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The purpose of the thesis is to research and evaluate the motivational differences between 
three different generations, Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964), generation X 
(born between 1965 and 1980) and generation Y (born between 1981 and 200), in busi-
ness environment.  
 
As the earlier studies regarding the topic suggest, there are notable differences between 
the generations’ preferred rewarding systems and working environments, for example. Due 
to these expected differences in the characteristics and motivational factors of each gen-
eration, a quantitative research was conducted to gain a deeper understanding on how can 
leaders and managers improve the performance of their employees by using different mo-
tivational strategies. 
 
The results obtained from the survey suggested that the generations do have differences 
in terms of motivational factors as well as in the preferred job characteristics. The genera-
tions considered different rewards important, valued different type of work atmosphere, 
appreciated different job characteristics and perceived the meaning of work differently. 
Nevertheless, there were some surprising similarities between the three generations that 
did not coincide with the secondary data.  
 
This information can prove itself useful as managers and leaders today are challenged 
with retaining the talented employees. Globalization, as an example, has transformed the 
job market and therefore the employees are highly movable, which increases the competi-
tion between the companies to attract and maintain the talented personnel.   
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1 Introduction 

 

Nowadays attracting and retaining workforce is a true challenge for many organiza-

tions. Gregory P. Smith (2011) contends that retaining employees and motivating them 

to become as productive as possible should be a major concern for the employers, 

since highly skilled people are always in demand, no matter what the current economic 

situation is. 

 

Since the workforce is more movable than ever before due to globalization, the compa-

nies are competing about the international talent rather than just the local employees. 

“To be successful in today’s global rivalry market, organizations need to focus more on 

transforming their working environments to motivate their employees to engage in be-

haviour that is consistent with their goal” (Amar, 2004). Therefore, it is important to un-

derstand how the employees can be motivated and managed, and how the employees 

can be satisfied. 

1.1 Relevance of the research 

 

Today the work force mainly consists of three different generations as the figure 1 pre-

sents below: Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964), Generation X (born be-

tween 1965 and 1980) and Generation Y, also referred to as ”Millennials” (born be-

tween 1981 and 2000) (Pew Research Center 2015; Goldbeck 2015).  
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Figure 1. Labor Force Composition by Generation.  
 

Since the three generations have very different premises due to the major events and 

changes in the world over time, the assumption is that the factors that motivate these 

generations also vary a lot amongst each other: 

  

Today’s multi-generational workplace poses a challenge for managers leading 
age-diverse teams. Generational differences in values and job expectations can 
be a cause of conflict hindering productivity in the workplace. Managers must 
recognize the generational differences so that individualized approaches can be 
made with motivation, recruitment, and retention. (Goldbeck 2015) 

 

There are also articles and literature available that take into consideration the four lat-

est generations, however, since the fourth generation, ”Traditionalists”, born between 

1922 and 1945, have most likely retired, including them into the research is not rele-

vant. 

 

Furthermore, the majority of current studies focus only on two generations, Generation 

X and Generation Y, and their motivational factors. Even if the majority of the workforce 

consist of these two generations in the future, the majority of Baby Boomers are still 

working and therefore cannot be cropped out of the study as irrelevant just yet. 
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Moreover, the next generation, the Generation Z or Post Millennials, born between 

2001 and 2012, are now between 3 and 16 years old, and consequently still attending 

educational institutions rather than working fulltime. For this reason, conducting a sur-

vey about their motivational factors in business environment is not relevant at this 

point.  

1.2 Limitations of the research 
 

Due to the broad topic of the thesis, there are some limitations that should be consid-

ered and understood while applying any theory or findings. Firstly, generalization 

should be understood as a representation of a phenomenon that was created by using 

few examples only, and therefore it can never represent the absolute truth of the topic. 

 

Even though some generalization is essential in order to be able to develop a theory 

and conduct a research, there are factors such as culture and educational background 

that are always individual and shaping the responses of the participants.  

 

Furthermore, one should also consider that even though the generations are likely to 

have a different approach to motivation, some of the factors might change in the future 

as that specific generation grows older, say, the age might have a affect on the motiva-

tional factors, not only the life experiences and characteristics of that specific genera-

tion.  

2 Literature review 

2.1 The three generations 
 

Since the generations have experienced life in different manners due to the events that 

have defined their worldview and perspectives, the rapid technological advancement or 

globalization, for example, it is to be expected that also the characteristics of each of 

the generations are somewhat different. 

 

The table 2 below compares the workplace characteristics of the three generations 

(Talent at Work: Recruitment and Career Blog 2015). According to it, Baby Boomers 

are motivated by money, title and recognition. They are said to be efficient workers who 

prefer working in teams, and they need to feel they are needed and appreciated. They 
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also find it difficult to find a balance between work and free time, contrarily to the other 

two generations studied. 

 
Table 1. Workplace Characteristics Comparative(2)  

 

 

 

The Generation X appreciates free time over other rewards, and prefers completing 

tasks without strict guidelines. They appreciate structure and direct communication. 

They have a sceptical attitude and they need structure and direction in their working 

environment. (Talent at Work: Recruitment and Career Blog 2015). 

 

The Generation Y considers work as a means to an end; however, they enjoy meaning-

ful work that gives them the sense of fulfilment. This generation also is able to balance 

between work and family life. They enjoy multitasking and are considered to be entre-

preneurial and goal-oriented. (Talent at Work: Recruitment and Career Blog 2015). 

2.1.1 Baby Boomers 

 

The Baby Boomers are the generation who were born between 1946 and 1964. The 

term is often referred to people from the United States, but it also implies to Australi-

ans, Canadians and Europeans. After the Second World War, the economy was rapidly 

growing and the birth rates rose considerably (Allianz 2014). 
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Due to their current age, Baby Boomers have a lot of experience and knowledge to 

offer for their companies and for the younger employees. Johnson & Johnson (2010) 

explains that as Baby Boomers start to retire, the companies need to be careful and 

prepared to replace the boomers who have a lot to offer due to their vast experience, 

since it might be surprisingly challenging for the organizations. 

 

Baby Boomers are described as team players whom love meetings and teamwork, do 

not appreciate feedback, and consider title and extrinsic rewards important (Value Op-

tions, N.D.). 

2.1.2 Generation X 
 

Born between 1965 and 1980, the generation X is often described as independent and 

entrepreneurial generation: Many of them grew up in an environment where mothers 

were rather working than staying home with the children, and divorce became a popu-

lar phenomenon changing the family structure (Thielfoldt & Scheef 2004). 

 

The generation X tends to communicate in a direct manner, and enjoy freedom and the 

possibility to do things without strict guidelines. This generation appreciates feedback 

from their managers and have good work-life balance (Value Options N.D.). 

2.1.3 Generation Y 
 

The generation Y, often also referred to as Millennials, are the generation born be-

tween 1981 and 2000, and therefore the youngest generation included in the research. 

The events that have had a great impact on the generation are globalization, rapid 

technological advancement, and the Great Recession, for example (Buckley et al. 

2015; Ng et al. 2010). 

 

Generation Y is often described as optimistic and participative generation with high 

expectations for recognition and rewards. It is also stated that feedback is expected 

and often required. Millennials enjoy working in teams and they have a good work-life 

balance (Buckley et al. 2015; Howe et al. 2000). 

3 The Concept for Motivation 

3.1 Defining motivation 
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The vast term of motivation has been defined numerous times, and the difficulty of per-

fectly defining it lays in the fact that there are so many different aspects of it (Pinder 

2008). However, it is essential to understand the role of motivation in employee per-

formance.  

 

Perry and Porter (1982) describe motivation as the forces that energize, direct and sus-

tain one’s behaviour. Pinder (1998) defined motivation as internal and external forces 

that initiate work-related behaviour, determining its form, direction, intensity and dura-

tion.  

 

To conclude, motivation is one of the factors that highly affect job performance. Moti-

vated employees have strong performance: They provide outstanding service for cus-

tomers, achieve goals effectively, or produce innovative ideas for the company. There-

fore, it is also important to know if one’s performance is low, what is the reason for it 

and how to improve it.  

 

However, motivation alone is not sufficient for good performance. Ability to do one’s 

tasks, say, have the required skills and knowledge for the job, as well as the environ-

mental factors, such as resources, are all required for good job performance (An Intro-

duction to Organizational Behavior N.D.). 

3.2 Popular Motivational Strategies 

3.2.1 Empowerment and Participation 
 

The work motivation of employees can be improved using different strategies. Empow-

erment and participation are commonly used methods that managers implement in 

their work organizations to influence the motivation through transferring some decision-

making authority to the employees, and hence improving performance.  

 

Empowerment refers to the process of allowing employees to make decisions and set 

their own work objectives, for example. However, this should be done in the sphere of 

their responsibility (Griffin 2009). In order to provide empowerment, the employees 

should be trained properly and they should be well educated about problem solving 

strategies (Redsteer N.D.). 
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Participation, also referred to as employee involvement, includes encouraging the em-

ployees to provide opinions and input in to the business operations. Hence, the em-

ployees feel more appreciated and valued (Redsteer N.D.). When a worker is given the 

opportunity to decide how to do their job, say, to decide which tools or materials to use, 

their productivity is likely to increase (Griffin 2009). 

3.2.2 Reward system 
 

Another very commonly used strategy for increasing employee motivation and perfor-

mance is the reward system. “An organizational reward system is the formal and infor-

mal mechanisms by which employee performance is defined, evaluated and rewarded.” 

(Griffin 2008). The relationship of rewards and motivation are then linked, leading pre-

sumably to higher level of performance, especially when the rewards are desirable for 

the employees. 

 

There are several different methods of reward systems used. Probably the most known 

of them is the merit reward system. In this method, the employees are rewarded based 

on the value of their contributions to the company. The system includes for example 

annual salary raises based on their merit (Griffin 2008). 

 

Another popular method used is the incentive reward system. The incentives are the 

rewards that are promised to the employees when they reach a certain objective. 

Therefore, the rewarding is more prompt and usually given shortly after the objective 

has been reached. However, this method should be only used if the performance of the 

employees can be objectively evaluated (Griffin 2008).  

4 Motivation Theories 

 

In this section several existing motivation theories are reviewed and discussed. The 

theories are well-known approaches to motivation, all providing a unique input about 

the topic.  

4.1 The Hierarchy of Needs: Maslow 
 

An often-referred to theory when discussing about motivation is the theory of hierarchy 

of needs by humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow. The concept was first introduced 

in 1943, and has affected numerous of different fields ever since. 
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The aim of the theory was to understand what motivates people. Maslow introduced an 

idea that there is a set of motivation systems possessed by people, unrelated to un-

conscious desires or rewards. When one needs is satisfied, the person seeks to fulfil 

the next one (McLeod 2007).   

 

Additionally, the lower level needs to be fulfilled before satisfying the higher level 

needs. These needs are usually displayed as hierarchical levels in a pyramid, which 

can be divided into basic needs (deficiency needs), and growth needs (McLeod 2007). 
 

Figure 2. Hierarchy of needs - Maslow 
 

Physiological, safety, social and esteem needs are the lowest levels in the pyramid, 

and they compile the basic needs. The highest hierarchy of the pyramid, the self-

actualization, is referred to as growth needs.  

4.1.1 The five hierarchies 
 

The first level, physiological needs, refer to biological needs. They are the strongest 

needs since if one is deprived of all needs, the biological needs would need to be satis-

fied first (Simons et al. 1987). These needs include food, oxygen and water, for exam-

ple. 

 

The second hierarchy is safety. The feeling of safety can be fulfilled once the physio-

logical needs are met. The needs for safety include law and order, stability and feeling 

of security. Usually adults tend to have only a little awareness of their needs for securi-

Self-
Actualization 

Esteem 

Social 

Safety 

Physiological 
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ty in normal condition, but for example in times of social structure fail, for example riot-

ing, the need to be safe becomes current (Simons et al. 1987). 

 

The need for love, affection and belongingness is the third hierarchical level in the pyr-

amid. After the two previous levels of basic needs are fulfilled, the need for love can 

emerge. According to Maslow, the people aim to avoid feeling of loneliness, which in-

volves both giving and receiving love and affection (Simons et al. 1987).  

 

The fourth level, the self-esteem, is the last hierarchy of the basic needs. Once the 

three previous groups of needs are fulfilled, the need for esteem becomes dominant. 

Maslow states that people have the need for high level of self-respect and also respect 

from others, and once these needs are met, one feels self-confident and a valuable 

individual (Simons et al. 1987). 

 

The need for self-actualization is the highest and most complex need and is considered 

to be a growth need rather than a basic need. To fulfil the need for self-actualization, 

one must fulfil all the foregoing needs prior to the need for self-actualization becoming 

dominant. Maslow describes the need as self-fulfilment, furthermore, as a need to do 

what one was born to do (Simons et al. 1987).  

4.1.2 The usefulness of the theory 

 

To understand the needs of the employees is an essential skill for managers to moti-

vate their personnel. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory has provided important insight 

for leaders and managers to understand and develop ways to satisfy the employees’ 

emerging needs (Ramlall 2004). 

 

One method to find out the needs of the employees is to create support programs and 

focus groups for employees that provide assistance and encouragement for the em-

ployees. These groups can help the workers to deal with stress during challenging 

times, as well as help the management to learn to understand the needs of the em-

ployees more precisely (Kreitner 1998, cited by Ramlall 2004). 

 

There are several ways managers can implement to create more ways to satisfy the 

different needs of the employees. For example, to satisfy the physiological needs, em-

ployers can provide vending machines and cafeteria services. To improve the feeling of 
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security of its employees, companies might want to consider providing retirement and 

medical benefits and ensure stable salary distribution for its employees (Ramlall 2004). 

 

To satisfy the need of affiliation, managers could improve the team spirit by creating 

social activities outside the office, for example. These meet ups should allow everyone 

to participate equally.  

 

Furthermore, giving appropriate training for the employees when needed and offering 

rewards and recognition when applicable can satisfy the need of esteem of the em-

ployees; they should feel appreciated and valued (Ramlall 2004).  

 

When it comes to self-actualization, challenging tasks that require creativity can be an 

efficient way of satisfying the need of employees’ self-actualization. However, one 

should keep in mind that before self-actualization becomes a dominant need, the basic 

needs should be satisfied (Ramlall 2004).   

 

4.2 Two-Factor Theory: Herzberg 

 

Frederick Herzberg studied the factors that satisfied them on their job and what dissat-

isfied them. Herzberg discovered that the satisfying factors and the dissatisfying factors 

were very different (An Introduction to Organizational Behavior N.D.). 

 

The dissatisfying factors Herzberg labelled as Hygiene factors. These included working 

conditions, salary, and job security, for example. Herzberg pointed out that if a person 

has a bad working condition, say, he is being harassed, he is probably not very moti-

vated. However, on the other hand, if the situation was the opposite and the person 

was not harassed, he would not be more motivated, since he would take the situation 

for granted (An Introduction to Organizational Behavior N.D.). 

 

The motivators on the other hand, are the factors that are related to the content of the 

work. These include the achievement, recognition, responsibility and the opportunity to 

advancement and growth (Griffin 2008). Furthermore, if these factors are present, they 

are likely to add satisfaction, and on the contrary, if none of the motivation factors are 

present, they do not provide any satisfaction to the employee. However, it is important 

to note that lack of the motivation factors do not necessarily create dissatisfaction. Al-
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so, even if the hygiene factors are all fulfilled, they do not tend to create satisfaction. 

(Griffin 2008). 

4.2.1 The usefulness of the theory 
 

The two dimensions of the theory implies that even if the hygiene factors (dissatisfac-

tion factors) are fulfilled, satisfaction of the employees is not guaranteed, due to the 

lack of motivation factors that can develop the satisfaction of the employee. A leader or 

a manager trying to motivate employees only by offering hygiene factors, such as sala-

ry and good working conditions, is not likely to succeed. They must also provide moti-

vation factors, such as responsibility and growth opportunities in order to create satis-

faction (Griffin 2008). 

4.3 Acquired-Needs Theory: McClelland 
 

Additionally, the researchers have found that there are three main needs that are highly 

important for individuals in organizational settings (Griffin 2008). These needs are 

achievement, affiliation and power. The Acquired Needs Theory was introduced by 

David McClelland who states that these needs are acquired individually as a result of 

one’s life experience (An Introduction to Organizational Behavior N.D.).  

 

The first need, the need for achievement, can be defined as the need to accomplish 

and to be successful. Individuals who have high need for achievement, are constantly 

seeking ways to improve their performance and looking for challenging goals (Camp-

bell, 1982, cited in An Introduction to Organizational Behavior N.D.). 

 

The need for affiliation is similar to the social need for love and affiliation, introduced by 

Maslow. The individuals with high need for affiliation need to feel accepted by others 

and they tend to perform better in jobs that include a lot of human interaction (Griffin 

2008).  

 

On the other hand, the individuals with high need for power want to have an influence 

on others and control their surroundings. Even if the urge for control can at times be a 

negative element in relationships, people with high need for power also tend to be 

more influential than others which can lead to positive outcomes (Griffin 2008). 

4.3.1 The usefulness of the theory 
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Even if the theory suggests the three different types of needs, one should be careful 

when generalizing people by their dominating needs. It might be that an individual is 

very neutral in terms of the three acquired needs, and therefore all of these characteris-

tics describe him equally or not at all.  

 

However, this approach proves itself useful when motivating people, who score high 

with one of these needs: 

- High need for achievement: The individuals with high need for achievement re-

quire challenges and frequent feedback on their performance. Even if money is 

not an important motivator for these individuals, it can be an effective form of 

feedback (NetMBA N.D.). 

- High need for affiliation: People with a high need for affiliation tend to perform 

best in an environment with a cooperative atmosphere (NetMBA N.D.). 

- High need for power: The individuals seeking for power enjoy managing others 

and allowing them can be an effective way of motivating them.  

4.4 Expectancy Theory: Vroom 
 

The expectancy theory was first introduced by Victor Vroom in 1964, and was further 

extended by Porter and Lawler in 1968. The theory aims to explain the decision-making 

process of an individual, say, why he chooses to act in a way he does, rather than in 

alternative way (Leadership Central N.D.). 

 

This decision-making process estimates the motivational force (MF) of three different 

behavioural options that arise from the individual’s perception of the probability that he 

will reach the desired outcome: 

 

1. Expectancy: Does the individual feel confident that he can achieve the set ob-

jective? 

2. Valence: Does the individual believe it is beneficial to complete the objective? 

3. Instrumentality: Does the individual believe that achieving the objective will lead 

to obtaining the reward? (Learn Management 2 N.D.). 

 

In the decision-making process, the individual decides among the behavioural options 

and selects the option with the highest motivation force. (QuickMBA N.D.). 

 

MF = Expectancy x Instrumentality x Valence 
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Therefore, if any of the perceptions are zero, the equation becomes zero, which de-

notes that the motivation force is zero. (QuickMBA N.D.) Additionally, the higher the 

value of the motivational force is, the more motivated the individual is to reach for that 

reward.  

 

4.4.1 The usefulness of the theory 
 

The expectancy theory is widely accepted theory, and the current research is support-

ing the concepts that it proposes. However, implementing the theory can be challeng-

ing for leaders and managers in organizational settings, since there are sub-cognitive 

factors that also effect on the decision-making process (Leadership Central N.D.). 

 

In order for a manager to make assumptions on the motivational force of the reward for 

the employee, the reward system needs to follow the “The Law of Effect” that suggests 

the following: 

1. Behaviour that is positively rewarded is likely to augment in frequency 

2. Behaviour that is negatively rewarded (or not recognized) is likely to diminish in 

frequency 

3. The behaviour is also affected by the reinforcement and timing (Learn Man-

agement 2). 

 

Furthermore, the managers can influence on the three perceptions and hence increase 

the motivation of the employees. In case of expectancy, if the employees feel as they 

are not capable of completing the tasks given, one solution could be organize trainings 

where the employees are given the opportunity to learn the required skills and abilities 

to complete the tasks (An Introduction to Organizational Behavior N.D.). 

 

If managers seek to influence the valence, managers should find out what type of re-

wards the employees consider attractive. Talking to employees and conducting surveys 

are useful ways to understand the diverging needs of the employees. Therefore, one 

idea to increase valence is to offer multiple rewards from which the employee can 

choose the most attractive reward for him (An Introduction to Organizational Behavior 

N.D.). 
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Finally, to increase the perception of instrumentality, managers should seek ways to 

show employees that their performance is rewarded. This can be using bonuses and 

different award systems, for example. Nevertheless, the managers should pay attention 

to make sure that the employees are aware of the rewards, and also clarify that the 

awards are given out of good performance (An Introduction to Organizational Behavior 

N.D.). 

5 Research methodology 

 

The author decided to use a deductive approach for the research process. “A deductive 

approach is concerned with developing a hypothesis (or hypotheses) based on existing 

theory, and then designing a research strategy to test the hypothesis” (Wilson 2010). 

 

This denotes that the research is built on theory and not vice versa, as in inductive re-

search (Wilson 2010). As the objective of this thesis is rather to expand the knowledge 

of the author rather than create a new theory, deductive approach can be considered to 

be more suitable for the purpose.  

 

5.1 The hypothesis 
 

Hypothesis is an assumption made in the beginning of the research, based on the pre-

viously gathered information, which the researcher tries to prove or reject. Therefore, 

the hypotheses were formed using the secondary data, and hence are based on the 

results of the previous studies. 

 
“In social science, where direct knowledge of population parameter(s) is rare, hy-
pothesis testing is the often used strategy for deciding whether a sample data of-
fer such support for a hypothesis that generalization can be made.” (Kothari 
2009) 

 

Accordingly, one alternative hypothesis and a null hypothesis for each of the three 

generations were formed before the sample was drawn. As Kothari (2009) explains, 

alternative hypothesis is the hypothesis that one tries to prove, whereas the null hy-

pothesis is a statement one tries to reject. Therefore, the alternative hypothesis is the 

author’s preliminary assumption of the issue.  
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5.1.1 Baby Boomers 
 

H1 = Extrinsic rewards motivate Baby Boomers more than intrinsic rewards. 

H0 = Extrinsic rewards do not motivate Baby Boomers more than intrinsic rewards. 

5.1.2  Generation X 
 

H2 = Generation X consider intrinsic and extrinsic rewards equally important. 

H0 = Generation X does not consider intrinsic and extrinsic rewards equally important. 

 

5.1.3 Generation Y 
 

H3 = Intrinsic rewards motivates generation Y, more than extrinsic rewards. 

H0 = Intrinsic rewards do not motivate generation Y more than extrinsic rewards. 

 

5.2 Research methods used 
 

The research was carried out to collect data about the work motivation of the partici-

pants. The questionnaire (please see appendix 1) consisted of ten questions that were 

selected based on the initial hypothesis and the secondary data. The research ques-

tions can be found as an appendix in the end of this thesis. 

 

The first two questions were collecting demographic data of the respondents. The age 

and the gender were the only demographic characteristics the author considered rele-

vant for the study. Zikmund and Babin (2007) state that the data needs should be clari-

fied and only the questions with a specific purpose should be included in the study. 

 

The finalized questionnaire was established using Google Forms, and therefore, the 

method for administering the questionnaire was electronic. The data sheet was a self-

completion questionnaire, which consisted of ten multiple choice questions with an aim 

to collect comparable data. 

 

The questionnaire method was chosen as the main tool for the research since it can 

reach a large number of people in a short period of time with low cost, the respondents 

can schedule the time for answering the questions themselves, and the information 
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gathering from a wide geographic area will be easier than with interviews (Kirklees 

Council N.D). 

 

The data used in the research was primary and secondary data. The primary data was 

collected with a quantitative approach to draw a representative sample from each of 

the age groups, and to be able to construct some generalizations with reference to the 

population as a whole (Hyde 2000, cited by Wilson 2010). 

 

The method of quantitative approach for the data gathering was chosen due to the 

conviction and also out of the broad topic of the research. Since the motivation as a 

term is not an unambiguous definition, the author wanted to avoid to gathering incoher-

ent data. Moreover, to be able to compare the findings between the different age 

groups, also the data gathered should be comparable.  

5.3 Data Collection 
 

The data was collected through stratified random sampling, which aims to assure the 

equal representation of the specified subgroups, in this case, different age groups (Du-

dovskiy N.D). The method refers to dividing the population into different subgroups or 

stratas, and then a simple random sample is taken from each of the subgroups. (Re-

search Methods Knowledge Base N.D.)  

 

The method of stratified sampling also provides relatively high statistical precision, 

when comparing it to simple random sampling, for example, because of the low varia-

bility within the stratas (the three generations) than within the population. (Explorable 

2009) Additionally, approximately the same amount of answers were collected from 

each of the age groups to guarantee the highest possible statistical precision for the 

findings.  

 

The respondents were all included in one of the examined generations, and their hier-

archical levels were varying; some of the respondents were in general positions 

whereas some of them were managers. The respondents were also all Europeans, but 

with different nationalities, to ensure a sufficient variety.  

 

The findings of the primary data are presented in more detail in the Results section of 

the thesis (see page 18). The quantitative data is presented in visual charts and 

graphs, followed by an explaining analysis of each of the visuals presented. 
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The secondary data used in the research was collected throughout the research project 

from books, journals, PDF-publications, e-books and from websites. The first stage of 

the research was the revision of the existing literature of the topic. Since secondary 

data is very useful for the initial research, every research process should start with a 

revision of the secondary data. (Novak 1996, cited by McCaston 1998).  

5.4 Reliability & Validity 
 

As the objective of the research is to record as accurate data as possible, reliability and 

validity of the results are concerned. “Reliability is the degree to which an assessment 

tool produces stable and consistent results.” (Phelan & Wren 2005). Due to the time 

constraint and budget of the research, the author was not able to use very big sample 

size or use advanced methods to improve the reliability of the research. However, as 

the objective was to provide directive idea of the motivational differences between the 

generations, we can use this accuracy to acquire a general idea of the topic.  

 

Another aspect of the quality of the research is the validity. As Phelan and Wren (2005) 

state, validity means the variable indicating if the research truly measures what it in-

tends to measure. For example, to minimize the probability of misunderstandings of the 

questions asked among the participants, the multiple choice questions were written to 

be as simple and unambiguous as possible.  

 

There were several techniques the author used to improve the validity of the research. 

As mentioned above, the questions were carefully considered to be as unambiguous 

as possible to ensure the resemblance in the answers of the participants. The author 

also consulted her supervisor prior to publishing the questionnaire (please see appen-

dix 1) to gain an objective opinion about the questions. 

 

The revision of the questions was also executed by several colleagues of the author to 

ascertain that the questions were understood correctly, and the terminology used in the 

questionnaire was clear and easily understandable. 

 

According to Phelan and Wren (2005), one way to improve the validity is to compare 

the results with existing data available. This was another technique used by the author 

to improve the validity. The results were compared with the existing data available, 
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which also enabled the proper construction of the questions and the use of the hypoth-

esis of the research.  

5.5 Limitations 
 

The main limitation the author faced during the research process was the equal data 

gathering from all the three age groups. The author came to realize that it was very 

easy to gather responses from the youngest age group, the Y generation, whereas it 

was much more difficult to receive as many answers from the other two groups, the 

baby boomers and the X generation.   

 

Therefore the author needed to reconsider the size of the sample during the data gath-

ering to have equal number of answers from each of the groups.  

6 Primary data: Findings 

 

In this section the primary data gathered through the questionnaire (please see appen-

dix 1) is presented. The sample was drawn from each of the three age groups to be 

able to construct some generalized analyses about the motivational factors of the dif-

ferent generations.  

 

The final combined sample size comprised of 46 respondents, and it consisted of indi-

viduals with different nationalities, who are currently working. The distribution of the 

respondents by their age group is presented the figure below. 

 

 

Figure 3. Respondents by generation.   

28 % 

33 % 

39 % 

Respondents by generation 

Baby Boomers Gen X Gen Y 
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Accordingly, 39% of the respondents were born between 1981 and 2000, and therefore 

categorized as the Y generation. 33% of the respondents were born between 1965 and 

1980, and therefore referred to as generation X. 28 % of the respondents were Baby 

Boomers, say, respondents who were born between 1946 and 1964. To conclude, 

each of the generations is presented quite equally. The size of the sample is also con-

sidered to be enough for a representative sample. 

 

 

Figure 4. Respondents by gender.  
 

In the figure above, the gender distribution of the respondents is presented by percent-

age. The respondents consisted of 27 males (59% of total) and 19 females (41% of 

total). Accordingly, the gender distribution of the study was relatively equal. 

6.1 Rewarding 
 

The questions from three to five focused on the importance of different rewards and 

work outcomes. The findings from these questions revealed whether we are able to 

prove the alternative hypothesis for each generation: 

 

• Baby Boomers: H1 = Extrinsic rewards motivate Baby Boomers more than in-

trinsic rewards. 

• Generation X: H2 = Intrinsic and extrinsic rewards are equally important for 

generation X. 

• Generation Y: H3 = Intrinsic rewards motivates generation Y more than extrinsic 

rewards. 
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6.1.1 Baby Boomers 
 

The chart below presents the results of Baby Boomers from the third question where 

the participants were asked to arrange the four mentioned rewards by importance on a 

scale from one to four, where one is the most important and four stands for the least 

important.  

 

 

Figure 5. Baby Boomers: Importance of rewards.  
 

As the figure above presents, the responses for the most important reward vary a lot, 

say, all of the rewards are mentioned at least once as the most important reward. 

However, the results suggest that recognition holds strong importance for the Baby 

Boomers since even nine (almost 70%) of the respondents chose it as the second most 

important reward, and three of them as the most important reward.  

 

Similarly, title and positive impact on others appear to be the least important rewards 

for Baby Boomers. Title was ranked eight times as the second least important reward, 

whereas positive impact on others was chosen eight times as the least important out-

come. This was rather surprising piece of information, since the secondary data studied 

suggested that title and other extrinsic rewards are important incentives for Baby 

Boomers (please see 2.1.1 – Baby Boomers).  
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Figure 6. Baby Boomers: Importance of rewards.  
 

In the figure above, the results from the fifth question are presented. In accordance 

with it, Baby Boomers seem to value free time over money and power. The results also 

suggest that power is the least important reward for the age group in question. This 

might also be an indicator of the current age of Baby Boomers, say, not only a charac-

ter of the generation. Since they are currently approximately between 50 and 70 years 

old, they have most likely worked for numerous years already and developed their ca-

reers increasing their salaries.  

 

Therefore, they might feel that they are more interested in spending time with their 

loved ones or travelling and seeing the world, once they now have the money and op-

portunity to do so. 
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Figure 7. Baby Boomers: Extrinsic or intrinsic rewards? 
 

The fourth question asked whether the respondents in general preferred intrinsic or 

extrinsic rewards. As the figure above presents, 61% of the respondents revealed that 

intrinsic and extrinsic rewards play equally important role for them, whereas only 8% 

considered extrinsic rewards as the most important rewards. These results imply that 

the alternative hypothesis for Baby Boomers is not to be proved. According to the re-

sults obtained, the extrinsic rewards do not motivate Baby Boomers generally more 

than intrinsic rewards. Therefore the null hypothesis is not rejected. 

6.1.2 Generation X 
 

Regarding the preferred rewards, the preliminary assumption is that intrinsic and ex-

trinsic rewards are equally important for generation X.  

 

The results from the fourth question about extrinsic and intrinsic rewards were relatively 

similar to the answers of Baby Boomers. As it is visible from the figure below, the ma-

jority values intrinsic and extrinsic rewards equally, and only 33% of the respondents 

considered intrinsic rewards as the most important type of compensation. None of the 

respondents in the concerned age group chose extrinsic rewards as the most important 

rewards. 
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Figure 8. Generation X: Extrinsic or intrinsic rewards. 
 

Therefore, the alternative hypothesis can be accepted. The findings support the as-

sumption that generation X considers intrinsic and extrinsic rewards equally important.  

 

In addition, according to the secondary data, the generation X appreciate free time over 

other rewards. (Talent at Work: Recruitment and Career Blog 2015). In the fifth ques-

tion the respondents were asked to arrange money, free time and power by im-

portance, to see if the results advocate. The results are presented in the figure below.  

 

 

Figure 9. Generation X: Importance of rewards 
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Surprisingly, the results suggest that money is more important source of motivation 

than free time for the generation X. Even 11 respondents out of 15 answered that on a 

scale from one to three where one presents the most important reward, money plays 

the most important role. Furthermore, power is ranked as the least important reward by 

eight people (53% of the total number of respondents). 

 

However, the figure below based on the answers for the third question suggests that 

the generation X consider positive impact on others as an important outcome of their 

work, unlike Baby Boomers.  

 

 

Figure 10. Generation X: Importance of rewards 
 

Additionally, recognition seems to appear less important for generation X than for Baby 

Boomers. The majority of respondents in this age group classified recognition as the 

second least important reward. 

6.1.3 Generation Y 
 

The alternative hypothesis for the generation Y suggests that the generation acknowl-

edges intrinsic rewards more important than extrinsic rewards. In the figure below the 

results for the fourth question about the importance of the two different types of re-

wards are shown. 
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Figure 11. Generation Y: Extrinsic or intrinsic rewards? 
 

The findings suggest that generation Y considers intrinsic and extrinsic rewards as 

equally important. The majority of the respondents evaluated both as equally important 

and only 33% of the respondents favoured intrinsic rewards over extrinsic rewards, 

similarly to the other two generations studied. Therefore, the alternative hypothesis for 

the generation Y cannot be accepted, and consequently, the null hypothesis is not re-

jected.  

 

 

Figure 12. Generation Y: Extrinsic or intrinsic rewards? 
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The majority of the respondents in the Y generation classified recognition as the most 

important reward. It is also recognized in the existing studies that generation Y appre-

ciates and expects frequent feedback from their managers, which is likely to lead to 

recognition if the feedback is positive. (Talent at Work: Recruitment and Career Blog 

2015). 

 

 

Figure 13. Generation Y: Importance of rewards. 
 

Furthermore, the results shown in the figure above for the fifth question suggest that 

the generation Y values free time over money and power. The results propose that 

power is the least important reward for the Millennials.  

6.2 Preferred job characteristics 

6.2.1 Baby Boomers 

 

The sixth question focused on the importance of five different job characteristics. The 

respondents were asked to arrange the characteristics by importance on a scale from 

one to five, where one presents the most important factor and five the least important 

characteristic. 
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Figure 14. Baby Boomers: Job characteristics by importance. 
 

The figure above presents the results of Baby Boomers. It appears that job variety is 

commonly considered as a very important characteristic: nine respondents classified it 

as the most important job characteristic. Furthermore, impact on others was also 

ranked as important, whereas performance feedback and independent work seem to 

be characteristics that were valued the least. The secondary data research suggested 

similar findings for Baby Boomers (please see 2.1 – The three generations).  

 

 

Figure 15. Baby Boomers: The ideal working environment. 
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The respondents were also asked about their ideal working environment (the seventh 

question). As shown in the results in the figure above, the respondents classified de-

velopment-focused atmosphere as well as the environment with strong team spirit quite 

evenly.  

 

As Baby Boomers are usually described as team players, the high ranking for the 

strong team spirit was to be expected, which coincides with the secondary data (please 

see 2.1 - The three generations). The preference on working in a team or alone was 

also asked specifically in the eighth question. The results are shown in the chart below. 

 

 

Figure 16. Baby Boomers: Preference working alone or in a team.  
 

Majority (54%) of the respondents reported that working both alone, as well as in a 

team is equally satisfying for them. 38% replied that they prefer to work in a team, and 

only 8% of Baby Boomers preferred working alone.  

6.2.2 Generation X 

 

According to the secondary data (please see 2.1 - The three generations), generation 

X appreciates freedom in their work and dislikes strict guidelines. Accordingly, it is ex-

pected that independency is rated as an important job characteristic among the X gen-

eration. The results are shown in the figure below.  
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Figure 17. Generation X: Job characteristics by importance. 
 

Surprisingly, independent work is rated as one of the least important job characteristics 

among the respondents. Even seven of the participants rated it as the least important 

characteristic.  

 

Furthermore, contribution to something was rated as the most important job character-

istic for the respondents: even 67% of the respondents chose it as the most important 

characteristic for them. These results suggest that members of generation X value 

teamwork and contribution to a team rather than independent and individualistic at-

mosphere. 
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Figure 18. Generation X. Ideal working environment.  
 

Thielfoldt and Scheef (2004) explain that generation X expects regular feedback and 

they are eager to learn new skills. Therefore, it is not surprising that in the figure above 

the results show that the majority of the respondents chose development-focused envi-

ronment as the most suitable work atmosphere for them. The results also suggest that 

strong team spirit is important for the generation X. Additionally, only 2 respondents 

chose competitive environment as the most suitable work atmosphere for them. 

 

 

Figure 19. Generation X. Preference on working alone or in a team.  
 

In the chart above the results for the eighth question are shown. The majority of the 

generation X respondents replied that working alone and in a team are equally pre-

ferred. The results are relatively similar to the results of Baby Boomers. However, as 

the generation X is often described with adjectives such as independent and entrepre-

neurial, it was assumed by the author that the number of people who preferred working 

alone would be higher (Thielfoldt & Scheef 2004). 

6.2.3 Generation Y 

 

The generation Y is described as a participative and optimistic generation who like to 

work in teams (Buckley et al. 2015). Therefore, it is assumed that job characteristics 

such as contribution to something and teamwork are important for them. The results for 

the question six are shown below. 

34 % 

13 % 

53 % 

Generation X: Preference on working alone or in 
a team 

In a team Alone Both equally 



31 

 

 

Figure 20. Generation Y: Job characteristics by importance. 
 

Majority of the respondents chose contribution to something as the most important job 

characteristic for them on a scale from one to five, similarly to the generation X. The 

second most important characteristic appeared to be job variety. The chart suggests 

that characteristics such as independent work and impact on others were the least im-

portant factors for generation Y. 

 

 

Figure 21. Generation Y: Ideal working environment. 
 

As the secondary data (see 2.1 – The three generations) suggests, generation Y en-
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enth question are not surprising: All of the respondents chose environment with strong 

team spirit the most suitable work atmosphere for them. The generation Y was the only 

generation from the three that rated the strong team spirit as the most important work-

place characteristic.  

 

Nevertheless, the majority of the respondents replied that working alone or in a team is 

equally important, as shown in the chart below. 33% replied that they prefer working in 

a team rather than alone. However, unlike the generation X and Baby Boomers, none 

of the respondents replied that they would prefer working alone. 

 

 

Figure 22. Generation Y: Preference on working alone or in a team. 
 

With the findings obtained from the two figures above, it is assumed that the generation 

Y enjoys working in a team with good team spirit; however, they are also open for in-

dependent and individualistic work when necessary. 

6.3 Importance of feedback and meaning of work 

6.3.1 Baby Boomers 
 

The last two questions were asked to determine the importance of feedback as well as 

the meaning of work for each of the generations. In the ninth question, the respondents 

were asked to rate the relevance of feedback from their direct manager on a scale from 

one to five, where five represents very important and one represents not important at 

all. 
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Figure 23. Baby Boomers: Importance of feedback. 
 

In the figure above the responses of Baby Boomers are shown. In contrast with the 

secondary data (please see 2.1 – The three generations), majority of the participants 

(over 60%) reported that feedback is rather important for them. However, the rest of the 

participants (approximately 38%) reported that feedback is not important.  

 

 

Figure 24. Baby Boomers: Meaning of work. 
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The tenth question was included to the study to determine the meaning of work to the 

generations. As the figure above presents, the majority of Baby Boomers reported that 

they consider work as a routine and life structure. It is also to be noted that none of the 

respondents considered work as a means to an end.  

 

According to table 1 (please see page four), the previous studies conclude that work is 

usually recognized as an adventure among Baby Boomers. However, the data gath-

ered rather proposes that work is seen as routine and life structure. The reason for this 

might lay in the differences in the participants’ backgrounds or culture (please see 1.2 – 

Limitations of the research).  

6.3.2 Generation X 
 

The members of generation X expect and appreciate feedback from their managers 

(Thielfoldt and Scheef 2004). The findings obtained from the ninth question coincide 

with the assumption that feedback is considered important within the X generation. The 

results are shown below. 

 

 

Figure 25. Generation X: Importance of feedback. 
 

As it is visible from the figure above, the majority of the participants reported that feed-

back from their direct manager is very important for them. Furthermore, none of the 

respondents considered the feedback as not important at all. Therefore, the secondary 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 - not important at all 

2 

3 

4 

5 - very important 

Generation X: Importance of feedback 



35 

 

data and the primary data coincide: the generation X seem to appreciate and highly 

value feedback.  

 

 

Figure 26. Generation X: Meaning of work. 
 

In table 1 (please see page four) it is stated that generation X determines work as a 

difficult challenge. The results obtained from the research are relatively distributed, 

however, 47% of the respondents reported that work means challenges and opportuni-

ties for them. Therefore, the results fairly coincide with the secondary data. In addition, 

the difference between the responses of Baby Boomers and generation X is notable 

(please see figure 23 on page 32).  

6.3.3 Generation Y 
 

The generation Y is characterised as a generation valuing and expecting frequent 

feedback from their supervisors:  

 
“Perhaps not surprisingly, “manager quality” was rated as a top motivational fac-
tor (after pay) for Millennials, since they want an atmosphere where supervisors 
and managers are constantly available for feedback” (Corporate Leadership 
Council 2004 cited by Ng et al. 2010) 

 

Therefore, it is assumed that also the primary data provides similar results. The results 

for the ninth question about the relevance of feedback are shown below. 
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Figure 27. Generation Y: Importance of feedback. 
 

The results suggest similar findings than the secondary data. The majority (almost 

78%) of the respondents have rated feedback from their direct manager as important or 

very important. It is also notable that none of the participants reported feedback as a 

not important factor.  

 

 

Figure 28. Generation Y: Meaning of work. 
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and opportunities. In contradiction with the table 1 (see page four), it appears that Mil-

lennials rather see work as challenges and opportunities or routine and life structure 

than as a means to an end.  

 

Even if the results do not coincide with the secondary data, it is a relatively logical out-

come, since the members of this age group are most likely just in the beginning of their 

careers and looking towards the future with optimism rather than considering work as a 

way to only provide for themselves. 

6.4 Comparative table 
 

The main findings from the research from each question (Q) are gathered and present-

ed in the table below. 

 
Table 2. Results: Comparison between the three generations 

 

 Baby Boomers Generation X Generation Y 

Important rewards 

(Q3) 

Recognition Positive impact on 

others 

Recognition 

Intrinsic or extrin-

sic rewards (Q4) 

Extrinsic & intrinsic 

rewards equally 

important 

Extrinsic & intrinsic 

rewards equally 

important 

Extrinsic & intrinsic 

rewards equally 

important 

(Q5) Free time Money Free time 

Preferred job 

characteristics 

(Q6) 

1. Job variety 

2. Impact on others 

1. Contribution to 

something 

2. Job variety 

1. Contribution to 

something 

2. Job variety 

Working environ-

ment (Q7) 

Development-

focused 

Development-

focused 

Environment with 

strong team spirit 

Working alone or 

in a team (Q8) 

Both equally Both equally Both equally 

Importance of 

feedback (Q9) 

4 – important 5 – very important 4 – important 

Meaning of work 

(Q10) 

Routine and life 

structure 

Challenges and 

opportunities 

Challenges and 

opportunities 
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It is easily observed that the generations do have differences in terms of motivational 

factors, as well as in the characteristics according to the research conducted. They 

tend to consider different rewards important, appreciate different job characteristics, 

prefer different types of working environment as well a perceive the meaning of work 

differently. However, there are some unexpected similarities between the three.  

 

For example, the results suggest that the feedback received from the direct manager is 

important for all of the generations. Furthermore, all of the generations appeared to 

appreciate teamwork and individual work equally. Finally, all of the generations appre-

ciate intrinsic and extrinsic rewards equally, according to the results obtained.   

7 Conclusions  

 

From the information gathered from the primary and secondary data, it appears to be 

unquestionable that Baby Boomers, generation X and generation Y have several dif-

ferent, prominent motivational factors as well as characteristics, based on their age 

group that appear more frequently among one generation than the other.  

 

Even though it is important to keep in mind that no individual is the same and hence 

too strict generalization can lead to hurried conclusions and false assumptions, gener-

alization is needed to some extent to be able to develop a wider understanding of the 

phenomenon in question. Therefore, the generalization should be understood rather as 

a representation of a phenomenon than the absolute truth.  

 

The assumption based on the secondary data is that Baby Boomers are team players 

whom enjoy team work, value extrinsic rewards and recognition and do not appreciate 

feedback. The primary data obtained from the questionnaire mostly coincide with the 

assumption. 

 

For example, recognition was chosen as the most important reward among Boomers. 

The alternative hypothesis formed based on the secondary data was that Baby Boom-

ers value extrinsic rewards more than intrinsic rewards. Surprisingly, the findings from 

the survey did not coincide with the assumption; the results rather suggested that ex-

trinsic and intrinsic rewards are equally important for the majority of the respondents in 

this age group. Therefore, the alternative hypothesis for the Baby Boomers was not 

accepted and hence the null hypothesis was not rejected. 
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On the other hand, generation X was described as independent and entrepreneurial 

generation who appreciate free time and freedom in their work environment. Based on 

the secondary data research, the alternative hypothesis was formed assuming that the 

generation X values intrinsic and extrinsic rewards equally. The results obtained from 

the survey coincided with the assumption; the majority of the members of generation X 

reported that intrinsic and extrinsic rewards are equally important. Therefore the alter-

native hypothesis was proven and the null hypothesis was rejected.  

 

Moreover, generation Y was characterized as participative team players who have high 

expectations for recognition, rewards and constant feedback. It was to be expected that 

they considered work as a means to an end and meaningful work was highly appreci-

ated. Based on these characteristics, the alternative hypothesis was formed expecting 

that the members of the generation Y appreciate intrinsic rewards over extrinsic re-

wards. According to the results of the survey conducted, generation Y appreciates in-

trinsic and extrinsic rewards equally. Hence the alternative hypothesis was not proven 

and the null hypothesis was not rejected.  

 

As the research was mainly conducted to expand the knowledge of the author, these 

findings can be also useful for managers and leaders who are looking for ways to moti-

vate the employees and hence improve their performance. Looking into the different 

motivation theories such as the Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, one might find ways to 

identify and satisfy the emerging needs of the employees. 

 

In addition, as the two dimensions theory of Herzberg suggests, even if the hygiene 

factors (dissatisfaction factors) are fulfilled, but motivation factors are not satisfied, the 

employees are presumably not highly motivated. Therefore the leaders should under-

stand the importance and meaning of both of these factors in order to generate the 

desirable outcome. 

 

The Acquired-Needs theory of McClelland introduces three different types of needs. 

However, one should be careful when generalizing people by their dominating needs 

since it might be that even if some people can be categorized more or less precisely to 

one of these groups, there are people who might have equal amount of the characteris-

tics of each of the groups, and therefore cannot be categorized by just one of the 

groups.   
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Additionally, the expectancy theory of Vroom introduces an interesting idea about three 

different behavioural options that affect on the individual’s decision-making process. If 

managers seek to influence valence, for example, they should find out what type of 

rewards the employees would prefer. Therefore, as the primary data suggest, in case 

of Baby Boomers, a good way to reward an employee in this age group could be giving 

him an extra holiday rather than a bonus in the next salary.  

 

Once again, it should be kept in mind that no individual is identical and therefore even if 

majority of the generation prefers a certain thing to another, it is not certain that that 

conclusion is applicable to all of the members in the age group in question. Neverthe-

less, generalization and theory can create a good foundation for practice as well when 

applied accordingly.   
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