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Generation Y preferences about their future working environment. The final results 
of this study will be published in June 2009.  
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OXYGENZ 

 

Generation Y: Like How They Work - Work How They Like 
 

The Generation Y is invading the workplace, arriving like unruly and energetic guests at a stuffy country house party and 

shocking the houseguests who are already there. And they are bringing outsize luggage in the form of multiple digital 

technologies and their social networks. 

�

�

 

A rising and powerful future workforce of the 21st 
century:  
For the first time ever, in workplaces around the world, 
four generations are working together. Known as 
Generation Y (aged 18-25), they are the current  
entrants into global workforce: 

�  1.7 billion worldwide 
�  26.9% of the world population 
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Who is the Generation Y? 
 
The Generation Y is aged between eighteen and 
twenty-five, although some people include those 
born from 1980 onwards, putting the upper limit at 
twenty-eight. In our view, there are at least six 
reasons why we need to understand them, the 
Generation Y, and how they relate to work. They 
are a remarkable generation, and here is why... 
 

�   There are not enough of them coming in 
to the workforce 

�   They are transformational 
�   They do things differently  
�   They are challenging 
�   They are techno-savvy 
�   They are agile – multi-taskers 

 
The Generation Y apparently believe they can 
achieve anything. They have been called 
‘workplace divas’1… even GENYS ! But they are 
‘high maintenance, high risk and high output’2. 
They are strongly relationship-focused, collaborative, and seek meaning in work and opportunity to learn.  
 
 

But also: 
 

�  They are under less financial threats than 
the previous generations  

�  They have grown up with green issues into 
their way of living 

�   They are more urban focus 
�   They quickly buy into new concepts and 

ideas 
 
The majority of the sources describe the Generation 
Y as consumers, colleagues, employees, 
managers, and technological and social innovators. 
The sources explore communication styles, values, 
motivations, and characteristics, but not many focus 
on the aspirations for their working environment.  
Although they bring energy and innovation to the 
workplace, the Generation Y is challenging to 
manage. They appreciate clear direction, demand 
immediate feedback on performance, expect to be 
consulted and included in management decisions, 
and demand constant intellectual challenge.  
 
 

 

                                                      
1http://www.spectator.co.uk/business/the-magazine/entrepreneur/654421/part_3/the-workplace-diva-has-arrived.thtml 
2 Martin, C. And Tulgan, B. (2006) Managing the Generation Mix, 2nd Edition, HRD Press. 
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The Generation Y is demanding, as a right, a new reality from work. They insist on working flexibly, choosing 
when and where to work.  
 
Although they bring energy and innovation to the workplace, The Generation Y is challenging to manage. They 
appreciate clear direction, demand immediate feedback on performance, expect to be consulted and included 
in management decisions, and demand constant intellectual challenge.  
 
 
 

  Veterans 
1922–1945 

Baby Boomers 
1946–1964 

Gen X 
1965–1980 

Gen Y 
1981–2000 

Work Ethic / 
Values  

Hard work 
Respect authority 
Sacrifice 
Duty before fun 
Adhere to rules 

Workaholics 
Work efficiently 
Crusading causes 
Personal fulfillment 
Desire quality 
Question authority 

Eliminate the task 
Self-reliance 
Want structure  
and direction 
Skeptical 

What’s next 
Multitasking 
Tenacity 
Entrepreneurial 
Tolerant 
Goal oriented 

Work is …  
An obligation An exciting 

adventure 
A difficult challenge 
A contract 

A means to an end 
Fulfillment 

Leadership Style  
Directive 
Command-and-control 

Consensual 
Collegial 

Everyone is the same 
Challenge others 
Ask why 

TBD 

Interactive Style  
Individual Team player 

Loves meetings 
Entrepreneur Participative 

Communications  
Formal 
Memo 

In person Direct 
Immediate 

Email 
Voice mail 

Feedback & 
Rewards  

No news is good news 
Satisfaction in a job 
well done 

Don’t appreciate it 
Money 
Title recognition 

Sorry to interrupt, but 
how am I doing? 
Freedom is the best 
reward 

Whenever I want it, at 
the push of a button 
Meaningful work 

Messages that 
Motivate  

Your experience is 
respected 

You are valued 
You are needed 

Do it your way 
Forget the rules 

You will work with 
other bright, creative 
people 

Work & Family 
Life  

Ne’er the twain shall 
meet 

No balance 
Work to live 

Balance Balance 

Source: http://www.fdu.edu/newspubs/magazine/05ws/generations.htm 
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Methodology: 
OXYGENZ is a large-scale research project, which will make a significant contribution to 
companies’ knowledge of how they might use their real estate and facilities as strategic assets to 
attract and retain scarce talent. We must attach a great importance to diversity in our workplaces 
and the factors that must be taken into account when considering workplace design as a likely 
strategic weapon in the battle to attract and retain scarce young talent. 
 
�  4,331 respondents including 2,650 18 to 25 years old 
�  Worldwide survey including special samples from: 

o UK: 558 
o India: 895 
o China: 657 
o US: 1,144 
o Germany: 256 

 
A review of articles and reports on Generation Y reveals both consistency and contradiction. Much 
of the literature is unsubstantiated. Businesses have to compete to attract, develop, deploy and 
retain the services of skilled people. It is crucially important to understand what matters to them. In 
particular, we need to understand what things matter most to Generation Y. This is exactly what 
Oxygenz seeks to find out. Oxygenz is an international research programme, which is gathering 
rich data on Generation Y’s preferences around ways of working and workspace design. 

Research question: 

Generation Y and the Workplace is a research project that seeks to understand the importance 
new university graduates attach to their future workplace. How important is the workplace in 
attracting, recruiting and retaining Generation Y w orkers and what factors contribute to 
talent management per industry sector, country and region? 

We will seek to understand: 

 

 

�  What are Generation Y’s preferences about their future workplace?  
�  What workspace design will they prefer? 
�  What technologies will they want to use? 
�  How will they prefer to get to and from work? 
�  What other facilities will they prefer to have on site? 
�  How important are sustainability initiatives in their choice of employer?  
�  How important is having a choice of when and where to work? 
�  How will the workplace contribute to their job satisfaction? 

Focus: 

�  Social, demographic and economic  changes are causing a severe skills shortage. 
�  People  are attracted to workplaces where values are clearly communicated. 
�  Generation Y  in particular are ready to engage with companies that provide the 

environments in which they will thrive. These environments will include the physical 
space. 

�  Workplace design  is likely to become a strategic weapon in the battle to attract and 
retain scarce young talent in today’s increasingly competitive global economy. 
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Design approach to the project 
 

Generation Y is, perhaps, the most 
digitally sophisticated generation we 
have ever seen. Studies now tell us 
that more than 80 percent of 
teenagers have Internet access, and 
a recent study further predicts that 
current 10-17-year olds will spend 
one-third of their lives (23 years) on 
the Internet*.  

 

They truly are the children of what 
was once called the ‘microchip 
revolution’.  

As such, they have grown up with 
computers and using them is second 
nature. In tests, it has been found 
that, generally, their hand-eye 
coordination skills are extremely well 
developed. Generation Y, especially 
in the US, are also the Nintendo 
Generation – they grew up with 
videogames, with the bright colours, 
bells and whistles of interactive 
entertainment. 

And now, in the videogame space, the Generation Y is beginning to expect the easy manipulation 
of digital environments, by customizing characters (avatars) and directly affecting the digital worlds 
in which those characters exist.  Generation Y are most likely to be the early adopters. They don’t 
just adapt to new ways of doing things in the digital realm, they internalize them and make them 
their own.  
 
 
 
When iDEA was approached to 
produce an online survey we had a 
very open brief: design the survey to 
be mainly image-based.  
 
We worked with our predominantly 
Generation Y design team to 
produce an engaging interactive 
experience, one that provided as well 
as collected information. 
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Generation Y are not only web savvy but also have an unwritten set of rules on how and when they 
share their personal information. Taking this into account, our early recommendations were to 
create a stand-alone non-corporate brand and invite participates through viral campaigning.  
 
Luckily Johnson Controls agreed, to a certain extent, to hide the corporate brand and develop the 
Oxygenz identity. In addition to the main survey, a Facebook game and social group application 
was developed. Supportive gorilla campaigning added to the non corporate brand image with world 
landmark stickers being shared on Facebook and Flickr. The site now has links to Facebook, 
Linkedin, Flickr, Twitter, Hyves and YouTube. By linking and sharing related collateral to these 
social sites, we introduced an element of brand comfort and familiarity. There is also a selection of 
Generation Y-friendly prizes to attract the least inquisitive of our target audience. 
 
 

 
 
 

The main survey has been designed using Flash to enable the user to interact and travel through 
the survey in more of an online gaming / learning style than that of a traditional tick box 
questionnaire. Whilst still maintaining a structured backend database to allow for dynamic online 
survey interrogation, the survey projects a light-hearted quirky style to encouraging users to 
engage with the project. 
 
 

 
As many from our target audience are unfamiliar with 
Workplace terminology and may have never experienced an 
office environment, much of the questioning has been formatted 
to illustrate the terminology used.  
 
The survey experience visually builds the user’s perfect office 
as they progress through the survey. At the end of the survey, 
they are presented with their office profile in a format they can 
share with friends on their own social network site.  
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The preliminary results: 
 

We are starting to see significant results from the data for the Gen Y in the US: 

 

�  Sustainable: 95% want an environmentally aware workplace 

�  Flexible: 64% prefer to work flexibly and chose when to work 

�  Mobile: 78% prefer to be mobile rather than static workers 

�  Unconventional: 56% of Gen Y would like to take their car to go to work, 13% by public 
transport and 16% walking! 

�  Life Long Learning Experience: The reasons why you choose a company are:  

�  1:Meaningful Work   

�  2:Quality of Life   

�  3: Work Colleagues  

�  Collaborative: 50% of Gen Y prefer to have access to a team space and 21% breakout spaces 
rather than a conventional meeting room 

 

 

These results indicate to employers a need to change the deal and embrace new ways of working 
for this agile young workforce.  

But is the Generation Y so different from the Generation X?  

Well, we can't tell yet.  What we know is: 

�  How strongly environmentally conscious the Generation Y is 

�  Their desires and expectations of mobility and flexible working 

�  The high value they place on learning and development 

�  Their emotional engagement in the physical workplace  

�  Their sociability 
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LOCATION: 

 

79% would choose to work in an 
urban location or slightly urban 
location. The attraction of an urban 
environment is still very strong 
amongst the Generation Y. Few 
aspire to work in a rural location.  

Figure 1: Location of the office: 
Gen Y 18-25 yrs, US  

 

 

TRAVEL:  

�  56% want to go to work by car 
�  13% by public transport 
�  16% want to walk to work  
�  7% want to cycle to work! 
 

Figure 2: Travel to Work: Gen Y 
18-25 yrs old, all countries 

  
 

 

WORKPLACE: 

80% tend to prefer a modern 
workplace interior with subtle, 
clinical and relaxing colours. We 
can observe greater variations of 
choice with the culture.  The 
majority prefer to have natural and 
artificial light in their working 
environment.  

Figure 3: Lighting in the office: 
Gen Y 18-25 yrs, US  

TToopp  33  pprr iioorr ii tt iieess  iinn  tthheeiirr   ccaarr::   

••  SSaaffeettyy  

••  DDeessiiggnn  ==  TTeecchhnnoollooggyy  

••  EEnnvviirroonnmmeenntt  
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ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 

95% would prefer to be in an 
environmentally friendly and/or 
aware workplace.  They 
preferences for an 
environmentally focus working 
environment is very strong, not 
only in the physical aspects of the 
workplace, but also in their way of 
working: flexible working, travel 
patterns… 

Figure 4: Environmental 
Workplace: Gen Y 18-25 yrs, US  

 

We know the 18-25yrs old will be the 

generation to carry the load of years of environmental damages and neglect. They are embracing 
sustainability and the Generation Z, the ‘homo zappiens’ following the Gen Y are even more modelled around 

the concept of sustainability. The results reflect this new way of living with 95% of Gen Y aspire to work in a 

greener office. They are eager to embrace an environmental way of working. 

 

WORKSPACE: 

82% of employees want their own desk 
and 89% want to personalise their 
workspace, showing their attachment to 
their working environment. Across all 
respondents, the personalisation of the 
working environment is very consistent, 
even if they would like to embrace 
mobility and flexibility in their way of 
working.  

Figure 5: Individual workspace: Gen 
Y 18-25 yrs old, all countries 

The comfort with the space (volume 
of space around them) is also a 
strong indication of this emotional 
engagement. 61% would feel 
comfortable in a space of 12 to 16 
sqm, well into the average 
allowance of space per person in a 
normal office environment.  

 
Figure 6: Comfort with Space: 
Gen Y 18-25 yrs old, all countries 
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This generation is an emotionally engaged workforce. They aspire to work in a bright, light and open working 
environment. 91% of The 18-25yrs old would prefer to personalise their desk, they have a strong attachment 
to natural and soft material, like wood and carpet, and prefer light colours, subtle, clinical and relaxed colour 
rather than vibrant. They see their working interior modern and contemporary (82%).  

 
 
Figure 7: Floor finishes: Gen Y 18-25 yrs, US  

 

 

COLLABORATIVE WORKING ENVIRONMENT: 

Collaboration in offices is strong factor of integration in an organisation and a great measure of the presence 
of teams in the working environment. 50% of the 18-25yrs old in the US prefer to access a team space. A 
significant result, demonstrating a real need to work with a team.  
 

Access to breakout 

spaces is also crucial, 

with 21% who prefer to 
access breakout spaces, 

while only 28% would 
prefer to have access to 

formal meeting spaces.  

 

 

Figure 8: 
Collaborative 
Environment: Gen Y 
18-25 yrs, US 
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WORKING PATTERNS: 

While 78% of the 18-25yrs old studying, want to work in a mobile way, but still expect to have their own desk, 
their expectations in term of their working patterns is very different from their preferences, indicating a need to 
listen more carefully to this generation. 22% are expecting to have a conventional working pattern while 62% 
would prefer to work flexibly, showing a significant gap between their expectations and preferences.  
 

 
Figure 9: Patterns of Work: Gen Y 18-25 yrs, US 

 
The 18-25yrs old are expecting their employer to offer a flexible way of working. 72% expect to have a certain 
degree of flexibility in their way of working.  
While 64% of the American Gen Y would prefer a flexible way of working, we also learned that only 22% 
expect their employer to offer it.  
 

WORKPLACE SUPPORT SERVICES 

 
We have seen new workplace 
models in large cities, offering a 
wide choice of facilities on site, 
with the objective to recreate a 
sense of community and 
belonging to the space. 73% of 
The 18-25yrs old prefer at least 
a 5 Star service in the office 
(reception services and security 
guard) with 23% a concierge 
type of service (7 stars) .  
 
Figure 10: Reception 
Services: Gen Y 18-25 yrs, 
US 

 
 
Access to social space is also a 
preference: from shops on site which reflects a demand for multi-functional and mixed use facilities, to 
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various type of venues like bars, clubs and sport facilities. 32% of the respondents would like to have a gym 
on site and 35% favour communal facilities.  

 
 

Figure 11: Support Services: per industry sector al l countries for 18-25 yrs old  
 

 

CHOICE: 

 

We now know people are attracted to workplaces where values are clearly communicated. Generation Y 
members in particular are ‘ready to engage in companies that provide the environments in which they thrive’. 
Those environments will include the physical space. Workplace design is likely to become a strategic weapon 
in the battle to attract and retain scarce young talent in today’s increasingly competitive global economy.  The 
reason why they chose a company varies also from one age group to another.  

Figure 12: Choice of Company for 18-25 yrs, US 
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Conclusions: 
 
The 18-25yrs old have never known anything but economic growth and prosperity until last year. How will 
their expectations and behaviour change in the face of the unfolding mayhem in the financial markets? We 
have yet to feel the full force of this global event. Will Gen Y continue to be such a special generation, feted 
and wooed for their talent, if the balance of power reverts to employers as labour markets tighten? We think 
so. 
 
It remains crucially important to understand what things matter most to the 18-25yrs old. The data are 
revealing fascinating insight into this new generation and how different, or not, they are from previous ones.  
 
The initial results confirm some of the characteristics that are attributed to Gen Y in the literature. There are 
five aspects of the initial findings we would draw attention to: 
 

·  How strongly environmentally conscious the Generation Y is 

·  Their sociability 

·  Their desires and expectations of mobility and flexible working 

·  The high value they place on learning and development 

·  Aspects of the physical workplace. 
 
Work is inherently social. Organisations now have the opportunity to view the Generation Y sociability as a 
source of business advantage, giving them access to the collective intelligence available to them across 
organisational boundaries and contained within Generation Y’s extended personal networks.  
 
Recognising the value of networked sociability and enabling it through the design of physical workplace and 
organisational support environments will allow businesses to tap into the powerhouse of the Generation Y 
energy, innovation, knowledge and creative potential. 
 
As we and others have suggested, businesses will have to think carefully about offering potential new recruits 
an ‘employee value proposition’ that fits with what they are looking for from a preferred employer. Many of the 
characteristics that are attached to the 18-25yrs old also apply to older generations, like wanting work with 
meaning, seeking opportunities to contribute, and valuing learning and development� .  
 
Is this new generation of aliens and invaders really ready to transform our workplace in mega complexes, 
social hubs and high tech workspaces? The 18-25yrs old will bring transformations. China and India have 
already felt the wave of the 18-25yrs old on their working environment and had to embrace new ways of 
working. The Americans are slowly absorbing change and Europe seems to be well under way to lead the 
game. But more data enquiries and analysis will need to be done to confirm the trend and assess the impact 
on the physical environment and to address the following issues: 
 
 
�  DESIGN IMPLICATIONS 
�  WORKPLACE STRATEGIES 
�  HR ISSUES 
�  WORK LIFE BALANCE 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
3 Employment Relations Research Series No. 58, The Third Work-Life  Balance Employee Survey:  Main findings, March 
2007 
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The results will force employers to address the following issues: 
 
 
 
REAL ESTATE: 
 

�   Location, Location, Relocation? 
– Urban location with access to good public transport 
– Provision for car parking facilities 

 
�   HQ & Satellite offices: 

– Main office building for fixed/permanent administration staff 
– Access to satellite offices for teams and meetings 
– Access to on-demand workspace (hired space) for ad hoc business 

 
 
 
FACILITIES MANAGEMENT: 
 

�   New workspace model: 
– Open space the norm 
– Collaborative working environments 
– Web 2.0 applications as a norm 
– Access to on-demand public spaces for ad hoc meetings 
– Home working is the norm 

 
�   A service focused delivery 

– Quality on site service 
– Access to commercial convenience: shops, retail units 
– Provision of communal spaces on site 

 
 
 
WORKPLACE: 
 

�   Home working and flexible working are the norm 
�   Diversification of workspace uses: work – meet – collaborate – socialise - entertain  
�   Longer presence at the office means a longer on-site service delivery 

 
 
 
 
Oxygenz will present the final results of the study in June 2009 on www.oxygenz.com 
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