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As the UK Chairman and Senior Partner of the UK’s largest 
 professional services firm, I have the opportunity to meet with 
senior business leaders on a daily basis. One common topic in 
these conversations is the challenge of attracting, developing and 
retaining leaders who reflect the increasingly diverse nature of the 
modern workforce. Increasingly the business leaders I am talking to 
see this not simply as a question of ‘doing the right thing’, but more 
fundamentally as being essential for the growth of their business.

None of us should underestimate the challenge. In a PwC sur-
vey published in December 2011 ‘Millennials at Work: Shaping 
the Workplace’ we found that only 18% of Millennials said they 
intended to stay with their current employer. And in the PwC 15th 
Annual Global CEO Survey launched at Davos in January 2012 we 
reported how CEOs around the world had told us talent shortages 
and mismatches were impacting business profitability. One in four 
CEOs said they were unable to pursue a market opportunity or have 
had to cancel or delay a strategic initiative because of a shortage
of talent.

So what does all this mean for business? The old ways of doing 
things need to change. PwC employs around 165,000 people globally, 
50% of whom are women and 40% Millennials or Generation Y. We 
recruit a rich diversity of talent from schools and universities. But we 
need to ensure this diversity of talent is better reflected at the more 
senior levels of the organization. To achieve this we know we need 
to change some pretty fundamental things, such as  long- established 
ways of working and commonly held stereotypical perceptions, 
particularly those relating to gender. These things take time which 
is why I believe diversity needs to be addressed as a change manage-
ment programme – changing mindsets and behaviours.

There is no ‘silver bullet’ when it comes to diversity of talent but 
we do know from our own experience that many of the things we 
need to change to engage better with Generation Y (e.g. offering 

FOREWORD



FOREWORD

xiv

a greater variety of working arrangements) will benefit other groups, 
especially women.

A successful diversity strategy and plan requires engagement at 
three levels: the head, the heart and the hands. The business case 
for diversity (the head) addresses the first. Emotional engagement 
is what’s required (the heart) if people are to act but the question 
often asked is ‘What actions are needed?’ Practical guidance (the 
hands) is essential.

The framework presented in this book is well researched and, 
based on our own experience at PwC, it captures the key areas of 
focus for developing Millennial women. These include the need for 
role models and authenticity, visibility, networking and organiza-
tional culture. It is above all practical.

To grow sustainable businesses, we need to ensure that those 
entering the workforce today are developed into leaders who are 
fit to lead into the future. This means creating the right conditions 
within our workplaces which successfully attract, develop and retain 
young  talent and so help grow the pipeline of women leaders. This 
book is an important contribution to that process.

Ian Powell
UK Chairman and Senior Partner

PwC
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ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE – THE 

POWER OF THE IDEAL WORKER

Nikhil came home late again. The current project he is working on 
means that he rarely comes home before 9 p.m. and has to be at 
work at 8 a.m. the next day. Weekends are filled with report writing 
and answering his backlog of emails for which he has not found 
time during the week. At least he can do this from home. With 
his daily commute this leaves little time for a private life and he 
has not seen the gym or met friends for months. Not surprisingly his 
diet leaves much to be desired. He never has breakfast and just picks 
up an  extra- strong coffee and a chocolate bar in the morning. For 
lunch he normally buys some sandwiches, and the  two- minute walk 
to the sandwich place is the only time he sees daylight, particularly 
now during the dark winter months. He eats the sandwich at his 
desk while trying to connect with his friends online, but he notices 
that fewer and fewer people respond to him. Maybe they are just 
busy but maybe they are annoyed because he has had to cancel too 
many appointments with them. Nikhil only leaves the office after 
his manager, who works very long hours, has left. That is what his 
manager expects from Nikhil as well. After all, the manager might 
need Nikhil to help and Nikhil enjoys being needed. After some 
caffeine and sweet snacks in the afternoon and early evening, he is 
usually too tired to prepare food. He sometimes picks up a  ready-
 cooked meal on the way home or just warms up a frozen pizza. 
When he moved to London from India he had little idea that his 
life would be like this. The first time was great because he enjoyed 
being in London and meeting many new people. However when he 
started on his current project his work hours became extreme. 
He suffered from no longer having time for his social contacts and 
he felt that he had no life outside work.

Nikhil decided he needed a holiday. Since he had not seen his 
family for more than nine months, he decided to travel to India. 
His family commented on how thin and nervous he had become. 
He was irritable and could not eat properly after surviving all that 
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time on fast food. Even on holiday he worked on the project by 
answering emails and sending back and forth spreadsheets that 
his boss had asked him to work on. His family grew increasingly 
concerned because he had problems waking up in the morning and 
worked through half the night. Nikhil was exhausted and decided to 
look for remedies for his various conditions. This is how he ended 
up going to a local ashram, where he learned to meditate and 
practise yoga under the guidance of a guru. He enjoyed the silence 
of the ashram and decided to stay there instead of going home. 
This meant that he had to surrender his beloved BlackBerry and his 
laptop, which were seen as distractions in the ashram. He spent just 
over a week in the ashram, which meant getting up early to practise 
meditation and yoga, to study ancient texts, listen to lectures and 
eating healthy. After leaving the ashram he felt rejuvenated and 
realized that he had to change his life.

Upon returning to London, he summoned the courage to make 
an appointment with his manager’s boss, Robert. Jumping hierar-
chies did not come naturally to him, but he felt there was little point 
in talking to his line manager about his situation. His boss’s boss 
agreed to meet him for a quick chat. Nikhil said that he loved work-
ing for the company and he sees potential for growth, but his current 
working hours were untenable and he wanted to have a life outside 
work. Robert was surprised to hear that Nikhil suffered from a lack 
of work–life balance because after all he presumed the company 
culture to be very supportive of such things. Robert explained that 
the organization is oriented towards end results rather than working 
time, which means that as long as Nikhil delivers his targets there 
is no need to be in the office all the time. Robert suggested having 
a conversation with Nikhil’s manager about his workload and the 
sense of presenteeism that he imposed on Nikhil and other team 
members. During this conversation Nikhil’s manager was surprised 
to learn that some team members felt that they had to stay until he 
leaves and that he expected emails to be answered immediately. 
He never said such things. But then again he did not explicitly state 
that people can leave before him or that he just sends emails when-
ever he has time but normally would not expect an answer in the 
evening or during weekends. The manager had a clarifying conver-
sation with his team in which he spelled out what he expected and 
did not expect from them. Nikhil then felt that he had permission to 
not be in the office all the time, and developed a new routine which 
included fewer hours spent in the office, a healthy eating plan and 
time for exercise. There were still stressful times but Nikhil made an 
effort to stick to his routines and never felt as worn out as before.
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In this chapter, we will take a look at the culture of  organizations. 
We will break down what organizational cultures mean and how 
they are relevant for Millennial men and women. This will involve 
two elements: on the one hand, we will explore issues that are often 
called work–life balance; on the other hand we will highlight the 
assumptions and stereotypes that shape behaviour in the work-
place. This chapter will be important to bring together some of the 
issues previously discussed and to specify ways to challenge and 
change them.

CULTURES OF ORGANIZATIONS – THE UNSPOKEN 
RULES AND THE IDEAL WORKER

Waiting in a comfortable reception area to be picked up by the per-
son one is supposed to meet is regarded by many people as a waste 
of time. They eagerly check for new emails to make most of the 
time available. However, sitting in reception areas can be absolutely 
fascinating because it can tell you a lot about the organization. 
Observing how people interact, what they wear, or how slow or fast 
they walk gives you a glimpse into what binds individuals in the 
organization together to form a community. Visiting workspaces or 
going into a canteen has the same effect. What one gets a sense for 
is what makes this workplace tick. It gives you an insight into the 
organizational culture.

We regularly use the term ‘organizational culture’, but what we 
mean by it is often not clear. In fact, it is a bit of a  catch- all term 
to describe things that we cannot quite put our finger on. Culture 
can be seen as the shared values, norms and assumptions that bind 
groups of people together. Culture helps us to explain how groups 
of people function together in an organization. Any stable group 
that shares a history will have its own culture, and in organizations 
culture is one of the key cornerstones that helps us to understand 
seemingly contradictory and irrational behaviour (Schein, 2010). 
Shared assumptions lead to shared ‘rules’. Rules in this sense are not 
written down in a formal rulebook (although sometimes they are). 
Instead I am using rules in the anthropological sense, where rules 
can be compared to an unofficial code of conduct. They shape how 
people act and behave, but people are rarely conscious of the rules 
that they follow. They just do what they have learned is acceptable 
behaviour. Being initialized into an organizational culture normally 
happens during organizational socialization (Trice & Beyer, 1984). 
Once people are socialized into an organizational culture they under-
stand the unspoken rules that guide behaviour in the organization.
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Most work cultures are still shaped around what is called the 
protestant work ethic. This is a concept developed by sociologist 
Max Weber (Weber, 1934/1993) and refers to a situation in which 
an individual through his or her hard work earns salvation. This 
is a formulation of delayed gratification: by working hard now and 
delaying consumption and enjoyment, individuals earn their place 
in heaven. This work ethic means that it is one’s duty to work hard. 
 Self- control and hard work are not only rewarded with delayed grati-
fication but also with the accumulation of capital, which is not used 
for consumption but is saved. Although the name protestant work 
ethic suggests a link to religion, which was certainly important in 
Weber’s original work, the ideal worker is still working hard but often 
to enjoy immediate gratification. Working extreme jobs is seen as a 
badge of honour (Hewlett et al., 2007). However, in most secular 
Western societies delayed consumption is replaced by a hedonistic 
culture in which the rewards from working hard are enjoyed imme-
diately through the acquisition of  status- rich branded products.

This points to the fact that many individuals define themselves 
through work. Who they are depends on what type of work they are 
doing and how hard they work on it. The  identity- forming parts of 
work were always more applicable to men than women. This is the 
case because women often form their identity through their private 
life (Wajcman, 1998). If people define themselves through their 
work, this gives meaning to their lives and shapes their  identities. 
Working hard and foregoing a private life means constructing 
a certain identity that is modelled on the ideal worker. The ideal 
worker is the image in our mind of how the perfect employee looks 
in a respective organization. The ideal worker is constantly  available 
for work and has no responsibilities outside work (Acker, 1990). 
Individuals who fit this template are promoted in organizations.

The ideal worker usually resides in the subconscious mind, and in 
that sense the ideal worker is a stereotype. In order to understand 
stereotypes it is helpful to explore what function they fulfil. We 
are exposed to a lot of information over the day and our mind sim-
plifies this information for us by building categories. Rather than 
assessing every element of every incident anew, our mind builds 
 categories for us, which means that we do not have to go through 
the process of assessing and evaluating every detail. These  categories 
lead to stereotypes, which are simplified conceptions based on 
our own prior assumptions. Stereotypes need to be distinguished 
from prejudice. Prejudice is a negative emotional response to prior 
 assumptions, whereas stereotypes do not necessarily contain an 
emotional response and they can be positive and negative.
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The power of stereotypes is unfolded by the stereotype threat 
(Roberson & Kulik, 2007). A stereotype threat can impact any group 
for which a stereotype exists. A great example for this can be found in 
negotiation processes. While it is often assumed that women are less 
good negotiators than men, this is not substantiated by research except 
when they are negotiating for their own salary (Kray, Thompson & 
Galinsky, 2001). If women negotiate for themselves they confront 
stereotypes from their male and female counterparts. In light of this 
stereotype threat, women might shy away from negotiating their sala-
ries. The good news is that stereotypes can be modified through what 
is called stereotype reactance (Roberson & Kulik, 2007). Stereotypes 
are often compared to an iceberg, where only the tip of the iceberg 
is visible but the majority of the iceberg is under water. The model is 
often attributed to Sigmund Freud, who is said to have used the 
iceberg metaphor to describe the difference between the conscious 
and unconscious mind (Westen, 1999). Stereotype reactance tells us 
that by making stereotypes visible, we become conscious of them 
and can react to and subvert them. This means that instead of being 
aware only of the tip of the iceberg, we realize its fuller dimensions. 
Without being aware of stereotypes in the unconscious, it is difficult 
to react to them. For our negotiation example, this means the fol-
lowing. If women draw attention to the fact that they are women 
by, for instance, pointing out that they are the main breadwinner, 
this means that stereotypes move to the conscious level. Experiments 
have shown that in those cases where gender stereotypes are flagged 
up, differences in negotiation success disappear.

As a stereotype the ideal worker often shapes our expectations 
of work unconsciously. It also shapes the working practices people 
engage in at work and the overall culture of the organization. The 
ideal worker will be influential in including those who comply with 
the norms of the ideal worker; those who do not will be excluded. 
The success and failure of any initiatives to develop alternative 
approaches to work–life integration and to reshape the organiza-
tional culture will depend on their ability to make the stereotypes 
surrounding the ideal worker visible and increase consciousness of 
them. This will allow change to happen.

BEYOND BALANCE – WORK–LIFE INTEGRATION

It is first useful to define some of the terms that are used in the arena 
of work–life balance. Work–life balance is commonly used to mean a 
situation where work and life outside work are in equilibrium. How 
this equilibrium looks on an individual basis is highly personal and 
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it rarely ever means an equal time spent on work and life outside 
work. Life outside work can in itself mean different things. It can 
mean family and friends, it can mean doing household chores, it 
can mean pursing a hobby (Özbilgin et al., 2011). If work and life 
are perceived as out of balance this means that stress is produced. 
The notion of balance suggests some kind of equilibrium, but how 
this equilibrium is defined is highly individual. I find the term 
‘work–life balance’ misleading and prefer to talk about work–life 
integration and the work–life nexus. Work–life integration means 
that paid employment and a life outside work are integrated in a 
unique combination (Kossek & Lambert, 2005). Work–life nexus 
refers to the interface between work and life.

Work–life integration is often linked to a range of flexible work 
practices, which allow individuals to integrate work and life. Flexible 
working practices can include time and space. Time refers to differ-
ent forms of  non- standard work hours, which means the departure 
of the regular  full- time working time defined in any given country, 
and can include flexible start and end times of work, condensed 
hours in the week or the year, and so on. In regard to space, this 
means that work no longer has to be done in the office but can be 
done at any location they employee chooses, such as their home or 
a café. The physical office environment remains an important hub 
for communication and the exchange of ideas. This is often called 
an extensification of work because work is no longer only happen-
ing in the office (Jarvis & Pratt, 2006). In organizations this is often 
called agile working. Most approaches to flexible working have 
tried to reshape an industrial workspace in which work processes 
were different, but agile working seems to go further in allowing a 
reimagination of how work in the  twenty- first century will look in 
regard to space and time.

Research has shown that while work–life integration initiatives are 
often constructed as though they are for everyone, they tend to be 
taken up by women (Smithson & Stokoe, 2005). Many organizations 
believe that women’s different life cycles need to be considered and 
that this will help women to advance. In general this means cater-
ing for women’s potential motherhood and ensuring that they are 
not disadvantaged in their careers due to having children. Flexible 
working and having a life outside work is in many organizations 
still a stigma in spite of the many policies that seem to postulate 
that working flexibly is wanted. In Britain 45% of women work in 
 part- time arrangements, and most women work in  part- time arrange-
ments at one point in their lives (Manning & Petrongolo, 2008). 
This has major implications for pay which is called the ‘ part- time 
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penalty’. Women working  part- time in the UK earn 25% less than 
those working  full- time, and this differential has increased in the 
last 30 years (Manning & Petrongolo, 2008).

Working a flexible schedule also often means that training is 
neglected and promotional opportunities disappear. Asking for flex-
ible working arrangements is for many women seen as risky because 
they might be perceived as being not  career- minded and are there-
fore not interested in advancing their career (Liff & Ward, 2001). An 
Employee Relations Survey which comprised 28,240 respondents in 
the UK, has indeed shown that women on  non- standard contracts 
are less likely to have discussed promotional opportunities and 
training needs (Hoque & Kirkpatrick, 2003). They also received less 
training. This was not the case for men on  non- standard employ-
ment contracts. It is thereby suggested that women working in 
flexible arrangements are more likely to lose out on training and 
career development.

Although work–life integration is regularly discussed in relation 
to women in the workplace and particularly working mothers, for 
Millennials having a life outside work is important, too.  Cross-
 temporal  meta- analyses have shown that Millennials place more 
value on leisure than previous generations (Twenge et al., 2010). 
This is linked to the wish for work–life integration that Millennials 
often voice. For most Millennials this means having a life outside 
work which will contain travelling, meeting friends and pursuing 
hobbies. Having literally grown up with technology means that 
Millennials understand that work no longer has to be done from 
an office in a rigid 9–5 framework. Although research evidence on 
the working practices that Millennials prefer in regard to work–life 
integration is still scarce, it shows that work–life integration is no 
longer an issue for working mothers only. A much wider part of the 
working population will demand work–life integration through the 
potential that technologies offer.

In sum, it can be argued that workplaces have to be  re- invented to 
move working practices truly into the  twenty- first century. However, 
approaches to work–life integration were centred mainly on one 
group of the workplace, working mothers, who by working flex-
ibly would often forgo training and career development. Working 
mothers, however, are no longer the only group that demands 
work–life integration: Millennials value leisure time and this makes 
them more likely to value work–life integration. However, the lack 
of work–life integration in current workplaces goes beyond a focus 
on working practices but instead urges us to look at the model that 
is underlying work as we understand it.
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THE LONG-HOURS CULTURE

In our interviews with the Millennials, one of the issues around 
work–life integration that came up regularly related to experiences 
with the long-hours culture. In our sample, we found a variety 
of  attitudes that Millennials displayed in relation to work–life 
 integration. Some worked very long hours to advance their careers, 
others tolerated long hours only temporarily. Some Millennials also 
voiced their frustration with the long-hours culture. Regardless of 
their different views on long hours, having a choice about working 
long hours was seen by all Millennials as important.

Some people indicated that they worked all hours available to 
progress in their career. These were the driven individuals who see 
that the only way to progress in the organization is through working 
long hours. Juan provides a good example of this. Juan is originally 
from Brazil and has been working in the UK for four years. He said 
that he does not mind working long hours. He is single and likes to 
work hard. He attributed his attitude to the fact that he is Brazilian 
and in Brazil in his view people work long hours.  Fourteen- hour 
days are therefore not a problem for him, but his colleagues always 
complain about this and want to leave the organization due to the 
hours. For him, he likes to work hard. However, he acknowledges 
that this might change once he is married and has a family, when 
he expects to work less.

Stefan also talked about he long hours he worked. He says that 
he enjoys work and does not mind working long hours, but he also 
states that he misses his wife while at work and that once he has 
children he will need to ensure that he makes more time for the 
family. I found Stefan’s work arrangements chilling. He described 
how he worked very long hours and left work at around 9 p.m. to 
commute home, which took him about two hours. He would then 
work for three or four hours at home, normally going to bed around 
2 a.m. only to wake at 6:30 a.m. to be at work at 9 a.m. His expecta-
tion of the weekend was to ‘only’ work for eight hours a day. In his 
view, he had to put the hours in to progress. I asked him if his man-
ager knew about his night shifts and Stefan denied that. He did not 
want to mention that he worked an additional three to four hours 
a night and full day shifts on weekends because he would then look 
as though he was unable to finish his work in the normal working 
time. In order for him to progress in the organization, he felt that 
he had to work the extra hours.

Imelda also worked in excess of 60 hours a week, but she described 
her current job as less  time- consuming than her previous job, for 
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which she worked more than 75 hours a week. She also states that 
she attempts to take weekends off but works on average four hours 
every other Sunday. Imelda is focused on her career and she expects 
that her long hours will translate into a higher salary in the run 
long. She states that her current life arrangements allow her to 
work long hours. Her partner, who is employed in a consultancy, 
works equally long hours and travels a lot. Imelda is also think-
ing about how this arrangement might change once they have 
children. Her life plans include her partner by then being senior 
enough in the consultancy where he works to have a more flexible 
schedule and less travelling. She expects him to take a bigger role 
in bringing up the children, which will allow her to advance her 
career further.

For most people, however, working long hours was mainly a ques-
tion of being in a stressful period in a project. Vernon, for instance, 
talked about how his organization required flexibility from him to 
work long hours and that this was a normal part of doing business. 
He acknowledged that he would cut back on sleep and social con-
tacts to fulfil the project requirements but he would not do this all 
the time. Ian similarly said that sometimes long hours are required 
in order to finish a project and that this arrangement is fine for him 
as long as it is temporary and he is rewarded for it. Kareena also said 
that it is reasonable to expect long hours as long as one is given a 
break afterwards. Sven similarly presumed that he would work long 
hours for a limited period of time but not longer than six months 
because of the strain this puts on relationships not only with his 
girlfriend but also with friends generally.

There were also Millennials that were sceptical about the lack of 
time that existed for their private activities. Christine said that in the 
UK life seems to evolve around the office and one has little time to 
prepare and eat food or spend time with one’s family. She even 
finds it difficult to phone her family due to the time pressures at 
work. She also described the long-hours culture as a social epidemic 
that is particularly prevalent in  people- centred businesses where 
organizations are trying to squeeze out as much labour as they can. 
She is very much aware that she does not want to wake up one day 
to wonder where her life has gone. Christine dreams about setting 
up her own company because then at least she would know that 
she can earn the rewards of 18-hour days, whereas in her current 
job she does not see much benefit from signing her life away. For 
Christine owning her own business would also help her to set her 
own hours, which she perceived as more conducive to having and 
caring for a family.
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Paula similarly talked about how she is prepared to work long 
hours but does not think that they are sustainable. She thinks it is 
important to have the time to be with family and friends. For her 
to achieve this sustainability she sets herself clear boundaries, such 
as on what time she leaves the office. Uma also talked about how 
being on client sites left a mark on her private life and health. Being 
away Monday to Thursday meant that she did not see her part-
ner much and it also meant that she was not eating very healthily. 
This arrangement made her physically sick and she described how 
happy she was to complete the project. Olivia made similar com-
ments about how travelling made her so tired that she went straight 
to bed once she got home and slept through the weekend.

While there was a great variety of perspectives on the long-hours 
culture, it was noticeable that Millennials shared a common per-
spective: they wanted the choice to set their own working times. 
Stefan describes it as his own choice to work long hours to advance 
his career. Similarly, Imelda talked about that working long hours 
was down to her own decision making rather than external requests. 
Kareena also stated that long hours are okay temporarily, as long as 
she gets the autonomy to make up for the intense period of work 
later on. Paula made the choice to set herself boundaries to avoid 
being sucked into the long-hours culture.

The notion of choice is a complex one in social research because 
much of what people might perceive as choice is in fact not a 
choice at all but a requirement to live in a society or to succeed in 
an organization. In order words, in order to advance in an organi-
zation prioritizing professional life over private life and working 
long hours might be a requirement of the ideal worker. Those 
who comply with this ideal will advance; those who do not are 
likely to be left behind. What we see in relation to the long-hours 
culture is that there is still the unspoken rule in organizations that 
the ideal worker will work long hours. The norms that transpire 
through these accounts are that long hours are expected when 
needed. The ideal worker still has to be available at all hours in 
order to fulfil the requirements of deadlines at work. Millennials 
are aware of those norms and they accept them. They also want 
to receive some kind of reward for working long hours, which 
can include time off, a financial reward or a promotion. Most 
Millennials constructed working long hours and sacrificing their 
private life as a choice for them that they made consciously. This 
provides Millennials with the illusion of being in control of their 
own work–life choices, whereas instead they seem to be dictated 
by the ideal worker norm.
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BELONGING IN TRANSIENT WORKING PRACTICES

While Millennials are often thought to embrace flexible working 
practices, what we regularly heard were examples of feeling simul-
taneously empowered and isolated through working practices 
that encouraged flexible working. Although Millennials, as digital 
natives, are used to working flexibly, they missed a community at 
work. This expressed itself in relation to friends and community 
activities like volunteering.

Christine participated in one of the induction programmes that 
are common for new graduates in many organizations. She particu-
larly commented on the fact that she met many people who became 
her friends. She cites those friends as an important peer group that 
helps her better understand the organizational culture and appro-
priate ways of behaviour. This was echoed by others who regularly 
stres sed that friendship at work was important to them. Kareena, for 
instance, talked about how important it is for her to have friends at 
work rather than just workmates. This improves the work climate for 
her and means that it feels for her like she is coming to work to spend 
time with friends. Maya also commented on the fact that many peo-
ple she met in her workplace will be her friends for life. We thereby see 
how work relationships are transformed into friendships that extend 
beyond the workplace. This illustrates that for many Millennials the 
friendships that they develop in the workplace are crucial for them.

These friendships are even more important in a world of work 
where flexibility in regards to time and space is becoming the norm. 
Christine talked about the fact that she enjoys mobile working, which 
means working in chic and flexible offices where everything is done 
electronically. She also loves the flexibility of working different 
hours and travelling. She also talked about the feeling that her 
laptop becomes another appendage for her, almost becoming part of 
herself. Technology is becoming an extension of herself. However, 
she acknowledges that there is a downside to this, which is the fact 
that she never has any stability. She is always on the move instead 
of having a normal 9–5 office job. Her job never ends, which is 
a problem for making space for creative thinking. She likens this 
experience to writing essays at university: instead of writing the 
essay there is always something else to do that needs her immediate 
attention. What she talks about is a lack of routine and a lack of 
time for reflection, which is sidelined in a dynamic work environ-
ment where immediacy is key.

This feeling of being ‘uprooted’ was echoed by others, such as Tina. 
She talked about how difficult she finds it to move from project to 
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project, always with new people and always very tight deliverables. 
She experienced an intense camaraderie during the projects but 
those intense bonds are broken up quickly when she moves on to the 
next project and the old team is forgotten. This transient existence 
of working together in teams which are then broken up contributes 
to people’s struggle to develop a stable identity over time (Sennett, 
1998). At the same time Tina enjoys the mobility of her job. Kareena 
also talked about how no one had time to explain anything to her 
but she was expected to fix certain things in the project. For her this 
was exciting due to the responsibility she received, but also daunt-
ing because she was not sure that she was doing the right thing. Yet 
at the same time this allowed her to learn on the job.

Many Millennials also talked about the isolation they experience 
on a daily basis. Stefan, for instance talked about how strange it 
was to come into the open plan office every day and just sit down 
and start to work. He does not say ‘hello’ and ‘good morning’ to 
the person next to him because in many cases he is unable to sit 
with his team. Tessa talked about how difficult she found it to deal 
with people over the phone and email rather than walking over to 
them to ask them directly. Another drawback of flexible working 
was voiced by April. When she first joined she had no idea where to 
sit and how to find the canteen. April described that luckily she met 
a woman who showed her around, but she remembers the feeling 
of being lost dominating her first days at work. April said that she 
started to develop her own community based on the graduate cohort 
with which she started. Even though they were working on different 
projects, they decided to sit together to have shared space and people 
to talk to. Similarly, William, who had a prior career in the military 
service, talked about the lack of camaraderie that he encountered 
in the organization. Many Millennials talked about the fact that in 
many cases there was a lot of competition among peer groups and in 
the organization overall. While people might develop bonds, it was 
also clear that they were ultimately competing for the interesting 
projects and the promotions. While teams might hold together for a 
short period of time, the organization as a whole felt a bit disparate 
to many Millennials and thus lacked a feeling of belonging.

One way in which belonging was created was through volun-
teering and ‘giving back’. Most Millennials told us that monetary 
rewards as well as personal development were central to their choice 
to join the organization. The  much- cited wish for Millennials to 
have organizations that are strong in corporate responsibility was 
more of a bonus rather than the ultimate element on which deci-
sions to join a company were based. While corporate responsibility 
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was not a necessary condition, many Millennials talked about how 
they enjoyed participating in volunteering activities. Charlie, for 
instance, mentioned how he enjoyed giving back by representing 
the company at universities or by participating in charity football 
matches. Uma said that she had recently applied to participate in 
a competition that involves working a project that improves the 
world. Although she is not sure what to expect she is grateful that 
the company allows her to participate and gives her time off for 
doing so. Those times to volunteer allow Millennials to bond with 
other people and to feel as though they are giving back to the com-
munity. These volunteering opportunities allow Millennials to 
develop bonds with others and to improve their  self- worth.

For the junior professionals we interviewed starting with the organ-
izations meant that they were joining companies where flexible 
working was practised. Given the fact that Millennials are described 
as digital natives one might assume that the flexible working prac-
tices they encountered in organizations was what they expected 
work to be like. Even though the Millennials had grown up as tech-
nologies that allow flexible working were maturing, the Millennials 
experienced flexible working as simultaneously empowering and 
uprooting. When starting in a new organization they wanted to 
plant their roots and develop a strong community at work. In many 
cases, they wanted their work colleagues to be their friends. However 
many Millennials felt isolated at work, which led to the sense that 
they did not have an immediate community. Apart from their peer 
group and the bonds that developed in teams many Millennials also 
received a sense of community through their volunteering work. It 
thereby appears that in times of flexible working, creating a sense of 
belonging through friendship and community work are central.

 MEANING- GIVING PRACTICES

Although work–life integration is often seen as an issue for women, 
work–life integration was at the top of the agenda for Millennials. 
Many men and women were happy to work long hours but they were 
aware that they wanted to have time for themselves either now or 
in the future when they would have families. Yet what Millennials 
encountered is an ideal worker who is constantly available for work 
and can work all hours required. The culture in their organizations 
dictates this availability. Although Millennials like working flexibly, 
many Millennials felt isolated from their peer group and their teams 
and struggled to develop a sense of community. This was often done 
through volunteer work. They also felt that the pressures of project 
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work allowed little opportunity to focus on tasks that required more 
time and concentration.

What many Millennials experience is a lack of routine. Millennials 
in our interviews were quick to point out that routines were often 
associated with boredom and not advancing anymore. However, at 
the same time it was staggeringly clear that what many Millennials 
lacked in the organizational cultures were routines that allowed 
them to introduce some stability into their working lives. The con-
stant transient way of existing left them feeling uprooted. Routines 
are a useful way of developing those roots and the stability they 
craved. Routines embody those grounding structures that are needed 
by many Millennials. However, routines not only stabilize and 
reproduce; they can also be the mechanism for change (Feldman & 
Pentland, 2003). Routines thus not only reproduce the status quo, 
they might also introduce subtle change over time.

Concretely this means that for Millennials routines can provide 
structure. An example is allowing one or two hours a day to work on 
reports and similar writing projects. Routines can also mean plan-
ning certain times when emails are responded to and scheduling 
regular lunch meetings with colleagues and friends. These routines 
also mean having a stable working time and setting clear boundaries 
to avoid life being consumed by work. They also mean organizing 
daily activities in those areas that give Millennials energy and those 
that they perceive as draining. This will allow them to ensure that 
they have enough  energy- giving activities in a day and in a week to 
balance the  energy- draining activities. This has to be embedded 
in routines. Such routines permit the boundary setting that many 
Millennials need to avoid burning out.

Other  meaning- giving practices should centre around commu-
nity. Workspaces in which Millennials flourish need to be designed 
in such a way as to allow people to collaborate and socialize. Many 
organizations led the way by creating workspaces in which individu-
als not only sit at their desks but also share meals, find contemplation 
and work with others. It is not surprising that in recent years many 
organizational spaces were transformed into public living rooms 
where individuals congregate. Those spaces will allow communi-
ties to be formed. In addition to space, providing employees with 
time to give back will remain important. While Millennials are not 
more altruistic than previous generations, volunteering and similar 
activities of giving back can help create a community spirit that 
provides Millennials with meaning.

While Millennials provide one pressure point for organizations 
to change, the organizational culture needs to be altered more 
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 substantially to allow the template of the ideal worker to be  widened. 
In many routine interactions gender patterns are embedded and 
lead through assumptions and stereotypes to subtle discrimination. 
Many  mid- level and senior managers do not consciously discriminate 
against everyone who does not fulfil the ideal worker standards. But 
the embeddedness of stereotypes in these routines lead to the fact 
that exclusion is reproduced. One way of becoming aware of such 
discriminatory routines is to move these routines from an uncon-
scious to a conscious level. Many organizations use unconscious bias 
training for this purpose. While these  one- off initiatives are help-
ful in communicating the ‘bigger picture’, it is vitally important to 
break the routines in daily life. This means that  mid- level managers 
and senior leaders need to reflect every day on how actions in the 
organization might be gendered. This does not have to be for a long 
period of time; it can literally be a couple of minutes each day. This 
will allow managers to become conscious of some of the routines 
that are limiting the success of  non- ideal workers.

SIGNATURE PRACTICE: CHANGING 
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURES

Many organizations have realized that it is the organizational 
culture that limits meritocracy. A common answer to this is bias 
awareness or unconscious bias training which is very often deliv-
ered to the top management team. However, often the challenge 
is how the theoretical insight that people have biases can be 
translated into everyday work situations. In everyday work situa-
tions people have less time to think about their actions and it is 
there that bias can unfold its power.

This is why PwC’s UK practice has taken bias awareness training 
a step further. Based on a recommendation from the board, PwC 
started to develop bias awareness training for all employees and 
unusually made it mandatory. This was the first time that such an 
approach was adopted for  non- regulatory training at PwC. This 
indicates how important the firm saw it to raise awareness for 
how inclusionary behaviour can be facilitated. The training was 
delivered via an  e- learning offering which was framed in a posi-
tive way by talking about open minds rather than biases.1 It also 
addressed different learning style through using media such as 
videos, recorded talks, psychological testing and email prompts.

The email prompts were an innovative approach to take the 
content of the bias awareness training programme outside of a 
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formalized learning approach into the everyday life of  employees. 
People would receive an email prompt asking them to reflect on 
their behaviour. An employee might be encouraged to reflect 
on any situation during a particular day where he or she judged 
someone else based on bias. This is important because all too 
often the theoretical insight that people have biases gets lost in 
 real- life situations where decisions have to be made quickly. It is 
there that our minds revert to stereotypes and biases because it 
saves times and makes responses quicker. Bringing the bias aware-
ness training into  real- job situations encourages people to reflect 
and potentially avoid similar biases in the future.

Almost all of the 16,000 employees of PwC UK have completed 
the training in the required time. All new joiners are required to 
take the training. The impacts of the campaign express themselves 
in the fact that employees are given a new vocabulary to think 
and act in inclusive ways. The initiative also won an Opportunity 
Now Award (Opportunity Now, 2012). The innovative part of 
the training was to move it from the stage of theoretical insight 
in a training situation to everyday situations. It underscores the 
commitment PwC is making towards creating an organizational 
culture that is inclusive. In such a culture Millennials, women 
and particularly Millennial women will thrive.

This means that in order to break the ideal worker template, organi-
zations have to become more inclusive. Although many Millennials 
describe their ability and willingness to work long hours as a matter 
of choice, this choice is curtailed by who can be an ideal worker. 
As long as the overarching template of the ideal worker is seen as 
working long hours, it is unlikely that Millennials alone will be able 
to change the template. In order to achieve inclusion, the culture 
of organizations needs to change in the number of variations they 
allow the ideal worker. Work–life integration is one example of this, 
but a true understanding of how inclusion can be achieved and the 
template of the ideal worker can be widened goes much beyond 
that. It requires senior leaders and  mid- level managers to appreci-
ate the importance of gender, diversity and inclusion to change the 
overall culture of organizations.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have looked at organizational cultures from the 
perspective of the ideal worker. The ideal worker is always available 
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for work and has no life outside work. This ideal worker model is said 
to restrict women progressing in organizations, but it also restricts 
others who do not fulfil the ideal worker template. Although many 
work–life integration programmes are designed with women at their 
heart, research evidence has shown that for Millennials work–life 
integration is important and that Millennials can be motivated 
to stay with an employer if they can enjoy their leisure time and 
are granted sabbaticals for travel and the like. While there are 
 different perspectives on the long-hours culture, it became evident 
that many Millennials understood working long hours as a choice. 
However, this choice was framed by the ability and wish to be an 
ideal worker for whom working long hours is the norm, at least 
during this stage of their lives. Millennials also felt that transient 
working practices were empowering and isolating at the same time. 
Organizations are therefore encouraged to build communities in 
the workplace in providing spaces to socialize with friends and col-
leagues and in encourage employees to be active in the community. 
In addition, creating grounding rituals in daily practices can help 
Millennials experience more grounding and stability. This will pro-
vide Millennials with a sense of belonging and meaning. However, 
Millennials cannot change the ideal worker template on their own. 
Senior leaders and  mid- level managers need to understand how the 
ideal worker template can be broadened and how often their own 
decisions are clouded by biases and perceptions. Changing the ideal 
worker template is an effort for the entire organization and has to 
go beyond a focus on work–life practices and focus on a wider range 
of practices to create inclusion. For today’s managers and leaders it 
is important to become aware of the stereotypes they might hold. If 
today’s managers and leaders are made aware of the limiting effects 
of some of those stereotypes and biases, they are able to reshape 
them in such a way as to allow diverse people to be included in the 
workplace and inclusive leaders to rise to the top of organizations.


