what is
acceptable, try the following method for putting prospective
employees in the context of what is actually going on in
society. Grab a few popular mainstream magazines (People,
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Time, Cosmopolitan, etc.) and your employee handbook.
Turn the handbook to the section that addresses your cur-
rent dress code. As you read the rules governing the appear-
ance of your employees, turn to an advertisement in the
magazine for a Gen Why product, like Calvin Klein, Nike,
Swatch, Levi Strauss, Nokia, and so on. According to your
rules, how many dress code infractions do you see among
the models? You’ll need a calculator to keep count! 

Think it’s just the particular magazine you’re looking at?
Try the same experiment with a Business Week, Forbes,
Fortune, or better yet, your own industry trade publication.
You’ll probably detect numerous discrepancies between
what the world is telling your Gen Whys to look like and
what your handbook is saying. You cannot change the mes-
sage the world is sending; you can, however, change your
employee handbook.

You’ll probably detect numerous discrepancies between
what the world is telling your Gen Whys to look like 

and what your handbook is saying.

WHYS IDEA Consider modifying the
dress code you’re asking

your Gen Why employees to follow to one that is, at least to
some degree, reflective of the styles that are fashionable and
widely accepted by society. However, do not feel that you
must compromise your corporate image to cater to their
every whim. There is common ground and it’s easier to reach
than you think. Target Stores still require employees to wear
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red tops and khaki bottoms, but they’ve shifted from uni-
forms to uniformity. They now allow for a certain flexibility
within the red top/khaki bottom parameters so that workers
are distinguishable from customers, but are able to maintain
individuality.

If you’re willing to periodically revisit your dress code
and make alterations (pardon the pun) that keep in step
with generally accepted fashion trends, you’ll have an easier
time keeping your Gen Whys in step with your code.

COMMUNICATE THE CODE

Young men who enlist in the Army expect to have their heads
completely shaved. Applicants at Chuck E. Cheese’s Pizza
Restaurants are told during the interview that they are not
permitted to have visible tattoos or facial piercings when they
are at work. Those who want to work in the retail fabric
industry for Jo-Ann Stores, Inc., know that they are to wear
khaki slacks, shorts, or skirts and a white, collared shirt. Gen
Whys don’t like surprises, especially when it means altering
their image. You’ll find them much more agreeable to your
dress code when they know the rules ahead of time.

During a seminar for the assistant managers of a conser-
vative retail chain in the Midwest, one of the participants
expressed his extreme frustration at getting his Gen Whys to
adhere to the strict dress code. I asked if they were aware of
how they were expected to look on the job before they were
offered the job. The manager told me they never mentioned
it in the interview process and they assumed the new
employee would pick up on what they’re supposed to wear
by seeing what everyone else is wearing. “The only thing you
can assume about your Gen Whys is that they are going to
try to push the boundaries,” I said, and suggested that the
company have a strategy in place before making a job offer.
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Through brainstorming we decided that what the company
needed to do was to create a series of professionally pho-
tographed life-sized posters of employees wearing their uniforms
in an acceptable way—clean, pressed, shirttails tucked in, and so
on. Gen Why models, who were actual company employees,
were chosen for their complete compliance with respect to jew-
elry, tattoos, hair, and hygiene. Now, during a hiring interview,
managers show applicants the posters and point out the dos and
don’ts of the dress code. They ask each applicant if they are will-
ing to sign a form indicating a willingness to abide by that spe-
cific set of standards, which leaves no guesswork or creative inter-
pretations of the policy. Gen Whys are also told the consequences
for breaking the code, which range from a verbal warning for
first-time violators to dismissal for third-time offenders.

To ensure compliance, these posters are placed next to a full-
length mirror in the employee check-in area. This empowers
employees to police themselves first, long before management
has to get involved. Now the countless minor violations never
have to be dealt with at all, because the employees take care of
it themselves. And when there is a problem, store managers can
take decisive action by simply escorting the offender back to the
break room to perform a quick comparison of their appearance
with that of the examples in the posters.

WHYS IDEA Clearly define your appear-
ance standards to your Gen

Whys. Eliminate all guessing games and personal interpretations of
your dress code by showing them photographed images of what is
acceptable. If there are any questions, this is where they can be
addressed. Have them sign a very simple form indicating their will-
ingness to abide by the code. 

When you spot a dress code infraction, have a system in
place to deal with it. Make certain that you alert a dress code
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violator in private so as not to embarrass them. Ask them to
compare what they are wearing to a photo or poster of what
is acceptable and point out the differences. Have a system in
place to deal with repeat offenders and be certain to enforce
any of the consequences you established ahead of time.

Make certain that you alert a dress code violator 
in private so as not to embarrass them.

DEBUTING A NEW CODE

ADS, a large call center in the Midwest, decided to update
its conservative dress code to make its working environment
more comfortable and appealing to Gen Why. Upper man-
agement came to an agreement on what they felt was a fair
code that gave some strict parameters, but that also left
room for creative expression. The vast majority of their asso-
ciates were already Gen Whys, and they hoped their new,
relaxed appearance code would help attract new talent while
also serving to retain their current employees. 

ADS management then designed and launched a cam-
paign to promote the new code to their associates. They
used a variety of interoffice communications to alert the staff
to the modifications and to the date the changes would offi-
cially go into effect. This hype gave the new dress code pol-
icy the look and feel of a significant event for all employees.

On the date the new dress code took effect, management
put on a fashion show. The associates entered the workplace
to the eighties song “You’ve Got the Look.” The commons
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area was decorated to resemble a fashion show setup, com-
plete with a runway and chairs. Throughout the day, associ-
ates gathered around the runway to see their peers strut
down the ramp, while the HR manager assumed the role of
The Dress Code Queen to judge whether or not the employ-
ee was in compliance. The Dress Code Queen had the
authority to throw dress code offenders into a paper stream-
er Fashion Jail with a mere wave of her Fashion Wand. She
tossed a shoeless Gen Why in the brig for twenty minutes,
while a girl wearing a halter-top was jailed until she agreed
to put on a shirt. A guy who had his boxers peeking over the
top of his beltline was also given the maximum twenty-
minute penalty, while his coworkers looked on and howled
with laughter.

As you might imagine, the fashion show concept met the
Whys’ need for participation, recognition, visual stimula-
tion, and, most of all, fun. It hammered home the new dress
code without making it feel like homework. Best of all, ADS
found it much easier to enforce the dress code because the
Gen Whys didn’t resent the new code from the start, as they
surely would have had they just been handed a new employ-
ee handbook with a list of do’s and don’ts.

Don’t lead your Whys to the idea that having a dress code
is a bad thing. Let them know how it plays a part in your

company image—and how that image serves them!

132 E M P L O Y I N G G E N E R A T I O N W H Y ?



WHYS IDEA Don’t lead your Whys to
the idea that having a

dress code is a bad thing. Let them know how it plays a part
in your company image—and how that image serves them!
Have fun with any changes or alterations you make to your
new code, and by all means, get them involved in the roll-
out of anything new. Think of a creative way to get them to
buy in to your company policies, and always allow some
margin for personal expression.

FINAL THOUGHT

Your corporate image is important to you, and your Gen
Why’s images are important to them. Common ground can
be found! Image can become something that unifies rather
than divides your workforce. It may mean widening the
boundaries to allow for individual difference within a very
specific framework. It may mean making your long-term
employees slightly uncomfortable as you apparently cater to
this new generation. It will probably help to hold each
appearance code rule up to this standard: Does this rule
have a clearly demonstrable, positive impact on the bottom
line? If it does, keep it on the books. If it doesn’t, celebrate
its demise.

Common ground can be found! Image can become some-
thing that unifies rather than divides your workforce.
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Fun

V IRTUALLY EVERY PIECE OF RESEARCH about
Generation Why highlights the extreme impor-
tance they place on having fun. What may be sur-

prising is the extreme importance Generation Why places
on having fun while on the job. Perhaps this need is the
result of feeling deprived of the carefree childhood fun and
innocent games that other generations enjoyed. Many
experts think that a society filled with recreational drugs,
casual sex, and violence in the media has forced Generation
Why to grow up and get serious too fast. On the other hand,
maybe their heartfelt need for fun is born out of a spoiled-
rotten childhood filled with video games, VCRs, computers,
junk food, and loving but permissive parents who cater to
their desire for immediate gratification. Generation Why
doesn’t just love fun; they’re addicted to it. 

Generation Why doesn’t just love fun; 
they’re addicted to it.

Regardless of the reason, there is absolutely no doubt
that Gen Why has no interest in a working environment that
is not heavy on fun. This is in startling contrast to Baby
Boomers, who generally believe that work is a sacrifice you
make in order to enjoy your life away from work. Boomers
are willing to work long hours, to struggle to succeed, and
to take pride in the status of difficult, involving, and high-
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paying jobs. Generation X, on the other hand, is less likely
to run the rat race. They are more interested in finding work
that is meaningful, even if it doesn’t necessarily pay very
well. Managers of all kinds of businesses have noted how
difficult it can be to manage Xers because they seem reluc-
tant to work hard at unfulfilling jobs.

At first blush, in this respect, Generation Why workers
can seem like Xers, but their seeming reluctance to work
hard comes from a different place. Although Gen Why
wants to feel that they are making a difference, they aren’t
necessarily on a quest for meaning in their work. Nor are
they primarily interested in riding a rocket to the top. Think
back to previous chapters and the stories about the compa-
nies that encouraged Gen Why employees to recruit their
friends and to dress to their own tastes. This is important
because Gen Why thinks about work as an experience. For
them, work is no different from going to school or a friend’s
house or even an amusement park. Even though it’s work,
they still expect to be able to socialize, to dress the way they
want to, and above all, to have fun.

For them, work is no different from going to school 
or a friend’s house or even an amusement park.

Effective managers search for innovative ways to incor-
porate fun into their workplace, realizing that this serves
them well on several fronts. With rare exception, most of
today’s entry-level positions and part-time jobs claim to offer
candidates a fun working environment. Those businesses
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that can cut through the hype and support their claim of fun
are finding it much easier to recruit and to retain top-notch
Gen Whys. They also discover the benefits of a fun environ-
ment. Fun is the antidote to stress, anxiety, and boredom.
Workers who are having fun are also more productive, their
morale is higher, and they are less likely to complain about
wages, benefits and time off. 

Granted, it’s easier to incorporate fun into a job at a
roller rink or video game arcade than it is into jobs involv-
ing maintenance or assembly line work or food preparation.
However, it’s not so much what a Gen Why is doing, but
how they are approaching their job that is important. And as
we’ll see, fun can come in many forms, and they don’t have
to be disruptive, decrease productivity, or hamper disci-
pline. In many cases, a fun atmosphere is all it takes to make
a Gen Why feel at home, which is why it’s important that
managers embrace this concept wholeheartedly. If creating a
fun and playful work environment is something manage-
ment is only paying lip service to, then Gen Why employees
will leave in droves (and worse, they will tell their friends).
But try these simple-to-incorporate techniques, and you will
increase the “Fun Quotient” in your working environment
and earn the loyalty of Generation Why. 

Workers who are having fun are also more productive,
their morale is higher, and they are less likely to 

complain about wages, benefits and time off.
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MAKE FUN THROUGH COMPETITION

If your quiet evening at home is interrupted by an annoying
solicitation phone call, and the young voice on the other end
is trying to convince you to subscribe to your local newspa-
per, there might be a free throw riding on it. That call could
very well originate from the office suite located directly
below mine, where a boiler room telemarketing operation
employs fifty or so disenfranchised Gen Whys. Take one
look at them out on break in the parking lot, and you’d
enthusiastically endorse my use of the term disenfranchised.
Cutting-edge individuality is the message of their mullets (a
type of hairstyle that’s “business in the front and party in the
back”) and their clothes (mostly black), but hopelessness is
the message in their eyes. These are obviously hard kids
employed in a hard job. Just think of the way you or people
you know treat telemarketers who irritate them. Then imag-
ine an eight-hour shift of that kind of constant rejection.
Then imagine what it would be like to be a young outsider
dealing with all those hang-ups and worse.

But day in and day out I see the same “phonies” in the
lot, which tells me that the turnover rate is low. I also hear a
continuous stream of cheers and laughter coming through
the heating vents, which tells me that there is more than
work (at least as I know it) taking place. All this made me
wonder what it was about this job that attracted these mal-
contents and kept them so amused. I decided to go on a
high-level, undercover, recognizance mission.

The telemarketing business, a Colorado mom-and-pop
operation, has the only vending machines in the building,
giving me a legitimate reason to stop by. On my first visit, I
noticed a Nerf basketball game set up at one end of the tele-
phone bullpen. On a chalkboard next to the hoop, there was
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a message that read: “Four sales = Two shots. One basket =
$10.” Moments later, I heard a voice from a corner of the
room cry out, “Got it!” A young, heavily pierced, Hispanic
woman ran to the shift supervisor excitedly saying she had
just completed her fourth sale of the day. The manager then
pulled out a cheerleader-type megaphone and shared the
news with the other workers, who applauded and then
turned their chairs to watch the action. As she approached
the free throw line—a piece of masking tape on the carpet—
her coworkers started cheering. She missed her first shot,
drawing an “Awwww” from her peers, but before her next
attempt they started chanting, “Jo-dy, Jo-dy, Jo-dy.” When
she made her second shot, the entire room erupted into
spontaneous celebration. The supervisor immediately
opened his billfold, took out a crisp $10 bill and presented
it to Jody as if she’d just won the lottery. At the rousing
cheers of the other Gen Whys, she threw up her arms in vic-
tory, took a bow, and literally ran back to her cubicle to
begin her quest for a repeat performance. I noticed the rip-
ple effect throughout the room as the other phonies began
to work even harder toward earning their opportunity to
compete.

“Amazing!” I thought. “This place recruits retailing’s
rejects and gives them the opportunity to be world beaters!
They are in a less-than-desirable job, and they are having the
time of their life!” What really impressed me was that the
company was doing it without quotas and threats, the usual
methods of telemarketing firms. Instead of posting goals like
a death sentence on the break room wall, the managers had
made it fun. The time lost out of the employees’ shift was
negligible, and better yet, the employees were motivated by
one of their peers instead of by management, which is some-
thing else that appeals particularly to Gen Why.
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A few days later, I returned for another soda and more
reconnoitering and found that the managers were tuned in to
another important need of Gen Why: variety. This time, the
Nerf hoop was down and in its place was a pin-the-tail-on-the-
donkey game and a blindfold. The chalkboard read “Three
sales = One attempt. Pin the tail for two movie passes.” You
should have seen the way the Whys were going for it!

WHYS IDEA Appeal to the game-
playing nature of Gen

Why. They absolutely love to compete, especially when the
winner is recognized and rewarded. If a rejection-based job
like telemarketing can take on a game show flavor and
simultaneously increase productivity and profits, imagine
the possibilities in your business. If you’re at a loss for com-
petition ideas, ask your Gen Whys about games they like to
play—they’ll have plenty of ideas. 

They absolutely love to compete, especially when 
the winner is recognized and rewarded.

A Word to the Wise

Be leery of contests where employees continually
compete against each other for a single prize.
Instead, get them to support each other by pitting

them against a very achievable goal where everyone can
eventually do the victory dance.
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MAKE FUN THROUGH PARTICIPATION

The following is not a restaurant review, although it may
read like one. As of this writing, I have never worked for the
company profiled here, but I have become an avid fan of
their concept and approach to Generation Why. For her
twentieth birthday celebration, my daughter Holli got to
choose the restaurant where her mother and I would take
her to celebrate. Without hesitation, she asked to be taken
to Joe’s Crab Shack. I had never eaten there and didn’t
understand why Holli was so sure about her choice, but
twenty minutes into our dining experience, I not only
shared Holli’s enthusiasm for Joe’s, I also knew the reason
why that restaurant boasts the lowest employee turnover of
any national chain.

Most major restaurant chains encourage their employees
to make birthday celebrations (and the like) special to their
guests. I’ve sat through my share of family occasions at chain
restaurants where the staff was about as enthusiastic about
performing their scripted celebration cake/song routine as
they were about getting a parking ticket. When there’s no
room for personal creativity or expression, the employee
participation wanes and actually works against the desired
outcome. But Joe’s Crab Shack turns these celebrations into
truly unforgettable experiences for its guests.

When there’s no room for personal creativity or 
expression, the employee participation wanes and 

actually works against the desired outcome.
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We notified our server that we had come to celebrate our
daughter’s twentieth birthday. He got a gleam in his eye and
said, “I’ll be right back.” Moments later the entire restaurant
was transformed into a live theater, and we were center stage.
Country Western music filled the place, as the mirrored disco
ball above our table started spinning wildly. Then eleven
Generation Why employees, each attired in crazy cowboy
garb, emerged from the kitchen. Singing, hooting, and hol-
lering, they circled our table and then pulled Holli out of her
seat. They tossed a giant foam rubber cowboy hat on her
head and made her climb aboard a broomstick pony. The DJ
alerted the crowd that it was “Holli’s Twentieth Roundup”
and that “she was gonna rope her a young buck!” At the far
end of the restaurant, they introduced another diner, a boy
named Kyle. The DJ said Kyle was turning nine today and
that “he’d better learn to run from girls while he was still
young!” The place went bonkers as Holli began to chase
young Kyle around the restaurant while twirling her rope
and riding her stick pony. The eleven employees followed
behind. The diners were laughing and clapping so hard, the
roof nearly came off the place!

I sat there thinking that the routine was so well done
that they must do it a hundred times a night, and that they
use the same bit whenever somebody comes in for a birth-
day. But that evening we watched as four other birthdays,
two anniversaries, and even a first-day-on-the-job were cel-
ebrated, and the celebration was completely different each
time. The servers were not the only ones in the show, either.
The hosts, cooks, bus help, dishwashers, and even the man-
agers got into the act. The staff appeared to be having as
much fun as—if not more than—the diners as they got total-
ly wrapped up in the various characters and roles they
assumed. But they didn’t neglect their duties. The food was
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hot and delicious, the service was fast and friendly, and the
bathrooms were spotless.

Joe’s Crab Shack has little trouble recruiting, retaining, or
managing its Gen Why employees. It has found the secret: don’t
let the action stop, and keep employees actively participating.
Joe’s appeals to Gen Why’s innate desire to be in the spotlight
and uses it as a differentiation point. 

Don’t let the action stop, 
and keep employees actively participating.

When Generation Why is participating, they’re engaged.
When they’re not, they’re disengaged. It’s that simple.
Companies that learn how to appeal to their innate desire to
express themselves through creative participation in the
process—regardless of what the process is designed to
yield—find that they can capture the soul and release the
imagination of a very inventive resource.

WHYS IDEA Make room in your oper-
ation for your Generation

Why employees to unleash their creative potential through par-
ticipation in what makes your company unique. If you’re not a
restaurant, don’t automatically dismiss the principle in place!
Gen Why wants the opportunity to show off their talents, skills,
and ideas to an audience—even if the audience is just a small
team of their coworkers. Find a way to point a spotlight in their
direction, and you’ll get a command performance. They’ll have
fun, and you’ll get them at their very best! 
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Find a way to point a spotlight in their direction, 
and you’ll get a command performance.

A Word to the Wise

Use the energy and creativity of your Gen Whys to
relight (or ignite for the first time!) the enthusiasm
of your more senior employees, whether they’re

Gen Xers or Boomers. Try not to focus on the rank, title, or
seniority of your staff, but rather on what will make your
workplace more fun, and ultimately, more productive.

MAKE FUN THROUGH INTERACTION

Kick the can, hide-and-seek, touch football, run-sheep-
run—growing up in the suburbs, our block was a hotbed of
inventive fun for kids. But for the past fifteen years, subur-
ban neighborhoods have been much quieter. The reason?
Gen Whys have been raised on a steady diet of action fig-
ures, movie rentals, Nintendo, and computer games. Today’s
quiet neighborhood streets are a reminder of the impact
mass media has had on children everywhere.

The things that you don’t get in your childhood can
become a driving force behind how you live your adult life.
Today’s twenty-something members of Gen Why are starting
to demand social interaction. This makes sense. You could
take away every Nintendo and VCR and satellite dish from
every Gen Why’s house and they would still get plenty of
screen time at school and on the job. Gen Why is the first
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generation to enter the fully computerized workplace, and
everyone, regardless of his or her generation, knows how
isolating an eight-hour day in front of a computer monitor
can be. As a result, Generation Why is trying to compensate
by seeking jobs where they can work alongside their friends
and where social interaction isn’t penalized. When sur-
veyed, most Whys admit they’d accept less money and work
longer hours if they could just work with their friends. 

This is almost impossible to comprehend in the success-at-
any-cost mind-set of their Boomer managers who would transfer
to Antarctica if the money were right. And for older managers,
the idea of socializing on the job seems like a recipe for low pro-
ductivity, mistakes, and poor customer service. It’s not unusual
for a Boomer manager to react by saying, “No way will I stand
back and see my production/service/sales, and so on go down the
tubes because I let my staff socialize while they’re on the clock!”
But remember, we’re talking about multitasking Gen Whys.
Unlike some other employees who have only two gears—talk
and work—Gen Whys can handle the dual action and will liter-
ally shift into overdrive when their friends are on the same team.
Of course, you need to have clearly stated guidelines defining
acceptable coworker socialization while on the job, but if those
posts are sunk deep, Gen Whys will adhere to your boundaries
at the risk of being separated from their friends.

When surveyed, most Whys admit they’d accept 
less money and work longer hours if they could 

just work alongside their friends.
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Hy-Vee Supermarkets have facilitated employee social
interaction this way: Employee break rooms in its stores are
being converted to a rec.-room-like setting. Rather than an
industrial look that screams, “Get outta here and get back to
work!” its break rooms encourage social interaction, with an
environment that includes carpeting and comfortable furni-
ture, cable television, a computer kiosk with Internet access,
kitchenettes with refrigerators, microwaves, and more. The
walls are lined with pictures of the young staff and descrip-
tions of their schools, families, and hobbies. This is a sure-
fire conversation starter, enabling coworkers to rapidly meet
and find common ground.

WHYS IDEA Take the pressure off of
your having to be the guru

of workplace fun. Instead of being the ringmaster, empower your
young employees to create their own fun by simply providing an
atmosphere conducive to social interaction. Redesign and redec-
orate the break room to be more club-like. Lower the walls of the
cubicles. Structure an intranet E-mail system that enables
employees to stay connected. Plan frequent off-hour (and even
on-the-clock) social events, where they can mix, mingle, kibitz,
and just hang out. In other words, get out of their way and let
them enjoy the social aspect of work.

Instead of being the ringmaster, empower your young
employees to create their own fun by simply providing

an atmosphere conducive to social interaction.
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A Word to the Wise

Look at your work environment, especially areas
where your employees take their breaks and lunches,
with new eyes when you go in tomorrow. How does

it look and feel to you? Is it cluttered, junky, worn-out? Or is it
a place that’s clean, comfortable, and relaxing? A new coat of
paint, a couple of comfortable chairs, and a boom box may be
all that is needed to upgrade a dingy break room into a great
place to reenergize your Whys. But whatever it takes, creating a
pleasing break area should not be considered an avoidable cost;
it should be thought of as a necessary investment.

FINAL THOUGHT

As a manager of Generation Why, especially the younger
members, it’s hard not to feel like a parent. You don’t want
to be perceived as a softie, because you’re afraid you’ll be
taken advantage of. The idea of introducing fun into the
workplace may seem like a sign of weakness, but if a sense
of fun is balanced out with clear rules of conduct and well-
outlined responsibilities, it will actually become a source of
strength. The confident manager allows fun and creativity
but also makes it clear that there is work to be done.

The telemarketing firm I used as an example builds fun so
seamlessly into their business plan that employees might not
even notice the incentive plan. In the case of Joe’s Crab Shack,
employees get to cut loose during the special evening celebra-
tions, but to have time to play, they also know that the service,
food prep, and cleanup have to be top-notch. Hy-Vee managers
know they can get more out of their employees during work
because the managers give more by providing better, friendlier
break rooms. These examples just serve as the springboard for
what you can do with your particular company. Jump on in!
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Recognition and Rewards

P ERHAPS YOU’RE FAMILIAR WITH the tale of the fisher-
man who was out one day by himself in his boat.
After several hours alone, he heard a rap on the side

of his boat. He glanced over his shoulder and noticed a
snake glaring up at him with a frog inside its mouth. Feeling
compassion for the soon-to-be-eaten frog, the fisherman
quickly grabbed the snake and set the frog free. The frog was
obviously elated, but the snake was distressed because it had
just lost its noontime meal. Feeling guilty, the fisherman
reached into his picnic basket, pulled out part of his sand-
wich, and fed it to the snake. Now the frog was happy, the
snake was happy, and the fisherman was happy. Pretty soon
the fisherman heard another knock on his boat. When he
turned around he saw the same snake, only this time it had
two frogs in its mouth!

As a manager, you certainly have systems in place to deal
with employees who demonstrate negative behavior or unac-
ceptable conduct in the workplace, but even more important is
how you recognize good behavior. You know just what to do if
an employee shows up late for work, does not arrive properly
attired, or is caught stealing from the cash register. You have a
system in place when you see one of your employees do a job
unsatisfactorily or lash out rudely at one of your customers. But
what system do you have in place to recognize and reward out-
standing performance? The story of the fisherman, the snake
and the frog would have a completely different ending if the
fisherman had saved the frog and given the snake a smack and
told him to go away. Unfortunately, correcting bad behavior can
take up the lion’s share of a manager’s time, but when it comes
to Gen Why, it’s vital to reward the good, lest they swim away.
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Baby Boomers, by their very nature, find that hard work is a
reward in and of itself. They need only know that they are meet-
ing expectations and are being fairly compensated to maintain a
consistent level of productivity. Gen Whys are on the opposite
end of that spectrum, crying out for management to praise them
when they meet expectations and to tip them when they exceed
normal performance levels. They are drawn to environments that
offer frequent recognition and are repelled from those that don’t.

They are drawn to environments that offer frequent
recognition and are repelled from those that don’t.

In a way, Gen Why is wired to need a lot of praise. After years
of being in the marketing spotlight, it’s a shock for them to enter
the workplace where they are treated like just another drone. It
would be easy to criticize them for their selfishness, but who can
blame them? When you’re the star of the show, when multina-
tional companies have been telling you your whole life that your
opinions and ideas and tastes are the most important thing in the
world, you’re bound to have skewed expectations of the world.
This doesn’t mean that managers have to kowtow to every Gen
Why whim, but it does mean that the emerging workforce
requires different handling than previous waves of workers.

The good news is that Gen Why responds with grati-
tude. A well-recognized Gen Why employee is more loyal,
more creative, and harder working than what many man-
agers are used to. And the rewards don’t have to be extrava-
gant or expensive. But stroke them the right way, and you
will go a long way toward creating a valued employee.
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Correcting bad behavior can take up the lion’s share 
of a manager’s time, but when it comes to Gen Why, 

it’s vital to reward the good, lest they swim away.

THE FOUR PS OF WISE RECOGNITION AND REWARDS

There are obviously numerous ways to give an employee a pat
on the back. However, whatever system you use for recogniz-
ing and rewarding the positive performance of your Gen Whys,
these four criteria can ensure your Why2K Compliance.

Personal

Regardless of the type of recognition and reward given, the
perceived value escalates when it is individualized for the
employee. Although this takes more time and consideration for a
manager, the resulting benefits certainly justify the extra thought
and energy. Yes, this does mean that you’ve got to know your Gen
Whys on a different level. You need to know what they like to do
in their personal time away from work. This information enables
you to reward an employee in a way that demonstrates that you
went out of your way to honor them.

A department manager at a Wal-Mart wanted to give a special
reward to a young associate who loved horses. She gave her Gen
Why associate the gift of a picture frame for a photograph of her
horse—and the frame was engraved with the horse’s name! That $30
expenditure registered with the young employee far more than the
equal or even double amount of cash would have. When it comes to
giving a reward, with Gen Why the thought really does count!
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Proportionate

Overzealous managers who are quick to heap praise and
incentives on Gen Whys for minor things find it hard to con-
tinue to show proportionate enthusiasm for bigger accom-
plishments. Any recognition or reward should always match
the level of performance being recognized. By giving too
much of a reward for a small accomplishment, you could
paint yourself into a corner when it comes to rewarding more
significant achievements. On the opposite end of the scale,
giving too little might serve to deflate a Gen Why’s enthusiasm
and start them thinking about other employment possibilities.
Therefore, it is imperative to pre-plan your recognition and
reward program to make certain that you have various levels
of incentives to reward specific levels of achievement.

By giving too much of a reward for a small accomplish-
ment, you could paint yourself into a corner when it
comes to rewarding more significant achievements.

Punctual

Gen Whys live in the moment. Rewarding them with a dol-
lar today is far more effective than giving them two dollars tomor-
row. Consequently, wise managers are prepared and keep incen-
tives and rewards on hand. Managers who are ill equipped to
reward on the spot find the effectiveness of their incentives drops
off dramatically. Given a choice, Generation Why will opt for the
delivery of something real today as opposed to the promise of
something even better down the road.
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Rewarding them with a dollar today is far more 
effective than giving them two dollars tomorrow.

Public

The value of the reward you present will multiply exponen-
tially if it is given to a Gen Why in the presence of their peers. They
want to know they are doing well, and they want their friends and
coworkers to know as well. When a situation prohibits the prais-
ing or rewarding of a Gen Why in public, consider sharing the
news on the company website or message board, or posting a con-
gratulatory announcement in a highly visible place.

While dining at Ed Debevak’s (a fifties-style diner) in Phoenix,
I commented to the manager that my server had been exception-
ally fun, kind, and friendly. The manager immediately jumped up
on a chair in the middle of the restaurant, blew into a noisemaker,
shared the story with the rest of the diners, and then called for a
round of applause and three cheers for the server—and then a
cheer for the entire wait staff.

Let’s take a look at some specific recognition and reward
programs and ideas. The following require little or no money,
just a lot of thought and a touch of creativity. In some ways, it
all comes down to educating yourself about Gen Why’s atti-
tudes and tastes. You don’t have to become an expert, but a
little research into what they like will go a long way. Also
remember that your recognition and reward system should
capture behavior that plays by the rules, that is achievable and
self-directed, and that stretches them to high performance.
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They want to know they are doing well, and they want
their friends and coworkers to know as well.

THE MAGIC OF SENDING A LETTER HOME

Dear Mr. and Ms. Franklin:

As you are aware, your son Joel has worked for Alcott’s
Fine Foods since March. During these six months we have been
extraordinarily pleased with his performance.

Joel has an outstanding attendance record with us and has only
been late to work on one occasion. He has never missed a day, and
in those rare cases when he needs to work out a scheduling conflict,
he does so well in advance. Joel brings a positive and enthusiastic
attitude to our store and always demonstrates an eagerness to learn
something new. When training new employees, the management
team at Alcott’s frequently uses Joel Franklin as an example of what
we’d like to see in all of our new employees. 

On behalf of Alcott’s Fine Foods, we want to commend you
for raising such an outstanding young man. We sincerely hope
that Joel feels as strongly about his association with Alcott’s as
we do about him, and we also hope that he’ll consider the
career opportunities our company offers in his long-range plans.

Please ask for me next time you are in our store; I would be
honored to meet you.

Sincerely,
ARNOLD PECHEK

General Manager,
Alcott’s Fine Foods, Store #340
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It is hard to imagine the depth of the impact that a sim-
ple, sincere letter of praise will reach. Though it only took a
few minutes to write, it may someday be read by Joel’s great
grandkids. It costs only a few cents to create and to send,
but it is priceless in its ability to build confidence, reinforce
positive performance, and strengthen a long-term relation-
ship. It may even change a part-time mentality into a career
mind-set.

If you have any doubts as to its effectiveness, ask your-
self this. How would you feel if you received this kind of let-
ter from your son or daughter’s employer? How would you
feel if your boss sent a letter of this nature to your parents—
even now, at this stage in your life? 

So would your Gen Whys.

A Word to the Wise

Some of the greatest recognition and reward strate-
gies are those that cost the least. In your desire to
build a strong R/R program, don’t overlook the

simple things. In fact, start with the simple things and build
your program around them. Personal letters are also an
ingenious way to specify what kind of behavior you want
reinforced. If punctuality is an overall problem, single out
the Gen Whys who are always on time for personal praise
and you’ll find that the word spreads fast. Sending these
kinds of messages home via E-mail is easier, cheaper, and
faster; however, when compared with the tangibility of a
signed letter on company letterhead, an E-mail doesn’t carry
nearly the same weight.
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THREE FREEBIES THAT STRIKE GOLD

Name Identity

Gen Whys may not remember Cheers, the smash hit tel-
evision sitcom of the eighties, but they certainly get revved
up when everybody knows their name. It is critical that you
know your Gen Why’s name, and how to spell it and pro-
nounce it correctly. Ask them how they want to be
addressed—Gen Whys are big on nicknames—and refer to
them in that manner. Although this sounds basic, many
Boomers use the military approach of expressing authority
by calling Whys by their last name. This is an immediate
disconnect.

Home Depot uses name recognition to inspire excellence
by posting signs in the aisles proclaiming, “This Aisle
Maintained by Trevor Johnson.” This is a unique and mem-
orable form of creatively using your Whys’ names in the
workplace. If Toby is always punctual, tell the others you
want them to arrive at the meeting on “Toby Time.” If Jenna
is exceptionally good at dealing with angry customers, title
a section of your training manual or program “The Jenna
Method of Defusing an Unhappy Customer.” 

About Face

If a picture is worth a thousand words, then getting your
mug noticed all over town has got to be worth a library!
Rock Bottom Brewery, a popular chain of brewpubs, recent-
ly used a large city bus in Denver to display the faces of sev-
eral Gen Why employees. The fifty-foot-long bus was com-
pletely covered, windows and all, with an attractive mural,
depicting a dozen smiling staffers with a caption that read
“Come have fun with us at Rock Bottom!” This not only
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served to increase customer and job applicant flow, it also
rewarded those Gen Whys who had been with the restau-
rant the longest. The campaign gave Rock Bottom employ-
ees the kind of face recognition typically only given to local
news anchors and celebrities.

Wal-Mart, AT&T, and Ford are among a growing list of com-
panies that use actual employees in their ads. United Airlines
uses actual flight attendants in its preflight safety videos. Giving
your exceptional Gen Whys the chance to appear in one of your
print or broadcast ads, or even in your annual catalog or sea-
sonal mailing, is a sensational way to reward them, as it plays
into their desire to be in the spotlight.

Giving your exceptional Gen Whys the chance 
to appear in one of your print or broadcast ads, 

or even in your annual catalog or seasonal mailing, 
is a sensational way to reward them, as it plays 

into their desire to be in the spotlight.

Golden Rule

A great way to honor a high-achieving Gen Why employee
is to do for them what they do for you, and then some. You
might say, “You’ve been doing such a great job the past few days,
Sarah, that I am going to round up the carts in the parking lot.
You take an extra twenty-minute break and kick back.”

If you really want to reward Gen Why and build your
relationship in the process, do something for them that is
outside the boundaries of the workplace. “You’ve really made
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this place shine, Todd, so toss me your keys and let me shine
your ride up for you!” To further the impact, perform the task
while the honoree and his/her coworkers look on.

If you really want to reward Gen Why and build your
relationship in the process, do something for them 

that is outside the boundaries of the workplace.

WHYS IDEA Gen Whys are not bash-
ful by nature. Nothing

makes them happier than getting name and face recognition.
Let your Gen Whys earn a place in your company’s history
by having their name associated with doing something out-
standing. Take photos of your high-achieving Whys, write
stories about what they did that was great, and post them in
high-traffic areas. Create an Employee Wall of Fame and
give your Whys an induction ceremony for doing continued
outstanding work. Seek promotional opportunities where
you can use the names and faces of your best Gen Why
staffers. Capitalize on the Golden Rule by seeking innovative
ways to Do Unto Them. You’ll discover that these kinds of
quick, simple, and inexpensive ways to recognize and
reward your Gen Whys are among your most effective.

THE PRIZE PATROL

Alliance Data Systems employs thousands of Gen Whys in
its central call center in Kansas City. Prepared to reward
exceptional performance, the management team maintains
an award basket loaded with premiums. The basket contains
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an array of goodies that a committee of Gen Whys has
helped to select, including decorated candles, picture
frames, lotions, books, daily calendars, long-distance calling
cards, fast-food gift certificates, and movie passes. When it’s
time to celebrate the good work of a GW, here’s how they
achieve maximum impact:

The Prize Patrol (composed of other Whys) arrives at the
honored associate’s desk, carrying a giant helium Thank You
balloon, and affixes it to their desk so that it is visible from
all the other cubicles. An announcement is then made over
the PA system alerting all coworkers of the star’s special
accomplishments. After the applause fades, the honoree is
invited to select a prize from the basket.

Even though the incentive is not costly, the celebration
is not soon forgotten. In the process, excellence is acknowl-
edged and peers are reminded that excellence pays divi-
dends.

WHYS IDEA Instead of selecting
incentives for your Gen

Whys, give them a menu of options and let them decide.
Solicit the opinions of your Whys as to what needs to be in
your basket, or better yet, give them a budget and let them
do the shopping for you. Who knows better than they do
what will make them smile? When the time is right for a
reward, splash the event with fun. With a little enthusiasm,
you can turn receiving a reward into a reward in itself. This
process can come in handy on a rainy day to help you divert
attention away from a stressful situation and onto a ceremo-
ny honoring outstanding performance. Make a big deal out
of the occasion with simple and inexpensive touches like
balloons, kazoos, streamers, and so on. Encourage your
other Gen Why employees to create a quick song or a skit to
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use as a standard award presentation, and then teach every-
one on your staff the lyrics and actions. When you honor an
employee in this manner, make certain you take pictures
and/or videos and send them home with the honoree.

With a little enthusiasm, you can turn receiving 
a reward into a reward in itself. This process can come

in handy on a rainy day to help you divert attention
away from a stressful situation and onto a ceremony

honoring outstanding performance.

CASH IS KING

In my youth, I rarely got money in my birthday cards. Of
course, life was simpler for adults back then, and they took
the time to find out what a kid might like and they’d try to
get it for him. Naturally, there were not as many toys and
gifts on the market, so shopping was easy, and most kids
were happy to get anything that came in a wrapped box.

Gen Whys, on the other hand, have grown up with
busier parents and relatives who often don’t have time to sift
through the countless aisles of the toy superstore and get the
exact match on the kid’s wish list. Oftentimes, the birthday
child is given a pile of envelopes in lieu of presents, and
they’ve come to love the paper inside.

In today’s world of unlimited choice, it’s difficult to
know just what size, type, color, and model of gift to bestow
on a deserving Why. That’s why paper gifts (money, vouch-
ers, certificates) make such good sense! Gift certificates are
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great rewards for Gen Whys, but their favorite certificates
are green, have pictures of dead presidents, and are
redeemable anywhere.

If you want to balance your recognition and rewards
with some cash incentives, make sure you have fun with it.
Johnny Carrino’s Italian Restaurants are pros at this. Its man-
agers love to give cash incentives to employees, and they’ve
created some fun and unique internal promotions to do just
that, through a game called Smokin’ Marbles. Each store in
the chain is sent a bag of marbles and a color key from head-
quarters. Deserving employees get to reach into the bag and
pull out a marble. The color of the marble equates to a spe-
cific cash award for that period. Cash awards generally range
from $5 to $50.

Their favorite certificates are green, have pictures of
dead presidents, and are redeemable anywhere.

Carrino’s also likes to use cash as a retention incentive.
Its Loyalty Lottery promotion is held at each store twice
each year. Each employee who has worked for the company
since the prior drawing gets to put their name on a ticket
and enter it in the next drawing. One name is selected, and
that lucky employee receives a $600 cash award.

WHYS IDEA Although it is not a good
idea to use cash as your

only incentive, it is a good idea to include it in your mix of
rewards. Cash awards are most effective when they are the
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green stuff—not checks. Gen Whys love it when you “show
them the money!” However, don’t just walk up to a Why and
hand them a twenty-dollar bill. Add some excitement by
enclosing it in a card, paper-clipping it to their time card
with a note, or making a game out of it, as mentioned in the
examples above. 

KEEP TRACK OF THE EXCELLENCE

Frequent shopper programs have become a sensational way
to maintain customer loyalty for restaurants, supermarkets,
coffee shops, and the like. The idea is to have a customer
keep track of his purchases by accumulating punches on a
small card, and to present the customer with a premium or
a freebie when their card has accumulated a designated
number of punches.

The punch card concept can be adapted and modified to
reward your regularly achieving Gen Whys. Simply give
each staff member a punch card and tell them that each time
you or your management team sees them going above and
beyond the call of duty, you will punch their card. A com-
pleted card (six to ten punches) will get them a free meal, a
paid day off, a choice of something in your prize basket, and
so on.

Fun technicians (general staff members) at Paramount
Carowinds Amusement Park are given a STAR Card when
they are seen doing something that really personifies the
company values. The cards are designed like a mini report
card, so that the supervisor can check the box next to the
company value that the Gen Why employee was caught
exemplifying. The STAR Cards can be exchanged for mer-
chandise within the park.

Chuck E. Cheese’s employees earn pull-tab cards similar
to lottery scratch-offs for exceptional sales, attendance, uni-
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form compliance, cost controls, and so on. Each card has a
random point value that is revealed when the associate pulls
the tab. The recipients accumulate points and then trade
them in for prizes like gift certificates, small electronics, and
paid time off. The more elaborate the prize, the higher the
number of pull-tab points needed. This kind of recognition
and reward program incorporates fun and competition,
while doubling as an excellent retention tool. 

Pizza Hut Restaurants in Pennsylvania have instituted the
CHAMPS program to emphasize and reinforce company val-
ues of Cleanliness, Hospitality, Accuracy, Maintenance,
Product Quality, and Service. Managers present team mem-
bers with a CHAMPS card whenever they see them do some-
thing special that reinforces one of the CHAMPS values.
Customers also get involved in the promotion as they share
feedback about employee performance on Guest Response
Cards highlighting the six values.

Each restaurant has a large board in the employee area
where both Guest Response Cards and those given by man-
agement can be seen side by side. Team members can clearly
see how their individual performance impacts customer satis-
faction. By region, individual restaurants are evaluated and
ranked, and those getting the highest CHAMPS scores are
awarded cash prizes for employees to share. This enhances
teamwork and camaraderie among employees as they support
each other in a joint mission to achieve CHAMPionship goals.

A Word to the Wise

Although these scorecard programs are an excellent
way to keep employees achieving on a consistent
basis, it is important to clearly spell out the rules of

the program in advance to avoid any confusion. If one man-
ager is quick to give acknowledgment and another is more
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discriminating, the program can backfire and your Gen Whys
may cry, “Foul!” Match the amount of effort required to earn
a premium with the value of the premium given. For exam-
ple, don’t make someone redesign the store layout just to get
a free video rental coupon; and don’t give a Ferrari to a Gen
Why who shows up for work on time five days in a row. Also,
be certain that you maintain a tight control over the punching
or marking device so that unearned punches don’t mysteri-
ously show up on an employee’s card. 

Match the amount of effort required to earn a premium
with the value of the premium given.

FINAL THOUGHT

The behavior that is recognized and rewarded is always the
behavior that is repeated. While it may be clear to you what
the performance standards are and what behaviors are
acceptable in the workplace, it is not as obvious to your Gen
Whys. Take some time during training and on the job to
explain why one particular performance is not adequate, but
another behavior is. Once Gen Why knows what the stan-
dards are, they are more than able to figure out how to
achieve them. A carefully developed recognition and reward
plan will cost you relatively little, while reaping you huge
rewards in employee satisfaction, performance, and reten-
tion. And don’t be surprised if you get more in return than
you gave!
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The behavior that is recognized and rewarded 
is always the behavior that is repeated.
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Retention

N OW THAT YOU’VE LASSOED some great young talent
and you’ve trained and managed them into good
and valued employees, your job has just begun.

Because right when you feel as though you’ve squeezed a
diamond out of a lump of coal, your superstar Gen Why hire
comes into your office to tell you they’re quitting to work in
their brother’s lawn service, or worse yet, for your competi-
tor down the street. It’s nothing personal, nothing you’ve
done, they just got a better offer, more money, better bene-
fits, a better location, a chance to work with their best
friend. It could be anything. And the worst part is that
you’re going to have to start all over again, and you didn’t
even know anything was wrong in the first place.

In a market where employee loyalty is fast becoming an
oxymoron, smart managers know they have to work harder
than ever to keep their talented but fickle young workforce
from walking out the door. A client of mine says that Gen
Whys exist in the workforce in a stealthy but perpetual job-
seeking mode. They are always actively seeking a better deal
somewhere else, without showing a single sign that they’re
discontented where they are now.

They are always actively seeking a better deal some-
where else, without showing a single sign that they’re

discontented where they are now.
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If you want to be hard on young people, you could say they
have no sense of loyalty, but let’s take a look at the world around
them. Big name athletes hold out in the preseason so they can
renegotiate their contracts, and team owners are just as fast to
trade a player. Many of Gen Why’s parents, in an effort to better
their careers, job hop all over the place, while many corpora-
tions, with all the downsizing and mergers and acquisitions, are
quick to reassign or lay people off. Talk to Gen Why, and you’ll
find that they can in fact be intensely loyal to their friends and
families. It’s the rest of the world that they are wary about, and
perhaps with good reason. Their loyalty must be won, and win-
ning that loyalty starts with the recruitment process.

There are vast numbers of Gen Whys who change jobs
simply because they can.

In his first year out of high school, my son Travis had ten
W-2s to report to the IRS, representing the ten very different
jobs he had worked that year alone! Like Travis, there are vast
numbers of Gen Whys who change jobs simply because they
can. Think about the messages they’ve received while growing
up in a technology-based culture, where CEOs and politicians
and even educators talk about how change is good. Some Gen
Whys are going to leave because they want a change, and if you
can’t provide enough change internally, they’ll find it elsewhere.

Gen Whys are also much less likely to believe in employee
loyalty. They don’t get as emotionally involved with work as
Boomers and Xers do, so for them leaving a job, or getting one
for that matter, doesn’t seem like a big deal. Gen Whys don’t see
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leaving a job suddenly as a bad thing, but as a natural one. They
often don’t see the consequences of abrupt departures. Gen
Why has also been taught—or has learned the hard way—that
mobility is a good thing. Staying in one place for too long feels
to Gen Why like staying somewhere forever. No one, regardless
of his or her generation, wants to feel trapped.

Gen Whys don’t see leaving a job suddenly as a 
bad thing, but a natural one. They often don’t see 

the consequences of abrupt departures.

Despite these obstacles, you can hang on to your solid gold
Gen Why employees. In fact, when managed effectively, they will
be the most loyal workers you have on your payroll! But only if
employee retention becomes an area of continual strategic focus,
and not just a statistic you glance at on a report. Smart Gen Why
managers give employee retention the same amount of energy
they give customer service. In fact, in a way, that’s what retention
is all about—treating your employees like you would treat your
best customers. And believe me, without an active retention strat-
egy in place, your Gen Why employees will slip out the bath-
room window during break time! Here are some ways to stop
them from leaving before they even think about it:

FILL THE RUTS

Many Gen Whys start grazing other opportunities because they
find themselves in a rut. It doesn’t matter if their particular rut
took only weeks to form; to their way of thinking, a rut is a rut,
and any way out is a good way out. To defeat this thinking
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before it turns into a turnover problem, you must be open to
some unconventional tactics. The upside is that breaking ruts
can be as fun for you as it is for your Gen Whys.

Naturally, you have to recognize the trouble spots as quickly
as they develop and keep alert to the stagnant patterns and behav-
iors that your Gen Why employees exhibit. If there are typical
times and/or events that seem to trigger undesirable attitudes and
behaviors, then a rut-busting opportunity is within your grasp.

A midsize accounting firm that has begun recruiting Gen
Why talent combats a heavy case of the ruts during tax season
(January 1 through April 15). Rather than lose its key young
people to the monotony and stress associated with this chaotic
time as it has in years past, it now designates every Wednesday
as Cinema Day. The firm closes its office at 2 p.m. sharp, and
the entire staff carpools to the neighborhood movieplex. Once
there, they see a movie together on the firm’s dime.

Smart Gen Why managers give employee retention the
same amount of energy they give customer service.

The specific movie has been predetermined by a movie
trivia game they played during the prior week, pitting the
men against the women; the winning gender gets to pick the
movie the entire group sees. To begin the Thursday morning
company meeting, several staff members’ names are ran-
domly drawn from a hat, and they are then called upon to
give an ad-lib movie review. This process provides an oppor-
tunity for all staff to get involved, play a game, interact
socially, strengthen the team, and bust a rut each week.
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WHYS IDEA Ruts left untended become
trenches, from which your

best Gen Whys will most certainly escape. When they are detect-
ed in the early stages and dealt with accordingly, ruts are easily
filled. Close your doors for business on a Thursday morning and
challenge your staff to a game of Twister or Trivial Pursuit. Preside
over the weekly company meeting in a gorilla costume and offer
complimentary bananas for the entire day. 

Ruts left untended become trenches, from which 
your best Gen Whys will most certainly escape.

Where and when is your company most susceptible to
developing ruts, and what is your plan for filling them in?
Ask your Gen Whys, or better yet, chart negative behaviors
and employee complaints to see when stress or boredom is
the most common. Then set your course to bust it up by fill-
ing in the ruts.

THE MAGIC OF THE SLOW REVEAL

One of my best childhood friends is Jewish, and at the end
of the holiday season we would always compare our respec-
tive piles of gifts. Even though I often made out a little bet-
ter than he did, I was forever envious of the way he got his
gifts. I opened all my Christmas presents within the span of
one hour or less. He got one Hanukkah gift a day for eight
days. My holiday was over in a matter of minutes; his lasted
for more than a week.
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In an attempt to lure, entice, and/or motivate Gen Why
employees, some managers are quick to reveal all of the com-
pany perks and benefits. While it is undoubtedly important to
lure Gen Why employees with clear reasons why they should
want to work for your company, giving away too much infor-
mation actually works against you in the long run.

I work out at a 50,000-square-foot health club facility that
offers every kind and brand name of fitness equipment available
today. What amazes me, however, is that this club keeps its
members and membership active without the use of long-term
contracts. I’m convinced that one of the secrets of its success is
how it introduces new equipment. Whenever it upgrades, it
never puts the entire line of machines out at once. Instead, mem-
bers will periodically notice a brand-new piece of equipment
sporting a big red ribbon. A week or so later, another new piece
appears, also adorned by a ribbon. This process continues over
several weeks, until a full line of ten to twelve brand-new
machines span the workout floor.

While it is undoubtedly important to lure Gen Why
employees with clear reasons why they should want to

work for your company, giving away too much information
actually works against you in the long run.

Throughout that three-month process, the members’ morale
escalates and the subsequent referral business goes through the
roof. I highly doubt they’d experience the same level of contin-
ued enthusiasm and extended success if the club management
elected to put out all ten to twelve new pieces of equipment at
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one time. The way the management draws out the new-machine
introduction process keeps people coming into the gym more
frequently to keep up with the latest piece of equipment, trying
out new exercises, and talking to their friends about all the great
improvements the club is “continually” making.

Smart managers never show all their cards at once. Perks
and benefits, spread out over time, keep Gen Why employ-
ees producing at a higher level because they’re always look-
ing forward to the future. Along these lines, it’s also impor-
tant to change your smaller benefits and perks frequently, so
that new hires learn from your other employees that they
never know what goodness to expect or when to expect it. 

Smart managers never show all their cards at once.
Perks and benefits, spread out over time keep Gen Why
employees producing at a higher level because they’re

always looking forward to the future.

A Word to the Wise

Always keep an ace up your sleeve in the event you
have to match an offer from another employer or
defuse a negative situation. Anticipate your Gen

Why’s attempt to beat the house; it’s just how they are wired.
Learn your hand before you play it. Resist the temptation to
satisfy their curiosity—holding your hand closer to your vest
will, in this situation, work to your advantage. Keep your GWs
guessing and use the element of surprise. If a Gen Why knows
the outcome, even if it’s positive, they can lose interest.
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READ THEIR MINDS

What if you could read the minds of your Gen Whys? Then
you’d really know what they thought about their jobs and
about you. You’d know if they were seeking other offers or
growing bored with their responsibilities or work environment.
You’d know what they thought of you as a manager and if you
were connecting with them. You’d be able to resolve small
issues before they became big ones. Well, there is a way to get
all the inside information about your Gen Whys you need to
make informed managerial decisions! You don’t have to be a
mind reader, eavesdropper, or a spy, and you don’t even have to
be a good guesser. All you need to do is ask them.

Whys are chomping at the bit to tell you what they think
and how they feel. If you ask them, they won’t hold back and
they won’t sugarcoat the truth. They are blunt, expressive, and
remarkably honest. Effective managers use this generational
characteristic to their advantage by encouraging feedback.

Whys are chomping at the bit to tell you what they
think and how they feel. If you ask them, they won’t hold

back and they won’t sugarcoat the truth.

Tokyo Joe’s restaurants in Colorado thrive on staffing edgy
Gen Why kids that other chains turn away solely based on
appearance. These quick-serve Japanese restaurants have a
remarkably low turnover, in part because their employees feel
loyalty to the company that gave them a chance. But they go a
step beyond that. Once very few months, the owner, Larry Leith,
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surveys his entire GW staff to find out what they like and dislike
about their jobs. He encourages them to be open and speak
frankly about all aspects of their employment and their supervi-
sors. He says his management teams try hard to learn the indi-
vidual leanings of each employee, and they indeed make a lot of
organizational and operational changes based on that feedback.

The easiest way to get them to open up is to open your
door. When your staff feels confident they can communicate
with you and that what they say will not come back to haunt
them, they’ll begin to speak freely. You need to establish a
practice and reputation of keeping confidences and acting
on information in a way that is not punitive to the source or
their teammates. Gen Why places a very high value on truth,
trust, and authenticity. Once they know they can trust you,
they’ll feel free to tell you their concerns and issues directly.

One technique to consider is dual-purpose performance
reviews. Just as you request feedback from your customers
to find out what they like and dislike about your business,
products, and services, survey your Gen Why employees to
find out what they’re thinking. Ask where they see them-
selves with your company in three months, six months, a
year down the road, and so on. Ask what new skills they are
eager to learn. Ask when they expect to be promoted. Their
answers and responses will enlighten and empower you.

Gen Why places a very high value on truth, trust, and
authenticity. Once they know they can trust you, they’ll
feel free to tell you their concerns and issues directly.
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WHYS IDEA Create a new employee
response system. Fre-

quently survey your Gen Whys and discover what they really
think. Don’t be lulled into thinking you’re adequately staffed
simply because you have a sufficient number of bodies today.
If you don’t also have the same number of hearts and minds,
your staff could leave any day. Find out what they’re thinking.

KEEP TABS ON YOUR COMPETITORS—AND
ALWAYS OFFER MORE!

The greatest robbers of your business aren’t after your
merchandise or your money, they’re after a far more valuable
resource—your trained GW staff. I talk to a lot of frustrated
managers who are grasping for a quick fix to their turnover
woes. “Your young employees may be leaving your compa-
ny,” I say, “but they’re not retiring, are they?” I then ask man-
agers if they know where their employees are going, and
more importantly why. Part of the secret of keeping Gen
Why employees is in determining what Gen Why defines as
more, figuring out what more others are offering, and finding
new ways to trump that more.

The concept of more often worries Boomers and Xers
because they think that means they have to spend more. But
more isn’t necessarily about money. It may be in the form of
more flexibility, or more opportunity for advancement. When
more does mean money, it doesn’t always mean a higher salary.
It might translate to ongoing training and career development
programs, 401(k) or other pension plans. More might also be
access to technology like cell phones, laptop computers, and
other technology. Sometimes, as we’ll see below, more can
mean bonuses and perks.
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Part of the secret of keeping Gen Why employees 
is in determining what Gen Why defines as more, 

figuring out what more others are offering, 
and finding new ways to trump that more.

Savvy managers of Generation Why never stop asking ques-
tions, especially when a Gen Why terminates. They want to
know what they’re up against, so when they lose a valued
employee, they find out where that employee is going and why.
If they recognize a pattern (i.e., numerous Gen Whys quitting to
go to work for the ABC Company), they find out exactly what it
is that ABC Company is doing to lure the Gen Whys away. 

When you know the reason behind the turnover, you
can go to work on securing your employment base by sweet-
ening your offer to meet or beat the wages, perks, benefits,
conditions, and so on that your competitors are offering. If
you can’t meet or beat the wages, you can work to offer more
in different ways that are just as attractive. When you feel
like you’re offering more, make certain your Whys are aware
of it. Just as you promote your products and services to your
customers, you should also promote the advantages of the
jobs you offer to your existing employees.

WHYS IDEAWhen it comes to your
workforce, do you know

what your competitors are offering? Your Gen Why employ-
ees do. You undoubtedly keep tabs on your direct competi-
tors in the marketplace, but you also need to keep tabs on
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your competitors in the employment marketplace. A few
hours of investigative research can yield amazing informa-
tion that can help you create a defensive strategy to help you
fortify your business against employee robbery.

EXPAND THE CIRCLE OF BENEFITS

One of the fastest growing supermarket chains in America, Hy-Vee,
offers its employees a generous discount on merchandise and serv-
ices. This isn’t unusual in retail, but what sets Hy-Vee apart is that
it offers the same discounts on merchandise and services to an
employee’s family. Imagine your kid, a Hy-Vee employee, coming
to you, the parent, and telling you they want to quit their job. If you
enjoy your discount privileges at Hy-Vee, you’re more likely to
encourage your Gen Why to remain employed there. By bringing
parents into the loop, employers have an ally in the war against
turnover. Gen Whys find it harder to be selfish about their jobs,
thinking instead in terms of how their jobs impact not only them-
selves but also their parents. It might not prove to be the sole deter-
minant when your Gen Why employee gets itchy feet, but expand-
ing the circle of benefits to include their parents could very well
work in your favor.

When you feel like you’re offering more, 
make certain your Whys are aware of it.

This is nothing revolutionary, actually. For years, most of the
major airlines have extended flight benefits to an employee’s par-
ents, spouse, and children. As a frequent flyer, I know that airline
employees—especially those in direct contact with angry passen-
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gers—might not be doing what they are doing if not for the fear
of disappointing their loved ones with the loss of travel benefits.
Extending employee benefits to friends and family members is a
powerful tool for both recruiting and retaining good help.

WHYS IDEA Rather than looking for
ways to expand the list

of benefits, look to expand the number of people who ben-
efit from your current list of employee perks and benefits.
Creative managers can even find a way for a Gen Why’s
friends to benefit from a discount on certain days. Don’t
limit these to the boring list of items like insurance cover-
age. Instead, offer employees’ families significant discounts
on merchandise and services, use of your club privileges and
amenities, and invitations to special events and celebrations.
The savings you’ll enjoy from reducing employee turnover
will offset any additional costs you incur for extending ben-
efits to family and friends.

Extending employee benefits to friends and family 
members is a powerful tool for both recruiting 

and retaining good help.

ROTATE TO MOTIVATE

On most Mondays, I meet a friend for lunch at a nearby
Country Buffet. As you might imagine, this self-serve, sit-
down buffet restaurant is heavily staffed with Gen Whys as
cashiers, bus help, cooks, and food runners. I often see Fred,
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the manager, walking through the dining room greeting
guests and putting out fires. One day, I saw an elderly cus-
tomer drop his tray and spill his food on the way to his
table. Several young employees rushed out to do the
cleanup, but Fred, a fiftyish Boomer, smiled and thanked
them but took the mop and vacuum and said, “Hey guys, I’ll
get this one.”

“But it’s my job to clean up,” said one of the teen
employees. “No, it’s the job of everyone who works here to
make certain this place is sparkling clean,” replied Fred. “We
all need to chip in where we can to achieve that goal.” And
then he said words that worked like magic on his Gen Why
employees: “I’ll get this one, you get the next one.” 

It was a simple gesture, but it spoke volumes about how
Fred handles his Gen Why employees. Think about the dirty
jobs in your business. Every operation has them, and the old
managerial school of thought is to let the low person on the
totem pole handle those jobs. But as we’ve already stated,
boredom is the ultimate de-motivator with Generation Why.
And though it is no secret that they will tire easily of monot-
onous tasks, they will tire even more quickly of monoto-
nous, dirty tasks. Smart managers don’t delegate the dirty
jobs from the bottom of the totem pole up, but instead
sprinkle them throughout the organizational chart to make
certain everyone supports these assignments. Then nobody
gets stuck doing the “same old, same old” all the time. 

Rotation also tends to make the new Gen Why employ-
ee feel less like a buck private recruit and more like an equal
member of a valued team. They like to know that they are
not being singled out and dumped on simply because of
their youth and inexperience. They’ll pledge allegiance to
any environment where the dirty work—as well as the cake
jobs—are circulated through the ranks.
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Gen Why will tune out if they feel they are being disre-
spected or their personal image is being tarnished. They
won’t object to doing dirty work as long as they feel that it
is not being thrust upon them in the spirit of disrespect or
punishment, but rather as something that is shared and it
just happens to be their turn in the rotation. 

They’ll pledge allegiance to any environment 
where the dirty work—as well as the cake jobs— 

are circulated through the ranks.

A Word to the Wise

Roll up your shirtsleeves and take out the trash.
Show your Gen Whys that dirty work is beneath
no one and that you won’t ask them to do anything

you aren’t willing to do.

CHRISTMAS IN JULY

The bad news is your Gen Whys expect a company Christmas
party in December. The worse news is that it’s probably not
incentive enough to keep them employed through a hectic sea-
son. Most companies plan an elaborate employee celebration
once or twice a year. Smart companies sprinkle their calendars
with frequent celebrations, realizing that their Gen Whys are
socially oriented and are more likely to remain in an environ-
ment that provides for frequent social interaction. Businesses
and organizations that are proactive in their planning of
extracurricular activities and social functions for their employ-
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ees find that they create a community of loyal workers who will
think twice prior to accepting employment with a company or
firm that does not offer the same environment—even if they
pay a higher wage. If your business cannot offer a Joe’s Crab
Shack atmosphere of fun (refer to the chapter on Fun), it prob-
ably can schedule frequent activities outside the boundaries of
work. Softball teams, bowling leagues, picnics, river rafting,
and holiday parties are just a few of the functions and events
that leading Gen Why employers sprinkle throughout the cal-
endar year.

Businesses and organizations that are proactive in their
planning of extracurricular activities and social functions
for their employees find that they create a community of

loyal workers who will think twice prior to accepting
employment with a company or firm that does not offer
the same environment—even if they pay a higher wage.

WHYS IDEA Keep your Gen Whys on
the payroll by having

them look forward to a social event in the not-too-distant
future. There’s nothing they see as uniquely special about
having a company Christmas party or Fourth of July picnic;
in fact, they expect that. But there’s nothing like a bowling
night in celebration of National Potato Day or a Remember
Elvis’s Birthday Bash to keep a Gen Why amused and
engaged in their job.

Remember how they like to be in the epicenter. Get as
many Gen Whys as possible involved in the planning of these
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events. If you’re stuck for an idea, they’ve got ten to share
with you. Just don’t wait for the end of the year to celebrate,
and by all means, never let your company’s social calendar
appear blank or empty.

There’s nothing like a bowling night in celebration of
National Potato Day or a Remember Elvis’s Birthday Bash

to keep a Gen Why amused and engaged in their job.

FINAL THOUGHT

You may be thinking that these ideas are going to cost you a
lot of money or that they are frivolous expenses. But with
today’s revolving-door job mentality, employers are realizing
more than ever before that keeping that great Gen Why
employee you worked so hard to recruit is significantly
cheaper than hiring and training a replacement. And it’s not
just the hard costs that we need to look at, but also things
like project delays, reduced morale, the costs for temporary
help, filling the open position with the wrong person—the
list goes on.

Gen Whys can do amazing things for your business and
will be remarkably loyal to you if they are engaged in the
right manner. But you cannot afford to take your eye off the
ball. You need to know what your competitors are doing and
what your Whys are thinking, so talk to them—or more
importantly—provide them an avenue to talk to you. Find
out what they consider to be more, and see if it makes sense
to help them get whatever it is.
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Gen Whys can do amazing things for your business 
and will be remarkably loyal to you if they are 

engaged in the right manner.
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“Catch me a fish, I eat for a day. Teach me to fish, I eat
for a lifetime.”

The science of attracting the very best Gen Whys to your
team and getting the most from them once they are there
can be summed up in one word: connection. Simply put, if
you aren’t connecting with your Gen Whys, they literally
become obstacles that stand between you and your success.
Connect with them, and they become catalysts for helping
your business reach beyond its goals. This is an either-or
proposition without any middle ground.

Part Two of this book is filled with specific ideas and
tools for connecting with Gen Why and for strengthening
those connections. These examples are often intertwined,
meaning that a properly applied Gen Why training concept
will also double as a good tool for managing them. Spiking
the Fun Quotient in your workplace will certainly help you
to recruit and retain Gen Whys, and so on. However, if your
goal is to develop a long-term strategy that will serve to keep
you connected with Generation Why over the uncertain
future, it is imperative that you look beyond these specific
ideas and tools and firmly learn the principles that support
them. Below are attitudes and behaviors that will help you
connect with Generation Why, followed by sure ways to dis-
connect. Although they are effective management philoso-
phies for dealing with employees from any age or walk of
life, they are essential for successful employment interaction
with Gen Whys.
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Eight Surefire Ways to Connect

1.Keep Positive Today and Be Optimistic about
Tomorrow Gen Whys have heard the Chicken Little

“Sky Is Falling” routine since they were infants. They know
things are not the way they once were, and that life in the fifties,
sixties, and seventies was simpler, safer, and happier. But that
doesn’t give them much comfort now. They want to know the
future is bright (even if the future means fifteen minutes from
now), and they are drawn to optimistic people.

When I interview Gen Whys and ask them why they like
or dislike their boss, the first thing they say is, “He/she is so
negative/positive that it makes it unbearable/awesome to be
here.” Obviously, they’re looking for a beacon of light to illu-
minate the darkness that accompanies the six o’clock news.

Leadership is a trickledown concept. At the risk of sounding
too simplistic, certain fundamental attitudes need to reside in you
before you can expect them to reside in your employees. At the
root of meeting all the challenges you encounter, you must truly
believe in yourself, your company, and the opportunities that each
new day brings. Remind yourself (and let it be seen on your face!)
that today is a gift and tomorrow is going to be even better, and
you’ll have a profound and long-lasting impact with your Whys.

At the root of meeting all the challenges you encounter,
you must truly believe in yourself, your company, and

the opportunities that each new day brings.
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2.Know the Why/Show the Why Your Gen Why
employees are inherently inquisitive, questioning the

logic and reasoning behind almost everything. Even though
they don’t always ask why, they’re always wondering why
and they appreciate a leader who will explain the why. This
is exponentially more effective when the why is tied to a
direct benefit for them.

Even though they don’t always ask why, 
they’re always wondering why and they appreciate 

a leader who will explain the why.

This does not mean that they need everything spelled
out for them. Those who patronize them create distance
from them. But it is a good practice to invite their questions
and to respond to their curiosity. Know the rationale behind
what you ask them to do, and when appropriate, share it
with them. However, if you are unsure of something they
ask you, don’t fabricate an answer. Simply tell them you
don’t know and that you’ll work with them to find the
answer. Which leads to the next point…
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3.Tell the Truth In your effort to lure them, break
through to them, or hang on to them, whatever you

do—don’t deceive them! To connect with Gen Why you
must be totally straightforward and honest. From the
moment you meet, instill in them the confidence that, in
what can be a deceptive world, they can always count on
you to deliver the truth. Although they might appear hesi-
tant to swallow everything you say at first, they will grow to
trust you over time. 

Do not confuse their desire to know the why and their
right to know the truth with an obligation to tell them every-
thing. They are not entitled to know every aspect about you
or your business or every reason behind your requests, but
that which you do tell them must be true. They are resilient
and can handle bad news. They will not, however, trust,
respect, or confide in anyone who has manipulated the
truth, even if only a wee bit.

From the moment you meet, instill in them the 
confidence that, in what can be a deceptive world, 
they can always count on you to deliver the truth.
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4.Get to Know Them Harvey Mackay, the author of
Swim with the Sharks without Being Eaten Alive, built a

successful business empire on the simple principle of getting
to know the people you do business with, inside out. His
innovative approach to developing relationships with others
revolves around the Mackay 66 strategy, which encourages his
salespeople to learn sixty-six things about their prospects and
clients. These sixty-six items are personal things (e.g., favorite
movie, alma mater, names of children, etc.) that require his
people to take an active interest in their prospects. MacKay
discovered that when his salesforce spent time getting to
know and care about their prospects as people, they always
found common ground and forged lasting friendships, which
led to increased business.

How much do you know about your Gen Whys away
from work? They’d love to tell you about themselves, if you
care enough to ask. Don’t assume that you understand them
or that you are communicating on the same wavelength if
you haven’t made a sincere effort to reach out to their world.
Just as MacKay’s sales staff discovered, when you do your
homework and really get to know your people, you’ll dis-
cover a whole new level of mutual admiration, respect,
and—most of all—connection.

Don’t assume that you understand them or that you are
communicating on the same wavelength if you haven’t

made a sincere effort to reach out to their world.
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5.Look for Rewarding Opportunities Organiza-
tions and companies that equip their managers with

unique and spontaneous ways to reward positive employee
performance are the same companies and organizations that
will survive the next twenty years. Those that expect high
achievement as a standard feature and that only focus attention
when employee performance dips are—well, let’s just say I
wouldn’t advise holding their stock.

Although the phrase Catch ’Em Doing Something Right is
not new, it has never been more appropriate than it is today.
Gen Whys demand immediate positive feedback for positive
performance, and if the feedback includes a perk or a benefit,
then it’s all the more effective. Managers who are as prepared
to reward the good as they are to pounce on the bad feel less
like a prison warden and more like a game show host. Profits
and productivity increase in direct proportion to morale.
Morale increases when praise is abundant.
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6.Zag Zig. Zig. Zig. We get caught up in procedures.
Procedures become our systems. Systems become routine.

There is a sense of safety and security in a routine. So we have
the inclination to continue to Zig. Zig. Zig.

Along comes a generation that hates the predictability of
the Zig. In fact, they thrive on the Zag. For Whys, variety is
not the spice of life; it’s the main course! To discourage their
need to Zag from routine is to extinguish their flame of cre-
ativity, and a reduction in productivity is certain to follow.

For Whys, variety is not the spice of life; 
it’s the main course!

Can business survive without standards and routines? Of
course not. In those situations where adhering to a structured
routine is required, explain to your Whys the rationale of the
procedure and continue to Zig. But in those routines that have
become routines simply out of comfort and security, be open
to the Zag! Your GWs could prove that the Zag is a better way.

Keep bobbing and weaving. Never be too predictable.
When Gen Whys get to the point where they are fully
trained and have nothing new to learn and nothing much
changes from day to day, they are going to check out. They
might remain on your payroll, but their minds will not be
focused on your business. If they get to the point where they
are finishing your sentences for you, it’s time to Zag.
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7.Make Them a Star It’s been said that Generation
Why values self-expression over self-control. Like no

generation before, they crave the spotlight; so cast it in their
direction. Give your Gen Whys a chance to shine. Give them
an orientation video or CD Rom before they start to elimi-
nate the awkwardness of the first day on the job. On their
first day, welcome them with their already prepared
nametag, locker, workstation, and personalized manual.
Then introduce them to their coworkers by sharing why you
hired them, “Meet Jason. We’re very lucky to have him. He’s
an honor student and varsity soccer player at McKinley High
School, so he’s a smart team player!” or “This is Melanie.
She’s fresh out of MSU with a degree in computer graphics.
Melanie is going to help us punch up our E-commerce sales
by keeping our website one step ahead of our competitors.”

Generation Why values self-expression over self-con-
trol. Like no generation before, they crave the spotlight;

so cast it in their direction.

When your Gen Why employee masters a skill or does
something well, find a way to let others know about it.
Better yet, let them present at a company meeting and train
others on the skill they’ve mastered. Praise them in public
and never miss a chance to brag on them in front of your
superiors. Actively seek out opportunities to put their photo
on your Wall of Fame, and post their name on your mar-
quee. Don’t just tell them how much you value their efforts;
tell the world!
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8.Be the Example Treat your Gen Whys the way
you want them to treat you, each other, and your cus-

tomers. Take an occasional turn doing the grunt work. Be
punctual, polite, and appreciative. Smile every chance you
get. Speak well of your supervisors and sing your company’s
praises. The greatest way to get model employees working
for you is to model great employee behavior.

Generation Why doesn’t follow advice; they follow
example. The days of the do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do leader are
over. A parent of a Gen Why cannot have a radar detector
on their dashboard and expect that their child will obey the
law. Likewise, you can’t come to the workplace burnt out
and expect them to be fired up about their job. As the old
adage goes, what you’re doing speaks so loudly that they
can’t hear what you’re saying!

A parent of a Gen Why cannot have a radar detector on
their dashboard and expect that their child will obey the
law. Likewise, you can’t come to the workplace burnt out

and expect them to be fired up about their job.

In this chapter we focused on eight connection principles—
attitudes and behaviors that will serve as conduits for a limitless
number of ways you can get connected and stay connected with
your Gen Whys. But just as there are certain connection princi-
ples, there are also definite dividers that need to be avoided at all
costs. In the next chapter, we’ll discuss seven automatic discon-
nect buttons—the attitudes and behaviors that will create imme-
diate distance between you and your Gen Whys.
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Seven Surefire Ways to Disconnect

1.Be Inflexible  The success of your organization hinges
on being properly staffed, and you rely on your Whys as

your front line. But when business is booming, everyone has
got to be willing to work longer hours than scheduled, right?
After all, you always appreciated the chance to work more to
make more money. Shouldn’t they?

This is a prime example of a disconnect between gener-
ations: the assumption that their thinking is in line with
yours and that they would make the same money-for-time
choices you made at their age. It doesn’t play out that way.

Don’t automatically assume Gen Whys want to work
overtime for a bigger check. Granted, they want the freedom
to choose and most will opt for the rewards of overtime over
playtime. But if you require overtime hours from them on a
consistent basis, you’re appealing to your values, not theirs.
Force them consistently to choose work over their friends
and other activities, and you’re bound to lose them.

They’ve seen what workaholism has done to their folks, and
they’re not signing up for that program. If they don’t have a voice
in their scheduling, you’re going to experience problems. They’ve
already figured out that they can enjoy time without money, but
they cannot enjoy money without time.

They’ve already figured out that they can enjoy time without
money, but they cannot enjoy money without time.
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2.Be Rigid Want to make your dealings with Gen Why
pure hell? Simply insist that it’s “my way or the highway!”

and that when you say “Jump!” they need to promptly respond
“how high?” That management style went the way of the CB radio.

Gen Whys have no shortage of ideas, and they are firmly
convinced that there is always going to be another upgrade
or a new-and-improved version. They know that there is a
better way to do almost everything, and they enter a new job
licking their chops for an opportunity to show you. Appear
overly rigid and you’ll put an “Out of Order” sign on their
drive to improve and succeed. Whys resist environments
where people are stuck in repetitive patterns and are closed
to new ideas and methodologies.

If you are in love with your present systems and are not
willing to examine new ways to doing things, don’t hire Gen
Whys. They are completely turned off by rigid environments
and stiff managers who will never give an inch.
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3.Prejudge Them “Urbanite teens who blare rap music
from their low-rider car stereos are homey gang-bangers.”

“4.0 nerds are video game techno geeks.” “Young women with
tight pants and bleached hair are promiscuous.” These are just a
few of the things that you might hear when listening to adults talk
about today’s youth. The fact that generalizations such as these are
ridiculous does not stop them from being bantered about in many
circles. Gen Whys loathe stereotypes. They appear destined to
prove once and for all that when it comes to their generation, it is
impossible to judge the book by its cover.

If you’re looking to create distance between yourself and
your young workers, let them hear you belittle their music,
fashion, media heroes, or culture. Stereotype them or their
peers and you’ve got a fight on your hands, for sure. Those
that don’t rise up and challenge you on the spot aren’t agree-
ing with your assertions; they’re simply voting you off their
island without your knowledge.

Gen Whys loathe stereotypes. They appear destined to prove
once and for all that when it comes to their generation, 

it is impossible to judge the book by its cover.
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4.Strip Their Identity Whys accept the fact that they
need to assume a visible role in your company and that

they need to put on your team’s uniform: just don’t ask them to
completely remove theirs. They’ll see it as a sellout. They won’t
resist representing your company image, as long as they’re not
required to put their own image on the line in the process.
They’re not stupid and they know that they cannot dress for
work as they would for a night out with friends. Gen Whys will
respect your image standards, provided they know the rules up
front and know that everyone else in your employ is also com-
plying with the same standards.

If you depend on Gen Why as your labor source, you’re
going to have to allow them some leeway to express them-
selves as individuals. They are nobody’s clones, no matter
what the salary. Strip them of their identity, and you’ll spend
a lot of time interviewing new applicants.

Gen Whys will respect your image standards, provided
they know the rules up front and know that everyone else in

your employ is also complying with the same standards.
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5.Put Profits First A large department store chain
was experiencing dangerously high turnover with its

Gen Whys in one of its stores. The reason for this high
turnover becomes obvious when you observe a typical
Saturday morning sales meeting. The forty-five-year-old
general manager elected to begin the meetings by playing
the seventies disco hit “Money, Money, Money…” over the
store’s PA system. Then, after a Knute Rockne-like pump-up
talk, he’d dismiss the meeting with a motivational challenge:
“Okay team, let’s leave ’em broke in the aisles!”

The problem here is that this manager’s agenda didn’t
match that of his Gen Whys. Even though they were com-
missioned on their sales, his young associates were left to
feel that their purpose was all about profits and that the
store’s gain was the customer’s loss. Besides the fact that Gen
Why is sensitive to the plight of the needy, they want to
know that they are making a positive difference, not taking
part in a scam to take advantage of others.

Your Whys do like material things. But if they see that
you care more about the dollar than you do the people you
do business with, you’ll not only erode your customer base,
you’ll alienate your most important ally.

If they see that you care more about the dollar than you do
the people you do business with, you’ll not only erode your

customer base, you’ll alienate your most important ally.
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6.Pigeonhole Them Virtually every study that has been
done on what Whys are looking for in a job, stresses the

importance they place on training. To them, every job is a tran-
sition to the next step, and they want the assurance that they
are learning something that will prepare them for a future
opportunity. Managers who operate under the if-I-train-them-
they’ll-outgrow-this-job-and-leave assumption are stuck in the
Dark Ages. If they’re not learning, they’re yearning.

Whys will not accept being pigeonholed into a mundane,
monotonous, dead-end job. That doesn’t necessarily mean
they’ll quit their job; but it does mean they’ll stop caring
about their job. And while retaining good GW employees
presents a challenge, reviving those who have grown stale in
their job is nearly impossible. Train your Whys or they’ll go
where they can get training.

Whys will not accept being pigeonholed into 
a mundane, monotonous, dead-end job. That doesn’t

necessarily mean they’ll quit their job; but it does mean
they’ll stop caring about their job.
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7.Put Them on Hold Although they have grand expec-
tations and plans for what lies ahead, Gen Whys are not

future focused. They are wired for the here and now. They want
instant feedback for their performance, immediate compensa-
tion for their efforts, and rapid results on promises made to
them. Organizations who play wait-and-see or tell them to
“keep up the good work and good things are bound to happen”
are likely to alienate this digital breed.

You’re certain to disconnect with Gen Whys if you: have
a long and tedious job application process; offer performance
reviews only every ninety days; make them jump through
hoops to get their paychecks; or make a promise that you
cannot deliver on quickly. A generation that sees time as its
primary commodity will not respect anyone or anything that
infringes upon it.

Organizations who play wait-and-see or tell them to
“keep up the good work and good things are bound to

happen” are likely to alienate this digital breed.
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ONE LAST FINAL THOUGHT

Changing your managerial techniques and employment prac-
tices to cater to the whims of Gen Why can, on the surface,
make you feel like you are caving in to the enemy (spoiled
brats, some might say). However, all of the dos and don’ts in
this chapter are about connecting with a constituent group,
one that is going to become even more important to you in
the next five years than it is today. It’s not really caving in at
all, but rather retooling for the next step—and that’s just good
business. You need the energy and talent of the emerging
workforce and therefore must create an environment where
they will thrive and help you grow your business. Connecting
with them is the only way to achieve that result.

It is my hope that this book has challenged your mana-
gerial philosophies and prompted a change in your method-
ologies. Every good book I have ever read has done this for
me. I have been bold and assertive in my comments and
opinions here, I hope to your immediate and ultimate ben-
efit. After spending most of my professional life in the
trenches with Gen Whys, I’d be foolish not to encourage you
to make bold and assertive changes, too.

Undoubtedly, you’ve agreed with some of the material
and ideas presented in this book and questioned some of it
as well. Perhaps at some point you found yourself wonder-
ing about the author and where my loyalties lie. It appears
that I am maligning Gen Why one moment and defending
them the next. Rest assured, I believe in Generation Why
and all they can and will become. I have to. I am the father
of two and the stepfather of two.

Globally, one of every four hearts beating today beats
inside the body of a Gen Why. Although as employees they can
cause us distress, we must always remember that this is not a
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throw-away generation. They are the ones who will care for us
in our older age. They are voting in our elections, sharing our
highways, and tightening the bolts on the airplanes we fly in.
And guess who makes up the front line of the war we are now
fighting against terrorism? That’s right. Generation Why.

You need the energy and talent of the emerging work-
force and therefore must create an environment where

they will thrive and help you grow your business.

I wrote a poem about Generation Why that I recite to
conclude my live presentations. Because it speaks my heart—
and the truth—I’ll also conclude this book with it.
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Generation Why©

An Original Poem by Eric Chester

Our kids are so different from the ones our folks raised.

They don’t obey without reason; they’re not easily fazed.

Their test scores have fallen, about school they don’t care.

They’re street smart, brand conscious, and socially aware!

They don’t leap to their feet to show elders respect,

after all, there’s that image they’ve got to protect.

They often make headlines, and the news is not good—

Yes, Generation Why is surely misunderstood.

The Boomers cry out “Teens don’t know their place—

when you try to correct them, they’re right in your face!

They’re lacking in patience; they are easily bored.

They don’t put forth the effort, yet they demand the reward!

We’ve given and given and what’s so unnerving . . . 

they keep asking for more—as if they’re deserving!

They don’t understand me—so who is to blame?

’Cause I’m doing what I’ve always done, but the results ain’t the same!”

But let us be cautious, nonjudgmental, and wise

and draw on compassion to see the world through their eyes . . .
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The airwaves are jammed with sex, violence, and rage.

It’s brought to extinction The Innocent Age.

Real heroes among us, but who gets applause?

Celebrity icons with character flaws.

You can break all the rules, and if you get caught

a “not guilty” verdict is easily bought.

The music is bleak and the lyrics keep humming—

“Just live for today, ’cause tomorrow’s not coming!”

Though often maligned—what reports fail to mention

(about these sixty million youth craving love and attention)

is the talent they possess and the drive to make better

the world where we live and our time here together.

What they need are role models who’ll turn on the light

—and show by example what is morally right—

who know they seek answers and will attend to that need.

You and I are those people, and it’s our time to lead.

There’s promise, I tell you, just look in their eyes. . .

You’ll see hope for the future in our Generation Whys! 
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P A R T  O N E :

Who Are They?

Chapter 1: Why the Label Generation Why? This segment of
our population will not follow advice or respond to authority
without first knowing why and what is in it for them.

Chapter 2: The Aliens Have Landed Generation Why 
can often seem like an entirely different species! Here are
insightful facts and statistics to provide a framework of
understanding.

c TAKE ME TO YOUR LEADER! Gen Why’s drive to
question any process and to separate effort from reward
calls for supernatural understanding from their leaders
and managers.
c WORLDS APART Value programming is shaped by
the world we grow up in, and Gen Why’s world has
been radically different than ours!
c GENERATIONAL COMPARISON CHART Compare and
contrast the attitudes and the influences of Generation
Why with Generation X and the Baby Boomers.
c INTERNAL WIRING DIFFERENCES: THE WAY WE THINK

We think in a sequential, chronological fashion. Gen Why
thinks and processes information in an unstructured, non-
sequential pattern. We think analog, like a VCR, whereas
they think digital, much like a DVD.
c WHO MOVED MY CHEETOS? Generation Why not
only accepts change, they thrive on change.

Chapter 3: Profile GW—What Can We Really Expect?
You can expect to have your work cut out for you with this
generation. There is an upside, and also a downside, to
working with them.

TABLE 2: Ready Reference Summary 



c IMPATIENT They equate waiting with losing.
Having grown up in a fast-moving world, they demand
instant results.
c ADAPTABLE Unlike mature generations who resist
change, Gen Why moves in sync with change and is
not rocked by the unstable events of the New
Economy.
c INNOVATIVE Gen Why sees the world from a fresh
perspective and is always looking for a better way to
get things done.
c EFFICIENT Gen Why is remarkable at achieving
maximum results with minimal effort and resources 
in minimal time.
c DESENSITIZED Because they have experienced so
much so early in life, Gen Why has a “been there/done
that” attitude.
c DISENGAGED As mosaic thinkers, Gen Whys do 
not inherently buy in to structure and conventional
processes.
c SKEPTICAL Gen Why has been conned, manipulated,
cheated, and exploited, so they don’t automatically
believe what they hear or read.
c RESILIENT As a generation that has experienced 
a lot of negativity and is used to disappointment, Gen
Whys have learned how to roll with the punches and
land on their feet.
c DISRESPECTFUL Gen Whys feel that they are owed
respect from others but that their respect must be
earned by others.
c BLUNTLY EXPRESSIVE Gen Why has been urged to
freely speak their minds no matter what they are thinking
and feeling, and they do it bluntly, boldly, and loudly.



c TOLERANT Gen Why does not buy in to age-old
prejudices and is readily willing to accept individual
differences. They make great additions to diverse teams.
c COMMITTED Gen Why is fiercely loyal to causes
and purposes they believe in. They can make great
long-term employees.

P A R T  T W O :

Employing Generation Why

Introduction to the specific management issues of recruiting,
training, managing, appearance, fun, recognition and rewards,
and retention.

Chapter 4: Recruiting For Gen Whys, jobs appear plentiful.
It takes creative thinking to attract the best to your company.

$ SELL YOURSELF FIRST Why should Gen Why want
to work for you? Know why and be able to convince
them.
$ CAST A WIDE NET The only effective recruiting
strategies are those you actively use. Don’t rely too
heavily on any one method.
$ CHANGE YOUR GLASSES Get to know your Gen Why
customers, and look at them as potential employees.
$ STREAMLINE THE PROCESS Cut out everything that
might be unnecessary in your application process—
forms, steps, red tape, etc.
$ SNOOZE AND LOSE Build relationship with your
applicants immediately. Reduce the time between appli-
cation and interview and interview and job offer.
$ GO WHERE THEY GO From bathroom ads to skate-
board parks, from rock concerts to Internet cafes—be
visible and accessible where Gen Why is.
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$ FORM AN ALLIANCE Develop an inside track with
key people from local high schools and colleges; 
let them know you are hiring; they can recommend
potential employees.
$ BUILD A BRIDGE FOR YOUR FUTURE CEO Tell the
stories of how your managers have grown with the
company; introduce new employees to the corporate
headquarters. Help them to visualize employment with
your company as a career, not just another job.
$ WORK THE NETWORK Develop an employee refer-
ral plan, offering a reward to your Gen Whys whose
friends and family are ultimately hired.
$ STANDING ROOM ONLY For effect, make it easy to
apply, but not so easy get hired. Be rigorous in your
hiring process.
$ THE FIRST RESPONDER Have current Gen Why
employees be the first follow-up contact with your 
Gen Why applicants.
$ CYBER RECRUITING Gen Why jobseekers are on the
’Net—develop a good job description, respond quickly,
make sure your corporate website is easy to access and
navigate.

Chapter 5: Training There is a paradox between Gen
Why’s lack of basic skills and their incredible business and
money savvy, which creates both challenging and exciting
training situations.

$ MAKE IT FUN For the stimulus-junkie Gen Whys,
increasing the Fun Quotient enhances learning
throughout the training process.
$ ENGAGE THEM Actively involve Gen Whys in their
own learning in whatever ways you can—it’ll pay off
on the job.
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$ MAKE IT FRESH Find new ways to convey the nec-
essary material and make sure that what you teach
them is indeed necessary right now.
$ KEEP UP THE PACE Train a concept and move on. Let
Gen Why apply the new skill before training another.
$ REWARD SKILL DEVELOPMENT Publicly recognize
skill development and training completion, or it loses
its effectiveness.
$ ORIENT BEFORE YOU TRAIN Insert an orientation
program between hire date and training to help Gen
Whys connect with their new coworkers and feel com-
fortable with their new surroundings.
$ EXPLAIN THE WHY Examine the concepts and
processes you want to train, and be clear about not only
what and how to do something, but also about why it is
important, including how it ultimately affects Gen Why.
$ LET THEM FIGURE IT OUT Explain a situation, the
boundaries of time or resources, and the desired out-
come, and let Gen Why figure out how to achieve the
desired result.
$ USE EYE CANDY Make training materials interesting
by adding color and varying the medium of delivery—
lecture, video, interactive CD-ROMs, etc.
$ BRIDGE THE GAP IN SERVICE Providing great cus-
tomer service is almost impossible for a generation that
hasn’t received it—start with the basics and build on
what they observe.
$ STAY A CHAPTER AHEAD Involve each member of
the training class in both learning and teaching.

Chapter 6: Managing Throw out the old rulebook and
sharpen up your management skills. Prepare to be even
more up front, authentic, and connected.
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$ LAY OUT THE BIG PICTURE IN SMALL TERMS To effec-
tively manage behavior of Generation Why, you need to
clearly lay out your expectations in simple terms.
$ REVISIT YOUR RULES Be sure that your rules, prin-
ciples, practices, and procedures are a prerequisite to
profit. If not, get rid of them.
$ SINK YOUR POSTS DEEP Keep your rulebook light
and tight: edit out unnecessary items and rigorously
enforce those that are critical.
$ TUNE IN TO THEIR FREQUENCY Watch, listen, and
read what they are watching, listening to, and reading,
to stay current with their interests and trends.
$ GET THEIR HEADS IN YOUR GAME Share as much
information and responsibility as possible, training and
teaching as situations arise.
$ THE FLEXIBILITY FACTOR: ATTENDANCE & PUNCTUALITY

Revisit your policies on work schedules and develop a win-
win environment for Gen Whys that scratches their itch for
flexible hours without compromising your needs.
$ WAGE A BATTLE AGAINST BOREDOM If you want 
to keep them tuned in to the job, vary the tasks, proce-
dures, and environment to the greatest degree possible.

Chapter 7: Appearance Hair, clothing, and music are only
the start of the commercialized youth culture, and Gen Whys
resent being judged by their often-outrageous identity.

$ INSIDE OUT Examine your dress code from the
inside out, determining validity and necessity. Keep
abreast with the ever-changing trends and update your
dress code as you are able.
$ COMMUNICATE THE CODE Clearly define your
appearance standards. Display photographs or posters
of acceptable work attire.
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$ DEBUTING A NEW CODE Make an occasion of your
new dress code; set rules but try to be flexible. Involve
Gen Why in its introduction.

Chapter 8: Fun Work is not just work anymore; it’s an
experience. Making that experience fun will pay off in pro-
ductivity and retention.

$ MAKE FUN THROUGH COMPETITION Pit employees
against an achievable goal, not each other. Use a variety
of games and activities to generate excitement and energy.
$ MAKE FUN THROUGH PARTICIPATION Create oppor-
tunities for Gen Why to show off their talents, skills,
and ideas to an audience, whether coworkers or 
customers.
$ MAKE FUN THROUGH INTERACTION Gen Why likes
to work with friends; create an atmosphere that is con-
ducive to social interaction and let them have a hand in
creating their own fun.

Chapter 9: Recognition and Rewards Get the best out of
your Gen Whys by developing a system of recognition and
rewards that helps them feel like a valued employee.

$ THE FOUR PS OF WISE R&R Make your recognition
and reward system personal, proportionate, punctual,
and public.
$ THE MAGIC OF SENDING A LETTER HOME A simple,
but heartfelt letter is inexpensive but can return
remarkable results. Simple things mean a lot.
$ THREE FREEBIES THAT STRIKE GOLD

1. Name Identity–know and use their names.
2. About Face–use employees in billboards, TV ads, 

catalogs, etc.
3. Golden Rule–do for them what they do for you.
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$ THE PRIZE PATROL Assemble a contingency of coworkers
to serve as the presenters of recognition and reward incentives.
$ CASH IS KING Use on-the-spot cash for performance and
retention incentives and make the presentation memorable.
$ KEEP TRACK OF THE EXCELLENCE Develop a per-
formance scorecard program and acknowledge desired
work behaviors and outcomes. Involve employees and
customers in the scorekeeping.

Chapter 10: Retention Always looking for a better deal or
a change of pace, Gen Why is in a perpetual job-seeking
mode. Retaining them is difficult but not impossible.

$ FILL THE RUTS Gen Whys will get itchy feet when
the workplace becomes too monotonous. Look for
ways to keep necessary tasks from seeming too routine.
$ THE MAGIC OF THE SLOW REVEAL Spread perks,
benefits, and responsibilities out over time; keep Gen
Why looking to the future.
$ READ THEIR MINDS Ask Gen Whys what they think
and how they feel—they’ll be direct and honest. Have
an open door and develop an employee response sys-
tem for new hires.
$ KEEP TABS ON YOUR COMPETITORS When they
jump ship, find out where your Gen Whys are going,
and why, and always offer more! Take steps to protect
your business against employee robbery.
$ EXPAND THE CIRCLE OF BENEFITS Offer employee
benefits to your employees’ families and consider peri-
odically providing their friends discounts on merchan-
dise and services.
$ ROTATE TO MOTIVATE Sprinkle responsibility for
the dirty jobs throughout the staff chart to make every-
one feel like part of the team.
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$ CHRISTMAS IN JULY Schedule frequent celebrations,
both small and large, throughout the entire year. You
don’t need a holiday as an excuse to throw a party or
an employee event.

P A R T  T H R E E :

Connecting Points

Discover the principles for generating new ideas and strategies
to remain Why2K Compliant.

Chapter 11: Eight Surefire Ways to Connect and
Remain Connected

{ Keep positive.
{ Know and show the why before telling them what to do.
{ Always tell the truth.
{Get to know them as people by tuning in to their frequency.
{ Look for opportunities to reward positive behavior.
{ Zag and look to break patterns that lead to monotony 

and boredom.
{ Make them the star of your workplace.
{ Be a living example of what you want them to be.

Chapter 12: Seven Surefire Ways to Disconnect
{ Be inflexible with schedules.
{ Be rigid with rules.
{ Prejudge them based on their appearance or other factors.
{ Take away their personal identity and try to clone 

them into yours.
{ Put company profits before your employees and 

your customers.
{ Pigeonhole them and don’t give them training or 

advancement opportunities.
{ Put them on hold and delay their growth and learning.
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