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ABSTRACT
This paper investigates how Millennial leaders perceive
themselves in their leadership role and whether generational
cohort stereotypes prevail with ascending hierarchy levels.
Although Millennials and their character traits have been
discussed at length in the literature there is a lack of research,
which applies generational cohort stereotypes to Millennials in a
leadership context. This limits our understanding of this
generational cohort and how its members can benefit
organizations as leaders. An exploratory qualitative research
approach was followed, including interviews at 15 organizations
from different industry segments in Germany. The data was
analyzed through a qualitative content analysis. The study gives
a differentiated picture of Millennials in leadership positions.
While some generational stereotypes could be confirmed, other
character traits seem to change with ascending hierarchical levels
due to the leadership role’s increased responsibility and the
confinement within corporate structures. This can influence
Generation Ys’ behavior and potentially limit their value creating
potential for organizations (e.g. driving innovation). This study
contributes novel insights on Millennial leadership and
organizational challenges to allow this generational cohorts’
abilities as leaders to evolve. Organizations are advised to
support the development of structures and processes that allow
Millennials to unfold their potential. Directions for future
research are outlined to further investigate this phenomenon.
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1. Introduction

Keszei, 2018). Consequently, organizations
are eager to utilize the unique characteristics
of Generation Y and increase the efficiency
and effectiveness of Millennial employees to
improve
company
performance
and
maintain organizational competitiveness in a
quickly changing, highly dynamic world
(Stewart et al., 2017; Weldy, 2020).
In recent years, the first members of
this generational cohort have replaced earlier
generations in their leadership positions.
Nevertheless, how Millennials act and
perceive themselves as leaders is not
discussed in the literature (Chou, 2012;
Keszei, 2018; Porter et al., 2019). Although
there is extensive research on Millennials
personal aspirations, expectations towards
superiors, and how managers can lead this
generational cohort (Mayangdarastri &
Khusna, 2020; Özcelik, 2015; Pînzaru et al.,
2016; Putriastuti & Stasi, 2019; Valenti, 2019),
the literature is missing empirically validated
contributions that uncover how Millennials
behave as leaders themselves. This gap limits
an understanding of how academics and
practitioners can approach this generational
cohort from a leadership perspective and
how organizations can benefit from
Millennial leaders.
The objective of this paper is to
contribute to the academic literature by
supplying empirically derived insights into
whether generational stereotypes, that most
of the existing literature relies on, are evident
on higher hierarchical levels. Do these
stereotypes prevail or will the theoretical
perspective on this generational cohort have
to be revised when Millennials take over
roles on higher hierarchical levels?

The term ‘Millennials’ refers to the
generation of so-called Generation Y, born
between 1980 and 1995 (Würzburger, 2016).
They are one of the youngest generations
currently in the workforce and will follow in
the footsteps of the soon-to-retire Generation
X and Baby Boomers, increasingly
comprising a significant number of
employees within organizations across the
globe (Baker Rosa & Hastings, 2018; Weldy,
2020).
There is extensive academic research
on the characteristics of generational cohorts,
and it is argued that Generation Y differs
greatly from older generations in terms of
their value orientation, attitudes to work, and
goals in life (Anderson et al., 2017; Bund et
al., 2015;
Hershatter & Epstein, 2010;
Mayangdarastri & Khusna, 2020; Moon,
2014; Putriastuti & Stasi, 2019; Tapscott, 2008;
Venter, 2017; Weldy, 2020).
The literature mentions a number of
generational
stereotypes
related
to
Generation Y, such as a high degree of selfconfidence, low need for security (Anderts,
2011), high demand for feedback (Weldy,
2020), and a strong relationship to
technology
(Özcelik,
2015).
These
characteristics entail both, difficulties for
organizations in dealing with Millennials,
but also great opportunities for future value
creation when Millennials are given the
opportunity to accelerate their performance
(Stewart et al., 2017; Graen & Schiemann,
2013).
Millennials are described as the key
generation to drive change towards a better
future in a world confronted with diverse
economic, political, and environmental
challenges (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010;
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2. Literature Review

motivation. Based on the body of literature
reviewed for this study, the propositions
discussed in the following chapters form the
theoretical basis for the empirical study.

In the literature, the concept of generation is
approached from different perspectives,
spanning life phases or birth cohorts (Baker
Rosa & Hastings, 2018). In social sciences, the
concept of generational cohorts is commonly
used (Özcelik, 2015; Pînzaru et al., 2016;
Sauser & Sims, 2012).
Researchers
have
questioned
whether generational membership is a valid
theoretical concept or only represents vague
stereotypes with limited relevance to the
academic discourse (e.g. Costanza &
Finkelstein, 2015; Kelan, 2014; Rudolph et al.,
2017). While going deeper into this debate is
beyond the scope of this paper, this study
follows the premises that there is evidence of
differences between generations and that
generational membership is crucial to an
individual’s identity due to the unique social
and historic influences experienced by a
generation (Baker Rosa & Hastings, 2018;
Lyons et al. 2015; Porter et al., 2019).
The defining time span for this
generational cohort remains disputed.
Academic contributions refer to Millennials
as individuals born between 1982 and 2002
(Sauser & Sims, 2012), 1981 and 2009
(Özcelik, 2015), or between 1977 and 1988
(Reisenwitz & Iyer, 2009). Following
Würzburger (2016) this study defines
Generation Y as individuals born between
1980 and 1995. The character traits of
Generation Y differ compared to previous
generations, especially in a professional,
working context and withhold both
challenges
and
opportunities
for
organizations. Based on existing literature,
these traits can be segmented into the
following
categories:
communication,
decision-making,
relationships,
and

2.1. Millennials and communication
One of the most noticeable
differences between Millennials and earlier
generations is their strong relationship to
technology. Millennials are often referred to
as digital natives, implying their generation’s
incorporation of technology to be an intuitive
part of their lives (Hershatter & Epstein,
2010). Their digital immersion represents a
significant value of
Millennials
to
organizations in driving the shift to digital
channels (Alsop, 2008). Members of
Generation Y spend a significant proportion
of their time communicating via mobile
phones and the Internet, using social
platforms, instant messengers, etc. (Venter,
2017). Unlike Baby Boomers, who prefer faceto-face communication, Millennials prefer to
call, use instant messaging, or send e-mails
(Hershatter & Epstein, 2010; Stewart et al.,
2017).
Proposition 1: Millennials prefer technologybased communication channels.
Due to their economic advantage,
Millennials are argued to have more time and
propensity to generate and distribute content
(Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). According to a
survey conducted in 2009 that investigated
the amount of content created online,
members of Generation Y showed a greater
desire to publicly express their opinion than
previous generations (Jones & Fox, 2009). The
need to communicate one's opinion on a
broad basis matches with the synonym of
Generation Me that is commonly applied to
the self-centered Generation Y, who have,
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however, proven to be more motivated and
affirmative than their predecessors (Twenge
et al., 2010). In a professional context, direct
and prompt feedback is a natural part of dayto-day work for Millennials (Weldy, 2020).
They are eager to learn from their mistakes,
expect to receive feedback and do not shy
away from giving it to others (Moskaliuk,
2016). Moreover, Millennials are used to
praise and direct feedback, which their
parents used as reinforcements and
corrective mechanisms (Kilber et al., 2014).

learning about techniques and applying a
more rigid structural approach to learning
and searching for information (Kim, 2018).
Proposition 3: Millennials prefer to operate
following neural patterns, rather than
operating in a sequential way.
The struggle with ‘gray areas’,
decision-making,
and
problem-solving
under less structured and vague conditions is
argued to be especially challenging for
Generation Y (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010).
Most Millennials have not been exposed to
taking high risks, compared to what their
parents or grandparents experienced (Alsop,
2008). Moreover, Generation Ys’ parents
often took on the task of making important
decisions for their children (Hershatter &
Epstein, 2010). Hence, they often did not
learn to evaluate situations by themselves
(Alsop, 2008). Due to their aversion to risktaking and uncertainty Millennials seek
continuous feedback and direction in the
workplace, while preferring to make
decisions in a team rather than on their own
(Graen & Schiemann, 2013; Alsop, 2008).

Proposition 2: Millennials are willing to
voice their opinions, give and receive direct
feedback.

2.2. Millennials and Decision-making
The characteristics and expectations
of Millennials can influence the development
of labor relations with colleagues, especially
when it comes to Millennials’ preferences to
make decisions and information processing
(Alsop, 2008; Gursoy et al., 2008; Hershatter
& Epstein, 2010; Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010).
Due to Generation Y’s extensive use of
digital, non-linear communication platforms,
rapid and parallel processing of vast
amounts of information, it is argued that
Millennials tend to follow neural patterns,
rather than operating in a sequential way, as
their predecessors do. For instance, Tapscott
(2008) showed through his observations that
Generation Y’s are looking for the higher
stimulus of interactive communication and
information processing, instead of receiving
information in a strictly scheduled, one-way,
broadcast-fashion. This is related to their
preferred way of learning, based on an
interactive and comparatively unstructured,
learning-by-doing approach. Their preferred
personal development process starts with
discovery and only secondly moves on to

Proposition 4: Millennials are risk-averse in
their decision-making.
Due to the exact specifications given
to Generation Y by others at an early stage,
hoping that they would thereby meet the
requirements for a successful future, a
generation
emerged
that
functions
exclusively according to those specifications
(Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). They are used
to having the route to success clearly mapped
out for them. The literature argues that any
ambiguous element or any project and test
that Millennials must face without clear
instructions, templates, and examples raises
great concern (Gallicano et al., 2012).
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Therefore, it is assumed that Millennials are
unaccustomed to not receiving clear
instructions that contain the criteria for
success and specific deadlines set by others
(Alsop, 2008).

The network of relationships is their
generation’s presumed key to improve their
personal competitive profile and efficiency to
reach their goals. Following this, Millennials
strive to build close relationships with their
superiors, who, according to popular
literature, are regarded as parents in the
workplace (Alsop, 2008). Generation Ys have
been led and cared for by authority figures,
such as their parents and teachers, and
emphasis has been placed on imparting a
high level of self-esteem and entitlement to
Millennials (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). As
such, Generation Y’s are drawn to authority
figures and seek their support for their own
personal and professional development
(Twenge et al., 2010). Moreover, this
generational cohort expects a continuous
exchange
of
information,
regular
performance evaluations, a supportive
environment,
and
organizational
transparency (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010).
Additionally, Millennials expect to have easy
access to top management and they have no
problem skipping hierarchies if it serves their
goals (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). They look
up to leaders who level out the playing field
and do not reinforce hierarchies (Weldy,
2020).

Proposition
5:
Millennials
expect
requirements to be clearly formulated.

2.3. Millennials and relationships
Parents of Generation Y took on an
active role in the lives of their children and
continuously push them towards personal
and material success (Myers & Sadaghiani,
2010). As a result of the strong parental
socialization and institutional support,
Millennials emphasize and expect personal
success, and feel pressured to achieve it
(Hershatter & Epstein, 2010; Myers &
Sadaghiani, 2010). From a very young age,
Millennials are expected to seize every
opportunity given to them, receiving grades,
trophies and credentials, and pursuing
leadership positions for which they have
been prepared for by the most prestigious
universities (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). It
is, therefore, unsurprising that members of
this very progressive group of Millennials
are represented among the young
professionals hired by thriving business
organizations (Moritz, 2018; Myers &
Sadaghiani, 2010). Although this elite is not
entirely representative of their generation,
they have a significant influence on
organizations and their expectations in terms
of recruitment, demands, commitment and
motivation. Therefore, this Generation Y
character trait is important to consider for
this study.

Proposition 7: Millennials consider close ties
to authority figures and flat hierarchies to be
crucial for their professional development
and satisfaction.
The value of these relationships only
increases over time and their establishment
is, therefore, time-consuming (Graen & UhlBien, 1995). Millennials, who are known to
seek quick external rewards through, for
instance, job changes, may find building a
quality relationship with their manager not
worthwhile (Anderson et al., 2017; D’Amato

Proposition 6: Millennials are focused on
increasing efficiency to stand out in a highly
competitive society.
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& Herzfeldt, 2008; McGinnis Johnson & Ng,
2016). Therefore, and considering that
Millennial employees are described as rather
self-involved and even selfish, they are
argued to believe that they can achieve goals
more easily if they work on them
independently, which often results in their
tendency to disregard the potential of team
efforts (Anderson et al., 2017), unless it eases
their decision-making process (Alsop, 2008).
Similarly, Harris-Boundy and Flatt (2010)
concluded from their study on Millennials
working in teams, that this generational
cohort demonstrate higher levels of
individualism than collectivism when
striving for success.

Proposition 9: Millennials place great value
on purposeful work that reflects their values.
The Millennial generation has grown
up with strong, highly innovative brands and
have been accustomed, from an early age, to
companies continuously releasing new
products and regular updates (Klein &
Sharma, 2018). To remain competitive in
today's market, companies must be visionary
in their approach, relentlessly forwardthinking and, above all, they need to be
innovative (Moon, 2014). Millennials are very
attracted to innovative products (Klein &
Sharma, 2018) and are argued to see
innovation work as purposeful and fun
(Chou, 212). This generational cohort does
not only focus on driving innovation
processes efficiently but is also most capable
to create and innovate (Lancaster and
Stillman, 2010; Hou, 2017). Millennials are
explorers with an entrepreneurial mindset,
continuously pushing frontiers with a
relentless transformational drive (Tapscott,
2008). To Generation Ys innovation is part of
everyday life (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010).

Proposition 8: Millennials prefer to reach
goals independently.

2.4. Millennials and motivation
While older generations value job
security, rank and prestige, the Millennial
generation also strives for accomplishing
purposeful work and self-realization (Moon,
2014). Millennials value companies that
positively impact society and reflect their
own core values, often related to innovative
work or sustainability (Hershatter & Epstein,
2010). For instance, according to an empirical
study by Cone Inc. (2006), more than 50% of
Millennials refuse to work for companies that
lack social and environmental responsibility.
Millennials are highly motivated to improve
issues they care about and are willing to
invest their time when day-to-day tasks are
connected to bigger issues impacting their
lives (Weldy, 2020). From a company internal
perspective, they value a working culture
that fosters equitable treatment at the
workplace, as they are argued to have a
strong sense of fairness (Valenti, 2019).

Proposition 10: Millennials are innovation
driven.
Millennials place high demands on
employers, increasingly wishing to only
fulfill tasks of their choice and only under the
conditions that they prefer, which may be a
result of institutions being very considerate
of their needs from an early age (Hershatter
& Epstein, 2010). For instance, flexible
working hours are highly important for
Generation Y’s, while they expect their work
to be evaluated according to the fulfilment of
set goals and not based on their daily
working hours (Putriastuti & Stasi, 2019).
Bund et al. (2015) remark that as long as
Millennials' demands are met, they will be
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loyal, but if the employer fails to meet their
requirements, they have no problem leaving
a company. While some scholars found that
organizations attempt to fully assimilate
Millennials into the workforce (Kilbert et al.,
2014), others showed the enormous potential
that Millennials can unfold when allowing
them to operate freely (Stewart et al,. 2017).
Proposition 11: Millennials expect a lot of
freedom to operate in their way of choosing.
Millennial employees are argued to
display lower levels of loyalty than previous
generations (Mayangdarastri & Khusna,
2020). Therefore, institutional loyalty has
become very important for companies in
retaining and dealing with this generational
cohort. From an organization’s perspective,
Generation Y loyalty finds expression in
eager, passionate, and intelligent work
(Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). Whereas, from
Millennial employees’ perspective, loyalty
involves companies ensuring that there are
sufficient opportunities for self-realization in
their daily work. Millennials are said to be
highly energetic, skillful, and always looking
for new challenges (Valenti, 2019). Hence,
they become bored easily with routine tasks
(Kilber et al., 2014). Therefore, Millennials
value and are more likely to stay loyal to an
employer if they are continuously offered
professional
development,
advanced
training, as well as coaching and mentoring
(Baker
Rosa
&
Hastings,
2018;
Mayangdarastri & Khusna, 2020).

rewards) (Chen & Choi, 2008; Twenge et al.,
2010). This discrepancy and Millennials’
struggle between intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation is a key issue in the literature on
Generation Y. From early childhood on,
Millennials learned that professional
development and surpassing monetary gains
are a key goal in life. Moreover, they
personally experience these goals to be
realistic due to the high level of education
that many of them have enjoyed and based
on the efficient working relationships that
they established in the course of their
professional development (Hansen & Leuty,
2012; Twenge & Kasser, 2013).
Proposition 13: Millennials are motivated by
extrinsic factors.
The above outlined propositions and
the summary in Table 1 represent a
comprehensive overview of common
stereotypes of this generational cohort in the
literature.
Table 1. Summary of Millennials’ stereotypical
character traits
P1
Millennials prefer technology-based
communication channels.
P2
Millennials are willing to voice their
opinions, give and receive direct
feedback.
P3
Millennials prefer to operate following
neural patterns, rather than operating in
a sequential way.
P4
Millennials are risk-averse in their
decision-making.
P5
Millennials expect requirements to be
clearly formulated.
P6
Millennials are focused on increasing
efficiency to stand out in a highly
competitive society.
P7
Millennials consider close ties to
authority figures and flat hierarchies to
be crucial for their professional
development and satisfaction.
P8
Millennials prefer to reach goals
independently.

Proposition 12: Millennials value selfrealization and expect advanced training
offered by employers.
In contrast to Generation Y’s desire
for self-realization and to do purposeful
work, it is argued that they are increasingly
motivated by extrinsic factors (e.g. monetary
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shape the research design while allowing the
discovery of the unexpected (inductive). As
such, introducing even a high degree of
deduction to data generation in qualitative
research is not counterintuitive to discovery
per se, although it may arguably reduce the
extent to which exploration is possible (Ali &
Birley, 1999). Nevertheless, as a first
exploratory contribution,
a balanced
approach including inductive and deductive
elements was chosen.

Millennials place great value on
purposeful work that reflects their
values.
Millennials are innovation driven.
Millennials expect a lot of freedom to
operate in their way of choosing.
Millennials value self-realization and
expect advanced training offered by
employers.
Millennials are motivated by extrinsic
factors.

3. Method, Data, and Analysis
A qualitative research approach was chosen
for this study, which is especially useful if the
purpose is not to explain by means of
numbers, but explore through dialogue and
observation (Flick, 2016; Maruster &
Gijsenberg, 2013). Of course, Millennials and
their character traits have been discussed at
length in the literature. Nevertheless, the
research objective of this study, Millennials’
self-perception, and behavior when they
become leaders themselves, has not been
sufficiently investigated. As such, this study
investigates a well-researched phenomenon
that, however, may need to be rediscovered
in a new context. The preexisting of an
extensive body of knowledge and the
transformation of this knowledge into a new
context calls for a mix of an inductive and
deductive research design.
Consequently, existing literature
played a key role prior to the field study, as
the aggregation of literature supplied the
necessary background to confirm the
research objective/gap, supported the
relevance of the derived propositions and
coding categories, and assured a better
comprehension of the collected data.
This deductive process of qualitative
research was argued for by Eisenhardt (1989)
who outlined the benefits of an a priori
specification of constructs (deductive) to

3.1. Data acquisition
Qualitative
social
research
is
characterized by a relatively small sample
and a dialogue-approach, as its aim is
explorative rather than explanatory (Baur &
Blasius, 2019). In this study, interviews with
Millennials in leadership positions at 15
organizations in Germany were conducted
and analyzed based on the theoretically
derived
propositions
1-13.
Germany
represented a relevant research context for
this study. Although economic stagnation
during the past decade impacted Millennials
in many European countries, the negative
effects on spending power and career
opportunities were comparatively minimal
on Millennials in Germany (Klein & Sharma,
2018).
For this study, Millennial leaders
were defined as experts on the phenomenon
of interest: the display of generational
stereotypes among Millennial leaders. Gläser
and Laudel (2010) define an expert as a
source of special, factual, and experiencebased knowledge about the social issues
being researched. In this respect, in-depth
expert interviews were chosen as a useful
way to acquire data on special knowledge
domains and subjective interpretations (Baur
& Blasius, 2019).
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In the process of developing an
appropriate sample for interview-based
qualitative research, the approach discussed
by Robinson (2013) was used, which includes
four aspects: defining the sample universe,
deciding on a sample size, selecting a
sampling strategy and sourcing cases.
The sample universe or boundary of
the sample plays a significant theoretical role
when analyzing and interpreting the data by
determining what the sample is a sample of
and, therefore, specifying who or what the
study is about (Robinson, 2013). To define
and to draw boundaries around the sample
universe inclusion and exclusion criteria for
the interviewees’ attributes were specified.
Individuals had to belong to the appropriate
age-group as members of Generation Y, they
had to be in a leadership position and have at
least six months of leadership experience.
Regarding the sample size, as the aim
of this study was to exploratory rather than
to supply generalizable explanations, the
comparatively small sample size is argued to
be sufficient to gather first empirical insights

(Robinson, 2013). To achieve a broad
perspective of Millennial leaders, the sample
included leaders from various business
sectors. These sectors were chosen based on
their relevance for the German GDP in 2015.
Regarding the sample strategy, purposive
sampling was used. This approach is a nonrandom way of guaranteeing that specific
categories of cases within a sample universe
are represented in the final sample of the
study (Robinson, 2013). The selection was
based on existing theory and the idea that
certain people may have a unique and
relevant perspective on the research
phenomenon, and that their presence should,
therefore, be guaranteed in the sample
(ibid.).
In the process of sourcing relevant
cases, the participants for this study's
interviews were recruited by first contacting
relevant companies without any prior
knowledge. This resulted in a sample of 15
experts. All interviews were conducted faceto-face between April and August 2015 (see
Table 2).

Table 2. Overview of conducted interviews with Millennials in leadership positions
Age /
Industry
Leadership role in
Interview
gender
months /
length in
(M/F)
subordinates
minutes
Expert 1
26/M
Construction
12/1
60
Expert 2
30/F
Chemicals
24/4
60
Expert 3
31/F
Pharmaceuticals
48/5
60
Expert 4
29/M
Metal
7/79
75
Expert 5
28/M
Mechanical engineering
1/100
60
Expert 6
24/M
Vehicle construction
24/4
30
Expert 7
29/M
Energy
30/3
60
Expert 8
24/M
Trade
10/100
60
Expert 9
29/F
Logistics
9/7
45
Expert 10
33/M
Information & communications
8/6
60
Expert 11
30/M
Finance & insurance
90/60
45
Expert 12
28/F
Real estate & housing
36/4
60
Expert 13
30/M
Corporate services
12/11
60
Expert 14
28/F
Defense & social security
12/9
40
Expert 15
29/F
Health & social services
7/21
60
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Prior to the interviews an interview
guide based on the research objective,
previously reviewed literature and the
derived propositions was developed to
curate the interviews (see Table 3).
In the first step, questions alongside
the propositions mentioned earlier were
collected. The questions were carefully
formulated to not lead answers. In a second
step, the questions were clustered into the
four master categories: communication,
decision
making,
relationship
and
motivation. For inductive reasons, further
questions were asked in case that new
aspects emerged spontaneously during the
conversations (semi-structured interviews).

At the beginning of each interview,
participants were informed that their
personal perceptions and attitudes towards
work and leadership would be investigated,
but no reference to possible differences with
other colleagues would be made. This
ensured that participants would respond as
openly and unbiased as possible and
encouraged spontaneous answers.
Whenever the time available to the
respondents allowed, the conversation lasted
until a saturation point regarding the topics
of discussion had been reached, which also
served to validate the collected data. All
interviews were transcribed in their original
language (German) for the analysis process.

3.2. Data analysis

Table 3. Interview guide
Communication
Which communication channels do you use
daily? Do you alternate the channel based on
the topic? What kind of feedback culture do
you cultivate in your team? How important is
an open communication within and between
hierarchical levels?
Decision-making
How do you make decisions (process)? Alone
or involving others? Do you follow a set
pattern or decide ad hoc? What do you base
your
decisions
on (extensiveness
of
information)?
Relationships
How important is personal success to you?
How important are relationships to reach it
within and between hierarchical levels? How
do you prefer to reach your goals (alone or in a
team)?
Motivation
What is your motivation to work in this
organization and leadership role (intrinsic /
extrinsic)? How important is it for you (a) to be
able to innovate and (b) that the firm is
considerate of your needs (freedom to operate,
personal development etc.)?

To analyze the derived data a
qualitative content analysis was conducted.
The goal of content analysis is the systematic
processing records of communication, which
is converted into text elements in the course
of the analysis, through a reduction process
of
paraphrasing,
generalizing,
and
summarizing (Flick, 2016; Mayring, 2015).
Using a category system, a content
analysis primarily aims at the reduction and
interpretation of text (Flick, 2016). The
transcripts of the expert interviews were
examined by one team member according to
the theoretically derived propositions 1-13,
which also represented the categories for
analysis. In the process of coding, text
passages were assigned to a certain category
when they supported the confirmation or
rejection of a proposition (deductive).
Moreover, the analysis process allowed for
new insights to emerge and text being coded
and organized according to unexpectedly
revealing categories (inductive), especially
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when the data did not seem to support the
propositions.
In this process, the categories were
continuously re-examined in multiple steps
of data triangulation, moving back and forth
between theory and empirics. This iterative
process assured the study’s sufficient
theoretical foundation and supported the
validity of the obtained data in regards to its
accordance with the research objective, while
maintaining the strength of qualitative
research that lies within discovering the
previously
unknown
(Maruster
&
Gijsenberg, 2013; Mayring, 2015).

The data indicates that Millennials in
leadership positions prefer to consult with
others before deciding (e.g. employees,
superiors, or a private contact) (P4). In line
with the literature (Hershatter & Epstein,
2010; Graen & Schiemann, 2013; Alsop, 2008),
they take a cautious approach on a secure
base, rather than taking risks by making
spontaneous or trial-and-error decisions.
According to the participants, this is based on
the responsibility that comes with their role
as leaders, with a focus on strategic decisionmaking, a long-term perspective, and little
room for errors.
Nevertheless, the data gives room for
interpretation, whether Millennial leaders’
hesitation stems from their dependence on
strictly formulated rules, guidelines, and
instructions (P5) or if it is based on the
increased responsibility, which also makes it
more important to gather differentiated
input from multiple sources. However, in
contradiction to the literature, the data
indicates that Millennial leaders are more
likely to follow a structured, sequential path
in the decision-making and information
gathering process (P3). Hence, a new
proposition emerged from the analysis.

4. Result and Discussion
The analysis resulted in a differentiated
picture of Generation Y leaders. It was shown
that despite ascending hierarchy levels,
Millennial leaders show certain generationtypical character traits as discussed in the
literature
and
summarized
within
proposition 1-13. However, this study has
also derived new insights, deviating from the
literature and formulated within the
following propositions A-E.
The most profound discrepancy
between the empirics and theory was found
within proposition 1. Opposed to the
common representation in the literature (e.g.
Venter, 2017; Hershatter & Epstein, 2010;
Stewart et al., 2017), Millennial leaders in this
study resided in traditional ways of
communicating (especially face-to-face), due
to their perceived importance of maintaining
a personal connection to subordinates in
fulfilling their leadership role (P1). This
resulted in a modified proposition.

Proposition B: With increasing responsibility
Millennial leaders prefer to make decisions in
a structured way and based on
comprehensive information.
Contradicting the reviewed literature
(e.g. Anderson et al., 2017; Harris-Boundy
and Flatt, 2010), most Millennial leaders in
this study were agreed that goals can be
reached
more
efficiently
through
collaboration within teams, as multiple
opinions, experience, and knowledge were
perceived to lead to more successful results
and improve efficiency, especially when it

Proposition A: Millennials in leadership
positions value personal and face-to-face
communication.
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concerns innovations (P8). However, the data
also reveals an exception from this
preference. In case that teamwork was not
delivering the wanted results, Millennial
leaders have no problem to take matters into
their own hands and attempt to reach goals
independently to attain a competitive
advantage over others.

Extrinsic factors were mentioned by
the experts in this study to have a
motivational impact, such as the increased
power and authority through their
leadership position, monetary rewards,
praise, and appreciation (P13). Yet, key to
Millennial leaders’ motivation were intrinsic
aspects, such as their drive for selfrealization within their leadership role, their
wish for professional development, and their
desire to contribute to something of value
and with a larger impact (P12). As such, the
dominance of extrinsic factors on motivation
could not be confirmed (e.g. Hansen & Leuty,
2012; Twenge & Kasser, 2013) leading to an
altered proposition.

Proposition C: Millennial leaders prefer to
reach goals in collaboration with others
unless teamwork shows to be inefficient.
As the literature suggests (Hershatter
& Epstein, 2010; Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010),
efficiency was an important topic for the
interviewed Millennial leaders (P6), which
they described as essential for their own and
their teams’ competitive profile. This became
especially apparent in relation to efficiencyoriented communication, which they
proclaimed to be key to their leadership style.
The data shows that being approachable by
subordinates, encouraging an open exchange
and ‘living’ a flat hierarchy culture is a top
leadership priority for Millennial leaders,
even when it may not be an explicit part of
their organization’s culture (P7). Participants
also stated that they see themselves as
mentors and coaches to guide their
subordinates and set an example. In this
process, the interviewed experts were willing
to give honest and direct feedback to their
employees. Moreover, they reported to
regularly give open feedback not only to
subordinates, but also to superiors (P2).
Consequently, and in line with the literature
(Alsop, 2008; Moskaliuk, 2016; Twenge et al.,
2010; Weldy, 2020), it was shown that
Millennial leaders value flat hierarchies as
structures in which open exchange is
nurtured and
close
links
between
hierarchical levels assured (P2/P7).

Proposition D: Millennial leaders show a
tendency to be more intrinsically than
extrinsically motivated.
Study participants placed high
importance on the issue of an organization’s
innovation potential for identifying with the
company, as to them and confirming the
literature (Chou, 2012; Lancaster and
Stillman, 2010; Hou, 2017; Tapscott, 2008),
contributing to innovation represented
purposeful work (P10/P9). Respondents
outlined organizational structures as key
facilitators or hindrance to innovative
processes and as such, acknowledged their
own role as leaders within changing these
processes.
Overall, participants expressed a
sense of confinement within the company
structures, which would often not allow
them to operate in their desired way (e.g. use
of digital communication tools, innovative
drive). Although Millennial leaders value
aspects of these structures (e.g. direct, faceto-face communication, gathering advice
from different sources) when they support
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them in fulfilling their role, they also try to
change these structures, within the context of
their position, to fulfil their own perception
of what defines a good leader (e.g. open
feedback culture and flat hierarchies).
Contradicting
the
literature
(Hershatter & Epstein, 2010; Bund et al.,
2015), the data suggests that Millennial
leaders are willing to put their personal
preferences of operating aside and adapt to
organizational structures (P11). Yet, they
offer this freedom of carrying out tasks
according to individual preferences to their
subordinates. This shows that Millennial
leaders are willing to make a trade-off
between their own, their subordinates’
preferences, and the structural circumstances
that they are confronted with, while pushing
the boundaries of what is possible.

advantage (Keszei, 2018). However, this
study indicates that Millennial leaders can
feel confined in fulfilling their role as desired
(e.g. driving innovation). Ironically, this
concerns Millennial characteristics that are
most valuable to organizations (Stewart et
al., 2017). Consequently, on a broader
perspective this study indicates that there is
a disadvantage in forcing Millennials’
assimilation into an organization and its
more traditional structures and processes, as
it can decrease this Generations’ value
creating potential.
For organizations to benefit from this
highly motivated and capable generation,
organizations are well-advised to account for
this Millennials’ needs, allow them to
prosper, innovate, contribute to and change
organizational developments, as scholars
have previously argued (e.g. Stewart et al.,
2017). Instead of attempting their complete
assimilation into predefined structures and
standards, the results of this study support
that organizations can greatly benefit from
giving them the freedom to design these
according to their needs.
This organizational struggle of
finding the right balance between expecting
Millennials to adapt and adapting the
organization to accommodating their needs
and preferences has long been discussed in
the literature (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010;
Kilbert et al., 2014; Stewart et al., 2017;
Weldy, 2020).
Now that Millennials have climbed
up the hierarchy ladder, they have gained
more power and control over what
influences their work (working culture,
structures, routines etc.) and, as is outlined in
this study, they are pushing change through
their behavior as leaders.

Proposition E: Millennial leaders are willing
to adapt their way of operating but use their
position to drive strategic, operative, and
structural change to accommodate their
preferences.

5. Conclusion and Suggestion
This study is one of the first to empirically
investigate Generation Y in a leadership
context. A key issue that this study’s insights
puts focus on is the integration of Millennial
leaders within corporate structures and
processes, which can collide with the values
and preferences of Generation Y, as they
were designed by members of earlier
generations (Generation X, Baby Boomers)
who had different preferences and values
(Pînzaru et al., 2016).
The
literature
agrees
that
organizations need to win and keep
Millennial leaders to guide their business
into the future, create value, and competitive
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