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What Your Employees Want
How to meet employees’ needs as this thing called life happens

Right now, most of your employees are seeking a new position … outside your com-
pany. At least that is the finding of a recent study by Right Management. Out of 
1,400 employees surveyed in North America in December of 2010, 84% planned 

to pursue new job opportunities in the next year. This was up from 60% the year before.
“Last year when I talked to folks in many different communities, they were just happy 

to have a job,” says Kurt Johnson, vice president of client services at Right Management, 
a national talent and career management firm. “Many companies were going through 
furloughs, cutting back employee perks and freezing salaries, so what you had was the 
perfect storm for discontentment.”

What drives people to stay with organizations may not be what you think. According 
to Johnson, most of Right Management’s surveys and studies reveal that compensation is 
not as important as more intangible qualities such as respect (see sidebar).

Respect, however, looks different for many individuals. Much of this difference, 
according to local experts and entrepreneurs, is informed by an employee’s stage in life. 
What may seem respectful in the workplace to a 22-year-old recent college graduate may 
seem completely irrelevant to the 46-year-old mother of four.

Mary Kausch, president at HR etc, says that understanding the prevailing attitudes 
and needs of employees as they enter different stages of life and promoting understand-
ing between different age groups are key to growth in the bottom line. “It costs an 
organization too much to have turnover,” she says. “When an employee does not feel 
respected by their supervisor and co-workers, they will not perform their best work. They 
will make mistakes.”

Creating workplace awareness of prevailing attitudes people have over different life 
stages can help create a more understanding and productive work environment. Here is 
what your employees want but don’t know how to ask for.

Young and energetic, this group of employees offers 
the greatest potential when it comes to technology 
and new trends. Most grew up around blogging and 
social media. They will stay up late and log in to 
work over the weekend, but they also expect to have 
a life outside work. According to Jim Parker, pres-

ident at The Mentor Connection, high self-esteem sets this group apart. 
“They grew up with reality television, so they have no trouble putting them-
selves out there,” says Parker. “They also grew up being acknowledged for a 
job well done. So constructive feedback and criticism need to include what 
is done well.” 

Being Heard
Sharon Ayres, vice president of human resources at Moosylvania, a 
St. Louis-based advertising agency, makes sure the company’s newest 
recruits have a seat at the table when it comes to big projects. “We 

20s
treat everybody like they could have the next great idea,” she says. 
“We put junior people in the big pitch meetings, and we pick their 
brain and see what they think is cool. They receive respect – and 
from senior people on our team.” The approach has proved to be 
effective for Moosylvania. Many of the company’s senior employees 
started as interns seven years ago.

Collaboration and Fun
Most of the members of this group have just completed college, 
where they were surrounded by their contemporaries and were used 
to working together on projects. “Remember back to when you got 
your first job, and try to tap into that playful mind-set,” says Kausch. 
“Work for this group is about collaboration, and they want to cel-
ebrate together as well.”

Sensitivity to the need for fun is why employees at Moosylva-
nia enjoy a work environment that includes video game consoles, 
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I
The Gossip
By the time you hear the rumor, it has already made the rounds of the 
office. Often this person is the center of attention and can even be gre-
garious and charming. Left unchecked, however, his tendency to spread 
information has the potential to cause a workplace riot.

Favorite phrase: “Now, you didn’t hear it from me, but…”

RYAN: When a person gossips it is often because they want to 
feel powerful and connected. They are trying to connect with oth-

Mary Kausch chief people 
officer, HR etc!!!

n the perfect world, employees would arrive at work on time and per-
form exactly what is in their job description. Well, maybe they would do 
just above what is expected in their job description. And, on occasion, 
perform some activities that have little to do with their job description 
or expertise just because they want to be a good team player. And, if we 
are really going to project perfection, it wouldn’t hurt if they also had a 
cheery disposition while they performed these tasks. 

Productivity would hum along. Profits would be up. And everyone 
would be happier.

But the ugly truth is that hiring an employee means you hired a human 
and not a job description or a mind-reading team player machine. And 
humans come with a whole luggage rack chock full with experiences, 
ideas, beliefs and feelings – both productive and unproductive.

The task for any business owner to create a fully engaged workplace can 
seem daunting. So many challenges that business owners face – strength-
ening sales, increasing productivity, creating a competitive advantage – all 
relate to the people in the business. 

These challenges become acute when there is gossip or inappropriate 
behavior on the part of key employees. They are valuable to the organiza-
tion yet they have this tendency toward Randy Moss-like attitudes that 
can spread an air of dissatisfaction like a cancer through the organization. 
Also, correcting these more problematic behaviors can reveal the worst 
behaviors of the business owner. Fighting gossip with gossip is rarely an 
effective strategy. 

So, we sat down with a few self-proclaimed “People People,” experts on 
human and work dynamics, to discuss strategies for moving problem em-
ployees into fully engaged and committed employees (before they wreak 
havoc on the organization).

ers in a way that is not touchy feely. Ignoring it or assuming that 
gossiping is a common problem is the worst thing to do. Gossip 
can be a major cause of discouragement and even a healthy per-
son that overhears gossip can become fearful or mistrusting. 
MEYERS: Usually the best way to stop a gossip is to say to them, 
“When you say things about others, here is the wreckage that you 
cause. What you are doing is destroying relationships because 
people feel like they cannot trust you.”

BRUENING: A gossip is a magnet for other people, so you can 
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gym memberships and a collaborative atmo-
sphere. “There are no walls in our space,” 
says Ayres. “If you want to put your head-
phones on and be focused, then you can. We 
allow employees to bring their dogs to work. 
And on Fridays we have a keg available in 
our lounge. We get a lot of work done, and 
people don’t want to leave.”

Love, marriage and/or       
children have entered 
the lives of many in this 
age group – sometimes 
separately and some-
times as a package deal. 

Caring for other people and developing their lives 
outside of work makes them great, empathetic 
employees, but it also means they will demand 
more in the way of health coverage, 401(k)s 
and other benefits. Holly Cunningham, presi-
dent of Hollyberry Baking Co., has faced this 
transition with many of her employees. Because 
her business is small, it is difficult to compete 
on benefits, but Cunningham has found a way 
around it. “Because I can’t give many benefits, 
I try to be a resource to them and allow them 
to be open with me about personal goals,” she 
says. “I had a 30-something who wanted an in-
vestment property one year. By putting it on her 
goal sheet and coaching her through the process, 
she was able to purchase it the next year. That 
was not tied to what she was doing at work, but 
we treated it as though it were a work goal to 
connect work to her personal life.”

Let them be
Controlling these employees proves to be 
a daunting task. Since they have some 
professional experience under their belt, 
most experts recommend a more hands-
off approach when it comes to time and 
structure. “Tell them what needs to be ac-
complished, and let them go,” says Kausch. 
“They can handle lots of change. The 
speed of change is phenomenal with this 
group. So build some consistent feedback 
mechanisms, and let them go.”
Parker echoes this sentiment. “Many in 
this group have become entrepreneurs,” 
he says. “So they have the confidence to 
innovate.” 

Sharpening
According to Parker, individuals in this age 
group enjoy acknowledgement for a job 
well done, but they tend to be skeptical if 
the accolades seem saccharine. 
Ayres says a great way to “wet their whistle” 
is to offer them opportunities to network 
with colleagues on a larger scale. “We send 

As younger children, this 
group rebelled against 
their parents in almost 
every way, according to 
Parker. He should know, 
since he has a son in this 

age group. “This group knew they were going to 
have more education than their parents, and they 
became skeptical of their beliefs,” says Parker. 
“That has meant that they have a desire to be 
good parents while working instead of overworked 
and unable to be involved as a parent. And some 
have gone on to be very successful entrepreneurs.”

Flexibility
With a strong desire to be present and acces-
sible at home, this group, more than others, 
needs flexibility. “Some of my employees in 
this group have teenagers, and others have 
kids in college,” says Cunningham. “We fig-
ure out the best scenario for each employee 
and are flexible with them. Time becomes 
super important. Sometimes I can’t give 
them a raise, but I can give vacation days. 
And I am pretty flexible when it comes to 
when they are in the office. So they have soft 
advantages in working for us.”

Cunningham’s approach is in line with 
what Parker has to say about employees in 
their 40s. “Family and work balance is criti-
cal to the 40-year-olds,” he says. “They need a 
structure that supports that. Don’t count the 
hours they work; count what they get done.”

Keep it fresh
Kausch says that some in this age group 
may suffer from what she calls “Boomer 
Burnout.” “This group needs you to shake 
it up a bit,” she says. “Give them some new 
meaning, and let them run with a new proj-
ect. They have been in the work force long 
enough that they are hungry for what is next. 
And they are at an age when mortality is be-
coming a reality, so they are looking for new 
meaning.”

30s

This is the no-excuses group. Working 60 hours 
per week is how individuals in this age range have 
been successful, and for some of them, their hard 
work is a source of pride. “A lot of people in this 
group are workaholics,” says Parker. “This is truer 
of people in their later 50s and into their 60s. 
They have been loyal and worked hard, and that 
is how they have defined themselves.” 
 

40s

50s & 60s

Put their energy to good use
Members of this group are used to work-
ing hard, so make sure they have meaning-
ful tasks to accomplish; otherwise they may 
feel tossed aside. “If they have taken care of 
themselves, then they can run circles around 
younger workers with their energy and dedi-
cation,” says Kausch. “Some are looking 
at 30 or more years’ worth of work in one 
place. Make sure this person gets their time 
to refresh, but also make good use of their 
experience.”

Along with all of the idealism and hard 
work comes a certain amount of ego. So in-
dividuals in this group tend to be the ones 
who will point out and make noise when 
they are not being heard. “Don’t do things 
that would imply that they don’t matter any-
more,” says Parker. “They need to be appre-
ciated for the experience they bring to the 
table.”

Connect the dots
Most of those in this age group now find 
themselves in management or leadership 
positions, so it is incumbent upon them 
(however seemingly painful) to be the ones 
to bridge the gap between themselves and 
the younger age groups. Parker suggests that 
business owners encourage them to do so. 
“This is where they have to take responsibil-
ity to reach out to the 20-year-olds,” he says. 
“When you combine street smarts with tech-
nology and fresh thinking, you create the po-
tential for something great. The key to this 
whole thing is how significant it would be 
if they will reach out first. It means a bigger 
bottom line and less turnover.” Both Kausch 
and Parker recommend getting some execu-
tive coaching or creating facilitated discus-
sions with the intent of bridging the age gap. 
“Ask questions like, ‘How do we blend your 
experience with the latest knowledge from 
academia?’” Kausch says. “Get them talking 
about things that they both value, and give 
people feedback on their performance as it 
relates to bridging that gap.” n


