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Executive Summary 
Vondracek, Lerner & Schlenberg (1986), explain that it is useful to analyse demonstrable generational differences 
through lifespan development perspective.  As such, it is this approach that we have adopted for this study. We have 
explored the lifespan development perspective Gen Z’s individuals’ through an analysis of personal & contextual 
environments and situations to determine Gen Z’s motivations and the challenges that they face when considering 
future work and careers. 

To determine the lifespan development perspective of Gen Z, we adopted a two stage approach;  

1) Desktop research (journals, reports, blogs) to understand the motivations/challenges facing Gen Z, when making 
decisions about their future work and careers. 

2) Primary research in which we conducted 4 focus groups with 19 Gen Z schooleavers and graduates to get a gain 
further, deeper understanding of their personal and contextual environments to better understand how their 
motivations are shaped and what those motivations are. 

Generation Z – Motivations & Challenges 

 
Motivations and challenges similar to/different from Generation X & Y 
Similar to Gen X & Y, many members of Gen Z are mission-driven and care about the values of the employer. Gen Z 
also place particular importance on inclusive and empowering company culture, as well as learning and development 
opportunities.  Gen Y were labelled “entitled,” because they were the first generation to demand things that Gen Z 
now consider standard, like flexible work, work-life balance, and readily-available feedback.  All Generations have at 
some stage, entered difficult labour market conditions, so must demonstrate resilience and adaptability. However, 
Gen Z will have lower financial security than previous Generations but they have higher expectations of mobility and 
support from their employer, although they set self-imposed career management and progression goals. 
 
Would Gen Z want to be part of HS2? 
Focus group participants explained that the roles offered by HS2 and their knowledge of the transport industry was 
not aligned to their preferred career choices.  They explained that if HS2 was not aligned to their values, they would 
not choose to work on it, but they were broadly apathetic to the project.  A small number of participants expressed 
that they would consider being part of HS2, if they could bring about positive change in negative perceptions about 
the efficiency & cost of the project. 

                                                      

Generation Z has been profoundly shaped by the advancement of 
technology, issues of violence, a volatile economy, and social justice 
movements. While these issues also have affected those in other 
generations, the historical context of these individuals is much deeper 
than those in Generation Z, who may have never known anything 
different.                            (Seemiller & Grace, 2017) 

“Generation Z is the 
most ethnically diverse 

Generation yet” () Source: @meghanmgrace, @theGenZHub 
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Individual challenges 
Economic capital – graduate debt, lack of (family/friends) economic support, higher expectations of return on 
investment of higher education v market tolerance for threshold expected salary level (£25k), lack of financial 
security, social mobility issues for some due to economic barriers 
Career schema – entrepreneurial aspirations, expectation of wide breadth of opportunity in labour market, 
‘transactional relationship’ with labour market, personal accountability for career management, gig economy 
(freelance) aspirations 
Protean career aspiration motivation is driven by intrinsic values (rather than organisation led); seeking self-
fulfilment, self-efficacy, happiness, satisfaction, self-directed goals 
 
Micro-level challenges 
Perceived skills gap – Employers perceive Gen Z workers with previous work experience have better skills than those 
without.  There is a shortage in the supply of skilled jobs and therefore opportunities to gain relevant work 
experience before entering graduate (level) labour market. 
De-graduatisation of work – Employers have cheaper labour options for graduate level work/tasks e.g. school-
leavers, apprenticeships. Many employers question the value of a degree and value training before education. 
Technology advancement/automation – Dynamic changes in  the nature of work, altering where/how value is 
created by workers; Gen Z are being educated/trained for jobs that do not yet exist (impact of machine learning, AI, 
automation etc). 

• Economic capital
• Career schema 
(carousel career)

•Protean career 
aspiration

Individual

•Perceived "skills gap"
•Degraduatisation of labour
•Leveraging of technological 

advancement - increase 
efficiency & productivity

Micro-level

•Geographic inequalities
•Unbundled/rebundled 

work
•Global sustainability issues 

(e.g. Sustainable 
Development Goals, SDGs)

•Social acceleration
•Creative destruction

Macro-level

1 

There are different levels of challenges faced by Gen Z in considering future work & careers.  They want diversity of 
work, flexibility and mobility.  They want to be invested in and are driven by intrinsic values and security. Yet, the 
challenge is that their desire for a ‘carousel career’ is within a context of low economic capital due to age & 
inexperience (and market conditions).  Advances in technology will change labour structures and work.  Labour 
economics means that it is not always the highest skilled or most educated worker that is paid the highest salary, and 
salary is very important to Gen Z (though there is a trade-off between salary and self-fulfilment). There is also an 
increasing challenge of the labour market’s perception of the value of a degree and a perceived ‘skills gap,’ of Gen Z (so 
called ‘snowflakes’), by employers.  An enhanced need to address global sustainability issues has led to creative 
destruction (closing of inefficient capital & labour) within markets.  Consequently, the labour market Gen Z will enter is 
very dynamic, disruptive & uncertain. 

Literature Review 

CHALLENGES  

 Gen Z - future work & career 
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Macro-level challenges 
Geographic inequalities – Cities or areas concentrate more and more jobs (e.g. financial services), while others 
become depopulated and poorer e.g. North East. This is a consideration for Gen Z – consider cost of living, 
purchasing power e.g. house buying but attractive, exciting, rewarding jobs 
 
Unbundled/re-bundled work –A global skills shift (cognitive and emotional intelligence will be in demand), re-
shaped labour structures and re-configured labour roles  
 
Global Sustainability issues – SDGs challenge facing businesses, responsible business investment (creative 
destruction), dynamic, changing business practices, market disruptors (uncertainty)  
 
Social acceleration- Impact on environmental and social influences on social practices – social activism, boycotts e.g. 
resistance to HS2, perceptions of bankers, associations with colonialism etc impacting on work 
 
Creative destruction- Changing industries & business models, leading to uncertainty of labour market, uncertain 
composition of firms and jobs, unknown skills needed for the future, how value will be created? 
 
 

 

 

2 Focus Groups 

MOTIVATING FACTORS  

 Gen Z - future work & career 

   

Many of the motivations were generalizable across the 4 focus groups.   

The top 3 motivating factors were; (1) salary, (2) career development 
opportunities and (3) positive social impact of work. 

Gen Z are not solely motivated by money (holidays and work practice 
flexibility are important too).  All participants discussed their personal 
trade-offs between self-fulfillment, happiness and earning money. They all 
expressed the importance of feeling valued. They all expected to be 
invested in, through training and personal/professional development. Gen 
Z workers want to be empowered in their roles.  They are creative 
thinkers and are motivated by challenging and diverse work.  They are 
seeking mobility of opportunity and experience, but also want clear 
progression routes of success and promotion (expected < 3 years). They 
all seek enduring work/life balance, which is very important to them. It is 
imperative to Gen Z workers that the organisation’s values are aligned 
with their own.  For some, diversity and inclusion, business ethics and 
personalized recruitment practices are integral to their perceptions of 
organisations’ values.  Additionally, the wider reputation of the employer 
is important to the Gen Z worker when considering future work and 
career options. 

Salary 

The salary is probably the first 
thing I’d look at, but I wouldn’t say 

it is the most important  

Positive Social Impact 

I need to feel like I’m working towards 
something that will help society  

Career Development 

For me it’s going to be a question 
of jumping around from different 
jobs to gain different experiences  
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Enjoyment & Fulfilment  

 

It would be really great to travel… 
but I would also need to have 

certainty that I have somewhere to 
live 

Location Personalised recruitment & 
selection practices 

 

Recognition 

If I don’t get the recognition that 
I need, the payrises I deserve, the 

promotion that I want, 
then I feel like I will just leave 

 

Group interviews already put you in 
a competitive mindset…I don’t like 

that 
 

It might be a bit less pay or a bit more 
work, but if the experience I will get 
from that is more than I would in a 
normal job, then I would go for it 

 

My I want to test out the waters, see 
what I like and what I don’t like 

 

It’s helpful to be trained  as how the 
company you're committing to actually 
wants things done, not  generic training 

 

If you're not happy at your job, I don't 
think the amount of pay really matters 

that much 

If we’re continuously doing things that 
I’m excited about then I will want to stay 

at the company 

 

Getting a job at a reputative company is 
often seen as a marker of success by 

society 

I want to know that I’m not going to be 
thrown into work and not know what 

I’m doing 

What’s important for me is the autonomy 
and flexibility. The plan is to gather that 

knowledge in different jobs 

 

Other benefits of the role such as a 
company car would motivate me but I 

would have to enjoy the job as well 

If it’s a small team, you can bond more 
easily and get to learn what you’re good 

at 

I need to feel like I’m working towards 
something that will help society  

I need to feel like I’m working towards 
something that will help society  

I want to work in a diverse team with 
people of all different experiences 

I think the most important thing is that 
the company is open to promotion 

Personal Development 

Skills Development 

Enduring work/life balance 

 

 Team working/project role 

 

Diversity and Inclusion 

Support Infrastructure 

Progression and promotion 

Reputation Interesting and diverse work 

Mobility of Experience 

Benefits of the role 

Company culture alignment 
with personal values 

Autonomy & Flexibility  

 

CONCLUSION 

The lived experience of Gen Z is within the context of labour market uncertainty, volatility and disruption.  

Gen Z recognize the need for resilience, but they expect reward and recognition for their hard work. Though loyal to 
organizations aligned with their values, Gen Z expect opportunities for mobility of experience and opportunity in their 
careers and future work 
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