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INTRODUCTION
Looking at the workplace of the future, we see
one that moves at a faster pace than we’ve ever
experienced. Digital technology has changed the
way each one of us works, plays and lives. As a result,
today’s employees face a workplace like no others
before them.
Speed, collaboration, innovation and engagement are
no longer “nice to haves” but are necessities. We live
in a world where the always-on mentality prevails, and
where employees and organizations must grow and adjust
to constant changes. To top it off, leaders are now held
accountable for creating workplace environments that help
all employees thrive.
This report will delve into the unique challenges today’s
multigenerational digital employees face and outline six key
axioms leaders must demonstrate to ensure the success of
their employees and companies.

WHO IS YOUR DIGITAL WORKFORCE?
We often describe our employees by generation: baby boomers, Gen X, millennials, and Gen Z. Each has its own needs
and expectations—and seeks its place in the workforce.
Baby boomers (the stalwarts of the workforce) will be taking their experience and knowledge with them as they retire over
the next ten years. But until they do leave the workforce, they need to continue developing new skills in an environment of
rapidly changing technology.
Generation X, the oft overlooked generation, is poised to take on senior leadership roles as baby boomers begin their
exodus. Gen Xers increasingly control the company reins and will be charged to lead their organizations through their next
iteration of growth.
Then, there are the millennials. Remember: they aren’t the new kids on the block anymore. Many of them have been
working for 15 years, and at the age of 37, are already the face of leadership spanning many companies and industries.
Finally, the newest generation of employees has entered the workforce: Gen Z. They are true digital natives with their own
traits which include a quest for authenticity1 and connection.
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MOVE OVER MILLENNIALS:

The myth of the generational divide
No doubt you’ve heard, read and talked about—or are a member of—
the millennial generation. Born between 1981 and 1996,3 millennials are
now the largest generation4 in the labor force.

MOVE OVER MILLENNIALS:

The myth of the generational divide

It’s no secret that millennials have significantly different expectations
of the workplace than previous generations. They want to work for
organizations with purposes that align with their own internal credo.
They want to feel that their jobs add value and that they can contribute
from day one. They want work-life balance and consider what they
accomplish more important than how busy they look accomplishing it.
Remember: Millennials are just one of the four vastly different
generations in the workforce. There are also the baby boomers,
Gen Xers, and Gen Zers––and each generation comes with its own
stereotype.
Leaders have been repeatedly told that they must segment
their management styles to bring out the best in each group of
employees—tailoring everything from onboarding to performance
management to match the needs of each generation. But the
generational divide may be overstated. Today’s workforce has more
similarities than differences; they’re all vying to keep up with an
ever-changing digital landscape.

A WORKPLACE IN FLUX: THE NEW NORMAL

Increased revenue

The amalgamation of generations comes at a time when
the workplace is in a state of flux—one of uncertainty and
change that is likely to become the new normal.

Reduced operating cost

Some of this flux is based on internal strategy changes.
Organizations are undergoing digital transformations
to reinvent themselves from the inside out. Even those
organizations that may not be incorporating a full digital
transformation are becoming digitally competitive to ensure
their own continued existence.

Improved customer experience

Higher productivity and effectiveness

Greater innovation

These disruptive changes don’t just stem from an
organization’s desire to be competitive. Today, organizations
have no choice but to make these changes to survive.
The workplace of today is characterized by speed and
change. Deloitte2 lists the following key factors as reasons
for businesses to adjust their operating strategies:

Faster time to market

Improved employee experience

To achieve these results, employees must communicate,
collaborate and connect. According to Deloitte, the
technologies that enable these interactions are a necessity.
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CATALYSTS OF WORKPLACE CHANGE
Five trends have changed the world of work as we know it. Jacob Morgan, futurist and author, describes them as:5

GLOBALIZATION

Globalization, which makes
it easier to work with
employees regardless of
location. This also means
increased competition for
employees, as they can be
tapped by any company in
the world.

MOBILITY

NEW DEMOGRAPHICS

Mobility, which allows
people to stay in touch with
people and information
24/7. This also means
constant access to work and
increased expectations of
connectivity.

New demographics, which
means as new generations
(i.e. the digital natives) enter
the workforce, they expect
the technology within their
companies to match the
technology they use at home.
They don’t have patience
for antiquated or inefficient
systems.

NEW BEHAVIORS

TECHNOLOGY

New behaviors, which result from evolving
trends. We continue to adjust our mindsets
to adapt to the changing workforce, share
life events on social media, change how we
communicate, collaborate, find information and
create content.

Technology, which has introduced Big Data,
wearable devices, collaborative devices, the
Internet of Things and cloud computing that
allow us to work in new ways with increased
productivity.

Because of these trends, we’re not just changing how we
work, but when we work, where we work, how we think
about work and how we interact with each other at work.
Morgan says that these shifts, coupled with the war for
talent, are forcing companies to convert from creating a
place where employees need to work to a place where
they want to work.

“Organizations that can most efficiently
make this shift from need to want are the
ones that can attract and retain top talent.
If your organization doesn’t think about
and plan for the future of work then your
organization will have no future.” 6
- JACOB MORGAN
BEST-SELLING AUTHOR AND FUTURIST
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WHAT THE DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION MEANS
FOR YOUR BUSINESS (AND EMPLOYEES)

SPEAKING OF DIGITIZATION,
DIGITALIZATION, AND DIGITAL
TRANSFORMATION
Digitization, digitalization and digital
transformation are phrases that are used
frequently, interchangeably, and all too
often, incorrectly.
Digitization involves moving data
from analog to digital. Think about the
movement of data from a collection of
hardback books to a digital collection
stored within your Kindle app.
Digitalization is the process that puts
the data to work, allowing you to search
through the information that has been
digitized. Using software and smart
technologies, data can be used more
effectively because it can be searched,
categorized and patterned to be more
meaningful. Think about searching through
your Kindle library or looking for
a particular quote on a digital book.
Digital transformation, while it
incorporates digitization and digitalization,
it is a holistic view of how an organization
must completely change from end to end.
A digital transformation isn’t so much about
the data, but about the organization’s
overall business strategies. With the book
analogy, a digital transformation would be
if a hard-copy book company decides to go
all online as a subscription-based library by
digitizing and digitalizing all its information
and processes. And at the same time,
operationally, creating new processes to
connect sales, marketing, accounting and
customer service, that eliminate data silos
and use the data in new ways to create a
responsive customer experience.

The digital transformation is shaking up every company,
whether it considers itself a “technology” company or not.
And it doesn’t just affect people at work. It affects the tools
we use at home and at play.

Is your thinking about digital
transformation big enough?
George Westerman,7 Principle Research Scientist with
MIT Sloan Initiative on the Digital Economy, says many
companies don’t envision the impact their companies
can have with a successful digital transformation.
He believes:

“Successful digital transformation8 is like
a caterpillar turning into a butterfly,” says
Westerman. “It’s still the same organism, but
it now has superpowers. Unfortunately, when it
comes to digital transformation, many senior
execs aren’t thinking about butterflies. They’re just
thinking about fast caterpillars. And it’s hard to
keep up with your competitors if you’re crawling
ahead while they can fly.”

Jeanne Ross,9 principal research scientist at MIT Sloan’s Center
for Information Systems Research, says that digital transformation
isn’t about technology at all––it’s about reinvention: “Digital
transformation is about redefining your value proposition and
to deliver that value proposition you’ll have to redesign your
companies.” Technological tools, such as big data, IoT, cloud
technology and social media, aid this process.
Technology is part of the means to achieve digital transformation;
the other half is people. It’s easy to overlook the impact
technological change has on employees, but ignore your
workforce at your peril. An essential aspect of change is how these
strategic and technological shifts require employees to embrace
digital and change their workspace, behaviors, and, ultimately, their
roles and relationships too.
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REARCHITECTING YOUR WORKPLACE
Employees are increasingly at ease with technology
because they’re private consumers of it. Online shopping,
internet surfing, social media updating, gaming and texting
have made people of all generations digital converts.
This spills over into the work environment, where
employees expect to be able to use intuitive, consumerfocused tech in their jobs. It’s no secret that many
companies’ legacy technology systems are clunky and
outdated. And as the technology employees use outside of
work continue to advance, workplaces need to keep up.
Today’s employees expect to connect with colleagues on
platforms similar to Facebook, because they’re comfortable
with that technology. They expect to have access to
workplace chat and texting tools because that’s how they
connect with friends and family during off-hours. They
utilize platforms like LinkedIn inside and outside of work to
reference professional profiles, chat, and stay up-to-date on
relevant events.

“If done well, the digital workplace can
result in a shift toward the more open,
dynamic and innovative work environment
needed in a world where every employee is
a digital employee.” 13

“Employees won’t wait! They will
find a way to do what they need.” 10
DELOITTE

If companies don’t offer superior – or at least equal – digital
technology or access, employees will bring their own
technologies to work, which can result in compatibility
and security issues. Employees are also willing to leave
companies11 that don’t provide the technological tools they
need and expect.
In this new world of work, every employee is a digital
employees, says Gartner.12 Industries and jobs that
historically weren’t steeped in technology are now heavily
dependent on it. Factory floor operators in manufacturing
plants perform digital duties to set up their machines.
Delivery drivers use advanced technologies to determine
efficient routes, communicate with clients about deliveries,
get new assignments on the go, and communicate with
co-workers in real-time.
Let’s see some examples of what “digital employees”
might look like today.

GARTNER
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EMPLOYEES IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Barry: The In-Office Manager
Barry is a mid-level manager who works in his company’s downtown office most
weekdays but works from home on Fridays. During his one-hour train ride to the
city, he often sends emails, texts and takes phone calls. Once at work, he heads to a
conference room where he videoconferences team members who are in global and
remote locations to review the status of a project. During the call, Barry asks one of
his direct reports to pull some customer data. The employee accesses the report and
digitally shares it with the team. The report is projected on a screen and the team
discusses it in real-time.

Jina: The Nomadic Employee
As a leader for a weight loss and maintenance clinic, Jina works with clients who attend
meetings from various locations: some that are owned by the clinic and others that are
separately rented spaces. Jina goes to whatever meeting location she is assigned to each
shift. As a mobile remote worker, she does not have a place to call her own. She uses the
company computer to access client information and relies on a company app on her phone
for internal communication. The app lets Jina access company email blasts to stay on top
of the latest promotions and communicate with others on her team. This helps her feel
engaged with her colleagues and manager, aligned on high-level company initiatives and
makes Jina feel less nomadic.

Caroline: The Digital Healthcare Omnivore
Caroline, a registered nurse, still remembers a time before digital thermometers were
widely used. Many aspects of medicine have changed in her 30-year career. Since the
clinic where she works went paperless, she now looks up customer information and
takes notes on a tablet or laptop. She is a digital omnivore, able to log into any of her
devices to access the patient information she needs. This comes in handy because she
has some patients who are remote and participate in the telemedicine program her clinic
offers. Caroline likes knowing patients who can’t easily come into the clinic can consult
with medical professionals through secure video chats. And with more and more patients
seeking treatment remotely, it’s imperative that health care professionals (especially
nurses) feel engaged with their peers and managers in order to maintain excellent,
personal relationships with remote patients.
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Dustin: The Mobile Salesperson
Dustin is enjoying working in retail at a well-known men’s clothing store. As someone who
thrives working directly with customers, he was delighted when the retailer gave tablets
to each of the sales people; this would enable them to wander through the store to help
customers instead of being chained to the register. With tablet in hand, he can check the
inventory of items, assist with online orders and suggest new items based on a customer’s
previous purchases. Dustin considers himself a consultant more than a salesperson, which
is great because the retailer emphasizes customer service. By being able to interact with the
customer and have product information at his fingertips, Dustin feels he provides customers
with a good experience.

Gail: The Recruiting Guru
Finding talent for the tech organization Gail works for isn’t easy. Competition is stiff and
the best applicants, who apply for multiple organizations, get snapped up quickly. As the
VP of HR, Gail is glad she implemented an applicant sourcing and tracking software that
uses machine learning to match qualified resumes to open job descriptions. Her team
gets results quickly so the hiring process is shortened. As a result, Gail is able to recruit
more effectively and maintain a healthier work-life balance.

ADAPTING TO AN “ALWAYS-ON” WORKFLOW
The previous examples of different digital employees emphasizes one thing: with huge digital advances come huge
changes in how we work. Thanks to Big Data, employees have access to more information than ever before. Through AI,
the data can be mined and presented in useful forms. Employees can share information with teams distributed across the
globe in nanoseconds. This was unprecedented merely 20 years ago.
And with the advances come new consequences. First, having access to work email or texts on a mobile device creates
a feeling of being “always on.” Working from home can be a perk, but the lack of separation of work and home can also
contribute to the expectation of constant availability and lead to burnout.
The democratization of information also creates a less traditional hierarchy within organizations, leading to a more
collaborative environment. This requires changes in internal structures as well, which may involve eliminating siloed
departments and creating a culture that rewards sharing of information and successes. Regardless of the generation
employees belong to, those who have not refined their collaboration skills will struggle.
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Constant change will be the norm, and those who like to sit in the same seat at the same desk, working on the same
project may find the pace of work surpasses their comfort zone. Employees who are used to being experts in a single
area may feel challenged to pursue new skills and reconsider how to add value. Along with that, technological and
process changes may render some jobs obsolete, and employees and leaders must determine how (or if) to redistribute
those affected.
During this time of fluctuating opportunity and challenges, leaders must continually consider how to best support,
motivate and engage employees so they’re inspired to come to work and stick around. Times of disruption lead to
feelings of uncertainty that can negatively affect employee engagement.
Consulting firm Korn/Ferry14 found this can affects a business’s ability to retain employees, to take risks, and to manage
employee and business performance. Plus, it is during this time of change that companies are in most need of their
employees to stay engaged.
In this fast-paced world, what guidelines can companies hold on to that will engage this new generation of digital
employees? Remember: the focus should be less on the age of the employees, but the common forces of intended and
unintended consequences resulting from technological advancement that affects everyone.

SIX WAYS TO SUPPORT EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT FOR THE DIGITAL WORKFORCE
The key takeaway of this paper so far is this: The digital generation has unique needs that have yet to be incorporated
into engagement strategy. What unites this diverse group of employees is the challenges and opportunities that come
with the digital workplace transition.
From this, we’ve identified six axioms that employers must implement in their evolving culture that will help organizations
support employees through the new world of work. They are:

1

2

PUT ALIGNMENT AT THE CENTER OF
OPERATIONS

Companies must clearly articulate and
communicate the values of the company and
its culture. But more than saying it, ensure that
the people, policies and processes reflect
those values. Employee recognition tools
offer unique opportunities here. In a changing
environment, providing this foundation helps
employees understand that the “what” and
“why” of your company’s mission is more
important than the “how.” Make sure the
alignment of your processes matches the
culture you want to create in the organization.
If you value collaboration, don’t allow ad hoc
meetings that include only the on-site members
of the team, leaving remote workers left out.

EMBRACE TECHNOLOGY, THOUGHTFULLY

It’s easy to rush to implement digital
technologies out of fear of being left behind.
But taking on new tools that may not be
needed creates chaos. Determine what your
company’s issues are first. What problem are
you trying to solve? Once you’ve established
that, you can look at your choices of what can
address the problem. As employees see the
relevance of the tools to the improvements
being made, they are more likely to accept
the changes.
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3

4

ENCOURAGE DIGITAL LITERACY

ASK FOR REGULAR EMPLOYEE FEEDBACK

Ensure that employees have the tech tools
needed to get the job done. Require remote
employees to have access to high speed
internet and software that connects them
with co-workers. But leaders must be able
to use the same technologies they expect
their workforce to use. Those who rely on
admins to update calendars and write emails
demonstrate a “do as I say, not as I do”
mentality, which can hinder implementation
of changes. Be willing to have difficult
conversations with those who are reluctant to
use new skills.

All employees (leaders in particular) must
be willing to seek internal feedback to
understand how employees are feeling
at weekly or more frequent intervals.
Managers are often ill-equipped to gather
employee feedback beyond the annual
survey, and even less empowered to follow
up on the feedback in a timely manner. But
this open line of communication is crucial: it
helps identify internal problems in their early
stages. Creating a culture of listening allows
employees feel their concerns are important
and that the company values different points
of view. When feedback is collected on a
wider scale, organizations can use big data to
understand and address employee patterns
and workforce trends.

5

6

COMMIT TO EMPLOYEE GROWTH

PERSONALIZE THE EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

Employees at every level need to be
encouraged to grow their own digital skills
because tech needs will continually evolve.
It’s in the employer’s interest to put policies in
place that encourage self-directed learning
for employees. Ensure employees have the
tools necessary to access and take advantage
of learning opportunities through your
organization.

Understand that while your workforce is
made up of digital employees with similar
opportunities and challenges, they are also
individuals with different strengths, needs
and interests. These may not be based on
specific generations, and the necessity of
understanding and supporting each person
is a key factor in maintaining engagement.
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CONCLUSION: LOOKING AHEAD
As we continue building workplaces that are constantly adapting to new technology and perpetually in flux, employee
engagement becomes an ever-crucial tool for every company regardless of industry or size. Engagement is going
to be less about tailoring company culture to specific generations, like millennials or baby boomers, and more about
implementing tools that are customizable to fit the needs of each individual working for your organization.
Ultimately, the workforce is made up of people, not so much separated by generations, but by individual experiences.
However, they are united by shared challenges and opportunities. The digital effect has an impact on employees both
professionally and personally. Companies that want to attract and retain employees, and keep them engaged and healthy,
must look beyond generational stereotypes and beyond technology to create employee-centered experiences that help
people do their best work.
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