
G e n  Y

M oyra M cA llis te r

T he M elbourne Age o f M onday 24 July carried an artic le by 
C hris topher Scanlon en titled  "G en X, Gen Y -  it's gen
era tion con, a c tu a lly ". This seemed like  an om en -  Peter 

Sheahan, Gen Y guru, was c o n d u c tin g  an in te ractive  lecture 
and w orkshop at the State L ibrary o f V ic to ria  on 26 July on the 
top ic  "U nde rs tand ing  the m indset o f Gen Y". I must adm it to 
being som ewhat sceptical already and the item in The Age on ly  
re inforced my pre judices.

I am not Gen Y or Gen X or even a 'baby boom er': I am a 
GOFER (G enia l O ld  Fogey Enjoying Retirement) and the on ly  
other label I w il l adm it to is NIPPLE (N orthern Irish Professional 
Perm anently Located Elsewhere). O n the w h o le  I d is like  the 
idea o f g roup ing  peop le  and expecting  them  all to behave in 
the same way.

FHowever, w ith in  5 m inutes I was hooked. Peter is not a 
stuffy Business School graduate spouting m anagem ent jargon 
-  he is h im se lf a m em ber o f Gen Y (defined as those born be
tween 1978 and 1994) and he exhib its the characteristics o f the 
group. Lie's fast (ta lk ing  and th in k in g ), te ch n o lo g ica lly  savvy 
and he's had a num ber o f jobs, but he con fided  that he needs 
encouragem ent.

FHe began by co n v in c in g  us that, fo r a num ber o f reasons 
w e need to  understand and attract Gen Y.

• As m anagers, w e  need to a ttrac t Gen Y because o f the 
shrink ing  ava ilab le pool o f workers and the ageing po pu la 
tion.

• As em ployers w e  are lo ok ing  for a m ore com p lex skill set 
-  because o f the ir varied experience, Gen Y often has this 
skill set.

• As service providers, w e  need to appeal to Gen Y because 
w hat is attractive  to  Gen Y today is attractive to everyone 
to m orro w  -  fo r exam ple, iPods.

Attracting Gen Y
W hat w o u ld  it take to make libraries attractive to Gen Y as a 
career? The firs t th in g  to realise is tha t w e have to approach 
Gen Y through others. The biggest in fluences on the ir cho ice of 
careers are first, the ir parents and second, the ir school career 
advisers. These are the peop le  w e shou ld  be try in g  to reach. 
Alas, perception is everyth ing and that o ld  image o f buns and 
pearls continues to haunt us.

Because o f com petition  for scarce employees we must posi
tion  ourselves as the 'profession o f cho ice ' in schools and the 
media.

Keeping Gen Y
O nce w e have attracted them , how  can w e keep them? M ost

m em bers o f th is  
g e n e ra tio n  w i l l  
have an average 
o f 25 jobs in the ir 
life tim e . The o ld  
s o c ia l c o n tra c t  
o f a 'jo b  fo r life  
in return for lo y 
a l ty '  has been 
rep la ced  by ' I ' l l  
stay w ith  you as 
long as you he lp 
me d e v e lo p  m y 
c v '. Th is  m eans 
p ro v id in g  go od  
p ro fe ss io na l d e 
ve lopm en t a c tiv 
ities  and va ried

w o rk  o p p o rtu n itie s  both inside and ou ts ide  the organ isation 
(but w ith in  the profession).

Because Ys have been brought up in a co lleg ia te  and co 
operative atmosphere at home, school and university, they look 
fo r the same experiences at w ork . D o n 't con tro l them . Spend 
tim e  w ith  them and listen to the ir ideas.

O f course, this k ind o f w o rkp lace  is not o n ly  attractive to 
Gen Y, but is the sort o f p lace that w e  w o u ld  all aspire to  w ork  
in or manage!

The other th ing that members o f Gen Y dem and o f the ir em 
p loye r is fle x ib le  em p loym ent and this is w here libraries have 
an advantage. Possibly because o f ou r p re do m ina n tly  fem ale 
w ork fo rce , w e 've  always had a m ix tu re  o f part-tim e, fu ll-tim e , 
casual and con tract positions and the a b ility  to move between 
them.

W a rn in g ! G en Y are h igh m a in ten ance , bu t (p robab ly ) 
w o rth  it.

The Gen Y mindset and metaphors
Peter used these words to  describe the Gen Y m indset.

• Fast

• S tim ula tion

• Relevant

• C onnection

• C ontro l

•  Respect -  reward, encouragem ent, recogn ition

• Latest -  m odel, version

He used m etaphors to assist in understand ing the values of 
th is m indset. For 'Fast', he suggested 'M c D o n a ld s ' v 'H om e- 
cooked meals'.

Gen Y -  

M cDonalds

Traditional -  

Flome Cooked Meals

Fast Nutritious

Consistent Requires Planning

24/7 (almost) Creates Mess

Freebies Slow

EASY HARD W O R K

M ost o f you w ill be shuddering at this, but Peter warned us 
not to  m ake value judgm ents using o n ly  ou r values. A no ther 
m etaphor for this m indset cou ld  be 'G oogle, not libraries ' -  Pe
ter adm itted than for his ow n research he uses Elance.com, an 
on lin e  consu lting  website, not libraries. For the m indset 'S tim u
la tion ', th in k  M TV  not ABC. U n fo rtuna te ly  we ran out o f tim e 
before the other mindsets cou ld  be exp lored in the same way.

So, am I a convert? I ce rta in ly  enjoyed the session and am 
sorry that I cou ld  not stay for the workshop, w h ich  prom ised to 
exp lore m ore o f the m indset examples and strategies. However, 
I'm  not conv inced  that this generation can be p igeonholed so 
easily or indeed that earlie r generations do n 't exh ib it some o f 
the characteristics o f Gen Y.

They say tha t if  you learn one new  th in g  then you r tim e 
hasn't been wasted. I learned that 'N o rra th ' -  an im ag inary  
co u n try  in the o n lin e  ro le -p la y in g  game Everquest -  has the 
70th largest econom y in the w o rld  in real terms!

Seriously though, the session was a w o rth w h ile  and en joy
able exp lo ra tion  o f a top ic  that has serious im p lica tions for the 
fu ture  o f ou r profession. -
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