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THE MILLENNIAL AND THE MILITARY

The “people challenge” facing the Canadian Forces has created a need
for a war on three fronts: first, a war for the hearts and minds of
Canadians who will in the final analysis determine the future construct of
the CF; second, a war for the hearts and minds of our people; and third, a
war for talent which is intense and intensifying.

- Lieutenant General (Retired) F.R. Sutherland, former Vice Chief
of Defence Staff

Personnel have continually been identified as the most valuable component of the
Canadian Armed Forces (CAF). They are, in fact, a defence capability; the key
capability to achieve mission success.? To that end, attraction, recruitment and retention
are the key enablers which, if done correctly, will guarantee that we protect this
capability and position ourselves to service the requirements of the Government of
Canada in the future. To make certain we attract, recruit and retain the best of the best,
we must look at the composition of not only today’s workforce but also that of the future.
Every generation is different and they are uniquely shaped by their location in history and
the different economic, sociological and demographic trends they have experienced.
Each generation has had different experiences and they will have a distinct set of values,
views of authority, orientation to the world, loyalty, expectations of their leadership, and
ideal work environment.® The millennial generation, those born between 1980 and 2000,
are now entering the labour market in considerable numbers. Millennials are different

than any previous generation and are more numerous than any other, since the baby

! Canada. Department of National Defence. B-GL-005-100/FP-001, CFJP 1.0 - Military Personnel
Management Doctrine. Ottawa, ON: Chief of the Defence Staff, June 2008. Pg 1-1.
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Development Canada. December 2010. Pg.9.



boomer generation. By 2020 Millennials will form 50% of the global workforce.* So,
without a doubt they will have a huge impact on the future workforce. If we want to
attract, recruit and retain the best of the best, we must be willing to take a hard look at the
multiple issues that will affect their attraction, recruitment and retention and advance our

HR policies — so that we may be an employer of choice for this generation.

In 2006, through the promulgation of the Canada First Defence Strategy, the
Government of Canada established personnel levels for the Canadian Armed Forces of
68,000 for the Regular Force with future growth to 70,000 and 30,000 for the Reserve
Force® in order to perform their assigned objectives.® To maintain those personnel levels
with top talent, understanding that future forecasts suggest that 75% of the workforce in
Canada will consist of Millennials by the year 2028, and knowing that we will have to
compete with the civilian labour market for the brightest, the CAF must ensure that its
personnel management doctrine aligns with those values and traits that the millennial
generation deem essential. This will be challenging. The CAF, as a military
organization, has a clear chain of command and is steeped in military heritage and
tradition. The CAF has customs and ceremonies that are meant to stand the test of time.
They require individuals to deploy, as operations are our primary focus. There are rules
and CAF personnel are disciplined. By its very nature, it is not flexible and as a
government organization, they are slow to change and are very bureaucratic. CAF

personnel management doctrine states that it is integrated and coordinated to ensure

* http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/managing-tomorrows-people/future-of-work/assets/reshaping-the-
workplace.pdf
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alignment with legislation, regulations, strategic goals and other personnel policies and
that in addition to being legislatively compliant and consistent with the direction of CF
higher authority, they reflect and support the fundamental values, beliefs, and
expectations embodied in the military ethos and the social contract.” These facts become
concerning when we look at the values and traits the millennial generation bring to the
workplace and when we look at the results of a Harvard poll which shows that
Millennials have lost trust in a variety of public institutions including the President, the
military, Congress, the Supreme Court, and the federal government as a whole.® Clearly,
the CAF has a lot of work to do. Harvard University's Institute of Politics found that
Millennials have less trust in government than ever before® so it is evident that the CAF
must focus on developing credibility and trust and becoming an employer of choice by

addressing their concerns and requirements for employment.

From the moment millennial children were born, their parents have been “cooing
and coddling them like crazy.”*® Their parents have provided them with a tremendous
amount of affection and when this affection is combined with two parents who are dual
earners and their associated guilt, Millennials not only get what they want
materialistically but have become the center of their parents’ lives. With time, Millennials

have also experienced less structure within the family, so it is important for this

" Canada. Department of National Defence. B-GL-005-100/FP-001, CFJP 1.0 - Military Personnel
Management Doctrine. Ottawa, ON: Chief of the Defence Staff, June 2008. Pg 7-1.
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generation to stay connected with their families."* Rather than growing up, leaving home
and moving away from their parents, millennials report being very close to their parents
with roughly 80% saying they have spoken to their parents within the last day, 75%
seeing their parents at least once a week and 50% saying that they see their parents
daily.?> Millennials want to make a life, not make a living.*® So, considering that
personnel are required to leave home immediately upon enrollment for their Basic
Training for two to three months, that CAF members are posted throughout their careers
and will likely have to move away from friends and family and that they will have to
deploy from their immediate family for periods of up to a year may make the CAF a
difficult choice for Millennials. It is important to understand this and as the CAF has
recently seen a decrease in cost moves, this could potentially mean that Millennials
would be able to establish themselves in one location for some time. Ideally this location

would be close to home and family.

Millennials have grown up in the e-commerce age and have seen greater
technological advances than ever before.** Their world has always included personal
computers, laptops, the Internet, CDs, DVDs, ATMs, cellular phones, pagers, and digital
cameras.™ It is almost mandatory that teenagers possess at least one personal electronic
device. Cell phones interrupt school classes and students fail to turn in papers because

laptops crash. They have been highly influenced by and are even dependent upon today’s

" lbid., Pg. 20.

' bid., 20.
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Expectations: A Field Study of the Millennial Generation.” Journal of Business and Psychology, Volume
25, Issue 2, (June 2010): 281-292.
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technology, with particular importance placed upon communications technology. They
are the first generation since the introduction of television to rely less on media for
information, believing that they can access information quicker and better. The rise in
social networking platforms such as Google, Instagram, Myspace, Ask and Facebook are
not used on an occasional basis by Millennials. They are a lifestyle, as Millennials feel
the need to be connected all the time, through a variety of applications. They are
constantly plugged in to a world of communication and information at their fingertips.
They are “hyper-communicators” who use multiple applications, often simultaneously, to

communicate who they are, what they think, and how they live. *°

When Millennials have questions or are wondering about an issue, they utilize the
internet to access whatever information they can find. The internet provides a wealth of
information and immediate answers to whatever questions are concerning them at any
point in time. Other generations had to ask their parents, wait and go to a library or
perhaps consult books or encyclopaedias. The various search engines that are available
to Millennials allow them to locate information efficiently, and spreadsheets, databases,
and concept maps help them to organize, interpret and use information in new ways.*’
Millennials have an uncanny ability to search through information, sift through it quickly
and at the same time, be critical of the various information sources from which they are

obtaining the information.*®

% 1bid., 26.
7 1bid., 25.
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What has the CAF done to attract, recruit and retain these techies? Do they have a
place in the CAF? Research suggests they do. The future security environment will only
contain more technology based weapons and communications systems and whether at
home or abroad, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities will remain
essential in maintaining situational awareness in a world where sensing technology is
becoming increasingly pervasive and universally available. Communications will remain
essential in ensuring command and control.'® Therefore the military advantage will
belong to those who are best able to acquire, integrate, and exploit new capabilities the
fastest.?’ These technology savvy Millennials would be the ideal fit for Canada’s
military. However, the CAF may not be where it should to attract, recruit and retain these
hyper communicators. While the Canadian Forces Recruiting Group advertises videos
with great employment opportunities and has developed an interactive website, the reality
is that the recruiting process takes a long time and greater progress must be made with the
website for it to be considered effective by Millennials standards. The current recruiting
system is rigid, inflexible and does not respond with any efficiency. Lastly, the skills sets

that the Millennials possess and that the CAF could utilize should be marketed better.

The millennial generation is more affluent, better educated and more ethnically
diverse than any previous generation.”* They are also the most technology-fluent,
multitasking, adaptable and team oriented group of workers in history.?” These are great

qualities and being affluent and educated could be good for the CAF as they pay well,

19 Canada. Department of National Defence. The Future Security Environment 2008-2030 Part 1:
Current and Emerging Trends (FSE 1). Ottawa, ON: Chief of Force Development, January 2009. Pg 91.
20 H
Ibid., Pg 8.
! Tanner, L. “Who are the Millennials?”” Department of National Defence, Defence Research and
Development Canada. December 2010. Pg. 15.
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have an excellent pension plan and provide opportunities for continuous education.
Millennials want to customize their benefits, so perhaps the CAF would be wise to
research various benefits to see if customizing would be an option. Millennials want to
experience as much training as possible, so the CAF has to be cognisant about engaging
Millennials at levels with development opportunities. Here the CAF could focus on
building and measuring the effectiveness of mentoring programmes alongside other
learning and education opportunities. There is an excellent initiative currently underway
in MARLANT where two different junior officers can attend the bi-weekly Formation
Executive Meetings to gain experience on big issues and to witness the discussions and
the emerging issues that need to be addressed by senior leadership. This is an excellent
way to see how the organization works, how they can make a difference, and provides a
window to where they could potentially end up if they remain in the CAF. This should

occur more frequently throughout the organization.

Millennials like to multitask and are team oriented, which are perfect skill sets
and mesh well with the CAF requirements. The research shows that Millennials are
looking for suitable employers, not just suitable jobs**and some of the most important
characteristics of ideal employers are a progressive work environment, where the
atmosphere is more casual, hours more flexible, and incentives are offered, such as better
maternity leave or appealing office locations. Therefore, the CAF would do well to better
address some of these issues. The CAF does not have a progressive work environment,

the atmosphere is rarely casual and wearing a uniform is mandatory. Even the dress code

% Tanner, L. “Who are the Millennials?” Department of National Defence, Defence Research and
Development Canada. December 2010. Pg. 43.



on Fridays and at the mess, where one should be more casual, would not likely work for
Millennials. Given that a recent Millennial branding study reported that 45% of
Millennials will choose workplace flexibility over pay and that 72% want to have a job
where they can have an impact, the CAF would be wise to focus on its flexibility.?*
Millennials want flexibility and while it is espoused as a principle of CAF Military
Personnel Management System, it could easily be argued that there is very little
flexibility in such a bureaucratic system. The CAF is fairly rigid, both in terms of its
policy as well as its workplace culture. Millennials want more flexible hours and the
ability to work remotely; they want to set their own hours and dress how they want; and
they believe they can teach older workers and their bosses a thing or two.?> The managers
that drive Millennials crazy are those that micromanage, quash their spirit, discount their
ideas, are condescending, are inconsistent and disorganize, don’t recognize the skills they
bring to the workplace and those that are cynical.®® The CAF culture is hierarchical and
Millennials thrive when work is carried out in more collaborative ways. Millennials
perform better in a more flexible environment where the result and impact of their work
are given more weight than the time they spend tied to their desks. The role work plays in
people’s lives has shifted. The way Millennials get things done is changing.”’
Interestingly enough, there is a significant gap between perception and reality when it
comes to the promises made by employers on diversity and work/life balance. The CAF

is an organization that pays lip service to flexible work hours. There is an expectation

# http://business.financialpost.com/executive/careers/like-it-or-not-millennials-will-change-the-
workplace
% http://business.financialpost.com/executive/careers/like-it-or-not-millennials-will-change-the-
workplace
% Raines, C., and Arleen Arnsparger. “Millennials at Work.” 2010.
http://wvxg\;v.generationsatwork.com/articles_miIIenniaIs_at_work.php
Ibid.



that you put in at least 8 hours of work and are always at your desk or else you are not
working hard enough. Senior leaders arrive to work extremely early, and often work late
and on the weekends. It is clear that if you want to succeed, you must be willing to
deploy and put in long hours. The job never ends and that may be a tough sell for the
Millennials as their family time is important to them. The CAF does not have flexible
work weeks, cannot generally take leave without pay, normally do not work from home,
etc... It would be wise for the CAF to create a culture where there is flexibility in the
actually policies, much like the benefits the public service have. Millennials work well
with clear instructions and concrete targets. If you know what you want done by when,
why does it matter where and how they complete the task? They should be provided the
freedom they need to have a flexible work schedule. It should not matter if they work
from home, a coffee shop or wherever if they are most productive. Within the CAF
culture though, there are too many supervisors and managers who simply cannot accept
these types of principles as they are too set in their ways. Individuals within the system
lack flexibility, similar to the policies. If deadlines are set and if they meet them, why

worry about the tactics used and the time they clock in and out?

The CAF’s policies are fragmented and out of date which leads to confusion.
There are so many outstanding grievances that the CDS had to launch OP
RESOLUTION. If the CAF wants to continue to attract Millennials, this bureaucratic
policy issue has to be addressed. It may simply mean updating current polices, however I
would suggest that many need to be revamped. The CAF should also review the

messages they are sending out and test them against the reality of the employee
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experience. The recent Sexual Harassment Report is a prime example of where the

message does not match the reality of people’s experience.

Millennials want and value frequent feedback. Unlike past generations where
people received annual reviews, Millennials want to know how they're doing on a much
more regular basis. In fact, they want honest feedback in real time and highlighting their
positive contributions is essential. In the workplace, collaboration, personal involvement,
and trust are critical to creating engagement.?® What motivates Millennials are managers
who connect actions to personal and career goals. The work environment in most
organizations include bureaucracy, straight lines, one size fits all, tenured leaders, yearly
reviews, security, and privacy. The work environment that engages most Millennials
includes ease and speed, web-like can be customized, competent, trustworthy leaders,
weekly, even daily, feedback, an and open flow of information.?® Suffice it to say, the
PDR process alone would not meet what Millennials are looking for. The PDR process is
not robust and failure to follow it is frequently seen without any ramifications. The PDR
process should be revisited and managers should gain an understanding of the new
generation and engage with them on a regular basis and make the difference. In order for
employees to be engaged, they must share a sense of belonging and of being part of
something important. They need to trust that management is focused on the best interests

of the organization and those who work there.

The traits Millennials possess that are highly suited to the CAFs characteristics

%8 Raines, C., and Arleen Arnsparger. “Millennials at Work.” 2010.
http://www.generationsatwork.com/articles_millennials_at_work.php
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and values are leadership, high ethical standards, strong culture, and social responsibility.
Research also indicates that Millennials need to have a sense that they are moving toward
something and gaining a variety of experiences. The CAF therefore needs to challenge
them to come up with new ways to streamline processes and to exercise their creativity.
We need to understand their personal and professional goals. The CAF’s posting cycle
meets this criteria to a certain degree. Every two to three years they will have a new
position to challenge them, and even during any posting cycle they can volunteer for a
tour, to be on a project team for a certain duration and can even volunteer for such things
as being part of a BOI. As the CAF already does this, we need to make sure we market it
to Millennials so that it boosts attraction and retention. In many respects this meets
Millennials needs for special rotational assignments more frequently than most
organizations. Also, as Millennials have a strong desire to work overseas, this is an

excellent opportunity for the CAF to exploit.

It’s inevitable that the rate of churn among Millennials will be higher than among
other generations, especially since many have made compromises in finding their first
job, and this should be built into the CAF retention plans. Do we have the option of
retaining them if they choose to leave the Regular Force? Perhaps in the Reserves? Even
on a Class A basis? To transfer in and out of the Regular Force is not easy, flexible or
quick. Some personnel have to wait longer than two years to transfer. Having more
flexible HR policies in this regard would go a long way as Millennials may want to move
back and forth as jobs in the civilian world wax and wane. It is unfortunate that the
current construct does not allow for this and that Reserve establishments are not set up to

retain them due to the limited number of positions they can have.
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The CAF states that their sailors, soldiers, airmen and airwomen are the heart and
soul of the military mission.*® So, to support the heart and soul of the mission means
understanding them and progressing the organization with policy and a culture that
supports their attraction, recruitment and retention so that they obtain what they need out
of the organization as well. This sounds much easier than it actually is, especially when
the current organization has a large number of personnel from older generations who
simply cannot or will not adapt and do not like the changes this new generation are
bringing to the workplace. It is important to understand and address generational
differences and tensions and to develop credibility and trust. The department must work
on changing their policies to make the CAF more appealing. Reviewing and updating
CAF policies, workplace culture and having a robust, yet flexible system is vital. If the
CAF envisions “an intelligent, fully-integrated, mission adaptable, technology enabled,
combat effective force” for the future,® then surely, Millennials have a place. We only
have one chance to get it right and if we fail our credibility is lost. Therefore we must act

now to ensure our HR policies work with and for the new generation.

% Canada. Department of National Defence. B-GL-005-100/FP-001, CFJP 1.0 - Military
Personne;lManagement Doctrine. Ottawa, ON: Chief of the Defence Staff, June 2008. Pg 1-3.
Ibid., Pg 1-2.
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