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Millennials comprise a growing percentage of the 
workforce—to which they bring expectations very 
different than the generations before them. One 
of those expectations is that they will be able to 
leverage the same modern digital capabilities that 
shape their personal lives to perform work and 
establish meaningful connections with and within 
their organizations. These expectations, along with 
other factors, are driving the evolution of a digital 
workplace.

Many organizations struggle with transforming 
their workplace to attract, engage, and retain 
millennial workers. This article reviews research 
about millennials’ expectations, discusses 
evolution of the workplace from physical space to 
interconnected digital space, and outlines three 
practical steps for initiating and accelerating 
the digital workplace journey: understanding 
employees, building a thoughtful digital workplace 
strategy, and jump-starting the journey through 
development or revitalization of the company 
intranet that makes information more accessible.

Many organizations 
struggle with transforming 
their workplace to attract, 

engage, and retain 
millennial workers

“ “

BUILD A DIGITAL WORKPLACE THAT ENGAGES THE MODERN 
EMPLOYEE, STARTING WITH A REVITALIZED INTRANET
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Millennials: not as engaged as we 
want and need them to be

Although we frequently hear of millennials being 
upbeat altruists who make the most of every 
situation, recent studies paint a gloomier picture 
of disengagement, job-hopping, flight risks, 
and survival. As highlighted by Forbes1, a recent 
Fusion 2016 Issues/Washington Post poll found 
the percentage of young Americans who believe 
the American Dream “is not really alive” increased 
dramatically over 30 years, from 12 percent to 29 
percent. 

In fact, Gallup’s2 staggering statistics reveal that 
only 29 percent of millennials are engaged at 
work, with:

 

These troubling figures should be a wake-up 
call for any organization seeking to grow, be 
more productive, and deliver a strong customer 
experience.

Understanding millennials’ 
workplace expectations

Each new generation brings new and great 
expectations to their work, and millennials 
are no different. To ensure a strong economy, 

employers cannot ignore millennials’ expectations. 
Currently, millennials comprise 38 percent of the 
U.S. workforce, and estimates suggest that these 
young Americans will dominate the workforce 
by 2025 by making up 75% of the working 
population3. 

Many studies have attempted to understand 
what this emerging generation is seeking in the 
workplace, and some consistent themes have 
arisen from various studies. 

Purpose and priorities. Millennials want more 
clarity about their role, greater awareness of 
their purpose within the organization, and an 
understanding of the broader purpose they are 
serving within society. Having a clear sense of 
purpose is more important than an egregious 
income. More tactically, as compared to other 
generations, millennials are struggling to 
understand what they need to do when, with 
nearly half of millennials not feeling as though 
they know how to prioritize responsibilities at 
work4.  

1 III, R. D. (2016, June 17). Are millennials' confused expectations contributing to their job hunting woes?

2,3,4 Rigoni, B., & Nelson, B. (2016, August 30). Few Millennials Are Engaged at Work.

MILLENNIALS IN THE U.S. WORKFORCE
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Meaningful connections. Millennials are 
avid users of social media, and their friends’ 
recommendations, at times, mean more to them 
than trusted news sources. This generation is 
hyper focused on building a sense of community, 
where “FOMO” (fear of missing out) is a real 
concern. As employees, they seek an environment 
where they can connect on a deeper, more 
personal level with their colleagues, and they 
want their leaders to be coaches who care about 
them holistically as people.

Empowered development. Nearly 90 percent of 
millennials rate “professional or career growth and 
development opportunities” as important features 
of a job5. 

They seek out organizations and leaders that 
give them the space to learn and grow and while 
providing them with the necessary feedback and 
guidance along the way.

Balanced life. Millennials comprise one of 
the healthiest generations, and their focus on 
wellbeing extends to their desire to integrate 

work into their life. Millennials are known for their 
unwillingness to sacrifice their lives outside of 
work, and this reluctance is challenging employers 
to identify flexible and unique ways to support 
more balanced, healthy lifestyles through remote 
work and options such as flextime. 

Social responsibility. Millennials seek out 
employers that care about the broader issues 
troubling our society, and they want to quickly 
become involved with a firm’s philanthropic 
efforts. According to a recent Forbes survey, 80 
percent of thriving entrepreneurs under the age of 
30 are already active in their communities outside 
of work6.

The evolving workplace: from 
physical space to digitally 
interconnected space

Why is today’s workplace experience missing the 
mark so widely with the population of employees 
who will soon dominate the workforce? One 
key factor is a large gap between employees’ 
expectations for a modern, digitally enabled work 
environment and the tools they are provided 
today to perform their jobs.

As employees experience what it’s like to be a 
customer of a digitally savvy retailer, or as they 
consume the numerous features of social media 
titans Facebook and Instagram, they develop 
specific beliefs of what should be possible 
as an employee tasked with completing job 
responsibilities.

5Rigoni, B., & Adkins, A. (2016, June 30). Millennials Want Jobs to Be Development Opportunities.

6Forbes. (2016). 2016 Under 30 Survey Candidate Results
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These emerging expectations—together with 
imperatives around efficiency, customer centricity, 
and the use of organizational data to drive 
success—are pushing employers to evolve the 
concept of “workplace” from a physical site to a 
digitally interconnected space. 

What is a digital workplace?

A successfully interconnected digital workplace 
provides employees with an environment and 
tools that allow them to work effectively and 
efficiently and to choose how they want to 
interact with colleagues—and from where. 
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Every digital workplace will look and feel 
different because it derives from a unique culture, 
operations, and collection of individuals. That said, 
it should contain core components like:

ww Business process tools and systems that 
are core to how the organization functions 
(e.g., learning management system, time 
management system, customer relationship 
management system, performance reporting)

ww Collaboration sites that serve as a central 
point for intra-departmental collaboration  
(e.g., department sites that enable knowledge 
sharing)

ww A company-wide intranet that serves as a 
hub for company-wide communication and 
information-sharing

ww Messaging tools that connect employees (e.g., 
email, instant messaging, teleconference)

ww Custom applications and productivity tools 
(e.g., forms engine)

Over time, the number of components will grow. 
As it does, mindful expansion is important in 
order to minimize maintenance burdens and to 
enable efficient integration of new capabilities 
and continuous and effective growth of the digital 
workplace.

Benefits of a digital workplace

A digital workplace has a variety of benefits. For 
one, it equips employees with tools that allow 
them to be more effective and productive—
employees can work smarter, engage better 
with one another, learn and discover new and 

improved work patterns, and see the impact of 
their work on the company’s culture and success. 

Although higher employee engagement and 
satisfaction tend to be cornerstones of an effective 
digital workplace, organizations have seen 
various other tangible benefits. Firms find that 
employees become more self-reliant, reducing the 
amount of upkeep required from support centers. 
Employees also tend to have greater access to 
effective training and work tools that increase 
productivity and efficiency. To further underscore 
the importance of employee engagement and 
satisfaction, Gallup’s recent analysis shows that 
business units in the top quartile of employee 
engagement are 17 percent more productive, 
have 10 percent better customer ratings, and 
are 21 percent more profitable compared with 
business units in the bottom quartile7. The analysis 
goes so far as to state that highly engaged 
companies are two times more successful.

Three steps toward building a 
digital workplace

Despite the compelling benefits, many 
organizations struggle to get their digital 
workplace journey off the ground. Often, this is 
an issue of focus and clarity on how and where to 
begin, particularly given the complex and rapidly 
evolving nature of digital technology. Starting 
small, with discrete and manageable efforts, 
can deliver tangible quick wins and generate 
momentum for change, as illustrated by the case 
study on the next page. 

7Rigoni, B., & Nelson, B. (2016, August 30). Few Millennials Are Engaged at Work.
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Following are three steps that can help your 
organization build toward an engaging digital 
workplace. 

Know your employees. Just as 
organizations build market-facing 
digital strategies around the needs and 
preferences of their customers, they 

must build digital workplace capabilities around 
the needs, motivations, and work patterns of 
their people. Understanding for whom this digital 
workplace is being built will help you design a 

workplace that reinforces your organization’s 
culture and truly works the way your people 
expect it to.

A broad-reaching preliminary survey followed by 
in-depth interviews with employees representing 
a cross-section of functional areas can help you 
uncover employee “personas” that exist within 
your organization. These employee personas serve 
as design archetypes and reference points as you 
create a digital workplace strategy. 

A MEDICAL ASSOCIATION LAUNCHES ITS TRANSFORMATION TOWARD BECOMING A 
DIGITAL WORKPLACE—WITH MEASURABLE IMPACT

A large non-profit association that supports the healthcare industry 
wanted to define and begin building a digital workplace that would 
improve collaboration, connectedness, and efficiency.

The association started this journey by engaging employees from all 
levels of the organization in interactive workshops that highlighted 
their needs, habits, behaviors, and motivations. From these sessions, 
the association developed four employee “personas,” around which it 
designed the components of its future digital workplace. 

The association set clear objectives and success measures to guide 
investment decisions, and it created a yearlong roadmap for turning 
its vision and strategy into a digital workplace that not only provides 
a central point for communication and collaboration but also 
promotes efficiency through tools such as instant messaging and 
automated forms processing. For example, one of the association’s 
initial projects consolidated over 27,000 pages of intranet content 
into 200 thoughtful, provoking, and insightful pages of content 
that promote foot traffic to other core business applications. As it 
developed various new digital tools, the association employed user-
experience best practices and feedback gathered from employees 
during user-acceptance testing to ensure product quality and to 
prepare users for upcoming changes. 

Through this approach, the association has increased employee 
engagement and generated a newfound enthusiasm and momentum 
for establishing a digital workplace. It has made meaningful progress 
toward its goals of a 10-percent increase in employee satisfaction, a 
10-percent reduction in e-mail traffic, and a 25-percent reduction in 
time spent populating critical workplace forms.

KEY OUTCOMES

PERSONAS CREATED, 
REPRESENTING THE 
EMPLOYEE POPULATION4

CONSOLIDATED INTRANET 
PAGES TO HONE CONTENT,

FROM

TO

27,000
200

RESULTED IN INCREASED EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT, AS WELL AS

INCREASE IN 

EMPLOYEE 

SATISFACTION

DECREASE 

IN EMAIL 

TRAFFIC

REDUCTION 

IN TIME 

SPENT ON 

FORMS

10%   10% 25%
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To make sure personas characterize your 
employee population in a meaningful way, 
they should incorporate as much descriptive 
information as possible about: 

ww Demographic profile (e.g. tenure, tech-
savviness

ww Job description details

ww Work preferences 

ww Current frustrations with the workplace

ww Ideas for the future state of your digital 
workplace

Define your digital workplace 
strategy.  Developing a clear strategy 
is key to sustaining focus on goals and 
engaging others in this evolutionary 

journey. Start with your organization’s overall 
business strategy—how can a digital workplace 
directly influence business goals and outcomes? 
For example, by providing employees with new 
self-service tools, you may enable them to answer 
questions faster and improve the customer 
experience. Then, to refine the requirements 
and priorities for your digital workplace, hold 
focus group with individuals who represent the 
various employee personas to gain their ideas for 
delivering key business outcomes.

Set goals for what you want the digital workplace 
to accomplish, but don’t stop there. It is also 
important to have measures of success.  If your 
goal is to increase employee engagement and 
satisfaction, then define how you will measure 
it—for example, through a 10-percent increase in 
the average employee engagement score on the 
annual employee engagement survey.

Based on your goals, you can then create a vision 
for all foreseeable technology upgrades, any 
required modifications to physical space, and 
adjustments to processes and practices that 
will require a concerted organizational change 
management effort. Your vision should be lofty, 
and although it won’t be attainable within one or 
two years, it should serve as an initial roadmap 
that you can continue to modify over time as your 
workforce shifts. 

Begin by making information 
easily accessible. Revitalizing or 
creating an intranet for the first 
time is a good digital foundation for 

reinvigorating and reconnecting your employee 
population. An effective intranet connects 
people with the organization’s overall mission 
and with one another, and it helps them see 
how their work impacts the organization as a 
whole. It also allows employees to feel valued via 
opportunities to share their expertise, experience, 
and perspectives. By tackling the intranet first, 
you will be establishing a hub where employees 
can communicate with you as you continue down 
your digital workplace journey.

This exercise provides the opportunity to be 
creative and to redefine what you may have 
traditionally considered to be an intranet. 
For example, it doesn’t have to be just about 
information sharing; you might also consider 
incorporating process automation or establishing 
intra-departmental collaboration centers. 
Whatever you choose, make sure it is reflective of 
your organization and culture. 
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Essentials for an engaging intranet

Consider these practical best practices for an intranet that can jump-start your digital workplace vision:

FOCUS AND 
PRIORITIZE

Focus the scope of your intranet by prioritizing the minimum viable product envisioned by your 
employee personas. Remember you can have multiple intranet releases, and each new release and 
feature should incorporate employee feedback. Always reiterate the broader objective of the digital 
workplace and how it supports business goals. 

Information architecture is the “glue” that ties together various elements of an intranet—now and 
as it grows. Information architecture should be intuitive for both tenured and new employees. Take 
the time to perform tree-testing activities with employees who represent the various employee 
personas across the organization.

When determining which features to prioritize, revisit the goals of the intranet and the features your 
employee personas felt were most important to their daily work lives. Engage employees during 
iterative development and obtain real-time feedback on what has been created thus far to ensure 
the result is an intranet for everyone.

Employ usability best practices when defining information architecture and visual design, and 
don’t let technology dictate design. In addition, conduct broad user acceptance testing with 
representatives from the various functional areas and who represent the various employee 
personas. Obtaining their initial impressions about ease of navigation and use of the intranet early 
on can save much heartache further down the development path.

When designing (or redesigning) a new intranet, understand that it will get political. You will 
be affecting individuals’ work norms and processes, so it is important to perform a thoughtful 
stakeholder analysis and engage influencers and detractors alike early on. Establish a change 
network comprised of “champions” who can share updates on the project’s progress and key 
messages with their respective functional areas. Communicate often with employees about your 
vision for a digital workplace. Last, but certainly not least, obtain senior management buy-in early 
on and ensure executives serve as champions throughout the entire project.    

Define clear goals and performance measures for the intranet and identify how you will measure 
them an ongoing basis. If no measurement mechanism exists today, establish a way to survey and 
measure intranet user experience and engagement. Don’t forget to establish initial baselines for 
each success measure so that you can monitor trends over time. A variety of analytics tools exist to 
support ongoing measurement.

DESIGN WITH 
EMPLOYEES 
IN MIND

GIVE CAREFUL 
THOUGHT TO 
INFORMATION 
ARCHITECTURE

COMMIT 
TO USER 
EXPERIENCE

MEASURE 
WHAT 
MATTERS

MANAGE 
CHANGE 
PROACTIVELY
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The digital workplace imperative is 
knocking at your door

The millennial workforce—our workforce of 
the future—is expressing dissatisfaction and 
remains disengaged at work. By considering this 
consumer-driven generation’s rising expectations 
with an open mind, you can begin to define an 
interconnected digital workplace. Start your 

digital workplace journey by making information 
readily accessible through a revitalized intranet 
that incorporates best practices and delivers 
features and functions that are important to your 
employees. With that as a foundation, then you 
will only be a leap away from a healthier workforce 
that is more productive, engaged, and satisfied—
and motivated to deliver on your business goals.
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