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1.  ABSTRACT

“Only when we discover the gaps in our leadership – and confront our 

shortcomings – can we become truly great leaders”. (Daskall, 2017).

This study examines the impact of participative leadership 
in banks in talent retention of millennial employees in 
middle and senior management, in an African context. 
A millennial can be defined as person born between 
1981 and 1996, and by 2025 the millennial generation 
is projected be the largest employee demographic, and 
the next generation advancing to leadership roles. This 
generation is more likely to leave their company if they do 
not feel satisfied.

“Only when we discover the gaps in our leadership – and 
confront our shortcomings – can we become truly great 
leaders. (Daskall, 2017).

Whilst employee needs are shifting, disruption in banking 
demand digital innovation by banks to compete in complex 
market dynamics and to build client loyalty. Leadership is 

fundamental to aligning the expectations of employees 
and employers to achieve mutual goals.

Participative leadership is a leadership style that promotes 
collaboration and inclusion and can be broadly referred 
to as a catalyst that invites inputs from employees in 
decision-making. Ultimately, the ability of banks to acquire 
and retain the skills that will future-proof the organisation 
is a strategic imperative amidst the Industry 4.0 disruption 
era; the fourth industrial revolution.

Keywords: participative leadership, millennials, senior 
management, middle management, retention, banks, 
African, South Africa, Tanzania, digital, Industry 4.0

2.  INTRODUCTION

Objectives the study

Amazon’s employee strategy is to offer to pay its full-
time employees at its fulfillment centers up to $5000 to 
quit the company. The rationale of this unusual strategy 
is influenced by the concept of employee engagement. 
According to Burchill & Robin (2011), employee 
engagement is comprised of two elements; firstly, employee 
commitment to stay and, secondly, the discretionary effort 
in delivering above and beyond what is required. For 
Amazon, employees who decline the offer are deemed to 
be engaged and committed to the company. In parallel, 
the face of leadership is changing as the next generation 
of leaders are taking the driving seat in organisations. The 
scope of the study include: 

1. Deeper understanding of key motivations for African 
millennials in the context of generational differences.

2.  Insights on banking future skills and changing 
workforce dynamics at play, and how this translates to 
leadership mindset, organizational design, behaviours 
and policies. 

3. Assessing how participative leadership can shift the 
culture and workforce in banks in the face of the fourth 
industrial revolution to lead the organization through 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity.

Significance of the study

According to Ernst & Young report (2018), the average 
job tenure of millennials, ages 22 to 37 years, is currently 
less than three years and is forecast to continue to decline. 
Coupled with an above average employee turnover, based 
on a sample of South African and Tanzanian corporate 
banks (Table 1), these can directly contribute to higher 
human capital costs and loss of intellectual property. 
More importantly, the banking industry is facing significant 
disruption by technology firms, demanding innovation and 
new skills, where the demand for a talented workforce is 
paramount to the survival of companies. 
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3.  LITERATURE REVIEW

According to House & Mitchell (1974), the participative leader is consultative in their approach by inviting ideas and 
input on decisions, prior to making the decision, whilst still retaining final decision authority. This is further supported 
by other studies that the final decision is made by the leader; the participative leader delegates tasks by including 
employees in the preparation, decision-making, and implementation phases (Negron, 2008). Kaufman (2001) describes 
participative leadership as a style where a leader consults subordinates, asks suggestions and includes them on day-
to-day decision-making.  This appears to have a positive outcome on the millennial such as increased motivation and 
feelings of belonging. Millennials will often demonstrate a high level of participative leadership style in a workplace.  
Studies have shown that millennials will often expect to communicate with their supervisors openly and frequently, this 
encourages them to maintain a strong relationship with their superiors.

The millennials compared to other generations

Millennials can be defined as anyone born between 1981-1996 (Dimock, 2018). By 2025, millennials will comprise 75% 
of the global workforce (Sujansky & Reed, 2009). This generation is more likely to leave their company if they do not feel 
satisfied.

According to Pew Research Centre1 anyone born between 1981 and 1996 (ages 23 to 38 in 2019) is considered a 
millennial. The diagram below depicts definitions of various generations as per Pew research centre.

1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020

The generations defined

Generation Z
ages 7 - 22*

Millenials
ages 23 - 38

Generation X
ages 39 - 54

Boomers
ages 55 - 73

Silent
ages 74 - 91

GENERATIONS 
AGE IN 2019

Born 1928 - 45

Born 1946 - 64

Born 1965 - 80

Born 1981 - 96

Born 1997 - 2012

* No chronological endpoint has been set for this group. For this analysis. Generation Z ids defined as those ages 7 to 22 in 2019
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Millennials appear to work better in teams and feel comfortable and valued by leadership that is inclusive (Myers & 
Sadaghiani, 2010). From a young age, millennials have been exposed to team sports, group projects and technology. 
This has required collaboration to achieve a common objective, where the leader of the group is not centre to their 
success. What matters to them is accomplishing something worthwhile and having fun (Karsh & Templin, 2013). In 
achieving these goals, they are not bound by rank, a nine-to-five work mindset, or fixed workplaces. When we were in 
Morocco, the CIO of xHub, Mr. Badr El Housari, explained that they leave employees free to make decisions, give them 
opportunity to grow and showcase their talents in global stages such as Silicon Valley. They have a casual dress code 
and flexible hours. They make it fun at the work place. 

Millennials have been immersed in information since infancy and have learned how to organize and manage data 
(Sujansky & Reed, 2009). Millennials rely on social networks and are ‘online all the time’. They regard social media as a 
force for positive change and to use social networking to share experiences and opinions that shape behaviour. They are 
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technology savvy, growing up in a world of technological 
advancement. Their worldview and preferences are 
shaped by technology and trends such as mobile phones, 
robotics, internet of things and Artificial Intelligence (AI).

The speed of response and communication is different 
from baby boomers. They are effective in collaborating 
with other mentors and advisors before making decisions 
and tapping into their networks and crowdsourcing. 
For collaboration to be effective, Chavez (Feb 2019) 
highlights that it requires a genuine desire by leaders 
to want to delegate and involve teams, be a networker 
to link ideas and resources, and leverage strengths 
of the team. Millennials enter the workforce with high 
expectations and a desire to make a difference (Fields, 
Wilder, Bunch & Newbold, 2008). Addioui (2019) 
highlights that this generation prefer co-working spaces 
as they are motivated by a need for togetherness and 
meaning with like-minded and like-hearted people. 
They all strive to live well. The profiles of millennial job 
seekers will reflect their multiple job histories and these 
employees bring with them a variety of experiences. 
Unlike previous generations, they do not have long 
tenures in a specialised field. They also prefer to venture 
into start-up and Fintech companies due to greater work 
exposure and small achievements (Falak, 2019). 

As managers, millennials may need to transform the 
old hierarchical style of corporate management of 
command and control, by empowering and connecting 
with employees. Millennial in leadership positions embed 
flexibility, adaptability and establish trust (Rikleen, 2014). 
A shift for millennials, from traditional management, is 
to blend social and business. Generational conflict of 
unacceptable behaviour deemed by older people who 
generally make the rules and that younger people should 
follow these rules. For example, people often complain 
about how a younger person wears casual clothes to work 
(Deal, 2010).

African millennials 

The values of people are shaped by their cultures, traditions, 
social influences and diversity; which may influence their 
motivations and paradigms. For example, “Ubuntu” is an 
African philosophy based on the unity of humanity through 
caring, sharing, reciprocity, co-operation, compassion and 
empathy (Lituchy, 2017). The African leader is respected as 
the position is earned, where the leader shares knowledge 
and develops new leaders through guidance and practical 
lessons. According to report by Liquid Telecom (2018), 

“Afrillenials” included an indebtedness to families and 
community, with an associated feeling of responsibility to 
give back and a deep commitment to transformation and 
cultural diversity. Companies flourish when they address 
real human needs, democracy, transparency and an end 
to corruption. (Mahajan, 2009). 

Companies need to move to a collaborative economy, 
for example, companies such as Uber and Air BnB, that 
integrates the complete value chain and does not entertain 
silo mentality. Leaders need to strive to create inclusive 
workplaces where everyone has an opportunity to share 
their voice, regardless of position or title. In terms of the 
Harvard Business Review (2015), African millennials rated 
‘a successful career’ as their highest priority, being the 
only continent that rated this category in the top percentile. 
Their second highest priority was ‘time spent with family’.  
On leadership preferences, they prefer a leader that 
empowers their employees. Interestingly, all ratings on 
leadership preferences in Africa were similar to those for 
North America and Western Europe.

The transforming workforce and workplace

Africa has had and has social tyrannies such as poverty, 
inequality, unemployment, crime, corruption and 
intolerances (Kouakou, 2019). In comparison to other 
continents, 22% of millennials in Africa worried that they 
would not get the chances they deserved because of 
their ethnic background (Harvard Business Review, 
2015). Motivation for millennials include purpose, social 
responsibility, ambition and personal learning. Companies 
are facing different challenges from their millennial 
employees who interrogate companies’ motivations and 
ethics. expecting a genuine strategy to improve society, 
rather than purely for company profits (Deloitte Millennial 
Survey, 2018). According to the survey, the key attractions 
for millennials are pay, culture (specifically on diversity) 
and flexibility. 66% of millennials believe they do not have 
the skills for Industry 4.0 and expect companies to provide 
the skills development. They deemed soft skills as high 
priority; confidence, interpersonal and ethics. The Robert 
Walters employment agency noted that career progression 
is ranked highest by 91% of millennials. In contrast, the 
Business Insider Report (2011) stated that high pay was 
ranked high by only 27% of millennials. 

The common theme, across most surveys indicate 
that work with purpose or meaning and achieving a 
worthwhile objective or sense of accomplishment is 
priority on the millennial agenda. Considering Needs 
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Theory by McClelland (1953), the three main needs for 
power, affiliation and achievement are closely aligned to 
trends by millennials. In achieving high performance and 
goals to meet changing employee expectations, reward 
systems should be a mixture of non-traditional rewards 
for creativity, flexible working conditions and personalized 
recognition, in addition to financial rewards that are timed 
correctly to achieve the desired effect (Sharma, 2018). 
According to Matuson (2016), the success to attracting 
and retaining talent is correlated to employee fit between 
the organization and the employees’ personal traits, 
rather than only skills. The main three employee traits are 
defined as orientation toward the work, orientation toward 
others and personal outlook. Furthermore, millennials are 
attracted to employers that are flexible to their needs and 
deliver to work that interests them. The Ernst & Young Bank 
Governance Leadership Network Report (2018) identified 
reputation and innovation as key attraction and retention 
factors. Linked to this is the need to modernise the 
corporate culture, as culture rigidity stifles new energy and 
ideas. A study by Forrester Research (Cisco, n.d.) cited 
that 60% of respondents deemed culture and technology 
shifts as important to support collaboration and virtual 
working. Culture shifts requires a willingness by leaders to 
improve how we operate and a commitment to real values 
to shift behaviours and commitment (Feb Chavez, 2019). 

Technological advancements have significantly shifted the 
world stage, with exponential advancements reaching all 
aspects of person and business. Companies are defining 
client experiences by using technology and data analytics 
for personalization and predictive analysis. Technology 
should be adapted to the context, as technology is only 
a tool, and leverage this data practically to solve real 
problems (Technopark, 2019). Financial inclusion is high 
on the agenda in most of the countries visited, where 
mobile banking and mobile money strategies are being 
pursued by banks, start-up and Fintechs companies. 
Traditional banking models and revenues are at risk, 
where banks need to diversify revenue and significantly 
reduce costs (Morocco Economic Review, 2019). Digital 
disruption has also negatively impacted banks, for 
example, one South African bank is closing branches 
which has led to retrenchments or re-skilling of employees 
to be redeployed elsewhere. 

Technology is and will continue to solve for Africa’s social 
and economic needs, and start-up and Fintech companies 
are an integral part of the eco-system, needing funding 
and support. Venture capital funds are being created by 
government to support and provide seed funding and 

co-invest with companies (Ministry of Investment, 2019). 
Competition is not only by technology companies, as new 
digital bank entrants such as Tyme Bank, Bank Zero and 
Discovery Bank are disrupting the banking industry. Not 
only are revenues and clients at risk, but looming wars for 
workforce skills and competencies.  

In response to new trends affecting the workplace 
(Nelson, 2012), companies need to manage diverse 
workforces, virtual and remote employees and working 
styles (freelancers and contractors). Through introducing 
workplace modernisation technologies, they have reported 
improved organization and employee performance linked 
to these technology and cultural shifts. Companies need to 
be inclusive and interactive to the human elements in their 
engagement approaches. According to Meister & Willyerd 
(2010), social media and networks are fundamental to 
communication, connecting and collaborating within 
and outside organisations. Crowdsourcing will replace 
outsourcing and learning will shift significantly to digital, 
and life-long learning. Corporate social networks are 
being embedded inside companies to move toward 
a conversation-based knowledge work. Other key 
predictions are that the standard work day will become 
less common and the social impact of organisations in 
society will attract and retain employees. Businesses 
should leverage people to create a digital future, using 
their strengths through active participation in digital 
strategies and transforming the organization internally and 
externally (Machchate, 2019). The Egyptian Ministry of 
Investments (2019), have leveraged technology to promote 
transparency to attract foreign direct investment, using a 
real-time internet website to report on all existing projects 
and to showcase available opportunities, accessible by 
the public and potential investors.
   
Regulatory reforms, noted across all countries visited, 
disrupt by creating opportunities and challenges for 
banks. In Egypt, there is significant regulatory reform, with 
their priorities being financial inclusion and transforming 
to a digital economy (Kadil, 2019). There are additional 
demands placed on banks to finance small and medium 
enterprises and provide home loans, in environments with 
high impairments and little recourse. Similarly, in Angola, 
policy changes are expected on capital requirements for 
banks, transparent and standardisation of banking fees, 
financial inclusion, repatriations of funds, introduction of 
taxes and security of information (Central Bank Angola, 
2019). Banks have the challenge of meeting client needs, 
stakeholder expectations and regulatory compliance.
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Economically, the high unemployment rates affect 
purchasing power of consumers, where established 
companies such as Coca Cola (April 2019), operating 
in Angola for 15 years, have reduced demand on some 
product lines which led to reduced production. The 
unemployment rates are stark in Africa, increasing 
demand for employment has the young demographic 
dominates the working population. Disruption on declining 
revenue streams is placing increased pressure on costs 
within companies, where staff costs are often the first to 
be reduced (BPC Bank, 2019). These compound social 
issues of unemployment and skills development.                  

Shifting the leadership mindset

Leadership is core to employee retention. When employees 
are empowered to make decisions, they have increased 
levels of motivation and feelings of belonging. Millennials 
themselves will demonstrate a high level of participative 
leadership to maintain open and frequent communication 
and a strong relationship with their line managers. 
According to the New Economy Leadership and Values 
(n.d.), leadership and organisation practices should move 
from coercion and co-option, to collaboration and co-
creation. These behaviour shifts have a high correlation 
to participative leadership, in connecting with others and 
inspiring trust, positivity and leveraging strengths.  
 
Employees who are involved in the organization decisions 
have increased employee performance and commitment 
(Meyer & Allen, 1991). In Egypt, the Ministry of Finance 
have positively applied participation in policy-making 
by creating platforms for public feedback, and to build 
a network of believers through transparent and agile 
communication. (Eid Amin Sabry, 2019). Similarly, in 
organizations, creativity, decision-making and behaviour 
improved when employees were involved in decision 
making. (Njoroge, 2015). This can be attributed to higher 
levels of trust between employees and their line managers 
that promote open communication and sharing of ideas 
when consulted on decision-making (Sharma, 2018). Trust 
creates social safety in teams. Affective trust is fostered 
through emotional bonds between two parties as during 
reciprocal social exchange (Schaubroeck, Lam, & Peng, 
2011). During a first-hand experience, Comair (Nov 2018), 
during the flight simulation, leaders assumed knowledge 
and expertise, ignoring less experienced people based 
on the leaders’ perception. At the crisis point, teams 
performed more effectively when everyone provided input 
to information and decisions, whilst still responding with 

speed. Leaders should balance leadership authority and 
the level of participation input, and practice self-awareness 
to shift the workplace culture. 
 
Open collaboration and relationship-based trust is also 
fostered through humble leadership within groups (Schein 
& Schein, 2018). In uncertainty, humility requires the ability 
to unlearn and learn by creating systems that allows real-
time decisions – you only need 40% facts to decide and 
70% facts to act. (Gonzalez, 2019). Depending on the 
objective, the organization can leverage knowledge and 
expertise from any job level, without hierarchy. Leaders 
and peer should employ storytelling to transfer knowledge, 
guide and co-create to build authenticity, relationships and 
trust. The vision should have elements of benefits to others, 
contribute to society and be memorable and repeatable. 
Effective leadership influence the inner motivations of 
employees instead of outward pressures using persuasion 
(Dietz, 2019). High performance can be achieved where 
leaders create pressured situations for employees to solve 
for real issues and provide the space for their employees 
to be creative and to share ideas. They listen, promote 
honest and open team relationships and expect high team 
performance (Wiseman & McKeown, 2010).

Skills of the future

Digitization has undoubtedly changed the face of business-
client dynamics. Vodafone (2019) reframed thinking on 
client intelligence to inform their product design and client 
experience strategies, using big data. Analysing client 
behaviour to predict trends is a cornerstone to anticipate 
and respond using personalisation and real-time. In a fast-
paced changing industry, the lean change management 
cycle (Little, 2014) is achieved through agility and 
adaptability and requires organisations to employ people 
that can transform them at a rapid rate, and not solely for 
technology skills. 

“Agility is the careful balance between anticipation, 
reaction speed and execution”. (Chavez, 2019)

 Agile businesses have never been more relevant to mobilize 
teams in a fast-changing global environment, where 
the three essential cultural traits are entrepreneurship, 
leadership and production (Chavez, Jan 2019). If there 
is any doubt that the Industry 4.0 is not yet a reality for 
the banking industry, the Accenture Future Workforce 
Survey highlights that the workforce should geared toward 
re-imagining the work to inform technology strategies, 
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create new forms of value in the organization and reskill 
employees to be able to work with intelligent machines. 
Given the digital explosion, organisations tend to focus on 
technology, however, according to the World Economic 
Forum report for the top future skills are predominantly 
soft skills, such complex problem-solving, creativity and 
critical thinking.

“Create people that are able to create.” (Adioui, 2019)

According to the Bankseta (2017), the five strategic 
priorities for banks includes regulatory compliance, 
changing client expectations, technology and digitization, 
risk management (cyber security) and leadership 
(business modelling and managing change). An emerging 
theme in the country immersions is the rise of the start-up 
and Fintech companies. Banks should partner with start-
up companies to leverage their distribution network and 
for banks to benefit from their innovation strengths; ‘to start 
an inferno from a matchstick.’ (Fahim, 2019). Millennials 

are motivated to work for start-up companies as its more 
dynamic and provides greater work exposure, support 
systems and small achievements. where most employees 
are on average under the age of thirty (Falak, 2019). 

Surprisingly, the average tenure is lower than expected 
at the top ten technology companies. According to 
Petersen (2017), the average tenure at leading technology 
companies is only eighteen months (Table 2), despite 
these companies achieving exponential growth and market 
penetration, have a reputation for high pay, good benefits 
and modernized working environments. According to 
Johnson (2018), the reasons stated for the short tenures 
were mainly related to career development, especially for 
minority employees. Other reasons include a shortage of 
technology skills creating demand for skilled employees 
and toxic work environments. However, high employee 
turnover can be related to job level, as Fawry (2019), a 
fintech company, experienced lower turnover in middle 
and senior management compared to their call centre.

4.  RESEARCH METHOD 

As motivation is highly subjective, phenomenological 
research philosophy and applied research was used to 
gauge insights and perspectives to be able to extract 
meaningful themes related their practices. The research 
data collection methods included an open-ended online 
survey, immersion experiences to diverse companies and 
regulators in four African countries, webinars, speakers, 
networking events and videos. An exploratory research 
design was applied to uncover emerging themes and 
quality-rich information.

Participants

The participants to the survey comprised of a sample of 
198 employees across the top four South African banks 
in South Africa and Tanzania. The sample was targeted at 
middle and senior management levels and cross-sections 
for generation and gender.

Of the 198 participants surveyed, 72 responded, of 
which:

- 44% were millennials

- The average work tenure for millennials and non-
millennials were 4 and 8 years respectively

- The gender composition of 68% male respondents of 
which 31% were from millennials. Of the 32% female 
respondents, 14% were millennials.

 
Materials and Procedure 

The collection method for the primary data source was 
an online survey comprising of four structured questions 
and thirteen open-ended questions to derive qualitative 
research. Participants has adequate time to respond to 
the survey over a two-week period. 

The survey questions were structured to validate themes 
derived from the literature review where a deductive 
approach was used to analyse the data. This included 
transcribing the data manually into text, and organising 
the data using tables and linked to the research objectives 
of understanding the perspectives and preferences of 
the participants. Pattern coding was used to derive the 
themes and patterns. Ongoing data validation was applied 
and compared between the two researchers to ensure 
consistency and remove bias. 

Secondary data sources included immersion experiences 
to diverse companies and regulators in four African 
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countries; Angola, Egypt, Morocco and South Africa, and 
webinars, speakers, and videos.

Results

The average tenure of millennials is 50% lower than non-
millennials, where on average female employees have a 
25% higher tenure than their male counterparts.

Non-
Millennial

Millennial Average

Female 10 6 8

Male 7 4 6

Average 8 4 6

Millennials are family centric. In this study, 21% of 
participants prefer fixed working hours and 61% prefer 
flexible working hours. Virtual working and contract work 
preferences were negligible. Millennial preferences for 
flexible working hours were marginally higher than non-
millennials. Both genders have a strong preference to 
flexible working hours, where females ranked fixed working 
hours lower than male employees.

In our study, on reasons for staying at organisations, 
29% of millennials interviewed stated career growth and 
learning environment, whereas 26% rated recognition 
and valuing their contribution. Interesting to note that 
millennials rated career growth and learning comparably 
higher than recognition and valuing their contribution. 
Females significantly preferred career growth, compared 
to male preferences, and there were no deviations when 
comparing gender within millennials.  

In contrast, on reasons for leaving the organisation, 39% 
of participants scored leadership, (specifically aspects on 
providing direction, support, co-operation, diversity, micro 
managing and ethics). The second main reason for leaving 
is due to lack of career growth. The same theme existed 
for millennials, where this highlights the critical importance 
of leadership. Male millennials rated career growth high on 
their reason for leaving.

Given the importance of social safety and trust within 
the organisation and teams, values relating to integrity, 
openness, honesty, fairness and transparency were 
highest rated, followed by teamwork, clear goals and 
communication. 

By understanding the extent to which these managers are 
empowered to make decisions, overall only 45% scored 
in the highest percentile (80-100%), whilst 28% scored 
in the medium percentile (60-79%). Millennials scored 
lower than non-millennials, 34% and 53% respectively, in 
the highest percentile. Female ratings reflected they were 
50% less empowered than male respondents, where this 
was equally reflected when comparing male and female 
millennials. This is unexpected as these individuals are 
expected to make decisions on a day-to-day basis. More 
so, this infers that these managers may themselves not be 
participating in decision-making, or inviting participation 
by their employees, which may negatively impact the 
organisational culture.

In this study 63% of participants responded that they do feel 
comfortable in taking risks even if some of these decisions 
may fail. Of the 28% surveyed who do not, millennials 
appear to be confident in taking risks, with on average 
male respondents are 30% more comfortable than female 
counterparts. In contrast, 76% of millennials have highlighted 
that allowing for mistakes, support and empowerment as 
areas that these top four banks can improve.
 
63% of participants have said they do not provide 
feedback in their workplace at all levels, and only 19% that 
confirmed they provide regular feedback. The results also 
showed that 64% of males compared to 35% of females 
are not providing feedback. Given that millennials want 
feedback, this also infers that openness and transparency 
may be lacking.

For collaboration, 88% of millennials rated the key 
attributes as openness, inspirational and trust compared 
to 76% of non-millennials listed openness, inclusive 
decision-making and trust. These are consistent with the 
literature review rankings to create social safety. 

For attitudes toward managing generational differences, 
64% of millennials rated openness, engagement and 
fairness. On the other hand, only 40% of non-millennials 
rated openness, engagement and fairness to manage 
expectations from generational differences. They prefer to 
use clear goals. This affirms there are existing mismatches 
between leadership styles and expectations that may lead 
to generational conflict.

In this study, 40% of millennials indicated that they are 
being upskilled for the digital future, and the same view 
from of the total respondents. Non-millennials overall rated 
higher on their level of being upskilled for digitisation. Both 
groups noted training as a major issue on digital readiness. 
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Only 17% of both generations feel that they are adequately 
involved in digitization initiatives, with marginal differences 
in ratings between genders.

In this study, 41% of millennials believed the reward system 
is adequate with a preference to a performance-based 
reward policy. However, improvements on the timing of 
the rewards such as spot or quarterly bonuses instead 
of annual bonuses. Other reasons included lack of clear 
criteria, communication and lack of personalisation. They 
also prefer variable compensation to fixed one, especially 
in sales roles. Overall, only 27% of females believed that 
reward system is effective compared to 75% for male 
respondents. This is a major disparity that requires further 
investigation.

44% of non-millennials scored the reward system as 
inadequate with the main reasons being bias and 
inconsistency, 52% scored it is as effective and pointed 
that it is based on the performance. This group prefer a 
balanced approach between financial and non-financial 
reward and effective communication.

Effectiveness of the organisational structure ratings showed 
49% of millennials have said the structure is effective as it 
is aligned to organisational goals, is lean and has clear 
accountability. In contrast, 63% of non-millennials view the 
organization structure to be ineffective, saying areas to be 
improved included alignment with all departments which 
is not adequate, with duplication, role clarity, strategic 
alignment and top-heavy. They have recommended less 
layers to make it more effective. Overall female ratings 
were 30% lower than males on organizational structure 
effectiveness. 

5.  CONCLUSION 

The overarching theme for motivations by African millennials 
is personalization of the employee experience. Their 
main priorities are career growth, personal development, 
recognition and valuing their contribution and leadership. 
For leadership, millennials expect inclusive decision-
making, empowerment, engagement and feedback, 
and values that are focused on transparency, fairness 
and trust. Generational differences were surprisingly 
insignificant. There were, however, concerning themes 
arising for females in terms reward, oganisational structure 
and risk taking. These may negatively impact strategies 

for women in leadership and broader diversity strategies. 
For males, the culture of providing feedback across levels 
were low. These themes can significantly derail longer-
term sustainability in terms of culture shifts, retention and 
diversity strategies. Personalisation require deliberate 
strategies and actions to respond to its complexity.

Banks have only partly mobilized their workforce to 
navigate and respond to Industry 4.0. This is evident in the 
skills readiness of employees and the level of involvement 
in digital strategies. Systems thinking is required to connect 
the value chain and remove mental borders. The speed of 
change and what is required can be overwhelming, where 
agility, urgency and execution is required. Policy reviews 
are critical to drive the culture such as flexible working 
conditions, reward, career pathways and learning agility. 
Talent management goes beyond attracting and retaining 
employees based on what leaders know today. Anticipation 
is essential – the foresight and connectedness to the 
social, economic, environmental, political and regulatory 
drivers. Anticipation of future skills and the changing 
workforce in volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous 
banking environments. Interpersonal skills development 
and culture shifts are equally or more important than pure 
technical skills.

The shortage of specialised skills and the levels of 
unemployment in Africa demand a broad-based response, 
and not only an inside-out interest.

Participative leadership is critical to achieving employee 
engagement, to attract, retain and drive high performance. 
This demands a shift in the mindset related to ‘power’; 
the shift from power that is controlling to power that 
is empowering. The low ratings on employees feeling 
empowered is stark.  Strong leadership is needed to 
empower people that do the work to define the work 
and use lessons learnt and team learning to collaborate. 
Leaders need to create an entrepreneurial mindset with the 
freedom to execute. The attributes listed by respondents 
to build social safety should be common values in society 
and practices. More in-depth investigation is required to 
understand why this continues to be an issue in teams in 
banking, to be able to address it effectively. Banks should 
employee Design Thinking methodology not only for client 
solutions, but to define the baseline with its employees 
to understand the frustrations they feel, and the changes 
required to help them be happier, healthier and more 
productive. Participative leadership will ultimately deliver 
strategies across innovation, customer service, execution 
and build a winning culture. 
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Other research limitations and suggestions 
for future research

The research intended to further analyse differences within 
the millennial generation, to compare ages 22-29 and 
30-37-year-olds, however insufficient data was collected 
for the former. The scope of data collected was limited 
to two countries in Africa, of 54, which limits the depth of 
diversity that exists across the continent. Research should 
investigate resources in the digital and innovation teams, 
as these participants were mainly from front-office units. 
Lastly, diversity requires greater focus, where we have 
provided a gender view. Given time constraints, more in-
depth research is required to further analyse the feedback 
by females, and the broader diversity agenda.

6.  RECOMMENDATIONS 

Industry 4.0 is in effect radical Digital Revolution and 
requires a radical Workforce Revolution. 

Strategies and models for Industry 4.0 will be futile unless 
leaders are willing to disrupt themselves. As with all 
revolutions, activism is fundamental to stimulate deeper 
thinking and rewiring by banks to define employee 
strategies for the future. 

1. Employee engagement

Personalisation promotes employee engagement, and big 
data drives personalization.

Employee engagement is fundamental to winning 
employees share of heart. Banks should reframe their 
mindset of the employee-employer relationship to view 
employees as partners. Partners that deliver to regulation, 
client experience, employee journeys and are inter-
operable throughout the value chain. A shift is needed 
from roles to capabilities – capabilities that are portable 
to where specific skills are required to deliver value for 
specific business objectives. 

In executing to these, greater focus is required on big data 
on employees, for predictive and personalized employee 
experiences that will inform what they need and how 
banks can make it happen. As virtual and flexible working 
environments evolve, data driven people management will 
be critical in managing a dynamic and a mobile workforce. 

Reward systems, competencies, and developing future 
skills should be transparent, relevant and real time. These 
will ultimately create career pathways, which is high on the 
millennial employee agenda.
  
2. The social responsibility of banks 
in future skills development. 

As noted in the research, technology companies have 
short tenures and high turnover rates because of skills 
shortages and the high-pressured culture required to yield 
exponential growth. This will be equally felt in Africa, and 
given the shortage of these skills, unemployment levels and 
employee impact due to digitisation, banks need to play a 
pivotal role in broad-based skills development, that extend 
beyond financial skills. Commitment to financial investment 
is needed to support the cost of people development, and 
to build life-long learning paths for employees. This is 
challenging given existing cost pressures. 

Banks should effectively partner with government and other 
private companies in creating platforms for supporting and 
funding skills development. Internally, effective new age 
development programmes are essential to build a future-
fit workforce. Commitment to skills development should 
equally be externalized where, banks can play an integral 
role in harnessing entrepreneurial skills from start-up 
and Fintech companies, and equally promote mobility of 
their employees to use their skills inside the organisation, 
externally and across borders.

One last thought – technology companies have been 
able to grow exponentially through their innovation and 
demands of their workforce to deliver to the demand 
and speed. This may be the nature of competing in the 
digital revolution and the reality to come in banking they 
transform with technology – employee retention and tenure 
is an old economy mindset. Talent management is shifting 
to talent creation. 
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TABLES

Table 1 - High level turnover for 2018 in South African banks

AGE GROUP 50AGE HEADCOUNT VOLUNTARY EXITS TOTAL EXITS TOTAL TURNOVER

MILLENNIALS 22 4 1 12
23 13 1 7
24 36 2 9
25 52 2 8
26 71 5 17
27 85 6 18
28 112 8 13
29 97 8 12
30 86 9 15
31 124 7 13
32 122 14 20
33 138 11 19
34 116 3 5
35 102 6 12
36 106 8 11
37 122 12 15

MILLENIALS TOTAL 1386 103 206 15%

GEN X 38 91 10 13
39 106 5 7
40 84 3 7
41 98 7 14
42 86 5 7
43 87 6 7
44 95 3 9
45 74 6 11
46 68 2 3
47 64 3 6
48 59 3
49 58 3 4
50 59 1 3
51 48 1 3
52 45 1 3
53 37 1 2

GEN  X TOTAL 1159 57 102 9%

BOOMERS 0 136 13
54 38 1 3
55 22 1 4
56 31 5
57 25 2
58 18
59 11 2
60 10 3
61 11
62 9 1
63 2 3
64 1
65 3 3
66 1

TOTAL BOOMERS 177 2 39 22%
GRADN TOTAL 2726 162 357 13%

Notes.  Voluntary exits refer to employees that leave the organization voluntarily e.g. resignations. Total exits are a combination of 
voluntary exits and involuntary exits (e.g. dismissals, retrenchments, death). The 2017 benchmark for South Africa from Gartner is 
Turnover of 12%, and Voluntary Turnover of 5%
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Table 2 - Average tenure of the top 10 technology companies

FACEBOOK 2.02 YEARS

GOGGLE 1.60 YEARS

ORACLE 1.89 YEARS

APPLE 1.85 YEARS

AMAZON 1.84 YEARS

TWITTER 1.83 YEARS

MICROSOFT 1.81 YEARS

AIRBNB 1.64 YEARS

SNAP INC. 1.62 YEARS

UBER 1.23 YEARS

GRAPHS

Graph 1 - Comparison between continents on how millennials would prioritize their lives

PERCENTAGE PICKED 
AS FIRST CHOICE

AFRICA ASIA- 
PACIFIC

CENTRAL & 
EASTERN EUROPE

LATIN 
AMERICA

MIDDLE 
EAST

NORTH 
AMERICA

WESTERN 
EUROPE

Source “Millenials: Understanding a misunderstood generation”       HBR.ORG

To spend time with my family

To grow and learn new things

To have a successful career

To live a long and healthy life

To have time to enjoy my hobbies

To work for the betterment of society

To have good friends

To be wealthy
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APPENDIX

Survey questionnaire

1.  Given the choice, what is your preferred working style? (Select one: Flexible hours, Contrtact work,

 Freelancing, Virtual work, Fixed working hours, Other (please specify). 

2.  State the main reason that will make you stay with and leave an organisation. 

3. To what extent are you empowered to make decisions that directly impact your goals/ team? 

4. In your opinion, what are the main attributes that should exist in your team to promote a trust relationship with 
colleagues and leaders?

5. a. In your role, do you currently feel comfortable to take calculated risks that may not always succeed?

 b. What attributes in an organisation will make you feel comfortable to take calculated risks 
 that may not always succeed?

6. As a leader in the organisation, 

 a. How do you manage expectations of employees across different generations to achieve goals?

 b. Which leadership behaviours do you feel promote an improved level of collaboration across 
 employees in the organisation?

 c. In your experience, do employees consistently give feedback regardless of level or position? 

7.  a. Are there effective development strategies in your organisation for employees to be skilled for 
 digital skills for the future? Please provide reasons for your response.

 b. To what extend are employees actively involved in the digital projects and changes that are 
 driving digitisation in your organisation, and how this can be improved.

8.  a. In your opinion, is the reward system of your current employer effective to achieve the desired 
 business outcomes? Please provide reasons for your response.

 b. If you could choose a reward system, which type of reward system would you prefer? 

9. In your view, is the organisational hierarchy structure effective in achieving the vision and goals? 
Please provide reasons for your response.

10.  Lastly, we would like to know your profile as the survey is anonymous. 

 a. Number of years at your current organisation

 b. Male/ female

 c. Age (or 22-29, 30-37, 38-45, 46-53, 54-65)
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