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COMMUNICATING WITH GENERATION Y

Emmanuel Goedseels – Partner at Whyte Corporate Affairs, January 2010
If any terms are well known to demographers and marketeers, then they are those linked to generations: the baby boomers, Generation X and Generation Y, ahead of what will presumably be Generation Z, probably “immaterial”, like music albums without CDs and paperless books. 

While waiting for this next generation, the new decade will see the emergence of new executives and employees from Generation Y. 

Without falling back on stereotypes, these individuals, born between 1980 and 1995, operate according to certain codes. Demographers and marketeers have studied them for years and know them well, the former to define the similarities and differences compared to previous generations, and the latter to understand their aspirations and tastes with a view to offering them soft drinks, toys and games and high-tech gadgets when they were children and teenagers.

OTHER VALUES

Like every other generation, the individuals born during the Y era, who are now adults, develop their own stock of values … and contradictions in business: a better balance between work and private life; flexibility in work shown by both the employer and the employee; flat hierarchical structures; a central focus on social relations (friends, family); constant access to information and a sense of “pleasure”. At the same time, they aspire to rise rapidly up the career ladder within the company, expect to earn more than their parents to finance their leisure and free time, and also show a limited sense of engagement with the company.

We can leave the sociologists and human resource experts to develop working structures to integrate these changes, but instead let us focus on a single aspect: business communications.

The new employees, executives, private investors, financial analysts … or journalists from Generation Y are no exception: they operate using methods and expectations that have moved on. They require rapid and constant access to information and a multitude of (more or less reliable) information sources; they assess the credibility of the person providing the information (is the say of the company really more believable than the opinion of three friends on Facebook?), and they want to express an opinion on the information and to share points of view with the largest possible number of people. In short, the information they use circulates, moves, changes, is shared and criticised. 

NEARLY THE SAME AS BEFORE!

In practice, this is nothing new compared to the oral tradition of our forebears, but there is a radical difference when you add the ease of accessing information, coupled with the long-lasting methods of storing it, namely on internet.

By typing in the name of a medication on Google, you can discover, prior to any official information, a multitude of reactions on the subject of side effects, complaints made by patient forums or discussions on the latter. This environment, which is observed or put into perspective by older generations, forms the reference framework for Generation Y and businesses would do well to take this on board.

Without being completely over or obsolete for this reason, the press release, newsletter, in-house magazine, company brochure, annual report and website will no longer be enough to inform, both credibly and continuously, all those taking part in a business. 

Even when businesses take enormous care in fine-tuning a text down to the last comma, sometimes with the help of their legal or financial departments, producing a single piece of information that will be used a single time, members of Generation Y will obviously and naturally wonder: “Is it true, fair, credible? What do my peers think about it? Is it compatible with the information I found on the internet and elsewhere? Let’s talk about it! Exchange opinions!”

As businesses see it, a single dissenting voice, a single shot fired and, in terms of the audience (whether target or not), there will be dozens, hundreds, thousands of reactions that spread and last. The game is not a balanced one.

MOVING TOWARDS GENERATION Y BUSINESSES

Should we therefore abandon all forms of traditional communication? No, on the contrary, they help to maintain the coherence of the communication and the image of the business by fixing “official” messages in time. Should we adapt to this new generation? Yes, inevitably, business will have to adapt if they don’t want to see their information taken out of context or misunderstood, both inside and outside the company.

On the other hand, we should not feel that we have to clutch at every straw in the form of a newly introduced technology or information platform. Facebook is an established social network but that does not make it a panacea for every business, or even, to tell the truth, for most of them.

Managing the expectations of Generation Y in terms of communications and information means conducting ourselves according to codes which will soon be applied across the board: it means creating messages that are clear, accurate but above all credible, drafting quickly and efficiently (it does not take 12 people, 9 versions and 3 days to write a text). It is important to anticipate the immediate nature with which information is shared by all parties. Do not hesitate to appeal to peers and third parties to back up the information, and to produce the same message in different forms for different occasions. Ideally the evolution of information should be monitored, particularly on internet, reacting where necessary. A business needs to search out its direct and indirect participants. Managers need to learn to communicate more simply, more informally, more directly. In a word, they must learn to be cool!

Since time immemorial, evolution has been social, cultural, economic and technological. Generation Y stands out, in particular, for its use of communications and information, thanks to current technology. Will this represent a revolution for businesses in the future? Not really, because a good number of businesses foresaw this development and many older individuals have already acquired the spirit and habits of Generation Y.
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