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Despite assertions from consulting firms 
and practitioners that millennials are 
more disengaged than other generations, 

the findings attained from the literature review 
indicate uncertainty about those claims. This 
article identifies a concerning number of gaps 
that prevent us from confidently answering 
the question, “Are U.S. 
millennials working 
in a corporate work-
place really more dis-
engaged at work than 
other generations?” The 
main problems are that 
consistent definitions 
of “employee engage-
ment” and “millennials” 
are not used, no comprehensive picture of the 
facts on the subject have been achieved, exist-
ing methodologies, questionnaires, and data are 
not accessible, practitioners tend to misunder-
stand the inconclusive nature of the research, 
and research solely on the United States, in par-
ticular, is lacking.

These findings have an economic impact on 
companies spending their employee engage-
ment budget specifically on millennial employ-
ees. Further, the conclusions of this research 
may help to prevent unfounded beliefs about 
millennial employees that could lead to mis-
conceptions and stereotypes. 

This article explores 
the academic research, 
along with actions 
practitioners and schol-
ars can take to start 
learning more about 
millennial engagement 
in the workplace. To 
jumpstart research ef-
forts, whether in prac-

tice or in academia, it is recommended that the 
definition of employee engagement being used 
should be clarified and that qualitative research 
methods such as employee observations, inter-
views, and focus groups can be used to gain 
valuable insights into millennial engagement 
issues.

Are U.S. millennials working in a 
corporate workplace really more 

disengaged at work than other gen-
erations? This article reviews the 

evidence. 
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Introduction
Over thirty-five thousand articles, blogs, and practi-
tioner studies of millennial engagement and disen-
gagement are available on the web. A simple internet 
search shows article titles such as “Millennials are 
the Least Engaged Generation in the Workplace” 
and “The Scary Truth about Millennials Being Dis-
engaged at Work” among the first results displayed.
Yet despite the prodigious volume of discussion on 
the topic, it appears little academic research has been 
done in this area. The vast majority of information on 
millennial engagement is not scholarly and is made 
publicly available via media and consulting reports 
consisting of practitioner opinions, personal obser-
vations, and data, many of which don’t thoroughly 
disclose how the information was obtained.  
The question that must be asked, then, is, “Are U.S. 
millennials working in a corporate workplace really 
more disengaged at work than other generations?”
Today, millennials, also known as Generation Y, are 
the United States’ largest living generation, surpass-
ing the Baby Boomers. As a result of immigration, 
the millennial population continues to grow. Its 
numbers are expected to peak in the year 2036 at ap-
proximately 81.1 million (Fry, 2016).  
When considering age relevant to the employment 
experiences of today’s multi-generational workforce, 
there are four dominant paradigms of age: chrono-
logical age as an indicator of human development, 
generation as an indicator of historical and cultural 
influences on different age cohorts, life course expe-
riences, and transitions that may be loosely connect-
ed to age ranges and career stages (Pitt-Catsouphes 
& Matz-Costa, 2008). In this paper, when we discuss 
millennials, we are referring to a generation and not 
an age group or other category. 
There are various definitions of a millennial, de-
pending on the source. The Census Bureau, for ex-
ample, defines a millennial as a person born between 
1982 and 2000 (Census Bureau, U. S., 2015), while 
according to the Pew Research Center a person must 
be born between 1981–1997 to qualify (Fry, 2016).  
The varying birth years between sources can make 
reviewing literature imprecise. In this paper adopt-
ing a consistent definition of a millennial is impossi-
ble, thus it’s important for the reader to refer directly 
back to the source article for the appropriate defini-
tion.  
In 2015, millennials became the largest share of the 
American workforce (Fry, 2015). According to Gal-
lup (2016), millennial workers made up 38% of the 
U.S. workforce that year. Estimates predict that mil-
lennials will make up as much as 75% of the work-
force by the year 2025. For organizations to remain 
competitive, productive and profitable in the years 
ahead, they must learn how to effectively work with, 

manage and develop millennials. Non-scholarly 
studies, such as Gallup’s How Millennials Want to 
Work and Live (2016), report that millennial en-
gagement in the workplace is low in comparison to 
other generations. This report found that only 29% 
of millennials are engaged at work compared to the 
32% of Gen Xers and 33% of Baby Boomers. 
Neither Generation X nor Baby Boomers have one 
clear and concise definition either, which contrib-
utes to the ambiguity of the literature review. The 
Pew Research Center claims that Gen Xers were 
born between the years 1965 and 1980, while Baby 
Boomers were born between 1946 and 1964 (Fry, 
2016). The U.S. Census Bureau claims the same 18-
year range for Baby Boomers, but states that Gen 
Xers were born between 1968 and 1979, which com-
paratively is a much shorter time span (Crowley, 
2003). When referencing Encyclopedia of Identity 
(Jackson & Hogg, 2010), it seems that Generation 
X may span from 1961 to 1981 (2010). Just like the 
term millennial, both terms Generation X and Baby 
Boomer must have direct references to the source 
from which definitions are pulled.

Employee Engagement Matters  
Although there are gaps in the research, there are 
also areas of consensus around employee engage-
ment. For a start, there is no disputing the fact that 
employee engagement is real and important to the 
business community. It is estimated that actively dis-
engaged employees cost the United States $450 bil-
lion to $550 billion in lost productivity per year (So-
renson & Garman, 2013). Six in 10 millennials say 
they’re open to different job opportunities, and only 
50% plan to be with their company one year from 
now (Rigoni & Nelson, 2016).  Organizations should 
be concerned about the possibility that their largest 
share of the workforce is disengaged as studies have 
shown that engaged employees are more productive 
and less prone to absenteeism. When employees are 
engaged, organizations experience less turnover, 
fewer safety incidents, and increased profitability 
(Rigoni & Nelson, 2016, August 30). Once we know 
the true impact of employee engagement on per-
formance (e.g. productivity) we need to see what 
managers can do about it. In other words, employee 
engagement across generations has very significant 
managerial implications as well. It is a construct over 
which managers have a reasonable degree of control, 
and therefore can be enhanced through incentives, 
and other policies. It’s an important lever to drive 
overall performance (e.g. employee productivity, re-
tention, reduction in turnover etc.) in the firm. 
This literature review provides an overview of the 
research stream on the topic of employee disengage-
ment, with a focus on millennials. This paper focuses 
on what we know, what we don’t yet know and how 
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the body of knowledge and our common under-
standing of millennial disengagement has evolved. 
This article makes an important contribution to 
practitioners, most notably people managers and 
human resources professionals. Summarizing im-
portant scholarly insights not seen in articles that 
focus on day-to-day concerns, this article exposes 
practitioners to a different side of the conversation—
that millennials may not be more disengaged than 
previous generations. The article concludes by en-
couraging practitioners to conduct their own qual-
itative research. 

Summary of Findings
Although the concept of employee engagement was 
introduced in 1990 (Kahn, 1990), the notion did not 
appear to start to take hold among researchers until 
the positive psychology movement became popular 
in the early 2000s. This movement focused on help-
ing healthy people achieve happier and more pro-
ductive lives and actualizing their potential (Jeung, 
2011) whereas psychology had previously focused 
primarily on mental illness. Positive psychology is 
a term created by Martin Seligman, who wanted to 
steer psychology studies away from pathology, and 
focus instead on subjective individual happiness 
(2004). According to Chafouleas and Bray, Selig-
man suggests that positive psychology be studied 
“through three pillars: the study of positive emotion, 
the study of positive individual traits, and the study 
of positive institutions” (2004).
From a scholarly standpoint, I found two definitions 
of employee engagement that are well defined and 
have been adopted and frequently used (although 
there are several others). Kahn defined engagement 
and disengagement as psychological states describ-
ing self-in-role and referring to behaviors through 
which people bring in or leave out their personal 
selves during work-role performances. Kahn defines 
personal engagement as “the harnessing of organi-
zation members’ selves to their work roles; in en-
gagement, people employ and express themselves 
physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role 
performances” (1990). He defines personal disen-
gagement as the “uncoupling of selves from work 
roles; in disengagement, people withdraw and de-
fend” (Kahn, 1990). In his research, Kahn identified 
three psychological conditions that influenced en-
gagement. They are:
• Meaningfulness – “Sense of return on in-

vestments of self in role performances. Feel 
worthwhile, valued, valuable; feel able to give 
to and receive from work and others in course 
of work.”

• Safety – “Sense of being able to show and em-
ploy self without fear of negative consequences 
to self-image, status, or career. Feel situations 
are trustworthy, secure, predictable, and clear 
in terms of behavioral consequences.”

• Availability – “Sense of possessing the physical, 
emotional, and psychological resources nec-
essary for investing self in role performances. 
Feel capable of driving physical, intellectual, 
and emotional energies into role performance.” 
(Kahn, 1990)

Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, and Bakker 
(2002) define engagement as the opposite of burn-
out: a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 
that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and ab-
sorption. They describe vigor as being “characterized 
by high levels of energy and mental resilience while 

Methodology
To conduct my review of the academic literature, I 
used a range of online databases such as Academ-
ic Search Premier, Access World News, Business 
Source Premier, JSTOR, ProQuest Dissertations, 
PsycINFO, Science Direct and Web of Science. 
Search terms for this literature review, in an effort 
to answer, “Are U.S. millennials working in a cor-
porate workplace really more disengaged at work 
than other generations?” consisted of “Millenni-
al work engagement, millennial engagement in 
the workplace, millennial employee engagement, 
“millennial” AND “engagement” AND “work-
place”, and generational employee engagement. I 
supplemented “millennial” with “Generation Y” 
and “engagement” with “disengagement” with all 
search terms. 
All searches were filtered for publication dates 
2000-2018 from full text peer reviewed articles. 
I reviewed every article’s abstract and discounted 
studies that took place outside of the United States 
and that did not have a generational component 
comparing millennials to at least one other gener-
ational cohort. I also disregarded studies that did 
not take place in a corporate workplace setting. 
Academic research on the topic of millennial em-
ployee engagement/disengagement is not well 
established. For example, when searching “mil-
lennial work engagement” and applying the ap-
propriate filters (ex: date ranges, peer reviewed 
journals), only twenty articles came up, with only 
one study meeting my specific criteria (ex: rele-
vance, conducted within the U.S. only, conducted 
in a corporate workplace). As another example, 
when searching “generational employee engage-
ment” and applying the appropriate filters, four-
teen articles were available, with only one study 
meeting my specific criteria. 
I found all information on practitioners by using 
the databases listed above as well as the standard 
Google search engine.
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working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s 
work, and persistence even in the face of difficulties” 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Dedication means having “a 
sense of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, 
and challenge” (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Absorption, 
for these authors, is a “state of being fully concen-
trated and deeply engrossed in one’s work, whereby 
time passes quickly, and one has difficulties with de-
taching oneself from work” (Schaufeli et al., 2002). 
Regardless of the definition and measurement 
method, a significant amount of research shows 
that employee engagement has a positive impact 
on a company’s profit (Shuck & Wollard, 2010), re-
tention (Oliveira & Silva, 2015; Rigoni & Nelson, 
2016; Koppel, Deline, & Virkstis, 2017), perfor-
mance (Plester & Hutchison, 2016) and productiv-
ity (Plester & Hutchison, 2016; Carter & Baghurst, 
2014). A varied array of academic studies has shown 
positive relationships between (but not limited to) 
social networking (Koch, Gonzales, & Leidner, 2012; 
Korzynski, 2015), fun (Plester & Hutchison, 2016), 
emotional dissonance (Koch et al., 2012; Karatepe, 
2011), servant leadership (Carter & Baghurst, 2014), 
internal branding (Rigoni & Nelson, 2016; Carter & 
Baghurst, 2014) and job resources (Adkins & Rigo-
ni, 2016; Karatepe, 2011). Although substantial re-
search has been published, none of these individual 
concepts appear to have been investigated extensive-
ly enough to evoke a solid understanding of the rela-
tionship between these phenomena.
To systematically demonstrate a difference in work-
place engagement between millennials and other 
generations, a researcher needs to show variation 
in a list of well-defined attributes of engagement for 
comparison. For there to be a difference in work-
place engagement between millennials and other 
generations, millennials need to differ from other 
generations in a systematic way. A potential, but 
not exclusive list of attributes for comparison may 
include health, values, knowledge, and work atti-
tudes (Hodgkinson, Ford, Lyons, & Kuron, 2014). 
Little scholarly research has been done on the topic 

of generational differences as it relates specifically to 
millennials. 
Michelle Mary Murphy’s (2012) dissertation offers 
a noteworthy discussion of the topic. Murphy con-
ducted a cross-sectional survey study that explored 
similarities and differences among millennials, Gen 
Xers, and Baby Boomers in regard to work values, 
important manager behaviors, and manager behav-
iors that predicted work engagement. The following 
list summarizes some of Murphy’s most significant 
findings:

•	 Gen Xers value benefits more than Baby 
Boomers or millennials and convenient 
work hours more than Baby Boomers have.

•	 Boomers Baby have valued achievement, 
contribution to society, and meaningful 
work more than millennials and Gen Xers 
have.

•	 Baby Boomers have valued ability, ethics 
and integrity, and influence within organi-
zations more than millennials do.

•	 Millennials and Gen Xers value advance-
ment more than Baby Boomers have.

•	 Gen Xers and Baby Boomers have valued 
independence and influence in work more 
than millennials do.

•	 Participation and empowerment manager 
behaviors were most predictive of engage-
ment for millennials and Gen Xers. (Mur-
phy, 2012)

Only a handful of academic United States based 
studies have specifically focused on millennial en-
gagement/disengagement in the workplace com-
pared to other generations. Of the four relevant 
studies found and reviewed (see Table 1), two found 
notable differences between generations, one found 
some differences between the generations and one 
did not find any differences. 
It should be noted that all the research methods used 
below have shortcomings as they measure a point in 
time which doesn’t allow researchers to establish 
causal claims. Only well-designed longitudinal stud-

Method Findings Reference
Questionnaire was given 
voluntarily to employees of 29 
mid/upscale North American 
hotel properties owned by 
same company.
Correlation analyses were 
conducted to examine the 
relationships between work 
engagement, job satisfaction, 
and turnover intention among 
millennials, Gen Xers, and 
Baby Boomers.

“Overall, the results suggest that employees in the 
older generations are likely to be more dedicated 
to, engrossed in, and even vigorous at work…Mil-
lennials were found to be a more distinct cohort 
from Gen Xers and Baby Boomers in terms of 
their level of work engagement as well as the rela-
tionship between work engagement and turnover 
intention.”

Park & Gur-
soy, 2012. 

Table 1: Summary of 4 Relevant Studies on Millennial Engagement
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Method Findings Reference
Cross-sectional survey explor-
ing similarities and differ-
ences among millennials, 
Gen Xers, and Baby Boomers 
in relation to work values, 
important manager behaviors, 
and manager behaviors that 
predict work engagement.

The three generations valued work values, im-
portant manager behaviors and manager behav-
ior differently.
Specific manager behaviors were identified that 
can be applied to each of the three generations to 
enhance work engagement.
“Multiple regression analysis found partici-
pation and empowerment manager behaviors 
were most predictive of work engagement for 
survey respondents overall. When generation-
al samples were analyzed separately, participation 
and empowerment manager behaviors were 
most predictive of engagement for millenni-
als and Gen Xers; fairness behaviors were most 
predictive for Baby Boomers. Findings contrib-
ute to literature on work engagement and gen-
erational management by identifying manager 
behaviors that can foster work engagement for all 
employees. Specific manager behaviors were also 
identified that can be applied to each of the three 
generations to enhance work engagement.”

Murphy, 
2012. 

An inquiry was conducted to 
understand why early-tenure 
millennials were leaving their 
organizations at higher rates 
than other groups of nurses. 
The goal was to identify root 
causes of millennial turnover 
and best practices to overcome 
them. Researchers analyzed 
nurse responses in the ABSS 
2015 Employee Engagement 
Survey (EES) database.

“Researchers’ first finding was that millennial 
nurses are in many ways similar to their older 
peers. Their analysis of more than 50,000 re-
sponses in ABSS EES confirms that the top 10 
drivers of engagement are the same for millennial 
nurses and nurses overall.”
They suspect the higher millennial attrition is 
because “…engagement is not a perfect proxy for 
retention for all groups of nurses. There are in-
stances when a staff member is engaged but does 
not intend to stay at the organization.”

Koppel, 
Deline, and 
Virkstis, 2017.

This study examines the dif-
ferences in employee engage-
ment across the three gener-
ations currently in the labor 
force-Baby Boomers, Genera-
tion X, and Millennials. Data 
were collected from published 
articles and a survey. The 
survey instrument was dis-
tributed through a centralized 
national company of smaller 
owned companies. A sample 
was drawn from a list of these 
companies. Statistical meth-
ods were applied to the results.

Research study concluded that age plays a role in 
certain aspects of employee engagement. Five out 
of fifteen practitioner created questions by SHRM 
(Society of Human Research Management) posed 
were found to be dependent on age. Those ques-
tions are:
1. Frequently putting all effort into work
2. Feeling so wrapped up in work that hours go by 
like minutes
3. Having colleagues that quickly adapt to chal-
lenging or crisis situations
4. Having people that are always flexible in ex-
panding the scope of their age in a work group
5. Being satisfied in the variety of the work

Lapoint, P. 
A., & Lip-
rie-Spence, A. 
(2017).

Table 1: Summary of 4 Relevant Studies on Millennial Engagement (Continued)
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ies can show causality. Longitudinal studies are built 
to show change over time, as they can be conducted 
anywhere from the span of a day to several decades. 
Studying change over time is a drastic benefit, as it 
allows for examination of reasons behind changes 
occurring over time. In contrast, correlation analy-
ses show quantitative trends between two or more 
variables, which allows researchers to relate vari-
ables to one another. The drawback, however, is that 
correlation between variables does not necessarily 
represent a cause-and-effect; correlation only allows 
researchers to go as far as predict causation rather 
than ensure it. Cross-sectional surveys are similar, 
as they represent correlative information rather than 
causal; additionally, cross-sectional surveys limits 
research and data collection on a population to a 
single point in time (Institute for Work and Health, 
2015). Thus, longitudinal studies offer the greatest 
benefits among these research methods.

Limitations of This Review
The primary focus of this article was to review schol-
arly information on millennial disengagement in the 
US workplace to determine “Are U.S. millennials 
working in a corporate workplace really more disen-
gaged at work than other generations?”
While sufficient time was spent researching in this 
area, a more limited literature review was conducted 
on the supporting concept of generational differenc-
es and employee engagement as a broad category. 
Antecedents of employee engagement and related 
constructs were not reviewed. 

Discussion
There are a concerning number of gaps that prevent 
us from confidently answering the research question 
at hand, “Are U.S. millennials working in a corporate 
workplace really more disengaged at work than oth-
er generations?” 
The main problems are that consistent definitions 
are not used, no comprehensive picture of the facts 
has been achieved, existing methodologies, ques-
tionnaires, and data are not accessible, practitioners 
tend to misunderstand the inconclusive nature of the 
research, and research solely on the United States, in 
particular, is lacking.

Consistent definitions are not used
Employers and consultants have created their own 
definition of “engagement.” A number of terms and 
related concepts are used interchangeably when they 
should not be. This dilutes and confuses the way they 
are understood. These terms include “motivation,” 
“job engagement,” “job satisfaction,” and “employee 
satisfaction.” 
Another challenge is that many practitioner articles 
do not clearly specify which definition of “employee 

engagement” they are using and how they are using 
the term. Macey and Schneider (2008) show in detail 
that both academic researchers and practitioners use 
“employee engagement” interchangeably to connote 
either a psychological state (involvement, commit-
ment, mood), a type of behavior (performance, ef-
fort, observable behavior, organizational citizenship 
behavior), a trait (disposition, positive affect charac-
terized by feeling enthusiasm) or some combination 
of these. Macey and Schneider ultimately demon-
strate that a consistent usage of the term “employee 
engagement” has yet to develop. 
To further add to the vagueness and confusion, 
many practitioner and scholarly articles do not de-
fine “millennials” when discussing millennial en-
gagement. The lack of a consistently identified age 
range makes it difficult to compare studies with ac-
curacy and to get a reliable picture of the situation.  
Because consistent definitions are not used and be-
cause many terms and concepts are used incorrectly 
and interchangeably, accurately measuring employ-
ee engagement is a steep challenge. Nonetheless, a 
variety of measurement tools and assessments have 
been created and vetted that can help answer ques-
tions about employee engagement. On the down-
side, these tools also present challenges; a few of 
these tools include the Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale (UWES), the Gallup Q12, and the JD-R model. 
The Utrecht Work Engagement scale is a self-report 
questionnaire that includes the three constituting 
dimensions of work engagement based on Schaufe-
li’s definition; vigor, dedication, and absorption 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Originally, the UWES in-
cluded 24 items, but after evaluation, it was reduced 
to 17 questions and is now 9 questions. In a literature 
review entitled, “Do We All Agree on how to Mea-
sure Work Engagement? Factorial Validity of Utrecht 
Work Engagement Scale as a Standard Measurement 
Tool,” the author concludes with, “…This review in-
dicates that, despite its popularity, the UWES is not 
an ideal tool for work engagement measurement. 
The notion of the three-factor work engagement and 
its operationalization through the UWES is popular 
and widely used; however, the results presented here 
suggest that it is far from perfect, and that the ques-
tion of how to (properly) measure work engagement 
is still an open one (Konrad, 2017).”
Gallup created the Q12 which is a simple 12 question 
survey that asks employees to score the questions on 
a 1 to 5 scale. Gallup is a consulting company focused 
on research-based global performance management. 
They do not publicly post their engagement ques-
tions on their website, however the questions can be 
found on other websites, although there is no guar-
antee if they are correct or if they have changed. Al-
though many companies use Gallup’s instrument, it 
has been disapproved by academics. Academics have 
argued that because the Q12 looks at work condi-
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tions and not the psychological connection with the 
performance of a work task, “employee engagement” 
is not being measured. The article “Conceptual Ver-
sus Empirical Distinctions Among Constructs: Im-
plications for Discriminant Validity” written by 
James K. Harter from the Gallup Organization and 
Frank L. Schmidt from the University of Iowa (2008) 
gives more perspective on the subject. Practitioners 
have also voiced concerns with Gallup’s reporting 
as can be seen in Jack Zenger’s (2013) Forbes article 
“Why Gallup’s 70% Disengagement Data is Wrong.” 
The JD-R model is a general “positive psychology” 
model that assumes all aspects in work environ-
ments can be categorized into job demands and job 
resources that either positively or negatively affect 
work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). In 
the book Bridging Occupational, Organizational 
and Public Health: A Transdisciplinary Approach, 
in Chapter 4, Schaufeli and Taris (2014) report that 
although their research findings support the model, 
“there are still several important unresolved issues 
regarding the JD-R, including the model’s epistemo-
logical status, the definition of and distinction be-
tween “demands” and “resources,” the incorporation 
of personal resources, the distinction between the 
health impairment and the motivational processes, 
the issue of reciprocal causation, and the model’s ap-
plicability beyond the individual level.”
In summary, uncertainty exists regarding the em-
ployee engagement tools currently used today which 
makes conclusively answering questions about mil-
lennial engagement impossible. When using these 
measurement tools (or others) it is important to 
ensure that a given tool measures the employee en-
gagement in the sense that is being studied and that 
the pros and cons are understood.   

There is no full picture 
When reading studies on millennial engagement, 
it is vital to remember that as of January 2019 the 
youngest millennials were only 18 years old and 
therefore many have not yet entered the corporate 
workplace. It is thus too early for a full picture of mil-
lennial engagement and disengagement to exist. This 
is important because younger millennials and older 
millennials may have distinct differences in terms of 
disengagement in the workplace which could skew 
our current understanding of them.

Limited access to practitioner method-
ology, questionnaires, and data 
Consulting firms such as Gallup and Pricewater-
houseCoopers conduct their own employee engage-
ment surveys and have their own data, but at times 
do not release certain pieces of information as it is 
proprietary. As a result, the general public, including 
academics, are not privy to their full methodology, 

questionnaires, and/or data. Without access to this 
information, academics and practitioners alike can-
not ask questions, poke holes in the research, vali-
date the information or form educated opinions.
Another challenge is that much of the practitioner 
literature does not compare other generations to 
millennials, and instead reports only on millennial 
disengagement, making it impossible to determine if 
millennials are, in fact, more disengaged than other 
generations.

Practitioner misconceptions  
One of the factors that contribute to practitioners 
believing they thoroughly understand millennial 
disengagement is the sheer volume of practitioner 
articles, blogs and studies on millennial engagement 
and disengagement that do exist. What many prac-
titioners do not realize is that many of the articles 
written on the subject rely on the same few studies 
and data points. Because of the abundance of arti-
cles available, a human resource professional, for 
instance, who reads four different articles a month 
on millennial disengagement may believe there is 
a plethora of supporting information showing that 
millennial disengagement exists. But if this same 
human resource professional checked the resources 
and surveys used to support the article’s claims, they 
would realize that no data or the same core data and 
studies are being used time and time again. 

Limited U.S. focused data
Many studies on both the practitioner and scholarly 
sides around generational differences and specifi-
cally workplace disengagement combine millennial 
feedback across countries. That being said, it is hard 
to know whether U.S. millennials are uniquely disen-
gaged and whether cultural differences exist among 
the millennial generation depending on location.

Limited research methods used 
One research method limitation is the scarcity of 
longitudinal studies. The majority of research meth-
ods include correlative analyses and cross-sectional 
surveys. While these do well in displaying relation-
al data, they lack the ability to showcase any true 
cause-and-effect data between variables. For exam-
ple, in 2012 Park and Gursoy (2012) used correlation 
analyses to examine the relationships between work 
engagement, job satisfaction, and turnover intention 
among millennials, Gen Xers, and Baby Boomers. 
While they were able to find that millennials had 
drastically different levels of each above catego-
ry compared to other generations, what could not 
be found were reasons behind why levels varied so 
greatly. Displaying reasons behind certain trends is 
essential, and thus large scale, longitudinal research 
methods will provide much more significant data.
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Research methods have been limited to mostly 
quantitative measures. What becomes necessary is 
qualitative research and bringing to the forefront 
the influences behind millennial engagement in the 
corporate workplace. According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, the last of the millennial generation poten-
tially joined the workplace just over a year ago (in 
2018). This means that of the scope of millennials 
ranging from 1982-2000, the amount of years in the 
workplace spans from 19 years to one. This creates 
a limitation on longitudinal studies, as the entire 
millennial generation has yet to experience at least 
five years in the workplace. While longitudinal stud-
ies may still be conducted, the limitation of the age 
of millennials across the generation must be taken 
into consideration. Generations that come before 
millennials, such as Baby Boomers and Gen Xers, 
have entirely joined the workforce, and therefore 
collecting employee engagement data over time can 
be conducted without the variable of years within 
the workplace.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the research question “Are U.S. millen-
nials working in a corporate workplace really more 
disengaged at work than other generations?” has 
yet to be definitively answered. Although reaching 
an agreement through this literature review would 
have been preferred, it’s important to ask if knowing 
this information would matter. If millennials were in 
fact found to be more disengaged than other gener-
ations, could that simply be a factor of life stage and 
age rather than a factor of generation? For example, 
Baby Boomers when at the age of a current millen-
nial (18-37 years old) may have been just as disen-
gaged as millennials, but we will never know this as 
the concept of employee engagement has only been 
around since the 1990’s and minimal generational 
studies and no longitudinal generational studies on 
employee engagement have been conducted to the 
best of my knowledge. It’s also significant to ask if 
the potential employee disengagement differences 
amongst generations is significant enough to make a 
difference on employee engagement strategies. 

Moving forward 
Now that some of the misconceptions around gen-
erational workplace engagement have been demys-
tified, practitioners should make efforts to continue 
to bridge their knowledge gap and broaden their 
perspective — but ensuring this is done with inquis-
itiveness and skepticism. 
Given that it remains unknown whether millennials 
are more disengaged than prior generations, it is also 
recommended that practitioners reconsider their 
employee engagement strategies and the way they 
allocate resources, especially if certain efforts geared 
towards millennial employees are based on the exist-

ing practitioner and scholarly literature alone. 
The most important conclusion to draw from this 
literature review is the need for a call to action; for 
both practitioners and academics, to conduct more 
research. Further research needs to specifically fo-
cus on generational differences in the workplace. In 
2013, an informative literature review in the Journal 
of Organizational Behavior entitled “Generational 
differences in the workplace: A review of the evi-
dence and directions for future research” was pub-
lished (Hodgkinson, Ford, Lyons, & Kuron, 2014). 
The authors conclude that generational differences 
do exist in the areas of personality, work values, at-
titudes, career expectations and experiences, team-
work, and leadership. But they also note that, de-
pending on which factor they explored, evidence 
was at times sparse and inconsistent. The authors 
concluded, as I have, that because of variations in 
methodologies and reporting, it is difficult to draw 
definitive conclusions and called for researchers to 
continue research in this area.  Their work makes it 
clear there is a specific need for generational work-
place engagement research. 
Practitioners, for their part, should conduct internal 
research to better understand the similarities and 
differences among generations for workplace en-
gagement in their unique environments, rather than 
relying solely on secondary information and tools.
To jumpstart research efforts, whether in practice or 
in academia, one should first clarify the definition 
of employee engagement being used. Rather than 
conduct surveys to better understand millennial 
engagement, I would advocate using qualitative re-
search methods such as employee observations, in-
terviews, and focus groups to gain insights into mil-
lennial engagement issues. Nowhere in my literature 
review did I find a meaningful qualitative research 
study focused specifically on millennial engagement 
in the corporate workplace. We need to get a bet-
ter understanding of millennials’ engagement from 
their viewpoint. How do they define engagement? 
What does disengagement mean to them? 
A proper definition should also lead to a more so-
phisticated measurement instrument. A proper scale 
for employee engagement that is employee-driven 
would be a major contribution to the field. Introduc-
ing a specific measurement instrument for employee 
engagement will be essential in conducting large-
scale, longitudinal studies. 
Research efforts may also go in the direction of clar-
ifying the relationship between employee engage-
ment and measurements of performance, ranging 
from employee and firm performance to productiv-
ity and turnover. Here, the importance of longitudi-
nal studies comes back into play, as it will be import-
ant to not only witness relationships between certain 
variables, but to examine the causes behind such re-
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lationships as well. In clarifying the relationship be-
tween engagement and performance, research must 
focus on whether or not it is a direct relationship or 
a much more complicated process.
Related research questions that emerged from this 
literature review include: If millennials are disen-
gaged in the U.S. corporate workplace, why is this 
the case? What strategies can help increase millenni-
al engagement in the U.S. corporate workplace?
The existing literature suggests that there are a va-
riety of positive relationships involved in employee 
engagement, which signals the potential for devel-
oping a better understanding of millennial disen-
gagement in the workplace and for identifying strat-
egies to increase engagement.    
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