
Generation Y: 
Realising the Potential

ACCOUNTANTS FOR BUSINESS

A joint research paper by ACCA and Mercer



2

Foreword by ACCA

In an ever-changing competitive environment, the one constant seems to be the war for talent, 
and one of the most critical talent pools is Generation Y. Companies are aware that to be 
considered an employer of choice by the most recent generation to join the workforce, they have 
to find new ways to attract and retain talent; a one-size-fits-all approach will no longer work.

Mercer’s Human Capital consulting teams consistently see employers in every sector, including 
finance, facing the challenge of attracting and engaging Generation Y. We partner with clients 
who want specifics on what they need to do to retain and develop potential future leaders in 
this generation and specifics on how they can harness the energy, passion and commitment of 
Generation Y employees as they grow their professional careers.  

Today, four generations of workers are working side by side, each bringing to the workplace a 
range of cultural and generational perspectives and strengths. Generation Y individuals around 
the globe are taking their careers into their own hands and focusing on their prospects for 
development to ensure their own career progression. This has implications for the way the 
finance profession builds its talent pipeline as well as the way organisations attract, develop and 
retain their young finance talent. 

This report considers these issues from both Generation Y’s and employers’ perspectives, 
highlights some emerging and intersecting trends, and provides practical insights and 
recommendations that can help leading organisations build a robust Generation Y talent strategy 
for their finance professionals – a strategy that can stand alone or fit within an intergenerational 
work philosophy. 

Pat Milligan
Senior partner and president, Mercer Human Capital
www.mercer.com

Foreword by Mercer
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As the global body for professional accountants, ACCA recognises the talent and skills that 
Generation Y finance professionals across the world are bringing to today’s workplace. It is this 
generation who will shape and influence our profession for the decades ahead, and help their 
organisations create and sustain value – as long as we help them to realise their ambitions 
and career aspirations. We all have a significant role to play in supporting Generation Y finance 
professionals to fulfill their potential, and this research sends out some clear messages on how 
we must go about this.

The opportunities in this next decade for the global accountancy profession are substantial. 
Across all sectors of the global economy, accountants will be at the heart of business 
decision-making. They will be vital in supporting a return to economic growth and play a critical 
role in creating the right environment for long-term business success. Harnessing the talents, 
skills and experiences of Generation Y is central to achieving this vision. 

This report has been produced through a successful collaboration between ACCA and Mercer. 
It represents one of the largest-ever studies of Generation Y finance professionals, and directly 
supports ACCA’s global programme in 2010, Accountants for Business. It includes unique 
insights from more than 3,200 finance professionals in 122 countries, creating a comprehensive 
view of the strategies needed to successfully recruit, develop and retain a generation of young 
finance people who represent the future of the profession. I am delighted to be able to share the 
results with you. 

Helen Brand
Chief executive, ACCA
www.accaglobal.com
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ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants) 
is the global body for professional accountants. We aim to 
offer business-relevant, first-choice qualifications to people of 
application, ability and ambition around the world who seek a 
rewarding career in accountancy, finance and management. 

Founded in 1904, ACCA has consistently held unique core 
values: opportunity, diversity, innovation, integrity and 
accountability. We believe that accountants bring value to 
economies at all stages of their development. We seek to 
develop capacity in the profession and encourage the adoption 
of global standards. Our values are aligned to the needs of 
employers in all sectors and we ensure that, through our 
qualifications, we prepare accountants for business. We seek 
to open up the profession to people of all backgrounds, and 
remove artificial barriers, developing our qualifications and their 
delivery to meet the diverse needs of trainee professionals and 
their employers. 

We support our 140,000 members and 404,000 students 
in 170 countries, helping them to develop successful careers 
in accounting and business, based on the skills required by 
employers. We work through a network of 83 offices and 
centres and more than 8,000 Approved Employers worldwide, 
who provide high standards of employee learning and 
development. Through our public interest remit, we promote 
appropriate regulation of accounting and conduct relevant 
research to ensure accountancy continues to grow in reputation 
and influence.

About ACCA About Mercer

Mercer is a leading global provider of consulting, outsourcing 
and investment services, with more than 25,000 clients 
worldwide. Mercer consultants help clients design and manage 
health, retirement and other benefits and optimise human 
capital. The firm also provides customised administration, 
technology and total benefit outsourcing solutions. Mercer’s 
investment services include global leadership in investment 
consulting and multimanager investment management. 

Mercer’s global network of more than 18,900 employees, 
based in over 40 countries, helps ensure integrated, worldwide 
solutions. Our consultants work with clients to develop 
solutions that address global and country-specific challenges 
and opportunities. Mercer is experienced in assisting both major 
and growing, mid-size companies.

Mercer’s human capital business helps clients make and 
implement the right choices regarding their investments 
in people. Mercer provides comprehensive services and 
solutions in the areas of human capital strategy, talent 
management, rewards, and human capital operations and 
technology solutions.

The company is a wholly owned subsidiary of Marsh & 
McLennan Companies, Inc., which lists its stock (ticker symbol: 
MMC) on the New York, Chicago and London stock exchanges.

ACCA’s global programme, Accountants for Business, champions the role of finance professionals 
in all sectors as true value creators in organisations. Through people, process and professionalism, 
accountants are central to great performance. They shape business strategy through a deep 
understanding of financial drivers and seek opportunities for long-term success. By focusing on 
the critical role professional accountants play in economies at all stages of development around 
the world, and in diverse organisations, ACCA seeks to highlight and enhance the role the 
accountancy profession plays in supporting a healthy global economy. 

Accountants for Business
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this paper represents a collaboration between acca, the global body for 
professional accountants, and mercer, one of the world’s leading providers of 
consulting, outsourcing and investment services.

it presents one of the most substantive and widespread surveys of generation y 
finance professionals ever undertaken, with respondents from 122 countries. 

We would like to thank all the generation y finance professionals who participated 
in this study. We would also like to thank a number of leading organisations in 
locations across the world who shared their perspectives on attracting, developing 
and retaining generation y finance professionals. the organisations were selected 
to ensure the survey gathered a variety of insights from a range of sectors and 
geographies into the issues, challenges and opportunities that emerge in managing 
this generation of finance professionals. the organisations that have contributed to 
this survey include the government finance Profession, Hays, KPmg taseer Hadi 
and company, rsm tenon, unilever, nHs, standard chartered, aviva, PKf (uK) 
and santander.
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Executive summary

this report presents the findings of research on generation y finance professionals (born 
between 1980 and 1993) undertaken between march and June 2010. more than 3,200 
individuals1 from 122 countries responded to our survey, making it one of the biggest‑ever 
studies of the youngest generation presently in the workforce. in addition, a number of leading 
organisations from across the world were interviewed and shared their insights into managing 
this population in the workplace. this study on generation y is a core feature of acca’s global 
programme of research and insights for 2010, accountants for business.

This survey seeks to provide a clear 
understanding of the youngest generation 
in the finance profession today. It 
examines their traits, what attracts 
them to an organisation and what keeps 
them with a particular employer, as 
well as their career aspirations and the 
implications for employers trying to 
attract, develop and retain them. 

The report provides a unique perspective 
for the finance profession. It gives 
a blueprint for employers of finance 
professionals for recruiting, developing, 
engaging and retaining the future of the 
profession in today’s workplace.

Key finDings
Dynamic career progression is at the 
heart of the story of generation y in 
the finance profession. The youngest 
generation in finance seeks out career 
paths which are aspirational, fluid 
and evolving quickly. The generation 
is divided between those seeking 
to follow traditional finance career 
routes and those wishing to embark 
on much broader career paths outside 
mainstream finance roles. It is a tale of 
two career paths. 

an increasingly competitive, complex 
and regulated global economy is 
changing what employers require from 
their finance people. Organisations will 
increasingly need individuals who wish 
to follow traditional finance career paths, 
bringing specialised and deep finance 
knowledge to their organisation and 
sector. However, organisations also need 
a new breed of finance professional, 
one who can bring a wealth of broader 
commercial insight and experience 
gained inside and outside of traditional 
finance areas and the finance function. 

the attraction of finance talent will 
be a key competitive differentiator in 
the future. The survey suggests that 
career development is the key factor 
that attracts Generation Y finance 
professionals to an employer, so career 
development must be at the heart of 
an organisation’s attraction proposition; 
organisations need to showcase the 
career paths available and be clear 
how they can deliver on the career 
promise. Other factors matter too – 
Generation Y finance professionals seek 
out competitive remuneration – money 
is important to them. Surprisingly, 
our survey reveals job security is also 
important, which is perhaps a legacy of 
the global economic downturn. Generally, 
lifestyle factors matter more to this 
generation than contractual factors. The 
employer’s brand matters too, and most 
young finance professionals only want to 
work with organisations that reflect their 
own values. 

at the heart of career development for 
this generation lies experiential learning. 
It is seen as key both by employers 
and Generation Y in developing the 
skills required of today’s finance 
professional. There is a clear preference 
for this to be supported by face-to-face 
learning interventions. Generation Y 
finance professionals are not reliant 
on e-learning. They rate many other 
learning interventions as more useful, 
a finding consistent with the wider 
finance population2. Organisations need 
to develop a wide range of learning 
interventions to engage this generation 
successfully, but experiential learning to 
support career development should be at 
the centre of the proposition. 

1 ACCA members and students born in or after 1980, working in a finance or accounting-related role for the past 12 months
2 Training needs analysis, ACCA 2009

career development is critical to 
effective retention. While most 
Generation Y finance professionals are 
content in their current role, a significant 
proportion (one-third) would like to 
leave their organisation immediately. 
The retention risk with this generation 
is significant and may be exacerbated 
where global economic conditions 
improve. This is a generation of financial 
professionals who are confident about 
their own careers and willing to move 
quickly if sufficient opportunities do 
not arise in their current organisation. 
Managing their expectations through 
transparent career management 
strategies will be vital to aid retention 
and secure appropriate return on training 
investment. Our survey also shows that 
appropriate remuneration strategies 
and a corporate culture of strong team 
relationships and empowerment are key 
to their retention. 
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Introduction: Generation Y in finance

INTRODUCTION: GENERATION Y IN FINANCE

the key challenge facing organisations in the next few years will be the creation of value. today 
we live in a knowledge economy, where information is key to value creation. many organisations 
recognise that the talents of the people they employ are critical to business success. 
Human capital, not physical capital, is now the organisation’s primary source of competitive 
differentiation; leveraging the skills, talents, ideas and experiences of a creative workforce 
is a strategic imperative. unlike the first decade of the 21st century, in the present decade 
businesses will not be able to rely on economic momentum and credit to drive organisational 
profits and shareholder return. instead, value will need to be created through innovation, and 
through harnessing and leveraging the skills of the organisation’s human capital. Value will be 
created by people, ideas and the brand. 

The skills and experiences of accounting 
professionals have always been a source 
of value. This remains as true today as 
at the inception of the profession. Over 
the past decade, there has been growing 
recognition of the skills and experiences 
that professional accountants bring 
to organisations, particularly in an 
increasingly regulated and complex 
business environment. The onset of the 
global economic crisis has consolidated 
this position. Organisations of all sizes 
and across all sectors have turned to 
their finance counterparts for support in 
charting a pathway to recovery. The past 
18 months have provided an opportunity 
for finance leaders to influence and 
shape businesses and their strategies. 
Over the next few years, businesses must 
capitalise on the opportunities afforded 
by the downturn. 

As Generation Y makes up an increasing 
proportion of the global workforce, 
tapping into the knowledge, skills and 
talents of the new generation will be 
critical to organisations’ success. But 
why does this generation matter so 
much? In many developed countries 
birth rates are declining significantly, 
and the older baby-boom generation is 
retiring, which means that the youngest 
working generation will make up an 
ever-larger proportion of the workforce. 
With Generation Y also having to work 
longer because of dwindling pension 
security, a heavy burden is being placed 
on young shoulders. 

ChArt 1: 
nAturE oF EMploYMEnt stAtus

13%  
Temporary

18%  
Fixed-term contract

69%  
Permanent

It is not just developed economies where 
Generation Y has huge significance: this 
generation is important to the fortunes of 
emerging markets too, and in the finance 
profession an increasing proportion 
of qualified accountants belong to 
Generation Y. Of ACCA’s 140,000 
members globally, 11% are under the 
age of 30. It is the talent and skills of 
this new generation that will create value 
in the global economy in the second 
decade of the 21st century. Generation Y 
is the future of business and the future of 
the accountancy profession. 

generation y in ProfiLe
employment status
A quick overview of our respondent 
profiles suggests that almost 70% of 
Generation Y finance professionals 
are employed in permanent positions, 
leaving almost one-third either employed 
on fixed-term contracts or in temporary 
positions (chart 1). This is indicative 
of the more flexible nature of work 
assignments today across the global 
finance profession. 
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Location of work
Our survey suggests Generation Y finance 
professionals are typically office-based 
(chart 2). Over one-half of respondents 
to our survey indicate that they never 
work at home, and just over one-quarter 
that they only rarely do so. With just 
7% saying they often do, this is not 
a generation of finance professionals 
working from home on a regular basis.

Work pattern
Our survey suggests that many 
Generation Y finance professionals work 
in excess of their contracted hours, 
with over 40% suggesting they do so 
at least six times a month. Less than 
10% suggest they never work in excess 
of their contractual hours. Working in 
excess of contractual hours is more likely 
in public practice (particularly in larger 
organisations), the corporate sector and 
financial services.

managing other people
Almost two-fifths of respondents manage 
other people in their role (chart 3). Just 
over three-quarters of these managers 
have a small team of fewer than five 
people, while one-quarter manage a 
larger team. Overall, the number of 
men leading teams is higher than the 
number of women, roughly a 60/40 split. 
However, broken down by region, the 
figures show significant variation. In Asia 
Pacific 66% of team leaders are women, 
in Europe and America the figure is 56%, 
while in other regions it is men who 
predominantly lead teams at this early 
stage of their career in finance.

the colleagues they work with
Almost 75% of respondents work with 
individuals from a different generation 
(chart 4). Respondents in Europe and 
America are more likely to do so than 
respondents from other regions.

56% of respondents say they work with 
colleagues employed in different parts 
of the organisation, and over half say 
they work with non-finance/accounting 
colleagues (chart 4).

More than one-quarter of respondents 
indicate that they work with stakeholders 
outside the organisation and 28% that 
they work with colleagues located in 
different countries (although this is less 
likely in public practice, reflecting the 
national nature of many practice firms) 
(chart 4).

ChArt 4: 
thE CollEAGuEs thEY rEGulArlY work wIth

Colleagues who are in a 
different generation to myself

Colleagues employed in different 
parts of the organisation

Non-finance and accounting 
colleagues

Colleagues located in different 
countries

Stakeholders outside the 
organisation

None of the above

73%

56%

52%

28%

26%

9%

% of respondents indicating yes       100%

ChArt 3:
do othEr pEoplE rEport to You In Your rolE?

% of respondents       39% 61%  100%

No

Yes

ChArt 2: 
FrEquEnCY oF workInG FroM hoME

7%  
Often (more than 6 times a month)

12%  
Sometimes (3–6 times a month)

28%  
Rarely (1 or 2 times a month)

53%  
Never
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use of foreign language
Over one-third of this generation often 
uses a foreign language as part of their 
role, with a further one-fifth using a 
foreign language sometimes (chart 5). 

These findings reflect how the business 
world is evolving in a variety of ways. 
Greater globalisation is driving more 
cross-border work, and the need to 
understand different business and 
regulatory environments is increasing. 
The accountancy profession is itself 
becoming more diverse; ACCA now has 
students and members in over 170 
countries, and a significant number of 
respondents to our survey are working 
with international colleagues regularly.

In today’s complex business environment 
we see finance professionals working 
with a range of internal and external 
stakeholders. Internally, finance 
professionals are regularly employed 
in multidisciplinary project teams 
and work closely with the HR, sales, 
marketing and IT departments as well 
as all the different governance boards 
such as audit committees. Externally, 
the range of stakeholders that finance 
engages with is even broader: bankers, 
government, regulatory authorities, 
tax authorities, suppliers, customers, 
shareholders, asset management 
companies, environmentalists, trade 
creditors, debtors, and so on. It is 
encouraging to see that the youngest 
generation in finance is engaged across 
the organisation and beyond. 

ChArt 5: 
usE oF ForEIGn lAnGuAGE In rolE

34%  
Often

32%  
Never

14%  
Rarely

20%  
Sometimes
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the heart of the Generation Y story: dynamic career progression

finance professionals have a significant role to play in the creation of value for the organisation. 
the remit of finance professionals, both internally for the organisation and as external advisers, 
is broadening dramatically. the role of the finance director in today’s business environment 
is no longer comparable with the role only 10 years ago. We live in a world that is becoming 
more competitive, complex and regulated. the implication is that organisations need two 
types of finance professionals: those who bring specialised and deep finance knowledge to 
the organisation and sector, and those who bring a wealth of broader commercial insight and 
business experience.

Our survey suggests these developments 
are consistent with what Generation Y 
finance professionals expect from their 
own careers. Many seek to develop a 
broader business career outside core 
finance roles at some point in their 
career. In contrast, a considerable 
number still expect to pursue traditional 
finance roles and career paths. The 
story of Generation Y in finance is that 
of dynamic career progression where 
careers paths are fluid, changing quickly 
and continuously evolving. This is a story 
of diverging career expectations for young 
finance professionals. It is a tale of two 
career paths (chart 6). 

According to our survey, 40% of 
Generation Y finance professionals wish 
to pursue a ‘classic’ finance career, 
with progression and success indicated 
by increasing depth of knowledge and 
expertise. While Generation Y employees 
remain in finance, they may specialise 
in areas such as tax or audit, and could 
define success as ascending the career 
ladder of the organisation to roles such 
as finance director or audit partner. 

Over half of this generation wish to 
pursue new pathways, and gain a 
breadth of experience by following 
a career path outside traditional 
finance roles and beyond the finance 

the wider organisation and build financial 
management capacity in the business. 

Right through the attraction, development 
and retention cycle, employer strategies 
will need to be aligned to the career needs 
of this new generation. Failure to channel 
their skills, abilities, enthusiasm, energy 
and ambition could leave the organisation 
ill-equipped to compete. For Generation 
Y, the attraction proposition will need to 
indicate that starting a career in finance 
can provide a gateway to a number of 
career options rather than entry into a 
more specialised finance field. Failure 
to deliver on the career promise could 
mean significant talent flight and the 
inability to realise a satisfactory return on 
training investment. 

In addition, employers will need to 
understand the other factors that make 
Generation Y finance professionals 
want to join an organisation in the 
first place. They will need to identify 
which development practices are 
likely to leverage their potential most 
effectively, and critically, they will need 
to understand how to keep hold of them. 
This becomes a business imperative 
in some countries, such as Pakistan 
and Malaysia, where Mercer’s recent 
Total Remuneration survey3 found that 
finance jobs are one in the top three 
‘jobs most difficult to retain’ category. 
Both employers and employees have a 
vested interest in delivering against these 
objectives. The goal is clear but finding 
the solution may be more challenging. 

IT IS A STORy OF dyNAMIC ANd dIvERgINg CAREER
ExpECTATIONS FOR yOUNg FINANCE pROFESSIONAlS.
IT IS A TAlE OF TwO CAREER pAThS.

the classic finance career the new pathway

Traditional finance roles
Depth of finance knowledge
Career paths within finance roles
Quick vertical progression early in career

Broader business roles
Breadth of knowledge outside of finance
Career paths outside of finance roles
Slow vertical progression early in career

ChArt 6: A tAlE oF two CArEEr pAths

3 Total Remuneration survey, Mercer 2009

It Is a story of dynamIc and dIvergIng career
expectatIons for young fInance professIonals.
It Is a tale of two career paths.

function at some point. The speed of 
career progression may differ between 
these two pathways. Generation Y 
professionals seeking pathways outside 
traditional finance roles will bring a 
wealth of valuable finance skills to these 
new roles, but will also need to build and 
prove their knowledge and experience in 
new areas; they may need to recalibrate 
their notions of success in the early 
stages of their careers. 

This dynamic represents both a 
significant opportunity as well as a 
considerable challenge to the finance 
profession and employers. The talents 
and skills of those Generation Y 
professionals seeking to remain in the 
profession must be harnessed to ensure 
the profession has a talent pipeline 
of future finance leaders. For those 
ultimately seeking careers outside 
mainstream finance roles, employers 
need to be flexible in accommodating 
more variable career paths. This lateral 
career movement of finance professionals 
offers the employer an opportunity to 
increase finance competencies across 
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what attracts the youngest finance 
professionals to work for a particular 
organisation, how do they like to 
learn, and what makes them want to 
stay with an employer? 

how do employers attract, develop 
and retain the very best of this 
generation?
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Attraction: opening the door to young talent

the attraction of finance talent to organisations will be a key competitive differentiator in the 
future, and will require employers to ask themselves what attracts the younger generation in 
finance to particular organisations. What do organisations need to do to hire the best in class of 
this generation?

attraction: tHe toP fiVe 
Our survey reveals the top-five 
most-important factors that attract 
Generation Y in finance to employers.

 1    2    3    4    5
 Not        Very
 important         important

Rating score

100%

% of 
respondents 
expressing 
an opinion

1%
4%

22%

73%

ChArt 8:
thE IMportAnCE oF CArEEr dEvElopMEnt And lEArnInG 

opportunItIEs In AttrACtInG IndIvIduAls to An EMploYEr

“ThE MOST IMpORTANT ThINg FOR ME IS ThE CAREER 
dEvElOpMENT AN ORgANISATION CAN OFFER ME”
generation y interVieWee

ChArt 7:
top-FIvE FACtors AttrACtInG potEntIAl EMploYEEs

Career development and learning opportunities

Remuneration package (base salary)

Nature of role

Job security

Work-life balance

95%

87%

83%

81%

81%

100%% of respondents scoring 4 or 5 
(5 = very important) for each factor

career DeVeLoPment anD 
Learning oPPortunities
The figures from our survey of Generation 
Y finance professionals overwhelmingly 
demonstrate that career development 
and learning opportunities are the 
primary factors in deciding to join a 
particular organisation (chart 8). Almost 
three-quarters of respondents to our 
survey say that these are ‘very important’ 
– easily the largest response across all 
our attraction parameters. 

The perception that career development 
is the key to attracting Generation Y 
finance professionals is universally 
shared with the employers we 
interviewed for this study. They report 
that candidates ask for information on 
career development during the interview 
stage, seeking employer support to 
achieve professional qualifications, for 
example, through funding or study leave. 

The implication for organisations 
wishing to attract Generation Y is that 
the career proposition is fundamental. 
Successful recruiters of this generation 
into finance roles need to be very 
clear on the career path opportunities 
available and how individuals can 
develop within the organisation, and the 
associated time frames. 
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Broadly, our analysis shows that 
Generation Y candidates are interested 
in two types of career path: the classic 
finance career (40% of respondents), 
and new pathways that extend outside 
traditional finance roles (60% of 
respondents). Employers seeking to 
attract Generation Y finance professionals 
must have a clear view on the career 
pathways within and beyond mainstream 
finance roles. They need to be clear on 
how the organisation values finance 
professionals who ultimately seek a 
rewarding career within their business 
outside the normal finance boundaries. 
In delivering the recruitment strategy 
they need to ask:

• How do we see the roles of finance 
professionals emerging in our 
organisation?

• What career paths will be available?

• What are the specific opportunities for 
finance professionals along the career 
journey?

 
• What is the roadmap they need to 

follow to get to their destination? 

• What is the organisation’s experience 
of developing finance professionals 
outside core finance roles?

• How can we leverage their finance 
skills in other areas of our business?

• How do we equip finance managers to 
hold informed discussions on career 
path options?

• Can the organisation use role models 
to showcase typical career paths?

Our survey reveals that Generation 
Y finance professionals are attracted 
to roles that are challenging and that 
support interesting finance careers. The 
nature of the role is cited by respondents 
as the third most important factor in 
attracting them to an organisation. They 
want roles that stretch their abilities and 
offer quick routes to career success. 

 e    Attraction:

CAsE studY 
Aviva

engaging WitH generation y tHrougHout tHe recruitment Process
aviva is the world’s fifth‑largest insurance group and the largest insurance services 
provider in the uK. it is a leading provider of life, pensions and investment products 
and one of the largest financial adviser providers. it is also the largest general insurer, 
with an overall uK market share of 15% and 4.3 million customers. aviva insures one 
in five households, one in seven motor vehicles and more than 800,000 businesses in 
the uK. the company aims for superior long‑term investment performance, and its size 
and efficiency provides an extensive range of value‑for‑money, good‑quality products for 
customers, whether they are investing for the future, guarding against the unexpected, 
or protecting the things that are important to them. it has 54,000 global employees 
(24,000 in the uK) serving over 50 million customers in 28 countries around the world.

At Aviva we are taking an increasingly global approach to our people management 
practices, including the recruitment of Generation Y finance professionals and our 
graduate intake programmes. To attract our young talent, we involve our recently recruited 
graduates as we find this helps us match our organisational language to suit the style of 
Generation Y, adopt a recruitment approach that is well received by this generation, and 
implement communication tactics that maintain engagement throughout the attraction 
and selection processes. 

faster, quicker, clicker recruitment
We recognise that to attract quality talent we need to communicate and interact with 
Generation Y, and indeed other generations, in an engaging and interactive way, and 
we have developed our approach to recruitment and on-boarding in response to the 
preferences of Generation Y. In the UK, candidates can apply for jobs with us via their 
mobile phone and we can send them an SMS with confirmation of their interview 
appointment. To support candidates we have a green room on the internet that provides 
information and advice as well as games to guide them though the recruitment process. 
Successful candidates can log onto the green room to receive their job offer and start 
their induction online, both before they join us and for the first month after joining. This 
allows us to start engaging with them before they join, helps them to feel part of Aviva 
early on in the process, and guides them at the beginning of their career with us. 

Our interview process has also changed for entry-level roles, from a competency-based 
approach to a strengths-based assessment. We focus on positive psychology in 
assessments, looking at what makes people eager to get out of bed in the morning and 
play their role in Aviva’s success. We recognise that candidates are seeking careers 
that will enable them to use and build on their strengths, and we ask them to tell us 
what those strengths are. For finance professionals this means balancing technical 
skills with other skill sets, so we use numerical assessments and role plays as well 
as strengths-based conversations. In our job adverts and interviews we highlight the 
opportunities that Aviva can offer as well as the financial rewards and the different types 
of roles available, and we look for a breadth of knowledge, experience and potential in our 
finance professionals rather than deep expertise in narrow areas.

Keeping engaged after joining
We work hard to retain Generation Y finance professionals after they have joined Aviva, 
and do this by maintaining our engagement with them and by enabling them to build their 
careers across business areas. 

An element of our engagement approach is Aviva’s global intranet, which has made 
a real difference to the way Generation Y and others connect with each other across 
the organisation. There are chatroom forums that enable people to have their say, to 
express what they think and feel to the most senior management in the company, and 
get solutions and responses from colleagues across the business within hours. Although 
usage is led by Generation Y, we are seeing increasing numbers of senior leaders 
regularly post on the forums too. This technology has increased productivity by enabling 
communication and information movement at a much quicker speed than before, with 
low additional cost. We also engage with our talent through our Brand New Club, where 
we connect people internally who have a passion to make a difference in Aviva, enabling 
them to create and drive change in the working environment.

We recognise Generation Y’s importance for our continued success at Aviva, and the 
approaches discussed here are part of our wider strategy to ensure a motivating and 
energising employee experience for this and other generations. 

CAREER dEvElOpMENT 
NEEdS TO BE AT 
ThE hEART OF 
ThE ATTRACTION 
pROpOSITION.
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ChArt 10:
lIFEstYlE FACtors outwEIGh ContrACtuAl FACtors 

In AttrACtInG GEnErAtIon Y

68%

60%

Lifestyle contractual

% of respondents scoring 4 or 5 (5 = very important) 
across all lifestyle and contractual parameters

gENERATION y FINANCE pROFESSIONAlS plACE hIgh 
IMpORTANCE ON lIFESTylE FACTORS. ISSUES SUCh AS 
jOB SECURITy ARE IMpORTANT TO ThEM.

Finding the appropriate remuneration 
levels to attract sufficient Generation Y 
talent into finance can be a challenge. 
There are many competing industries, 
most notably the banking sector, which 
in the past has successfully captured 
potential entrants through high levels 
of remuneration. We do not expect this 
to change significantly in the future. 
Therefore employers need to concentrate 
on a broader proposition to attract the 
top Generation Y talent. 

 

‘I REAlly FEEl A 
COMpANy ShOUld BE 
ENvIRONMENTAlly 
FRIENdly’
generation y interVieWee

The career development offering needs 
to be at the heart of the attraction 
proposition, but our survey suggests there 
are other important factors that attract 
Generation Y finance professionals. 

remuneration
Remuneration is a critical element of 
the attraction proposition for Generation 
Y professionals seeking employment in 
a finance role. Base salary is identified 
as the second most-important attraction 
factor after career development, and 
non-base salary benefits such as bonuses 
are rated the sixth most-important 
attraction factor overall. 

Job security
A surprising finding from our survey 
is the importance of job security to 
Generation Y (chart 9). It is the joint 
fourth most-important attraction 
factor for a finance role after career 
development, nature of the role and 
base remuneration package. This may 
be a reflection of the changes since the 
global economic crisis. A consistent 
observation from employers as part of 
this study has been a change in attitudes 
of Generation Y since the economic 
downturn. Organisations seeking 
to develop a compelling attraction 
proposition to recruit Generation Y 
finance professionals need to consider 
the perception of how secure a role in 
finance will be in their organisation.

Attraction: opening the door to young talent e  

WorK‑Life baLance
Work-life balance is cited by Generation 
Y finance professionals as a significant 
factor to attracting them to organisations. 
More generally, lifestyle factors outweigh 
contractual factors in attracting them 
to a finance role (chart 10). The career 
model of a finance professional in 
previous generations has been significant 
investment in time and effort early in 
the career driven by financial incentive. 
Our survey suggests this model may 
apply less well in attracting Generation 
Y individuals because they are more 
lifestyle-driven. 

Perhaps the preference towards lifestyle 
factors is in part due to a changing 
definition of success. Our survey suggests 
the historical view of career success 
being defined by more money probably 
rings less true for this generation. This is 
a generation that seeks a much broader 
range of benefits from working life, and 
actively seeks out organisations that can 
deliver this. 

ChArt 9:
thE IMportAnCE oF joB sECurItY In AttrACtInG GEnErAtIon Y

% of respondents indicating how 
important job security is to them

2%

16%

35%

46% (very important)

1% (not important)Increasing
importance
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ChArt 11:
lIFEstYlE FACtors thAt AttrACt GEnErAtIon Y 

FInAnCE proFEssIonAls to EMploYErs

% of respondents scoring 4  or 5  (5 = very important)

38% 25%

49% 34%

39% 15%

22% 73%

38% 43%

39% 21%

37% 22%

35% 46%

28% 17%

33% 22%

Career development and learning opportunities

Job security

Work-life balance

Nature of role

Convenience of location

The organisation’s CSR values

Lifestyle benefits (eg access to health and fitness)

Brand image

Office facilities

Travel abroad

Some of the employers we interviewed 
comment that one key challenge in 
recruiting this generation into traditional 
career paths such as auditing is the 
perception of risk and reward. They see 
fewer candidates aspiring to the most 
senior roles such as partner or finance 
director because they perceive that 
higher pay may not be sufficient reward 
for the high risk and impoverished 
work-life balance enforced by the 
compliance and regulatory environment. 
The profession needs a talent pipeline 
of individuals wanting to reach the top 
in finance, particularly in regulated 
areas such as audit. To address this, 
some employers are promoting career 
advancement to the top finance roles as 
an opportunity to influence the strategy 
of the organisation or government. 

Lifestyle factors are also recognised by 
employers as important to the attraction 
proposition (chart 11). Such factors 
include convenience of location (cited by 
Generation Y respondents as the fifth most 
important lifestyle factor) and lifestyle 
benefits such as access to health clubs 
(rated as important by the majority of 
our respondents). Employers suggest that 
they can recruit quality talent in suburban 
or greenbelt areas where the employee 
is looking to achieve a lifestyle out of the 
city. Convenience of location is cited as 
more important by women than by men. 

branD image
Our research suggests that Generation 
Y finance professionals are broadly 
brand-conscious and also take an 
interest in corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) issues (chart 11). Our survey 
indicates they are attracted to 
organisations that have a powerful 
brand image that reflects their own 
values (chart 12). Across all attraction 
parameters, brand and CSR issues 
matter to this generation, but perhaps 
less so than previously thought. 

gENERATION y FINANCE pROFESSIONAlS ARE 
BRANd-dRIvEN ANd wANT TO wORk FOR 
ORgANISATIONS ThAT REFlECT ThEIR OwN vAlUES.

 1    2    3    4    5
 Not        Very
 important         important

Rating score

100%

% of 
respondents 
indicating how 
important the 
organisation’s 
brand image 
is in attracting 
them to an 
employer

7%
3%

30%

39%

21%

ChArt 12:
how IMportAnt Is An orGAnIsAtIon’s BrAnd IMAGE 

In AttrACtInG You to An EMploYEr?

“ThE BRANd IS 
IMpORTANT BECAUSE IT 
REFlECTS ON ME AS AN 
INdIvIdUAl”
generation y interVieWee

Recruiting organisations need to be 
conscious of the power of their brand 
and their CSR record on their ability to 
attract Generation Y to the organisation. 
Organisations need to identify the 
elements of their brand that will attract 
Generation Y and focus on promoting 
these in the attraction proposition. 

Employers also report that candidates 
seek out information on the organisation, 
its culture and the alignment of values. 
From an employer perspective there are 
differing opinions as to the importance 
of this topic. Some employers believe 
candidates will chose strong brands 
that they are proud to show on their CV; 

 e    Attraction: opening the door to young talent
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others see it as a hygiene factor, with 
candidates concerned only to ensure 
they would not be ashamed to have an 
employer’s brand on their CV. It may 
also be a luxury criterion for job-seekers 
and deprioritised in tougher sectors by 
Generation Y candidates looking for a 
first job. Brand is cited as less important 
by women than by men. 

A strong brand enables the employer 
to be as discerning as the candidate 
in an active recruitment market. As 

Attraction: opening the door to young talent e  

An InsIGht FroM A lEAdInG GloBAl rECruItMEnt orGAnIsAtIon 

Hays plc is the leading global specialist recruiting group. it is the expert at recruiting qualified, professional and skilled people worldwide, 
being the market leader in the uK and australia and one of the market leaders in continental europe. it operates across the private and 
public sectors, dealing in permanent positions, contract roles and temporary assignments. the group employs over 6,700 staff operating 
from 345 offices in 28 countries across 17 specialisms.

Recruiting experts from five global locations at Hays shared with us their insights into the challenges of recruiting Generation Y finance 
professionals. Their experience of helping organisations recruit finance professionals across the world has enabled them to identify a number 
of successful Generation Y attraction practices.  

Generation Y candidates are attracted to a strong employer brand that they can see and feel through the organisation’s website and its 
presence on social networking sites. Employers need to have accessible, attractive and informative career websites where candidates can 
gather relevant information on the company and gain an understanding of what it is like to work there. Many leading organisations use 
the internet and social networking sites to convey a Generation Y friendly image; however the promised employee experience needs to be 
managed carefully to ensure it reflects the actual experience of being a Generation Y employee within the organisation. The employer brand 
can be further built for this generation by linking with universities and colleges, though job fairs and career advice centres for example, as 
well as establishing sponsorship, internships and training programmes. 

securing top generation y talent
Top Generation Y talent is in short supply and Hays advises that employers target the specific needs of this group in order to attract the 
best candidates. They see that both parties are becoming more demanding and they believe the employment market will become more 
candidate-driven as economies pick up again; already in some countries job portals encourage candidates to wait until the employer finds 
them, instead of asking applicants to respond to specific job adverts. Hays says that while employers are seeking higher-quality talent, 
candidates are demanding that they can pursue either a career with high salary and long hours, or alternatively a job with less salary but 
with a more generous work-life balance. This presents a challenge for employers in addressing differing candidate demands; the solution is 
for employers to offer development in a supportive environment with clear career and individual development plans, but with flexible working 
arrangements that enable the work-life balance that many in Generation Y strive for. 

This generation expects fast and transparent recruitment processes; employers may therefore need to change their recruitment practices in 
order to respond to the behaviours and preferences of this generation, for example by providing feedback quickly to candidates. The effort 
required by employers to intertwine Generation Y’s culture into the existing organisation’s culture may come with a price tag, but the price 
may be higher later on if this opportunity is not seized now. The prize is an organisation with the competitive edge to attract new finance 
talent. The challenge for employers is how to demonstrate at the recruitment stage what they specifically offer Generation Y; however if this 
is done well they will be able to ensure that their organisation is a magnet and chosen destination for top Generation Y talent. 

attraction: recaP
The key to attracting Generation Y finance professionals is the career development proposition. They are attracted to organisations 
that offer interesting roles, learning opportunities and career paths. 

Organisations need to showcase career paths available both inside and outside of traditional finance roles to attract this generation. 
They need to be very clear on how they can deliver the career promise. 

Lifestyle factors are more important than contractual factors; a broad proposition is required, with career development at its centre.

the jobs market has became more 
challenging for candidates, our employer 
interviews reveal that employers 
increasingly demand that candidates 
have a thorough background knowledge 
of the organisation; previously some 
candidates could have achieved success 
through a broader ‘scattergun’ approach 
to job hunting. 

Some company brands are inevitably more 
appealing than others to this generation. 
Successfully engaging Generation Y on 

its own terms without compromising the 
integrity of the brand of the organisation 
is a fine balancing act. Feedback from 
employers suggests that where this 
element of the attraction proposition is 
delivered badly, it is counterproductive 
and detracts from the professional brand 
of the organisation. Indeed, attempting to 
attract Generation Y with a brand image 
that does not match the actual employee 
experience risks disappointment and 
early attrition. 
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development: leveraging the potential and delivering the career promise

How do organisations get the best out of the generation y talent in finance, and how do they 
deliver development opportunities? What strategies should organisations adopt to leverage the 
skills and potential to secure the future of the profession? What development activities engage 
them, and which are less successful?

DeVeLoPment: tHe toP fiVe
Our survey reveals the top-five preferred 
learning methods of Generation Y in 
finance.

Experiential learning

Face-to-face courses

Further qualifications

Seminars and workshops

E-learning

64%

64%

56%

53%

26%

100%
% of respondents who identified 
the learning method in their top-three preferences

ChArt 13:
top-FIvE prEFErrEd lEArnInG MEthods

4 Talent management in 2010: foundations for growth, ACCA 2010

career DeVeLoPment tHrougH 
exPerientiaL Learning
According to our survey, Generation Y 
is a hands-on generation that wants 
dynamic career progression supported 
through experiential learning and other 
more formal training approaches. 
In ACCA’s recent report on talent 
development4 across the profession, 
experiential learning and secondments 
are identified as the key development 
activities most valuable for the 
development of finance talent across 
the organisation. Experiential learning 
needs to be at the heart of organisations’ 
development proposition. It is key to 
developing Generation Y talent and 
by its very nature (learning through 
experience) typically takes place in 
day-to-day work activity. 
 
Employers who participated in this 
study recognise the importance of 
experiential learning. For them, this 
approach is more cost-effective since 
employees are productive in their work 
while learning. Increasingly, finance 
professionals are operating in complex 
and pressured environments. Businesses 
are more regulated, and accountants 
are involved in an increasingly broader 
range of situations and tasks in the 

modern-day profession. And that is why 
experiential learning matters: it is key to 
developing the broader skills required of 
accountants today. 

Experiential learning is at the heart of 
the training model across the profession 
in all sectors. Public practice firms 
operate a model that develops high 
numbers of trainees even though they 
know most will leave either immediately 
after qualifying or with a few years of 
post-qualification experience. Although 
this model may not be cost-effective 
for individual firms, when compared 
to the option of buying talent in the 
recruitment market, it can be seen as 
fulfilling a responsibility to the wider 
profession by maintaining the talent 
pipeline of the profession as a whole and 
giving trainees the experience they will 
need for their future career. Auditing, 
for example, is a key development area 
and provides an excellent technical base 
for understanding key areas of finance 
across an organisation. 

ExpERIENTIAl lEARNINg IS kEy TO dEvElOpINg 
gENERATION y FINANCE pROFESSIONAlS EFFECTIvEly.

DEVELOPMENT: LEVERAGING THE POTENTIAL 
AND DELIVERING THE CAREER PROMISE

According to our survey and interview 
research, both Generation Y and 
employers agree that the focus of 
development early in their career is 
on both technical and business skills, 
harnessed through experiential learning. 
Both parties are eager for the employee 
to gain their qualifications, as this will 
be beneficial for the employee’s career 
progress and guarantees a quality 
standard for the employer. Experiential 
learning gives trainees the knowledge 
and skills they need and when planned 
in a formal, structured way it underpins 
career paths. The challenge can be 
in quantifying and documenting the 
learning achieved though experiential 
learning and to demonstrate that it has 
supported the individual’s career plan. 
Some employers address this by taking 
a rigorous approach to maintaining 
learning logs or capturing the learning 
gained from experience in personal 
development plans as part of the 
performance management process. 
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CAsE studY 
rsM tenon

bringing togetHer exPerientiaL Learning WitH tHe training acaDemy
rsm tenon is one of the most progressive and entrepreneurial professional services firms in the uK, with leadership in the provision of 
risk management, tax, recovery, financial management and business advisory services.

We are the uK (excluding northern ireland) member of rsm international, the 6th largest global accounting network of independent 
firms, represented by over 30,000 people working in over 700 offices across more than 70 countries worldwide.

generation y in rsm tenon 
Generation Y finance professionals are critical to RSM Tenon because they are our future. We are an organisation that spots 
opportunities and reacts positively to them. We want to create an environment where Generation Y talent can flourish. Our future clients, 
the next generation of entrepreneurs, will also be Generation Y, so having this talent in our business means better service to our clients in 
the future. 

We see Generation Y finance professionals seeking flexible careers. They are more focused on the short term, and success-driven, 
expecting immediate self-fulfillment and results, sometimes to the detriment of a long-term career plan. Speed of career development 
is of the essence but they need a roadmap to their ‘pot of gold’, with plenty of milestones on the way so they can clearly see progress. 
They are hugely socially connected: they like to work with others and are more team-focused than Generation X. For Generation Y 
professionals, the boundaries of work and play are blurred: work needs to be fun, and they are motivated by opportunities to create, 
innovate and be entrepreneurial. They display a high level of self-assurance in particular, and ask ‘why?’. We see them as more ethically 
and environmentally-conscious: integrity is important to them, and so are the brand values and image of the organisation. 

Their highest priority is career development. They are looking for a clear path to achieve, with clear, sensible, individual objectives 
and milestones to keep them focused on the way. RSM Tenon’s big message here is clarity and honesty from the outset on career 
opportunities: communication is key. They need to know how they fit in and how their individual contribution and career will make a 
difference to the big picture. 

flexible career paths
We see some of this generation increasingly wishing to follow non-traditional career paths. As an organisation we therefore need to be 
really flexible and creative in enabling these career paths to take place, while still nurturing people along the more traditional finance 
career routes. For example, we take a view on the roles most likely to be needed to support our longer-term strategy, and actively seek to 
create such roles if they don’t already exist, particularly if we can place good people in these roles and keep hold of good talent. In our 
experience, Generation Y finance professionals are continuously looking for job rotation, multiple experiences and secondments to keep 
them engaged and focused, and to give them choices in their career paths. As a business we support this. 

the value of training and experiential learning
As a business we know that for Generation Y finance professionals to be great advisers to the entrepreneurs of the future, the 
development of their technical and their soft skills is key. Skills such as relationship-building, rapport-building and communication, the 
ability to relate to clients and colleagues and to break down complex material into concise and clear messages are vital in our business. 
The key to learning methods with this generation is variety. There is a danger in assuming that e-learning and online training will be 
the preferred options for Generation Y; given the familiarity with technology and the dominance of IT in the workplace, traditional 
classroom-based training is still a very effective medium for us because it offers variety. However it is delivered, all training needs to be 
engaging, inspirational and, critically, experiential.

transparent careers, honest conversations
We believe the key to successfully developing this generation is managing their expectations. From day one we are clear that we are a 
meritocratic organisation and that we reward great performance, solution-focused thinking and commitment. We have a transparent 
career progression structure and clearly communicate the opportunities for secondment, job rotation, business projects and sabbaticals. 
We have very honest career conversations. We encourage mentor programmes and have a formal appraisal system that focuses more 
on the future, objective setting and career development than historical performance. We also make it clear that individuals need to take 
responsibility for owning their careers and their development. They need to be proactive and push to take advantage of the opportunities 
available. We also believe it is important to emphasise that rewards are not always instant from the outset: effort + performance + 
patience = rewards.

training academy
RSM Tenon is very proud to have established a Training Academy where we have developed programmes aimed at our trainees, our 
managers and our directors that focus on providing behavioural, commercial and personal development opportunities for our talent in 
line with their roles and career aspirations. Following each programme, the individuals have to set real actions, targets and milestones 
to push them towards the direction that they want to go. Some programmes include real business project challenges, with delegates 
given the opportunity to generate ideas, develop solutions and report to our senior management. Most of this training is residential and 
classroom-based, but we have some e-learning solutions to embed the classroom learning. 

Our final observation is that career development and effective engagement are key with this generation of finance professionals. We have 
put together a think-tank to look at all aspects of our business from a Generation Y perspective and to generate insights and ideas for 
senior management to consider. It’s a win-win situation for both the employee and the employer. It shows we value employees and are 
listening, and it gives them the opportunity to shape our business for the better. 



19accountants for business

One of the most common challenges 
cited by employers is developing the 
broader-based business skills. Skills such 
as professional judgment, leadership, 
communication, strategic insight and 
commercial acumen are consistently 
identified as the ones that organisations 
need from their finance teams. These 
skills are vital regardless of whether the 
individual wishes to pursue a classic 
finance career or a broader career outside 
of finance, and they are harnessed through 
‘doing’, which is the key to experiential 
learning. Employers we interviewed 
consistently identify a key purpose of 
development programmes as being the 
development of the wider skill set, with 
experiential learning being at the heart. 

Previous research that ACCA has 
conducted on leadership development5 
across the finance profession supports 
these findings. The drive to obtain 
breadth and depth of experience early 
on in the career significantly enhances 
opportunities later on. Interviews 
conducted with CFOs as part of that 
research stressed heavily the relevance of 
experiential learning, and taking personal 
ownership for careers. Experiential 
learning really matters, and Generation Y 
finance professionals recognise this. 

face‑to‑face Learning
Alongside experiential learning, 
face-to-face learning is identified as 
a preferred learning method for this 
generation of finance professionals. 
Face-to-face learning interventions 
provide knowledge and skills to 
complement the workplace experience 
of Generation Y finance professionals. 
As organisations evolve and business 
activities cross geographic boundaries, 
new ways of delivering face-to-face 
learning interventions will evolve. The 
attraction of face-to-face interaction 
remains for this generation and may 
challenge a perception that they prefer to 
engage in e-learning. 

Face-to-face learning is important in 
the profession, and should continue 
to be a part of ongoing learning 

delivery. It is a powerful training 
medium to communicate the complex 
ideas that are an inherent part of the 
training of professional accountants. 
This observation is supported by 
the fact that the larger accountancy 
organisations and multinational 
businesses have established training 
academies to deliver best-in-class 
face-to-face training by leveraging the 
internal experience and intellectual 
expertise that already exists across 
the organisation and imparting this 
knowledge to the incoming younger 
generation. Such solutions can 
be cost-effective and enhance the 
organisation’s brand. 

e‑Learning
One of the striking results from our 
survey is the preference for many 
forms of learning and development 
activities (chart 13 on page 17). Just 
over one-quarter of respondents identify 
e-learning as one of their top-three 
preferred learning methods; 64% prefer 
face-to-face courses, 56% further 
professional qualifications, and 53% 
seminars and workshops. 

How do these results compare with 
the preferences of the broader finance 
population? Other research from ACCA 
shows these results are consistent 
with those of other generations of 
finance employees in the workplace. 
According to ACCA’s global training 
needs analysis in 2009, the preferred 
learning mediums for technical skills 
development are face-to-face seminars, 
face-to-face courses, and reading 
journals and publications; for business 
skills development it is face-to-face 
seminars, experiential learning, and 
then e-learning. 

gENERATION y FINANCE pROFESSIONAlS plACE 
hIgh IMpORTANCE ON FACE-TO-FACE lEARNINg. 
ThEy vAlUE E-lEARNINg lESS ThAN MAy hAvE 
pREvIOUSly BEEN SUppOSEd.

5 Paths to the top: best practice leadership development for finance professionals, ACCA 2007

DEVELOPMENT: LEVERAGING THE POTENTIAL 
AND DELIVERING THE CAREER PROMISE

 e    development: leveraging the potential and delivering the career promise

Our overall conclusion is that 
organisations need to adopt various 
approaches to developing and 
delivering their finance training offering, 
and that experiential learning supported 
through face-to-face interventions is 
key to engagement, with e-learning 
having a specific role to play such as 
imparting information. 

This is a challenge for organisations; 
the business case for e-learning can 
be compelling because it helps drive 
down delivery costs and can be scaled 
up globally, which is important for 
organisations moving to multifaceted, 
multilocation finance teams, or where the 
business model for finance changes and 
operations are outsourced or offshored. 
It also enables the organisations to track 
and gauge the effectiveness of learning 
undertaken. In the future we would 
expect more learning content to be pulled 
rather than pushed, and this generation 
is likely to play a key role in this. 

Part of the attraction of face-to-face 
courses is the interactivity and real-time 
engagement. As e-learning evolves 
using networked web technology that 
promotes learning through sharing and 
collaborating, and allows those with 
common learning themes to join or form 
interest groups, e-learning will become 
a learning tool that is personalised and 
connected, and where Generation Y 
finance professionals can feel they are 
part of something big and global. With 
the right technology, e-learning delivered 
in this way will be a natural transition for 
a generation used to connecting in their 
personal lives through social networks.
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Though a high number of respondents 
(71%) say they use the internet to 
support work-based learning, most 
respondents to this survey are not using 
specific technologies (chart 14). Just 
over one-third of respondents claim to 
use e-books, and 29% webcasts, but 
less than 20% are using podcasts, wikis 
or blogs. 

Currently the use of social networking 
sites does not translate to the workplace 
in terms of being useful for work-based 
learning (chart 15). Though 38% of 
respondents acknowledge that they have 
used Facebook to support learning for 
their role, and 19% have used online 
discussion groups and boards, only 11% 
use LinkedIn, and less than 10% of 
respondents use other networking sites. 
Almost 45% of all respondents to the 
survey indicate they never use any of the 
social networking sites named in relation 
to learning for their role.

Internet

E-books

Webcasts

Wikis

Blogs

Podcasts

Other

None of the above

71%

36%

29%

19%

15%

12%

3%

14%

100%
% of respondents indicating they use the technology

ChArt 14:
thE tEChnoloGIEs thAt GEnErAtIon Y proFEssIonAls usE to 

support lEArnInG In thE workplACE

None of the below

Facebook

Discussion groups

LinkedIn

Myspace

Twitter

Other

Friends Reunited

Friendster

Bebo

Xing

44%

38%

19%

11%

7%

7%

4%

3%

3%

1%

1%

100%
% of respondents indicating they use social networking for learning

ChArt 15:
usE oF nEtworkInG sItEs For lEArnInG BY GEnErAtIon Y
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DeVeLoPment: recaP
The key to developing Generation Y finance professionals is experiential learning supported by face-to-face learning interventions to 
deliver career progression possibilities. 

Generation Y finance professionals are not overly reliant on e-learning. They rate other learning interventions as more useful and 
their learning preferences are consistent with those of the wider finance population.

The use of technologies and social networking sites by Generation Y finance professionals for the purposes of learning at work 
is limited. 

An InsIGht FroM A GloBAl BAnk In ChInA

standard chartered is a leading international bank, listed on the London, Hong Kong and mumbai stock exchanges. it has operated for 
more than 150 years in some of the world’s most dynamic markets and earns around 90% of its income and profits in asia, africa and 
the middle east. this geographic focus and commitment to developing deep relationships with clients and customers has driven the 
bank’s growth in recent years. 

With 1,700 offices in 70 markets, standard chartered offers exciting and challenging international career opportunities for its 75,000 
staff. it is committed to building a sustainable business over the long term and is trusted worldwide for upholding high standards 
of corporate governance, social responsibility, environmental protection and employee diversity. the bank’s heritage and values are 
expressed in its brand promise, ‘Here for good’.

Affie Hussein, head of learning and development (group finance) at Standard Chartered in Shanghai, shared with us the bank’s approach 
to developing Generation Y. He says there is a strong focus on action learning via on-the-job experience, supplemented by additional 
face-to-face and e-learning development opportunities. Standard Chartered has mobilised resources to implement, via its Finance Academy, 
a country-customised learning and development programme specifically to meet local skills and knowledge gaps. The focus is on solving 
locally identified management and regulatory requirements; it is not just information dissemination.

It specifically addresses the needs of the Generation Y finance community and is designed to provide, inter alia, up-skilling of their 
technical accounting capabilities. A key objective is to allow the participants to acquire relevant information in order to undertake their 
business-as-usual activity efficiently. 

The combination of Standard Chartered’s learning and development interventions ensures that the experience is optimised, and enables the 
bank’s Generation Y talent to spend time on activities that align to their strengths.

retention built on attraction and development
In Standard Chartered’s experience, retention is not driven by purely financial concerns; what Generation Y finance professionals demand, 
and what the bank gives them, are great developmental opportunities. The company believes the effective retention of this generation of 
finance professionals in the organisation starts with recruiting the right people in the first place, and ensuring the bank has an effective 
career development value proposition. 

Standard Chartered’s experience is that candidates are attracted to its strong brand as they recognise the range of opportunities the company 
can provide. According to Hussein, talented employees stay with Standard Chartered because they feel the company can offer them 
challenging and rewarding careers. Having been in China for more than 150 years, the bank is here for the long run, it’s here for good.
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How do organisations keep hold of generation y finance talent? as the global economy slowly 
returns to economic growth, and opportunities in the external market increase, what strategies 
do organisations need to adopt to ensure that generation y finance professionals stay with them?

retention: the challenge of keeping hold of them

retention: tHe toP fiVe
Our survey reveals the five 
most-important factors that influence 
Generation Y in finance to remain with 
an employer.

ChArt 16:
top-FIvE rEtEntIon FACtors

Career development 
and learning opportunities

Challenging work

Remuneration package 
(base salary)

Relationship 
with line manager

Team morale

64%

56%

48%

47%

45%

100%
% of respondents who identified the factor 
within their top-five reasons to stay with an employer

career DeVeLoPment anD 
Learning oPPortunities
The ability of an organisation to offer 
challenging work as part of an effective 
career development proposition is 
key to retaining Generation Y finance 
professionals. The good news is that 
our survey suggests Generation Y 
finance professionals are broadly happy 
with their current role (chart 17 on page 
23): 61% say they are satisfied with 
their current role, 70% say their role 
gives them the opportunity to undertake 
challenging and interesting work (and the 
provision of challenging work is identified 
as the second most-important factor in 
deciding to stay with an organisation), 
68% say their role makes good use 
of their skills and abilities, and 63% 
say they have sufficient authority to be 
effective in their role.

However, there are some significant 
challenges identified. One-third of 
respondents to our survey say they want 
to leave their organisation at the present 
time, and one-half of respondents say 
they do not expect to be with their 
current employer in three-years’ time. 
These findings present a major retention 
challenge to employers of Generation Y 

ThE RETENTION RISk wITh ThIS gENERATION OF 
FINANCE pROFESSIONAlS IS CURRENTly vERy hIgh. 
ThERE IS A pERCEIvEd lACk OF CAREER 
OppORTUNITIES.

finance professionals. They also suggest 
that current retention strategies are 
not successful, and may mean current 
approaches to people development 
require revision. 

Our survey shows career development 
opportunities as the number one 
factor that influences young finance 
professionals to stay with an organisation 
(chart 18 on page 23), but according 
to our survey, 50% do not believe their 
current organisation offers them sufficient 
career opportunities. This presents a 
serious retention challenge right now 
and in the near future. It may also 
be exacerbated by a more favourable 
recruitment market where global 
economic conditions improve. 

The provision of sufficient career 
development opportunities is at the heart 
of the retention challenge. 

High mobility
Our survey shows that Generation Y 
finance employees in the workforce are 
significantly mobile both inside finance, 
pursuing classic finance career routes 
in all sectors, and exploring new career 
paths outside of traditional finance 
roles (chart 19 on page 24). There is 
strong evidence of the high mobility of 
Generation Y finance professionals across 
all sectors and size of organisation. 
They seek mobility and see it as 
key to effective career development. 
Effective retention strategies will need to 
accommodate these mobility aspirations. 

Based on our interviews with 
participating organisations, employers 
recognise that Generation Y finance 
professionals increasingly seek 
broader career paths, but one of 
the key challenges for employers 
is accommodating this effectively, 
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ChArt 17:
whAt GEnErAtIon Y proFEssIonAls thInk 

ABout thEIr CurrEnt rolE In FInAnCE

I am satisfied with 
my role at the 

present time

 Strongly disagree                                                        Strongly agree 

My role gives me 
the opportunity to 

do challenging and 
interesting work

My role makes good 
use of my skills and 

abilities

I have sufficient 
authority to be 

effective in my role

I feel a strong sense 
of commitment to 

my organisation

5% 17% 49% 12%

12% 49% 21%4%

4% 13% 50% 18%

3% 13% 50% 13%

3% 10% 46% 20%
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ChArt 18:
thE 10 Most-IMportAnt FACtors InFluEnCInG 

GEnErAtIon Y FInAnCE proFEssIonAls 
to rEMAIn wIth A pArtICulAr CoMpAnY
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particularly where organisations are 
small in size, or less fluid or flat in 
structure. Many employers of finance 
professionals still primarily offer the 
classic finance career route only. Public 
practice firms typically expect trainees to 
follow a path to become a partner in the 
firm. Many industry employers expect 
their finance professionals to remain in 
finance, moving up within the functional 
area to become a finance director. 
Most career moves operate within the 
confines of mainstream finance roles 
and generally there are less formal 
approaches to developing Generation 
Y finance professionals outside these; 
where this does happen, it often takes 
place on an individual basis. Recent 
ACCA research6 in this area suggests 
less than 10% of employers currently 
offer secondments outside of finance or 
in service lines as part of their finance 
talent development programmes. 

There are, however, some alternative 
views that may highlight new trends. 
Some organisations are reviewing 
the career paths they offer in order 
to be more transparent and flexible, 
based on a view that Generation Y 
finance professionals do not sign up 
to traditional career paths and instead 
view their career as a journey where 
opportunities are appraised and taken 
as they appear along the journey. For 
example, one organisation interviewed 
indicated that it has started creating 
new finance roles aligned to its future 
strategic direction, but which also meet 
the career aspirations of particular 
Generation Y finance employees it wants 
to retain (see case study on page 18). 
Some employers are now suggesting 
that to aspire to the very top roles 
in finance within the organisation, a 
key requirement is experience outside 
of finance. 

a focus on upward promotion
A striking observation from the data is 
that Generation Y professionals want 
to progress their careers quickly but 
are only prepared to do so if the new 
role represents an upward step on the 
career ladder, according to 84% of our 
respondents. In pursuing an alternative 
career path, only 41% of respondents 

 e    retention: the challenge of keeping hold of them

6 Talent management in 2010: foundations for growth, ACCA 2010
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would be happy to accept horizontal 
or back-step job moves. These insights 
are key to understanding the aspirations 
of this generation in the workforce in 
finance, and how realistic they may be. 
Regardless of whether this generation 
follows the classic finance career path, 
or explores new pathways outside 
of mainstream finance, modern-day 
career routes are more akin to a 
corporate lattice where individuals move 
horizontally as well as vertically, choosing 
to take career breaks, secondments, 
stretch assignments, back-fill roles, and 
so on. Increasingly there is no standard 
blueprint for how a career should look or 
evolve. Even where individuals are intent 
on following a classic finance career 
route, there may be more variability in 
the nature of roles available and taken. 

a focus on quick career moves
Generation Y finance professionals are 
confident about their career trajectory 
and willing to take ownership for it. 
75% of respondents see their finance 
career development as primarily their 
own responsibility. 

ChArt 19:
IntEndEd CArEEr pAth

Dynamic finance careers 
(all sectors except public practice)

58%Move career outside of mainstream finance

Move to specialised area of finance

Move to another area of finance

74%

81%

56%Move career outside of mainstream finance

Move into finance role in business

Move to another service line

79%

56%

Dynamic finance careers 
(public practice only)
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ChArt 20:
ConFIdEnCE ovEr CArEEr MovEs

100%

% agreeing to 
the statement

60%

78%

I know my next 
career move

I have a career 
plan for the 
next 3–4 moves

Almost 80% of respondents are 
confident about what they want their 
next career move to be, and 60% of 
respondents have a career plan for 
the next three or four career moves 
(chart 20). 

Overall, more men have career plans 
than women. However, in Asia Pacific, 
Europe and the Americas, the majority 
of those with career plans are women, 
while in other geographies the majority 
of employees with career plans are men. 

ThE SURvEy FINdINgS ON CAREER pATTERNS ShOw 
ThE CAREER pAThS ThAT gENERATION y FINANCE 
pROFESSIONAlS wISh TO FOllOw AS ExTREMEly 
dyNAMIC: ThE CAREER pAThS ThEy wANT ARE 
ASpIRATIONAl, FlUId ANd EvOlvE qUICkly.



25accountants for business RETENTION: THE CHALLENGE OF KEEPING HOLD OF THEM

CAsE studY 
Government Finance profession

Join finance, WorK in business
the government finance Profession (gfP) is a community of more than 10,000 qualified finance professionals, association of 
accounting technicians (aat) members and trainees spread across 50 central government departments and their agencies, in the uK. 
around half the community consists of qualified finance professionals and the other half is training to qualify.

the head of the gfP is supported by a small policy team based in Hm treasury. this team sets the strategic direction for the gfP and 
works closely with departments to improve financial management across the civil service by strengthening financial management skills 
and embedding finance into all aspects of policy development and operational delivery. 

Lifeblood of the profession
At the GFP we recognise the importance of Generation Y as the future lifeblood of the profession. This generation will be key in achieving 
our aim of embedding a professional finance culture across government, to improve financial literacy, decision-making, and the delivery of 
effective and efficient public services. 

The role of the finance professional in UK government is changing. Citizens and stakeholders expect the financial numbers to be right as 
a matter of course, but they are also expecting more. They expect finance professionals to bring the numbers to life. Finance professionals 
need to provide intelligent insights and leadership to the wider business. This higher-value business partnering requires business and 
softer skills, not just finance technical skills. The demand for high-performing finance professionals is expected to increase as awareness 
of the value they bring grows. Generation Y is the key source of this future talent. At the GFP we are focused on building a talent pipeline 
that develops business professionals rather than simply finance professionals. We need to do this if we are to be successful and deliver 
the stronger financial management discipline required by government.

From our experience of working with Generation Y, a picture emerges of career-focused individuals eager to develop themselves. They 
want clear and varied career paths, preferring a structure with flexibility that affords clear choices. Generation Y individuals want both 
interesting roles and the opportunity to develop a broad set of skills at an early stage in their careers. They see continuing professional 
development as a personal enabler. They welcome feedback on their personal performance and in particular areas for improvement. 
These are great attributes and we at the GFP have a role to play in helping this generation realise its potential.

identifying a preferred route
Having understood what Generation Y professionals demand and prefer, we encourage them to consider different routes to gain 
experience and to develop the breadth of business skills that will help them have a successful career. Selecting a career route can be like 
using the map of an underground system, with various routes, destinations and stations available. Individuals can select their own way to 
their preferred destination. Offering choices gives individuals the flexibility that they seek and reinforces the view that there is no standard 
career path or limit to the type of roles that finance professionals in government can occupy. Finance professionals are already adding 
value and being successful in all areas of government outside of the classic finance department. Generation Y professionals are CV-savvy; 
they will evaluate opportunities as they arise to see how they will help them to differentiate themselves, develop their careers or achieve 
other personal goals. The GFP actively helps individuals to identify and seize opportunities for development and challenge.

Providing inspiration and support for development
It is important to be honest and open with Generation Y about options and expectations. If the GFP is to add value then it needs to be 
able to deliver tangible outcomes; it needs to be able to help develop, influence and at times challenge government policy. We therefore 
stress how important it is that Generation Y professionals take ownership of their own careers and equip themselves with the necessary 
skills and experiences to succeed. If they want to get to the top they need to develop the full range of softer skills, including leadership, 
communication, presentation, influencing and stakeholder management. We find we are knocking on an open door, as most members of 
Generation Y actively want to develop these skills. We find this generation soaks up learning, and particularly enjoys a blended learning 
approach that provides the interaction and support to which it responds well.

As inspiration, we present case studies of role models who have gained their experience outside as well as inside finance, perhaps as a 
consultant, non-executive board member, school governor or in a different sector of the economy. We also provide strong support through 
induction training, mentoring, coaching and various communication media including our website, conferences and in-house magazine. 
Generation Y individuals particularly like coaching and mentoring; they like to bounce ideas off coaches rather than undertake formal 
training, and they often seek out feedback for themselves.

In addition to providing technical and professional training, we also have good support in place to enable Generation Y to take up 
opportunities. This includes clearly defined policies that provide tangible support such as study leave, pay bounties, bonuses, pensions 
and generous annual leave. Furthermore, different departments will also offer different opportunities. Some might offer flexible working 
hours, help with childcare and further education, while others might offer overseas roles.

taking a long‑term view
As described above, there is a recognition that finance professionals need to work in areas outside of finance if they are to progress to the top 
and become the CFO, CEO or senior government leader of tomorrow. An accounting qualification provides a valuable and useful starting 
point, but, to realise their potential, finance professionals need to acquire the full range of business skills from a mixed range of experiences. 
To enable Generation Y professionals to take advantage of these opportunities we treat them as adults, encouraging and motivating them 
rather than controlling or directing. Generation Y professionals want to take ownership on their own careers. We help them to take a 
long-term view by helping them identify where they want go and how they can get there. This generation will be valuable in the employment 
market as the global economy improves; we need to continue to be open and innovative in our approach to development opportunities, 
career paths and support to enable our youngest finance professionals to reach their potential in all areas of business.
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“I FEEl ThE FINANCE 
jOB I AM dOINg NOw 
wAS MIS-SOld TO ME. 
ThERE IS lIMITEd CAREER 
OppORTUNITy ANd 
pROgRESSION”
generation y interVieWee

The survey points to a generation that 
is not only at ease and confident about 
moving, but that also wants to move 
quickly from role to role to progress 
careers (chart 21). Almost one-third of 
respondents move to their next role within 
one year. Generation Y professionals 
actively seek out challenging work, citing 
it as the second most important factor 
behind career development opportunities 
as the reason to stay with an organisation. 
They are very clear and confident about 
their career trajectory, and if their current 
organisation does not see them as ready 
for promotion, they will move to an 
organisation willing to hire them for a 
bigger role.

Employers that we interviewed recognise 
the retention challenge and the desire 
for Generation Y professionals to move 
quickly. Such accelerated careers are 
often unrealistic ambitions in the given 
time frame or within the organisational 
structures that exist. Sometimes fast 
promotion can lead to an early ceiling, 
resulting in the flight of high-potential 
finance talent. Upfront frank conversations 
as part of employers’ recruitment 
strategies are critically important: it is 

replacement, and perhaps most critically 
it keeps skills and knowledge inside 
the organisation, creating competitive 
advantage. This is particularly true across 
the accountancy profession. 

Employers may need to manage those 
individuals seeking broader careers 
outside of mainstream finance differently 
to those seeking traditional finance 
careers. Where individuals seek to take 
new pathways outside of classic finance 
roles, upward promotion (higher seniority 
level and remuneration) may take time 
to realise; horizontal or back-step moves 
are much more likely because of the 
experience required. As more and more 
Generation Y finance professionals seek 
careers outside mainstream finance 
roles, they will need to recalibrate their 
notions of success; obtaining breadth of 
knowledge may mean forgoing promotion 
and salary growth, at least for a while. 
Their vertical career progression may be 
significantly slower than those who stay 
on the traditional finance career trajectory, 
but will Generation Y employees be 
prepared to accept this? Expectations will 
need to be managed very carefully. 

To deliver dynamic career paths, 
transparency will be key. Employers 
need to think carefully about their 
career propositions and how they can 
implement effective career management 
strategies. Not all of these need to be 
particularly sophisticated or expensive. 
Employers need to consider simple 
strategies such as: 

• Establishing career discussions as 
part of the performance management 
process

• Setting up a career pathway 
framework that documents, tracks 
and measures career movement

• Establishing route maps which show 
the roles available, the career routes 
to achieving these roles, the skills 
required to meet the role descriptions 
and the training interventions to 
support them

retention: the challenge of keeping hold of them e  

the beginning of a relationship based on 
trust and transparency, and these are 
qualities that this generation believes are 
important. These conversations need to 
be supported by employer programmes 
that proactively create the required career 
progression opportunities.

This is a generation of finance 
professionals who think they know what 
they want in terms of career development, 
and if they are not satisfied they have 
the confidence to pursue alternative 
options. Managing their expectations 
around career promotion becomes a 
critical challenge for employers to get 
right. Good retention matters because 
it yields greater return on investment, it 
reduces the recruitment costs relating to 

ChArt 21:
how quICklY do You wAnt to MovE FroM Your CurrEnt rolE?

               32%    56%   81%  90%     100%

More than 5 years

3–5 years

2 years

1 year

% of respondents indicating they expect to 
move role within the time frame

EMplOyERS wIll NEEd TO ThINk CREATIvEly ABOUT 
hOw ThEy CREATE ROlES ANd OFFER gREATER 
CAREER pATh vARIATION OUTSIdE MAINSTREAM 
FINANCE ROlES.
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ChArt 22:
thE IMportAnCE oF MonEY In dECIdInG to stAY 

wIth An orGAnIsAtIon

100%

% agreeing 
the factor is in 
their top-five 
most-important 
factors for 
staying with an 
organisation

25%

48%

 Base salary       Bonus opportunities
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• Creating career progression 
opportunities for those at the 
beginning of a career path by tackling 
bottlenecks or generating movement 
further up the career path

• Showcasing role models and 
champions across the business who 
have followed different career paths

• Providing formal secondment 
opportunities and building on the 
learning that is gained from the 
experience

Career framework tools provide a 
blueprint for staff development in the 
organisation, as well as being useful for 
activities such as succession planning 
and skills gap identification. 

remuneration
Aside from career development, and the 
provision of challenging work, the level 
of remuneration provided to Generation 
Y finance professionals is rated in the 
top five reasons in the decision to remain 
with an organisation by almost 50% of 
respondents, and bonus opportunities 
by 25% of respondents (chart 22). We 
can conclude that money is important 
in attracting this generation to an 
organisation in the first place, and 
is important in keeping them there. 
In today’s internet environment, it is 
relatively easy for aspirational Generation 
Y finance professionals to benchmark 
their salary against the external market, 
particularly where they are undertaking 
a standard finance role. There will 
be many similar comparable roles 
outside the organisation and for some 
organisations uncompetitive pay is a 
particular retention challenge where their 
global reward policies do not permit a 
prompt response to local pay trends. 

reLationsHiPs anD team WorKing
Our study suggests that Generation Y 
professionals in finance place great 
importance on good relationships with 
their colleagues. Along with career 
development, successful relationships 
with colleagues are identified as a key 
determinant in choosing to stay within 
the organisation. A good relationship with 
the immediate line manager, and strong 
team morale and spirit is identified as 
the fourth and fifth most important 
factors that influence them to remain 
with a particular employer. They also 
feel strongly about the degree of trust 
and autonomy they enjoy – one-third 
of respondents put being trusted to 
work independently among the top-five 

most-important factors influencing them 
to stay, and 63% believe they have 
sufficient authority to be effective in their 
present role. 

Employers also highlight relationships as 
important when managing Generation 
Y finance professionals. For example, 
some employers stress that Generation 
Y individuals prefer a mentoring rather 
than a managing relationship with 
their superior. This can place a strain 
on managers who have to balance 
their workload with a requirement to 
‘consult’ to gain the willing participation 
of the Generation Y employee rather 
than rely on the more traditional style 
of instructing. 

“I CANNOT pRAISE My TEAM ENOUgh. IT IS A SpECIAl 
ExpERIENCE TO wORk wITh ThEM”
generation y interVieWee

A TRANSpARENT CAREER pROpOSITION COvERINg 
BOTh ClASSIC FINANCE CAREERS ANd NEw CAREER 
pAThwAyS OUTSIdE OF CORE FINANCE ROlES IS 
kEy TO RETAININg ThIS gENERATION OF FINANCE 
pROFESSIONAlS IN ThE ORgANISATION.
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retention: recaP
The key to retaining Generation Y finance professionals is career development. Generation Y finance professionals are likely to stay 
with organisations that can offer dynamic career progression. The careers they want are aspirational, fluid and evolve quickly. 

Career mobility is very important to this generation. This is a story of diverging career paths, with part of this generation seeking 
ambitious but traditional finance careers, and others wanting broader careers outside of mainstream finance roles. 

There is a perceived lack of career development opportunities on offer, potentially causing significant retention challenges for 
organisations both now and in the near future. 

Employers need to develop and deliver a transparent career proposition to retain Generation Y finance professionals. Career 
pathway frameworks should be established and the organisation should consider establishing formal secondment programmes to 
provide career opportunities beyond traditional finance boundaries for individuals seeking broader career paths.

A key determinant of retention success is the strength of relationships that Generation Y finance professionals hold with their 
manager and colleagues. Remuneration is important for retention, but should be seen as part of a much wider retention proposition 
based on career development.

Relationships with managers can also 
come under strain where employees 
work in different locations because 
of flexible working arrangements or 
virtual teams, and the manager is not 
able to physically see the team. This 
relationship of trust is also required 
when gaining the commitment of the 
employee to build a career plan that is 
longer, and perhaps slower, than the 
Generation Y employee expects. Trust is 
identified by respondents as the seventh 
most-important factor influencing them 
to remain with a particular employer. 

Communication appears to be key to 
building these relationships, and some 
of the organisations that we interviewed 
specifically provide opportunities for 
Generation Y employees to interact 
personally with the organisation’s 
leadership, using face-to-face 
communications and other media when 
engaging with the employee.  
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CAsE studY 
kpMG pakistan

an emerging marKet PersPectiVe
KPmg in Pakistan is represented by KPmg taseer Hadi & company, the Pakistan member firm of the KPmg network of independent 
member firms affiliated with KPmg international cooperative (“KPmg international”), a swiss entity. it was set up in 1969, and with 
27 partners and seven directors and more than 800 professional staff, is one of the leading firms of accountants in Pakistan, with 
offices in Karachi, Lahore and islamabad. 

KPmg urges its people to be dynamic, flexible, innovative and creative, competitive, and to think globally. these are a few of the 
important core values of KPmg which we also see in our generation y employees. We see generation y as extremely creative and 
progressive, adapting to change quickly. in particular we also see generation y as being technologically savvy and team‑oriented. this 
latter quality is particularly important in the accountancy profession. We take a multidisciplinary, industry‑driven approach. often our 
employees will be working with colleagues from other areas to address challenging, complex issues, developing a deep understanding 
of a particular industry area. We see generation y as being particularly strong in team‑based work. 

goal‑driven
We also see Generation Y finance professionals as achievement-oriented. In KPMG they are ambitious and confident, and interested in 
seeking new challenges and opportunities. They are well suited for our work because in the audit profession individuals are required 
to work as team members on engagements with tight deadlines. Our audit teams often work independently at remote locations with 
direct exposure to senior client management. However, sometimes we see Generation Y members lacking patience; they can be easily 
demotivated if results are not to their expectation or not happening quickly. They continuously challenge and question.

Because Generation Y individuals are achievement-oriented, they demand more and more challenges. They are most likely to leave the 
organisation if they feel they have limited career advancement opportunities. It is absolutely key to their engagement. They tend to see 
themselves climbing up the career ladder faster than previous generations. They demand diversity in their career experiences and for this 
they want to get experience in different departments and industries. 

In KPMG’s experience, money matters much less to this generation of finance professionals. What they really want is recognition for the 
work they do, being assigned challenging and difficult tasks, having work delegated to them and being empowered. The power to make 
decisions makes them feel they are part of an organisation. They appreciate interaction with the most senior people in KPMG. 

meeting the retention challenge in an emerging market
Generation Y professionals are the future of our organisation, particularly in an emerging market like Pakistan. There are a number of key 
measures we take to ensure they want to stay in our business:

We identify exceptional performers from this generation across our business and offer them fast-track promotions. 

We are specific about the career paths available. They are well defined and transparent, so both KPMG and the employee understand 
how they can progress their career. Specifically, this is because we understand the key milestones as part of the career routes available. It 
means for the top roles they are clear on what they need to do to get to partner level.

We provide opportunities for global experience, particularly in other emerging markets and more mature markets. Through KPMG’s global 
mobility programme, we make global opportunities available, in which qualified employees can take on international assignments. There 
are also opportunities to go on secondment to a client or other organisations. We recognise we live in a global economy and international 
experience is an increasingly important quality. KPMG’s rotational assignment and global mobility programmes are designed to offer 
our employees optimal exposure to different working methods, client environments and different cultures. By taking these types of 
assignments, they are also able to bring back a wealth of experience to the market. 

We offer as much work-life flexibility as we possibly can. It can be a challenge for our people, but it is important for them, and KPMG 
recognises this. We are constantly looking for ways to improve our employees’ work experience, as well as provide opportunities for them 
to manage their personal lives and build a great career. Some of the ways we achieve this are to offer flexible working arrangements and 
other support such as remote working. Our remote working options enable KPMG people to work on the move, or from another location 
such as a client office or even from home. Flexible working options vary according to location but may include part-time work, flexitime, 
job sharing, compressed work week, telecommuting, career breaks and unpaid leave. Many highly successful KPMG people choose 
flexible working so they can spend more time with their family or develop other interests.

By doing all of this, we believe KPMG is well placed to offer Generation Y finance professionals the careers they want within our 
organisation. In an emerging market like Pakistan, they have many career options available. We know they are the future of our business, 
so we are prepared to invest in them, and, critically, give them the breadth of career experiences they want. 
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Conclusion

this survey has focused on the youngest generation in the finance profession today, 
generation y. the report has sought to understand and outline how the aspirations and traits of 
generation y shape what employers need to do to successfully attract, develop and retain the 
newest talent in the profession. a number of key findings have emerged from this study.

At the heart of the story of Generation Y in finance is the 
idea of dynamic career progression. Generation Y finance 
professionals want interesting and exciting careers, either inside 
finance or, increasingly, beyond mainstream finance roles, 
using their valuable finance skills in a different capacity in the 
wider business environment. The career paths they want are 
ambitious, fluid and continuously evolving. For employers, the 
career development proposition is key to attracting, developing 
and retaining this generation of finance professionals. 

Generation Y finance professionals actively seek out those 
organisations that can meet their career development 
aspirations, so it is imperative for organisations to ensure 
they understand what career paths are available, and 
communicate these clearly to prospective employees. Money 
is important to this generation, so remuneration needs to be 
pitched competitively as part of a wider attraction proposition. 
Job security also matters, which may be an outcome of the 
economic downturn, so those employers that can demonstrate 
a stable recruitment environment and a longer-term proposition 
will be well served. Broadly, lifestyle factors are more important 
than contractual factors in attracting this generation through 
the front door of the organisation; the organisation’s brand, and 
the values it represents are also key. 

In developing Generation Y finance professionals, experiential 
learning is critical. However, to deliver the requisite skills and 
realise the full benefit, opportunities for experiential learning 
need to be provided in a considered and formal manner; 
for example, by establishing secondment programmes and 
rotational activities. Experiential learning, combined with 
face-to-face learning interventions, underpins effective career 
development. Many other learning interventions are also rated 
by this generation, although e-learning, a learning medium 
most often associated with this generation, appears to have 
less traction. The overall message is that organisations need to 
deliver a range of learning interventions to leverage Generation 
Y skills. 

Ultimately, employers want to ensure they can successfully 
retain Generation Y finance professionals in line with their 
strategic and operational requirements either inside core 
finance roles, or in their capacity as broader business 
professionals. Successful retention means a better return on 
training investment and lower recruitment costs. The skills 
and experience that Generation Y employees develop at the 
organisation are invaluable, and not immediately replaceable. 
Poor retention costs money, but it also means a significant 
loss of knowledge for the organisation. Though our survey 
suggests that most Generation Y finance professionals are 
content in their role, there are major retention issues with 
almost one-third of survey respondents wanting to leave 
their organisation at the present time. The major concern 
centres on career development, with 50% suggesting they 
do not currently receive sufficient career opportunities. The 
key to retention of this generation is a compelling career 
proposition that accommodates the dynamic nature of 
careers that Generation Y prizes, but which also satisfies the 
employer’s strategic workforce plan and what it requires of its 
finance-trained staff. 

This is an uber-confident generation that wants to be 
committed to organisations but it appears to be prepared 
to walk away if the career promise is not being delivered. 
Generation Y is a demanding generation to manage, but for 
employers that can offer great and interesting careers, it 
contains a wealth of untapped talent waiting to be unleashed. 



31accountants for business 31



32

Th
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

co
nt

ai
ne

d 
in

 th
is

 p
ub

lic
at

io
n 

is
 p

ro
vi

de
d 

fo
r 

ge
ne

ra
l p

ur
po

se
s 

on
ly

. W
hi

le
 e

ve
ry

 e
ffo

rt
 h

as
 b

ee
n 

m
ad

e 
to

 e
ns

ur
e 

th
at

 th
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

is
 a

cc
ur

at
e 

an
d 

up
 to

 
da

te
 a

t t
he

 ti
m

e 
of

 g
oi

ng
 to

 p
re

ss
, A

C
C

A 
ac

ce
pt

s 
no

 r
es

po
ns

ib
ili

ty
 fo

r 
an

y 
lo

ss
 w

hi
ch

 m
ay

 a
ris

e 
fr

om
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
co

nt
ai

ne
d 

in
 th

is
 p

ub
lic

at
io

n.
 N

o 
pa

rt
 o

f t
hi

s 
pu

bl
ic

at
io

n 
m

ay
 

be
 r

ep
ro

du
ce

d,
 in

 a
ny

 fo
rm

at
, w

ith
ou

t p
rio

r 
w

rit
te

n 
pe

rm
is

si
on

 o
f A

C
C

A
. ©

 A
C

C
A 

Ju
ly

 2
01

0.

ACCA
29 Lincoln’s Inn Fields
London WC2A 3EE
United Kingdom
+44 (0)141 582 2000
www.accaglobal.com


