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Since the earliest days of human civilization, accounting has 

played a vital role in recording the transactions of trading and 

monetary systems the world over. From ancient Egyptians 

recording grain inventories more than 4,000 years ago to stores 

today tracking purchases and deliveries, accounting has been 

essential to every economic system devised by man.  

Yet despite its importance, the accounting profession has 

traditionally been regarded by some people as somewhat 

stodgy and boring. General ledger accounting is backward-

looking and transactional, recording things that have already 

happened. As a result, when college students are considering 

which career path to select, accounting may not be the first 

thing that comes to mind. Young people today have been 

raised in a society that is anything but boring, and their whole 

mindset is geared toward looking at the future, not the past.  

How can CFOs, controllers/comptrollers, and other finance 

management professionals create strategies to make the 

accounting industry more appealing to the “digital millennials” 

known as Generation Y? The first step lies in understanding 

what this young workforce expects and realizing the benefits 

they can bring to your organization. 

Mundane Accounting and Gen Y:
Attracting and Keeping Digital Millennials

Managers should encourage collaborative efforts and 

reorganize tasks to allow Gen Yers the chance to offer 

opinions and suggestions. Gen Y workers have grown up in an 

environment where they received plenty of positive feedback 

for making good decisions, so they seek job success and 

recognition right away. Managers can leverage these qualities 

by encouraging workers to become engaged in the operations 

of the company and by acknowledging valuable contributions 

through tangible rewards such as merit raises, bonuses, 

accomplishment certificates, or extra days off.

Conclusion
The stiff competition among workers with several years of 

industry experience has made it challenging for many financial 

organizations to recruit and retain accounting professionals. But 

companies can overcome these challenges in a cost-effective 

way by adopting a less conservative approach to finding talent. 

Employers need to broaden their idea of the perfect candidate 

to include younger job seekers who may not have years of 

experience under their belts, but who have the technical 

aptitude and self-determination that will make them valuable 

additions to any organization. By working with a financial 

services staffing provider such as Kelly Financial Resources, 

companies can gain access to Gen Y job seekers who are highly 

skilled and eager to contribute to the future of accounting. 

Kelly Financial Resources is a highly specialized business unit 

of global human resources solutions provider, Kelly Services, 

Inc. Launched in 1999, Kelly Financial Resources specializes 

in placing professionals across a number of disciplines in the 

accounting and finance fields, including public accounting, 

general accounting, payroll, billing, internal audit, tax, 

budgeting and cost accounting, financial analysis, treasury, cash 

management, investor relations, mergers and acquisitions, and 

credit management. Kelly Financial Resources maintains a vast 

network of company-owned and -operated offices throughout 

North America and Europe. Visit www.kellyfinance.com.
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Understanding Generation Y
Every generation has different characteristics that are shaped 

by the politics, business environment, and cultural influences 

experienced by the group. The generation of people born 

between approximately 1980 and 1998 are collectively referred 

to as Generation Y, or Gen Y. This newest generation of workers 

is nearly as large as the baby boomer generation, and like 

previous generations, they are characterized by unique traits:

	 • They are intimately connected to technology—personal 
computers, mobile phones, portable digital devices, instant 
messaging, e-mail, and the Internet are intricately woven 
throughout their daily lives. 

	 • They pride themselves on self-expression, they have high 
self-esteem, and they are very confident. 

	 • Because they grew up in a time of economic expansion, 
they tend to be optimistic and expect success early in their 
careers.

	 • They have short attention spans, but multitasking is second 
nature to them. 

	 • They value a balance between work and family life. 

	 • Although they are goal-oriented, they do not feel strong 
loyalty to employers or organizations. 

	 • They were raised in an era of no losers, so they feel 

deserving and entitled.

The skill sets and attitudes of Gen Y employees are uniquely 

suited to the accounting profession, but attracting Gen Yers 

is particularly challenging for employers. “Managers may 

believe these young people have unrealistic expectations 

about career progression, salary, and job satisfaction,” says 

Mike Gillan, Regional Manager of Kelly Financial Resources. 

“However, employers should realize that college graduates just 

entering the job market possess specific skills and aptitudes 

that seasoned accounting professionals may not be able to 

offer. Managers should create strategies to provide career 

challenges and encourage professional development if they 

want to successfully attract Gen Y workers who will be the next 

generation of professional accountants.”

Reinventing the Work Environment for 
a New Workforce
Gen Y job seekers have frequently been stereotyped as being 

uncommitted, self-absorbed, and easily distracted. But the 

reality is that these young workers are keenly aware of what they 

want in a career, they are immensely talented and creative, and 

they are adept at seizing new opportunities and working hard to 

attain their goals. 

Although the number of accounting majors has increased 

in recent years, accounting managers face stiff competition 

for recruiting and retaining these graduates. Therefore, it is 

important for employers to understand the characteristics and 

aptitudes of Gen Yers and cultivate a work environment that 

is appealing to those applicants. To attract the most qualified 

candidates and successfully manage them, employers need to 

adopt strategies that will build trust, inspire loyalty, and harness 

their unfocused energy:

	 • Offer challenges

	 • Provide needed resources

	 • Support independence

	 • Be flexible

	 • Encourage collaboration

“College graduates today are much more skilled and advanced 

and ready to go than previous generations were when they came 

out of college,” says Gillan. “They’re learning things in high 

school that their parents learned in college. So they can come 

out and hit the ground running much faster. Organizations need 

to start looking at these individuals not just for entry-level type 

work, but also for much larger tasks and more responsibility.”

Offer challenging assignments
Gen Yers are accustomed to being stimulated and engaged, 

and they thrive on creativity. Managers can tap into these 

qualities by “projectizing” accounting jobs. “Gen Yers are not 

looking for a job where they’re going to be doing the same 

thing for 30 years,” Gillan notes. “They want a little more 

excitement. They want to know what they’re going to be 

accomplishing in the next few months. They want to be sure 

they’re not doing the same thing in year two that they were 

doing in year one.”  

Companies can no longer break jobs up in five-year assignments 

before advancing employees to another level in the company. 

In previous generations, college graduates knew that they had 

to pay their dues and demonstrate their worth for two or three 

years before they would be given the chance to advance. “New 

professionals don’t look at it that way,” says Gillan. “They’re 

impatient, and because there is so much demand for them, 

they’re able to easily change jobs if they don’t feel like they’re 

getting anywhere.” Accountants and financial analysts with 3 – 5 

years of experience are in incredibly high demand and they 

come at a price. Employers can leverage the skills and aptitudes 

of Gen Y college graduates by dividing accounting jobs into 

individual projects so workers feel like they are moving around 

within the company and advancing more quickly. 

Provide state-of-the-art resources and tools
For Gen Yers, daily life is grounded in technology. The personal 

computer was born before most of this generation was even 

conceived, so Gen Yers grew up right alongside advances in 

computer technology, the Internet, and portable electronic 

devices. “As companies continue to increase the amount of 

technology they use, new employees should be provided 

with the resources they need in order to build the company’s 

technological capabilities,” Gillan advises. “These employees 

can provide new opportunities and develop more efficient 

processes simply by using innovative computer technologies 

they’re already somewhat familiar with.”

Tech-savvy Gen Yers will quickly get bored by traditional paper 

accounting processes, so companies can take advantage of 

the technical expertise of this generation to eliminate paper-

based transactions and bring their organizations into the 

digital millennium. “In recent years companies have moved 

to more all-inclusive ERP systems such as SAP and Oracle to 

eliminate add-on applications with one overall solution,” Gillan 

notes. “But because the computing world is always wanting 

more power and more options, there will always be add-on 

applications to any ERP system, and there are even company-

specific applications. Employers can leverage the technical 

expertise of Gen Yers to get up to speed quickly with these new 

applications, and thereby improve efficiency and productivity.”

Offer them autonomy and independence
Because Gen Y employees desire a balance between work and 

family life, employers should adopt a more flexible attitude 

away from the traditional 9 to 5 work environment. Increased 

flexibility of work schedules as well as options for working from 

home can give Gen Yers the independence they crave in order 

to feel in control of their lives. Minimizing excessive overtime 

and limiting extended work-related travel provide further 

freedom and independence from the daily grind. 

However, to succeed in giving workers autonomy while 

maintaining structure in the organization, managers need to 

provide employees with feedback on their work performance. 

“Gen Yers are used to playing computer games with immediate 

feedback,” says Gillan. “Computer games allow the player 

to progress to higher levels as soon as they demonstrate 

proficiency at lower levels. This same approach can be used 

by managers to be sure employees know that autonomy is an 

earned privilege.” An open dialogue with adequate feedback 

about an employee’s career development and progression will 

establish mutual respect and understanding.

Involve them in the operation
Gen Yers are intellectually curious and eager to examine current 

processes to see whether there is a better approach that will 

streamline operations. “An inclusive management approach 

works well with this generation because they are hard workers,” 

says Gillan. “If they are properly motivated, involved in the 

company’s successes, and recognized for their contributions, 

they can provide significant and meaningful contributions to 

the organization.” Accounting firms need to clearly define the 

significance of the employee’s position and the role they will fill 

in the organization. 
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