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Executive Summary 

 

Generation Y is challenging the traditional human resource concept that employees will remain 

with an organization if given a competitive salary. Nonprofit organizations, which traditionally 

have been unable to financially compete with the private and government sectors, are now 

competitive in the ability to implement personnel practices that appeal to Generation Yôs 

preferences. This study examines the extent to which nonprofits are currently using practices that 

appeal to Generation Y employees. Results from a survey with member agencies of the United 

Way of Central Carolinas found that close to or more than half of the respondents practiced the 

following Generation Y preferences: personal recognition for success, opportunities to work in 

collaboration, and autonomy of the structure of assignments. Four additional preferencesð

development opportunities, mentoring relationships, frequent and in-person feedback from 

supervisors, and flexible work schedules and work locationðwere practiced frequently by less 

than half of the respondents.  
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INTRODUCT ION AND PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Generation Y is challenging a traditional theory on how to retain employees. With 

Matures (born before 1946) and Baby Boomers (born from 1946 through 1964), managers could 

assume workers would remain loyal, long-term employees if given a competitive salary and 

offered traditional retirement packages. Under this relationship, the nonprofit sector was at a 

disadvantage to private and governmental organizations, which traditionally have more money to 

pay workers. However, organizations are seeing a shift in the employment incentives preferred by 

Generation Y.  For these workers born between 1978 and 2000, more money does not equal 

enduring loyalty to an employer.
1
 While salary is still an important factor in employment 

decisions, a number of other working conditions are equally important. Managers who want to 

keep their youngest employees need to rethink how work practices are structured to appeal to the 

interests of Generation Y employees.  

This challenge to traditional retention strategies brings good news to the nonprofit sector. 

Although studies show that Generation Y changes jobs with greater regularity than any previous 

generation,
2
 one expert observes, ñretaining young workers doesnôt have to be difficult if 

employers just get on board with their attitude toward work.ò
3
 Nonprofits, which typically have 

flexibility in management discretion, can implement personnel practices that appeal to Generation 

Yôs preferences just as easily as private and governmental organizations. Unlike the past, 

nonprofits can now be more competitive with the other sectors.  

The purpose of this study is to learn the extent to which nonprofits are currently using 

practices that appeal to Generation Y employees. Specifically, this study asks the research 

question: ñWhat personnel management practices are nonprofits using that align with generally 

recognized theories on Generation Yôs work preferences?ò This information can help nonprofit 

managers craft Generation Y-friendly retention strategies. Managers can decide whether they 

should take advantage of practices already in place or whether they should consider restructuring 

their practices to appeal more strongly to this generation. 

To answer the research question, the study was conducted in three steps. First, a literature 

review was performed to ascertain generally recognized theories about Generation Yôs work 

preferences. Second, an online survey was conducted to determine staff management practices 

currently employed by nonprofits. Finally, the results from the first two steps were compared to 

gauge whether current practices are aligned with work preferences. 

 

GENERATION Y WORK PREFERNCES  

A first step in this study was to learn about Generation Y, which currently comprises 15 

percent of the workforce.
4
 This percentage is projected to reach 26 percent, or 40 million, by 

2011.
5
 Most members of this generation (ñGen Yersò) never knew a world without computers, 

cell phones, or the Internet. During their childhood and teenage years, they witnessed both the 

horrors of terrorism, through the Oklahoma City bombing, shootings at Columbine High School, 

and the attacks on September 11, 2001, as well as the heroic acts of firefighters, policemen, and 

other public servants throughout these events. Gen Yers have had more interaction with different 

ethnicities and cultures than their parents and grandparents and recognize the economy as ñglobal, 

connected, and open for business 24/7.ò
6
 

A literature review was conducted to identify how these common experiences and 

cultural trends have shaped Generation Yôs expectations for what they should give to and receive 

from employers. Consistent theories emerged of work preferences held by todayôs young adults. 

Seven of the most frequently mentioned work preferences and the values influencing them are 

identified below for the purposes of this study. 

 

1.  Personal recognition for successes 

Generation Y was raised by parents who believed in the importance of building self-

esteem and focused on providing positive feedback to their children.
7
 As such, this generation 
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enters the workforce confident in their abilities and responds positively to personal recognition as 

a reward for accomplishments. Managers are encouraged to ñgive praise generously, personally, 

[and] sincerely.ò
8
 

2.  Development opportunities that contribute to career plans 

Gen Yers grew up with little unstructured free time and frequently attended enrichment 

activities like soccer camp, karate classes, and ballet lessons.
9
 Taught to continuously improve 

themselves, they apply this outlook to the workplace. They expect development opportunities to 

be available to help them, so that they can grow and further their career plans. The literature 

instructs managers to ñlearn what your employees want in their future [and] offer to contribute in 

some way by teaching them something or introducing them to someone.ò
10

 

3.  Mentoring relationships 

  Parents of this generation interceded frequently on their childrenôs behalf, challenging 

poor grades, negotiating with sports coaches, and visiting college campuses with their teenagers.
11

 

Used to parental figures to help them along the way, Gen Yers seek experienced individuals at 

work who can serve as guides, leaders, and role models.
12

  

4.   Frequent and in-person feedback from supervisors 

  Gen Yers are used to instantaneous feedback, such as from growing up with video games 

that report scores as soon as a game is completed.
13

 Furthermore, they are accustomed to 

immediate feedback in face-to-face encounters, with parents regularly giving pointers after a 

basketball game or college counselors providing advice for how to improve their resumes. Unlike 

previous generations who waited to receive feedback at annual performance reviews, this 

generation expects the same immediate feedback from supervisors that they received in 

childhood. 

5.  Opportunities to work in collaboration with one another 

Unlike Generation X (born between 1965 and 1977) who learned independence as being 

ñlatchkey kids,ò who were home alone when their parents were at work, Generation Y grew up 

with constant access to communication. Surrounded by cell phones, instant messaging, and email, 

Generation Y learned to be dependent on family and friends when making decisions. 

Furthermore, this cohort spent a lot of its childhood organized into teams, with adults 

emphasizing the value of leaving no one in the group behind.
 14

 These values carry over into work 

preferences, with Gen Yers wanting to accomplish work assignments in collaboration with other 

employees. 

6.  Autonomy over the structure of assignments 

As Kehrli and Sopp report in Managing Generation Y, ñGeneration Yers often come to 

the workplace with higher education and work experience from volunteer opportunities or 

internships, so they donôt view themselves as newbies in the organization.ò Due to these 

experiences, Gen Yers want autonomy over their assignments and do not have tolerance for the 

concept of paying dues before moving ahead in an organization. They prefer to have 

independence to work in their own ways at their own paces. 

7.  Flexible work schedule and work location 

Generation Yôs preference for a flexible work schedule and work location stems from 

two influences. First, they were raised by parents who modeled the concept of ñwork-life 

balance,ò avoiding the sacrifice of family-life for work-life that Generation X experienced in 

childhood. Second, this generation has known from a young age how to leverage technology for 

personal benefit. This tech-savvy generation wants ñthe freedom to do their jobs from any place 

at any time.ò
15

 

 

METHODOLOGY  

The second step in the study was to learn what management practices are currently being 

used by nonprofits. A 12-question survey was created to ask questions about practices reflective 

of Generation Y work preferences as related to rewards, training and development, evaluation, 
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and work structure (Appendix A). To ensure consistency across responses, respondents answered 

questions about formal organizational practices expected of supervisors, omitting informal 

actions completed with individual discretion. By limiting questions to formal practices, directors 

provided input into office policies and standards, limiting a need for them to speculate about 

unknown supervisor-supervisee interactions. 

The survey was sent electronically to nonprofit directors at the member agencies of the 

United Way of Central Carolinas (n=97). Restricting the sample frame to one geographical region 

helped to control for external conditions that affect nonprofits in different regions of the state and 

country. The study is not a representative sample of all nonprofits, but a convenience sample of 

community-based nonprofits, which limits the generalizability of survey results. Findings are not 

meant to measure overall nonprofit personnel practices, but they can determine whether a sample 

of nonprofits are using practices that appeal to Generation Y employees. By surveying the 

member agencies of the United Way of Central Carolinas, larger nonprofits, which might have 

more time and staff resources to develop personnel practices, are excluded from the research. 

The on-line survey was completed by 34 agency directors, providing a 35 percent 

response rate. The staff size of responding nonprofits ranged from zero to 69 full-time employees 

and zero to 55 part-time employees, with a median of 7 full-time and 5 part-time staff members 

(Appendix B, Table 1). Responding organizations had on average 14 percent of their employees 

from Generation Y, although this percent ranged from zero to 97 percent (Appendix B, Table 2). 

Due to the lack of available demographic information about these agencies, the non-response bias 

cannot be examined. However, participants represented a range of both staff size and employees 

from different age groups, so the representation of nonprofits of different sizes and employee-age 

makeup in the sample is broad.   

To identify the extent to which the respondents are using Gen-Y friendly practices, a 

weighted index score was created. Points were assigned based on the frequency of practices 

identified in the literature as preferred by Generation Y, with ñvery frequentò practices assigned 2 

points and ñfrequentò practices assigned 1 point. The highest index score possible was 33 points. 

While descriptive statistics are the primary method for evaluating the survey results, a regression 

analysis was conducted, with the index score as the independent variable, to help predict the 

relationship between the retention of Generation Y employees and use of Generation Y-friendly 

practices. 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The prevalence of practices aligned with Generation Y interests varies for each of the 

seven work preferences identified in the literature review. Preferences practiced frequently by 

close to or more than half of the respondents were personal recognition for success, opportunities 

to work in collaboration with one another, and autonomy of the structure of assignments. The 

remaining four preferencesðdevelopment opportunities, mentoring relationships, frequent and 

in-person feedback from supervisors, and flexible work schedules and work locationðwere 

practices frequent in less than half of the nonprofits. When asked if retention of younger 

employees (under age 30) has been specifically identified as a human resource challenge, over 30 

percent of the directors responded this was a challenge for their nonprofit, and 15 percent 

indicated they do not know if retaining Generation Y employees is a problem.   

The frequency of personnel practices is highlighted in the chart below. Appendix B 

provides further information about survey results; the corresponding figure or table is indicated. 
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Table B 

Survey question numbers are found in Appendix A  

Tables and figures are found in Appendix B 

Work Preference Personnel Practice Frequency of Practice 

Personal recognition for 

successes 

Verbal commendation from a supervisor 

(Question 1)(Table 3) 

97% practice often/very often 

Public recognition for individual 

performance (Q1)(Table 3) 

58% practice often/very often 

Opportunities to work in 

collaboration with one 

another 

Employees permitted to work in groups 

(Q7)(Table 4) 

45% practice often/very often, no 

nonprofits indicated that group 

work is never used.  

Autonomy over the 

structure of assignments 

 

Employees have autonomy over the 

structure of their assignments (Q7) 

(Table 5) 

73% practice often/very often 

Employees have autonomy over the 

goals of their assignments (Q7)(Table 5) 

53% practice often/very often 

Development 

opportunities 

Supervisors meet with employees to 

discuss career goals (Q5)(Table 6 and 7) 

69% meet with employees. Of 

those that use practice, 54% meet 

annually.  

Employees determine training needs 

(Q2)(Table 8) 

76% use employee input to 

determine training needs 

Formal trainings offered for future 

professional opportunities (Q4)(Figure 

2) 

Trainings oriented toward future 

professional opportunities were 

practiced with 50% (teamwork) 

and 38% (leadership development) 

frequency. Skills-related trainings 

were practiced with 84% 

(orientation) and 56% (computer) 

frequency. 

Mentoring relationships Offer formal mentoring program (Q1) 

(Table 10) 

21% offer a formal mentoring 

program. Of this, only 20% offer 

this service to all staff 

Frequent and in-person 

feedback from 

supervisors 

 

Formal employee evaluations (Q1) 

(Table 11) 

86% practice often/very often 

In-person feedback to employees 

regarding performances during work 

assignments (Q6)(Figure 3) 

12% provide on a daily basis, 32% 

provide a few times per week 

Written or electronic feedback to 

employees regarding performances 

during work assignments (Q6)(Figure 3) 

3% provide more than once per 

day 

Flexible work schedule 

and work location 

Flexible work schedules (Q1)(Table 12) 61% practice often/very often, 

47% only offer practice to selected 

staff  

Telecommuting (employees work from a 

location other than the office)(Q1) 

(Table 12) 

15% practice often, 88% only offer 

practice to selected staff 

 

Based on the professional literature that states certain work practices are more likely to 

appeal to Generation Y work preferences, the survey findings indicate that nonprofits may benefit 

by increasing development opportunities, mentoring relationships, flexible schedules, and 

frequency of feedback during work assignments. Many mentoring practices are likely to exist in a 

more informal structure, so the 21 percent rate is predicted to be higher in reality than expressed 

in the findings of the study. The availability of flexible schedules and telecommuting will depend 

on the nature of job requirements and needs of the organization. Despite these qualifications, job 
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flexibility is often sought by Generation Y employees and can be a valuable strategy to retain 

employees. 

Applying the index to measure the frequency of Generation Y-friendly practices, 

respondents have an average score of 13 points, ranging from 3 to 23 points (see Appendix C). 

Interestingly, when a regression analysis was conducted, the index score was not significantly 

related to the percent of employees under age 30 or to whether retention of Generation Y 

employees was identified as a problem by the organization. This lack of significance suggests that 

nonprofits with a larger percent of Generation Y employees are not better or worse at aligning 

personnel practices to meet their preferences. Further research is needed to determine whether the 

personnel practices are effective in retaining Generation Y employees, as suggested in the 

professional literature. 

 The only significant regression results were with the number of part-time employees 

(p=.003), as the index score was found to be inversely related to the number of part-time 

employees. However, the adjusted R square was low (r
2 
= .222), signifying that this regression 

explains only 22 percent of the variance of index scores. A hypothesis for this inverse relationship 

is that nonprofits that rely more on part-time employees might not focus on developing 

management practices because they do not need to keep employees on staff for as long a period 

of time.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper began with the assertion that, given Generation Yôs work preferences for 

incentives other than salary, nonprofits can be more competitive with private and government 

organizations in their ability to implement management practices that appeal to Generation Y 

employees. Survey results show about half of the nonprofits frequently implement the practices 

that result in group work, employee autonomy over the structure of assignments, and personal 

recognition of the employeeôs successes. In thinking about their organizationsô formal and 

informal retention strategies, managers in nonprofits that use these practices should recognize 

these practicesô importance for Generation Y employees. By highlighting the availability of such 

practices to current employees, expanding the practices to a larger percent of their staff, or further 

tailoring them to fit the needs of Generation Y employees, managers can take full advantage of 

practices already being implemented in their nonprofit organization. The survey findings also 

show that nonprofits have room to increase the availability of development opportunities, 

mentoring relationships, flexible schedules, and frequency of feedback during work assignments. 

Two findings from the survey suggest a need for greater awareness of the different work 

preferences of Generation Y as compared to previous generations. When asked if retention of 

younger employees has been specifically identified as a human resource challenge, over 30 

percent of the directors responded this was a challenge for their nonprofit.  However, regression 

analysis from the index score indicates that these nonprofits, which have identified retention of 

Generation Y employees as a problem, are no more likely to use Gen-Y friendly practices than 

nonprofits who have not identified the retention of Generation Y employees to be a problem. A 

potential explanation of this finding is nonprofit managers are not aware of the need to tailor 

management practices to retain their Generation Y employees.  

Nonprofit managers should think systematically about how traditional human resource 

strategies, such as rewards, training and development, evaluation, and work structures, are used as 

retention tools to keep their youngest employees. Although employees leave their jobs for many 

reasons, nonprofit managers who examine their practices in light of what Generation Y 

employees value can create stronger personnel policies for their nonprofit. As with any human 

resource management tool, managers will also need to tailor these tools to the needs of their 

nonprofit and monitor their continued effectiveness. 
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Appendix A 
 

Survey of Nonprofit Human Resource Practices 

 

Thank you for participating in this survey! You will be asked questions about your nonprofit's human 

resource practices, as related to training and development, evaluation, work structure, and rewards. 

 

The survey has 12 questions and should take no longer than 10 minutes to complete. 

 You will not be able to save the survey once you begin working on it, so please plan to complete 

the entire survey in one sitting. 

 If you need to go back and change one of your answers, please use the "<<" button at the bottom 

of the screen and NOT your browser's back button.  The survey software cannot process the browser's back 

button, and it may crash the program. 

 

To maintain confidentiality, survey results will be presented in an aggregate manner. I will not include any 

information that will make it possible to identify any individual nonprofit organization. However, your 

answers are extremely important in helping me to complete my graduate thesis!! 
 

Please contact me at kshem@unc.edu or 202.486.9525 if you have questions about this survey. 

1. For each of the following practices: 

      
Please estimate how often your 

nonprofit uses this practice. 
    

If used, how many staff 

members participate in 

or are affected by this 

practice? 

    

(Optional) Comments 

regarding your nonprofit's 

use of this practice. 

  

      Never Rarely Sometimes Often 
Very 

often 
    

Selected 

staff 

Majority of 

staff 
All staff        

Flexible work schedule 

for employees 
    

     
    

   
    

 
  

Telecommuting 
(employees work from 

a location other than 

the office) 

    
     

    
   

    
 

  

Formal mentoring 

program 
    

     
    

   
    

 
  

Formal evaluation of 
employees 

    
     

    
   

    
 

  

Public recognition for 

individual 
performance (ex. 

recognition at staff 

meeting or in 
newsletter) 

    
     

    
   

    
 

  

Verbal commendation 

from supervisor (ex. 

informal praise for 

completed work) 

    
     

    
   

    
 

  

Written/emailed 
commendations from 

supervisor (ex. 

emailed praise for 
completed work) 

    
     

    
   

    
 

  

Individual bonuses     
     

    
   

    
 

  

Team bonuses     
     

    
   

    
 

 

mailto:kshem@unc.edu
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2. Which of the following practices does your nonprofit use on a regular basis to determine its employee 

training needs? (select all that apply)  

Training needs assessment  

Employee recommendations  

Supervisor recommendations  

Board recommendations  

Client recommendations  

Mandates from funders  

Other, please specify  

3. Are funds available for employees to attend external training (ex. attend classes, seminars, conferences)? 

Yes  

No  

N/A  

 

4. Does your nonprofit offer the following types of formal training? (select all that apply)  

New employee orientation  

Computer training (i.e. training in specific programs, databases, etc.)  

Remedial skills (i.e. improve typing skills)  

Human resource issues (i.e. diversity/EEO, sexual harassment)  

Conflict resolution  

Teamwork  

Leadership  

Other, please specify  

 

5. As office policy, do supervisors meet with employees to discuss their personal career goals?  

Yes  

No  

Don't know  

5b. How often do supervisors formally meet with employees regarding their personal career goals?  

Quarterly  Semi-annually  Annually  Other  
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6. Please estimate how often supervisors provide the following types of informal feedback to employees 

regarding their performances during a work assignments.  

         

Less than 

once per 

month  

At least once 

per month  

A few times 

per month  

A few times 

per week  

More than 

once per day  
N/A  

Written/electronic 

feedback  
      

      

In-person 

feedback  
      

      

 

  

7.    
      Never  Rarely  Sometimes  Often  

Very 

often  

Don't 

know  

How often do employees work in groups?        
      

How often do employees have autonomy 

over the structure of their assignments?  
      

      

How often do employees have autonomy 

over the goals of their assignments?  
      

      

How often do supervisors communicate 

with employees throughout work 

assignments?  

      
      

 

8. What factors are considered when deciding employee base pay adjustments? (check all that apply)  

Job progression (i.e. employee has more responsibility in current position)  

Incentives (i.e. to reward employee who achieved specific goal)  

Merit (i.e. employee achieved significant individual results)  

Salary cost-of-living adjustment  

Salary market adjustment (i.e. in response to external compensation study)  

Additional comments regarding base pay adjustments  

 

 

9. Has retention of younger employees (under 30) been specifically identified as a human resource 

challenge for your nonprofit?  

Yes  No  Don't know  

   
 

 

10. Please list any of your nonprofit's human resources practices that are aimed specifically at keeping 

younger employees (under 30). 
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11. Please complete the following information about your organization. Responses will remain anonymous 

and be reported only at the aggregate level.  

 

Number of full-time staff positions 
 

Number of part-time staff positions 
 

Title of individual completing survey 
 

 

 

12. What percentages of your employees are in the following age groups? (please estimate)  

Under 30 
 

30-39 
 

40-49 
 

50-59 
 

Over 60 
 

 

Thank you for completing my survey! My paper will examine nonprofit staff retention practices and 

whether these practices are aligned with generally recognized theories about Generation Yôs work 

preferences. If you are interested in receiving a copy of my final paper, please submit an email address 

(available in March 2008). 

Email address 
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Appendix B 

Survey Results, Organized by Generation Y Work Preferences 

 
DEMOGRAPHICS  

 

 Table 1: Number of Staff Members         Table 2: Percent of Staff Members within Age Ranges 

 

 

# of full-time 

positions 

# of part-time 

positions 

Mean 12.6 10.6 

Median 7 5 

Min 0 0 

Max 69 55 

 

 

PERSONAL RECOGNITION FOR SUCCESS 

Table 3: Monetary and Non-Monetary Rewards 

 Frequency of Use Prevalence Among Staff 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Very 

often 

Selected 

staff 

Majority 

of staff 

All 

staff 

Public recognition 0% 12% 29% 29% 29% 6% 15% 79% 

Verbal commendation 0% 0% 3% 41% 56% 3% 12% 85% 

Written commendations 6% 15% 33% 30% 15% 19% 16% 65% 

Individual bonuses 47% 18% 15% 6% 15% 20% 4% 76% 

Team bonuses 88% 3% 6% 3% 0% 21% 0% 79% 
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Figure 1: Factors Determining 

Employee Base Pay Adjustments

 
 

OPPORTUNITIES TO WORK IN COLLABORATION  

 

Table 4: Frequency of Group Work 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Very 

often 

0% 9% 45% 24% 21% 

 Under 30 30-39 40-49 50-59 Over 60 

Average 14% 13% 12% 10% 9% 

Median 17% 25% 23% 20% 10% 

Min 0% 1% 1% 0% 1% 

Max 97% 80% 97% 50% 55% 
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AUTONOMY OVER THE STRUCTURE OF ASSIGNMENTS  

 

Table 5 

 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often 

Frequency of autonomy  

over structure of assignments 0% 6% 21% 41% 32% 

Frequency of autonomy 

 over goals of assignments 0% 12% 35% 35% 18% 

 

 

DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES  

 

Table 6: Supervisors Meet with Employees to Discuss Career Goals? 

 

Yes 69% 

No 23% 

Donôt know 9% 

 

 

Table 7:  

Frequency of Meetings 

Regarding Career Goals 

 

Quarterly 13% 

Semi-annually 13% 

Annually 54% 

Other 21% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8: 

How Determine Training Needs 

 

Training needs assessment 29% 

Employee recommendations 76% 

Supervisor recommendations 76% 

Board recommendations 24% 

Client recommendations 12% 

Mandates from funders 38% 

Other, please specify 21% 

 

Table 9: 

Funds for External Training?  

Yes 97% 

No 3% 
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Figure 2: Formal Trainings
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MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS  

 

Table 10: Formal Mentoring Program 

Frequency of Use Prevalence Among Staff 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often 

Selected 

staff 

Majority of 

staff All staff 

38% 29% 12% 15% 6% 45% 35% 20% 

 

 

 

FREQUENT AND IN -PERSON FEEDBACK FROM SUPERVISORS 

 

Table 11: Formal Evaluation of Employees 

Frequency of Use Prevalence Among Staff 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often 

Selected 

staff 

Majority of 

staff All staff 

0% 9% 6% 24% 62% 3% 6% 91% 

FLEXIBLE WORK SCHEDULE AND WORK LOCATION  

 

Table 12: Flexible Work Schedule 

 Frequency of Use Prevalence Among Staff 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often 

Selected 

staff 

Majority 

of staff All staff 

Flexible work schedule  3% 0% 35% 35% 26% 47% 22% 31% 

Telecommuting 18% 35% 32% 15% 0% 88% 8% 4% 
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Figure 3: Frequency of Feedback Regarding

Performance During Work Assignments
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