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Introduction from Liz Lean PR 

With over 20 years of experience as a communications agency, we at Liz Lean PR recognise that 
clients and partners have become increasingly interested in understanding the next generation 
consumer, employee and leader. We also felt frustrated by the stereotypes that loomed over this 
generation and hence embarked on a mission to bridge the gap between businesses and the next 
generation for mutual benefit. 
 
Developing our youth insight service gave us a way to confidently create relevant and effective ideas 
for clients and their target audiences. It is also in our blood to encourage talent and create 
opportunities for young people, so we developed a scheme which allows us to do this in a way that 
benefits employers and prospective employees alike. We believe that young people with drive and 
ambition need to be engaged with and listened to, as their way of seeing the world is vital for the 
successful future growth of businesses. 
 
While this adds value to our offering as an agency, it adds more value to the lives of those we 
connect with. We have created a community of talented young people and by engaging with them 
regularly we have developed a deep understanding of what makes them tick. As part of this work, 
we have created multiple opportunities for them to engage with businesses, including giving them a 
voice on the debate discussed in this paper.  
 
We also liaised with several SME leaders to explore their perceptions and experiences of the next 
generation workforce and where their concerns or interests lie. Questions regarding the effect of 
personal values on employment choices, the recruitment process, training and flexible working were 
all common themes throughout our discussions.  
 
These findings fed into an exclusive event, giving small business leaders the opportunity to hold 
discussions with a panel of handpicked young talent to help understand the reality of their 
expectations and desired requirements from employers. It gave us the opportunity to delve deeper 
into the topic of attracting, retaining and benefitting from young talent, which, alongside extensive 
research, has informed this paper. 
 
We crafted this document to ensure it is relevant to and will resonate with small businesses and will 
hopefully start to answer some of the questions we hear so often about this generation. If you’d like 
to discuss how Liz Lean PR can help with your next steps in engaging young people, please do not 
hesitate to get in touch, but for now, happy reading! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Problem Statement: 

Attracting and retaining talent is an increasing challenge, especially for regional SMEs. As a new 
generation joins the workforce, there are supposed expectations on companies to provide more for 
young employees and to make organisational changes to adapt to their way of working.  

It can be difficult to see how a smaller, regional business could appeal when compared with the 
other opportunities young people perceive are out there for them, at high profile organisations such 
as Google, Caterpillar or Airbnb, offering incentives such as free gym memberships and massages, 
state-of-the-art offices, high-street discounts and unlimited holiday leave. 

There are also real concerns within management at SMEs over how the new generation of 
employees could impact the efficiency and quality of the workforce and whether adapting to 
emerging working practices would be beneficial for small teams.  

However, these perceptions and presumptions are in no way aiding collaboration and only drive 
apart employers and potential recruits from this generation. In 2017, almost a third of small business 
vacancies were skills shortage vacancies1 so, in a time where skills shortages are affecting several 
industries and recruiting is becoming harder for small, regional businesses, it’s important to break 
down the barriers between business owners and potential young recruits. Within our 21st century, 
hyper-connected world, opportunities are vast and “the world is your oyster” has never felt truer, 
but that doesn’t mean to say small regional businesses can’t attract great individuals and that SMEs 
can’t offer employees interesting prospects. 

This paper will provide an in-depth understanding of who the next generation are and what makes 
them tick. It will also explain how businesses can benefit from their innate characteristics and 
demonstrate how SMEs can maximise the opportunity young talent presents, to the benefit of their 
business.  
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Chapter 1 
 
 

Who exactly are ‘Millennials’ and ‘Generation Z’ and what value can they bring to your 
business/workforce?  

The definitions of Millennials and Generation Z can be confusing and vary from one source to 
another. For the purpose of this paper, the audience in question are those in Generation Z (born 
between 1995 and 2012) and younger Millennials (born in the early 1990s). We will refer to them as 
‘this generation’ throughout, apart from when quoting statistics. Although there are factors that 
evidence a generational difference between employees 15 years ago to junior employees today, it 
would be dangerous to consider this generation as a new species, as there are still many similarities 
and shared priorities between generations.  

At their youngest they will still be in school but being educated in a modern system where 
technology greatly aids students’ development and progression. Students use online resources to 
access a wealth of information far broader than that which can be delivered by their classroom 
teacher. Apps and games have made learning interactive beyond pen and paper. Further education 
students can opt to take their degree online, offering flexibility and cost savings. 

At their oldest this generation are already employed, potentially after going to university, which is 
still a very popular route to employment; a record number of students started their degrees in 
20172. The accounting and professional sectors have recruited the most graduates by far for the past 
three years3, but businesses across many industries have graduate schemes to recruit talent leaving 
university. It isn’t unusual for small businesses to take on graduates as junior level staff, too.  

In recent years, apprenticeships have become an increasingly popular option4  with business, 
administration and law accounting for 30 per cent of the apprenticeships started in 2017/185. 
Apprentices are able to get ‘hands on’ learning on the job, supplemented by classroom studies at a 
local college a few days a week. Apprenticeships allow businesses to take on young talent from the 
age of 16, who can bring new ideas and freshly learnt theory. Apprentices are a cheaper resource 
than more experienced employees, which brings benefit in itself.  

Stereotyped in the headlines as the ones who invented the avocado and complex coffee orders, the 
‘snowflake generation’, screen-obsessed and lazy, this generation do not have the best reputation. 
However, what the headlines sometimes fail to highlight is that 82% of this generation said getting 
good grades or succeeding in their chosen career is high on the priority list6 and that 76% of Gen Z 
take responsibility for driving their own career7. Also 58% of Gen Z would be willing to work nights 
and weekends for higher pay, while for Gen X and baby boomers less than 40% would be willing to 
do this8.  

In the UK, this generation has grown up against a backdrop of economic recession, austerity, and 
political change. They’ve witnessed some of the biggest terrorist attacks in history, lived through a 



 

major double dip recession and some have taken to the streets to protest for societal and lawful 
changes. This generation is switched on to current economic and political environments and 
acknowledges the future challenges they may face.  

They are the first cohort of digital natives. Unlike previous workforces who are digital adopters, this 
generation were born at the same time as DVDs, smartphones and the original iPod and by the time 
they started school, computers and screens were widely used in the education system. Similarly, 
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) would have been on the syllabus almost from the 
word go so programming and algorithms would have been taught alongside phonics and ‘kicking Ks’. 
Their understanding and ability to use technology is innate, while adapting to updates is second 
nature, meaning this generation are likely to help, not hinder, a business to be progressive and will 
handle change efficiently, adapting to new tools or technological advancements quickly. 

This generation have only known a 24/7 connected world. 73 per cent of them are online within an 
hour of waking up9 so responding to an email ‘out of hours’ isn’t going to feel unnatural, but they’ll 
expect a bit of freedom in return. This generation operate in a mobile only way; they never knew 
phones on a cord or dial up internet and they work fluidly across multiple devices at one time. Due 
to this, they are often efficient and fast workers who are at ease with technology in the workplace. 
Similarly, they are likely to be more open to being available out of hours, away from the office if and 
when required in order to service clients or deal with emergencies. Recruiting from the pool of these 
digital natives enables small businesses to build a tech innate workforce that can keep up to date 
with technological changes using in house skills.  

Social media has influenced this generation’s characters and values and they have used these 
platforms to help discover and explore their passions. The way this generation perceive the world 
has been influenced by visual led platforms such as Instagram and Pinterest, igniting their artistic 
eye. They’re switched on to design and visuals; this includes brands, which in turn influences their 
buying habits. A 2017 study has revealed that two-fifths of millennials choose a travel spot based on 
its ‘Instagrammability’10. This generation’s interest and intuitive reaction to aesthetics is not only an 
important factor for business owners and managers to consider when updating their office 
environment or recruitment ads but is also an interesting dynamic that can enhance perspective 
within small teams.  

This generation are switched on to the need for a work/life balance; they’ve seen their parents’ 
generation face burnout and understand that mental health is important to be aware of.  They have 
witnessed people make their hobbies become their jobs and are more likely to seek careers that will 
align with their passions. Having control over how they balance their lives is high on the agenda, 
with 50 per cent of millennials11 ranking it highly on their wish list. Flexibility is so important that 45 
per cent of Gen Z would consider joining the gig economy, essentially going freelance or taking on 
temporary contracts, to work the hours that suit them best12.  

For some, the ‘bright lights, big city’ is where they think it’s at, but this generation want to see the 
rest of the world too. 57 per cent of this generation would say that travelling the world is one of 
their greatest ambitions or priorities13. Digital and social media has brought a whole new meaning to 
‘the world is your oyster’ with experiences, countries and exotic cultures available at what feels like 
a click of a button. This desire to travel offers small businesses the ability to expand their 
geographical reach and seek out new opportunities outside of existing borders. Similarly, with a 



 

workforce who are keen to visit new places, businesses can capture learnings from industry events 
and conferences that may take place in cities away from the office location. Furthermore, employees 
who are regularly exposed to new things and new cultures can bring different perspectives, 
creativity and innovative thinking. 

The mindset of this generation fuels an entrepreneurial spirit. With access to potential customers 
through their phones and platforms enabling them to create a professional web-based business, 
almost one in four Gen Zs aged 13-21 already earn money online14. Harnessing this spirit and desire 
can bring increased innovation to a business at low cost and means that businesses can develop 
commercially minded teams from junior level up. 

Business leaders must be aware that only 28 per cent of millennial employees expect to stay in their 
job for more than five years15 and 49 per cent would, if they had a choice, quit their current jobs in 
the next two years; dissatisfaction with pay and lack of opportunities to advance are the main 
reasons for wanting to leave16. This is likely to be a trend that has been developing over a number of 
years and potentially inherited from their parents as, when compared to their grandparents, this 
mentality is dramatically different; 40 per cent of baby boomers stayed in their job for 20 years or 
more17. Due to this, they need to be challenged as, although this isn’t exclusive to this generation, 
there is evidence to suggest that they are more likely to act on their dissatisfaction. 

First impressions count too; 54 per cent of generation Z candidates wouldn’t bother submitting a job 
application if the process seemed ‘old-school’18. Over 40 per cent of this generation would expect 
the recruitment process to take between three weeks and a month and over 30 per cent would say 
that social media is the most valuable tool when searching for a job19. 10 per cent of millennials 
would say that outdated technology - lack of mobile friendly applications for example - is the most 
frustrating part of the process; however 60 per cent of this generation would rank ‘waiting to hear 
back’ as the most frustrating element when looking to get hired, much like previous generations20.  
For this generation, communication via email throughout the process is more favourable than a 
phone call, and text messaging is also a popular option, which is the opposite to the preference 
shown by Gen X candidates.21.   

This generation’s favoured use of technology can aid businesses to speed up their recruitment 
processes. For example, utilising technology effectively can reduce the time managers spend 
assessing first round applications and responding to unsuccessful candidates.  

Much like previous generations, financial stability is key. 56 per cent would like to earn a high 
salary22 and 52 per cent aspire to own their own home23. These aren’t the only factors that 
demonstrate similarities between this generation and those before them; starting a family will be a 
future goal for nearly half of Gen Z24 and they are aware that being financially stable at that stage, 
would be beneficial. This ‘career-first’ mindset is valuable to small business employers. Recruiting 
young people brings them on board at their ripest, where the opportunity to learn may be more 
appealing than a huge corporation that may offer a higher starting salary, with less opportunity for 
professional growth. Small businesses should take advantage of the age-old toss up; ‘big fish, small 
pond’ or ‘small fish, big pond’ and promote the professional development opportunities of working 
in a smaller organisation.   



 

So, although money is still a factor for workers from this generation, everyone needs an income to 
live and a sense of satisfaction is likely to be ranked higher. There is an acceptance that an 
apprenticeship wage is going to be low, but often they value the experience over the pay. Ensuring 
employees from this generation are challenged and offered variety in their workload will help keep 
them engaged.  

They don’t expect to earn a lot for nothing; succeeding as individuals and seeing their progression is 
important. They’re keen for constructive criticism because they want to improve25. Most of them 
think they are more ambitious than their parents26. They aspire to manage others in their career and 
so 75 per cent of Gen Z employees would like a boss who coaches them27. Training will always be 
valuable, however senior they become. This attitude can be valuable to businesses as it means this 
generation will be keen to expand their skill set within the business and are likely to be loyal to a 
company that can offer frequent learning and development opportunities. This generation can aid 
business growth by utilising their ambition to explore new areas of opportunity on behalf of the 
business; for example, learning about a new sector, tool or service offering. Offering the opportunity 
to learn is of huge benefit to employers; this in turn becomes the chance to mould and grow young 
recruits to suit the business and its future.  

However, a key differentiator between this generation and previous cohorts, is that they place less 
financial pressure on themselves. As a result, they are less likely to accept a role that doesn’t feel like 
a perfect marriage. If they don’t feel the cultural fit is right, there isn’t enough room for growth, or 
the company morals go against their own beliefs, they’d happily decline a job. This isn’t driven from 
a sense of entitlement, as often presumed, but from a willingness to find a fit that will benefit the 
company as much as themselves. Although at face value this may make recruitment feel harder, this 
logic should create a workforce where teams embody the business, its culture and its purpose, 
naturally and organically. 

Understanding this generation, their motivating factors, priorities and innate characteristics which 
affect their decision making, empowers small businesses to capitalise on the benefits this generation 
can bring to the workforce. Owners and managers should work towards a harmonious, beneficial, 
multi-generational workforce that operates for the good of the business.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter 2 
 
Mitigating the challenges recruits from this generation pose and budget friendly adaptations to 
future-proof small businesses 

This generation is reshaping the future of the workforce and we are aware that many SME owners 
have expressed concerns about this period of change and how this will impact upon their businesses. 
From speaking to several small business owners across a variety of sectors, it was apparent that the 
inflamed generational differences we see in the headlines have led some employers to believe that 
this generation is greatly different from their predecessors. This results in the concern that SMEs will 
be increasingly unable to attract and retain the type of talent they are looking for to progress their 
business.  

Difficulties arise for businesses when considering how to adapt to appeal to this generation without 
alienating existing employees. The potential disconnect between existing staff and this new 
generation is a universal concern spanning many industries. Businesses of all sizes are conscious of 
the need to adapt; however, the key challenge is to find ways to integrate effectively, adapt and 
evolve to embrace the best of what all employees can offer.  

For large businesses such as Google, IKEA or Wagamama, all ranked in the 50 best places to work in 
the UK in a recent GlassDoor survey, adapting to this generational change is an affordable move. 
Implementing and investing in facilities, people and benefits that will attract and retain the right 
candidates is financially viable.   

It would be unfair to expect small businesses to be able to replicate what larger corporations are 
doing to adapt their organisations.  However, many business owners will recognise that being 
resistant to change will stunt the growth and success of the business. Having brought to light what 
really makes this generation tick, most of these concerns can be mitigated. Clever, budget friendly 
adaptation of messaging and processes can help attract and retain top class talent from this 
generation, without alienating the existing workforce.  The relatively small investment required to 
solidify the business messaging and carefully adapt to modern working practices can go a long way, 
and it won’t just benefit employees from this generation or support recruitment drives; is also likely 
to support and protect existing, more experienced workers too. In addition, strong and consolidated 
messaging is appealing to new business prospects.    

Approaching the challenge from a different standpoint, seeing young talent from this generation as a 
strength and an opportunity as opposed to a threat, allows SMEs to propel themselves forward with 
the right people and skills on board. Every organisation is different, so there isn’t a ‘one size fits all’ 
solution; however, there are adjustments across small businesses that can be considered, to aid 
recruitment and retention of this generation and to maximise the advantages they can bring to a 
business. Focusing on a few key elements of the business model allows small businesses to 
concentrate efforts on the most important areas. The aim is to progress to an efficient, attractive 



 

workplace that gets the best from all generation workers by maximising the benefits that can be had 
from a multigenerational workforce.  

 

Understanding and playing to what motivates this generation  

Ambition isn’t a new trait brought in by this generation, but there is a perception that, compared to 
previous generations, this one lacks patience. Young ‘bright sparks’ entering the workplace who 
expect promotions within 12 months28 aren’t going to win the hearts and minds of their colleagues. 
How business leaders and managers manage this generation’s expectations while retaining their 
talent is a challenge, especially for small businesses where large pay increases or expensive training 
schemes are out of budget.  

One of the strongest themes that came from discussions with small business owners was the feeling 
that this generation didn’t share the same traditional aspirations as those before them. This 
generation has been portrayed as a group that will not be content with a traditional journey of 
working, earning money, buying a house, car, having a family and later enjoying retirement. 
Therefore, how managers can motivate this generation, whose goals appear to differ from 
generations before them, can seem a challenge. Traditionally, people have looked to their 
retirement as the period of their lives where they reap the benefits of their hard work, but there has 
been a shift to a ‘live for the now’ mentality and this generation will look for ways to enjoy their 
lifestyle alongside their chosen career.  

Although this might be the case, it is clear that financial stability is still important and that nearly half 
of Gen Z29 would like to start a family at some point, displaying similarities between this generation 
and their predecessors. It is important that small businesses can motivate employees who are at 
varied stages in their lives and appreciate that the traditional ‘life-plan’ is far from the norm.  

It became clear in our investigation that a prevalent reason some workers of this generation lost 
interest in their current roles was due to a lack of progression planning and tracking. Although this is 
the case, this generation much prefer casual, informal feedback to annual appraisal processes – 
although all businesses will recognise the need to retain a formal appraisal process. Therefore, a 
monthly coffee and ‘off-the-cuff’ feedback will go far in engaging employees from this generation. 
Giving them advice and mentoring their progress on the job will ensure they are productive and 
constantly striving to improve the quality of their work. 

Young people from this generation state that they would like their relationship with their employer 
to be a collaborative partnership, working together to complete great work for the business. This 
approach has proven successful within many small businesses, so employers and managers should 
see the value in refreshing their appraisal, feedback and relationship management strategies.  

Training is a common way to engage and motivate employees, providing them with new challenges. 
However, when faced with this generation’s ‘job-skipping’ habit30, it becomes expensive if business 
owners are to pay to train junior staff who may end up leaving a couple of months afterwards. 
Adapting to the nature of this generation’s habits and developing schemes that will retain talent is a 
frustration to small business leaders and could prove to be an obstacle to retaining talented 
employees. 



 

The job-skipping habit of this generation31 shouldn’t be ignored and does require careful 
consideration. If this generation’s desire for new opportunities can be channelled internally, this can 
be used to the advantage of organisations. Employees can be retained by frequently being assigned 
new challenges and ambitious tasks. Businesses should look to harness their drive and build trust in 
them to deliver when faced with a challenge. This trust is important between employee and 
employer to give workers additional freedom to expand their knowledge and skills.  

From our research, we discovered that the most loyal and engaged workers from this generation 
were offered flexible training practices, meaning staff could up-skill in areas that were of particular 
interest. Offering an allocation of hours for training will demonstrate investment in the employee 
and add value to the business through new and updated learning. This generation openly admit 
being more than happy to give their time and effort to their employer if they feel they are valued in 
their job. Being valued isn’t a revolutionary discipline and is something that employers should ensure 
is a core part of their business culture to motivate and retain the entire employee base. 

Although losing good members of the team is always a natural concern for all employers, business 
leaders shouldn’t forget the importance and value in fresh blood and new thinking being injected 
into the organisation. It’s important to harness the experience and energy new recruits can bring 
and then if/when they decide to move on, which skills and spirit their replacement might come with 
too.  

As previously mentioned, small businesses should consider sending their employees from this 
generation on out-of-office tasks, or out of the area for research activities or industry events. This 
will help to satisfy this generation’s ‘inner explorer’, whilst ensuring their desire to see new parts of 
the world benefits the business. Managers should be open to embracing this interest, enabling 
employees to engage with people and resources away from where they have traditionally been 
located. Breaking away from the norm brings fresh ideas and insight, enabling the individual and 
business to develop. 

It is undeniable that this generation has expectations of the lifestyle they want to achieve for 
themselves and has dreams which are potentially more far-reaching than those of previous 
generations, but evolution in the technological world has contributed to this. It is this same 
evolution that has created a generation with innate characteristics that can help to propel 
businesses of any size forward.  

It is important to remember that although an employee from this generation may have different 
ambitions, this shouldn’t be mistaken for self-righteousness. This generation are like everyone 
before them who hopes to live a life they’ll be proud of. It is an employer’s job to motivate members 
of their teams in ways that work for them as individuals, and companies need to be aware of how to 
do so for this generation to get the best out of their workforce. This concept isn’t radical or 
innovative and the best employers will already be taking an individual approach to motivating the 
workforce. However, if looking to attract and retain employees from this generation, refreshing this 
concept may prove valuable.  

 

 



 

Bringing modern practices into the workplace, to allow future and existing employees to thrive 

We have seen movement in the business landscape over recent years, including regional SMEs 
adapting to modern, flexible working methods. Still, the traditional office based 9-5 is still natural in 
many cases for SMEs, which broadly remains standard practice across the country and the world. 
Business leaders may be concerned that flexible working practices can easily be abused and may 
affect the quality and quantity of work delivered to clients or customers. Seeing the team behind 
their desks throughout the working week traditionally represents a hardworking, productive 
organisation. Moving away from this way of working as this generation of employees join the 
workforce can feel uncomfortable for some business owners. Similarly, seasoned members of the 
workforce may be resistant to flexible working practices. One in five businesses don’t offer any 
quantifiable perks at all32, so flexibility becoming part of the standard offering and not just a perk 
from loyal service can jar. 

Business owners in industries such as hospitality or retail also struggle when faced with a workforce 
who expect flexible working options. There are concerns that, in a world where flexibility within jobs 
is increasing, why would people choose careers where this option is limited - and to what extent will 
these companies have to change to attract their next head chef or store manager?  

With technological advances in recent years, the 9-5 edges have been blurred and this won’t feel 
unnatural to a generation who are used to being connected 24/7. Equipping teams with the 
technology to work flexibly within the hours that suit them can be an expensive investment for a 
small business and could cause friction amongst the wider team who may be more disciplined over 
leaving work in the office and are used to not being available or contactable out of hours. There are 
concerns over whether a new style working day, which allows for employees to work when they are 
at their best, will benefit a business or whether it will lower overall productivity during the day when 
clients and customers need them most. 

The shift to flexible working is reflective of the shift to a more wellbeing conscious society where 
personal and work lives should be complementary, not work against each other. However, flexible 
working isn’t just about when people work, such as starting the day earlier in the morning to free up 
the evenings or being able to go and watch a school play and making up the hours later. Flexible 
working also extends to how people work; if working in the peace of their living room means they 
can write winning business pitches, or if learning in the conducive surroundings of the local library 
means they can upskill in a new area twice as fast, employers should consider the benefits these 
working practices can bring to their business.    

In order to maximise the benefits from a tech innate workforce who are at ease of completing work 
through flexible means, it is important for companies to have the technology to allow this to 
happen. Although investment may be required to do so, updating computer systems will facilitate 
efficient working across the entire workforce. It is even better if employees can access files and 
emails remotely, take work away from their desk and utilise multiple cloud-based tools. This is in line 
with how this generation use technology in their personal lives and therefore means productivity will 
come naturally in this environment. 



 

Tools and technology to aid and improve their efficiency and the quality of their deliverables will be 
embraced by this generation. They will make use of the apps available on mobile devices and will 
use online resources to improve and add to what they produce.  

This isn’t just relevant for office-based businesses. Equipping engineers, carpenters or chefs with 
technology that can help them plan their working week, answer internal emails before they start 
their shift, investigate and research new ways of working, or connect with colleagues allows them to 
be flexible within their roles and utilise technology to aid their development.  

As previously mentioned, technology is also key in enabling the recruitment process to be updated 
and refreshed, in order to attract the attention from this generation.  

Creating and promoting an attractive working environment 

When opportunities with larger companies are well promoted, small business owners - especially 
based within lesser-populated areas of the UK - question how they can ever compete. There is a 
feeling that this generation will choose the perks that multi-national companies can offer and 
therefore, without heavy investment and costs, small businesses will be overlooked by this 
ambitious generation.  

Small businesses require workers who get the job done and do it well. These workers aren’t 
necessarily concerned about not having perks such as a bean bag corner or a beer tap in the office. 
However, SMEs may feel the lack of these perks could put this generation off, with aesthetics and 
modern spaces so ingrained into the brains of the ‘Instagram generation’. 

Small business owners can be reassured that slides and funky wall designs aren’t on the must-have 
list for this generation when choosing a job. However, they need to be aware that a strong office 
culture is high on the agenda.  

Managers should look to develop an environment that is rewarding and self-supporting, encouraging 
teams to aid each other and acknowledge the success of their colleagues. Much of the culture 
recruits from this generation will be seeking is reflective of the working practices and progression 
opportunities discussed previously. The collaborative relationship with colleagues and employers 
desired by this generation suggests that a united, synergistic culture where teamwork is the norm 
and everyone works together to create work to be proud of is one that would appeal to this 
generation.  

However, it is important to remember that there isn’t a ‘one size fits all’ solution and although 
teamwork,  a stimulating environment and encouraging peers are all factors that contribute to a 
strong company culture, business owners should think about  -and promote - what makes their 
businesses culture unique. Uniqueness and originality are factors which are likely to appeal to and 
excite this generation on an individual level.  

In order to aid the retention of talent, businesses of every size are adding wellbeing to their agenda. 
The stigma around mental health is relatively far removed within this generation and therefore they 
will favour employers who are comfortable to discuss mental health issues and will be attracted to 
companies that have wellbeing engrained into their culture. Having a support mechanism in place 
will not only be attractive to potential recruits, but also ensures employees feel comfortable to 



 

discuss their concerns at work. Honesty and openness around mental health allows for all employees 
to share and discuss issues that may stunt their productivity.  

Given that this generation’s personal values are discussed so often in the media, employers may 
have been led to believe that a young employee would not choose to work for the business if the 
company’s morals did not align with their strong personal values. Creating, implementing and 
sustaining an in-depth ethical policy is expensive in both time and money for small businesses and 
can feel unnecessary in the context of other, more pressing, business challenges. Therefore, the 
expectations on businesses to share and act to their future employees’ potential ethical demands is 
a deterrent and concern for small business owners.  

It is undeniable that in the last 12-18 months society has become more switched on to the issues 
that affect our planet and those we share it with, and this shift is reflected in this generation. In 
whatever light the media has painted this generation, the strength in their values and voice comes 
from frustration and a desire for change to safeguard their future. As expected, this is an attitude 
that is more prominent in some individuals than others and therefore small businesses should be 
aware, but not unduly concerned that, without running on 100 per cent renewable energy or having 
a strictly equal split to women/men within the organisation, they’ll never be able to recruit again. 
However, small business owners shouldn’t ignore the social conscience which can be inherent in 
recruits from this generation; it means that whatever their stance on political issues, they are likely 
to more aware of acting ethically, morally and honestly and will want to be part of an organisation 
which is also mindful of this. Upholding moral and legal standards is a definite principle for 
businesses of all sizes so ensuring organisations operate accordingly shouldn’t be a huge shift 
requirement.  

In order to demonstrate the door is open to recruits from this generation, businesses should be 
aware of not falling at the first hurdle and look at ways to refresh recruitment processes, ensuring 
these are aligned with modern use of technology. There is little point rethinking the business 
offering if the recruitment process puts applicants off at the first step. Keeping the business social 
media pages updated and with recruitment in mind is almost essential; these channels should 
continually reflect the company culture and work. An online questionnaire is an effective use of 
technology to filter applicants and demonstrates the company’s competent use of technology. 
Similarly, if recruitment managers are open to communicating via text, this allows for applicants to 
respond at their earliest convenience and in a way that reflects how this generation prefer to 
communicate.  

This generation want to be in an environment that is rich in human interaction and emotion. 
Although brought up with technology and utilising it across every aspect of their lives, this 
generation still crave face-to-face engagement with people in the workplace as well as in their 
personal lives. A lot of what this generation are looking for in a job has existed within businesses for 
many years and mirrors what business leaders would have likely wanted from their employers when 
they first entered the world of work. It is now more crucial than ever, With skills shortages becoming 
a real issue in many sectors, it is more important than ever to ensure that small businesses are clear 
on the company personality and brand, as well as the morals and ways of working which sit within. 

 



 

Businesses who are already recruiting, retaining and benefitting from this generation  

Aside from the concerns business owners have over this generation, there is a strong case for 
businesses to invest in fresh talent. Companies across the UK are investing in this generation and 
using their unique characteristics to benefit the business; the Learning to Work survey33 shows that 
91% of employers who recruit young people are overwhelmingly satisfied with their young recruits. 

Despite what the headlines might portray, there are workplace expectations that are shared by this 
generation and generations before them. Studies have also found that some senior members of staff 
want almost the same things as this generation34; it is just as important to position and manage 
these in the right way for individuals.  

It is important to remain focused on the core themes that make a workplace a great place to work; 
building strong relationships with their managers and employers, financial stability and clear career 
progression are still priorities for this generation, as with many previous generations. Just like their 
elders, this generation want to have a real, human relationship with their seniors and colleagues to 
allow them to perform to their best.  

A report published as part of the CIPD’s Learning to Work35 initiative highlighted that the majority of 
employers, despite their general reluctance towards investing in young people, do think that there is 
a business case for employing them. Employers wanted to capture their willingness to learn (47%), 
fresh ideas and new approaches (43%) and motivation, energy and optimism (42%).36 

In this report, Elizabeth Eddy, Head of Skills in Employment at NHS Employers, was quoted as saying: 
“It’s refreshing, they have a great energy and challenge our existing thinking.” Similarly, Jennifer Lee, 
HR director at Jurys Inn at the time of publication, explained that the young people they employ 
think outside the box and ask managers, “why do you always do it that way?”. She said that their 
senior teams have had to learn not to take what they say as a challenge, but as a learning 
opportunity. Ann Pickering, HR Director, O2-Telefonica has also been quoted stating that: “We need 
to be clear that we are facing the toughest time ever, in terms of the general business environment, 
and yet we have made the decision to invest in youth, because young people are our future.” 

It’s easy to feel alone when facing challenges such as this, but it’s important to recognise that the 
problem and concerns aren’t new, and certainly are shared by other businesses of all sizes. There is 
also much evidence to back-up why business leaders shouldn’t fear making adaptations to their 
workplace, and they can take comfort in the experiences of other businesses who are already finding 
benefits in their ways of working: 

• Recognising that with technology advancing at such a rate and that the next generation will 
be at the helm of driving their business forward, UK based aerospace company BAE Systems 
recruited 30%37 more apprentices in 2019 than in 2018 in order to train the next generation 
of engineers. 

• On a local level, Unique Fire and Security based in Dorset, would recommend small 
businesses seriously consider taking on people from this generation for the same reason. 
Bradley Williams said: “Recruiting young talent allows for the right employees to grow and 
climb the ranks within the company. This has offered us future stability and confidence in 
growing the business, knowing we have the right people developing with us.” 



 

“Over and above this, I would recommend businesses look at how they can use apprentices 
or juniors to streamline their businesses or ask themselves what other benefits young 
people could bring to the workforce?” 

• In Scotland one in ten small businesses have been recruiting apprentices since 2015, as it is 
an effective way to breathe new life into workforces38. The entrepreneurial characteristics of 
this generation can bring new innovations and inventive thinking into businesses.  
 

• From 2017 to 2018 there was a 11% increase in the number of corporate employers who 
were planning to recruit business graduates.39 
 

• Luke Fribbens, MD and Founder of Bournemouth based .NET specialist agency, Cold Banana 
Studios, would encourage small businesses to recruit young people: “If your company has 
the correct recruitment strategy then you should be looking at the future of the company, 
the 2-4 year plan.  Younger people are more likely to stay with the business for that amount 
of time if they are given a promising growth path and the opportunity to learn. 

“Give younger people the time to bed in. They’re not going to be a profitable resource for at 
least six months and that’s something you must be prepared for. If both sides can work 
collaboratively through that period, you’ll see the benefits in no time.” 

• 96% of employers with apprentices have experienced at least one benefit from employing 
young people in this way, and most can count at least eight benefits.40 
 

• More than 60% of Deloitte’s undergraduate interns are hired into graduate roles.41 
 

• Digital Storm, a Bournemouth based integrated marketing agency, proclaim that younger 
people bring a new sense of life into businesses. Damion Hazael, Creative Director, 
explained: “Young recruits have challenged the way things were done within the business 
which has led to updated and more efficient processes.” 
 

• Tapscott (2009) argues that young people brought up in the digital and internet age have a 
different approach to working life, being more independent and flexible. Moreover, Bradley 
and Devadason (2010) found that, psychologically, young people appear to have an inbuilt 
optimism and ability to anticipate and adapt to change.  
 

• Becta (2008) notes that recruiting a young person directly from college or university, or 
where they are engaged in off the job training, can help the business keep up to date with 
technological developments. 

Viewing this generation from a different perspective, as not just ‘the screen-obsessed snowflake 
generation who invented smashed avocado and complex coffee orders’, helps to uncover where this 
generation can offer an opportunity to small businesses.  

 

 



 

Chapter 3 
 

Conclusion 

If small business leaders take one thing from this paper, it should be that forgoing the dramatic 
headlines that have painted this generation in such a light, considering the challenge from an 
individual standpoint and taking a humanist approach to adapting for the future of the business (not 
just to recruit this generation) is the best route to a successful transition.  

Change is constant and evolution is essential; a new generation joining the workforce, with a slightly 
different background behind them, shouldn’t fear experienced and knowledgeable business leaders, 
who likely inspire and motivate this generation themselves. Larger challenges would have been 
faced and it’s important to not inflame the challenge of attracting, retaining and motivating this 
generation, so as not to overcomplicate the solution.  

It’s easy to get wrapped up in and thrown off track by what large businesses are offering employees 
however, for the right candidate, the natural benefits of joining a smaller organisation are likely to 
outweigh these often-superficial perks multi-nationals are so proud of. Therefore, it’s key to be 
equally as proud of the genuine opportunities that SMEs can offer recruits from this generation and 
maximise these in recruitment materials and in practice. 

This paper should encourage business owners and leaders to look back to themselves at this ripe 
young age and reflect on what they wanted from employment, the ambition and drive they had for 
themselves as well as what motivated them, as it wouldn’t be surprising if much of this reflects 
young people today. Ultimately, we all want brilliant people on our teams and there is no evidence 
to suggest that SMEs cannot attract this; it’s just about solidifying what makes them great places to 
work and ensuring they remain great places to work, now and in the future.  

In conclusion, the minor adaptations small businesses should be looking to make – if they haven’t 
already done so - are unlikely to alienate an existing workforce and shouldn’t cost the earth. If 
anything, these changes will foster loyalty and efficiency in the existing workforce as well as in new 
recruits. Change is feared by some and embraced by others, but the requirements for attracting, 
retaining and benefitting from young talent aren’t sizeable and should feel comfortable across the 
board. Solutions for business challenges like this can’t be bought off the shelf, and each businesses’ 
culture, product, location, size and age will all impact and inform how they move forward and adapt. 
The points discussed in this paper should provide small businesses of all types with a series of ways 
to get started on  

Thank you for reading. If you’d like to discuss how Liz Lean PR can help with your next steps in 
attracting, retaining and benefitting from young talent, please do not hesitate to get in touch. 

mail@lizleanpr.co.uk 
01202 701828 
Lizleanpr.co.uk 

mailto:mail@lizleanpr.co.uk
https://lizleanpr.sharepoint.com/sites/CompanyData/Shared%20Documents/Internal/Digipigz/Digipigz/White%20Paper/Lizleanpr.co.uk


 

Appendix 1 
 
How businesses can prepare young people for the workplace 

Businesses have a responsibility to help prepare young people for the workplace and should have an 
invested interest in doing so. Employers cannot complain that young recruits expect too much from 
a job when they haven’t been informed of the reality of the workplace. This concept isn’t only 
relevant to this generation, but for all generations to come. 

After a study completed in 2015 revealed an emerging skills gap, the British Chamber of Commerce 
called for more businesses42 to work with and help young people make successful transitions from 
education to work. Now, almost five years on, the children in secondary school at the time are 
graduating university or are already a couple of years into the world of work. Could it be this lack in 
preparation for the workplace that is causing the disconnect challenged in this paper? 

Business support for young workers should start well before the recruitment process. Schools and 
schemes such as Young Enterprise frequently request the support of local business owners to assist 
with interview practice to build technique or to inform young people about different opportunities 
in different industries for example.  

Where possible, employers should offer valuable work experience placements to young people. 
Being part of an office environment for a couple of weeks can be immensely valuable to a young 
person who hasn’t been previously exposed to that environment. Tasks which inject their fresh 
thinking into the business are ideal and help to give a young person a real idea of what a job in the 
industry could be like. Involving a work experience student in team meetings is essential too, 
allowing them to understand the dynamic of business meetings and expectations on employees. 

Networking events are a great place to meet potential future employers and develop self-confidence 
in a professional group setting. If relevant, business leaders should promote their events on public 
sites and share with school/college teachers, encouraging ‘bright spark’ students to discover the 
networking events available to them. 

Training to develop ‘hard’ skills is important, however ‘soft’ skills are trickier to teach. The most 
important thing business leaders can do to help build excellent future employees is to offer a 
mentoring or coaching programme, giving young people the chance to learn from seniors. Employers 
could also investigate the potential to develop a coaching scheme delivered to local schools, offering 
work experience and thereby courting young talent as potential recruits in due course.  

When it comes to recruitment, engaging in conversation and building a relationship from the 
beginning will get the best from a young recruit and allow them to share their needs and desires 
from an employer. Common to all employees, it is key with this generation that they are treated as 
individuals and there won’t be a ‘one size fits all’ approach to growing the skills of a young worker. 



 

Allowing potential new employees to get a feel for the company culture ahead of interviewing or 
committing to the job can help retain talent in the longer term.  

In order to help combat the disconnect between business and young talent, the two need to talk 
from a much earlier stage, especially in today’s fast-developing, ever-changing world. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Appendix 2 
 
Case Study: Cold Banana Studio 
Cold Banana Studio is a specialist .NET web development agency based in Bournemouth, Dorset 
employing 15 people.  

As a company operating in the tech industry, Cold Banana has always been keen to recruit young 
talent. Luke Fribbens, Founder said: “We have to be ahead of the curve, and no one is better placed 
to do this than young people. They are always on the latest trends and technology.  

“We have often found that young people have a fresh view on things.  They’re not walking through 
the door set in their ways and only capable of doing things the way they want to do it.  They have 
their eyes open, are ready to learn and prepared to adapt. 

“These fresh recruits also bring a new level of energy to the team, which is vital for our office 
culture. This obviously needs to be managed well but if done properly, it can create a great working 
environment for everyone.” 

Cold Banana admit that, as with every recruit, employing people from this generation isn’t always 
plain sailing. Luke explained: “Maturity in young recruits is something that does need consideration 
and attention.  Everyone is different and matures at different times. That is just a fact of life and we 
have found that immaturity can affect business professionalism on occasion, though this can be 
overcome with careful management and coaching. 

“One of the main benefits to a youthful team is the diversity in thinking that they can bring to the 
team and the new ideas brought to client meetings. Another major benefit is the passion our 
recruits from this generation bring to the agency, which has driven new ideas and opportunities 
forward.” 

Recruitment at Cold Banana differs slightly from the traditional process and this has been adjusted 
to accommodate and see the best of young talent before making a hire. Luke said: “We have seen 
first-hand the benefits of finding the right young employees, so it’s something we had to adapt to 
ensure we are doing so effectively. 

“In many cases, when we meet people fresh out of college or university, it’s their first job interview. 
They often come unprepared and nervous. We’ve changed the way we ask questions to draw the 
right information out of them, switching up the traditional interview style to suit the people in front 
of us. We often meet them in a coffee shop or pub which we have found makes them far more 
relaxed and comfortable. When someone is relaxed, we get to see their personality, attitude and 
natural behaviours, which I feel is more important than their skillset at this age. Anyone with the 
right attitude can learn.” 

https://www.coldbanana.com/
https://www.coldbanana.com/blog/talk-with-a-techie-luke-fribbens/


 

You can find some interesting office features at Cold Banana, as well as some more unusual facilities 
that match their youthful culture.  

Luke said: “As we’ve recruited more young people, our office has changed too. We now have 
breakout areas, freshly ground coffee, drinks fridges, pizza nights, PlayStations, table tennis, our own 
on-site gym situated in an old bank vault, and stand-up desks. Typically, older employees aren’t 
always as interested in these features but we’ve found everyone benefits from it and it makes the 
environment a fun place to be; something that can’t always be said for more ‘traditional’ offices.” 

Training and upskilling is another area of the business that Cold Banana has diversified since 
recruiting more employees from this generation.  

Luke explained: “Everyone learns differently but we have noticed that younger people prefer more 
hands-on training. We often throw them into the deep end with projects and provide them with the 
tools and resources to learn in their own way. Some like to research online, some like walk-through 
tutorials, some like to draw diagrams on a whiteboard, some like to work with other trainees in 
pairs. Giving people one single way to learn is not the best way for anyone, especially less 
experienced employees, to learn and grow.” 

Cold Banana say that the drive and passion young recruits bring to the office is unbeatable.  

Luke said: “We can teach a monkey to code these days, but if they haven’t got the passion and 
ambition to learn and grow in their career, we won't be able to do anything with them.” 

There are some costs associated with taking on an apprentice. These are often subsidised by the 
government, though the additional time needed to train a young person should also be considered.  

Luke explained: “Yes, there are some costs to bringing on a young person but all these costs, in our 
experience, have been worthwhile.  Even if one in three young employees becomes a star, their 
salaries start a lot lower, and the star they become is worth so much more to the company than the 
initial outlay.” 

Based on their own positive experiences, Cold Banana would recommend taking on young recruits to 
SMEs but would encourage managers to consider adjusting traditional approaches to recruitment in 
their business plans. 

Luke said: “Think about the long game with employees from this generation.  If you’re looking for 
someone to walk through the door today and hit the ground running as a billable independent 
resource, go for someone more experienced; but if your company has the correct recruitment 
strategy then you should be looking at the future of the company, the 2-4 year plan.  Younger people 
are more likely to stay with the business for that amount of time if they are given a promising 
growth path and the opportunity to learn. 

“Give younger people the time to bed in. They’re not going to be a profitable resource for at least six 
months and that’s something you must be prepared for. If both sides can work collaboratively 
through that period, you’ll see the benefits in no time. 

https://www.coldbanana.com/blog/the-2nd-dorset-umbraco-meetup/


 

“Although specific to our industry, we have often found that in terms of technical knowledge, 
younger employees often have more experience with new tech than older employees. So in terms of 
that, age doesn’t really matter.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Case Study: Unique Group 
Unique Group, based in Dorset, covers fire, security, electrical, automation and property services 
under one roof. Unique employs 22 people and has been taking on employees from this generation 
through apprenticeships since 2012.  

Recruiting young talent is a key element of the company’s growth plans. They view employees from 
this generation as an investment into the company’s future. Bradley Williams, Managing Director at 
Unique explained: “We became aware of an increasing lack of multi-skilled engineers which was 
making recruitment tricky. This apparent skills shortage encouraged us to investigate taking on 
apprentices so that we can grow talent and scale the company in tandem. Taking on young people 
means that we can plug skills gaps, train them to deliver the customer service we aspire to give 
every customer and ensure we are equipped with the right people and abilities to grow.” 

From an operational perspective, taking on apprentices has allowed the company to work more 
efficiently. Bradley said: “All new recruits are trained on the job; this allows them to learn the 
engineering and technical skills required as well as the softer skills such as customer service and the 
nuances that come with that. In our business we are in and out of people’s homes every day and 
building trust and rapport with customers is something that can’t be taught in a classroom. 

“From a business perspective, it’s more cost efficient for us to send an apprentice out on a smaller 
job to accompany an experienced engineer; for example, the cost saving of sending an apprentice 
out to hold a ladder secure whilst a senior member of the team installs an alarm is a no-brainer. It is 
important for an apprentice’s development to support on jobs of all sizes too. These cost savings 
allow us to spend longer on other jobs, giving more time to the apprentice to enhance their 
training.” 

Unique’s culture lends itself to a younger workforce and experienced senior employees share the 
same forward-thinking ethos that often attracts recruits from this generation.  However, the 
management are conscious to ensure apprentices and younger employees don’t upset the balance. 
Bradley explained: “We look at the apprentice’s characteristics and personality when deciding which 
senior engineer to pair them up with. For the senior member of staff to effectively coach a junior 
recruit, the relationship must work. Although this thought process takes some upfront planning, 
without it the recruitment and training process wouldn’t be so successful for us.” 

The nature of recruiting apprentices through a training scheme with a college means that there is 
often documentation and reporting required. Bradley said: “The scheme through which we recruit 
our apprentices means that there is some reporting and documentation required on their progress. 
Of course, this is an added responsibility for our teams and extra time spent away from paying jobs, 
but we don’t feel this interferes with the business too much. We also find and pay for 
accommodation in Yeovil where the college our apprentices attend is based. This is a cost to the 
business but is factored into our budgets and we know this process aids our growth. 

“These are the only things that differentiate our apprentices from our other team members, we 
treat them as equally and just as any other employee; they arrive on time in the morning, receive 
their calendar for the day and get out there!” 

https://uniquegroup.org.uk/


 

When interviewing for these junior roles, Unique looks for candidates who are passionate and come 
with enthusiasm. Bradley talked about their recruitment process: “It’s important that young people 
come to us with a desire to learn and be taught. One of the benefits to recruiting young people is 
that we can mould them to suit our style of business, so they need to be open to learning from us. 
We also look for candidates who can communicate well as this is important for the training process 
and when customer facing. We’ll often offer candidates a chance to come along for the day to meet 
the team, maybe join them on a job and get a feel for our culture before committing to an 
apprenticeship with us. We don’t mind giving up a bit of our time to ensure we get the right 
candidate and it shows willing when young people are keen to get to know our company.” 

Unique Fire and Security would recommend small businesses seriously consider taking on people 
from this generation. Bradley said: “Recruiting young talent allows for the right employees to grow 
and climb the ranks within the company. This has offered us future stability and confidence in 
growing the business, knowing we have the right people developing with us. 

“Over and above this, I would recommend companies look at how they can use apprentices or 
juniors to streamline their businesses or ask themselves what other benefits young people could 
bring to the workforce? 

“I personally feel the word ‘apprentice’ has negative connotations and in reality, our apprentices do 
far more and bring so much more value to our business than the word conveys, so managers 
shouldn’t be put off by historic views of apprenticeships. It is important to take a proactive approach 
to recruiting young people; however it really does in turn bring benefit to the business and it’s 
rewarding to see young people grow. 

“I don’t feel the education system adequately prepares young people for the world of work, so as an 
employer I feel I have a duty to coach my future engineers, provide them with direction and give 
them the positive start in the working world they need to succeed. We also offer work experience 
alongside studies, so students can get a taste for the nature of our industry. I feel it’s important for 
business leaders to take responsibility for supporting the development of the next generation; we 
can’t expect young people to shine when they haven’t been given the nurturing required to do so.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Case Study: Digital Storm 
Digital Storm is an integrated marketing agency based in Bournemouth, Dorset which has been 
employing young people through apprenticeships for the past four years. Digital Storm currently 
employs 10 people including university post-graduates, apprentices and those with prior agency 
experience. 

Having invested in talent from this generation for the last four years, Digital Storm is confident in 
saying there are several benefits to having young recruits.  

One of the strongest reasons for employing apprentices for Digital Storm is that it enables the 
company to obtain passionate and talented individuals and shape them to their business, training 
them to become excellent employees within their fields and advocates for the business.  

Digital Storm also independently proclaims that younger people bring a new sense of life into 
businesses. Damion Hazael, Creative Director, explained: “Young recruits have challenged the way 
things were done within the business which has led to updated and more efficient processes.” 

When searching for young people, Digital Storm looks for those who are keen to learn. Once they 
are employed within the company, the candidate will receive training on the exact skills required to 
excel at their roles. They want to see passion in a potential young recruit too. Lesley Simmons, 
Account Director, said: “Enthusiastic and passionate individuals are proven to be more committed to 
the learning curve and the initial training they’ll receive. Being an apprentice does require an 
element of external study, so this characteristic also demonstrates that they will be willing to 
undertake additional study outside of office hours.” 

Digital Storm feels that bringing in younger individuals through apprentice programs does require a 
longer bed-in period for the new staff to fully integrate into their role and into the business; 
however, the company does not see this as an issue.  

Damion explained that using the apprenticeship route mitigates much of the training cost and thus 
reduces the risks of the initial hire. He said; “Of course, there is a time commitment needed to train 
younger talent, but this pays off in the longer term.” 

Digital Storm recommends taking the leap to other small business owners. Lesley said: “It is 
important to see younger recruits as you would any employee, since ultimately different people will 
always prefer different management styles, no matter what age they are.” 

Curtis Williams, who joined the company as an apprentice said: “Demonstrating trust and 
empowering younger individuals is something that will always lead to good results and is something I 
personally really feel is true.  

“As one of the first apprentices taken on by Digital Storm back in 2016, I know that I thrived off the 
freedom and challenge of the whole experience offered. Entering the agency at the age and point I 
did has ultimately allowed me to succeed since.” 

 
 

https://www.digitalstorm.co.uk/
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