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New Professionals, New Desires: 
What Millennials Want in Their Work

Aaron Kroth and Sarah J. Young

The Millennial cohort (those born between 1980–2000) is the future workforce 
in the United States. A review of literature revealed that much research has been 
conducted regarding this cohort’s motivation in the work place and desired work 
attributes. However, there is little to no research regarding the Millennial cohort 
of campus recreation. Therefore, current student members of NIRSA pursuing 
a career in campus recreational sports were surveyed to determine what work 
attributes they desired in their professional positions. The findings revealed that 
the internal attributes (i.e., people you work with, skill development) of the job 
were more important than the external attributes (i.e., location, compensation). 
Further investigation found that this cohort is more similar within than they are 
different. However, some of the Millennials’ desired work attributes may vary 
from previous generation’s desired work attributes.
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There is no doubt that the field of campus recreational sports is evolving. 
The benefits of participating in campus recreational sports have been clearly 
identified (Elkins, Forrester, & Noël-Elkins, 2011; Miller, 2011), and the field’s 
leading organization—the National Intramural Recreational Sports Association 
(NIRSA)—has demonstrated the growth and demand for campus recreational 
sports. In 2010, NIRSA reported that more than $1.5 billion was earmarked for 
capital projects to renovate or build new state-of-the-art campus recreational sport 
facilities (NIRSA, 2010). These funds dedicated toward campus recreational sport 
programs and services have created a need for specialized professionals to steward 
these resources. In turn, the increased demand for recreational sports experts has 
led to new strategies in how organizations recruit and retain their professional staff 
(Schneider, Stier, Kampf, Haines, & Wilding, 2006). However, there is a new gen-
eration of campus recreational sports professionals stepping up to the plate. This 
new cohort is made up of young professionals from the Millennial generation, and 
they are bringing fresh ideas, motivations, and expectations to the field (Kellison, 
Kim, & Magnusen, 2013).

The Millennial generation, born between 1980–2000 (Zemke, Raines, & Fil-
ipczak, 2000), makes up the second-largest cohort to the Baby Boomers (falling 
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shy by about 3 million; Bureau, 2010). The children of Boomers and Gen Xers 
are characterized as patriotic with strong morals, willing to fight for freedom, and 
very socially oriented with strong family ties (Eisner, 2005). Some say this genera-
tion has high expectations of their employers and look forward to their managers 
investing in their professional development (Downing, 2006; Spiro, 2006). Others 
have said this generation lacks communication skills and they have no interest in 
old-fashioned business practices (Hartman & McCambridge, 2011; Tulgan, 2004). 
Yet, there is a lack of information available to administrators about the Millennial 
cohort of professionals and future professionals beginning their careers in campus 
recreational sports.

The literature suggests that one step in creating job satisfaction is to recog-
nize and understand the employee’s desired work attributes (Herzberg, 1987). 
While these desired work attributes may vary from person to person, generally 
each cohort has similar desires, which are driven by their collective ideals, values, 
beliefs, and ways of thinking. Furthermore, what the Millennial cohort wants may 
be different and in sharp contrast to their predecessors (Generation X and Baby 
Boomers) which may cause hardship and frustration when it is not fully understood 
or properly managed. As a result, the purpose of this study was to determine the 
desired work attributes of the Millennial cohort in campus recreational sports with 
the implications aiding in the recruitment, hiring, and retention of young profes-
sionals in this field.

Methods

Survey

A survey was created to assess the desired work attributes of the Millennial cohort 
of campus recreational sports from similar studies conducted by Turban, Eyring, 
and Campion (1993); Boswell, Roehling, LePine, and Moynihan (2003); Ng, 
Schweitzer, and Lyons (2010); and Treuren and Anderson (2010). Utilizing these 
previous methods for assessing desired work attributes, an online survey was created 
to assess desired work attributes of campus recreational sports professionals. Some 
of the desired work attributes from these previous studies were retooled to be more 
specific to the campus recreational sports setting. For example, “Opportunity to 
interact with the customer” was reworded to “Opportunity to directly interact with 
participants of campus recreational sports.” The online questionnaire consisted of 
three sections: 1) desired attributes, 2) salary expectations, and 3) demographics. 
The modified instrument was validated by a research committee of practitioners 
and scholars in the field of recreational sports. A reliability test of the modified 
questionnaire resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha of .864 indicating an acceptable level.

Respondents

The respondents of the study were student members of NIRSA, born between 
1980–2000, and pursuing a career in campus recreational sports. In September 
2012, NIRSA reported there were 1,216 student members in the organization. All 
the student members were sent an e-mail invitation (via the NIRSA Research and 
Assessment liaison) to participate in the study.
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Results

Demographic Data

The respondents of this study were all NIRSA student members (Table 1). Of the 
1,216 NIRSA members invited, 250 elected to participate in the study, representing 
a response rate of 20.56%. More than 60% (155) of the respondents were graduate 
students, while only 21% (54) of the respondents were undergraduate students. 
Similarly, 61.5% (152) of the respondents were female, and only 38.5% (95) were 
male. Compared with NIRSA membership demographics, the respondent demo-
graphics showed a larger response from female graduate students than any other 
group. Furthermore, the response from each region of NIRSA was representative 
of the overall student population of NIRSA.

Table 1 Demographic Information

Variable/category n Percent
Gender

 Male 95 38

 Female 152 60

 No response 3 2

Current status

 Undergraduate 54 21.7

 Graduate 155 62.2

 Professional 29 11.6

 Intern 11 4.4

Region of NIRSA

 I 28 11.3

 II 81 32.8

 III 54 21.9

 IV 28 11.3

 V 20 8.1

 VI 25 10.1

 Unsure 11 4.5

Area(s) of campus recreational sports work

 Aquatics 23 10

 Informal sports 32 14

 Marketing 30 13

 Member services/Equipment 36 16

 Intramural/Club sports 101 44

 Facilities/Operations 84 37

 Fitness/Wellness 59 26

 Other 29 13
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Desired Work Attributes

Respondents were given a list of 23 work attributes to complete the statement: When 
considering your first job in campus recreational sports, “insert attribute here” is not 
at all important, unimportant, neither important nor unimportant, important, or very 
important. The respondents indicated that having good people to report to and work with 
were their most desired work attributes (Table 2). This result supported prior research 
(Ng et al., 2010), suggesting this cohort develops strong social connections with their 
supervisors and coworkers. They also indicated a strong desire for a respect by their 
employer for their work-life balance and opportunities for training to acquire new skills. 
Similarly, the item with the fifth highest mean score was the opportunity for the develop-
ment of their current skills. This finding supported suggestions that Millennials desire 
challenge in their work and professional development (Downing, 2006; Spiro, 2006).

Table 2 Most Important Work Attributes

# Attribute M SD
2 Good people to work with 4.72 .467

3 Good people to report to 4.72 .477

6 A respect by employer for work-life balance 4.63 .564

4 Opportunity for further training to acquire new skills 4.63 .492

5 Opportunity for development of current skills 4.60 .523

19 Opportunity for advancement within the field 4.56 .575

15 Feedback from your supervisor 4.51 .592

9 Job security 4.48 .563

1 The opportunity for advancement within an organization 4.41 .626

12 Opportunity to directly interact with participants of CRS 4.37 .695

14 Financial support for travel to conferences or to gain  
certifications

4.31 .642

22 Initial training provided 4.27 .734

11 Completing work tasks which challenge you 4.24 .625

7 Good health care and benefits options 4.20 .724

17 Being encouraged by your employer to get involved in  
organizations

4.16 .789

8 A variety in work tasks 4.10 .699

10 A good initial salary 4.06 .676

16 Up-to-date CRS facilities and/or fields 4.05 .725

18 Autonomy in your work 4.05 .762

13 The organization being a leader in the field 4.03 .788

20 Diversity within the workplace 3.90 .839

21 Receiving regular pay increases 3.86 .745

23 The geographical location of the organization 3.83 .997

Note. The items in Table 1 were scored on a 5-point Likert scale where 1 = “Not at all Important” and 
5 = “Very Important.”
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While an employee may desire to have all of the items in this study, it is impor-
tant to distinguish the level of importance of each item. For this reason, the results 
were also analyzed between the ratings on the Likert scale of very important and 
important. The frequency of items receiving the response “very important” was 
similar to the mean scores reported in Table 2. However, the frequency of items 
receiving the response “important” also had meaning. Interestingly, initial salary 
was rated Important by 60% (n = 147) of the respondents. This may suggest that 
while a good salary is not the most important work attribute, it is still something 
the participants of this study desired. Furthermore, “completing work tasks which 
challenge you” was important to 55% (n = 134) of the respondents, and “up-to-date 
campus recreational sports facilities and/or fields” was important to 55% (n = 133). 
“Good health care and benefit options” was rated important by 54% (n = 131) of 
the respondents. Finally, “a variety in work tasks” was found to be important by 
53% (n = 128) of the respondents.

Salary Expectations

The starting salary expected by this sample was relatively consistent with recent 
trends in the field (NIRSA, 2011; Table 3). However, there was approximately a 
$6,000 difference between what this group expected their entry level salary to be 
and what they reported would be an ideal entry salary. Furthermore, this group did 
not anticipate being in their first position longer than five years and expected to 
earn nearly $10,000 more annually after five years in the field. The respondents’ 
initial expectations may be on target, but their future expectations may not be as 
consistent with recent trends in the field.

Table 3 Salary Expectations Statistics

Item M Mode

What do you expect your entry level salary to be? $36,611.59 $35,000.00

What is your ideal entry level salary? $41,963.68 $40,000.00

What do you expect your salary to be in 5 years? $46,890.56 $40,000.00

What do you expect your salary to be in 10 years? $58,724.36 $50,000.00

At what age do you expect to retire? 63.96 65

Item n Percent

How soon do expect to be promoted from your first 
full-time position?

 Within 1 year 19 7.9

 1–2 years 55 23

 2–3 years 82 34.3

 3–4 years 53 22.2

 4–5 years 26 10.9

 After 5 years 4 1.7
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Discussion
The Millennial cohort of campus recreational sports is entering the campus recre-
ational sports field with preconceived expectations for the workplace. To reach their 
goals, they are looking for certain work attributes in their jobs. The most salient find-
ings of this study focused upon four desired work attributes: social interaction in the 
work environment, desire for advancement, salary expectations, and work-life balance.

The respondents placed an important emphasis on the social aspects of their 
work environment. Specifically, they expressed a desire to have good coworkers and 
supervisors. This cohort has grown up working in teams throughout their educational 
experience (Junginger, 2008), which may influence their desires for collaboration 
and teamwork in their professional careers. Millennials believe that through their 
collective action, their team can make positive changes (Zemke et al., 2000). To suc-
cessfully collaborate on projects, they will certainly want good people with which to 
work and these social interactions may have a great impact on their job satisfaction.

Similarly, the respondents of this study said it is very important for them to have a 
good supervisor. Beyond enjoying the people they work for, this generation may want 
a good supervisor because they desire clear directions and goals (Gursoy, Maier, & 
Chi, 2008). Supervisors can use this attribute by setting objectives and outcomes for 
young professionals, which creates a sense of enjoyment and challenge in their work 
(Eisner, 2005). While this generation needs and insists upon clear direction, they also 
desire autonomy (Spiro, 2006). Respondents of this study also desired a variety in 
work tasks and autonomy in their work. Supervisors should try to limit micromanag-
ing, which might be a natural tendency with new employees, and trust the Millennial 
as they may be pleasantly surprised with the outcome. In a campus recreational sport 
setting there are likely programs and services that have been offered in a traditional 
manner for years. Yet a Millennial employee may have a unique way to collaborate on 
a project for a program or service, which may produce similar or even better results.

Respondents also identified opportunities for development as one of their most 
desired work attributes. Similar to the findings of previous studies (Boswell et al., 
2003; Ng et al., 2010; Rawlins, Indvik, & Johnson, 2008; Turban et al., 1993), the 
respondents in this study want their employer to aid in their professional devel-
opment by helping them advance their current skills and grow new skills. One 
possible reason for their desire to grow is because the Millennials were the first 
cohort to fully experience the modern student development theories (Evans, Forney, 
Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2009). The early investment from their teachers, mentors, 
and parents may also have created an expectation for professional development 
throughout their careers. To meet these desires, it may be helpful to discuss the 
ways their positions are helping them grow.

Furthermore, this generation wants to advance within the field. The findings 
suggested the respondents expect to be promoted to their next position within 
four years. This may represent a shift within career trends over the past decade. 
Moses (1997) explained that in the modern workplace employees are more likely 
to change jobs and careers throughout their lives. This cohort may be looking 
for an organization that will help them grow toward their next position. Further 
research by Schwabel (2013) found that companies reported it cost between 
$15,000 and $25,000 to replace each Millennial employee, which may be alarm-
ing to some employers. However, employers should recognize that this cohort has 
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a lot of untapped potential. Their desire to learn, grow, and advance in the work 
place provides employers a unique opportunity. Instead of avoiding these facts, 
employers should take the time to groom their Millennial employees by providing 
them opportunities that may help them toward their professional goals. This may 
assist the Millennial employee to be more invested in their work, thereby yielding 
positive results for the organization.

Perhaps the most surprising finding from this study was this cohort’s realistic 
expectations for their starting salary. Similar to the Ng et al. (2010) study, most of 
the respondents in this study were graduate students or nearing graduation from 
their bachelor’s degree. These students appeared to have done some research into 
their field’s salary trends, which may have affected their responses. A similar study 
found that the Millennials of collegiate recreation were willing to accept these lower 
compensations because of the other intangible benefits of working in collegiate 
recreation (Kellison et al., 2013). Furthermore, the Millennials’ understanding of 
the current job climate may have contributed to this alignment. Since 2008, overall 
unemployment has increased, and approximately 10% of recent college graduates 
remain unemployed (Weissmann, 2013). This cohort may have taken these fac-
tors into consideration while participating in the study and may continue to do so 
throughout their job search. This should be encouraging to employers as the Mil-
lennials are staying well-informed and appear to recognize the current job climate.

Despite their expectations for career advancement and need for social interac-
tions, this cohort desires an increased attention to their work-life balance. Kalliath 
and Brough (2008) explained that work-life balance is the perception by each 
person that work and nonwork responsibilities can coexist to aid in their own life 
priorities. Coinciding with previous research, Millennials in campus recreational 
sports may not view their work as more important than their leisure time (Young, 
Ross, Sturts, & Kim, 2013). This free-spirited, socially focused generation wants 
to experience life to its fullest. Millennials seem to gravitate toward a work-to-live 
philosophy rather than a live-to-work perspective. This characteristic should not 
be misconstrued for laziness; these employees will put in the effort needed to get 
the job done, but also balance their time appropriately. This is a valuable attribute 
within campus recreational sports as many of the program areas have varying 
schedules with programs occurring in the evenings and on weekends. While it 
will be necessary for Millennials to work some nights and weekends, they may 
expect that time to be balanced with compensatory time away from their jobs. For 
example, if they are working the 5k race on Saturday, they may want to come in 
a little later on Monday to make up for that time. This attribute may be a difficult 
adjustment for a Boomer supervisor as Gursoy et al. (2008) found that Boomers 
generally live-to-work. Yet, having work-life conversations geared toward finding 
equilibrium can assist in making both parties happy and producing the best results.

Practical Implications
The findings of this study could be implemented in the campus recreational sports 
setting in the following ways:

 a) Focus on team projects. This cohort desires social interactions and the abil-
ity to collaboratively accomplish tasks in their own creative way. Current 
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administrators should encourage their employees to work in groups on projects 
and think outside of the box

 b) Provide specific goals. Establish goals and descriptive outcomes for Millennial 
employees, but allow them the autonomy to complete the task in their own 
way. They will want direction, but also the freedom to get the job done. Spiro 
(2006) explained that this generation wants goals with tight deadlines that 
allow them the sense of accomplishment. Provide them the tools necessary to 
get the job done, and allow their creativity to manifest the final product

 c) Allow for social interaction. This cohort prefers not be stuck in their office 
all day. Current administrators should anticipate Millennials’ need to interact 
with one another and allow them to have floor time with their coworkers, 
employees, and the participants of campus recreational sports. This may serve 
several purposes: increased job satisfaction among the Millennial employees, 
increased satisfaction among part time staff, and a better experience for the 
participants of campus recreational sports

 d) Help them grow. Unlike findings from research into other fields by Schofield 
and Honore (2011), providing leadership and opportunities for the Millen-
nials of campus recreational sports to grow their current skills and advance 
their career may be a key motivator. They want a mentor who will help them 
with difficult problems and lead them through their careers (Martin, 2005). 
This cohort wants to advance in their careers and wants to learn from current 
administrator’s successes and failures (Manning, 2011). Instituting an open-
door policy or setting up reoccurring opportunities for them to openly discuss 
their questions and ideas may accelerate their progression as solid professionals. 
Finally, allowing them to attend conferences or gain certifications provides 
them with opportunities to advance their knowledge and reach their goals

 e) Accommodate for work-life balance. This cohort places a high emphasis on 
work-life balance. They will be searching for positions that allow them the 
flexibility to have a great work experience, but also allows them to have a life 
outside of the office. It will be crucial to respect their time and allow them 
the time necessary to invest in their family and friends. Encourage work-life 
balance and be reasonably accommodating with requests for flexible starts to 
the workday or for leaving early for personal reasons.

Conclusion
The Millennial generation of campus recreational sports is poised to step into the 
positions soon to be vacated by retiring Boomers. This cohort has its own per-
spectives and expectations for their careers. This study found this group’s most 
desired work attributes were good people to work with and for, opportunities for 
career advancement, and work-life balance. As with previous generations entering 
the workplace, these desired work attributes may seem different to those who are 
well-established in the setting. For this reason, it is crucial for administrators to 
understand these desired work attributes so they can effectively recruit, hire, and 
retain these high-achieving young professionals.
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