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Abstract  

Due to the internationalisation of business, companies are required to 

attract, deploy and retain people from all over the world. Studies have 

shown that demographic changes in industrialised economies will lead to 

skill shortages in approximately 10 to 15 years (Briscoe, Schuler, & Claus, 

2008; Strack et al., 2014). In addition, the recruited workforce over the next 

decade will primarily comprise Generation Y members (those born between 

1981 and 2000) since this generation is currently entering the job market. 

According to Braun and Leitl (2013), this demographic will comprise the 

largest group within the workforce by 2025. Thus, the global need for a 

skilled workforce and the impending generational change are the motiva-

tions for this dissertation. 

Engineering in the automotive industry relies on young skilled work-

ers. In this research survey, engineers at the research and development cen-

tres are generally considered to be knowledge workers, as they have special 

technical and scientific knowledge and play a key role in innovation (Scar-

brough, 1999). Previous studies have shown that an effective working envi-

ronment for knowledge workers can increase the competitive advantage of 

innovative and globally competitive companies (Swart, 2007; Yang, Huang, 

& Hsu, 2014). Therefore, an investigation of Generation Y members enter-

ing the workforce is highly relevant for the automotive industry, especially 

in the areas of research and development (Sturgeon, Memedovic, Van 

Biesebroeck, & Gereffi, 2009) in the important research hubs of China, 

Germany and the United States. 

Furthermore, this dissertation examines the self-perceptions of Gen-

eration Y members regarding leadership, particularly focusing on employ-

ees’ behaviours and perceptions when engaging with their leaders (Shamir, 

Pillai, Bligh, & Uhl-Bien, 2007; Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014). 

Moreover, it investigates the current status of follower-centred, cross-

cultural and generational research in the context of global human resource 

(HR) management, talent management and leadership. This research em-

ploys the qualitative method of focus group discussions to obtain deeper 

insights into followers’ perceptions in a multi-country context. This focus is 

especially interesting as Generation Y members are the first cohort to be 

socialised in a similar way by global events and demand an active role with-
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in the leadership process (Perruci, 2011).Furthermore, by applying grounded 

theory, a theoretical framework is developed to analyse the concept of fol-

lowership in a cross-cultural context. 

The implications of this dissertation are as follows. First, managers 

must refocus their efforts for improving the work environment while man-

aging the rapidly increasing influx of Generation Y members. Second, con-

sidering the differences and commonalities of such members in the work-

force, especially with regard to followership and leadership, this dissertation 

offers different perspectives on HR functions and on maximizing their out-

comes regarding employee motivation and retention. Finally, the research 

findings contribute to theories on followership and cross-cultural manage-

ment in the workplace.  

 

Keywords: followership; Generation Y; generational research; cross-

cultural research; globalisation; global human resources; focus group inter-

views 

 



Michael Wolff Introduction 

Page 1 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Background of the research and motivation 

Leadership, an important topic in both practice and theory, is traditionally dis-

cussed from the perspective of individual leaders (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; 

Shamir et al., 2007; Yung & Tsai, 2013). Leaders, in the form of managers, are an im-

portant target group for human resource (HR) departments. As an HR practitioner, the 

author believes that Thomas Carlyle’s Great Man theory from the 19
th

 century still en-

joys recognition from the employees and leadership within a company. According to 

this theory, a strong leader, seen as a ‘hero’, is a necessary precondition for a company’s 

success (Carlyle, 1888).. The large volume of research exploring various aspects of 

leadership, however, has focused on the characteristics and traits of leaders, with little 

consideration given to followers and how they perceive the leadership or their roles as 

followers. Followers, in this case, are merely considered to be agents fulfilling a defined 

work role (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978; Gobillot, 2013). 

Over the last three decades, various researchers have discussed the role of an 

employee in the leadership process. For example, James R. Meindl’s article, titled The 

Romance of Leadership (1995), can be considered as the basis for this discussion. How-

ever, within the leadership research community, this discussion still forms a niche with 

surprisingly limited attention (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009). Moreover, follow-

ers’ contributions to a company’s success have not been sufficiently recognised as a 

crucial success factor.  

Recently, due to the influx of Generation Y members (i.e. those born between 

1981 and 2000) into the workforce, this topic has been heavily discussed among HR 

managers and the academic community (Tapscott, 2008). Statistics indicating a decline 

in birth rates in developing countries suggest that the Gen Y cohort will be in the major-

ity within the workforce for some time. The values of this group will have an influence 

on the leadership process; in particular how leaders are perceived and how the group 

view their role as followers. The culture and value shift associated with the rise of Gen 

Y and their expectations are worth exploring as it will be beneficial for the company’s 

understanding and management of this cohort. Hence, this dissertation makes a valuable 

contribution (in theory and practice) to the fields of global talent management and lead-

ership.  
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Studies have shown that a well-educated workforce is a crucial success factor in 

a business environment driven by globalisation, demographic changes and digitalisation 

(Megill, 2012; Newell, Robertson, Scarbrough, & Swan, 2009). Therefore, the theme of 

this dissertation is ways in which companies manage this new knowledge workforce, 

especially with regard to research and development (R&D).  

Finally, the idea for this dissertation originated from an internal pilot project at 

the author’s company. In this project, bi-yearly employee surveys were administered 

within the organisation, and the employees had an opportunity to provide formal feed-

back to their direct leaders regarding the company’s work environment and climate. 

Supervisors and employees discussed this feedback in the framework of a pre-structured 

workshop. During the discussions, the employees, especially those among this younger, 

well-informed generation, found the bi-yearly feedback process to be insufficient. 

Therefore, this research focuses on ways in which a company can meet the specific 

needs of this generation. 

1.2 Research problem and research question  

This thesis focuses on Generation Y and their views regarding the leadership 

process. Against the background of cross-cultural research, the contexts of the research 

problem include the megatrends of globalisation, demographic changes and ongoing 

digitalisation (see Figure 1.1). In light of these contexts, a value change occurs, and the 

new generation entering the workforce plays a key role in the value-changing process.  

 

Figure 1.1. Research problem outline: The main factors and framework conditions of the re-

search project  
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The intention of this research is to determine ways in which the value changes of 

Generation Y influences the leadership process, especially in the eyes of this new 

generation. Specifically, this dissertation utilises a follower-focused approach in which 

the perspective of the leadership process is examined from the viewpoint of the follower 

rather than the leader (Hollander, 1992; Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985). The 

research problem was investigated within a global context, as Generation Y is globally 

relevant. Followers are regarded here as independent variables (Avolio et al., 2009; 

Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & Shamir, 2002; Ehrhart & Klein, 2001). As a further perspective, 

followership considers how followers perceive themselves while engaging with a leader 

in a leadership situation (arrow 2) (Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007). Consequently, 

followership examines followers’ perspectives of their leader and considers their self-

perceptions (see arrows 1 and 2 in Figure 1.1). The research problem will be 

investigated within a multi-country context, as Generation Y exists world-wide and has 

an impact on business. While leadership research generally assesses a follower’s 

behaviours in response to leadership; followership research focuses on a follower’s 

impact on leadership (see arrow 1) (Di Bitonto & Trost, 2016; Sturgeon, Memedovic, 

Van Biesebroeck, & Gereffi, 2009). The homogeneous nature of the work environment 

of this study is important in order to reveal beneficial and/or detrimental factors. 

The following research question explores on of the challenges of meeting the 

needs of this new generation entering the workforce and their emerging view regarding 

followership:  

How do Generation Y members, employed as Research and Development 

engineers in the automobile industry, describe their perceptions of follow-

ership in a cross-country comparison?  

This research question can be subdivided into three questions to outline the 

research problem and provide some comprehensive answers:  

1. What are Generation Y members’ perceptions about leadership and 

their leadership expectations? 

2. How is the role of a follower perceived? 

3. What are the cross-country differences among Generation Y 

members in the context of followership? 

From an employee’s viewpoint, two perspectives are relevant for discussion. The 

first perspective is how an employee views his/her leader and the leadership system, and 

the second perspective is how the employee views the role of a follower. The term ‘fol-

lowership’, in a broader sense, incorporates both perspectives. Thus, the first and sec-
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ond questions illuminate the overall research question, and the third question identifies 

the differences (and similarities) among the focus groups of the selected countries. The 

target group for all three questions are Generation Y members working as engineers in 

the R&D domain. Participants have a degree in engineering or computer sciences, 

which is most common in the area of research and development. The engineering mind-

set includes a strong self-perception as a professional. Engineering professionalism is 

learned at university and through practical work (Jørgensen & Brodersen, 2016). The 

research results will provide information on how professionalism changes when it 

comes to Generation Y. 

The breakdown of the overall research question into three additional questions 

provides structure and focus, without restricting or expanding the scope of the research. 

The literature review in Chapter 2 introduces and discusses the overall research area. 

1.3 Justification of the research 

Generation Y members have been entering the workforce in increasing numbers 

(Ferri-Reed, 2015; Kultalahti & Viitala, 2015; Reeves & Oh, 2007), and the experienc-

es/perceptions of those who have worked at least a couple of years in a company can 

now be researched. Generation Y is an important target group since it represents ap-

proximately 25% of the world’s population and will soon comprise the largest group in 

the workforce (Puybaraud, 2010). Studies have shown that Generation Y will be the 

largest cohort in the global workforce over the next 10 to 15 years. Consequently, this 

dramatic demographic change will result in a significant cultural change, especially in 

the developed countries (Briscoe et al., 2008; Strack et al., 2014).  

Furthermore, the ‘baby boomers’ (i.e. the generation born after World War II) 

are currently retiring (or about to retire). This will significantly reduce the educated 

workforce, especially in the developed nations with low birth rates such as Japan, China 

and various Western European countries. Relatively few studies have focused on the 

similarities and differences among the Generation Y members of different nations in 

terms of leadership and cooperation (Balda & Mora, 2011; Dulin, 2008; Perruci, 2011). 

Previous empirical studies regarding Generation Y have mainly focused on students 

when discussing work values (Eisner, 2005; Twenge, 2010) since the target group at 

that time were not company employee. This narrow focus has restricted the scope of 

research on Generation Y. 

In addition to the demographic change, digitalisation has significantly impacted 

the workplace. Since Generation Y members are often referred to as ‘millennials’ or as 



Michael Wolff Introduction 

Page 5 

‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001), they are expected to be ‘right at home’ in this chang-

ing environment. Meanwhile, manual work is set to decrease as the tertiary sector of 

knowledge and service increases (Bunz, 2013; Köffer, 2015). 

In general, new technologies influence production and the service sector as well 

as the requirements of companies and their employees. Furthermore, digitalisation is 

introduced to society by the new generation of those who have grown up with such digi-

tal devices. More specifically, compared with previous generations, Generation Y 

members expect the digitalisation of products and services and interact differently with 

the technology (Tapscott, 2008).  

For an international production company, such as the automotive industry, these 

generational differences are relevant; these generational differences might help the 

company achieve a competitive advantage in the global pursuit of talent. The context of 

the study is young engineers within the automotive industry, where automotive devel-

opment requires cutting-edge knowledge in engineering and/or computer sciences. Be-

sides, expansion and innovations are hardly possible without skilled workers serving 

established and growing markets. 

A significant cultural change is expected in the workplaces of white-collar work-

ers, especially in the areas of R&D and, to a lesser extent, blue-collar workers (in the 

primary and secondary sectors) with routine tasks (Bunz, 2013). Thus, this research 

focuses on knowledge workers (Cortada, 1998; Drucker, 1957; Swart, 2007) rather than 

manual workers. When it comes to the competition for technical know-how and innova-

tive projects, knowledge workers are crucial. In particular, they might require a specific 

corporate culture that ensures efficient cooperation, exchange of knowledge and learn-

ing for an increasingly complex business environment. According to Uhl-Bien, Marion, 

and McKelvey (2007), leadership becomes a more complex process in a knowledge-

based economy. The automobile industry, for example, is a highly competitive area in 

which the best people and work conditions are the prerequisites for market leadership.  

Generation Y members have specific requirements regarding the workplace, 

work values and work characteristics. They seek personal treatment in the workplace 

(Vaiman & Vance, 2010), challenging work tasks (Tulgan, Martin, & Martin, 2001), a 

degree of freedom (Cennamo & Gardner, 2008), an appropriate work life balance 

(Twenge, 2010; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffmann, & Lance, 2010) as well as career devel-

opment within the company (Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010; Sumer & DiDona, 2016). 

Generation Y members also expect to play an active role in the company, as they do at 

home and with their families (Eisner, 2005; Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Tulgan, 2011). 
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Furthermore, Generation Y members expect a challenging work environment in combi-

nation with an appropriate work-life balance (Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010; Treuren 

& Anderson, 2010; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffmann, & Lance, 2010). 

HR functions therefore need to appreciate, understand and respond to the re-

quirements and preferences of Generation Y members, optimising optimal work condi-

tions and adjusting the leadership culture to become more accessible and participatory 

(Gratton, 2011; Kultalahti & Viitala, 2015). 

1.4 Justification of the methodology and research design 

Despite the importance of Generation Y members in society, limited empirical 

studies have conducted cross-cultural comparisons (Lynton & April, 2012). However, 

the literature review has found extensive research regarding the current generation and 

those entering the job market from a certain nationality such as Germany, India, Japan, 

South Korea, United Kingdom or the United States (Ariss, 2014; Borngräber-

Berthelsen, 2008; Boudreau & Ramstad, 2005; Jackson & Lee, 2010; Klaffke, 2013; 

McQueen, 2007; Yeaton, 2008). In addition, the majority of the studies have focused on 

university students but not on employees within a global organisation. The same applies 

to the empirical followership research in which there is a dearth of cross-cultural or 

generation-specific literature.  

The focus group discussions approach was applied to the target group to investi-

gate the research problem, conduct discussions and share the generation-specific values 

(Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011). Compared with in-depth interviews, the focus group 

setting allows the participants to interact with one another, share their experiences and 

clarify their views (Kitzinger, 1995). Moreover, individuals from the most important 

research hubs in the automotive industries of China, Germany and the United States 

were selected for the focus group discussions (Di Bitonto & Trost, 2016; Sturgeon et al., 

2009).  

Chapter 3 provides further information regarding the paradigm question as well 

as a justification of the applied constructivist paradigm approach (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994; Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2012; Veal, 2005). Due to limited academic re-

search in the problem area, however, this research is qualitative and mainly exploratory 

in nature (Hennink et al., 2011). Furthermore, it reviews the two most suitable research 

techniques: focus group discussions and in-depth interviews. For the target group (espe-

cially regarding the generational and national values), focus group discussions were 

found to be the most suitable data-gathering technique since in-depth interviews may 
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have distorted the outcomes with unnecessary individualised and personal information 

(see Chapter 3.2.2). The focus group discussions were also conducted with the assis-

tance of a focus group discussion guide (which was derived from the literature) and re-

fined through pilot testing (see Chapter 3.4.3). The group discussions were electronical-

ly recorded and transcribed verbatim. For the data analysis, the approach of Hennink, 

Hutter, and Bailey (2011) was applied (see Chapter 3.5), which broadly follows ground-

ed theory (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Although grounded theory is based 

on inductive elements, there is the question of whether the applied approach uses deduc-

tive strategies for data analysis (Hennink et al., 2011). However, grounded theory de-

scribes tasks that have to be repeated for data analysis. Thus, this theory aims to develop 

strategies that can be used for social processes, which have received limited attention in 

the literature (Milliken, 2010). 

1.5 Outline of the dissertation 

This dissertation comprises five chapters: 1) Introduction; 2) Literature review; 

3) Research design; 4) Analysis of focus group discussions; and 5) Conclusions and 

implications. The structure of this research is based on the guidelines of Charles Sturt 

University and the recommended structural principles, as described by Perry (1998) in 

his influential article for postgraduate research students.  

The introduction in Chapter 1 describes the background of the research problem 

and justifies the research approach. The research problem and the derived research 

question provide a link to the research methodology and the related research design. In 

addition, the topics of the introductory chapter are the delimitations of the research pro-

ject and related limitations.  

The literature review in Chapter 2 begins with an analysis of the relevant parent 

disciplines. This approach also follows Perry (1998) since it leads to the consideration 

of the research problem area and the boundaries of the research problem, which are re-

lated to the relevant literature. The outcomes of the literature review are the research 

gaps and refined research questions based on the current literature review. The parent 

disciplines of the current research are globalisation and the increasing digitalisation at 

the workplace. A further external effect (which is relevant to HR functions) is the de-

mographic change within industrialised countries, which will lead to labour shortages of 

professional and knowledge workers within the next two decades. The issue of the cur-

rent generation entering the employment market has been raised considering these 

changes. Thus, value change in the context of generational and cross-cultural research 
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describe and enrich the research problem. Special focus in the literature review is given 

to Generation Y members and their perceptions of leadership (including followership). 

Chapter 2 concludes with a summarizing of key terms and definitions based on the new 

theoretical insights obtained in the chapter. 

Chapter 3 covers the methodology used and introduces the four research para-

digms applied in the social sciences and the related paradigm approaches (Guba & Lin-

coln, 1994; Sarantakos, 2005a). Furthermore, this chapter provides a justification of the 

selected constructivist research paradigm, which is most suitable for the research prob-

lem and the related research questions. The selection of this methodological choice fol-

lows the structure of Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2012). The research methods can 

be arranged as singular (mono) or as a mixture of qualitative and quantitative research 

methods. While mono-method research is related to a single designated methodology, 

the mixed-method approach follows methodological pluralism (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2007; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Mertens & Hesse-Biber, 2012). Through the 

combination of qualitative and quantitative research, the mixed-method approach mini-

mises weaknesses and uses the strengths of each method. A qualitative mono method 

was determined to be the most appropriate approach for exploring the defined research 

problem since this dissertation aims to gain more insights into Generation Y members 

and their attitudes towards followership. In addition, the selected qualitative method 

was conducted on the basis of the grounded theory strategy (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

Both research methods are discussed and compared in detail (Chapter 3.3.3), af-

ter which a cross-sectional, focus group discussions approach was chosen as the most 

appropriate research method. As stated earlier, the data sources include the R&D hubs 

in China, Germany and the United States, all of which perform fundamental research, 

have comparable projects and provide a working infrastructure. Chapter 3 also provides 

information about the defined focus group design (including the target group selection, 

general procedures, discussion guide and information regarding validity, reliability and 

sample size), the ethical considerations and the results of pilot testing. 

Chapter 4 presents the results of the focus group discussions. The analysis is 

based on grounded theory in which a theoretical model is developed to structure the 

results (Chapter 4.1.2). The developed theoretical model represents the pattern of the 

proceeding sub-chapters (Chapters 4.2 to 4.5).  

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the findings from the focus group discussions and 

the conclusions of the research questions. Then the key contributions for theory and 

practice, related to the body of knowledge as well as to management practice, are identi-
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fied. Finally, the chapter presents the research limitations and recommendations for fur-

ther research regarding followership and the phenomena of Generation Y in a broader 

cross-cultural research context. 

1.6 Delimitations of the research scope and key assumptions 

In general, the automotive industry belongs to the manufacturing industry, and it 

competes with other industries in terms of recruiting and retaining talent. This research 

solely focuses on a single company within the automotive industry to eliminate various 

cultural elements when analysing the employees of different companies (Hofstede, 

1980; Jones, 2007). As stated earlier, this investigation examines three R&D hubs of 

automobile multinational companies in China, Germany and the United States. These 

countries are the most relevant since they are the largest premium automobile producers 

in the global market (Di Bitonto & Trost, 2016). R&D projects in the automotive indus-

try are characterised by several key features: projects have to be carefully planned and 

tested in order to avoid enormous warranty cost losses; development times of between 

one and four years are common and innovations within the car industry are built on ex-

isting technologies. Extensive knowledge of the current vehicle generation is therefore 

necessary as well as cross-functional communication with other technical areas 

(Beaume, Maniak, & Midler, 2009). The chosen research hubs consist of between 250 

and 1,500 engineers. The focus group discussions were conducted at three locations, 

with two groups at each site. Both the research methods and settings were defined to 

obtain the most reliable data and formulate the findings for industrial usage (Chioncel, 

van der Veen, Wildemeersch, & Jarvis, 2003). Although this research provides a limited 

basis upon which to draw general conclusions, the selected approach relies more on 

analytical generalisation by applying the research findings to other workplace contexts 

(Chenail, 2010; Yin, 2008). . In addition, the findings of this research are linked to theo-

ry. The derivation of motivational drivers of the workplace context (Parry & Urwin, 

2011; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffmann, & Lance, 2010; Wong, Gardiner, Lang, & Cou-

lon, 2008) is not the subject of this work. The present theoretical framework considers 

the issues of followership and values based on data from the World Values Survey.  

Based on target group homogeneity, two groups at each site were determined to 

be sufficient for this research. Chapter 3 provides a justification for the sample size. 

Since this research focuses on the self-perceptions of Generation Y members as follow-

ers, additional target groups were not defined. Although the comparison of different 

generations would have provided additional perspectives for this research, it would have 
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increased the complexity and shifted the focus towards generational differences. Over-

all, a cross-generational comparison of generations working at the same workplace 

(Meriac, Woehr, & Banister, 2010; Reeves & Oh, 2007; Schmidt et al., 2011) is not the 

topic of focus in this research. 

During the writing of this dissertation, the author worked as an HR manager for 

approximately four years at the respective company. In the framework of this research-

er’s job, there was no prior business contact with the researched area. However, an ex-

ternal researcher might have received different information. Finally, since the area of 

R&D is considered to be ‘company confidential’, company affiliation might be an ad-

vantage rather than a disadvantage for the current research.  

1.7 Conclusion 

Chapter 1 presented the initial overview of this research. First and foremost was 

the background of the research, the motivation for the research and the specification of 

the research problem. The research question was stipulated and further subdivided into 

three research issues, which were refined into questions that set the focus for the litera-

ture review (see Chapter 1.2). As the next step, the research itself was justified. The 

current situation of global acting companies justifies this research and contributes to the 

body of knowledge in theory and practice. In addition, the methodology of this research 

was justified in the initial step based on the current state of research regarding the fields 

of Generation Y, followership and cross-cultural comparisons. The outline of this dis-

sertation and the delimitations of the research scope were presented. Based on this 

foundation, the literature review presents the theoretical basis of this research and the 

identification of research gaps in the literature.  
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter builds a theoretical foundation for this research. The literature re-

view follows a structured framework approach, which begins with the determination of 

the parent discipline, also described as background theory (Perry, 1998). In this case, 

the parent discipline goes beyond the immediate field of the research problem area. The 

literature review also reveals the research problem and differentiates the research issue. 

This approach is realised in five steps that represent five different levels of literature 

(see Figure 2.1). 

 

Figure 2.1. Literature review: Parent discipline and research problem area (adapted from the 

study by Perry, 1998, p. 73)  

 

This framework presents the disciplinary areas and sub-areas of this research. 

The essence of this layered approach is the formulation of a precise research question 

based on the relevant literature in the defined field. The literature review begins with the 
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discussion of HR functions in the context of globalisation (parent discipline). This 

broader framework is necessary to cover the relevant issues of the research problem. 

Globalisation (Chapter 2.1), as a megatrend, significantly influences companies and the 

workplace. This means that for global acting enterprises, HR tasks/challenges are cur-

rently being discussed both at national and international levels (Hunter & Katz, 2012). 

Due to the growing internationalisation, a new discipline of global HR management has 

emerged (Chapter 2.3). Consequently, new HR challenges are being expressed in cross-

cultural research, global workforce planning and global recruitment. Globalisation is 

also relevant for the socialisation of the youth currently entering the workplace. As stat-

ed earlier, Generation Y employees have been raised in this era of globalisation and 

digitalisation. 

Level 2 of this framework focuses on cultural and generational values (Chapter 

2.4) as well as followership theories as part of leadership theory (Chapter 2.5). Cross-

cultural research originated in the latter half of the 20th century, and it belongs to the 

social sciences. The key elements of culture are values that determine national and re-

gional cultures. Thus, cultural changes are accompanied by changes in values; more 

precisely, changes in values cause cultural changes.  

According to Inglehart (1977), value change is caused by generational changes. 

The term ‘generation’ in this context means a social construct that describes a group of 

individuals born in a defined period of time. Due to socialisation, a generation develops 

specific values and behaviours. Generational research is therefore discussed to analyse 

the determining factors of generational values. Within the framework of this upheaval, 

generational researchers assume that a new generation is currently entering the work-

force, bringing with them different experiences and beliefs from those of previous gen-

erations (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). These new Generation Y employees entering the 

workforce with the knowledge and beliefs acquired after the turn of the millennium are 

therefore called ‘millennials’ (Dannar, 2013; Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010). One 

challenge for generational research is the fact that only longitudinal studies can prove 

generational effects; aging or historical trends otherwise become mixed with genera-

tional effects (Howe & Strauss, 1992).  

Level 3 of this framework refines the aforementioned problem area (for the anal-

ysis of the research problem) and defines the boundaries. This and further specification 

of the research problem is conducted in sections 2.3 and 2.4. The phenomenon of Gen-

eration Y is analysed in a business-related context, and the work environment is consid-

ered to be relevant for analysing leadership situations. In this regard, the leadership pro-
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cess is examined from the followers’ perspectives, and followership and Generation Y 

are the boundaries of the research problem. Overall, the analysis of the leadership pro-

cess requires a clear focus of the defined research problem since the existing literature 

cannot be displayed and discussed within this dissertation.  

Based on this framework, previous studies related to the research problem are 

examined in Level 4. Studies regarding the implications of demographic trends and cul-

tural changes to leadership and followership brought about by the Generation Y mem-

bers are more closely discussed (Perruci, 2011). In addition, this research extends the 

leadership discussions of recent studies by focusing on followership (Avolio et al., 

2009; Chou, 2012). According to Dvir and Shamir (2003), followers are independent 

variables that can help determine and predict leadership. Thus, the perceptions of fol-

lowers, especially when engaging with a leader, are a point of interest. 

Finally, in Level 5 of this framework, this research examines the research ques-

tion by focusing on empirical research (see Chapter 2.6). This dissertation employs a 

qualitative research methodology to gain a deeper understanding of what followership 

means to Generation Y members in the R&D domain. Furthermore, this research 

framework shows the structural approach of the literature review from the designated 

parent discipline boundary (Level 1) to the research problem (Level 5).  

2.2 Globalisation and Impact on Business 

2.2.1 Globalisation and digitalisation 

The term ‘globalisation’ in business management discussions emerged in the lat-

ter half of the 20th century (Martell, 2007). To have a valid foundation for the subse-

quent discussion, globalisation is first discussed by utilizing related terms and observa-

tions. Secondly, globalisation is described through the developments over the course of 

the last several centuries.  

In recent decades, the term ‘globalisation’ has become increasingly popular, to 

the point of replacing the term ‘internationalisation’, which was introduced in the 18th 

century. Thus, the newer term is simply a continuation of the previous term. If globali-

sation is just another word for ‘international interdependencies’, then why not continue 

using the earlier terminology? In this regard, there are qualitative differences between 

globalisation and internationalisation processes since internationalisation focuses more 

on the extensive economic activities across national boundaries (Dicken, 1998). Scholte 

(2008, p. 1474) argued that if globalisation is only used to emphasise the increasing 
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amount of trade and international interdependencies, then there is no need for a ‘concept 

of globalization to make sense of earlier experiences of greater international interaction 

and interdependence, and this notion is similarly redundant today’. Besides globalisa-

tion as internationalisation, Scholte (2008) named three further aspects of the globalisa-

tion: liberalisation, universalisation and westernisation.  

Firstly, globalisation as liberalisation focuses on a barrier-free world economy 

and the power of money that utilises the wealth gap between countries or continents. 

Although it did not exist in previous historical periods, this progressive integration of 

capital and products across boundaries has been increasing (Jones, 2002). There seems 

to be both winners and losers in this type of globalisation. Furthermore, due to increased 

globalisation, Western companies might directly (or indirectly) support child labour, 

pollution and exploitation of the Third World. These negative consequences of highly 

liberal (neo-liberal) markets have been denounced by anti-globalisation activists (Held 

& McGrew, 2007; Scholte, 2005). This sceptical view of globalisation is discussed lat-

er.  

Secondly, globalisation as universalisation focuses on the global unification of 

habits and products. In this regard, consumer demand for products becomes uniform as 

in the case of enjoying similar foods, wearing the same clothing labels or visiting the 

same shopping chains around the world.  

Finally, consumer behaviours become more comparable as consumer products 

become more globalised. This trend is related to globalisation as westernisation, which 

significantly impacts emerging countries. Multinational companies can be seen as the 

root cause for this trend (in terms of global convergence), which leads to the alignment 

of global practices within companies (Quintanilla & Ferner, 2003).  

Scholte (2008, p. 1478) provided his own definition of globalisation: ‘… as the 

spread of transplanetary–and in recent times also more particularly supraterritorial–

connections between people’. His definition focused on the vanishing borders of com-

munication and the increasing engagement of people around the world in different so-

cial networks. Increasing mobility and modern communication systems have led to 

greater global communications and closer social relations between remote areas. Ac-

cording to Scholte (2008), this new dimension of coexistence is determined by the de-

stabilisation of social life, which leads to completely new challenges in business and 

politics.  

Examining the globalisation theory discussion in terms of time frames illustrates 

the following three waves of globalisation theory: the globalist, sceptical and transfor-
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mational waves (also called ‘post-sceptical wave’) (Martell, 2007). The first wave, 

which is economically driven, influences politics, culture and national boundaries. Re-

duced political restrictions, the opening of markets and new technical possibilities are 

the sources for the increasing flow of capital and goods worldwide. This is also the clas-

sification that Jacoby and Meunier (2010, p. 299) chose since they defined globalisation 

‘as the increased flows of goods, services, capital, people, and information across bor-

ders’. Thus, globalisation is basically manageable and caused by neo-liberal politics 

(Scholte, 2005).A key driver of this globalisation process is the improvement in trans-

portation, the digitalisation of communication and the liberalisation of telecommunica-

tion (Bishop, Reinke, & Adams, 2009). This type of economically driven globalisation 

positively impacts industrialised countries. Moreover, it unifies culture and reduces na-

tional differences among the participating countries. This first wave shows significant 

overlapping with the liberalisation approach of globalisation described by Scholte 

(2008). 

The second wave is characterised by the counter movement to globalisation. In 

this regard, sceptics have indicated the global disadvantages and unfairness caused by 

economic globalisation:  

[s]keptics argue that the global economy is internationalized and triadic 

rather than global and that its internationalization is not unprecedented 

in recent years, in fact the word may even have been more international-

ized a hundred years ago than it is now (Martell, 2007, p. 175).  

Some authors have only focused on these two perspectives of globalisation (Hay & 

Marsh, 2000; Kofman & Youngs, 2008). However, other authors have characterised a 

third wave of globalisation, i.e., the transformational (or post-sceptical) wave, which 

represents a moderate view of the world’s situation. Although they are critical and quick 

to highlight the problems of globalisation, they do not entirely demonise globalisation 

since it is irreversible (Bishop et al., 2009; Munck, 2004). In addition, transformational-

ists maintain a globalist view of the world, with a strong emphasis on global democracy. 

The controversies regarding globalisation can be seen in the protests against political 

summits such as the G7, G8 or G20, which refer to the groups of the most industrialised 

countries with democratic political systems (Hajnal, 2016). These anti-globalisation 

movements are (to some extent) structured by organisations such as the French-based 

ATTAC (Ancelovici, 2002), which organises protests around the world against financial 

markets, fair trade, and lobbies in defence of public goods (e.g. air and water) and pub-

lic services (e.g. health and education). The latest protests in 2016 have included the 
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Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership between the European Union and Unit-

ed States and the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement between the Europe-

an Union and Canada. To date, these treaties have not been signed due to the large pub-

lic protests against these political agreements. 

The viewpoint regarding the time development within the globalisation discus-

sion adds a second dimension to the term. Globalisation itself is a dynamic term, and it 

has changed connotations in its different time periods. The third wave represents the 

current discussion on globalisation, including several dimensions (e.g. economy, culture 

and politics) that are highly relevant from the HR perspective. Consequently, it can be 

concluded that there is no single definition for the term ‘globalisation’ (De Vries, 2010). 

Instead, it can be seen as a phenomenon in the course of time that needs to be continu-

ously re-examined.  

As stated earlier, globalisation is driven by new communication technology and 

improved transportation channels. These accelerations in mobility and increased possi-

bilities might eventually lead to a shift from multinational enterprises to transnational 

enterprises (Bishop et al., 2009; Dahlman, 2007). For enterprises, an economic agenda 

(e.g. growth and value creation) is still in the foreground, but influences of globalisation 

have to be considered while planning a company’s overall strategy. Worldwide labour 

standards and corporate social responsibility programs will also influence HR activities 

in the future, thus increasing the complexity of international HR work. Importantly, 

since Generation Y members were raised during this era of globalisation, they perceive 

such aspects as normal (Perruci, 2011; Tulgan, Martin, & Martin, 2001). In addition, 

through their socialisation in a global environment, the phenomenon of globalisation is 

simply part of their world view. 

The view of globalisation has changed towards a differentiated, post-sceptical 

approach, which outlines globalisation as an unprecedented transformation of global 

economy and social life, accompanied by an awareness of the legal sovereignty of coun-

tries and territorial boundaries (Martell, 2007). This perception of globalisation is also 

relevant for the socialisation of this ‘global generation’. As the implications of globali-

sation affect industrialised countries as well as developed countries (to a different ex-

tent), the view of globalisation and its discussion makes an impression on an entire gen-

eration. Indeed, previous generations are also affected, but other generations have been 

raised in a different era. Again, for Generation Y members, this current degree of glob-

alisation is the status quo, and it simply represents their normal viewpoint of the work 

environment. 



Michael Wolff Literature Review 

Page 17 

Finally, globalisation is qualitatively more comprehensive than internationalisa-

tion, liberalisation, universalisation or westernisation. Thus, globalisation can be further 

used for the new paradigm of worldwide communication and mobility or what Scholte 

(2008, p. 1417) referred to as ‘transplanetary connections’, which are related to the van-

ishing of borders or transworld social contacts. 

2.2.2 Demographic changes 

Besides globalisation and technological advances, demographic changes have 

considerably impacted HR. In industrialised countries, such changes will lead to a sig-

nificant skill shortage, especially in knowledge-based areas (Dychtwald, Erickson, & 

Morison, 2006; Kim & McLean, 2012). As shown in Figure 2.2., in the most important 

automotive production hubs (Japan, Germany, china and United States), the fertility rate 

is below 2.0 by the year 2015.  

 

Figure 2.2. Global fertility rates between 1965 and 2015 (retrieved from the World Bank Group, 

(2016)) 

 

For a positive population growth, these countries should have a fertility rate of at 

least 2.0. However, the fertility rates of these developed countries have had an overall 

negative trend since the 1960s, with no change expected in the near future. Additionally, 

due to the different fertility rates over the last 60 years, differences in the age structure 

have occurred within these countries. This is primarily related to the fertility rates of 

both the past and the present. Germany, for example, had a fertility rate of more than 3.0 

(World Bank Group, 2016) in the 1960s; since the 1990s, the fertility rate has been less 

than 1.4, which has resulted in a demographic shift. In Germany, (see Figure 2.2), the 

baby boom generation is the largest cohort in the population pyramid and is due to retire 

within the next ten years. Succeeding generations are characterised by low birth rates 

which will lead to a skills shortage. A similar shift can be seen in China, Japan and the 

United States, with the latter’s fertility rate at approximately 1.8. In the United States, 
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however, the population pyramid resembles a pillar due to immigration from other 

countries (MPI, 2017). Overall, however, low birth-rates will lead to a shortage of 

skilled workers in industrialised countries such as the U.S., Germany and China. The 

labour force demand already exceeds supply. This trend is predicted to continued till 

2030 (Dychtwald, Erickson, & Morison, 2006). Skill shortages limit economic growth 

within both industries and countries (Cohen & Zaidi, 2002). It is a competitive ad-

vantage to have access to skilled workers; keeping them motivated and committed is a 

strategic necessity and a key task for Human Resources Management in growing com-

panies in a knowledge-based industry (Briscoe, Schuler, & Claus, 2008). 

The degree of employability is also relevant in assessing the national labour 

market, and can be defined as the skills and abilities necessary to find employment. 

Employability is also determined by the quality of the pre-vocational education system 

within each country (Pilz, Krisanthan, Michalik, Zenner, & Li, 2016). 

 

Figure 2.3. Population pyramid: Germany 2015 (retrieved from the World Bank Group, 2016) 
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An assessment of the labour market needs to consider the degree of employabil-

ity and the birth rate, with employability defined as the skills and abilities needed to be 

continuously employable in the labour market (Forrier & Sels, 2003; Harvey, 2001). 

Employability is determined by the quality of the respective educational system. One 

indicator of performance and efficiency is the unemployment rate in the respective 

country (Forrier & Sels, 2003). Due to the economic stability over the last six to seven 

years, unemployment rates in the focus countries of this research are below 4% (Trading 

Economics, 2018) and thus very low. Job opportunities for engineers in these industrial-

ised countries are even better. Engineers are in demand worldwide, being essential for 

the development of future technology (Fusco, 2018). The curriculum of engineering 

programs differs from institution to institution as the vocational systems in the respec-

tive countries and even within the countries differ considerably (Pilz, Krisanthan, 

Michalik, Zenner, & Li, 2016). Knowledge-based industries are particularly dependent 

on highly skilled workers from universities to meet current and future challenges. Re-

cent university rankings show that universities from all continents offer high quality 

education in the field of engineering (Times Higher Education, 2018). ). The top univer-

sities in the UK and the US are still leaders in this field, but here and in Australia, there 

is evidence of a shortage of skilled graduates. (Jackson, 2010). Universities from Eu-

rope and Asia may be catching up, but all universities have to deal with continuous 

technical development and adjust to the business requirements of this industry in a 

global context (Crossman & Clarke, 2010).  

2.2.3 Global acting enterprises 

Having analysed the macroeconomic nature of globalisation and demographic 

changes, this section focuses on the company level (the meso-level). Companies acting 

in a global environment are described as ‘global acting companies’. For such compa-

nies, vertical, horizontal and spatial boundaries are considered to analyse their structures 

(Jones, 2002; Newman, 2013; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2015). Vertical boundaries refer to 

the vertical range of manufacturing (i.e. the value creation process), while horizontal 

boundaries refer to the business scope (i.e. product range) of an enterprise. Finally, the 

spatial boundary refers to how a company is organised in a geographical context.  

The organisational design of a company basically focuses on economic consider-

ations such as costs and added value. Cost reductions and value creation are the basic 

assumptions for organisational design and restructuring (Jones, 2002). Besides the con-

cepts of multinational and transnational enterprises, there are additional concepts such 
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as cross-border strategic alliances and international joint ventures. These concepts deep-

en/widen all three of the aforementioned boundaries to minimize costs, create value and 

penetrate new markets. International relationships can be designed as wholly owned 

subsidiaries or under different degrees of cooperation with other corporations (Aguilera, 

2011).  

Licensing agreements (with majority or minority interests) make globalisation 

even more complex and eventually dissolve a company’s boundaries. In addition, global 

acting companies might require (from their suppliers and business partners) the recogni-

tion of global labour standards. Compliance departments in companies are the response 

to global social responsibility, which represents a link between business organisations 

and political institutions. Based on this aspect, global standards are not limited to a na-

tional company’s borders, but they are relevant to a company’s supply chain. Overall, 

globalisation causes greater complexity for global acting companies and their business 

functions. These global standards and requirements significantly influence the HR man-

agement of global acting enterprises, especially in terms of recruitment, development 

and personnel administration. As a global employer, HR management must set up glob-

al processes to ensure an adequate supply of workers based on national/global standards 

and regulations.  

Globalisation is, as stated earlier, a multidimensional phenomenon that directly 

impacts global acting companies. Global acting corporations are called ‘multinational 

corporations/enterprises’ (MNCs or MNEs) or ‘transnational corporations/enterprises’ 

(TNCs or TNEs) (Bartlett & Ghosal, 1989; Perlmutter, 1969; Picot, Reichwald, & Wig-

and, 2003; Pitelis & Sugden, 2000). There seems to be no significant difference be-

tween an enterprise and a corporation in terms of their meaning, and the literature does 

not offer any suggestions for a theoretical discussion of this topic. Even in the book ed-

ited by Pitelis and Sugden (2000), these terms are simultaneously applied. Novicevic 

and Harvey (2001) further distinguished MNEs into multi-domestic MNEs and a global-

ly integrated, co-ordinated network of MNEs.  

The concept of a global network enterprise is generally described by TNEs. 

However, a significant difference is observed between MNEs/MNCs and TNEs/TNCs. 

According to Drucker (1997, p. 167): 

[i]n a global economy, businesses are increasingly forced to shift from 

being multinational to being transnational. The traditional multinational 

is a national company with foreign subsidiaries. In a transnational com-

pany, there is only one economic unit, the world. 
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In addition, TNCs are rather rare (Martell, 2007) since they are not associated 

with a distinctive culture or origin. One could imagine that they are global players with-

out a home country, and they act within a network in which national borders are irrele-

vant. This stage of enterprise evolution yields parallels to the transplanetary definition 

of globalisation (i.e. the vanishing of borders with a sustainable influence on social life). 

Furthermore, the geocentric approach of Torres (2006) is based on such a stage in which 

headquarters and subsidiaries (worldwide) are acting at the same level, with equal pow-

er and similar business targets. Within these conditions, HR management must define 

its strategic role as a business function within a global acting company (see Chapter 

2.3). 

Based on this discussion, it is preferable to use the term ‘global’ (or ‘globalisa-

tion’) instead of ‘international’ (or ‘internationalisation’) when referring to the upcom-

ing challenges of HR functions. Since globalisation assimilates the vanishing of borders, 

new communication channels and mobility, using this term provides a more nuanced 

picture of the social implications, value change and challenges of HR functions with a 

global acting company. Furthermore, MNCs will be used instead of MNEs. Although 

the meanings are similar (Pagell & Halperin, 1999), the term ‘enterprise’ might indicate 

a more globalised cluster of corporations that are connected with the boundaries of 

ownership (Gatto, 2011). For the focus of this research, the use of MNC seems appro-

priate, especially since the automotive companies still have clearly defined headquarters 

and home-based structures.  

Finally, ongoing globalisation influences the work environment, and work can be 

easily transferred across borders. However, the ongoing technological advancements 

have caused a shift from manual work towards knowledge-based work. Thus, describing 

a work system and determining the impact on employees are the topics of the following 

section. 

2.2.4 The changing nature of work: Knowledge workers in the context 

of globalisation and technology transformation 

As stated earlier, globalisation implies the vanishing of communication borders 

and usage of modern communication systems, thus establishing closer social relations 

among remote areas. Due to modern technology, the location where one works and lives 

is no longer a crucial factor (Burke & Ng, 2006). The world has become interconnected, 

and this knowledge-based era can also be called ‘the connectionist era’ (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007). According to Wallace (2014), computers and the internet greatly influence the 
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manner in which work is accomplished. Such technology considerably impacts on the 

work environment. As shown in Figure 2.4., the work content is the central point of a 

work system, which determines the applied technology and practices as well as the 

leadership and people (Beer, 1985).  

 

Figure 2.4. The organisation of a work system (retrieved from the study by Beer, 1985, p. 570)  

 

The characteristics of work have implications not only for the environment but 

also for the knowledge, skills and experience of the related workforce (Cordery & Par-

ker, 2007). In the area of research and innovation, this type of workforce is referred to 

as ‘knowledge workers’ (Benson & Brown, 2007; Newell et al., 2009). Young engi-

neers at the research and development centres are recognised as knowledge workers 

because they are well educated and possess special technical-knowledge and expertise 

and play a key role in innovation (Scarbrought, 1999). The focus shift from manual 

work and financial capital towards knowledge-based work and intellectual capital high-

lights the importance of knowledge workers. In addition, R&D services rely on human 

capital (knowledge and skills); therefore, such services depend on knowledge workers 

and the management of organisational competencies to achieve solutions to high value-

added problems (Swart, 2007). Swart (2007) offered the following definition:  
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[k]nowledge workers can be defined as employees who apply their valua-

ble knowledge and skills (developed through experience) to complex, 

novel, and abstract problems in environments that provide rich collective 

knowledge and relational resources. (p. 452) 

Most relevant for this research are the attributes of ‘abstract problems’ and ‘col-

lective knowledge’. The first essential attribute, especially among engineers, is to solve 

complex problems through innovative solutions. At a research hub, this makes such 

workers knowledge workers par excellence. The second essential attribute is the work 

context, which is characterised by collective knowledge. Knowledge workers are partic-

ipating in the exchange of knowledge (i.e. know-what) and experience (i.e. know-how) 

(Polanyi, 1966; Polanyi & Sen, 2009). This comes into practice through projects and 

interdisciplinary teamwork within knowledge communities (Wenger, 1998).  

Researchers are engaged in collaboration to solve complex and interdisciplinary 

problems. In communities of practice, ideas and findings are shared among the mem-

bers. These social systems can exist between the departments of a company as well as 

between companies and external research institutions. This type of knowledge work 

finds its manifestation in the scientific discipline of knowledge management (Davenport 

& Völpel, 2001; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Overall, the work becomes leaner, more 

democratic and less bureaucratic (Burke & Ng, 2006; Morris, 2004).  

Finally, the management and leadership of knowledge workers require a lower 

degree of monitoring and control with greater autonomy and freedom. The architecture 

or design of an organisation must promote autonomy so that knowledge can easily flow 

across the boundaries of the line organisation (Blomkvist, 2012; Dalby, 1998; Swart, 

2007).  

2.3 Global Human Resource Management 

2.3.1 Cultural changes and cross-cultural research 

2.3.1.1 Value and value change 

2.3.1.1.1 Definitions of value  

In discussions regarding the impact of globalisation at a societal and individual 

level, an understanding of value is relevant. It is also pertinent for discussions on coun-

try-specific aspects and generational values. In the literature, value and value change 

have been discussed in the context of cross-cultural management (Carlson, 2010; Ingle-
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hart, 2004; Smith & Schwartz, 1997). Although the research on value and value change 

is more of a topic in philosophy or the social sciences (Dickson, Hanges, & Lord, 2001), 

the topic of value is important for a broader discussion across generations and cultures.  

The term ‘value’ is a sociological construct used to explain how people assess 

and respond to certain situations (Deresky, 2007). The construct of the term is used for 

cross-cultural comparisons as well as at an individual level. According to Hillmann 

(1994), values are not given, but they are the results of social interactions and change 

processes (value shifts). In this regard, values are created in a historical context and are 

culture-specific. In addition, values are elementary for establishing cultural settings and 

characterising cultural differences. Nevertheless, values are also subject to permanent 

changes due to the influence of external factors.  

Previous discussions on value have not produced a unique or commonly shared 

definition for the term. In fact, there are unmanageable, author-oriented definitions of 

the term (Joas & Wiegandt, 2010). An early definition of value was made by an Ameri-

can sociologist Clyde Kluckhohn: ‘A value is a conception, explicit or implicit, distinc-

tive of an individual or characteristic of a group, of the desirable, which influences the 

selection from available modes, means, and ends of action’ (1951, p. 395). This defini-

tion has still served as the basis of recent research on value (Berry, 2002; Dickson et al., 

2001). A definition of what values are and how they relate to behaviour in a psycholog-

ical context was provided by Rokeach (1973): 

[v]alues are determinants of virtually all kinds of behavior that could be 

called social behavior – of social action, attitudes and ideology, evalua-

tions, moral judgments, and justifications of oneself and others, compari-

sons of oneself with others, the presentation of oneself to others, and at-

tempts to influence others. Condensing all these into a more succinct the-

oretical statement, it can perhaps be stated that values are guides of social 

attitudes and ideologies, on the one hand, and of social behavior on the 

other (p. 24). 

Thus, values are the root causes for our social behaviours and attitudes. This im-

plies that behaviours can be analysed by one’s value setting. Hofstede, the most cited 

author in terms of cross-cultural management, referred to Kluckhohn and described val-

ue as a ‘tendency to prefer certain states of affairs over others’ (Hofstede, 1984, p. 18). 

This definition applies at an individual level as well as at a collective level. In this re-

gard, collective values programmed into our minds (due to early socialisation) can be 

defined as ‘culture’.  
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Values are determined by culture, and cultural elements determine values (Hof-

stede, 1984). In addition, a society or an individual selects desirable values that might 

differ from those of others. The same values can also have different meanings and im-

pacts on cultures and individuals. The predominant values are characterised and recog-

nised by externalising rituals and acts (Liénard & Boyer, 2006). According to Hofstede 

(2001, p. 5), values are ‘held by individuals as well as by collectives; culture presuppos-

es a collective’. According to this definition, culture is, first and foremost, bound with 

collectiveness since individuals are representatives of a culture. Furthermore, values are 

patterns of attitudes for individuals or societies, which determine existing norms and 

ways of thinking. Norms, in this case, are fixed and represent manifested values within 

a society (Hofstede, 2001). Consequently, values determine our actions by preference 

matching defined as “a broad tendency to prefer certain states of affairs over others” 

(Hofstede, 1980, p. 19). Therefore, values are conventionalised as a construct at an indi-

vidual level. Considered collectively within this thesis, values refer to automobile or-

ganisations and nation states. 

Schwartz and Bilsky (1987) reviewed the ‘value-oriented’ literature of the sec-

ond half of the 20th century, beginning with Maslow (Maslow, 1959) and Allport 

(1961). They identified the following five common features of values, which have been 

well accepted by researchers (Smith & Schwartz, 1997, p. 80):  

1) Values are beliefs. But, they are not objective, cold ideas. Rather, 

when values are activated, they become infused with feeling; 

2) Values refer to desirable goals (e.g. equality) and to the modes of 

conduct that promote these goals (e.g. fairness, helpfulness); 

3) Values transcend specific actions and situations. Obedience, for ex-

ample, is relevant at work or in school, in sports or in business, with 

family, friends or strangers; 

4) Values serve as standards to guide the selection or evaluation of 

behaviours, people and events; and 

5) Values are ordered by importance relative to one another. The or-

dered set of values forms a system of value priorities. Cultures and in-

dividuals can be characterised by their systems of value priorities. 

What is relevant to this research on cultures is to determine how cultures and in-

dividuals can be characterised by their value priorities (c.f. (5)). The value-based as-

sessment of individuals within a certain system is an expression of its culture. In this 

regard, life priorities for members of a certain generation can be assessed by, for exam-
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ple, the Schwartz Value Inventory (SVI), which can provide conclusions regarding the 

values of a certain generation (Lim, 2012). Hence, the differences in value priorities, 

according to the SVI, would indicate any cultural differences.  

Compared with this, Triandis (1972) generally defined culture as follows: 

 …shared attitudes, beliefs, categorizations, expectations, norms, roles, 

self-definitions, values, and other such elements of subjective culture 

found among individuals whose interactions were facilitated by shared 

language, historical period, and geographic region (p. 3).  

In this definition, there is an emphasis on the interactions facilitated by a shared histori-

cal period. This indicates the relevance of exploring generations (i.e. contemporaries of 

a certain time period) in terms of their values and culture, which is important since gen-

erations can be transmitters for cultural change (via socialisation) from one generation 

to another (Inglehart, 1977; Triandis, Bontempo, Leung, & Hui, 1990). 

2.3.1.1.2 Value Change 

Value change is generally discussed under two main headings: value shifts (In-

glehart, 1977) and value synthesis (Klages, 1984). There have been further discussions 

regarding values in the field of national sociology, e.g. the value and identity of West 

and East Germany (Meulemann, 1996) or the decay of Prussian virtues and values in 

Germany (Noelle-Neumann & Petersen, 2001). However, these specifically national 

German approaches only described the value shifts between World War II and the 

1970s, and they are not necessarily adaptable to a transnational or international perspec-

tive. The same applies to research regarding U.S. culture or other national cultures.  

A broad-based research approach is required to explain cross-cultural value 

shifts. The first international value study, The civic culture (Almond & Verba, 1963), 

was conducted in the United States, Great Britain, Germany, Italy and Mexico to ana-

lyse the value change and impact after World War II. The empirical source for this 

study comprised opinion surveys, which was an innovative instrument in the early 

1960s (Norris, 2009).  

The basis for the more recent value shift discussions was the result of a study ti-

tled The silent revolution: Changing values and political styles among western publics 

(Inglehart, 1977). The topic of this social study was the intergenerational value shift 

from materialistic to post-materialistic values in Western culture. In addition, the trans-

formation of individual values from economic and materialistic to post-materialistic 

values (e.g. autonomy and self-expression) was predicted in 1971 and occurred within 
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the changes of two generations (Inglehart, 2008). This value survey was based on face-

to-face interviews covering 100 societies (nearly 90% of the world’s population) and 

with a minimum sample of 1,000 individuals (WVS, 2014). The method of interviewing 

was also critically discussed since the results of the interviews contained not only value 

settings but also the opinions of the interviewees (Thome, 2003).  

Inglehart (2008) predicted a value shift from materialistic goals to post-

materialistic goals. This intergenerational value shift was based on two hypotheses. 

Firstly, the scarcity hypothesis, in which the nature of human disposition places ‘the 

highest subjective value on the most pressing needs’ (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005, p. 97). 

This hypothesis is linked to Maslow’s (1954) model of hierarchical needs. According to 

this now disputed (Kaur, 2013), but popular theory of Maslow, an individual has, first 

and foremost, physiological needs to satisfy. At the top of the pyramid is the need for 

self-actualisation. In this regard, basic needs must be satisfied before the individual fo-

cuses on other (higher) post-materialist values. Value development is thus related to 

economic and social stability (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). 

Regarding the first of the two core hypotheses (based on the psychological needs 

theory of Maslow), the criticism of Maslow’s model applies to Inglehart’s theory. In 

this regard, all individuals are motivated by the same hierarchy of needs, i.e. physical 

needs, security needs, belonging needs, needs for self-esteem and aesthetic-intellectual 

needs. The individual needs theory, however, does not consider underlying societal 

norms (Braithwaite, Makkai, & Pittelkow, 1996; Flanagan, 1982). Furthermore, the first 

hypothesis was neither reviewed nor revised based on the existing critique (Thome, 

2003).  

The socialisation hypothesis is the second pillar of Inglehart’s (2008) theory. This 

hypothesis cites generations and the value transition between generations as core func-

tions of value change. Value changes occur with a significant time lag since basic val-

ues are incorporated during the pre-adult phase. Meanwhile, social changes occur 

through ‘intergenerational population replacement’ (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005, p. 98). 

Hofstede (1984, p. 16) used the term ‘generation’ to describe ‘… conserving and pass-

ing on mental programs from generation to generation’, while Inglehart (2008) empha-

sised (in his socialisation hypothesis) that basic values are fixed in childhood and diffi-

cult to subsequently change. Value changes are also perceived as a disturbance to those 

raised by a previous value system (Inglehart, 1990). Thus, value and value change are 

relevant for individual and generational changes as well as for cross-cultural compari-
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sons. Furthermore, the two hypotheses do not have a common theoretical background, 

and they are difficult to reconcile (Haller, 2002).  

2.3.1.2 Introduction to cross-cultural approaches 

Several approaches for conceptualising and measuring cultural differences can 

be identified in the literature on international HR management. However, these ap-

proaches differ in terms of target, methodology and sample. Perhaps, the most promi-

nent approach is the model of cultural dimensions by Hofstede (1991). Subsequent re-

search, such as the study by Trompenaars (1994) or the Global leadership and organi-

zational behavior effectiveness (GLOBE) study by House (2004), referred to Hofstede’s 

(1991) model or emerged from criticism regarding this early model (Chanchani & 

Theivanathampillai, 2002).  

The following chapters provide a brief overview of cross-cultural research and 

introduce and discuss the most prominent approaches. These theories will assist in the 

development of a theoretical framework for a cross-cultural comparison of Generation 

Y. The main focus is on the approach of Inglehart (1971, 1977, 2008), which will be 

applied for the theoretical framework of this research. The majority of the literature is 

European or U.S.-based, with only one study found in Asia: the Chinese Value Survey 

(CVS) developed by the Chinese Culture Connection (1987).  

A basic distinction between cultural models can be made regarding their cultural 

nucleus. Some of the theories’ core elements are value-based, while others focus on 

basic cultural assumptions. Basic assumptions refer to, for example, the cultural orienta-

tion regarding time, nature activities or other people (Kluckhohn & Parsons, 1951). The 

following models were chosen and introduced since they provide more up-to-date em-

pirical data for explaining cultural differences and cultural changes. Providing a model 

that explains value change at individual and collective levels is a cornerstone of further 

research regarding the impact of Generation Y on the perceptions of leadership. 

Hofstede (1980) conducted the first comparative cultural study by applying spe-

cific cultural dimensions. In his empirical study of IBM, the Dutch researcher defined 

four cultural dimensions, which he generalised for certain nations (Reeves & Oh, 2007). 

According to Hofstede (2001), each culture includes anthropological problem areas and 

deals with them in different ways. From this problem-based approach, he initially de-

rived four dimensions, after which he added a fifth dimension in 1991, following a cri-

tique from Asia-Pacific researchers. The major criticism is the missing theoretical an-

thropological and sociological foundation of the model (Baskerville, 2003; McSweeney, 
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2002; Reimer, 2005). Moreover, Hofstede’s model is not based on a theoretical frame-

work but rather on the results of an internal company survey. 

The GLOBE research program was founded by Robert J. House in the beginning 

of the 1990s. In 2004, The GLOBE study of 62 societies (House, Hanges, Javidan, 

Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004) was published; in 2007, a refined study with more detailed 

leadership style descriptions was published under the title Culture and leadership 

across the world: The GLOBE book of in-depth studies of 25 societies (Chhokar, Brod-

beck, & House, 2007). The topic of the study was a context-based leadership approach 

(i.e. implicit leadership theory) developed for the 25 named societies. In addition, this 

study used nine dimensions developed under the consideration of Rockeach, Hofstede, 

Schwartz, and Inglehart (House et al., 2004).  

Similar to the GLOBE project, the World Values Survey (WVS) was designed as 

a large-scale collection of data, with a network of researchers worldwide. This survey 

originated from the European Value Survey (EVS), which was conducted between 1981 

and 1984. Based on the countries and participants, the WVS is the most comprehensive 

social data collection available (Inglehart, 1971). This longitudinal study is conducted 

approximately every five years, with the sixth and latest series conducted between 2010 

and 2014. Based on the results dating back to 1981, researchers can examine the value 

change over the last 30 years for different nationalities and age groups. This survey co-

vers topics such as religion, politics, gender roles, sexual norms and work motivations 

(Inglehart, 1971). Inglehart and Welzel used the survey data to create a cultural map. 

Based on their evaluations, there are two major dimensions of cross-cultural variation in 

the world: 1) traditional versus secular-rational values; and 2) survival versus self-

expression values. These dimensions will be further discussed in Chapter 2.3.1.3.3. 

2.3.1.3 Selected approaches conceptualising cross-cultural differences 

2.3.1.3.1 Cultural dimensions 

As stated earlier, Hofstede (2001) defined four cultural dimensions, after which 

he integrated a fifth dimension, following a critique from Asia-Pacific researchers. The 

dimensions are described as follows (Hofstede, 2001, p. 29):  

1. Power Distance, which is related to the different solutions to the basic 

problem of human inequality. 

2. Uncertainty Avoidance, which is related to the level of stress in a 

society in the face of an unknown future. 

3. Individualism Versus Collectivism, which is related to the integration of 

individuals into primary groups. 

4. Masculinity Versus Femininity, which is related to the division of 

emotional roles between men and women. 
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5. Long-Term Versus Short-Term Orientation, which is related to the 

choice of focus for people’s efforts: the future or the present. 

After more than two decades, in 2010, Hofstede added a sixth dimension to his model, 

which refers to the work of the WVS (see Chapter 3.4.3): 

6. Indulgence Versus Restraint, which is related to the gratification versus 

control of basic human desires of enjoying life (Hofstede, 2011, p. 7). 

As an illustration of these dimensions, the three focus countries of research are 

selected (see Figure 2.5). The dimensions were expressed on a 0-100 point scale at the 

y-axis (Hofstede, 2010). Looking at the absolute figures, Masculinity has the lowest 

variance between the three selected countries. Hofstede describes masculinity as repre-

senting the assertive pole, associated with competition, money and the predominance of 

men, whereas femininity describes values associated with personal relationships, altru-

ism and the importance of balance between family and work (Hofstede, 2011). Mascu-

line countries will therefore emphasise the importance of work and traditional family 

values. Gender roles tend to be more different in those organisations characterised by 

masculine values. Based on data from Hofstede’s research (Hofstede, 2010), masculini-

ty is similarly pronounced within all three countries (China: 66; Germany: 66 and 

U.S.A.: 62), (see also Figure 2.5) and indicate that the roles of men and women are de-

veloped to an equal extent in all three counties. This indicates a similar societal and or-

ganisational view of women and men at work.  

 

 

Figure 2.5. Dimensions of national clusters (the author’s illustration according to the online data 

provided by Hofstede, 2010) 

 

Power Distance and Individualism are the most relevant dimensions for the cur-

rent research. The greatest difference is found in the dimension of Individualism Versus 
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Collectivism. This dimension describes the extent to which individuals integrate into 

groups, and it is also relevant for work organisation, teamwork and leadership. In addi-

tion, a high degree of individualism is related to a low degree of collectivism. For ex-

ample, the United States and Germany have pronounced individualism in their respec-

tive cultures, whereas Chinese culture is characterised by collectivism. Furthermore, a 

significant deviation is found in the area of indulgence restraint. Compared with Chi-

nese citizens, entertainment and enjoyment are significantly more important for Ameri-

can citizens. This dimension is more precisely examined in the WVS, from which the 

dimensions are retrieved (Hofstede, 2011). 

Relevant for this research is the Power Distance dimension, which shows signif-

icant differences between China, the United States and Germany. This dimension de-

scribes the extent to which a less powerful person expects power to be unequally dis-

tributed (Hofstede, 1991). Based on the data in the study by Hofstede (2010), Chinese 

citizens accept a significantly higher extent of power and expect power to be unequally 

distributed. This indicates a difference in the preferences and perceptions of hierarchy 

and leadership power. References to followership can also be found in the Power Dis-

tance dimension:  

[d]ifferences in the exercise of power in a hierarchy relate to the value 

systems of both bosses and subordinates and not to the values of the 

bosses only, even though they are the more powerful partners. The 

popular management literature on “leadership” often forgets that lead-

ership can only exist as a complement to “subordinateship” (Hofstede, 

1991, p. 70). 

What Hofstede described as ‘subordinateship’ more than three decades earlier is re-

ferred to as ‘followership’ in the current research. Additionally, Hofstede emphasised 

the importance of value and value congruence related to the leader-follower relation-

ship. This topic is discussed later in Chapter 2.3.1.3.3. 

As mentioned earlier, the cultural dimensions of Hofstede are the most cited 

since they are both practical and easily applicable. Hofstede’s model has also been uti-

lised in the international management literature for applied research regarding consumer 

behaviours and marketing (De Mooij & Hofstede, 2011; Soares, Farhangmehr, & Sho-

ham, 2007), while his cultural dimensions are used in various business disciplines such 

as accounting, operations research and administration (Baskerville, 2003). However, the 

point of criticism is the missing theoretical anthropological and sociological foundation 

in the model (Baskerville, 2003; McSweeney, 2002; Reimer, 2005). As stated earlier, 
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Hofstede’s survey was not based on a theoretical framework but rather on the results of 

an internal company survey. Furthermore, the equation of nation states or their direct 

allocation to cultures is also subject to criticism since national states do not necessarily 

represent only one culture (Baskerville, 2003). 

McSweeney (2002) criticised the weak methodological research design and 

questioned whether there was a causal link between the cultural dimensions and a na-

tional culture. The concept of cultural change is not an integral part of a cultural model 

since the dimensions are based on empirical research and factor analysis (Schmitz & 

Weber, 2014). Despite such criticism, the basic statements are valid, and they have been 

incorporated into recent research (Dartey-Baah, 2013; Lassk & Fugate, 2001; Maseland 

& van Hoorn, 2009b). 

2.3.1.3.2 The GLOBE Project  

The GLOBE research program was founded by Robert J. House in the beginning 

of the 1990s. Since then, two comprehensive studies have been published: culture, lead-

ership, and organizations: The GLOBE Study of 62 Societies (House et al., 2004) and 

Culture and leadership across the world: The GLOBE book of in-depth studies of 25 

societies (Chhokar et al., 2007). The study by Chhokar et al., (2007) is a refined study 

with more detailed descriptions of leadership style than the earlier one. The researchers 

described societies through nine cultural attributes and six major types of leadership 

behaviour as part of the Culturally endorsed implicit theories of leadership (House et 

al., 2004, p. 11). For its cross-cultural analysis, the GLOBE project defined nine attrib-

utes that could be quantified as cultural dimensions.  

The nine attributes are Future Orientation, Gender Egalitarianism, Assertive-

ness, Human Orientation, In-Group Collectivism, Institutional Collectivism, Per-

formance Orientation, Power Concentration Versus Decentralization (frequently 

referred to as Power Distance in the cross-cultural literature), and Uncertainty 

Avoidance (House et al., 2004, p. 3).  

Six of the nine dimensions are based on the studies by Hofstede.  

The differences and similarities regarding leadership effectiveness in practice 

were also examined (House et al., 2004). ‘Most interestingly, in all cultures leader-team 

orientation and the communication of vision, values and confidence in followers are 

reported to be highly effective leadership behaviours’ (House et al., 2004, p. 7). In this 

regard, there are not only cultural differences but also commonalities in leader-follower 

preferences. Leadership styles and preferences will be discussed later. 
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The analysis of the 62 societies in the GLOBE project, using the nine dimen-

sions, has led to a cultural structure comprising 10 clusters of similar national cultures 

(60 countries) to those in the study by Ronen (1984), Inglehart (1997), and Schwartz 

(1994). According to Figure 2.6, the more closely juxtaposed segments can be regarded 

as ‘culturally similar’, whereas the segments that are further apart are assessed as ‘cul-

turally different’. Based on this, the country clusters show that the cultural difference 

for the selected countries of Germany and China are at a maximum since they are facing 

the opposite direction. Meanwhile, the clusters for Germanic Europe and Anglo are lo-

cated next to one another, and thus, Germany and the United States have minor cultural 

differences. However, such differences are still significant when compared to the value 

cluster of Confucian Asia in which China is located. 

 

Figure 2.6. Country clusters according to the GLOBE project (retrieved from the study by 

House et al., 2004, p. 190)  

 

In addition to the country clusters, 21 leadership scales are reduced to six factors, 

representing six global leadership dimensions: 1) Charismatic/Value-Based Leadership; 

2) Team-Oriented Leadership; 3) Autonomous Leadership; 4) Human-Oriented Leader-

ship; 5) Participative Leadership; and 6) Self-Protective Leadership (House et al., 2004, 

p. 136). According to House et al., (2004), five of the six scales have correlations with 
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the scales of Hofstede (1991) and Schwartz (1994b). Looking at the GLOBE project’s 

most recent data (House, Dorfman, Javidan, Hanges, & de Luque, 2014), differences 

and commonalities regarding the three focus countries can be assessed. Charismatic 

leadership is important and ranges around the average GLOBE score of 5.83 (of seven). 

The same applies to the dimension of team orientation. Differences exist regarding the 

participation of employees in the decision-making process. Here the U.S. (5.93) and 

Germany (5.88) are above the average (5.33) and China (5.04.) below. In regards to 

self-protective leadership attributes the U.S. and Germany were below the average 

(3.47) and China above. Different clusters can be identified for humane-oriented leader-

ship. In this dimension the U.S. and China were above the average and Germany below. 

The scores for independent and individualistic attributes (autonomous leadership) 

showed the U.S. at 3.75; slightly below the average GLOBE score (3.85). Germany 

(4.3) and China (4.07) are above the average. Summarising the above, it can be noted 

that the three focus countries have commonalities but also differ from each other across 

the dimensions. Therefore, differences can also be expected during the focus group dis-

cussions. 

Besides the six universal leadership attributes, the GLOBE study also defined 

universally undesirable attributes and 7 culturally contingent leadership attributes 

(Chhokar, Brodbeck, & House, 2007). Culturally contingent attributes have a specific 

character and can be seen as positive in one cultural cluster while being assessed nega-

tively in another cluster. The leadership dimensions were defined as follows: 1) Self-

Sacrificial, 2) Status conscious, 3) Internally competitive, 4) Face-Saver, 5) Bureau-

cratic, 6) Human orientation, and 7) Autonomous (House, Dorfman, Javidan, Hanges, 

& de Luque, 2014). Based on this research, the GLOBE study authors have not pub-

lished these culturally contingent attributes on a country level. There is extensive re-

search about single cultural values predicting culturally contingent leadership dimen-

sions (Javidan, Dorfman, Howell, & Hanges, 2010), but without the GLOBE source 

data (which is not publicly accessible), it is not possible to compile an analysis of coun-

try-specific contingent leadership attributes. The GLOBE study focuses on managers 

and not employees or Generation Y members, so the dimensions are only indicative of 

cultural differences that might be reflected in leadership. 

 

Although the GLOBE project focused on the dimensions of culture and leader-

ship, it also looked at followers and their preferences for leadership styles. In fact, the 
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followers differed by culture, especially regarding the type of communication with their 

leader and the style of supervision (House et al., 2004, p. 60):  

[a] prevailing difference, which will be supported by the GLOBE pro-

ject, is subordinates’ preference of leadership style that varies along the 

differing degree of participatory practices (Bass & Burger, 1979; Bass & 

Stogdill, 1990; Osland, Snyder, & Hunter, 1998; Torres, 1999).  

This integration into the leadership process will also be one of the core issues for further 

research regarding followers and their perceptions of leadership and followership.  

2.3.1.3.3 World Values Survey  

Similar to the GLOBE project, the World Values Survey (WVS) was designed as 

a large-scale collection of data from a network of researchers around the world. As stat-

ed earlier, this survey originated from the European Value Survey (EVS), which was 

conducted between 1981 and 1984. The data, information and publications can be found 

online (http://www.worldvaluesurvey.org) as an open-source platform. The sixth and 

latest series was conducted between 2010 and 2014. Based on the countries and partici-

pants, the WVS is the most comprehensive social data collection available (Inglehart, 

1971). The Chairman of the WVS Executive Committee is Ronald Inglehart (Professor 

of Social Research at the University of Michigan), who first identified the phenomenon 

of value shifts (see Chapter 3.1.2). The WVS includes a global network of social scien-

tists (from 80 participating countries) who conduct structured interviews (face-to-face) 

based on a collection of questions regarding various independent value areas. The ques-

tionnaire versions, available online, vary from series to series. The responses are on a 

scale of 3, 5, 7 or 10 points, with suggested answers.  

Based on the survey results, dating back to 1981, the researchers were able to 

identify the value differences over the last three decades. The survey covered topics 

such as religion, politics, gender roles, sexual norms and work motivations (Inglehart, 

1971). The changes in these value areas can be identified, and the rate of change is usu-

ally higher in the developed countries than in others. This might be correlated with the 

material status in these countries and the education system being less dependent on tra-

ditional values.  

According to the value domains, the WVS structured the participating nations in-

to two dimensions: 1) traditional/secular-rational values and 2) survival/self-expression 

values. The traditional/secular-rational dimension reflects the contrast between societies 

in which religion is important and those in which it is not. In addition, the secular-

rational aspect is an indicator of the belief in technological progress and innovation (In-
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glehart & Welzel, 2005). The survival/self-expression dimension describes the devel-

opment from an industrial society to a post-industrial society. Moreover, the self-

expression aspect is related to economic independence and, thus, the emancipation from 

authority (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). As shown in Figure 2.7, the cultural map includes 

nine cultural clusters. In each survey, this map is adjusted to include the latest results.  

 

Figure 2.7. Cultural Map - WVS Wave 6 (2010–2014) (retrieved from 

http:/www.worldvaluessurvey.org) 

 

Based on the latest cultural map of the WVS (2010–2014), the cultural differ-

ences for the selected countries of Germany (in the Protestant Europe cluster) and Chi-

na (in the Confucian cluster) with regard to survival/self-expression values are signifi-

cant. More specifically, Germany is located in the field of self-expression values, while 

China is located in the middle of survival values. Regarding the dimension of tradition-

al/secular-rational values, both countries are similarly assessed with predominant secu-

lar-rational values. The United States (in the English Speaking cluster) is located in the 

section of self-expression values, but it is almost in the neutral area between traditional 

and secular-rational values. Based on this, all three selected countries belong to different 

cultural clusters, which indicate cultural diversity among the countries. None of the 
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three selected countries are located in the middle of traditional values, thus representing 

the importance of, for example, religion and traditional family values. 

Overall, the purpose of the WVS is neither business-related nor leadership-

related. It is an instrument to assess value and value change across certain nations. As a 

result, neither leadership nor followership issues are discussed. The core aspect of the 

WVS is the central role of a generation in value change. However, this perspective of 

how cultural values arise and change was not the subject of the theoretical framework in 

the study by Hofstede (1991) or the GLOBE project (House et al., 2004). 

2.3.2 The globalisation of human resource functions 

Globalisation has significantly influenced HR functions since such functions 

must meet the challenges of globally acting companies. The on-going globalisation and 

the development of HR functions are reflected in their different names. In the first 

phase, the internationalisation of HR management is linked with the delegation of em-

ployees (expatriation) to subsidiaries abroad. Expatriates, inpatriates or third country 

nationals are the challenges of HR management in this phase, which is a significant 

change from domestic to international HR work (Brewster, Sparrow, & Harris, 2005; 

Kiessling & Harvey, 2005). The difference between domestic and international HR 

management can be seen in the increased complexity (Dowling & Welch, 2004) since 

more activities must be executed and coordinated in an MNE compared with that in a 

local acting enterprise. In the beginning of the 19th century, human resources were pre-

dominantly responsible for recruitment, payroll and personnel administration, with a 

national or local focus (Swart, 2007). With advancing globalisation, HR management 

became international, with increased core responsibilities. The list of requirements that 

a strategic HR department should fulfil can be derived from the company’s strategy 

(internal requirements) as well as from external influences (e.g. government policies) 

from around the world, which can directly impact HR functions (De Cieri & Dowling, 

2006). Overall, the globalisation of people in the workplace basically affects all availa-

ble HR processes.  

Due to globalisation, cross-cultural issues have become increasingly important in 

the field of HR management. Thus, the changing business scope of HR functions is re-

flected in the internationalisation of work and cross-cultural challenges in the employee 

lifecycle. This special topic of cross-cultural research will be discussed later in connec-

tion with value and value change (see Chapter 2.4.1). 
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HR management is prefixed by the term ‘global’ or ‘international’ to underline 

global HR management (GHRM) or even the strategic approach of global HR manage-

ment (Kiessling & Harvey, 2005). These two terms are related to the earlier discussion 

on globalisation where a clear distinction was made between internationalisation and 

globalisation. As described in the section on globalisation, the difference is not just a 

semantic one. In fact, the conceptual approach to global management is more complex 

and sophisticated. Nevertheless, the terms ‘international HR management’ and ‘strategic 

international HR management’ are still used in the literature more than GHRM or 

‘global strategic HR management’ (Brewster et al., 2005). In essence, HR strategies are 

either aligned with those of the company or designed to be complementary. Thus, glob-

ally oriented HR management must always be strategic to support the organisation in 

the global market.  

With regard to organisations (MNCs), globalisation can enforce the trends and 

activities by considering global workforce planning, global recruiting, global leadership 

and cross-cultural management (Boxall, Purcell, & Wright, 2008; Briscoe et al., 2008; 

Harris, 2008). These trends were previously discussed at a national/local level, without 

considering their links with ongoing globalisation and cross-cultural awareness. When 

the employee target group of Generation Y is considered, the globalisation of human 

resources becomes obvious. As stated earlier, this generation has been accustomed to 

using the Internet and social media platforms such as Facebook and YouTube. In this 

regard, recruitment channels should change from daily newspapers to social media 

channels since the latter can be utilised at a global level. Based on this, companies 

should increase their HR marketing and recruitment activities through social media plat-

forms such as LinkedIn or XING. Consequently, a recruiting department aiming to hire 

talented individuals for their MNC must adapt their tools and methods to the global job 

market.  

Following the review on globalisation and HR functions at MNCs with regard to 

Generation Y, the prefix ‘international’ is no longer appropriate for a forward-looking 

HR management approach. In addition, the various challenges arising from globalisa-

tion should not be reduced to the term ‘international’, which is not the same as ‘global’. 

In addition, the prefix ‘strategic’ would be a pleonasm for GHRM since global man-

agement must always consider strategic elements in its models and roadmaps. Further-

more, although a company’s strategy is one element of the GHRM framework, man-

agement must also consider HR-specific contextual constraints and factors that are not 

relevant to such a strategy. Thus, this research follows Brewster et al., (2005) by using 



Michael Wolff Literature Review 

Page 39 

GHRM in the context of examining Generation Y members from different cultures. 

Along with the technological changes and the need to fill the pipeline with talent, HR 

management has been facing unprecedented challenges (Ariss, 2014; Caligiuri, Lepak, 

& Bonache, 2010; Schuler, Jackson, & Tarique, 2011).  

2.3.3 Challenges of global human resource talent management 

Global economic growth, digitalisation and birth rates below 2.0 in industrialised 

countries have caused anxiety regarding the increasing shortage of skilled workers. 

Thus, talent management is currently the dominant trend in the world of human re-

sources, and annual surveys of the HR community have confirmed this fact (Strack et 

al., 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014). The second most frequently mentioned topic is leadership 

development. In this case, there also seems to be agreement regarding the term as well 

as its priority within the HR community.  

Leadership and talent management are closely related to the present research be-

cause filling the pipeline with talent and adequate leadership is crucial for sustainable 

success. In 2008, the Boston Consulting Group (BCG), in collaboration with the World 

Federation of People Management Associations (WFPMA), conducted an online survey 

with the HR community. In the survey, talent management and leadership development 

were rated as extremely important for the future (Minbaeva & Collings, 2013; Strack et 

al., 2008).  

Figure 2.8. What executives assess as the most critical HRM topics (retrieved from Strack et al., 

2008, p. 5) 
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This online survey included the responses of more than 4,700 executives (who per-

formed HR and non-HR functions) from 87 different countries. The participants were 

asked to assess 17 HR topics regarding their importance and the company’s capability 

(see Figure 2.8). 

According to Figure 2.8, the axes of the matrix display the future impact of this 

topic on the organisation (ordinate) and its current capability (abscissa). The third di-

mension (today’s relevance) is displayed by the diameter of the respective bubble. The 

strong requirements to act are in these areas where high importance is acknowledged 

but only low capabilities are available. According to this survey, talent management and 

leadership development have the highest priority due to the high future impact and the 

currently low capability of companies to handle such topics. In addition, the bubble size 

indicates that both topics with high importance currently have high relevance.  

Talent management is presently an important topic, and it will remain important 

in the near future. However, the aforementioned survey did not provide a definition of 

the term ‘talent management’, and it mainly focused on the supply of candidates for 

strategic or vacant positions. Moreover, it investigated the lack of qualified profession-

als and the overall skill shortage as well as indicating that any improvements in leader-

ship development are closely linked to talent management. One instrument for tackling 

skill shortages within the company is global employer branding (Klaffke, 2011; Reis & 

Braga, 2016), where the aim is to establish an attractive employer brand for the respec-

tive target groups of the company. In this regard it is also important for companies to 

align with Generation Y’s perceptions of the company. Building Employee Value Prop-

ositions (EVP) that match the expectations of potential talent and the company (Man-

dhanya & Shah, 2010) can help to steer employer branding activities towards potential 

candidates, as it is important for global employer branding to meet the expectations of 

millennials and to formulate the EVPs accordingly. 

Leaders have a crucial role in developing talent and offering a competitive work 

environment (Strack et al., 2008). In addition, HR topics such as recruiting and 

onboarding have been rated as future important topics, which are an essential part of the 

comprehensive talent management concept. Through critical self-reflection, HR manag-

ers can easily perceive low capabilities and handle this topic in their organisations. Fur-

thermore, the following three iterations of the online HR trend survey in 2010, 2012 and 

2014 showed similar results for the most important HR topics (Strack et al., 2008, 2010, 

2012, 2014). In 2014, the survey received 3,507 responses from HR managers in 101 

countries. The results are shown in the portfolio matrix in Figure 2.9.  
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Figure 2.9. Future importance of HRM topics (Strack et al., 2014, p. 6) 

 

Overall, the importance of talent management was confirmed by the 2014 survey 

of BCG and WFPMA; talent management and leadership were assessed as the most 

important among all the HR topics (Strack et al., 2014). With regard to urgency, espe-

cially in terms of the difference between future importance and current capabilities, tal-

ent management was ranked second after leadership.  

After interpreting this worldwide survey, it can be stated that talent management 

and issues of leadership are crucial topics that are highly relevant from a business per-

spective. According to this survey, current and future challenges include the staffing of 

positions with suitable (talented) people from around the world. 

China is the fastest growing economy with regard to the automotive industry. 

Due to the rapid development of business and low birth rate, however, companies in 

China are already facing a shortage of skilled workers (De Silva, 2012). To avoid this 

shortage, an MNC can hire qualified individuals in the parent country or a third country 

(e.g. Germany or the United States) and send them to the developing country (e.g. Chi-

na). However, this is not cost-effective and can create problems in the home country 

since the specialists there are highly needed. Thus, there is a greater need to hire local 

people for all functions, including engineering and other specialised areas. In this re-

gard, global talent management should focus on workforce planning, recruiting and re-

taining talent (Ariss, 2014; Briscoe et al., 2008; Farndale, Scullion, & Sparrow, 2010; 

Kim & McLean, 2012; Minbaeva & Collings, 2013).  

Although there is no single (consistent) definition of what talent management is, 

four aspects related to the concept of talent management have been identified (Collings 
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& Mellahi, 2009; Lewis & Heckman, 2006; Tansley, 2011). These are: 1) Focusing on 

certain HR tools and practices in the existing fields; 2) Focusing on succession planning 

and manpower planning; 3) Focusing on high performers and talent pools; and 4) Fo-

cusing on key positions that can improve a company’s competitive advantage (Bou-

dreau & Ramstad, 2005; Collings & Mellahi, 2009). Importantly, there is a change in 

perspective from the person to the position. The starting points of this approach are 

functions that assist in ensuring a company’s sustainable competitive advantage (Col-

lings & Mellahi, 2009; Kim & McLean, 2012). Since business-related positions are no 

longer only at the headquarters in the home country, global talent management has be-

come a critical success factor (Ariss, 2014; Kim & McLean, 2012; Schuler et al., 2011).  

Human resources must effectively manage global talent and its related challenges 

since the value chain is interconnected with the MNC. Meanwhile, growing markets 

require a suitable workforce; otherwise, competitors might take advantage of the short 

supply of experienced workers. One important instrument to manage and develop those 

talents is HR development programmes designed on national and global levels (Farn-

dale, Scullion, & Sparrow, 2010; Kim & McLean, 2012).In general, products are devel-

oped and produced by the involvement of multiple business units within a single com-

pany. For these types of global work relationships, cross-cultural research and global 

leadership are becoming increasingly relevant: 

[t]o support organizational work successfully in this broad and compli-

cated business environment, human resource professionals need a global 

perspective and understand differences in cultures among countries 

(Kim & McLean, 2012, p. 596). 

Overall, businesses must learn to cope with the globalised market, and HR func-

tions must take advantage of this globalised job market. Furthermore, the awareness of 

cultural differences is relevant for HR functions as well as for business functions, espe-

cially in terms of understanding the values and attitudes in the business context. This 

issue of cross-cultural research will be discussed in the following chapter.  

2.3.4 Evaluation and contribution to the research  

A fundamental criticism of virtually all management approaches is that the ma-

jority are Western-based research approaches which do not necessarily represent an 

Asian view of European culture (Chan, 2009; The Chinese Culture Connection, 1987). 

In fact, all three presented approaches of cross-cultural research are Western-based (e.g. 

United States, Canada and Western Europe), which underlines the general criticism of 
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Western-based cross-cultural management and leadership research (Yukl, 2012). Ac-

cording to Chan (2009, p. 323), ‘Doubts about the construct equivalence of values in 

cross-cultural contexts have also been raised recently’. In addition, problems in the 

measurement of values are a crucial subject for cross-cultural research. Maseland and 

van Hoorn (2009a, p. 527) argued that ‘value surveys, as they are, generally elicit mar-

ginal preferences rather than underlying values’. In other words, people will rate satiat-

ed values lower than desired values. From this perspective, it would be incorrect to con-

clude that desired values are more important than satiated ones. Moreover, they might 

be ranked differently but only due to the level of desirability. According to Maseland 

and van Hoorn (2009a), the point of satiation, however, is not the subject of focus. 

The GLOBE project commenced in 1993, and is the latest approach of cross-

cultural research. Although the methodology differs from the approaches of Hofstede 

and Inglehart, it still incorporates both of their models. In this case, the GLOBE project 

differs from other approaches in terms of its aim of analysing leadership effectiveness in 

a cross-cultural context and providing cross-cultural and leadership-related information. 

Furthermore, it explicitly differentiates between societal values and societal practices, 

which are two different layers of culture. This is a particular characteristic of this ap-

proach, which is not as rigorous in Hofstede’s theory (Terlutter, Diehl, & Mueller, 

2006).  

There are serious limitations with regard to the individuals surveyed in the 

GLOBE project. For example, the respondents (approximately 17,000) were solely 

middle managers. In contrast, those in Hofstede’s survey were the employees and man-

agers (roughly 116,000) of the Dutch-based IBM company (Rothlauf, 2012; Shi & 

Wang, 2011). Moreover, Inglehart’s WVS included an average of 1,459 respondents, 

with a minimum of 1,000 respondents per culture. Each wave covered approximately 

75,000 cases for roughly 340,000 cases between 1981 and 2014 (WVS, 2014), which is 

a representative sample of the national population (Maseland & van Hoorn, 2009a; Shi 

& Wang, 2011). 

Inglehart’s hypothesis, especially the scarcity hypothesis, which is based on the 

work of Abraham Maslow about individual motivational hierarchy, gives cause for crit-

icism (Flanagan, 1982; Haller, 2002). In addition, the dichotomy value shift from mate-

rialism to post-materialism, which assumes a sequential process from the former to the 

latter, has also been criticised (Majima & Savage, 2007). Based on the scarcity hypothe-

sis, high global prosperity causes individuals to lean toward post-materialist values. 

According to Inglehart (2008), phases of major recession tend to push a generation 
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downwards in terms of its post-materialistic value responses, however, after economic 

recovery, the cohort will return to its previous levels (see Figure 2.10).  

Figure 2.10. Cohort analysis: % share of post-materialists minus % materialists in six Western 

European societies, 1970–2006 (Inglehart, 2008). 

 

In this case, the cohort changes its value levels, but the levels remain relatively 

the same compared with those of other generations (Inglehart, 2008). In other words, 

there are variations over the course of time, but the generational differences remain. 

This concept also excludes the possibility of mixed or contextual value orienta-

tions. In addition, the conceptualisation of post-materialist value measurements has 

been methodologically criticised (Flanagan, 1982; Steel, Warner, Lovrich, & Pierce, 

1992; Steel et al., 1992). In this regard, the nature of change is multidimensional instead 

of two-dimensional (Flanagan, 1982). Although the socialisation hypothesis, as a pre-

dictor of post-materialist values, has been criticised, it has not been rejected. In fact this 

theory of socialisation as a predictor of materialist values has been empirically support-

ed by Sangster and Reynolds (1996). The purpose of their five-year longitudinal study 

of women in the state of Washington was to determine whether materialist values are 

internalised by economic insecurities during childhood. Yet, for post-materialistic val-

ues, it was more complex since there were other influential factors such as the current 

economic situation (Sangster & Reynolds, 1996). 

Overall, the three cross-cultural research approaches differed in their objectives. 

While the Hofstede model (1991) represented a general model for cultural differences, 

the GLOBE project explicitly focused on leadership and leadership effectiveness in dif-

ferent cultures as well as providing extended dimensions. Although each of the three 
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approaches provided a cultural map (based on empirical data), the WVS gave the most 

comprehensive data by covering six waves of data collection (dating back to 1981). In 

terms of leadership, followers’ perspectives were not the focus of any of the three cross-

cultural approaches. More specifically, followers were only discussed from the leader’s 

point of view, especially in terms of leader acceptance and leader effectiveness (House 

et al., 2004). Based on cross-cultural theories, it is assumed that followers in different 

countries have different perceptions of their roles in the work system. Consequently, the 

dimensions of the cross-cultural models are basically applicable to all individuals as 

well as certain target groups such as Generation Y. According to the discussed models, 

cultural differences are also found between certain age cohorts (e.g. generations) since 

they directly (or indirectly) influence cultural change.  

For this research, Inglehart’s approach is applied as a background model since it 

is based on the socialisation hypothesis, which defines generational differences as a key 

factor of value changes within a society (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). In addition, the 

WVS questionnaire is the basis for developing a questionnaire for the focus group dis-

cussions comprising Generation Y members. Before developing the questionnaire, how-

ever, a closer examination of the target group is necessary, with specific focus on the 

definition of the target group and how this generation is described in the research litera-

ture. 

2.4 Generation Y and values 

2.4.1 Generations: Definition of a social construct 

The term ‘generation’ basically indicates a certain lifetime in a historical context, 

which helps structure society as well as its experiences and perceptions (Jureit, 2010). 

This term has its origin in the field of sociology, where it was first discussed by Karl 

Mannheim in 1928. Mannheim identified generations as the root cause of values and 

cultural change since each generation significantly influences its society. Hence, the 

term ‘generation’ combines time and the similar experiences of individuals within a 

society. Generation, as a category within a family (or family tree), is not the topic of this 

research. However, the use of this term in family and professional life (e.g. ‘a third-

generation company’) leads to a rather masculine perception of generation (Ben-

ninghaus, 2005; Maase & Jureit, 2005). Therefore, gender and gender awareness within 

a society are also relevant for generational research.  
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Generation, as a social construct, describes a group of individuals who have 

something in common, without having an actual relationship with one another (Parry & 

Urwin, 2011). Thus, the term also describes individual and group-level identity as a 

result of socialisation (Jureit & Wildt, 2005). A generation is born in a certain time pe-

riod, and it is exposed during a critical period of development to the same historical and 

social events. In other words, the characteristics of a generation are the social events and 

incidents of relevance that occur during a lifetime.  

In general, such events do not shape all individuals to the same extent since the 

corresponding events affect the members of the group differently. Such shared experi-

ence does not cover all individual characteristics. Shared experiences provide a common 

background and describe the socialisation of a broad cohort of people during a certain 

time period. For example, both negative (e.g. wars, terrorist attacks, recession and high 

unemployment rates) and positive (e.g. periods of great prosperity and technical innova-

tion) aspects help define a generation’s values and beliefs. In other words, each genera-

tion receives a ‘fingerprint’ in the course of socialisation, thus creating differences in 

comparison with other generations in similar phases of life. Notably, the phases of life 

also impact the values and characteristics of each generation (Inglehart & Welzel, 

2005). Before examining socialisation in more detail, it is important to distinguish gen-

erational aspects and lifecycle effects. With regard to the personality development of the 

youth, there is the questioning of traditional values during adolescence (Inglehart & 

Welzel, 2005). However, this behaviour is part of natural development and not specific 

to a generation. Hence, lifecycle effects must be considered when discussing genera-

tions, especially for individuals in the adolescent phase who have not yet completed 

their biological and cognitive development (Inglehart, 1997; Parry & Urwin, 2011; 

Winter & Jackson, 2016). Also value differences are not always distinct between certain 

generations and result from a variety of influences (Twenge, Campbell, Hoffmann, & 

Lance, 2010). 

Observed values of a generation might be more related to a certain phase of life 

than by generation-specific socialisation. More specifically, young adults of each gener-

ation pass through different phases of psychological development, which are accompa-

nied by critical attitudes towards existing values and practices. 

The construct of generation provides an interpretative pattern for reducing com-

plexity and facilitating the management of societal groups. In the HR literature, the term 

‘generation’ has become useful for stereotyping the requirements and needs of those 

working at a company or entering the labour market (Yeaton, 2008). These experiences 
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have socialised certain groups, which is why this term is generally associated with cer-

tain experiences and characteristics. In the phase of socialisation, the cohort gains gen-

der-specific and culture-specific values, all of which help define the later stages of life.  

As stated earlier, shared experiences do not cover all individuals. However, they 

describe the socialisation of a broad cohort of people and their experiences in certain 

stages of life. Thus, the developmental-psychological stages of a certain age group must 

be considered while conducting research. Otherwise, the results of generational aspects 

can be confused or even falsified by lifetime effects (Dinas & Stoker, 2014; Howe & 

Strauss, 2009; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005).  

The term ‘generation’ also helps describe patterns in which national-cultural di-

mensions are insufficient (Jureit, 2010) and signals interruptions, cultural changes and 

value change within a society (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). As a construct, it offers the 

possibility of identifying cross-national social groups with shared values and different 

backgrounds. Basically, a new generation can decide whether they retain the old norms 

or incorporate new lifestyles. If the influence of this generation is significant enough, 

then this leads to societal transformation (cultural change) (Inglehart, 1977).  

Generation Y members, according to different researchers, are born either be-

tween 1980 and 1985 or between 1995 and 2000 (Howe & Strauss, 2009; Reeves & Oh, 

2007; Suleman & Nelson, 2011). The specification of these timeframes and naming is 

addressed in Chapter 2.4.2. The socialisation phase of Generation Y (1990 to 2010) is 

generally characterised by the Internet, smartphones and social media. More than the 

previous generations, they are socialised by their families and peers as well as services 

provided by the Internet (Mitchell, Petrovici, Schlegelmilch, & Szöcs, 2015). Despite 

the ongoing globalisation, there are country-specific differences in generational charac-

teristics. For example, approximately 20 percent of Generation Y members in the Unit-

ed States are unemployed, whereas the same generation is in great demand in Germany 

and Japan. Moreover, Generation Y in India constitutes more than 50 percent of the 

population, whereas in China it constitutes only 20 percent of the population 

(Puybaraud, 2010). 

The phenomenon of Generation Y has been the topic of research in many indus-

trialised countries, such as the United States, China and various European countries, 

while the terminology has been mainly U.S.-based. Although the workforce effects can 

differ, due to the different nationalities, demographic structures and economic growth, 

they are similar throughout the world (Puybaraud, 2010). In fact, isolated research has 

compared specific countries, including China and South Africa (Lynton & April, 2012); 
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the United States, China, Egypt, Mexico and Belgium (Lassk & Fugate, 2001); and 

China and Sweden (Karefalk, Pettersson, & Zhu, 2007). However, there has been no 

extensive research regarding an international comparison of Generation Y members 

among industrialised countries such as Brazil, China, Germany and the United States. 

Based on the literature, there are generational and cultural links that can indicate cultur-

al differences among generations (see Chapter 2.3.1). The questions for researchers are 

as follows: how the new generation acts under the influence of globalisation? (Lynton & 

April, 2012) and what cultural effects impact the work attitudes of different genera-

tions? (Susaeta et al., 2013).  

In this era of globalisation, national and regional incidents have an increasing 

global influence on the socialisation of a generation. For example, the New York World 

Trade Center attack of 9/11 had a global impact since it influenced the sense of security 

in the United States. Subsequently, the associated Al-Qaeda bombings on public 

transport systems in Madrid in 2004 (referred to as ‘11-M’) and in London in 2005 (re-

ferred to as ‘the 7/7 bombings’) also influenced the European generation. Consequently, 

the current generation has become accustomed to hearing about global terrorism of Al-

Qaeda and other alleged Islamic attacks. Through these examples, it is obvious that a 

generation can share the experiences of a regional/local incident throughout the world. 

Such experiences can be shared via interactive media even if an individual is not per-

sonally involved or affected (Arsenault, 2004). The global sharing of personal experi-

ences through such interactions is a recent phenomenon made possible through new 

technology, new channels of communication and the vanishing of borders. 

The first commonly experienced, generation-shaping event in contemporary his-

tory was World War I (Mannheim, 1928). However, this event has already provided 

numerous examples of national differences among generations. More specifically, 

World War I significantly and directly influenced individuals in Britain (and her Com-

monwealth countries) and Central Europe, with less influence on individuals in the 

American and Asia-Pacific regions. Although this event changed the world order, the 

effects on the nations have been extensively examined on a case-by-case basis.  

The term ‘World War I generation’ helps allocate people within a historical time 

frame, but it does not provide sufficient information regarding the individual and cross-

border characteristics of this generation. Individuals who experienced, for example, 

World War I themselves (either directly or indirectly) have common knowledge (im-

plicitly and explicitly) and value propositions. Another noteworthy aspect is the psycho-

logical perspective of values and experience transference from one generation to anoth-
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er. Thus, a later generation might be influenced by an event or incident that it did not 

personally experience but was communicated and transferred by a previous generation 

(Jureit, 2010). 

The term ‘generation’ helps to describe patterns where national-cultural dimen-

sions are not sufficient (Jureit, 2010). Coming from the generations of families, a gener-

ational period lasts approximately 30 years depending on the family formation phase of 

the respective generation. From a sociological perspective, a generational period lasts 

only for 15 to 20 years, thus representing the phase of life that profoundly influences the 

characteristics of an individual (Arsenault, 2004; Becker, 2008; Klaffke, 2011; Scholz, 

2014; Zemke, Raines, & Filipczak, 2000). Generations within a global context offer the 

possibility of identifying cross-national social groups with shared values and different 

national backgrounds. The term ‘generation’ also signals interruption and cultural 

changes in society: 

[n]ew generations then face a confrontation between old and new 

norms and lifestyles, which offer them alternative role models among 

which they can choose. Insofar as the new world view fits the new 

generations’ first-hand formative experience, they tend to adopt it. 

Thus, new values, lifestyles, and role models can replace older ones in 

a gradual process of generational replacement (Inglehart & Welzel, 

2005, p. 34). 

Since generations are the key factors in terms of value change within a society, research 

on value change must focus on a specific generation, the existing values and the various 

lifestyles. This time period is characterised as the ‘professional life phase’ and is rele-

vance for companies, especially the areas of hiring as well as training and development. 

The challenge for global training management is to align training techniques, content 

and participant setting with the national culture (Briscoe, Schuler, & Claus, 2008; 

Pucik, 1997; Sarkar-Barney, 2004). The training of global teams towards a common 

target is therefore a challenge for HR development and training organisations (Lee-

Kelley & Sankey, 2008). 

Overall, three significant life phases can be distinguished. For value shifts and the 

concept of generation, socialisation during childhood and adolescence is the key phase 

for subsequent stages. Following the socialisation hypothesis of Inglehart (1997), a per-

son forms his/her beliefs and values during childhood. Therefore, it is relevant to ana-

lyse the formative phase of a cohort, which can be localised up to 10 years of age. By 

examining the individual and social frame conditions in the formative phase of a gen-
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eration, researchers can predict/evaluate the preferences and characteristics of a genera-

tion. The formative phase is also accompanied by formal education during the pre-adult 

years (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). Also, against the background of previously acquired 

value sets, significant events such as poverty and war can influence an individual’s val-

ues during their professional lives (Zemke et al., 2000).  

 

Figure 2.11. Generations and generational phases (European view) (adapted from Klaffke, 

2011)  

 

Currently, the socialisation of Generation Y members is mostly complete. Indi-

viduals born in 2000 are now in the adolescent phase, and they have entered the work-

force. They have already internalised the major part of the formative value sets for their 

future professional lives. Consequently, research on Generation Y as a social group can 

be conducted without the risk of causing value changes within the first phase of their 

socialisation. Followership preferences (see Chapter 2.5.1) can now be researched with 

regard to the next 20 to 30 years.  

2.4.2 Generation Y: Attributes, characteristics and values 

Generation Y members are those who are currently entering their professional 

lives as job starters. As a result, Generation Y has moved into the spotlight of research 

and has acquired greater relevance for the business world. This generational group in-

cludes no fixed start or finish date (aside from those stated earlier), and the definitions 

between continents and countries can vary. Table 2.1 presents the different researchers’ 

labels and corresponding dates. 

Table 2.1:  

Generational labels in different sources 
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Note: Adapted from Reeves and Oh, 2007, p. 296. 

 

According to this table, the historical localisation of Generation Y is relatively 

uniform, and the dates of the generation fall between 1980 and 2000. Significant inter-

national differences can be found in the post-war generation. For example, although the 

baby boomer generation in the United States comprises those born immediately after 

World War II, Europe was still suffering from the aftermath of the war at that time. 

Thus, its baby boomer generation was delayed by 10 years. The following generation, 

mainly referred to as ‘Generation X’, is quite unified in the Western literature, with 

dates between 1965 and 1980. As mentioned earlier, there are country-specific differ-

ences in generational characteristics, mainly based on demographic changes and eco-

nomic developments, which parallels the ongoing technological developments. For the 

passage from the baby boomer generation to Generation X, there is no effective date. 

Instead, it is more of a transitional phase in which individuals cannot identify them-

selves with a certain generation. These ‘between-generation’ individuals are labelled as 

Authors Origin

Klaffke (2011) Germany Post-war generation

(1946-55)

Baby-Boomer

(1956-65)

Generation X

(1966-80)

Generation Y

(1981-94)

Schmidt et al., 

2011

Germany Baby-Boomer

(1946-1964)

Generation X

(1965-1980)

Generation Y

(1981-2000)

Scholz (2014) Germany Baby-Boomer

(1950-1964)

Generation X

(1965-79)

Generation Y

(1980-1995)

Becker (2008) Dutch Silent Generation

(1930–1940)

Protest generation

(1940-1955) 

Lost generation

(1955-1970)

Pragmatic generation 

(born after 1970)

Howe and Strauss 

(2000) 

USA Silent Generation

(1925–1943)

Boom Generation

(1943–1960)

13th Generation

(1961–1981)

Millennial Generation

(1982–2000)

Lancaster and 

Stillman  (2002)

USA  Traditionalists 

(1900–1945)

Baby Boomers 

(1946–1964)

Generation Xers 

(1965–1980)

Millennial Generation;  

Generation Next 

(1981–1999)

Martin and Tulgan 

(2002)

USA  Silent Generation 

(1925–1942)

Baby Boomers 

(1946–1960)

Generation X 

(1965–1977)

Millennials 

(1978–2000)

Oblinger and 

Oblinger (2005) 

USA Matures (<1946) Baby Boomers 

(1947–1964)

Gen-Xers 

(1965–1980)

Gen-Y; NetGen; 

Millennials 

(1981–1995)

Patota, Schwartz, 

& Schwartz, 2007

USA Matures 

(1922-1943)

Baby Boomers 

(1944-1960)

Generation X 

(1961-19809

Millennial  

1981–2000

Reeves and Oh 

(2007)

USA  Mature Generation 

1925–1945

Boom Generation 

1946–1964

Generation X 

1965–1980

Millennial Generation  

1981–2000

Tapscott (1998) USA  Baby Boom 

Generation 

(1946–1964)

Generation X 

(1965–1975)

Digital Generation 

(1976–2000)

Twenge (2010) USA Baby Boomers 

1946–1964

GenX 

1965–1981

GenMe

1982-1999

Zemke et al. (2000) USA Veterans 

(1922–1943)

Baby Boomers 

(1943–1960)

Gen-Xers 

(1965–1980)

Nexters (1980–1999)

Label
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‘Cuspers’ since they were born during a cultural turning point (Arsenault, 2004; Lancas-

ter & Stillman, 2003; Panszczyk, 2005). 

The advertising journal ‘Ad Age’ (1993) was the first to coin the term "Genera-

tion Y," to describe the cohort of young consumers. Now, for Generation Y, various 

synonyms have been used to reflect the influences/preferences of this cohort, including 

‘Generation Why’ (Yeaton, 2008), ‘Digital Natives’ (Palfrey & Gasser, 2011; Prensky, 

2001), ‘Millennials’ (Bracy, Bevill, & Roach, 2010; Howe & Strauss, 2009; Suleman & 

Nelson, 2011), ‘Nexters’ (Zemke et al., 2000), ‘Net Generation’ (Schulmeister, 2008; 

Tapscott, 2008; Williams & Chinn, 2009), ‘Nintendo Generation’ (Kick, 2005), ‘Gener-

ation Me’ (Twenge, Campbell, Hoffmann, & Lance, 2010), ‘iGeneration’ (Philip & 

Garcia, 2013; Rosen, 2010) and ‘Trophy Generation’ (Cavataio & White, 2011; Tulgan, 

2009). For the present research the term ‘Generation Y’ (McQueen, 2007; Sheahan, 

2006; Tulgan et al., 2001) is applied. 

As stated earlier, this research aims to determine what influences Generation Y 

and shapes its values as a predictor for the future. The socialisation phase of this genera-

tion, starting at approximately 10 years of age, is characterised by the Internet, 

smartphones and social media (Rand, 2013) (see Chapter 2.4.1). According to 

Puybaraud (2010), Generation Y members are considered to be ‘tech-savvy’ since they 

tend to collaborate and communicate with one another remotely. Overall, both techno-

logical advancements and family environments are crucial for the socialisation of Gen-

eration Y. These environmental influences, however, can vary from country to country 

(see Chapters 2.4.1 and 2.4.3). 

The political situation and economic growth in recent years have considerably 

impacted on the values of Generation Y members. In this case, the term ‘value’ repre-

sents the value of leisure compared to work. This mindset can be summarised as the 

‘work-to-live’ approach instead of the ‘live-to-work’ approach (Lancaster & Stillman, 

2003). In this regard, achieving a healthy work–life balance is an important goal for 

such individuals (Twenge, 2010). Another value is the importance attributed to their 

peer groups and friends (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). 

The previously mentioned attributes of Generation Y members allow conclusions 

about generation-specific values. Although, values, cultural aspects and stages of life 

must also be considered (Welzel, 2013). Values of a certain generation can differ even 

when economic indicators, such as the GDP, are similar (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). 

Based on the Generation Y literature, self-expression and secular values are attributed to 

this generation rather than survival and traditional values. Self-expression values, in the 
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context of the WVS, are based on five items: 1) feeling happy; 2) trusting other people; 

3) signing petitions; 4) accepting homosexuality; and 5) prioritising freedom and partic-

ipation (Welzel, 2013, p. 67). 

Related value items found in the literature include self-realisation (Klaffke, 

2011); importance of pleasure (Arsenault, 2004; Klaffke, 2011); teamwork and social 

relationships (Arsenault, 2004; Howe & Strauss, 2009; Klaffke, 2011); and the freedom 

to make decisions (Arsenault, 2004; Eisner, 2005; Martin, 2005). Additionally, secular 

values are characterised by the following items: low importance assigned to God in 

one’s life; no desire for greater respect for authority; a weak sense of national pride; an 

emphasis on independence and imagination, instead of faith and obedience, as qualities 

for children; and a toleration of divorce as justifiable (Welzel, 2013, p. 67). 

The Generation Y-based literature contradicts the authority-related items. Thus, 

Generation Y members accept authority (Arsenault, 2004), but do not thrive under an 

authoritarian leadership style (Green, 2007). Moreover, an agreement can be verified for 

independence, especially in terms of time and space flexibility and diversity (Arsenault, 

2004; Zemke et al., 2000). The Generation Y-specific attributes also correlate to their 

perceptions of followership (see Chapter 2.5.2). National pride among Generation Y 

members is less important compared with that among the war and post-war generations. 

The same applies to family life (Raines, 2003; Taylor & Keeter, 2010). Generation Y 

was raised by the baby boomer generation, which indicates families with double in-

comes, cultural and ethnic diversity, and high divorce rates (Duh, 2016). Family seems 

to receive more attention from Generation Y than from the earlier Generation X (Howe 

& Strauss, 2009; Raines, 2003). 

With regard to the growing importance of Generation Y and their needs, differ-

ent aspects are crucial. A proportion of this generation is already active in the labour 

market and the majority of new college graduates in the next few years will comprise 

Generation Y members. Also, the problem of shortage of labour supply in developing 

countries will increase due to the combination of low birth rates and ongoing retire-

ments in the baby boomer generation (Dychtwald et al., 2006).  

In Europe, a demographic upheaval will hit the industry within the next two dec-

ades. Moreover, even with the immigration of skilled workers, compensating for this 

lack of knowledge workers will be difficult. Thus, the ‘war for talent’ is strongly related 

to Generation Y. Furthermore, since economic growth continues to be generated, which 

increases the demand for labour, it makes sense for companies to specifically focus on 
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the needs and demands of Generation Y to become successful and responsive to this 

cultural change.  

Overall, analysing generational differences can be a challenge due to the lack of 

time-lag studies (in contrast to cross-sectional studies). Only time-lag studies can sepa-

rate generation from life stage because cross-sectional studies collect data of different 

ages at a single point in time. This is a big shortcoming. According to Twenge (2010), 

there are only three time-lag studies in the academic literature. Without such research, 

generational differences might be confused with different phases of life and various 

experiences. In addition to this shortage of literature, the samples are only U.S.-based 

and do not reflect other cultural differences (see Chapter 2.4.3). There are also funda-

mental criticisms regarding the generational concept and generational differences (Ben-

nett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008; Costanza & Finkelstein, 2017; Rudolph, Rauvola, & 

Zacher, 2018). The assumption that generations shape individual-level outcomes is as-

sessed as very weak. Secondly, there isn’t a valid empirical testing available. Finally, 

there is little empirical evidence to prove that generational differences exist. In sum-

mary, generational research needs more empirical studies and a critical discussion with 

sceptics of generational research. The work of Inglehart and Welzel (2005) might be a 

good starting point, as would the work with time-lag studies of the World Values Sur-

vey (WVS). The focus of their work is the social development of materialistic and 

postmaterialistic values e.g. of birth cohort of different nations over a thirty year time 

period (see also Chapter 2.3.3.3). 

2.4.3 Generation Y: Cross-cultural research 

The question of whether previous studies have analysed generational common-

alities and differences in global comparisons is of great interest for the literature review 

of Generation Y. The phenomenon of this generation has been the topic of research in 

many industrialised countries such as the United States (Howe & Strauss, 2009; Lancas-

ter & Stillman, 2003; Zemke et al., 2000), China (Lynton & April, 2012) and those in 

Europe (Klaffke, 2011). Although the workforce effects might differ, due to the differ-

ent nationalities, demographic structures and economic growth, they are generally com-

parable and similar throughout the world (Puybaraud, 2010). Moreover, although there 

are isolated comparisons of specific selected countries (Lassk & Fugate, 2001; Lynton 

& April, 2012; Rugimbana, 2007; Tapscott, 2008), no extensive research concerning 

cross-cultural comparisons of Generation Y have been performed. Based on the litera-

ture, there are generational and cultural links that would indicate cultural differences 
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among generations (Susaeta et al., 2013). Hence, it is important to focus on how the 

new generation acts under the influence of globalisation (Lynton & April, 2012) or what 

cultural aspects affect the work attitudes of different generations (Lassk & Fugate, 

2001; Susaeta et al., 2013). Besides specific cross-country research, further research 

regarding leadership and work-related values will be discussed later. 

Lassk and Fugate (2001) conducted a cross-cultural survey of Generation Y, fol-

lowing Hofstede’s typology of five cultural dimensions. They tested the quality of the 

typology as a predictor of Generation Y. The sample covered five nations (China, Unit-

ed States, Egypt, Mexico and Belgium), with a sample size of 878 individuals. The au-

thors tested the respondents’ concepts of worldview, which included the following 

items: living abroad, common culture, foreigners, foreign languages and meeting people 

(Lassk & Fugate, 2001, p. 4). According to these items, the researchers formulated hy-

potheses based on Hofstede’s country typology. Finally, the results of the survey did not 

correspond with Hofstede’s cultural dimensions: ‘Hofstede’s typology is not a strong 

predictor of Generation Y’s worldview in this study’ (Lassk & Fugate, 2001, p. 6). Alt-

hough their study only covered five countries, it was shown that working with typolo-

gies in practice for a certain age group (i.e. Generation Y) does not confirm the theory. 

The reason for this mismatch is most likely based on the fact that Hofstede’s theory 

does not consider lifecycle effects. 

Using an online questionnaire, the IESE Business School surveyed 962 individu-

als from various Ibero-American countries (mainly, Chile, Colombia, Peru, Brazil and 

Peru). The subject of analysis was the influence of generations (i.e. Generation X and 

Generation Y) and cultures on work attitudes and values. The survey focused on five 

dimensions: 1) life project; 2) professional ethics; 3) attitude towards authority; 4) lead-

ership; and 5) commitment (Susaeta et al., 2013, p. 6). The five dimensions were then 

subdivided into 25 single items. Differences were found with regard to the two inde-

pendent variables of generational membership: country of origin and generation.  

For the current research, the dimensions of leadership and attitude towards au-

thority were considered to be most relevant. In the dimension of leadership, only the 

item ‘co-operation from the work team’ differed for both country of origin and genera-

tion. Thus, co-operation seems to be a value-sensitive topic. The dimension of ‘attitude 

towards authority’ was an area with surprisingly no significant differences regarding 

culture. In addition, only two (‘my boss is a good professional’ and ‘support from the 

boss’) of the five authority items showed significant differences between Generation X 
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and Generation Y (Susaeta et al., 2013). Consequently, there seems to be a common 

cultural value among Ibero-American countries.  

Although this study only focused on certain Ibero-American countries, its re-

search design supports the proposition of generational and cultural differences (Susaeta 

et al., 2013). Interestingly, there are highly significant differences between genders. 

According to Susaeta et al., (2013, p. 18), ‘[w]omen’s attitude towards work reveals 

higher levels of commitment than men’s in all the items except two’. Thus, gender is an 

important category that must be examined in terms of generational values at the work-

place (Appelbaum, Audet, & Miller, 2003; Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & Van Engen, 

2003). 

Lynton and April (2012) compared the values of Generation Y in China and 

South Africa to test the value convergence hypothesis of this generation (Lynton & 

April, 2012). Based on the Chinese Value Survey, an instrument developed as an alter-

native to the Western-based surveys, such as those by Hofstede or Rokeach (Bond, 

1988; Matthews, 2000), they conducted an online survey of students in both countries. 

The findings were based on 247 responses, with 142 responses from the Chinese stu-

dents and 103 responses from the South African students. The basic assumption of their 

hypothesis was that a similarity in lifestyles can lead to similar values and value con-

vergence in the world. In other words, does internationalisation lead to the Westernisa-

tion of values? However, ‘the results showed continued cultural divergence and high-

lighted the different cultural meaning given to superficially similar values statements’ 

(Lynton & April, 2012, p. 67). Based on Hofstede’s (2001) data, the cultural dimension 

of collectivism, individualism, assertiveness and hierarchy showed significant differ-

ences. In addition, the dimension of masculinity included similar scores for China and 

South Africa (Lynton & April, 2012).  

Overall, based on the findings of this study, the values and attributes of Genera-

tion Y members between China and South Africa are superficially similar, but they dif-

fer on closer examination. For example, Chinese Generation Y members believe that the 

family is important despite being raised with no other siblings (due to the one-child pol-

icy). Additionally, they believe that the family has an important role in certain traditions 

and rituals (Lynton & April, 2012).The South African Generation Y members also be-

lieve that the family is important, but they feel that the family is where you can have fun 

and make friends. In conclusion, national cultural patterns seem to influence and deter-

mine the cultural differences between the homogeneous cohorts of Generation Y mem-

bers.  
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2.4.4 Generation Y: Work- and leadership-related values 

What is important for the generational research of HR management is how and 

why these differences influence the workplace in the present and the future (Sessa, 

Kabacoff, Deal, & Brown, 2007). In terms of work-related issues, work attitudes, work 

ethics and leadership values are relevant (Lisbon, 2010). Work values among genera-

tions differ, and thus, they impact on the workplace in terms of e.g. leisure, commitment 

and leadership (Susaeta et al., 2013; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffmann, & Lance, 2010). In 

particular, there are different values and expectations of Generation Y members based 

on the professional lives of previous generations (Arsenault, 2004; Meier & Crocker, 

2010). For example, the main differences of a generation can be observed with regard to 

loyalty towards a company, requirements of a healthy work–life balance and career ori-

entation (Dries, Pepermans, & De Kerpel, 2008). Hence, future research should focus 

on work values, which is relevant to the leadership process. 

Previous studies on Generation Y have provided some insights into the values 

and requirements of work and the work environment even if they did not confirm the 

stereotypes of Generation Y in the literature (McQueen, 2007). Thus, the differences 

among the different generations are not significant. For instance, Generation Y mem-

bers aim to develop their own careers and capacities, but they also desire a healthy 

work–life balance and family orientation. Of additional importance is the social envi-

ronment at the workplace, such as friendly colleagues and interesting work (Ng et al., 

2010). According to Bone and Tilbrook (2015), open and regular communication with 

feedback is extremely important to Generation Y members. Moreover, they expect to be 

able to articulate their thoughts, ideas and opinions regardless of how much experience 

they have and at whatever level they communicate (Cennamo & Gardner, 2008; Myers 

& Sadaghiani, 2010). Basically, their expectations and desires do not markedly differ 

from those of previous generations. However, ‘many of the empirical findings are less 

strong and consistent than popular sentiment suggested’ (Macky, Gardner, & Forsyth, 

2008, p. 860). 

Twenge (2010) analysed the decline in work ethics and productivity of Genera-

tion Y in her time-lag study (i.e. same age at different points of time). The factors of 

work attitudes included ‘work centrality, work ethics, leisure values, altruistic values, 

intrinsic values, extrinsic values, affiliation or social values, job satisfaction and inten-

tion to leave, and individualistic traits and attitudes’ (Twenge, 2010, p. 207). Thus, 

compared with Generation X, Generation Y focuses even more on a healthy work–life 

balance and job stability.  
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Individual traits are much stronger than those of previous generations. For ex-

ample, the intention to leave the company and seek new career opportunities is relative-

ly low. Furthermore, the ability to motivate Generation Y to deliver high performance 

levels is more difficult than that for previous generations (Suleman & Nelson, 2011; 

Wong, Gardiner, Lang, & Coulon, 2008). This is mainly due to the importance of a 

healthy work–life balance and a strong desire for individualised treatment. However, 

these results only refer to the U.S. perspective on Generation Y since a cross-national 

survey of generational differences in work attitudes is currently unavailable.  

Leader value, as a work-related attribute, has also been the subject of recent 

U.S.-based research (Lisbon, 2010; Sessa et al., 2007), and is significant in identifying 

how the new cohort of Generation Y (as followers and eventually as leaders) influences 

current leaders and existing leadership theory (Arsenault, 2004). This research focuses 

on current leader values and those expected or perceived by subordinates. Finally, Per-

ruci (2011) identifies a correlation between the requirements of Millennials and the em-

powerment of followers. Followers will acquire an increasingly active role within the 

companies (e.g. goal development process) and they will also claim for this active role 

in the system.  

This research will not examine the generational or age differences of leadership 

attributes (Arsenault, 2004; Gentry, Griggs, Deal, Mondore, & Cox, 2011; Sessa et al., 

2007), but it specifically focuses on Generation Y. Members of this generation prefer a 

polite relationship with authority and expect their superiors to initiate collective actions 

(Arsenault, 2004; Sessa et al., 2007). They also prefer individual contact with a more 

creative leader rather than an anonymous, authoritarian one (Green, 2007) (see Chapter 

2.5.3). Kodatt (2009) found that charismatic and human-oriented leadership styles are 

the preferred GLOBE leadership styles of Generation Y. Such preferences are similar to 

those of Generation X and the baby boomer generation. Although they prefer similar 

leadership styles, the interpretation of such styles can differ among the generations. For 

example, performance orientations for Generation Y represent short-term goals and 

constant praise, whereas Generation X expects personalised work and a supportive work 

environment. Moreover, the baby boomer generation expects structure, milestones and 

longer time frames (Kodatt, 2009).  

2.4.5 Evaluation and contribution to research  

As a result of the literature review of Generation Y characteristics and values it 

can be stated that empirical research regarding Generation Y is limited and has been 
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mainly U.S.-based. Generation Y is the first generation which is similar in terms of 

timeframe and characteristics, even if they grew up in a different social and economic 

environment. Based upon the extant literature Generation Y is considered to be individ-

uals born between 1981 – 2000 who have been socialised through similar modern tech-

nology such as the internet and social platforms. Generation Y members have generally 

finished the socialisation phase and are currently in their professional life phase. They 

are now actively working together with representatives of Generation X and the baby 

boomer generation Based on the presented literature, the differences among the genera-

tions exist, but they ‘are not as drastic as predicted in the press’ (Sessa et al., 2007, p. 

48). In addition, differences exist between various nationalities of a certain generation. 

In this regard, national cultural differences are essential for work-related values within a 

cultural cluster.  

The differences among the generations can also be analysed. There are more dif-

ferences between veterans (born between 1922 and 1943) and baby boomers (born be-

tween 1944 and 1960) compared to between Generation X (born between 1961 and 

1980) and Generation Y (born between 1981 and 2000) (Arsenault, 2004). However, 

‘the differences in the favourite leaders of different generations correspond with each 

generation’s preferred leadership style’ (Arsenault, 2004, p. 136). In other words, each 

generation or cohort has a preferred role model for leadership that they follow. These 

generational differences towards followership perception arise from their generation-

specific values and characteristics (see Chapter 2.4.2 and 2.4.5). Generation Y’s work-

related values are a healthy work–life balance and a strong desire for individualised 

treatment (see Chapter 2.4.). Some characteristics, however, such as honesty, are im-

portant for leaders that crossover all generations (Arsenault, 2004). In addition, each 

generation builds their own culture and preferences regarding contemporary leadership 

styles. Thus, the following section will discuss the concept of followership, which is a 

recent concept that proposes a change in the leadership perspective. The focus is not 

only on the followership concept but also on its suitability for the work-related values of 

Generation Y. Because, with the new workforce entering the companies, also the pref-

erences toward leadership changes (Green, 2007). 
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2.5 Followership: A change in leadership perspective 

2.5.1 From leadership to followership  

The main focus of leadership theories has been on the role of leaders and not that 

of followers (Baker, 2007; Kellerman, 2008; Kelly, 2013; Sy, 2010; Uhl-Bien et al., 

2014). More specifically, traditional leadership theories have considered followers’ 

characteristics, as dependent variables that are influenced by the leader, and they are 

rather dismissive towards followers’ attitudes (Hernandez, Eberly, Avolio, & Johnson, 

2011). In addition, these traditional theories have focused on how a leader’s impact on 

followers influence them to achieve a defined goal (Shamir et al., 2007; Van Dick, 

Hirst, Grojean, & Wieseke, 2007). Consequently, the role of followers has been general-

ly viewed as passive actors led by dynamic and transformational/charismatic leaders. 

Contemporary theories of leadership include transactional leadership, transfor-

mational/charismatic leadership and relational leadership theories (Dvir & Shamir, 

2003; Judge, Fluegge Woolf, Hurst, & Livingston, 2006; Sohm, 2007). The transaction-

al theory views the leader-follower relationship as a contractual relationship, with re-

wards for achieved performance and management (Bass, Avolio, & Atwater, 1996; Ea-

gly et al., 2003). This transactional interaction is based on economic principles in which 

leaders and followers act in a rational way as ‘homo economicus’. 

Transformational leadership is derived from the research of Bass (1985), who re-

ferred to the transactional and transformational leadership approaches of Burns (1978) 

regarding political leaders in the United States. Although both approaches have been 

discussed and compared in the literature, especially in terms of their differences and 

commonalities, they cannot be totally separated. According to Avolio and Bass (1994, 

p. 2), ‘Transformational leadership is an expansion of transactional leadership’. Trans-

formational leadership mainly focuses on the leader as a role model who must earn the 

trust and confidence of his/her followers.  

A transformational leader acts, among other aspects, as a mentor for his/her fol-

lowers to encourage them to perform at their full potential (Eagly et al., 2003). The 

groundwork for such cooperation between followers and a leader is based on trust and 

mutual respect. Similar to transformational leadership theory, the charismatic leadership 

theory emphasises a leader’s characteristics, which can influence followers’ behaviours. 

This theory is derived from the pioneering work of Weber (1947), and prominent repre-

sentatives of this approach include House (1977) and Conger and Kanungo (1998). The 

key characteristics of charismatic leadership include formulating and achieving a vision; 
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risk-taking; showing sensitivity to followers’ needs; and being a role model. All of these 

qualities are also part of the transformational leadership style (Eagly et al., 2003; 

Judge & Piccolo, 2004).  

To provide an overview of the relationship between transactional and transfor-

mational leadership elements, this research refers to the model of Judge et al., (2006), 

which is adapted from the study by Avolio and Bass (1994). Figure 2.12 differentiates 

the transactional and transformational elements.  

 

Figure 2.12. The full range leadership model (retrieved from the study by Judge et al., 2006, p. 

205, and adapted from the study by Avolio & Bass, 1991) 

 

In this model, the transactional characteristics are shown in grey and the trans-

formational leadership characteristics are illustrated with white squares. Looking at the 

vertical axis, the transformational leadership elements are assessed as more effective 

than the transactional leadership elements. The effectiveness of transformational leader-

ship has been confirmed by various studies that applied the same model (Sohm, 2007, p. 

25). The horizontal axis describes the passive and active dimensions of leadership. Ac-

cording to this model, there seems to be a linear correlation between the degree of activ-
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ity and degree of effectiveness. In addition, the two approaches are along the lines to-

wards active/effective leadership. As shown later, the main difference between trans-

formational and transactional leadership is the different nature of the exchanged values 

(Conger & Kanungo, 1998). 

The most effective leadership element of the transactional leadership dimension 

is referred to as the ‘contingent reward’ (Walumbwa, Wu, & Orwa, 2008). This reward 

transaction is based on role and task requirement clarifications that provide followers 

with material/psychological rewards contingent upon the fulfilment of prior agreements 

(Walumbwa, Wu, & Orwa, 2008). The exchange between a leader and followers is 

based on an effort-reward trade-off. More specifically, a leader and his/her followers 

discuss, on a contractual basis, their achievements and remuneration, which brings them 

to an equivalent (eye-level) discussion base within the relational leadership setting.  

There are four dimensions of transformational leadership: 1) charisma or ideal-

ised influence; 2) inspirational motivation; 3) intellectual stimulation; and 4) individual-

ised consideration (see Figure 2.12). The individualised considerations characterise the 

previously mentioned function of a leader as a mentor. These individual considerations 

describe the leaders’ ability to attend to each follower’s needs through two-way com-

munication (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Research has shown that compared with other ec-

lectic leadership styles, transformational leadership positively impacts on the develop-

ment and performance of followers (Dvir et al., 2002). Additionally, it significantly im-

proves the followers’ awareness of organisational goals (Berson & Avolio, 2004). With 

an emphasis on the individualised dimension of transformational leadership it is (to a 

certain degree) follower-oriented. Since its main focus is still from the perspective of 

the leader, however, it is a top-down approach.  

The relational leadership theory focuses on this leader-follower dimension and 

their interactions during the leadership process. It also emphasises the one-on-one rela-

tionship between a leader and individual team members. According to Uhl-Bien (2006) 

relational leadership can be seen from both an entity and a relational perspective.. Re-

garding the latter perspective, the two individuals align with one another to achieve mu-

tual agreement on a common goal: ‘A relational perspective assumes that the social re-

ality lies in the context of the relationship’ (Uhl-Bien, 2006). The focus here is on the 

complex interplay between individuals and the organisational system in which they in-

teract.  

The most prominent representative of relational theory is the leader-member ex-

change (LMX) theory, which is based on the entity perspective. The LMX approach 
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was first developed in the 1970s and refined in the 1990s by Graen and Uhl-Bien 

(1995). This theory explicitly refers to the relationship between a leader and his/her fol-

lowers (Avolio et al., 2009; Uhl-Bien, 2006). In this regard, leadership depends on a 

leader, followers and the effective relationship between the two parties. The LMX ap-

proach shifts the focus from an exclusively leader-driven approach to a relational ap-

proach which centres on relational variables such as liking, similarities and expectations 

(Dvir & Shamir, 2003). This relational theory, however, does not fully articulate the 

way in which followers influence the nature of the leader-follower relationship (Howell 

& Shamir, 2005). Furthermore, the LMX theory is based on a dyadic approach to lead-

ership in which relationships between groups and organisations are not considered 

(Howell & Shamir, 2005). Since leadership occurs in a team setting and in a socially 

dynamic environment, the focus on a single partnership between a leader and a follower 

neglects the team dimension.  

The more traditional mainstream leadership models utilise a uni-directional, 

leader-centric perspective from a leader to a follower, whereas the relational models 

(e.g. the LMX approach) focus on the balanced interactions between a leader and a par-

ticular member. The followership approach has emerged from criticism of leadership 

theory (Lancaster & Stillman, 2003; Panszczyk, 2005). Followership focuses on ex-

plaining followership behaviour and how followers interact with their leader (Meindl, 

1995) The follower perspective is relevant to the research questions regarding the self-

perception of Generation Y members in the leadership process. Followership became 

the subject of discussions after two articles were published: 1) In Praise of Followers by 

Kelley (1988) and 2) The Courageous Follower: Standing Up To and For Our Leaders 

by Chaleff (1995). Followership, however, remains a niche topic in recent leadership 

theory.  

Furthermore, few research papers have referred to follower characteristics as po-

tential independent variables. Instead, recent research has evaluated follower character-

istics as predictors of leadership (Dvir & Shamir, 2003). In this regard, followership 

lends more weight to the active role that followers assume in the leadership process. As 

active members in the process followers influence and shape leaders thus contributing 

to the leadership process (Meindl, 1995).  

Overall, followers’ characteristics and behaviours (e.g. feedback and perfor-

mance) are not seen as dependent variables that influence the behaviours of leaders 

(Dvir & Shamir, 2003) but as independent variables. Therefore, it is possible that other 

leadership-based theories can recognise the impact of followers on leadership (e.g. the 
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contingency model of Fiedler (1967)). However, they only focus on the leader’s per-

spective and the tasks that they fulfil. 

2.5.2 Followership approaches 

Followership is a relatively new research area within the field of leadership and 

management theories (Avolio et al., 2009; Baker, 2007; Dvir & Shamir, 2003; Meindl et 

al., 1985). Although the landmarks in the literature are the previously mentioned works 

of Kelley (1988) and Chaleff (1995) followership research can be traced back to the 

1950s (Baker, 2007). As a paradigm shift, followership research starts from the follow-

er’s perspective and not from the leader’s point of view. Consequently, while previous 

studies have examined the traits and characteristics of leaders, the focus here is on the 

followers’ traits.  

For an initial overview, it is helpful to follow Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), who 

identified three main approaches to general leadership: 1) leader-based; 2) relation-

based; and 3) follower-based. With the relational approach, the follower is (for the first 

time) the focus of leadership theory, which can be added to the cluster of followership 

theories (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). As mentioned above, the common leadership models 

use a uni-directional, leader-centric perspective from a leader to a follower, whereas 

relational models focus on the balanced interactions between a leader and a particular 

member rather than a group of people (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Hollander, 1992). 

Overall, the major critiques regarding the relational models include the absence of situa-

tional aspects and the focus on dyadic relationships instead of furthering multiple rela-

tionships within an organisation (Avolio et al., 2009).  

Followership lends more weight to the active role that followers assume in the 

leadership process. Recognised as active members in the leadership process, followers 

help influence and shape leaders, thus contributing to the overall leadership process. 

Consequently, followers’ characteristics and behaviours (e.g. feedback and perfor-

mance) are seen as independent variables that influence the behaviours of leaders (Dvir 

& Shamir, 2003). The different scope of followership is relevant when asking partici-

pants to reflect on followership and their role as followers. Based on the literature re-

view of followership meta-analysis, an overview of existing followership theories is 

created as a continuum (see Figure 2.13).  
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Figure 2.13. Followership functions (the author’s illustration after considering the studies by 

Hernandez et al., 2011, Shamir et al., 2007, and Uhl-Bien et al., 2013) 

 

All of the followership theories describe leadership from a follower’s perspective in-

stead of a leader’s perspective (leader-based view). The clusters represent the extreme 

positions from passive subordinates to active and self-determined followers. Starting 

from the left, the positions of the followers, as recipients of a leader’s influence, are 

described from their perspective, whereas followers, as substitutes for leaders, is the 

other extreme view (Houghton, Neck, & Manz, 2003; Pearce, Conger, & Locke, 2008). 

Between these two extreme positions are intermediate views on followership. In this 

regard, followers as moderators are still rather passive but they acknowledge their char-

acteristics as independent of their leader’s influence (Shamir et al., 2007)  

The underlying models categorise followers’ behaviours and characteristics to 

define followers’ behavioural typologies (Adair, 2008; Chaleff, 1995; Kellerman, 2008; 

Kelley, 1992). These named authors, based on the criteria of four to five follower types 

labelled them accordingly. For example, Kellerman (2008, p. 81) labelled them as ‘Iso-

lates’, ‘Bystanders’, ‘Activists’, ‘Participants’ and ‘Diehards’, whereas Kelley (1988, p. 

145) labelled them as ‘Alienated’, ‘Passive’, ‘Conformist’, ‘Pragmatic’ and ‘Exempla-

ry’.  

The mediatory approach sees followers as co-producers of leadership. It also fo-

cuses on the relationship between followers and leaders and on how they jointly influ-
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ence the leadership relationship and its outcomes. Meanwhile, relational approaches 

view leadership as a mutual process between leaders and followers (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2014). However, the dynamic processes between a group of followers and their leader 

are not part of relational approaches. 

Considering followers as constructors of leadership is a cognitive theory ap-

proach that views followers as active members and as sources for the social construction 

of leadership (Howell & Shamir, 2005; Meindl et al., 1985; Pillai, Kohlers, & Bligh, 

2007; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007). Consequently, leadership is created by the perceptions 

of organisational members (followers) and their characteristics. Followership is not 

about how the leader should behave from the follower’s perspective: ‘Followership 

should consider how followers view their own behaviours and roles when engaging 

with leaders’ (Carsten, Uhl-Bien, West, Patera, & McGregor, 2010, p. 543). Besides 

this so-called follower-based (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) or role-based (Uhl-Bien & Pil-

lai, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) approach, there is a further approach known as the ‘fol-

lower-centric’ approach (Meindl, 1995; Schyns & Meindl, 2005). Although both ap-

proaches start from the followers’ perspective, the follower-based (role-based) approach 

focuses on the role of followers (followership), while the follower-centric approach fo-

cuses on how followers view their leader (Carsten et al., 2010; Pillai et al., 2007). 

The above mentioned approaches of the social construction of leadership still 

differ between leader and followers. Shared leadership repeals the distinction between 

leader and follower (Shamir, 2007). Each group member can lead one another in order 

to achieve group objectives. This kind of leadership process involves people of all hier-

archical levels (Gronn, 2002; Houghton et al., 2003; Pearce & Conger, 2003; Pearce et 

al., 2008; Spillane, 2006). Self-leadership (Manz, 1986; Manz & Sims Jr, 1980) focuses 

solely on the individual person and their ability to self-influence and self-manage in an 

organisational context (D’Intino, Goldsby, Houghton, & Neck, 2007; Neck, Yun, Cox, 

& Sims Jr, 2006). A further approach in this category is the social identity theory of 

leadership where a leader’s effectiveness is seen as dependent on their followers’ moti-

vation to engage with the leader (Hogg, 2001; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). This social psy-

chology based approach defines leadership as a group process. Within this group pro-

cess, group members identify themselves with the group in order to adjust to group pro-

totypes.  

For further research, the focus is on analysing followers as constructors of lead-

ership (see Figure 2.13). More specifically, the focus is on follower’s self-perception 
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(follower-based approach) and about how individuals perceive leadership (follower-

centric approach). 

2.5.3 Evaluation and contribution to research  

The change in structure within the workforce brought about by the demographic 

shift and the values of Generation Y indicates the need to focus not only on leadership 

but also followership. As stated earlier, millennials entering the workforce are digital 

natives, networkers and knowledge workers. In addition, Generation Y members have 

been socialised by the Internet and have specific values. However, ‘we live in a com-

plex world where we know little about leading and being led by millennials’ (Balda & 

Mora, 2011, p. 13). Furthermore, leadership theories developed in the past are insuffi-

cient for dealing with the influx of Generation Y members. Thus, research is required to 

evaluate and adjust the current leadership styles as well as develop a conceptual frame-

work that is appropriate for Generation Y members (Chou, 2012; Krishnan, 2005). To 

date, there is no dedicated leadership theory or leadership style for Generation Y mem-

bers. As mentioned earlier, the phenomena of generations have a strong link to cultural 

value and value change. Therefore, values are important variables for elaborating the 

leadership processes based on cross-country comparisons of the perspectives of Genera-

tion Y members (followers).  

In the present discussion of leadership theory, charismatic/transformational lead-

ership is the most frequently researched approach (Avolio et al., 2009). Transformation-

al leadership has also been discussed in the context of Generation Y (Green, 2007; Lis-

bon, 2010) and culture value dimensions: ‘Transformational leaders move their follow-

ers beyond their own self-interests for the good of the group, organization or society’ 

(Ergeneli, Gohar, & Temirbekova, 2007, p. 705). Thus, followers identify themselves 

with their leader and the communicated vision (Argyris, 1998; Avolio et al., 2009). This 

approach respects the followers’ increasing autonomy and self-actualization. In this 

case, there are parallels with the concept of increasing self-expression values, which 

increase (generation-by-generation) within post-industrial societies such as Germany, 

United States, Japan and Denmark. Moreover, self-expression is an integral part of post-

materialism (Inglehart & Welzel, 2010) given that intergenerational value changes to-

wards self-expression increases the importance of followers.  

Summarising the previous literature review, it can be stated that Generation Y 

will influence societal and organisational values. However, the extent to which this will 

occur is subject to evaluation. Furthermore, although there is no leadership theory (to 
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date) that explicitly focuses on Generation Y, a recent approach focuses on followers’ 

initial characteristics that influence leadership styles (Dvir & Shamir, 2003). This ap-

proach of followers, as predictors of leadership, seems to be compatible with the self-

aware Generation Y and its function as the initiator of value shifts. Therefore, exploring 

followership as an important perspective for leadership research is relevant. Initially, 

there is the follower-based view, which focuses on the followers’ roles and their self-

perceptions (follower-based approach) (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 

2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). The second perspective is the follower-centric approach, 

which is the perception of leadership from the followers’ point of view (Meindl, 1995). 

2.6 Conclusion 

Based on the structural approach of Perry (1998) the literature review explored 

the following research question: How do Generation Y members, employed as Research 

and Development engineers in the automobile industry, describe their perceptions of 

followership in a cross-country comparison? (Chapter 2.1). The starting point for the 

literature review is the context of globalisation, HR management and the need for global 

talent management. It was shown that globally acting enterprises and demographic 

changes within industrialised countries both present challenges for HR functions in their 

search for talent. Because of these increasing challenges due to globalisation, the new 

field of global HR management has established itself in both theory and practice. Along 

with the impact of globalisation, companies have been affected by technology transfor-

mation and the changing nature of work (Chapter 2.2). Digitalisation has also signifi-

cantly influenced companies’ products and global production processes over the last 30 

years. But more than that, digitalisation influences society, especially the generations 

born after 1980. These cohorts are growing up with digital devices for personal use, 

hence members of Generation Y are also called ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001), as the 

digital world is natural to them. 

A further aspect of globalisation and global companies relates to cultural differ-

ences and cultural change (Chapter 2.3.1). That is, different nations have varying value 

preferences. The most relevant models of cultural change and cross-cultural research 

were analysed. Thus, it was argued that the cultural shift model of Inglehart (1977) and 

the corresponding World Values Survey (WVS) was the most appropriate for support-

ing the research question and considering both individual values and societal value 

changes. Furthermore, the underlying scarcity and socialisation hypotheses of Ingle-

hart’s model were the basis for describing Generation Y in a cross-cultural context. 
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Specific focus was placed on post-materialist values, which bring societal changes 

through generational changes (Inglehart, 1977). 

Finally, this research examined the different descriptions and definitions of Gen-

eration Y members. One key finding is that Generation Y is the first generation shown 

by research to demonstrate similarity in terms of both age and characteristics (Chapter 

2.4). Chapter 2.5 looks at the question of how Generation Y (as followers and eventual-

ly as leaders) influences existing leadership theory. Leadership approaches, such as 

transformational leadership, also discuss the role of a follower, but from the leader’s 

point of view. So, different followership approaches were analysed to determine the role 

of Generation Y members within a company (Chapter 2.5). Two dimensions of follow-

ership were presented in detail and used as basis for further research. The follower-

based approach (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 

2014) which focuses on followers’ self-perception within a leadership situation, and. On 

and the follower-centric approach (Meindl, 1995) which focuses on how individuals 

perceive leadership. These two perspectives were assessed as most relevant with regards 

to the research. Both perspectives address the research question of how Generation Y 

members describe their perceptions of followership. Since their definitions did not con-

tradict one another, they can be seen as complementary perspectives that provide a more 

balanced view on leadership. 
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3 Methodology  

3.1 Introduction 

This dissertation provides valuable insights into the discussion of Generation Y 

and followership in a globalised context. Due to generational value change, implications 

for work systems (Beer, 1985) are extremely likely, and both leaders and followers are 

active participants in such systems. According to Lord, Brown, and Freiberg (1999, p. 

167), ‘The follower remains an underexplored source of variance in understanding the 

leadership process’. Therefore, the focus in this research is on Generation Y followers 

in the international work context. This research impacts on three areas: 1) Generation Y; 

2) followership; and 3) cross-country culture comparisons. All three are highly relevant 

in the context of multinational companies undertaking R&D at a global level.  

More specifically, the research focus is on knowledge workers in the area of 

R&D (see Chapter 1). There is comparatively little empirical research in the area of 

Generation Y working in cross-cultural contexts as well as limited research projects in 

the area of followership. Only one researcher has discussed the leadership and follow-

ership styles of Generation Y (Chou, 2012), and it was simply a literature review with-

out any empirical research. In addition, previous studies of followership were mainly 

conducted through standardised surveys to identify specific follower’s styles (Crossman 

& Crossman, 2011).  

The definition of followership used in this research is sub-divided into two dif-

ferent views: the follower-centric approach, which focuses on the role of followers and 

their perceptions of leadership, and the followership approach, which focuses on fol-

lowers’ perspectives of their roles as followers in the leadership process (Carsten et al., 

2010). The role of followers, as a social construct, is a result of its differentiation with 

regard to the leader’s role; peers and the work content (see Chapter 2.1.3).  

An adequate research method must be selected to gain an insight into the self-

perception of followers. Therefore, this chapter provides an introduction to the research 

methodology and illustrates how the applied method is derived. Before an adequate re-

search method can be chosen, a discussion regarding research paradigms is an essential 

prerequisite. The overall purpose of this chapter is to provide a justification of the ap-

plied research paradigm in relation to the defined research problem (see Chapter 1.2). 

Chapter 3.2.1 discusses different research paradigms in social sciences. To describe the 

different research approaches and techniques, a structured approach is selected (Saun-
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ders et al., 2011) to give an overview of relevant issues and decision points; particularly 

the decision between focus group discussions versus in-depth interviews as the research 

technique needs a comprehensive assessment and weighing of advantages and disad-

vantages (see chapter 3.2.2). The specific focus group design is described in Chapter 

3.4.2 following the research cycle approach of Hennink et al., (2011) (see Figure 3.22). 

Grounded theory as a research strategy and related data analysis procedure are the sub-

ject of Chapter 3.5. Overall, the research steps are described one by one following the 

metaphor of the ‘Research Onion’ (Saunders et al., 2012). This provides an overview of 

research options. Within each section the discussion reflects the most suitable approach 

in order to contribute to the research question.  

3.2 Justification of research paradigms  

3.2.1 Research paradigms and their philosophy 

A paradigm is a concept proposed by Kuhn (1970). It describes the underlying 

thinking and beliefs of a scientific community. The idea of a paradigm is based on 

Ludwik Fleck’s ‘Denkstil’ (German translation for ‘way of thinking’), which was un-

recognised by the scientific community at that time. Kuhn’s (1970) paradigm concept, 

however, was intensively discussed and cited but not always within the meaning of his 

original work. Such discussions were the subject of Kuhn’s second book, which led to a 

more refined definition: ‘A paradigm is what members of a scientific community, and 

they alone, share’ (Kuhn, 1970, p. 294). In other words, a scientific community is a 

community with shared beliefs and values.  

Within this community, there is an overall consensus regarding symbols, models, 

communication and problem-solving approaches. Consequently, a paradigm is a belief 

system that incorporates ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Such beliefs are fundamental and, by definition, they are not 

questioned since it is how the world is perceived and viewed (Veal, 2005). Overall, a 

paradigm is a set of beliefs (background) that a subject perceives and discovers without 

questioning the background. According to Guba et al., (1994), ‘these beliefs are basic in 

the sense that they must be accepted simply on faith (however, well argued); there is no 

way to establish their ultimate truthfulness’. 

Research paradigms can be characterised by their assumptions regarding ontolo-

gy, epistemology and methodology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). According to Sarantakos 

(2005a, p. 20), ‘Ontological, epistemological, and methodological perceptions of social 
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research are “packed” in paradigms that guide everyday research’. In general, an ap-

praisal of research paradigms must focus on this package of characteristics (see Chapter 

3.2.2). Moreover, the applied method within a scientific community is secondary; it is 

determined by the research paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) since the research method 

itself does not provide sufficient information regarding the research approach. Thus, the 

entire paradigm ‘package’ must be assessed against the background of the research 

question to assess the suitability of the research method. Furthermore, comprehensive 

knowledge of the ontological and epistemological assumptions are necessary to recog-

nise one’s own approach to thinking, understand the interdependencies between the 

methodology and other methods and provide a clear structure for further theoretical dis-

cussions of research approaches (Grix, 2002).  

3.2.2 The paradigm package  

Ontology is the starting point of research, and it is the philosophical study of so-

cial reality and existence. Basically, it is about what the nature of reality is and how we 

experience it (Grix, 2002). According to Sarantakos (2005b, p. 30), the ontological re-

search question is ‘What is the nature of reality?’ The extreme positions here are the 

objective single reality of positivism on the one hand, and multiple realities of construc-

tivism on the other; the latter implies neither objective reality nor objective truth (Saran-

takos, 2005b). Within the knowable reality of positivism, the methods of natural scienc-

es can be applied to research social reality. While the ontological position refers to a 

social reality that is constructed, such research involves the interpretations of social ac-

tors.  

The ontological perception of a researcher is not necessarily the subject of the re-

search, as it is part of the implicit research paradigm that acts as a background. It is the 

researcher’s personal view regarding what constitutes acceptable knowledge, which in 

turn, influences the research design (Saunders et al., 2012). Within one research project, 

the researcher can apply different methodologies (e.g. methodological pluralism) 

(Feilzer, 2010; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). However, he/she should follow one 

paradigmatic framework mixture of research philosophies, especially in terms of philo-

sophical pluralism within one research, since it bears the risk of confusing the research 

process (Knox, 2004). Thus, the researcher must make transparent the underlying re-

search philosophy and the relationship with the selected method(s).  

Epistemology is the philosophical approach regarding how to gather knowledge 

and incorporate an awareness of reality as well as the process of knowing and percep-
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tion. According to Sarantakos (2005a, p. 30), epistemology attempts to answer the fol-

lowing question: ‘How do we know what we know?’ The purpose is to develop new 

theories and models for a better understanding of reality by identifying the real coher-

ence of things. The epistemological interest is in knowledge creation and the ongoing 

search for a better fitting theory that explains reality (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Overall, 

the epistemological question is important for reflecting on the background of the re-

search problem and its desired contribution to theory (see Chapter 5.5) and practice (see 

Chapter 5.6).  

The subject of the methodology, i.e. ‘How do we gain knowledge about the 

world?’ (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 30), is about the strategy of searching for new knowledge. 

This approach is determined by epistemological and ontological beliefs and is linked 

with the discussions on quantitative and qualitative methodology (Sarantakos, 2005). 

Thus, not every methodology is appropriate for a research community since each com-

munity maintains its own set of research methodologies.  

Based on the methodology, a researcher might choose certain research tech-

niques (methods) and instruments for data analysis, but this goes against the background 

of the research paradigm. The analysis of an appropriate research method must start 

with the ontological and epistemological questions (Saunders et al., 2012). The research 

method itself provides insufficient information regarding the research paradigm since 

the method may be used with any research paradigm (Grix, 2002; Knox, 2004; Saran-

takos, 2005). After the methodological choice is made, the researcher must define the 

timeframe of the research and the applied techniques/procedures for data collection and 

analysis. The following section provides deeper insight into the research packages ap-

plied in social sciences and their characteristics.  

3.2.3 Research paradigms in social sciences 

Positivism is the archetypal representative of quantitative research, with its 

origin in ‘basic’ sciences such as physics and chemistry. However, positivism also un-

derwent some modifications towards a new position of post-positivism. In this regard, 

the strict postulate of verification was enriched by Karl Popper’s falsification, resulting 

in an ontological change towards an imperfectly apprehended reality called ‘critical 

realism’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2012). The basis for positivist research is quantifiable data 

that is analysed objectively and systematically (e.g. mathematical or statistical models). 

For less quantifiable research areas (e.g. biology or social sciences), the quantitative 
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methods are insufficient. Thus, qualitative research methods are mainly deployed in 

social sciences.  

The critical theory was founded before World War II at the University of Frank-

furt (also called the ‘Frankfurt School’) by representatives, such as Jürgen Habermas, 

and forerunners, including Karl Marx and Max Weber (Denzin & Lincoln, 2012). Criti-

cal theory assumes that reality is shaped by different forces (e.g. social, political, cultur-

al, etc.) and that it should be critically reviewed or ‘unpacked’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

However, at that time, there were open debates between the representatives of critical 

theory and post-positivism about the formation of theories and the use of methods in 

social sciences (Adorno, 1981).  

In contrast to the above-discussed paradigms, constructivism assumes that there 

are multiple constructions of reality. In addition, the researcher and the research objec-

tive are interactively linked during the research process, and the researcher interprets 

reality and creates findings (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The following table summarises 

Chapter 3.2.3 and provides structured information about the four common paradigm 

packages used in social sciences. 

Table 3.1 

Characteristics of paradigms 

Item 

Guiding Question 
Positivism Post-positivism Critical Theory Constructivism 

Ontology 

What is the nature 

of reality? 

A single, common 

reality; ‘naïve’ 

realism: ‘real’ 

reality, but 

apprehendable. 

A single reality, but 

perceived 

differently;  

critical realism: 

‘real’ reality, but 

only imperfectly 

apprehendable. 

A single reality of 

confining historical 

structures; historical 

realism: reality 

shaped by different 

values; crystallised 

over time. 

Multiple, mind-

created realities;  

relativism: local and 

specific constructed 

realities. 

Epistemology 

How do we know 

what we know? 

Reality is objective; 

dualist/ objectivist; 

the findings are true 

Reality is objective, 

but not perfectly 

knowable (realism); 

the findings are 

probably true. 

Need to reveal 

reality; transact-

tional/ subjectivist; 

value-mediated 

findings. 

Interpretivism: local 

and specific 

constructed 

realities. 

Methodology 

How do we gain 

knowledge about 

the world? 

Experimental/ 

manipulative; 

verification of 

hypotheses; chiefly 

quantitative 

methods, tests, and 

confirmed theories. 

Modified 

experimental/ 

manipulative; 

critical multiplism; 

falsification of 

hypotheses; may 

include qualitative 

methods. 

Dialogic/ 

dialectical; 

qualitative, 

historical 

explanations; 

reconstruction of 

construction. 

Reconstruction of 

construction; 

hermeneutical/ 

dialectical; 

qualitative. 



Michael Wolff Methodology 

Page 75 

Methods 

Which procedures 

are employed? 

Experiments, 

surveys, structured 

interviews, 

statistical methods, 

hypotheses testing. 

Case studies, 

unstructured or 

semi-structured 

interviews, 

qualitative 

narratives, 

combination of 

methods. 

Archival, document 

review, 

interviewing, 

observations, 

ethnographic and 

phenomenological 

analyses. 

Archival, document 

review, 

interviewing, 

observation; 

philosophical 

anthropology, 

phenomenology, 

hermeneutics. 

Sources 

What data are 

collected? 

Survey, testing, data 

analysis with 

statistics; methods 

of physical 

sciences. 

Qualitative 

narratives, texts, 

basic statistics, case 

studies, semi-

structured 

interviews. 

Document review, 

interviewing or 

observation 

transcripts, survey 

data and 

documents. 

Document review, 

interviewing or 

observation 

transcripts. 

Nature of 

knowledge 

What kind of 

knowledge is 

gathered?  

Verified hypotheses 

established as facts 

or laws. 

Non-falsified 

hypotheses that are 

probable facts or 

laws. 

Structural/ historical 

insights. 

Individual 

reconstructions 

coalescing around 

consensus. 

Note. The author’s illustration, based on Bryman and Bell, 2011; Grix, 2002, pp. 177–180; Gu-

ba et al., 1994, p. 203; O’Neill et al., 2010, pp. 44–45; Sarantakos, 2005, p. 30.  

Following the structure of these existing paradigm packages, this research 

applies the research paradigm of constructivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). It assumes a 

mind-created reality, with generation and culture as specific manifestations of this 

reality. Leadership is characterised as the bilateral interaction between the role of a 

leader and a follower. The knowledge that we want to gather requires insights into 

social constructs (e.g. Generation Y) and reconstructions of individual values and 

perceptions. In addition, the interactions within different cultural clusters require an 

adaptation to different local requirements. Furthermore, the researcher will not act as a 

neutral party since he/she has an active role in the research process regarding 

followership and generational values in a cross-cultural context. Through this process, 

the nature of knowledge that is obtained is co-created between the researcher and the 

respondents, as the former can only interpret the results after the qualitative data has 

been generated. 

3.3 Justification of the research methodology and strategy 

3.3.1 Research approach and the methodological choice 

According to the literature review in Chapter 2, follower-centred research of 

Generation Y in the international context is under-represented in the research field of 

leadership. In addition, Generation Y in the workplace and its influence on followership 

has only been discussed at a conceptual level (Chou, 2012). The analysed literature of 

cross-cultural research, generational research and followership also used different meth-
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odologies to gain knowledge. The cross-cultural models are based on a quantitative ap-

proach (Chhokar et al., 2007; Hampden-Turner & Trompenaars, 1997; Hofstede, 2001; 

Schwartz, 1994), which is also part of its implicit critique (see Chapter 2.3.1). However, 

a qualitative approach is suitable for obtaining information about the social construction 

of followership to gain empirically based insights into the role of followers (Carsten et 

al., 2010). In other words, the analysed research about Generation Y is empirical as well 

as literature-based. In fact, there is limited cross-cultural survey data available about 

Generation Y based on quantitative studies (Jackson & Lee, 2010; Lynton & April, 

2012). 

A structure outlined by Saunders, Levis, and Thornhill (2012) was selected to 

determine the research methodology for this research. The topic of this research meth-

odology is how to search for new knowledge (see Chapter 3.1). As stated earlier, the 

approach of knowledge creation is determined by epistemological and ontological be-

liefs. Based on the research problem and the formulated research question, a researcher 

chooses the methodology and instruments (methods) for data analysis in the context of 

the research paradigm. In this case, the research question is as follows:  

How do Generation Y members, employed as Research and Development 

engineers in the automobile industry, describe their perceptions of follow-

ership in a cross-country comparison?  

To describe the different research layers, the metaphor of the ‘Research Onion’ 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 128) is introduced (see Figure 3.1).  

 

Figure 3.1: The research onion (Saunders et al., 2011, as cited in the study by Saunders, Lewis, 

& Thornhill, 2012, p. 128) 
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In this regard, the layers of the ‘onion’ characterise the research elements that 

must be considered for the research method decision. The outer layers have implications 

for the research technique, which is represented as the nucleus. Notably, one research 

technique can support different research philosophies. The outermost layer contains the 

epistemological positions (research philosophies) that describe the related approach of 

knowledge development and the nature of such knowledge. The research onion supple-

ments the previously discussed characteristics of research paradigms. While the re-

search paradigms describe the interpretive framework through the paradigm packages, 

the research philosophy focuses on the researcher’s view of what constitutes acceptable 

knowledge (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus, the research philosophy is related to the epis-

temology approach of the researcher. As previously discussed, in this research, insights 

into the subjective meanings (the perspectives of followers on followership) were ob-

tained using an interpretative approach. This is related to the philosophy of interpre-

tivism, which is within the constructivist paradigm package.  

Based on the research onion model, the research approach can be deductive, in-

ductive or abductive. While the deductive approach starts with a theory and aims to fal-

sify (or verify) the hypothesis, the inductive approach starts with data collection to gen-

erate a theory. The abductive approach combines the deductive and inductive approach-

es within one research perspective (Reichertz, 2007; Saunders et al., 2012). Abduction 

generally begins with empirical data collection to modify/generate a theory that will 

subsequently be tested through additional data collection. However, this research basi-

cally follows the inductive approach to generate knowledge and build a theoretical 

framework. In this case, as the theoretical presumptions are made, elements of abduc-

tion are also assessed. This is discussed later in the research strategy layer.  

Regarding the methodological choice, a researcher can basically decide between 

a qualitative or quantitative approach and a mixture of both (Cavana, Delahaye, & 

Sekaran, 2001). This choice can include one or more approaches depending on the re-

search question and the research subject. The methodological choice directly influences 

the applied research strategy. Therefore, it must be carefully considered.  

Considering the natural sciences, quantitative research has been the leading ap-

proach for scientists (Sarantakos, 2005a). Generally, quantitative research is based on 

measurable ‘hard facts’ and objective information in a single reality, whereas qualitative 

analysis interprets ‘soft facts’ without performing statistical calculations. In addition, 

quantitative research methods perform calculations using research tools and various 

approaches, whereas qualitative methods elaborate individual perceptions and experi-
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ences (Hennink et al., 2011). In other words, qualitative research is basically derived 

from an interpretive approach, whereas quantitative research follows the positivist ap-

proach and deals with numerical data (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Veal, 2005). This dichot-

omy between the two approaches, however, might also be oversimplified since the two 

approaches have different underlying paradigms (Lee, 1992). The two approaches also 

include different ontological and epistemological assumptions as well as different roles 

regarding the researcher.  

While the researcher’s role is defined as an ‘outsider’ within quantitative meth-

ods, the researcher is seen as an ‘insider’ within qualitative methods (Lee, 1992). More-

over, the attribute of objectivism in empiricism can be criticised. Overall, quantitative 

research methods aim to quantify data and generalise the results from the selected popu-

lation, while qualitative research understands phenomena rather than quantifying them 

(Doyal & Harris, 1986). Thus, for this research, a qualitative mono method is sufficient 

for exploring the research problem and answering the formulated research question.  

After discussing the interpretative research philosophy (interpretivism), the re-

search approach (inductive) and the methodological choice (qualitative mono method), 

the research strategy will now be defined. The research strategy, as the fourth layer of 

the research onion, must also be derived from the research question and research objec-

tives. Examples of research strategies include experiments, surveys, case studies, 

grounded theory and ethnography (Saunders et al., 2012). Introducing and comparing 

all of these named research strategies would go beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

Thus, this research focuses on inductive research strategies such as grounded theory, 

case studies and action research.  

The applied grounded theory strategy and the reasoning as to why this is the 

most appropriate approach for this research is justified as follows. Grounded theory is 

basically inductive. Because it also contains deductive elements (Charmaz, 2006; Saun-

ders et al., 2012), grounded theory can be attributed to abductive research logic 

(Reichertz, 2007). In addition, this theory offers an appropriate strategy for theory 

building (Bryant & Charmaz, 2010; Partington, 2000). Based on the literature review, it 

is not possible to draw a theoretical framework for the defined research question. Thus, 

without a predefined theoretical framework, grounded theory begins with data collec-

tion, is followed by analysis and concludes with theoretical considerations (see also 

Chapter 3.5.2).  

While grounded theory is more of a general strategy on how to conduct qualita-

tive research, the case study approach, in contrast, is a research design for a contempo-
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rary research problem that needs to be analysed in a real context (Saunders et al., 2012). 

A case study researcher can basically use quantitative and qualitative research methods 

to focus on one or multiple cases for an empirical enquiry. Hence, a distinct paradigm 

for the case study approach is inappropriate (Harris, 2008; Yin, 2008). The purpose of 

grounded theory is to develop a theory in relation to the research question based on sys-

tematic data gathering (Charmaz, 2006; Creswell, 2007). This research follows the in-

ductive approach of grounded theory to generate knowledge about how followers per-

ceive their role as followers and to build a theoretical framework for the stated research 

question. The intention is to gather information regarding values and characteristics of 

Generation Y members’ self-reflection on their role as experts. The research question 

relies on grounded theory to provide the missing theoretical framework and better un-

derstand the research problem. There is no underlying problem case to investigate and 

no active actions required to change the behaviours of the followers or the contextual 

setting. Consequently, the other two inductive research strategies (i.e. action research 

and case studies) are not further considered.  

In the next step, the research timeframe must be defined (i.e. the fifth layer of the 

research onion). The data for the research project can be collected by either a cross-

sectional (on-time data collection) or longitudinal (several data collections on defined 

dates) approach. Longitudinal data collection may extend over a longer period of time 

(e.g. medical long-term studies over many years). Thus, the selection of the timeframe, 

which also depends on the research question and availability of funding, must be as-

sessed accordingly.  

Finally, cross-sectional data collection will be sufficient since the research ques-

tion for this research does not require a time-series comparison. The final layer of the 

research onion is the determination of the data collection technique and procedure. 

Therefore, focus group discussions and in-depth interviews will be introduced and dis-

cussed since these methods are particularly suited for explorative research.  

3.3.2 Focus group discussions versus in-depth interviews 

Within the qualitative research methodologies, several research strategies are 

possible. Based on the methodological choice, one (mono method) or more (multi-

method) data collection methods can be used within a single strategy. Multimethod re-

search can be applied for qualitative and quantitative strategies, and a combination of 

the two will lead to mixed-method research. Since mixed-method research uses two or 
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more methods, such designs are basically stronger and produce a higher degree of valid-

ity and generality (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  

For explorative research, in-depth interviews, focus group discussions and ob-

servations are the most common narrative inquiries (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; 

Hennink et al., 2011; Saunders et al., 2012). In this research, in-depth interviews and 

focus group discussions were deemed to be the most appropriate data collection meth-

ods to gain insight into the followers about followership (Hair, Money, Samouel, & 

Page, 2007). Followers in this research refer to young engineering experts assigned to 

the research and development area without managerial responsibility. Meanwhile, ob-

servations are not beneficial in the context of followership at the workplace since they 

do not effectively assess the perceptions and beliefs of individuals. Thus, narrative 

methods represent a more efficient alternative. The research question (Chapter 1.2) aims 

to explore follower self-perception in the engineering context by investigating how 

Generation Y members view their role within the company. It is therefore important to 

listen to the participants and give them time to reflect and respond to the discussed is-

sue.  

In the context of the research question and Generation Y as a social group, the 

use of focus group discussions is preferable when exploring the role of Generation Y 

members as followers. Generation Y members can be expected to communicate unre-

servedly within a group discussion or interview (Chou, 2012; Kark & Dijk, 2007) as 

participants can share their experiences and identify themselves as followers and mem-

bers of a group within the Generation Y cohort. 

The in-depth interview is one of the main narrative methods in qualitative re-

search. Such interviews are normally conducted in one-to-one situations between the 

researcher (as the interviewer) and target group member (as the interviewee). The in-

depth interviews can provide the researcher with a relatively high degree of flexibility 

(Hair et al., 2007). In addition, the interviews can be conducted in a structured or semi-

structured format depending on the type of research question and research approach 

(Hennink et al., 2011). The interviews also give the single interviewee enough time to 

react and possibly reflect on the presented topics/questions. Furthermore, the interview 

situation is free from group dynamic processes, and the interviewer can navigate the 

discussion according to the reaction and needs of the single participant. Within this pri-

vate conversion, the researcher can gain insights into the interviewees’ lives, character-

istics and issues, all of which can be linked with those of the other participants. In-depth 

interviews are preferable when investigating sensitive topics with special target groups 
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such as top managers (Hair et al., 2007). One disadvantage of in-depth interviews, how-

ever, is the missing feedback from others and the impossibility of discussing the results 

among the interviewees.  

Focus group discussions are an alternative to the one-on-one in-depth interviews. 

Through this method, a group of people can be interviewed and discussions (based on 

their reflections) can be initiated. Focus groups generally comprise 6 to 12 participants 

holding a discussion for a period of 45 to 90 minutes (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Hennink et 

al., 2011). In particular, focus groups are preferable for exploring new topics that are 

relevant for all group members and for situations in which the issues are unclear and the 

relevant information must be ascertained after reflection. Focus group discussions are 

also suitable for discussing and reflecting on the participants’ opinions, beliefs, percep-

tions and attitudes concerning a given topic (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

Within the focus group discussions, the interviewer assumes the role of the fa-

cilitator and he/she must guide the group process (Veal, 2005). The facilitator, in this 

case, initiates and steers the discussions between the group members, and he/she does 

not conduct one-on-one interviews. The advantage of using one or more focus groups is 

that a rich amount of feedback can be gathered in a relatively short amount of time, in-

cluding an observable exchange of opinions between the respondents. However, there 

are three disadvantages of this method. First, this approach requires a significant 

amount of time and effort in arranging the respective groups. Second, since there are 

privacy concerns, especially in a business context, the group situations must be careful-

ly considered (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Finally, a common criticism of this approach is 

the lack of depth in the topic discussions, which can cause the participants to behave 

artificially, forge answers or intellectualise (Krueger & Casey, 2008).  

Both research methods can be conducted in longitudinal and cross-sectional 

manners. Cross-sectional research provides a prompt result, whereas longitudinal stud-

ies are more time-consuming and costly. Although conducting interviews (focus groups 

discussions) over a longer period of time is beneficial for identifying any changes in 

certain issues among the group members or individuals, this research does not require 

longitudinal data collection for time comparisons. Consequently, cross-sectional focus 

group discussions within the defined target countries were deemed to be sufficient. 

In the context of the present research question and Generation Y as a defined so-

cial group, the use of focus group discussions is preferable when exploring Generation 

Y members in their role as followers. Within a focus group discussion participants can 

share their experiences and identify themselves as followers and members of a group 
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belonging to the Generation Y cohort. In addition, one-on-one discussions about Gener-

ation Y and their perceptions of followership might be perceived as artificial since the 

greater part of this research is about this particular cohort. Furthermore, during the in-

depth interviews, the interviewees might be reluctant to provide answers that represent 

their community, and instead, they may focus on personal characteristics. According to 

Hennick et al., (2011), in-depth interviews focus on the individual story, while focus 

group discussions explore community perspectives and discuss the social norms and 

values of a certain generation. Also, focus group discussions are target-group oriented, 

which is especially important for this research since members of Generation Y are 

known to be communicative, articulate and open to discussions of personal issues (see 

Chapter 2.4.2). As the researcher is part the research situation, information regarding 

their background is also relevant, as an understanding of their perspective can reveal 

any potential bias (Charmaz, 2006). The researcher is a part-time doctoral student, em-

ployed at the automotive company studied in the research. During the writing of this 

dissertation, the author worked as an HR manager in the area of personal development 

(see also Chapter 1.2). The researcher hasn’t had any prior contact with the respective 

research and development areas. Being an internal researcher was advantageous in 

terms of having contact with and access to target groups; an external researcher would 

not have these advantages. The area of R&D is considered to be ‘company confiden-

tial’, and so being affiliated to the company and having the support of the management 

is positive when searching for participants.   

3.4 Data collection 

3.4.1 Target group and scope of this research 

The target group of this research included engineers born between 1981 and 

2000 and working in the area of R&D (see Chapter 1.2). Based on their economic im-

portance within the automobile industry, the target countries were China, Germany and 

the United States. Since the gender of the participants was not a selection criterion, both 

male (72%) and female (28%) engineers participated in the discussion groups. Partici-

pants were holders of a bachelor’s or master’s degree within the area of engineering 

and/or computer science, and have worked as engineering experts in the company for 

one to five years. The group discussion took place in the respective country, so the 

groups are culturally homogenous and not preselected. 
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In this case, the local HR managers of the respective R&D locations were ap-

proached and informed about this research three months prior to it starting; then, a gen-

eral email about the focus group discussions (including duration, language, recording, 

topic and contact details) was sent to the potential candidates by the local HR manager. 

Those who responded to this email were subsequently invited to attend the pre-

scheduled discussions. The discussions took place at the company.  

A research project that focuses on the members of a single company has both 

advantages and disadvantages. One formulated query in the literature is that cross-

cultural research within a single company cannot cover the value system of an entire 

nation (Søndergaard, 1994). This exemplary critique by Søndergaard regarding the re-

search of Hofstede (1984) also applies to the current research since a single company 

was selected. However, this research followed the argumentation of Hofstede (1998) 

since it was designed to measure the national and generational differences for a defined 

target group of knowledge workers: ‘Any set of functionally equivalent samples can 

supply information about such differences’ (Hofstede, 1998). In other words, cross-

cultural value differences can be assessed if the group samples are comparable and 

functionally equivalent.  

A second justification for this research design to use a single company, instead 

of several multinational companies, was to eliminate any value differences caused by 

corporate cultural differences among the selected companies. According to Hofstede 

(1980), different policies and practices can influence the behaviours and values in a 

workplace, especially in terms of leadership and followership perceptions of corporate 

cultural aspects. Such findings would have been omitted by conducting a multi-

company research project. Furthermore, since this research focused on a business con-

text it was preferable to focus on one company instead of several companies. 

3.4.2 Technique and procedure: Focus group design 

Several steps must be defined/designed in advance to design the research proce-

dure. The overall research process can, for example, be described as a linear process, 

covering a pre-empirical stage and an empirical stage (Lindgreen, 2001). The pre-

empirical stage of research covers the definition of the research area, literature review 

and the research question. Subsequently, the empirical stage covers the research design, 

data collection and analysis as well as answering the research question. Hennink, Hut-

ter, and Bailey (2011) introduced, especially for qualitative researchers, a research cycle 

model that emphasises the iteration loops and interlinks within the design process. In 
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this research, the qualitative research cycle is divided into three interlinked cycles: 1) 

the design cycle; 2) ethnographic cycle; and 3) analytic cycle. The design cycle, with its 

four sub-steps, corresponds to the pre-empirical stage of Lindgreen’s (2001) model. In 

the model of Hennink et al., (2011), the empirical phase of Lindgreen’s model is sepa-

rated into two cycles: the ethnographic and analytic cycles, but both cycles are closely 

linked. This model, especially components two and three, will be used to supplement 

the research onion model (Saunders et al., 2012), because it follows the principles of 

grounded theory and provides additional information for qualitative research, as well as 

outlining the design of a focus group discussion guide. The main purpose of the design 

cycle is to establish a conceptual framework and define the fieldwork approach. These 

steps are completed for the current research in Chapters One and Two. The second 

component, the ethnographic cycle, includes tasks related to the data collection process, 

starting with the design of the research instrument, which is the development of a ques-

tion guide for the focus group discussions at the engineering centres.

 

Figure 3.2. The Hutter-Hennink qualitative research cycle, (adapted from Hennink et al., (2011) 
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In this research, the focus group discussions were designed under the considera-

tion of the semi-structured interview guide of Carsten et al., (2010), while the questions 

regarding generational and cross-cultural values were derived from the World Values 

Survey questionnaire (WVS, 2014). Selected questions from the named surveys were 

partially adjusted based on the research question and the results of the literature review. 

The focus group discussion guide followed a basic structure comprising four sections: 

1) opening questions, 2) transition question, 3) key question and 4) closing questions 

(Hennink et al., 2011). During the opening sequence, the facilitator provided a short 

overview of the procedure and rules. In addition to the ethical information (i.e. consent 

form), the group discussion rules were described to provide a framework for a fruitful 

group discussion (for the focus group discussion guide employed, see Appendix B).  

In the next step, the participants were asked to introduce themselves (Question 1) 

to become familiar with one another and to establish the discussion setting. Question 2 

(within the opening section) contained a short value exercise to ‘break the ice’ and cre-

ate a shared understanding about values. The values used in this exercise were selected 

from the first question of the WVS questionnaire (WVS, 2014). Within this exercise, 

the participants were asked to describe and rank the displayed value items in order of 

importance. The selected values included family, friends, leisure time, politics, work 

and religion. This task in the WVS asked the participants to rate the items on a four-

point scale ranging from ‘very important’ to ‘not at all important’. However, in this re-

search, the reason behind changing the task from rating to ranking the values was to 

allow the participants to gain deeper engagement with the values and inspire more fruit-

ful discussions (Krueger & Casey, 2008). Empirical research has shown that the change 

from rating to ranking itself has a minor influence on group average results (Moore, 

1975).  

Then, the introductory question section steered the attention towards work and 

leadership situations. Question (3), regarding the meeting culture with a supervisor, was 

formulated to obtain information about the work content, work organisation and type of 

communication:  

Question 3: For which topics do you meet with your supervisor? 

Question 4: Who initiates these meetings? 

The purpose of questions 3 and 4 was to shift the focus towards the workplace and the 

leadership situation. Question 4 was especially included to initiate the transition to the 

key question section. While Question 3 was included to collect information, Question 4 

stimulated an initial reflection regarding the participants’ roles as followers. 
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Questions 5 to 8 focused on the subject of followership and were derived from 

the study by Carsten et al., (2010). For the focus group discussions, the term ‘follower’ 

was substituted by the term ‘subordinate’ since the former was not a common term at 

the workplace, and it was somewhat annoying to the participants (based on the results of 

the pilot test).  

In general, the language was adjusted to suit the international business context 

and simplified (where necessary). Certain phrases such as the ‘roles as followers’ de-

scribe a construct, which would need more background information to answer correctly, 

especially in an international context with non-native speakers. Thus, based on the pilot-

test results (see Chapter 3.4.3), the questions were related to practice and presented us-

ing simple vocabulary (Krueger & Casey, 2008).  

Questions 5 to 8 were the key questions where the participants were asked about 

their roles and behaviours when engaging with their leaders (Carsten et al., 2010; Uhl-

Bien et al., 2014). In the first step, however, it seemed easier to ask the participants 

about the relationship between themselves and the leader as the first sub-question. The 

second sub-question then focused on followership (Question 5b): 

Question 5: Roles of subordinates 

a. How would you describe your expectations towards your supervisor? 

b. What do you think are the most relevant characteristics (values) expected 

from you as a subordinate in the leadership process? 

The purpose of Question 5 was to gauge the definition of the roles and behaviours of 

subordinates when engaging with their leader. The participants again received a set of 

values (derived from the WVS questionnaire) for Question 5b to structure the process 

and make the value comparisons easier.  

In the WVS survey, the participants were asked about what values should be 

learned at home in terms of a child’s education. According to the WVS questionnaire, 

the important qualities for children included independence, hard work, a feeling of re-

sponsibility, tolerance and respect for other people, thrift in saving money, determina-

tion, perseverance, unselfishness, obedience, self-expression and loyalty (WVS, 2014). 

The ranking exercise in this research was designed to encourage discussions about val-

ues and characteristics among the participants. The given set of values made it easier to 

talk about such aspects. The underlying theoretical framework was the socialisation 

hypothesis of Inglehart (1990), which describes the value change on the basis of genera-

tional change (see Chapter 2.3.1.1). Consequently, values that are important during 
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childhood are also relevant for adolescence, which, in turn, affects one’s professional 

life during adulthood. 

Question 6 was another reflective question, since it analyses the relationship be-

tween a follower and a leader, based on the follower’s perspective. In this question, the 

participants were free to provide any type of feedback and were encouraged to discuss 

their experiences and feelings:  

Question 6: Engaging with a leader (supervisor) 

a) What makes you feel positive (happy, motivated)? 

b) What makes you feel negative (angry, aggressive)?  

Question 7 was an additional question in the key section that addressed the issue 

of success in the role as a follower. This question summarises previously asked values 

and behaviours regarding a follower and solely focuses on the role of a follower:  

Question 7: From your point of view, what characterises a successful subordi-

nate?  

An additional dimension of followership was the role of followers as leaders in the 

leadership process. Thus, Question 8 asked the following:  

Question 8: Do you think you can take over a leadership role or influence as a 

subordinate? 

This question aimed to stimulate reflection among the participants and gain more in-

formation regarding the self-perception of followers. The expected outcome here was an 

evaluation about leadership and how it was distributed between the followers and the 

leader (Spillane, 2006). The closing question was more general and related to the sec-

ond question regarding important value change in the future:  

Question 9: How do you think leadership will change in the future based on the 

values of Generation Y members? 

Overall, the discussion guide contained no distinctive question for the partici-

pants regarding cross-cultural differences since the research question does not focus on 

the perceived cultural differences of followers. For the current research, Question 2 of 

the discussion guide was formulated to provide indications about the value differences 

between different national groups.  

Finally, as announced in the initial email to the potential participants (see Chap-

ter 3.4.1), all the group discussions were conducted in English since business communi-

cation in the United States, China and Germany is predominantly in this language. The 

group discussions were held on-site by the researcher, who is currently employed with 

the respective company. None of the participants had prior contact with the researcher, 
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which made the facilitation easier and the situation uncontaminated by previous group 

dynamic processes. An essential part of the design of the research instrument is the pilot 

testing, which has to be adjusted to the respective research instrument. After the pilot 

testing, a review is carried out and inferences about the data collection process are inte-

grated into the research instrument as part of the ethnographic cycle. 

3.4.3 Pilot testing of the group design 

The design and structure of the discussion guide were tested before data collec-

tion to ensure data validity and reliability (Saunders et al., 2012). Moreover, the ques-

tions were checked to see if they were comprehensible and related to the delivery (out-

put). Especially when researching a single company, the questions must be adjusted to 

the company culture and language to generate reliable data. The overall challenge is 

finding the appropriate participants for the pilot test that represent the demographics 

(Hennink et al., 2011).  

The present pilot test was conducted as a face-to-face group discussion with 10 

members who were involved (between 3 and 15 months) with the company’s interna-

tional trainee program. The participants originated from China, Germany, Eastern Eu-

rope, India, Japan and the United States. Not all of the participants were engineers; thus, 

the pilot-test group did not entirely match the target group specifications. For testing the 

settings and the quality of the research questions, however, this inconsistency was justi-

fiable.  

During the pilot-test session and the special reflection session (held after the of-

ficial group discussion), several weaknesses in the discussion guide were detected. 

Firstly, the terms ‘follower’ and ‘followership’ were confusing, and they had negative 

connotations during the pilot test. Thus, the terms ‘subordinates’ and ‘employees’ were 

considered to be more appropriate by the interviewees. Secondly, the order of the ques-

tions was adjusted to have a smoother introduction into the topic. In this regard, the par-

ticipants found that starting immediately with questions regarding their roles as subor-

dinates was too confrontational. Consequently, two questions were omitted from the 

discussion guide. Thirdly, one question regarding the value differences between Genera-

tion Y and previous generations as well as one question regarding the future trends of 

the work organisation were removed from the discussion guide. This was because they 

did not directly contribute to the research question and drifted the discussion away from 

the focus areas of Generation Y, followership and cross-cultural differences. Besides 
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these adjustments, the researcher gained the confidence to conduct the focus group dis-

cussions in an international context.  

3.4.4 Validity, reliability and sample size 

Besides creating transparency within the research design and data collection, cer-

tain criteria must ensure a rigorous application of the research methods. For the evalua-

tion of research quality, the paradigm and applied research strategy are relevant and 

must be considered. In addition, the differences in the definitions of research quality can 

be made transparent between the extreme positions of positivism and interpretivism. 

While the positivists rely on the common scientific quality criteria (validity and reliabil-

ity), the interpretivists adjust (or reject) these terms and use credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This discussion will continue 

at the end of this chapter with a meta-level comparison of the quality criteria within the 

empirical research. As a first step, the ‘scientific canons of inquiry: reliability, construct 

validity, internal validity, and external validity’ (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 192) are dis-

cussed. 

The first quality criterion is that of reliability. According to Veal (2005), ‘Relia-

bility is the extent to which research findings would be the same if the research were to 

be repeated at a later date or with a different sample or subject’. Reliability requires that 

the procedure produces consistent findings even if they are repeated by a different re-

searcher (Saunders et al., 2012). Focus groups have, per se, weak reliability due to the 

different group dynamics, participant biases and the issues arising during the discussion. 

There is also a risk regarding the researchers who play an important role as facilitators 

of the group discussions. Ideally, the researcher already possesses profound knowledge 

and experience as a facilitator. Otherwise, there is the risk of losing reliability. Another 

measure for improving reliability is to conduct pre-tests within different situations and 

with representative test groups. A pre-test provides an opportunity to adjust and specify 

the research questions as well as the sequence, all of which were completed for this re-

search. 

Within the criteria of validity, three sub-criteria can be identified: 1) construct 

validity, 2) internal validity and 3) external validity (Saunders et al., 2012). Construct 

validity concerns the degree to which a research measure actually focuses on what it is 

supposed to measure. The criteria for construct validity are relevant for quantitative 

research and for researchers following the positivist research paradigm (Saunders et al., 

2012). Internal validity ‘concerns the likelihood that any changes in the dependent vari-
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able can only be attributed to manipulation of the independent variable and not to some 

other variable’(Veal, 2005, p. 188). Thus, internal validity focuses on the causal rela-

tionship between two researched variables. Finally, external validity focuses on the de-

gree to which the research findings can be generalised in other contexts (Veal, 2005).  

Focus groups generally have strong internal validity since they are specially de-

signed to gather the information required by the researcher and the research question 

(Hennink et al., 2011). An important aspect for ensuring validity is creating a trustful 

group environment that enables the participants to feel comfortable. Furthermore, it is 

important to encourage the participants to speak honestly and express anything that 

comes to mind. Otherwise, they might provide socially desirable answers or withhold 

relevant information (Hennink et al., 2011). External validity, however, is more difficult 

to assess.  

Overall, the results of focus group discussions can (theoretically) be generalised 

if saturation is reached (Hennink et al., 2011). For this research, the target group is spec-

ified as Generation Y members working in the area of R&D within a distinctive compa-

ny. To what extent the results can be transferred to other business areas or companies 

raises further questions that need to be examined on a case-by-case basis. 

Another important component for ensuring validity is the definition of sufficient 

sample size. The sample size can be determined on the basis of either statistical or theo-

retical considerations (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Researchers following statistical sam-

pling perform data collection without considering saturation. Statistical sampling also 

focuses on the fulfilment of the defined samples. Conversely, the theoretical sampling 

approach conducts data collection until saturation is reached (McLafferty, 2004; Saun-

ders et al., 2012). In this regard, saturation occurs when additional data collection (e.g. 

the conducting of interviews or focus groups) does not provide new information regard-

ing the research problem and the formulated research questions. To determine the theo-

retical saturation within the research process, an interactive process between data collec-

tion and data analysis is required to identify the moment of saturation. According to 

Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 71), ‘Indeed, it is impossible to engage in theoretical sam-

pling without coding and analysing at the same time’. Overall, saturation basically de-

pends on the homogeneity of the sample and the research question. If the population is 

considered to be heterogeneous, then more samples are required.  

Based on the statistical sampling approach, 4 to 12 focus group sessions are suf-

ficient, especially in the case of homogeneous populations (Krueger & Casey, 2008; 

Saunders et al., 2012). According to the meta-research of approximately 220 studies that 
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utilised focus groups, the median sample size was five samples, with the majority of the 

studies using between one and eight sample groups (Carlsen & Glenton, 2011). As a 

rule of thumb, focus groups should comprise three to five groups to obtain all the rele-

vant information (Morgan, 1997).Consequently, additional interview groups will not 

provide further insights into the research topic.  

For this research, the statistical approach was selected and six focus groups were 

scheduled. The selected participants of this research belonged to the same age group and 

had the same professional backgrounds. Two focus groups at each site were established 

to increase reliability. With 5 to 7 individuals per group, more than one-quarter of the 

total population participated in the focus group discussions. Since the groups per site 

were homogeneous, saturation was most likely achieved. Overall, following the theoret-

ical sampling approach can be extremely difficult since data collection and data analysis 

must be performed on-site. This requires flexibility and availability, which is difficult to 

apply in a business context in which business trips (especially international ones) and 

arrangements must be completed within longer time frames.  

At this point, let us switch the focus to a meta-level discussion based on the se-

lected criteria above. The criteria of reliability and validity originated from a positivist 

research paradigm (Winter, 2000). From this perspective, quantitative research is much 

more reliable than qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) formulated the terms 

‘credibility’, ‘transferability’, ‘dependability’ and ‘confirmability’ as the four relevant 

evaluation criteria for qualitative research. In this regard, ‘credibility’ is used for the 

term ‘internal validity’, ‘transferability’ is used for ‘external validity’ (also described in 

the literature as ‘generalisability’), ‘dependability’ is used for ‘reliability’ and ‘confirm-

ability’ is used for ‘objectivity’(Saunders et al., 2012; Shenton, 2004).  

Similarly, to Lincoln and Guba (1985), Glaser and Strauss (1965, 1967), the 

founders of grounded theory, also discussed the terms ‘credibility’, ‘plausibility’ and 

‘trustworthiness’ as the criteria for qualitative research. ‘Trustworthiness’ is generally 

used as the umbrella term and, in this case, it is related to ‘reliability’. Also, ‘plausibil-

ity’ is related to ‘construct validity’, while ‘credibility’ refers to ‘internal validity’ (Gla-

ser & Strauss, 1965). For this research, the applied trustworthiness criteria included 

‘credibility’, ‘transferability’, ‘dependability’ and ‘confirmability’ (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). These terms are now discussed further and applied to the qualitative research in 

consideration of grounded theory (Sikolia, Biros, Mason, & Weiser, 2013).  

‘Credibility’ aims to achieve congruence between the findings and reality (Shen-

ton, 2004). Provisions to ensure this congruence include a well-established research 
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method, familiarity with the culture of the participants, the usage of different methods 

(triangulation) and debriefing sessions with other researchers or supervisors. ‘Transfer-

ability’ is a crucial topic since qualitative research is usually based on a small number of 

participants. In addition, it is hardly possible that the findings are applicable to other 

situations due to the specific context. As a countermeasure, a researcher must ensure 

that a sufficient amount of contextual information is available. During the research re-

porting stage, the researcher enables others to transfer information (e.g. data collection 

methods and information regarding the time and length of data collection) to other re-

search projects. ‘Dependability’ requires the provision of all information related to the 

research design so that other researchers can develop a thorough understanding of the 

selected methods and their effectiveness. Finally, ‘confirmability’ concerns the lack of 

objectivity based on the human factor. Methods of triangulation and a clear and trans-

parent description of the research steps (from the start of the project until the reporting 

of the findings) are necessary to reduce researchers’ biases (Shenton, 2004). Based on 

the aforementioned techniques that support qualitative research quality assurance, it can 

be stated that these are partially fulfilled. They are also applied in terms of transferabil-

ity and confirmability.  

Overall, confirmability was achieved by the DBA supervisors and the peer group 

of doctoral students, who discussed (at least twice a year) the research progress, includ-

ing a mid-term defence with independent supervisors. There is room for improvement 

regarding the criteria of ‘credibility’ and ‘dependability’ since only one method was 

applied in this research. For example, compared with the current mono-method research 

strategy, the quality criteria could have been satisfied by using a triangulation approach. 

Any weaknesses in the current research design will be discussed in the conclusion and 

research contribution section (see Chapter 5.4). 

3.5 Data analysis procedure 

3.5.1 Grounded theory approach  

As indicated in the third component of the research cycle (see Chapter 3.4.2), the 

data has been analysed using the grounded theory approach (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 

2011). In the literature on grounded theory, the systematic approach of Corbin and 

Strauss (1990; 1998) and the constructive approach of Charmaz (2006, 2008b, 2008a) 

are the most notable and suitable (Creswell, 2007; Gibbs, 2002; Saunders et al., 2012). 

The coding for this research follows the model proposed by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey 
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(2011), which adopts the constructive coding approach of Charmaz (2006, 2008b). This 

approach is preferred as it follows a constructive and abductive methodology, which 

aligns with the discussed research strategy (see Chapter 3.3.1). The Charmaz (2006, 

2008b) approach is an interpretive one that takes into account realities and the subjec-

tive role of the researcher.  

Coding following the Charmaz approach (2006, 2008b; Glaser, 1978) recom-

mends a two-phased process of coding: ‘In the initial phase, researchers look for what 

they can define and discover in the data. They then look for leads, ideas, and issues in 

the data themselves’ (Charmaz, 1983, p. 113). The first step is described as initial cod-

ing and the second step as focus coding. After the initial coding, the researcher selects 

those codes for focus coding which are most frequent and/or most significant. Based on 

the focus codes a set of codes which best explain or interpret the research question are 

identified (Charmaz, 2008).  

Initial coding remains close to the collected data and open to any possible find-

ings. The objective is to read through the selected material and start creating the first 

tentative labels for the data categories. This is a quick procedure using the data exclu-

sively. As stated earlier, this process might have already started during the transcription 

phase or during data collection. During the initial coding the researcher can focus on 

fragments, words, lines, segments or certain incidents (Charmaz, 2008). Charmaz 

(2006) recommends coding with words that reflect an action in order to have a good 

basis for the analytic work (second phase). The initial codes are provisional, as they are 

open to further analytic steps or to rewording for a better fit. An example from the cur-

rent research is where one participant (CHN 1) stated: ‘I'm not sure whether I will lead 

my leader. But every time when I ask my leader, my leader asks me just one question: 

What is your opinion?’ The term ‘lead my leader’ can be sufficient as an initial code 

with active wording, which can be taken as Nvivo code; a code which originates from 

the text. During the initial coding, all codes are documented in a code book. During the 

second step initial codes might be changed or merged with another code. 

In the second step (called focus coding), the researcher determines the most fre-

quent and/or significant initial codes (Charmaz, 2008). The task here is to examine the 

data from as many viewpoints as possible and create a certain distance from personal 

perceptions and preconceptions. Based on the initial codes, the researcher synthesises 

larger segments of data and explains them using focus coding. ‘Grounded theorists scru-

tinise their focused codes to evaluate which ones best explain or interpret the empirical 

phenomenon. These codes become tentative theoretical categories’ (Charmaz, 2008, p. 



Michael Wolff Methodology 

Page 94 

164). In the focus coding step, the researcher takes a limited set of codes—his target 

focus—that were developed during the initial phase and applies them to a larger quanti-

ty of data. The focus coding categories are taken from participants’ statements or formu-

lated on the basis of the researcher’s interest. This way, the categories emerge from the 

initial coding process and are not merely fewer codes from the previous phase. The re-

searcher must then test the focus codes against the data. These major codes become ten-

tative theoretical categories and the subject of further work. The purpose of theoretical 

sampling is to develop an emerging theory (Charmaz, 2006, 2008) and the tentative 

categories provide a basis for the theoretical sampling. Grounded theory work at this 

stage is abductive (see also Chapter 3.3.1) as it involves a theoretical understanding of 

the data, generates a tentative interpretation and helps gather more data to refine the 

categories (Charmaz, 2008).  

Besides the two reference works of grounded theory discussed above, various 

handbooks on qualitative research provide additional insights into how to practically 

manage the coding process (e.g. Creswell, 2007; Hennink et al., 2011) or by using soft-

ware programs such as NVivo (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013; Gibbs, 2002; Welsh, 2002).  

3.5.2 Data preparation and code development 

Qualitative data analysis contains both a well-structured approach and creativity 

(Hennink et al., 2011). In addition, some of the steps are transparent and comprehensi-

ble, while other steps are rather interpretative and greatly depend on the experience of 

the researcher. Thus, explicit and tacit knowledge is applied in the data analysis process. 

For qualitative data analysis, the grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006, 2008b) 

was applied in this research (see Chapter 3.3.1). Hennink et al., (2011, p. 208) described 

the underlying principles of grounded theory which influenced the analysis of qualita-

tive data: 

- Data analysis is a circular process, not a linear sequence. Analytic activities are 

conducted in a circular way, whereby tasks may be repeated, overlap or 

conducted simultaneously (Dey, 2005; Rubin & Rubin, 2005), which enables 

researchers to go deeper into the data.  

- Verbatim transcripts are used in analysis. […] 

- Data collection and analysis are interlinked. Some analytical tasks begin during 

data collection. 

- Analytical concepts are constructed inductively from data, not from deductive 

theories (Charmaz, 2006). 
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- Constant comparison is used throughout the analysis to define and refine 

concepts. 

- Analytical and reflexive memo writing is used. Memo writing throughout the 

study provides transparency of the research process and a trail of analytical 

decisions. 

- Analysis goes beyond description. Data analysis includes description but goes 

further to develop explanatory frameworks and theory. 

The grounded theory approach to data analysis is based on inductive reasoning. Never-

theless, some of the analytical tasks contain both inductive and deductive elements. 

Code development, data searches, analytical comparisons and theory development can 

be achieved by using both inductive and deductive methods. Moreover, the interplay 

between deductive and inductive techniques can improve the effectiveness of the re-

search (Hennink et al., 2011). The consideration of literature and the development of 

deductive codes seem to contradict grounded theory. However, Charmaz (2006) sug-

gests that extant theories cannot be ignored as long as the researcher is aware of them.  

The first step, before the actual analysis, is data preparation. Recorded data must 

be transcribed verbatim and disaggregated as required by the ethical standards (see 

Chapter 3.6). Transcribed and identified are both the researcher’s and the participants’ 

statements during the discussions, including all pauses, speech fillers, rephrasing and 

repetitions (Hennink et al., 2011). The recordings for this research were transcribed af-

ter finalising all the interviews. There are advantages in transcribing the participants’ 

statements directly after the interview, but this was impossible based on the interview 

schedule overseas. Since all the interviews were conducted in English, a translation of 

the interviews was not necessary. After data transcription and anonymization, the cod-

ing process can begin. According to Hennink et al., (2011), coding is a core task within 

qualitative data analysis, and it already begins during data collection. 

Codes are used to make sense of a large amount of data by categorising the in-

formation and identifying the themes, with the aim of creating a logical chain of evi-

dence (Patton, 2002). To develop inductive codes, it is sufficient to read through at least 

one-third of the collected data (not the entire collection) to derive the initial codes (see 

Chapter 3.5.1). Of course, for code development, it is beneficial to select transcripts 

where the expected output is assessed as heterogeneous to generate a wide range of ini-

tial codes (Hennink et al., 2011). For this research, three out of six focus group discus-

sions were used for code development, and one group was used from each designated 

country. Additional issues, observed during and after data collection (focus group ses-
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sions) and data transcription, were also important sources for developing the inductive 

codes in advance. 

There is no specific number of codes that must be developed (Hennink et al., 

2011). The code development process ends when the codes are sufficient for all the is-

sues. Since the total number of transcripts was six (plus one pre-test), the necessity for 

the codes were evaluated after coding the documents for the first time. According to 

Hennink et al., (2011, p. 218), ‘The number of codes may also change during a study, as 

codes are merged and split’.  

Usually, each relevant word or phrase expressed by the interviewees is coded 

with one or more codes (see Table 3.2, p.137). For this research, NVivo software (Ver-

sion 10) was used to support the data analysis, data transcription, data storage, coding, 

theme development, relationship linking and model generation. Using a software pro-

gram, however, does not release the researcher from his/her responsibility. According to 

Gibbs (2002), a researcher is better at understanding the world compared with a soft-

ware application on a computer. Furthermore, although software can support the han-

dling of large amounts of data, the task of analysis remains with the researcher (Bringer, 

Johnston, & Brackenridge, 2004).  
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Table 3.2: 

Applied codebook after initial coding 

 Code Type Description Examples from data 

V
al

u
es

 a
n
d
 c

h
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s 

Generational 

differences and 

phase of life 

Inductive Any perceived difference in 

regard to other generations 
Yes, in this generation it is quite different (GER 1). 

We didn't have the internet 20 years ago. So it is easier to go away 

because we still can keep contact with them (USA 2). 

Important values in 

life 
Deductive  Family, religion, politics, hard 

work, friends and leisure time 
I spend more time with my family probably than any of the other topics 

of interests (USA 1).  
In China people don't care about the religions and politics (CHN 1). 
If you don't work happy, don't work in company you like. It will be 

very hard (CHN 2). 
Follower 

characteristics 
Inductive/ 

deductive  
Human resource practices are 

applied tools and processes of the 

company (e.g. hiring, training and 

retention) 

I don't see like keeping the talents (is a challenge), because it is a very 

good company to work on, the environment is very good. But I think to 

attract the talents (is a challenge) (USA l). 

L
ea

d
er

sh
ip

 /
fo

ll
o
w

er
sh

ip
 

si
tu

at
io

n
s 

Leadership 

situations  
Inductive By time period: e.g. regular 

meetings 
By purpose: e.g. project meetings 

Yes, regular team meetings where we can discuss problems (GER 2). 

Usually follow up meetings for current projects. (USA 1). 

Leadership styles Inductive Guidance, eye-level 

communication, coaching 
So, your manager is a leader, but he should also consider himself equal 

amongst you in regards to getting the work done (USA 1). 

Follower’s 

leadership 
Inductive Communication, experience, 

project leadership 
You influence with the knowledge (USA 1).  

 

I'm not sure whether I will lead my leader. But every time when I ask 

my leader my leader ask me just one question: What is your opinion? 

(CHN 1). 

W
o
rk

 c
o
n
te

n
t,

 w
o

rk
in

g
 

as
 e

x
p
er

t 

Gain knowledge, 

share ideas, team 

work 

Inductive  For me, it would be possible that the boss hasn’t detailed knowledge. 

But if I explain to him, he should understand (GER 2).  

So self-expression and hard work is important for me. We meet [the] 

problem, I can't solve it by myself. You have to have a team (CHN 2). 

Work results Inductive Work results and work 

completion 
I say: look, this is results, my results are right. What shall I do next 

step? Most of time he will take my advice (CHN 2).  
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O
rg

an
is

at
io

n
 a

n
d

 c
u
lt

u
re

 o
f 

to
m

o
rr

o
w

 

Globalization and 

company culture 
Inductive Culture, getting global,  I think now, that the world is getting more global, it's getting more 

important. Because they are different cultures, different way of seeing 

things, different point of views (GER 1). 

 

Teams becoming more global now (USA 1). 

Organisational 

structure, work 

environment of the 

future 
 

Inductive Hierarchy, flat organisation, 

matrix 
More work in little teams and you have not one boss who does organ-

ize the work, he also works with you and you have a little (small) team 

with three or less people and then there is another  

 

Flat organisation, also projects are already flat organisation.  
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3.6 Ethical Considerations 

Linked to the quality criteria of academic research is the consideration of ethical 

issues. For Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness is important to evaluate and 

achieve. In Chapter 3.4.4, the criteria for evaluating trustworthiness were introduced. 

Confirmability requires a neutral role of the researcher within the research process 

through reflexivity and the usage of different methodical approaches. The most im-

portant principle, however, is that the research does not affect the participants and that 

they participate in the process with their informed consent (Veal, 2005). 

Ethical issues must be considered during all the research steps as well as during 

the research design (Hennink et al., 2011). In this early step, there are the issues of 

sponsorship and justice, without deceiving any of the participants or others involved in 

the research process. To ensure the ethical considerations for dissertations at Charles 

Sturt University, this research project has been confirmed by the Human Research Eth-

ics Committee (HREC). Research that involves human participants must follow the Na-

tional Statement on the Ethical Conduct in Human Research, which is issued by the 

National Health and Medical Research Council. Since this research focuses on employ-

ees of a certain company, ethics approval was required and subsequently obtained.  

Consequently, this research project was approved by the HREC of Charles Sturt 

University on 2 July 2014. The protocol number issued with respect to the issued pro-

ject proposal is 2011/116. 

Since the ethics approval, the qualitative research design has differed slightly in 

terms of the research methods. More specifically, the focus group discussions were ini-

tially planned to be conducted online. One advantage of online focus group discussions 

is location independence, which also has positive implications for time and costs. The 

disadvantages are the lack of non-verbal signals and different group dynamics and 

communication styles, which can be challenging for the facilitator. Overall, both ways 

of conducting focus group discussion are possible depending on the researchers’ prefer-

ences and conditions (Tates et al., 2009). Since the researcher for this research had the 

possibility to travel within a short time period (four weeks) to China and the United 

States, the focus group setting was changed from an online scenario to a traditional fo-

cus group environment to obtain a deeper relationship with the participants and provide 

greater flexibility for the researcher to react to the proceedings. All data collection took 

place between September and November 2014.  
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3.7 Sampling approach summary 

The following section summarises the most relevant information regarding target 

group demographics, selection process and group settings based on the text discussion 

above. 

Based on their economic importance within the automobile industry, the target 

countries were China, Germany and the United States. The selected company has been 

in operation for more than 25 years and has well established research and development 

hubs. The target group of this research includes Generation Y engineers of the respec-

tive R&D units who were born between 1981 and 2000. The educational backgrounds 

of the selected employees are in the areas of mechanical engineering, electronics engi-

neering and/or computer science. These qualifications are also the most common quali-

fications within the areas of R&D in the automotive companies (Plum & Hassink, 

2013). All participants were holders of bachelor’s or master’s degrees within engineer-

ing and/or computer science and have worked in the company for between one to five 

years. 

For this research six focus groups were scheduled, two groups per selected coun-

try. The focus group discussions took place in the respective countries at the company 

site. In order contact the target group, the local HR managers of the respective R&D 

locations were approached and informed about this research three months prior to it 

starting. They asked within their area of responsibility for volunteers by sending an 

email to the potential participants about the research itself. Focus group discussion in-

formation (including duration, language, recording, topic and contact details) was sent 

to the potential participants by the local HR manager. A list with potential participants’ 

names was provided by the local HR department. These participants were subsequently 

invited by the researcher to attend the pre-scheduled discussions providing further in-

formation about the study. A total of 35 participants attended the focus group discus-

sions. The group size was quite consistent (six participants per group in China, one 

group with six and one group with seven participants in Germany and five participants 

per group discussion in the U.S.A). The percentage of female engineers within the focus 

group discussions was higher compared to the company average. The gender mix within 

the company during that time was 87% male and 13% female employees. The percent-

age of male engineers participating in the focus group discussions was 72% compared 

to 28% female engineers. This can be linked to the increasing number of women study-

ing for an engineering degree. With 5 to 7 individuals per group, more than one-quarter 

of all participants were in the focus group discussions in China and the U.S. As the re-
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search headquarters are in Germany, the proportion of the overall population is below 

that. The researcher acted as facilitator and provided a short overview of the procedure 

and rules for a focus group discussion during the first session (see Appendix B). In ad-

dition to the ethical information explained on the consent form (see Appendix C), group 

discussion rules were described before starting to provide a framework for a fruitful 

group discussion.  

3.8 Conclusion 

Chapter 2 detailed the need for a Generation Y-specific research project regard-

ing followership in a cross-cultural context. Generation Y itself has been a popular topic 

in social media, newspapers and the research literature around the world. With regard to 

the research question, two limitations are presented here. Firstly, the target group of 

R&D members comprising Generation Y members in the automotive companies of the 

selected countries was not representative. However, the group is critical to the success 

and survival of a core manufacturing industry. The results of this R&D target group 

might also be applicable to other target groups although it must be part of further re-

search. The second limitation regarding the target group and scope was the focus on 

three important countries for the automotive and production industry. This careful con-

sideration was made to make the research realisable and provide greater focus on rele-

vant countries.  

Against the background of the research question, Chapter 3 discussed the most 

relevant research philosophies, approaches, methodologies, research strategies and 

techniques for data collection and analysis (see Chapter 3.3.1). Based on this discussion, 

constructivism was defined as a research paradigm (see Chapter 3.2.2). This was further 

defined by following the research onion model of Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 

(2012) and applying it to the research (see Figure 3.1., p. 71). 

Furthermore, the research techniques of focus group discussions and in-depth in-

terviews were assessed as feasible for the research problem. After the discussion regard-

ing their advantages and disadvantages (see Chapter 3.2.2), focus group discussions 

were chosen as the preferable approach for examining the issues related to national cul-

ture as well as generation-specific preferences. Shared experiences are better discussed 

in a focus group setting rather than in in-depth interviews since they may reveal more 

individual preferences and characteristics. Such aspects can directly influence the va-

lidity and reliability as well as the issues related to sample size, as discussed in Chapter 

3.4.4. This chapter also highlighted the process of data analysis in the context of the 
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grounded theory approach. Finally, ethical considerations were discussed and addressed 

to provide a transparent and robust research design. 
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4 Data analysis 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the analysis of the focus group discussions. Based on the 

research findings, a conceptual framework is developed that structures the results into a 

systematic order. Related and significant quotations are interpreted for the reader to 

clarify why a particular passage is relevant or how it contributes to an examination of 

the research problem (Sandelowski, 1994). Thereafter, Chapter 5 will first discuss and 

interpret the results within the context of the literature and provide conclusions with 

regard to the research question and the formulated research issues.  

Following the grounded theory of Charmaz (2006, 2008a), a theoretical model is 

drawn, based on the research literature and the two-step coding process. The application 

of focus coding follows the initial coding and identification of approximately 50 codes. 

Such coding is aimed at assessing which of these codes best explain the empirical phe-

nomenon (see Chapter 3.5.1). These focus codes are defined as theoretical categories 

and used for further analysis (Charmaz, 2008b). The inter-relationships among the five 

selected core categories and their characteristics are shown in the research framework 

(Figure 4.1). 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: The research framework 
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This model contains five categories which can be further analysed. The catego-

ries and their interconnectedness are the result of focused coding (see Chapter 3.5.1). 

The focus group participants, comprising Generation Y members working as engineers 

in the area of R&D, did not explicitly address generational self-attributions during the 

discussions. They assess themselves as engineers. The work environment is therefore a 

key element of their professional identity and the starting point for this analysis. The 

work environment is structured into three dimensions to answer the research question: 

1) the individual perspective, which focuses on the values and behaviours of experts in 

the field of engineering; 2) the work contents and methods, which influence leadership 

situations; and 3) the frame conditions, which are important for analysing the overall 

work environment.  

In the area of R&D the work environment determines the leadership situations. 

Project-based work requires a specific leadership framework, including formal status 

meetings and the assumption of work packages. There are also informal leadership situ-

ations; project work requires unpredictable ad-hoc-support and immediate actions or 

solutions (see Chapter.4.3). From a follower’s perspective, two dimensions of percep-

tions can be described. One is the follower-centric view on leadership (Meindl, 1995) 

and the other is the follower-based perspective (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien & 

Pillai, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) towards his/her own perception within the defined 

area of work (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Both categories deal with the issue of follow-

ership, but one is discussed with regard to leadership (Chapter 4.4) while the other is 

related to the self-perception of a follower in terms of followership (Chapter 4.5). This 

results in certain consequences for leadership situations, but also more importantly in-

sights regarding followership preferences (Chapter 4.6).Each core category is now de-

scribed in the context of the data collected during the focus group discussions and after 

taking into account other selected codes for the research framework. 

4.2 Professional work environment 

A professional work environment comprises the general working conditions, 

such as the industry (automotive) and area of work (research and development). These 

conditions determine the work that is done and how it is carried out (project work). The 

young engineers’ role as experts in their field also constitutes part of their professional 

work environment. In this research, the participants comprised mechanical, electrical or 

software engineers involved in central development or application development. Due to 
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their educational backgrounds, the participants perceived themselves as experts. As one 

participant stated: 

I want to be noticed as expert. The boss should show interests towards me. I 

should not do self-marketing for myself - this should not be necessary (GER 2). 

This self-perception as an expert emphasises the importance of specialised knowledge 

and technical skills (Schudson, 2006; Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). These skills are pre-

dominant and lie at the core of this person's self-image as an engineer. The expectation 

of this young engineer is that his engineering skills speak for themselves and self-

marketing is not necessary for the job. The technical skills of the supervisor are not seen 

as a matter of priority. What is important is the perception that the follower be seen as 

an expert by the supervisor. The role of the supervisor is to focus on interpersonal rather 

than on technical issues. The human factor and specialised knowledge play an important 

role for engineers in the workplace. This is especially important in the automotive in-

dustry, where the share of knowledge-based jobs has recently increased (Weber & 

Weisbrod, 2003). The workplace in this research is primarily shaped and impacted by 

development projects for the automotive industry. In general, automotive projects have 

higher complexity due to the increasing ratio of electronic components. Thus, such pro-

jects require experts (project members) from various disciplines (Weisbrod & Weber, 

2003). Great emphasis is placed on work content which is linked to the engineers' role 

as experts. This in turn reflects their working environment. The daily business of re-

search engineers revolves around the solving of urgent problems or around experimental 

work in basic research. Responsibilities in the problem-solving process were very clear 

to the interviewed participants:  

I think [the] boss wants to hand over a task…a problem, and he wants to have 

this done. He doesn’t want to guide me. I also don't want to relay/obey the boss. I 

do the job in my way and I also contact the boss in exceptional cases (when a 

problem occurs). Work[ing] independently is important. High independence! 

(GER 2). 

The professional engineering work environment relies on problem-solving tasks. These 

tasks call for independent work. Guidance and obedience are not seen as elements of the 

support structure. As experts, engineers are individualistic in the way they do their jobs 

and have limited contact with their supervisors. The engineer decides when he should 

contact his supervisor. The work environment and organisation is thus characterised by 
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clear allocation of tasks as well as roles and responsibilities. The role of the supervisor 

is to hand over the problem to the problem-solving engineer. Another participant from 

China (CHN 1) underscored the clear expectations he had of a supervisor during the 

problem-solving process: ‘Actually, if a project is ongoing and if my boss wants a result 

not an ongoing project I'm happy’. The operating engineer acts independently and keeps 

his supervisor informed only if necessary. Task-based guidance from the supervisor is 

not an imperative. This shows the powerful position an engineer occupies in the re-

search and development space.  

This powerful role comes into full effect when the team focuses on complex re-

search problems. During the focus group discussions, project management was men-

tioned several times since it was important for supporting other (cross-divisional) pro-

jects while working on the current project. This type of work organisation highlights the 

working relationship between the leader and team members (see also Chapter 4.5.2). 

Project work in the area of R&D means gaining knowledge in terms of innovation 

(Kostalova, Tetrevova, & Svedik, 2015; Moreno Jr. & Cavazotte, 2015). As mentioned 

earlier, the participants of the target group work under similar conditions; that is, they 

work in small teams, and the purpose of their work is to analyse and solve problems in 

the engineering environment. A typical engineering work environment also leads to 

specific types of leadership situations (see Chapter 4.3). In addition, project-oriented 

work organisations are characterised by temporary work processes, dynamic work envi-

ronments, defined roles and a specific management paradigm (Keller, 2001; Turner & 

Müller, 2005).  

In the context of the increasing complexity and project-based work conditions, 

leadership situations evolve as a result of the respective contexts.  

4.3 Leadership situations 

In general, there are two types of leadership situations based on the participants’ 

feedback. The first is related to project meetings and problem-solving discussions, 

which are fundamental parts of R&D work. The second involves regular department 

meetings, personal dialogues, informal communication with superiors and common el-

ements of a company’s culture that are comparable to other functional areas. With re-

gard to the work-related meetings, one participant stated:  

[W]e talk about the new projects that have to be done and how to do them, and 

when they should be set up. I think this is the main reason; then we talk about 
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how far a project is already done. When you have something [for] like six weeks, 

you talk every week [to know] the schedule status (GER 2). 

Moreover, the regular department meetings focus on project work. At the meeting, 

members discuss face-to-face what to do and how to go about it. What is relevant for 

running projects is the status update. The engineer reports progress on a project or task 

to his boss and team members on a weekly basis. The team meetings follow a certain 

structure and focus on project status reports: 

In the team meetings, we prepare a PPT presentation about what problems we 

faced in the past month or week and we talk about other topics with our col-

leagues and our boss and seek help (CHN 1). 

The engineer described how knowledge sharing happens among team members and 

with the supervisor. These team meetings are project driven and support the project-

based organization. Other participants emphasised the general importance of project 

management and what it demanded of leadership. On the basis of the allocation of tasks 

within project management, the project manager assumes responsibility, which is de-

scribed below as ownership: 

I think within project management, one of the keys is showing that you have 

ownership of your programs. So part of showing that you have ownership of 

your programs is that you [are] going to your managers, which would be myself 

or my boss. And you are showing him: This is what I would like to do…this is 

my plan. And you [are] giving them the opportunity to commend / critique that 

plan, and approve it (USA 1). 

During the project status meetings, the supervisor may give feedback regarding the 

work progress based on the input presented by the project team member. The status re-

ports are part of the leadership culture in all investigated regions. Since the projects are 

organised within one company on a global basis, the working methods are similar with-

in the various research departments. In addition, the situation of dealing with project 

problems and their differences among the regional groups can be assessed. As one par-

ticipant from China said: 

But I’m facing [a] problem or big problem… [I] have no solution for it. I don’t 

want to talk about it. When I have a solution, I will go to him (CHN 1). 
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The way problems are dealt with determines the leadership style in a project-based work 

environment. As shown by the statement above, the engineer wants to have the situation 

under control before approaching his boss. The cultural dimension of ‘losing face’ is 

specific to China and was not mentioned by other focus groups from Germany or the 

United States. Alternatively, the boss can help solve difficult problems. According to 

one of the participants, a supervisor can also provide support in the problem-solving 

process:  

When I have problems, I go directly to the boss. I just go there (GER 2). 

This statement shows that this advice or assistance is rather informal and not subject to 

hierarchical hurdles. The employee seeks help when the situation on hand calls for as-

sistance. If he notices a problem, he is free to immediately contact his supervisor. It is as 

if the supervisor provides a kind of service to his engineers. The function of the supervi-

sor in such situations is described below: 

Help me solve a problem [referring to the boss]. Provide a solution I may not be 

able to achieve (USA 1). 

The discussions revealed cultural differences in the way problems were addressed. 

While Western engineers (e.g. those in the United States and Germany) address prob-

lems directly with their superiors, Chinese engineers avoid discussing any problems and 

solve them on their own. This finding correlates with the literature on cross-cultural 

management in which the communication within the hierarchy depends on the power-

distance value system of the related national culture (Hofstede, 1991; Kirkman, Chen, 

Farh, Chen, & Lowe, 2009). 

Other types of leadership situations are one-on-one meetings to discuss issues 

that are not directly project-related and are private or personal. For example, there was 

the comment to talk with the boss about ‘difficulties in life and in work’ by CHN 2. 

Such diffuse issues are preferred to be discussed in an intimate setting. Informal com-

munication is based on direct personal communications and discreet interest from the 

supervisor towards his/her followers’ issues. As stated by one participant: 

I expect from my boss that he goes in contact with me, informal, just between the 

doors, in a break, in the coffee kitchen. He should show interests for my tasks, 

check if everything is OK (GER 2). 
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Finally, based on this data on informal meetings, there is a certain entitlement attitude 

from the follower towards the leader. Employees expect that the superior is generally 

available and should show interest and consideration regarding the needs of her/his em-

ployees. These expectations of informal communications are the first indicator of the 

perception and expectation of leaders from the follower’s point of view. 

4.4 Perception of leaders 

4.4.1 Career development, guidance and coaching 

Regarding the followers’ perceptions of leaders, career development, guidance 

and coaching were expressed as important items by the participants. For example, the 

participants from Germany and China emphasised the need for career planning and de-

velopment by their leader:  

I believe that the leader is also responsible for career planning. He should check 

the status of where I am, determine my strengths and weaknesses, and what 

could be the next step. He should be like a coach. He should also provide tasks 

that enhance my professional development (GER 2). 

Career planning is understood here to mean employee coaching. The boss is expected to 

evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of his followers based on his interactions. What 

is remarkable here is that the employee expects his leader to be able to assess his per-

formance and potential and support his professional career plans. Another participant 

expressed how he viewed coaching as being synonymous with career development. 

I think also the personal assessment and personal career development is a very 

important thing for a boss. I like the term “coaching” (GER 2). 

To see the role of a leader as a coach underlines the team oriented and non-hierarchical 

relationship between manager and employee. The employee is responsible for address-

ing problems while the leader must provide the right infrastructure and ‘coaching’. One 

participant from China said his expectations of a leader were that he would receive per-

sonal guidance: 

Give you [a] kind of guide. Personal guidance. If he gives you some advice [on] 

what are career opportunities (CHN 1). 
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There was also the expectation of advice for personal career growth. This kind of re-

sponse is not surprising for China, as quick career advancements are quite common and 

employees seek new career opportunities within or outside the company in short inter-

vals of two years or less (Cooke, Scullion, & Collings, 2011; De Silva, 2012). 

Career planning is not isolated from the current work content. Based on the find-

ings of this research, the followers wanted to have career opportunities outlined by their 

superiors. Notably, since HR functions were not mentioned in this regard, the followers 

also expected that such guidance would not originate from HR departments but from 

their leaders.  

During the focus group discussions with the American participants, coaching was 

further described as leaders guiding/supporting the aspirations of their followers. Ac-

cording to one participant: 

But one of [the] big jobs of a manager that they are taking care of, that you can't 

really replace, is coaching people. When you are coaching people …. it really 

does take lot of time. To start guiding people and to making them, being inde-

pendent and making their own thought process. And working out problems on 

their own and coming to the same kind of conclusions you would make if you 

were trying to try common sense decisions (USA 1). 

Maybe looking for a decision sometimes, sometimes you are looking for some-

thing more along the lines of maybe a suggested path to take for: how you would 

resolve an issue. You might not necessarily be looking for an answer, but it 

maybe something that, you know, where you wanna discuss with him in brain-

storming, maybe some ideas of ways that can help for resolv[ing] what you are 

working with (USA 1). 

Coaching, as described above, is an important albeit time-consuming task of a leader. 

The aim of coaching is to make the employee independent. Independence has already 

been identified as an important quality of a project team member (see Chapter 4.2). 

Moreover, in terms of coaching, a core focus area is the acquisition of problem-solving 

skills. The leader is expected to act as a ‘sparring partner’ for the brainstorming of ideas 

in the decision-making process. What is important to note here is the statement that the 

employee does not expect an answer from the boss. All he seeks is advice on the next 

steps to be taken to solve work-related problems. As presented in Chapter 4.2, solving 

problems lies at the core of an engineer’s task. Coaching of engineers must be geared 
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towards what an engineer needs to support his problem-solving achievements. Such 

support, however, is not limited to technical advice. 

According to one participant, providing motivation is also an important aspect of 

the problem-solving process: 

And he gets us motivated and he includes those tasks into our performance re-

views. Our yearly objectives there we can accomplish those tasks. He is, motiva-

tion is not the right word, he has a clear direction. He is not guiding day by day. 

He can get the work done today, but still focus on a year from now. He knows 

what to expect he has a good knowledge from past history. This helps him to bet-

ter prepare for the future (USA 1). 

Motivation here is addressed in terms of extrinsic motivation as tasks are part of the 

yearly performance review. The listing of tasks gives the engineer direction on what to 

expect during the course of the year. Besides having the right work environment, it is 

also deemed important to have clear long-term goals. What motivates participants is the 

experience the leader has in medium- and long-term planning. The need to have a long-

term view of employee engagement is discussed later in Chapter 4.4.3. 

What also motivates people is the possibility of furthering their education (e.g. 

business-oriented training) to obtain challenging jobs that suit their skills. Especially in 

China, training and career development are important management tasks. One partici-

pant emphasised:  

And I think, you know a good leader should know everyone in his team, give the 

right training to the right one and give [the] right project to the right one. And 

then he do[es] nothing. He need do nothing. Because he give[s] everything to the 

right person (CHN 1). 

According to this, a leader must know the training needs of the team. Training includes 

not only off-site trainings but also development through a goal-oriented project alloca-

tion. The supervisor has to consider the development needs of employees when allocat-

ing tasks to his/her employees.  

The requirement of motivation and training highlights the importance of global 

talent management in which HR functions play an important role. In conclusion, the 

target group of engineers have high requirements regarding the leadership environment. 



Michael Wolff Data analysis 

Page 112 

A further category that underlines the importance of leadership is communication and 

feedback which is discussed in the following section. 

4.4.2 Communication and feedback  

Communication and feedback is the second most important item regarding the follow-

ers’ assessments of good leadership behaviours. Openness to the feedback from em-

ployees should be expected in the leadership relationship. According to another partici-

pant the leader: 

Should be open to feedback from the employees. So, things the employee doesn't 

like about him and the other way around (GER 1).  

Feedback, as quoted above, allows employees and their leaders to provide situational 

and an immediate response to one another in the leadership process. The employee 

should have the opportunity to point out certain issues. This right is also granted to the 

superior. Open feedback is synonymous with informal and unstructured communication 

initiated by the feedback provider. As stated by the participants, communication styles 

are perceived differently when compared with those perceived by previous generations:  

One thing that had changed comparing to the older generation, I think is this ac-

cess to this kind of feedback. First of all I think it wasn't so usual I think in your 

[referring to the facilitator] generation maybe to have this kind of open feedback 

even if it's not so comfortable or regarding uncomfortable topics. This kind of 

openness, and also this flexibility should change [the] focus[ed] or … [the] depth 

[of] these kind of focus. Motivate people to be constructively, engaged like this 

(GER 2). 

The participant refers to the changing culture of giving open feedback to the superior 

informally. Providing feedback at any time motivates followers and strengthens their 

commitment to the work they are doing. This calls for flexibility from the manager to 

allow for such responses from the employees when required. Open and frequent com-

munication is important in terms of motivation and well-being (Chou, 2012; Kark & 

Dijk, 2007). In addition, this perception defines the requirements of supervisors leading 

a team of Generation Y members (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010). In this regard, one par-

ticipant in the present research stated the following: 
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One thing I like about my manager, I'm not afraid of him so much. If I disagree 

with him it's not like that I get punished for it. So I think this is a good thing 

(USA 1). 

This statement highlights that disagreement is acceptable. Content-related disagree-

ments should not lead to disciplinary consequences for the employee. To be free to state 

a different opinion and have disagreements with one's superior without the fear of ad-

verse consequences is perceived as good leadership culture and indicative of a positive 

work environment.  

Notably, feedback as an important part of communication, was not mentioned 

during any of the interviews in China. This may be based on the fact that there is a tradi-

tionally hierarchical leadership culture (high power distance culture) within China. 

Feedback as a term of leadership culture is therefore not widespread. Among the three 

selected countries, China has a power distance score of 80, which is double that of the 

United States (40) and Germany (36) (see Chapter 2.3.1.3). This comparatively high 

value explains the avoidance of feedback among the Generation Y members in China. 

4.4.3 Providing vision 

Related to communication is the handling of information relevant for work. Ac-

cording to Ng et al., (2010), work must embody meaning and sense-making. Among the 

groups in Germany and the United States, there was a clear need to maintain a transpar-

ent communication style, as suggested by two of the participants:  

He [the supervisor] should give me the whole information to the project and not 

so: This is your job. Do it. So, why we are doing this - because often disap-

point[ing], we calculate something and you don't know for what it is (GER 1). 

This statement shows that contextual information is important for job fulfilment. Espe-

cially for tedious tasks, Generation Y participants said they sought background infor-

mation to stay motivated. Another participant (from the US) couched the need for rele-

vant information in terms of transparency: 

In general, transparency is a key element. Transparency. If there is something 

that you don't know about the situation makes it difficult for you to do your job. 

Knowing everything about the issue from your side can definitely improve that if 

they are open and honest with you about that, you can do better with your work. 



Michael Wolff Data analysis 

Page 114 

The same thing applies to them actually providing honest feedback. What is 

positive, what is negative? Feedback many times is also very, very motivating. It 

can help you proof [improve] your performance (USA 1). 

Here, transparency is also related to contextual information and the need to make sense 

of the task at hand. It is important for an employee to know the ‘whys’ to become moti-

vated about doing the job and producing the desired result. Transparency is also related 

to honesty. Answering the ‘whys’ honestly motivates employees and helps to achieve 

results. The participant also expected honest feedback to improve their work and 

achieve better performance.  

The sense-making of work is related to the communication of a company’s strat-

egy. The question with regard to strategy and vision was not explicitly asked, but it was 

mentioned when asked about the role of the follower. This demand to be informed about 

the larger picture was quite typical among the Generation Y members. A rather critical 

statement regarding vision, strategy and guidelines is given here: 

Think within our generation there is a lot of frustration to, with leaders they don't 

have a clear vision, and they don't set guidelines (GER 2). 

According to this statement, a fuzzy vision leads to employee frustration. This partici-

pant felt that the setting of clear guidelines by his superior was a way of articulating his 

vision. Another participant set out clearly the advantages of stating a clear vision: 

I really like my boss; he always has a vision and a long-term strategy for [where] 

our department is going. So, he helps us to implement a long-term goal right now 

(USA 1). 

Based on this, Generation Y participants must know the long-term goal as well as ac-

tively work towards achieving it. Long-term strategy here helps to strategically align 

departmental work to the company’s strategy. Communication of clear goals to the em-

ployees is necessary for this so that they feel that they are part of company’s strategy. 

Again, this particular issue among the group in China differed from those of their 

German and American counterparts. According to the dimensions of Hofstede (2010), 

China has low uncertainty avoidance, and this low level reflects the pragmatic handling 

of the unknown future. As one participant said: 

Or we know what to do for the next steps. Make everything clear (CHN 1). 
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This brief comment reflects the situation in China very well. The understanding of lead-

ership differs from those groups from Germany and the US. Moreover, the phrases used 

in the group discussions were much shorter than those used in the other two groups. 

This might also be representative of the different work culture. Communication between 

leader and follower also differed between the cultural clusters. There was no explicit 

need in China to know the overall strategy. There was a stronger need to know very 

clearly what to do and what a leader expected from his employees. 

Consequently, the participants required a broader overview of the project(s) to 

complete the assigned work and remain motivated. They also mentioned the need for 

clear and understandable communication regarding the larger picture, with further clari-

fication (if necessary). Finally, cultural differences regarding communication between 

Germany and the United States on the one hand and China on the other can be deter-

mined. 

4.5 Followers’ values and traits 

4.5.1 Important values  

As an introductory exercise, the participants of the focus groups were asked to 

rank six important values, all of which were derived from the World Values Survey 

(WVS, 2014): family, friends, leisure time, politics, work and religion (see Chapters 

2.3.2.3.3 and 3.4.2). Among the 35 participants, 30 ranked ‘family’ as the most im-

portant item. This item also included parents, grandparents, brothers and sisters, as only 

two of the participants were married. According to three of the participants from China:  

I think most important in life is family. Family, including my father, my mother 

and even my dog. They understand me. They grew me up. And I spend long time 

with them (CHN 1). 

For me, also family is the most important. I think the most time of life is family 

with you. Even [if] you lost your work, you are not so happy, your family always 

be with you. Even not only my parents, even the husband I will have. He will 

spend most of time with me. That's important. And then it is work (CHN 1). 

You can do … work for five years, for ten years or more than ten years, twenty 

years. But family is for whole of the life (CHN 1). 
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All three participants from China highlighted the importance of family according to 

time or duration. While family was seen as lasting forever, work was seen as something 

temporary. Moreover, the amount of time spent with family mattered. Participants rated 

the importance of things based on the time they spent with it. This was also apparent for 

the Generation Y members in Germany and the United States.  

In addition, happiness in one’s family life seemed to be a prerequisite for satis-

faction. Family here is the source of happiness: 

Family, if you don't have a good relationship with family you will not be happy 

in your whole life. And work, I think one part is family and another major time is 

your work (CHN2). 

Besides happiness, family is also the resource of a necessary sense of meaning in life. 

Participants consider family as important roots within their life, giving orientation and 

support: 

Most important for me is family, because they give me the necessary background 

for my life, they give me hold (GER 2). 

For me, family as well, they are probably the most important part of that is, be-

cause of my family that I'm here, because of my family is my life. My inspiration 

to do something in the future (USA 1). 

Family is indisputably the most important value for Generation Y participants. Social 

relationships, especially with regard to family and friends, are rated as more important 

than work: 

Family and friends is the number one. Just for me more important than work and 

everything else (GER 1). 

Family is little bit [more important] over friends but they are still on the same 

level. It is just to have people around you who like you and you like them. You 

feel better with those people around you (GER 1). 

As stated earlier, the definition of family covers parents and siblings as well as 

one’s immediate family (e.g. children and spouse). Family and friends were also im-

portant for the participants, as they convey important social values. According to one of 

the participants:  
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My immediate family. Yea. Including my friends. I'm very close to my parents, 

my brothers my wife, my kids. Right? And I always make decisions which are 

important to them, before I make decisions over work, my political aspiration 

and myself, which is leisure time, friends and religion (USA 1). 

Overall, the term ‘family’ seemed to be related to spending time with those close 

to the participants. Moreover, the family appeared to be the inspiration and starting 

point for important decisions regarding future career changes and developments. Family 

was a central point for the interviewed participants. Important decisions were discussed 

with family members. To have this social connection for decision making and for guid-

ance was very important to the participants.  

After family, work was ranked as the second most important item in life (with 17 

votes), followed by friends (with 13 votes). Both of these socially oriented values (fami-

ly and friends) directly influenced the participants’ social lives although the selected 

values were not individualistic. According to the focus group discussions, work was 

important for providing some meaning to life, but it also helped establish or support 

one’s family life. In addition, work created financial security that supported various 

activities. One participant stated that: 

The only reason that anything else occurs in my life beyond that is family. So, 

everything is linked to that. The family is first then work. You need to work and 

that’s important to me. To support the family (USA 1). 

Another aspect is the value of time and the proportion of one’s life spent at work. 

Two participants recognised that since they spent the majority of their life at work, they 

attempted to make the best of such time away from home:  

And my second choice is work. It is not only to make money but also if you have 

success in work it will make you be proud of yourself. And I think most of our 

best times, best ages, we are working. We spend most of your life time in work-

ing. So, it is very important in our life (CHN 1). 

And then it is work. I understand work is not only the job you have; also you 

have to do something. You have to have some value in this world (CHN 2). 

Thus, work is important because it occupies a big chunk of one's life. Moreover, it is 

important to make it meaningful. Work is important not only because it provides for 
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one's livelihood but also because it influences one's self-esteem and gives a reason for 

one's existence. To do something, to contribute something to the world is important to 

the participants. Overall, it is deemed important to create something. Work is a key in-

strument to contribute value to life, a value that is not primarily a financial or material 

one. Another statement highlighted this perception of work and how it should be mean-

ingful. This sense of meaning in life is an element attributed to Generation Y members: 

And the second biggest goal for me is to achieve something for humanity. And I 

see this; I do something for this in the workspace (GER 1). 

To want to contribute something to humanity through the work one does is remarkable, 

as the participants work in the automotive industry. These engineers want to contribute 

a non-materialistic value to society. 

Although humanity was important to the participants; interestingly, religion and 

politics were relatively unimportant to the participants. According to Norris and Ingle-

hart (2011), such aspects reflect traditional values. For example, in China, where a one-

party system exists and religion is controlled by the government, both values have mi-

nor importance. Two of the Chinese participants observed that: 

And my last two choices are religions and politics. Because, you know, in China 

people don't care about the religions and politics (CHN 1). 

No. I think in Europe or US the religions is very important to people. But in Chi-

na it is very different (CHN 1). 

Politics and religion are topics that are not extensively discussed in society, as these 

topics are restricted by the government. Interestingly, Generation Y from China as-

sumes that their peers in other countries are more engaged with these topics. Yet, in 

Western countries, such as Germany and the United States, religion and politics are be-

coming less important. Furthermore, two participants described the fundamental change 

of such aspects from one generation to another:  

For me like religion, I mean, my family used to go to church. I mean that was 

important, it was nice. But really because of it was my family, not because I was 

in church. It is like a family tradition. We did other family traditions, they didn't 

involve a church. Because those were family (GER 2).  
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Religion was also rated within the other German focus group discussions as less im-

portant. Moreover, church visits seemed to be family decisions. As stated by one partic-

ipant: 

Before I was 10, as a kid, I had to go church every week. But now I'm not into 

church visits (GER 1). 

Going to church was perceived as a family tradition during one's childhood. In none of 

the focus groups was there a spiritual discussion about religion and what it contributed 

to society or to an individual's life. Thus, religion seemed to have no relevance to one's 

current phase in life. 

And then politics and religion, they are important to me, but the immediate life 

comes first. Politics and religion comes second (USA 1). 

Religion, as stated above, was related to family and therefore important to the partici-

pant. However, it was not important because of the participant's spirituality. Religion 

did not appear to be linked directly to participants' lives, just like politics was not, alt-

hough family and friends were seen as important. More specifically, the target group 

only focused on values that they could influence or immediately influence. Religion was 

rated by all focus groups as less important. It could be that it is seen as a private topic or 

one that people are not comfortable talking about in a work-related context. Neverthe-

less, one can conclude that religion ranked low for the examined target groups. This 

disposition towards religion is associated with traditional vs. secular-rational values (see 

Chapter 2.3.1). Low importance assigned to religion in one’s life is an indication of pre-

vailing secular values (instead of traditional values) (Welzel, 2013). 

Politics was rated as a relevant topic by the participants, but it was not viewed as 

an important personal value. In this regard, individuals are sometimes reluctant to en-

gage in politics. There was also a differentiation between country/nation and the politi-

cal system: 

The last [rated value] one is politics. For my side: I know many things about our 

country like the politics. But politics is not my country. Politics is sometimes 

somebody’s work, not ours. We take care of your country, but we don't take care 

[about] politics … (CHN 1). 
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Since the state system in China significantly differs from those of Germany and United 

States, the perception of the state system also differed among the participants (Jackson 

& Bak, 1998). However, those from Germany negatively rated their political system, 

including this participant: 

Politics and religion are not important at all. When I engage in politics, I have 

only limited influence to the system. So it is not worth to spend time there (GER 

2). 

Although Generation Y members lack political interest, they are interested in social 

values and humanity (see above). A system with very limited influence is rated as irrel-

evant and not worthy of spending too much time. It is important to have a direct influ-

ence on what they do and what the outcome is. Participants were aware of their limited 

free time, and they wanted to use such time for other activities. According to one partic-

ipant: 

Politics and Religion is not unimportant, but I do not spend time for these topics 

(GER 2). 

In the previous statement, it becomes obvious that the participants prioritise the time 

more for personal or individual activities. Overall, the importance of religion has dwin-

dled (Bengtson, 2013), and this trend, which began after World War II, is supported by 

official figures from Germany (Großbölting, 2013) and the United States (Cox, 2015; 

Pew Research Center, 2015). According to Kinnaman and Hawkins (2011), the dropout 

rates in the United States and Europe are especially high among Generation Y members. 

To summarise, a traditional value such as family was very important to the participants, 

while other traditional values such as religion and politics were rather unimportant dur-

ing the focus group discussions. Family and friends as social values are connected, but 

family is seen as undisputedly the most important. 

Based on the analysis of the transcripts regarding the important and less im-

portant values, the behaviours and characteristics of Generation Y members are the fo-

cus in the following section. More specifically, such behaviours and characteristics are 

discussed in the context of leadership situations and the professional work environment 

of engineers.  

4.5.2 Work-related behaviour and characteristics  

Another group exercise, in the context of followership, was the identification of 

follower-related characteristics (derived from the World Values Survey). Such charac-
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teristics included hard work, a feeling of responsibility, tolerance and respect for other 

people, thrift in saving money, determination, independence, perseverance, unselfish-

ness, obedience, self-expression and loyalty (see Chapter 2.3.1.3.3). The participants 

were asked to assess what they perceived as important in their role as followers in the 

R&D work environment. With regard to their project work, the participants rated ‘a 

feeling of responsibility’ as one of the most important characteristics of an employee. 

The feeling of responsibility was assessed as most important during all focus group dis-

cussions in all three countries. According to two of the participants from China:  

Most important for the employee is [a] feeling [of] responsibility. He knows 

what to do and how to do [it]. Because I'm the project contact person in my field. 

So in my field it is very important to take over responsibility for the project 

(CHN 1). 

And [the] feeling of responsibility is the most important thing. And for example, 

we do some project which is very confidential and we should keep in mind as it 

is confidential… (CHN 2). 

Responsibility here is very much related to a project-based organisation. An employee 

working in an engineering project takes full responsibility for it. The engineers are ex-

perts in their field and their superior relies on their competencies. Responsibility here 

also includes confidentiality. Especially in China, where the protection of technical 

knowhow is a crucial factor, the engineer is fully responsible for completing all tasks. 

Nevertheless, responsibility is also important from the viewpoint of the superior, as can 

be seen from responses in a group discussion from Germany: 

I think if you are responsible for your work your boss is happy that you show 

some responsibility for your work and you are responsible for the things that you 

are giving the company (GER 1). 

An employee takes over the responsibility for a task from his/her manger. The partici-

pant perceives this as a relief for the manager. Through this the employee takes over the 

responsibility for a task that supports the company’s goals. The employee considers that 

he/she is an important part within the company. This characteristic is also considered of 

importance in the United States: 

First one I have here is the feeling of responsibility, second is independence and 

third is loyalty (USA 1). 
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Responsibility, independence and loyalty were discussed as important characteristics for 

employees. These three characteristics accurately reflect the competencies and qualities 

of an engineer. He is responsible for completing the task, must work independently on it 

and show loyalty to the company to ensure the company's long-term success. Independ-

ence, in particular, was assessed as a very important characteristic for the target group. 

Independence is a typical post-industrial value that belongs to the cluster of self-

expression values. It reflects individualism in which employees have a greater degree of 

freedom. While responsibility is related to the task itself, independence refers to work-

ing without assistance from the boss (leader):  

What he [the leader] should not do is … paternalism, to do too much. Should not 

influence too much on my work. He should give degrees of freedom for my crea-

tivity. I want to work independent[ly] and finish the job by myself (GER 2). 

Too much tutelage by the superior is perceived as an impediment by the participant. The 

responsibility of the manager is to give sufficient freedom so that followers can work 

independently and achieve the objective on their own. Independence helps the employee 

to work autonomously and secures the project success even if the manager is changing 

or leaving: 

That you are capable of doing your job by yourself. That you are supposed to do 

what you are hired for…like if the manager has gone away you have to manage 

yourself (USA 1). 

From the manager’s point of view, followers’ independence is desirable as it unburdens 

the manager. However, the employees do not want to rely on their boss: 

I think [the] boss wants to hand over a task, a problem. And he wants to have this 

done. He doesn’t want to guide me. I also don't want to relay/obey the boss. I do 

the job in my way and I also contact the boss in exceptional cases (when problem 

occurs). Work independently is important. High independence! (GER 1). 

Superiors are contacted only for problem escalation, not for regular information report-

ing. A participant from China sees one reason for contacting the supervisor in excep-

tional cases due to the time constraints of mangers: 
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Because my boss is very busy and he is in charge of the whole engineer[ing] cen-

tre. So, I think he wants to have that the people do their jobs by themselves inde-

pendent[ly] (CHN 1). 

Independence and creativity are basically important values for followers in the 

area of R&D (Can & Aktas, 2012) although their level of importance can differ accord-

ing to the culture. In addition, independence is an important frame condition for project 

work, whereas obedience has been negatively rated (Paulsen, Callan, Ayoko, & Saun-

ders, 2013). Obedience can be described as the opposite of independence and the feeling 

of responsibility. With regard to employee behaviour, obedience is a rather passive 

characteristic, while independence and the feeling of responsibility are proactive behav-

iours. As a Chinese participant observed: 

Other things I can't get [in] the right position. But I think I put the obedience in 

the last position. Because I think if I was the boss I will like that the employee 

has its own opinion, not only listen to my voice (CHN 1). 

Overall, there was a consensus among the participants in all groups regarding the 

required attitude for followers to be successful in the area of R&D. In addition, they 

enjoyed working independently, and obedience was not asked for nor desired from their 

superiors. Other traditional work values such as ‘saving money’ and ‘unselfishness’ 

were considered to be less relevant, while ‘loyalty’ and ‘self-expression’ were consid-

ered to be less important among the American and German groups. With regard to the 

latter, one participant stated that:  

What bothers me is unequal treatment of employees. If there are other persons 

with more self-expressions and he [the leader] follows them without looking to 

others. It should be transparent, objective. No favourite employees. Fair treat-

ment of all employees is important (GER 2).  

Self-expression and the potential for status envy are seen here as disruptive elements 

among the team because it might undermine the competencies and knowledge of the 

employees. Therefore, self-expression can be seen as a disruptive factor within project 

teamwork if it hinders transparency and fairness. In summary, fairness, as an individual 

value, undermines the self-expression of individuals. Important to the participants were 

transparency and fairness to focus on skills and project achievements. Fairness is im-
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portant to Generation Y members, and it is also related to the issue of teamwork (Eisner, 

2005) and hierarchy (Busch, Venkitachalam, & Richards, 2008). 

4.5.3 Followership 

One of the main issues discussed in the focus group discussions was follow-

ership, especially followers’ initiatives and follower-based leadership. In the 

knowledge-based area of R&D, the level of expertise and the type of project can deter-

mine the type of followership. For example, during project work the followers can as-

sume responsibility for a defined task or the leader can be the sole expert. According to 

one participant from the U.S. group discussion, new skill acquisition is incumbent upon 

the follower: 

I think when we learn new skills, in some cases our managers are maybe elders, 

and they've learnt skills and use tools they are outdated. And they may not en-

gage in the training, because they are not doing the work directly (USA 1). 

Participants from China and Germany observe their strong role in the business-related 

context. When they discuss with a leader, the role as an expert is solely with the young 

engineer: 

I'm not sure whether I will lead my leader. But every time when I ask my leader 

my leader asks me just one question: What is your opinion? I will give some op-

tions and finally he makes a decision (CHN 1). 

An engineer from Germany emphasises the strong role of a follower towards his/her 

superior. As an expert specialist, he/she can control the information and knowledge 

flow: 

Well, if you doing the project, if you[’ve] got an overview you can give the right 

information to your boss. And get him to decide for example, brief him in the 

way you see it fit, and you can also keep information from him that you don't 

want him to see (GER 1). 

Thus, the follower is an important stakeholder in the decision-making process. The 

leader is seen here in a rather passive role due to their dependency on the follower’s 

information. The leader per se is incapable of assessing what information is held back.  
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The followers can also influence their leader through the course of the project 

based on their training in newer methods and techniques. The influence of a follower in 

a knowledge-based environment is discussed as follows:  

And what [is] more I think to be very good engineer, a very important thing is 

knowledge. You are hard-working, you know what you should do but if you 

don't have the related knowledge, you can do nothing actually (CHN 1).  

It is therefore inevitable for a ‘strong’ follower to gain knowledge to work independent-

ly. The role of a follower in the area of R&D is mainly shaped by knowledge and less 

influenced by character traits. Another participant from this group added the following: 

And for the engineers, you know … that technical is develop[ing] very fast. We 

need talk with boss [to] give us the most opportunity to learn new things and also 

to share our ideas. Many things you talk … is about new ideas. So this is very 

important (CHN 1).  

To gain this expert knowledge seems to be an intrinsic motivation for the employees 

(Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). They consider their boss as a source for providing 

knowledge and learning opportunities. Learning is driven by the technical development, 

which is the business environment where they are working. The role as a knowledge 

expert complements the self-image of the young engineers in Germany. One participant 

stated that: 

I want to be noticed as an expert. The boss should show interest towards me. I 

should not be self-marketing for myself - this should not be necessary. He should 

pass by without real reason, without cause. He gives me the role, the responsibil-

ity as an employee (GER 1). 

The statement above reflects the aversion regarding self-marketing of an expert (see 

Chapter 4.5.2). This engineer wants to be recognised based on his expertise and not on 

his self-marketing. The role of a superior is to give him/her responsibility so that he/she 

can fulfil the role as an expert. 

Overall, engineers act as specialists in the area of R&D, and they develop new 

ideas and innovations in an extremely competitive business environment. They have an 

intrinsic motivation to gain knowledge in their area of responsibility. Thus, they have 

various opportunities to influence their environment and their superiors through their 
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expert knowledge and skills. There is an overall aversion regarding self-marketing rec-

ognised within the groups. Their superiors should recognise the knowledge they pro-

duced from the project-based discussions. Self-marketing for pursuing career plans is 

rejected. A fair treatment based on knowledge, expertise and project outcome is de-

manded. 

4.6 Consequences 

The following chapter will describe, based on the data analysed above, the main 

consequences for the company of having Generation Y members in the workplace. 

Figure 1.1 can be expanded upon (see Figure 4.2) using the problem description (see 

Chapter 1.2). Generation Y followers were asked about common leadership situations in 

their respective workplaces. All workplaces were part of the research and development 

hub and so the project-based work environment in all three regions is comparable.  

 

 

Figure 4.2. Consequences of the research results 

 

Generation Y members talked about their role as followers, based on their 

assigned jobs. The role is described as active and independent. Generation Y members 

want to take on responsibility within their role as specialists. Based on this specialist 

role and the exclusive knowledge, they see themselves as important influencers in the 

decision process within the company, particularly where decisions draw upon their 

specialist knowlegde. The requirement for specialist and project-based knowledge 
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within their research work assignments gives them the authority to request suitable 

overarching working conditions. To perform effectively, they need coaching support 

from their supervisor (or project leader), along with constant feedback about their work 

content and performance. This feedback should be informal and frequent rather than 

determined in a yearly performance and evaluation process steered by HR. In order to 

fulfil their tasks, Generation Y engineers require transparent communication about 

overall project visions and objectives, and don’t appreciate information being restricted 

to upper levels of the management hierarchy.. They expect to receive an ongoing flow 

of timely, relevant information. Finally, the young engineer expects development 

opportunities within the company and support with career planning, leading to defined 

career paths with supportive training measures provided by the company. These 

measures also need to be transparent, well-established HR tools within the company. 

Receiving regular feedback from supervisors was a requirement stated in all the 

countries of this study. This shows that Generation Y’s requirements within the area of 

research and development are cross-national, with national differences having less 

impact in the workplace. Materialistic factors such as salary increases and fringe 

benefits are also of secondary importance within the professional life of Generation Y 

members in this area. Overall findings indicate that Generation Y engineers see 

themselves enjoying a strong role within the company, but also have high expectations 

of the company. They want to play an active part, but also require clearly defined career 

development opportunities. 

4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter presented the results of the focus group discussions on followership 

in the R&D hubs of China, Germany and the United States. The basis for the focus 

group interviews were the theories of value change (Inglehart, 1977; Inglehart & 

Welzel, 2005) and followership (Carsten et al., 2010; Meindl, 1995). The research 

framework was developed by linking the four core categories—professional work envi-

ronment, leadership situations, perception of leaders and followers’ values and traits 

(see Chapter 4.1). The initial focus within this theoretical framework was on the profes-

sional work environment (first category). Participants described their project-based 

work environment and their role as expert or sub-project leader. This specific work en-

vironment of an R&D engineer also determined the leadership situations they faced 

(second category).  
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From this project-based leadership situation, two different follower perspectives 

emerged (Carsten et al., 2010). One was about a follower’s perspective on leadership, 

which was previously discussed as a follower-centric view (Meindl, 1995). The other 

was the follower-based perspective (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007; 

Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Both categories deal with the issue of followership, but one is 

discussed with regard to leadership while the other is about the self-perception of a fol-

lower in terms of followership.  

To support the defined categories, statements from all group members were con-

sidered and cited along with the respective category (where pertinent). The participants 

offered feedback about their important and less important values, typical characteristics 

and perceptions of their leaders. Their feedback also provided information about the 

work content as well as the work environment. The findings indicated that although 

cultural and generation-specific differences were not very dominant, there were differ-

ences with regard to the nature of leadership between China and other countries. For 

example, informal feedback was not mentioned as being of any importance in China. 

Moreover, in the group discussion, there was very little feedback from the participants 

from China. While their statements were rather brief and prudent, the discussions in 

Germany and the United States were more lively and controversial. Nevertheless, the 

Generation Y engineers from the three selected countries could be described as a ho-

mogenous group.  

All the focus group discussions supported the theoretical research framework, 

and the influence of the work environment on leadership situations was obvious. Chap-

ter 5 will now describe consequences for followership in the area of R&D. Conclusions 

are drawn referring to the formulated research questions of Chapter 2. It will demon-

strate the research’s contribution to theory and practise in regards to the research prob-

lem and conclude with recommendations for further research.  
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5 Conclusions and further research  

5.1 Introduction 

This dissertation examined the self-perceptions of Generation Y members re-

garding leadership, particularly focusing on the behaviours and perceptions of young 

engineers when engaging with their leaders. The aim of this research project is to inves-

tigate the current status of follower-centred, cross-cultural and generational research in 

the context of global human resources (HR) management. Surprisingly, relatively little 

research has been conducted on the similarities and differences between Generation Y 

members from different nations in terms of leadership or followership. As Generation Y 

members are just entering the workforce, there is no study to the author’s knowledge 

that has analysed Generation Y followers in a homogenous, cross-cultural business en-

vironment.  

This research followed a structured research approach to define the research gap 

and research problem (Perry, 1998). The formulation of the research question in Chapter 

1 was an important milestone since the research question has implications for the re-

search methodology and design. Chapter 1 also outlined the scope of the research by 

providing background information on the practical research problem. The lack of re-

search in this area required formulating the following open research question to focus 

on the research problem: 

How do Generation Y members, employed as Research and Development 

engineers in the automobile industry, describe their perceptions of follow-

ership in a cross-country comparison?  

A unique challenge is dealing with Generation Y members from different nations 

entering the workforce. This cohort, also referred to as ‘Millennials’ and ‘Digital Na-

tives’, among others, has been intensively discussed in the academic literature as well as 

in newspapers and magazines. Little attention from the research community has been 

given to Generation Y (Millennials) and their view on leadership, their role as a follow-

er and cross-cultural differences. Therefore, the research question was subdivided into 

three questions to delineate the research problem as well as to provide some compre-

hensive answers:  

1. What are the perceptions of Generation Y members regarding 

leadership and their leadership expectations? 

2. How is the role of a follower perceived? 
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3. What are the cross-country differences among Generation Y 

members in the context of followership? 

Chapter 2 discussed the relevant literature, beginning with the megatrends of 

globalisation, digitalisation, demographic change and the changing work environment 

(Chapter 2.2). In the context of these megatrends, the relatively new discipline of global 

HR management as a parent discipline was discussed (Chapter 2.3). The core challenges 

of global HR management are global talent management and the determination of ways 

to deal with a global and interconnected workforce. Global HR management refers to 

cultural change and cultural differences. Inglehart (1977) considered this approach to be 

most suitable to analyse cross-cultural differences of a certain generation. This also un-

derlined the need for a deeper understanding of cultural differences among nationalities 

and generations (Kim & McLean, 2012). Within the literature review, Generation Y 

(Chapter 2.4) and followership (Chapter 2.5) was defined and further differentiated. 

Moreover, an overview of the major related approaches was outlined, after which two 

main follower perspectives were identified: the follower-centric approach (Meindl, 

1995) and the follower-based approach (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 

2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).  

In Chapter 3, the constructive research paradigm was justified as the research 

paradigm by utilising the qualitative research methodology and the focus group discus-

sions method. Grounded theory was applied for the data analysis to develop a theoreti-

cal framework to analyse the concept of followership in a cross-cultural context. In ad-

dition, ethical aspects were elaborated for this empirical, company-internal research 

setting. The HREC of Charles Sturt University approved the research before data collec-

tion (Protocol No. 2011/116).  

In Chapter 4, the findings of the semi-structured focus group discussions were 

presented. Following the grounded theory approach, data were analysed and the theoret-

ical research model was developed (Chapter 4.1). Both the work environment and the 

work contents significantly impacted the follower-leader relationship among the Gener-

ation Y engineers. Moreover, it was shown that the area of R&D, which involves work-

ing on research projects and supporting projects, follows the method of project man-

agement in which a defined target is established and task distribution occurs within a 

team. Such project-based work requires independence and the input of ex-

perts/specialists. Only a few cultural differences could be assessed during the focus 

group discussions. The interpretation of these findings will be discussed later.  
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Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the findings of the data analysis within the context 

of the literature chapter and answers the three derived research questions. Next, it pre-

sents the implications of the findings for theory and practice based on the conclusions of 

the conceptual framework in Chapter 4.1, with a particular focus on the practical impli-

cations for attracting talents, leadership practices and training. Finally, it discusses the 

limitations and presents the recommendations for further research in terms of content, 

methodology and research approach. 

5.2 Conclusions related to the research question 

This study aimed to investigate the following research question: How do Genera-

tion Y members, employed as Research and Development engineers in the automobile 

industry, describe their perceptions of followership in a cross-country comparison? This 

research question was subdivided into three questions to delineate the research problem 

as well as to provide some comprehensive answers:  

1. What are the perceptions of Generation Y members regarding leadership and 

their leadership expectations? (see Chapter 5.2.1) 

2. How is the role of a follower perceived? (see Chapter 5.2.2) 

3. What are the cross-country differences among Generation Y members in the 

context of followership? (see Chapter 5.2.3) 

5.2.1 Perceptions of leadership and leadership expectations  

Leadership preferences and expectations for the defined group of Generation Y 

engineers were the subjects of the first research item. Although leadership is a large and 

multidisciplinary research area (Avolio et al., 2009), the perceptions of followers to-

wards their leaders have been poorly investigated (Carsten et al., 2010; Sy, 2010; Uhl-

Bien et al., 2014). Therefore, this change in perspective is valuable for learning more 

about followers’ leadership expectations.  

The convergence of values and principles between a leader and his/her followers 

has been shown to be the most effective approach, i.e. the transformational leadership 

theory (Burns, 1978; Conger & Kanungo, 1998; Dvir & Shamir, 2003; Epitropaki, 

Kark, Mainemelis, & Lord, 2017; Jung & Avolio, 2000), in which individualised con-

sideration (e.g. mentoring and coaching) is an important dimension (Bass & Avolio, 

1990; Judge et al., 2006). In addition, cross-cultural research supports the importance of 

leader-team orientation, which is effective in all cultures (House et al., 2004; Zhang & 

Begley, 2011).  



Michael Wolff Conclusions and further research 

Page 132 

Demographic changes within the largest economies and the shortage of engi-

neers (see Chapter 2.2.2) have enabled Generation Y members to demand excellent 

leadership which in turn leads to a follower-centric approach (Meindl, 1995) to leader-

ship. In other words, it is important for leaders to reflect on how their followers perceive 

them (Prilipko, 2014). Constructions that followers make regarding leadership are the 

subject of Chapter 5.2.1. Later, Chapter 5.2.2 will discuss results regarding the follow-

er-based approach (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), which focuses 

primarily on followers' self-perceptions. It differs from the follower-centric approach 

(Meindl, 1995) in that the follower-centric approach focuses on followers’ behaviours 

when engaging with their leaders and not solely with followers’ self-perceptions. How-

ever, this differentiation can be considered an auxiliary construction, because the identi-

ties of followers and leaders are conditions and consequences of each other (Collinson, 

2006). 

In regard to the constructions followers make about leadership, the participants 

of the focus group assessed the importance of a leader based on the following three cat-

egories: 1) career development, guidance and coaching; 2) communication and feed-

back; and 3) providing a vision. Individual career development and coaching were clear 

expectations. Followers expect their leader to support them with career planning and 

offering career opportunities. In the context of career support, the participants referred 

to the role of a leader as coach (see Chapter 4.4.1). These results from the group discus-

sion are not supported by existing literature. Generation Y members are described in 

this literature as being less career-oriented and ambitious. Moreover, the use of outside 

assistance for career development is also different from the scenario presented in the 

literature (McQueen, 2007; Treuren & Anderson, 2010; Twenge et al., 2010). This may 

be related to the fact that the participants have already entered the workforce and accli-

matised to the company’s culture, where the support of the direct superior is essential 

for career development. The role of the supervisor in career development is character-

ised as that of a ‘coach’. Participants wanted to make their own career plans, with their 

superior supporting and motivating them (Sumer & DiDona, 2016). The leader’s atti-

tude in supporting the follower’s self-determination and autonomy is described within 

the authentic leadership literature (Coates, 2017; Ilies, Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005). 

Even young employees are less materialistic and career-oriented than previous genera-

tions, but career opportunities are still an important factor in employer attractiveness 

(Reis & Braga, 2016). Another important aspect here is the social exchange between 

follower and leader and the social perceptions of a follower (Collinson, 2006). 
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The results of the focus group discussions also confirm the need for individual 

consideration by leadership, as represented by the transformational leadership theory. 

Inspirational motivation and individual considerations play an important role. The lead-

er acts here as a charismatic role model (Bass & Avolio, 1990; Judge et al., 2006). Ac-

cording to the research literature, Generation Y members seek a balance between career 

orientation and a healthy work-life balance (Ng et al., 2010; Treuren & Anderson, 

2010). The previously mentioned term of ‘coaching’ fits well with the cited literature 

since this younger generation wants to be guided at an individual level (Eisner, 2005). 

Furthermore, since Generation Y members do not necessarily seek new job opportuni-

ties outside the company, they look for job stability and value both altruistic and intrin-

sic values (Twenge et al., 2010). There were few differences between the different na-

tional groups with regard to career orientation and the role of the superior. In summary, 

based on the interviews and literature review, it is clear that Generation Y values the 

pursuit of individual career opportunities (Broadbridge, Maxwell, & Ogden, 2007; Dries 

et al., 2008; Krahn & Galambos, 2014), but accepts or even seeks out support from su-

pervisors. 

The other expectation from the leader is communication and feedback. Feedback, 

as described by the participants, is the informal and situational communication between 

follower and leader. Participants want to be able to make comments and criticisms 

where warranted. Especially in project work, this kind of communication was assessed 

as being as very important and was also confirmed by the literature (Hershatter & Ep-

stein, 2010; Keller, 2001; Meister & Willyerd, 2010; Tulgan, 2009). According to My-

ers and Sadaghiani (2010), Generation Y members expect regular communication be-

tween their supervisors and team members. Moreover, they demand immediate feed-

back (Martin, 2005). This requirement for constant feedback is even more apparent 

when compared with Generation X members’ need for responsiveness from leaders. 

Moreover, Bone and Tilbrook (2015) found that there was a constant demand for feed-

back among Generation Y members in various Australian work contexts. From the fo-

cus group discussions, I found that the initiative for such communication comes mainly 

from the follower who wants to express critical views immediately. The need to fulfil 

Generation Y followers’ needs through two-way communication (Dulin, 2008; Gursoy, 

Chi, & Karadag, 2013; Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Martin, 2005) was previously discussed 

in the literature review (Chapter 2.4.2). This requirement is in line with the aforemen-

tioned expectation that a manager should play coach and mentor. Based on this finding, 
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a leader should incorporate skills as a coach and mentor and become an excellent feed-

back provider (Chaleff, 1995).  

Feedback rated as important for project work during the group discussions in 

Germany and the US was not the subject of any discussion in China. This could be be-

cause of cultural differences with regard to hierarchies. According to Hofstede (2010), 

hierarchy is readily accepted in China, where there is an unequal distribution of power. 

A related cultural aspect is that individualism is less pronounced in China than in Ger-

many and the United States (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). Thus, communication with the 

leader seems to depend more on national values than on generational ones. 

The third defined category within the dimension of leadership expectation is the 

ability of a superior to provide a clear vision for employees (see Chapter. 4.4.3). Partic-

ipants emphasised the need for job-related information and a clear vision as well as the 

department's long term strategy to be articulated by the superior. This finding is con-

firmed in the literature where Generation Y members have valued meaningful work 

(Eisner, 2005; Ng et al., 2010). The idea of motivating followers by aligning the leader's 

vision with the follower’s needs is also supported in follower literature (Dvir & Shamir, 

2003). A mismatch here would lead to a destructive leadership environment (Padilla, 

Hogan, & Kaiser, 2007).  

The focus groups suggest that contextual information relevant for project work is 

considered invaluable. Lack of this information can cause frustration among followers. 

The participants wanted to know about their department's or organisation's long-term 

strategy and they want to contribute actively to it (see Chapter 4.4.3). Followers do not 

just want to passively know about vision and strategy, but they also want to integrate it 

into their work and actively support it. Participants from Germany and the United States 

also made a claim for strategic involvement in the company's business. This was not an 

issue, however, for the group from China. Although they sought clear and transparent 

information about strategy and vision, they did not want to be actively involved. All the 

Chinese participants wanted from the leader to know what they were required to do. 

According to Hofstede (2010), China has low uncertainty avoidance, and this low level 

reflects the pragmatic handling of an unknown future.  

Overall, there was general consistency between theoretical knowledge about 

Generation Y and leadership (see Chapter 2.4.4), and the results of the data analysis (see 

Chapter 4.4). Cultural differences were mainly related to giving feedback to the superior 

and making an active contribution to strategy. Furthermore, Generation Y members in 

the area of R&D made their expectations of their leaders extremely clear. Based on the 



Michael Wolff Conclusions and further research 

Page 135 

previous discussion, it is apparent that for Generation Y engineers an efficient work 

environment is extremely important and good leadership is a valuable part of this set-

ting. They have a clear picture of what they expect from a superior and what kind of 

task should remain with the engineer. Especially for project work, the work environ-

ment plays an essential role (Keller, 2001; Turner & Müller, 2005). Although work con-

text and structural contingencies are important elements for leadership, they are given 

little attention in the literature (Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002). The results might differ for 

other functions (contexts) within the company. In R&D, however, the leader plays an 

essential role for the follower in terms of guiding, receiving feedback and communi-

cating the departmental or corporate vision. Detailed technical expertise is not expected 

of the superior; such knowledge remains with the follower. 

5.2.2 Perceptions of followership 

This research also examined how Generation Y members perceive their role as 

followers. This follower-based approach (Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007) focused on the self-

perception of followers in the leadership process (see Chapter 2.5.2). Since the focus 

groups consisted of young engineers employed in R&D, the most common self-

perception was that of an expert. These responses emerged equally during all focus 

group discussions without national differences. The participants also expressed the same 

values as being important in their lives. Family and friends were rated as being most 

important, and religion and politics the least relevant. Work was rated as marginally 

more important than leisure. It is not surprising that Generation Y members rated social 

values as most important. These character traits are also discussed in the literature (Duh, 

2016; Eisner, 2005; Howe & Strauss, 2009; Welzel, 2013). Thus, no major differences 

of values could be detected among the three national groups during the focus group dis-

cussions.  

Further analysis included followers’ behaviours and characteristics so that they 

could offer insights into the constructivist approach of followership. This analysis found 

that self-perception was dominated by the fact that the engineering field requires em-

ployees to be subject-matter experts, possess up-to-date knowledge and have the poten-

tial for innovation (Stehr & Grundmann, 2011; Weisbrod & Weber, 2003). Follow-

ership in the area of R&D requires this type of expertise. Consequently, this profession-

al project work environment (see Chapter 4.2) can influence their self-perceptions of 

followership. As mentioned earlier by one participant,  
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I think [the] boss wants to hand over a task, a problem. And he wants to have this 

done. He doesn’t want to guide me. I also don't want to rely/obey the boss. I do 

the job in my way and I also contact the boss in exceptional cases (when problem 

occurs). Work independently is important. High independence! (GER 2). 

Based on their job profile, participants rated the feeling of responsibility and working 

independently as the most important aspects for followers. No differences were ob-

served among the national groups. Based on the discussions, the clear voting for respon-

sibility and independence (instead of obedience and loyalty) relates to the specific pro-

ject-based work environment. Engineers have to work independently to complete the 

transferred task. Conversely, obedience, as a characteristic, was found at the opposite 

end of the scale for all groups. More specifically, it was rated as unimportant or even 

disturbing: 

But I think I put … obedience in the last position. Because I think if I was the 

boss I will like that the employee has its own opinion… (CHN 1). 

The rejection of obedience and the importance of independence can be seen as a typical 

value shift in individualistic traits and attributes between Generation Y and previous 

generations (Twenge, 2010). Obedience also describes an attribute of the traditional 

leadership theory, in which subordinates are seen as passive recipients of orders. How-

ever, based on the followership research, ‘followers are active, not passive’ (Baker, 

2007, p. 56). Furthermore, although obedience can be seen as a typical traditional value 

within a strictly hierarchical organisation, obedience was the least important value 

among the participants since it prevented creativity and hindered their project work. 

This observation is in line with the literature that shows that one of the attributes 

of Generation Y members is asking for challenging (Ng et al., 2010) creative (Broad-

bridge et al., 2007; Howe & Strauss, 2009; Martin, 2005) tasks where they can take over 

responsibility (Martin, 2005; Rawlins, Indvik, & Johnson, 2008). Challenges, not only 

in terms of responsibility but also intellectual challenges, are important for Generation 

Y engineers in the field of R&D (Treuren & Anderson, 2010). Since R&D-related pro-

ject work is non-repetitive and challenging, Generation Y members are most likely suit-

able for this type of work environment (Lim, 2012). 

Despite this a general self-perception of Generation Y members as experts com-

pared with other generations cannot be drawn (Arsenault, 2004; Twenge et al., 2010). 

On the basis of the focus group discussions, the above mentioned attributes cannot be 
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clearly identified as either generational or profession-specific. However, when partici-

pants referred to their role as that of experts, they were always alluding to their function 

within the company and not to their age, age group or phase of life. The reasons for this 

may also be related to the company’s recruitment process. During the study of engineer-

ing, internships at companies and also the R&D recruitment process one’s special char-

acteristics are paramount. Other demonstrated characteristics, such as self-expression, 

fairness, tolerance and respect for other people and unselfishness were not intensively 

discussed within the groups. Fairness, tolerance and respect for other people are partial-

ly cited to be important for Generation Y members (Eisner, 2005), but more often, the 

related aspect of good teamwork is described as a generation-specific attribute (Arse-

nault, 2004; Howe & Strauss, 2009; Klaffke, 2011). In terms of understanding their role 

as followers Generation Y employees want to take individual responsibility. According 

to Dixon, Mercado, and Knowles (2013), Generation Y members are used to working in 

teams, and they will assume responsibility for the outcomes.  

Besides team work, Generation Y members also want to participate in the leader-

ship process (Arsenault, 2004; Zemke et al., 2000). The ability to influence strategy was 

a key topic during the focus group discussions. Within the leadership process, followers 

based on their knowledge can influence their superiors (see Chapter 4.5.3). Since Gen-

eration Y members are good communicators across hierarchy levels (Cennamo & Gard-

ner, 2008; Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010), generation-specific attributes and the follow-

ership approach fit them very well (Perruci, 2011).  

Generation Y followers in the area of R&D have the opportunity to lead by ex-

pertise. In addition, specific socialisation provides them with high self-esteem and con-

fidence (Ahmed, Scott-Young, Ahmed, & Fein, 2013) to communicate across hierar-

chical levels either in person or through electronic media (Cruz, 2014; Leung, 2013; 

Universum, 2014). With this self-confidence and knowledge Generation Y followers are 

more likely to exercise an influential leadership role within a team or organisation. 

Their strong role as experts is additionally supported by the work environment and re-

quires special management systems (Offerman, 2004; Resnick-West & Von Glinow, 

1994; Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). In particular, project work calls for a clear allocation 

of responsibilities by the leader (Sampietro & Villa, 2014).  

Overall, it can be stated that Generation Y members in the area of engineering 

want to be recognized as experts and to take responsibility in a project. This is in line 

with the reviewed Generation Y literature. Through their role as experts in a project- 

and knowledge-based work environment, Generation Y members have the opportunity 
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to lead. Based on their assessed values and characteristics, they even seek to work inde-

pendently and take responsibility. This suggests that followership in the area of R&D is 

an absolutely relevant topic for the current generation entering the workforce. Yet some 

cultural differences must be acknowledged.  

5.2.3 Cross-cultural differences  

Besides the examination of followership in this research, cross-cultural differ-

ences among Generation Y members from China, Germany and the United States were 

the subjects of the research focus (see Chapter 1.2). Besides structural contingencies in 

the company, national culture is a further important context for leadership (Avolio, 

2007; Can & Aktas, 2012). The fundamental aim was to describe and explore the differ-

ences among cultural clusters. Several cross-cultural approaches were discussed during 

the literature review (see Chapter 2.3.1.3.1). Based on Hofstede’s theory, cross-cultural 

differences for the selected countries can be expected in all six dimensions. The Power 

Distance dimension and the related Individualism Versus Collectivism dimension pro-

vide information about the predominant leadership style within the respective nations 

(Dickson, Den Hartog, & Mitchelson, 2003; Lee & Liu, 2012). In terms of power dis-

tance and individualism, differences can be expected for China compared with Germany 

and the United States. Similar differences among China (as part of the Confucian Asia 

cultural cluster), Germany and the United States (as parts of the opposing cultural clus-

ters) can be expected from the GLOBE model (see Chapter 2.3.1.3.2). Finally, the cul-

tural map of the WVS expects cultural differences between the somewhat survival-

oriented China and the capitalist cultures of Germany and the United States (see Chap-

ter 2.3.1.3.3). In conclusion, it can be stated that based on the research literature, cross-

cultural differences are apparent, especially for China on the one hand and Germany and 

the United States on the other. 

Based on the focus group discussions, national differences and commonalities 

can be observed. During the focus group discussions, the participants were requested to 

rank the different values and characteristics retrieved from the World Values Survey 

(see Chapter 4.5.1). Based on the results, family was the predominant value item, as 

stated by one participant representing all the group discussions: 

For me, family as well, they are probably the most important part of that is, be-

cause of my family that I'm here, because of my family is my life. My inspiration 

to do something in the future. I've worked for my family and for myself (USA 1). 
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Parents play a more important role for Generation Y than for previous generations since 

they are involved in almost all aspects of their children’s lives (Ahmed et al., 2013; Eis-

ner, 2005; Howe & Strauss, 2009; Raines, 2003; Twenge, 2010). Among the partici-

pants, family and family ties were very strong since they raised them and still provide 

some level of support. In the research literature, however, family ties differ widely 

across countries, especially among the United States, Germany and China (Alesina & 

Giuliano, 2013). Since the family, like religion, is a rather traditional value (Welzel, 

2013; World Values Survey, 2014), this result was unexpected. According to the litera-

ture, at least a difference between the rather secular-rational Germany and China and the 

somewhat rational United States was expected (Alesina & Giuliano, 2013). Country 

fixed effects however, cannot explain the results from the focus group discussions. Most 

likely these are generational effects and not workplace-related effects responsible for 

the overall importance of family across the nations. 

Based on the literature, Generation Y members are portrayed as being very close 

to their families and friends (Dixon et al., 2013; Leung, 2013). According to Mitchell et 

al., (2015), family and friends are also important partners for social exchange and sup-

port for one’s working life. Generation Y members stay in permanent communication 

with their family and friends (Welsh & Brazina, 2010). This close relationship between 

family and friends was also revealed during all focus group discussions.  

Religion and politics were rated as less important values in all focus group dis-

cussions. Based on the literature a low rating result for rather traditional values was to 

be expected (see Chapter 2.3.1.3.3). Especially in the case of China, religious freedom 

is limited and the subject is unsuitable for discussions at the workplace. In addition, 

religion is also related to economic development and prosperity, which can be observed 

from generation to generation (Abdul-Alim, 2012; Bengtson, 2013). More specifically, 

religious values and attendance at church are less important for post-industrial societies 

than for agrarian and industrial societies (Norris & Inglehart, 2011). Since religion im-

pacts on politics, these values are somewhat related. This relationship, however, does 

not counteract their declining importance within industrialised and post-industrialised 

centuries (Norris & Inglehart, 2011).  

For the participants in this research religion was often related to their childhood 

and families, but it was not a part of their present lives. As a result religion plays a mi-

nor role for Generation Y members. This can also be confirmed by the literature review 

(Bengtson, 2013; Drake, 2014). Since politics is a self-expression value, its unanimous 

low rating is surprising. Differences between China (rating low) and Western countries 
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(rating medium or high) are expected, based on the WVS data. Based on the literature, 

the interest in politics has been shown to decrease from generation to generation (Gott-

fried & Barthel, 2015; Mitchell, Gottfried, & Matsa, 2015).  

By evaluating the value preferences, perceptions and followership on the basis of 

defined characteristics, cultural similarities and differences could be identified between 

the national groups. Participants of all groups rated responsibility and independence as 

important characteristics of followers working in R&D. These characteristics are very 

important for R&D engineers (Paulsen et al., 2013). Participants in all focus group dis-

cussions also rated obedience as least important. This may be related to their role as 

engineers (Paulsen et al., 2013) but is aligned with relevant Generation Y literature (Ng 

et al., 2010).  

Differences between group discussions in China and Germany / United States 

can be assessed with regard to communication between leader and follower. In China, 

there are impediments to talking directly with the boss. This has an impact on address-

ing problems and claiming feedback. These findings are in line with relevant literature, 

where hierarchical communication depends on the power–distance perception within the 

respective national culture (Hofstede, 1991; Kirkman et al., 2009). 

In conclusion, no significant differences were observed among Generation Y fol-

lowers in the different countries regarding important values in life. This result was un-

expected based on the discussed cultural models. Accordingly, it seems that generation-

al values outweigh national values.  

5.3 Conclusions regarding the research problem  

Challenged by a new generation entering global acting companies, the 

question is how this new generation will influence the leadership process (see 

Chapter 1.2). Within the strategically important area of R&D, knowledge 

about an effective leadership environment is a competitive advantage (see 

Chapter 1.3). To illuminate this problem, the following research question was 

formulated: How do Generation Y members, employed as Research and 

Development engineers in the automobile industry, describe their perceptions 

of followership in a cross-country comparison?  

 

This research problem was narrowed down by using the research onion model 

(Perry, 1998), which describes the layers regarding Generation Y within a cross-cultural 
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context (see Figure 3.1, p. 71). This research was the basis for the literature review and 

provided a rough orientation for further exploration.  

The parent discipline for the research problem was global HR management (see 

Figure 2.1, p. 10). Consequently, cross-cultural leadership, global leadership and global 

talent management were the subjects of this relatively new field of management re-

search. The expected output of the literature review was identifying the research gaps of 

generational differences in a cross-cultural context. Only limited studies have focused 

on followership in global acting companies. With regard to followership in a cross-

cultural comparison, no studies were found in the literature review. Therefore, this re-

search focused on followership in global acting companies in the area of R&D.  

The literature review itself did not provide a conceptual framework for the analy-

sis of followership or for Generation Y in the workplace in a cross-cultural context. Due 

to the limited available research, an explorative research approach was chosen and a 

conceptual framework was developed based on the literature and the empirical data (see 

Chapter 3). One area (dimension) that emerged during the framework development (in 

the context of grounded theory application) was the consideration of the professional 

work environment. Consequently, the work environment can be a key factor in analys-

ing the phenomenon of leadership and followership. Employee behaviours are deter-

mined by not only generational or national values but also the professional work envi-

ronment, which includes work contents, work methods and the overall frame conditions. 

Especially for the younger generations (e.g. Generation X and Generation Y), the work 

environment plays an essential role in choosing a suitable workplace (Pyöriä, Ojala, 

Saari, & Järvinen, 2017; Sumer & DiDona, 2016; Westerman & Yamamura, 2007).  

The developed conceptual framework reflects the pillars of the data analysis, 

which is based on the grounded theory approach applied to the qualitative focus group 

discussions (see Figure 4.1, p. 94). The first framework pillar ‘professional work envi-

ronment’ was rated as a key variable, since it was most likely that the corporate culture 

(especially the culture of the defined profession) influenced the values of those living 

and working in this environment (Beer, 1985; Hofstede, 1998; Kyriakidou & Ozbilgin, 

2004). The professional work environment (for this research a project-based environ-

ment was identified) influences directly the common leadership situations. The leader-

ship situations also have implications for the perceived role as follower and for the ex-

pectations of the leader. The role of the follower and the expectations of the leader are 

besides the work environment mainly determined by cultural and generational values. 
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Especially, the consideration of the work environment and the observed cross-

cultural differences (and commonalities) has implications for theory and practice. 

5.4 Implications for theory 

This research contributes to HR theory and practice for this lightly researched 

field of followership, especially in the context of a new generation entering the work-

force. There is extensive literature regarding leadership and international/global leader-

ship (Avolio et al., 2009; Morrison, 2000), but surprisingly, there has been limited re-

search (especially empirical research) on followership (Avolio et al., 2009; Carsten et 

al., 2010). Although, the phenomenon of Generation Y has been widely examined the 

focus has been predominantly national-based with university students as the target 

groups, while neglecting work environments and certain professions on a global scale. 

Therefore, this research contributes to the leadership literature on generational influ-

ences from a follower-centred perspective (Pillai et al., 2007). This research can also 

help companies establish effective followership (especially in the area of R&D) in key 

global markets such as China, Germany and the United States.  

It was important in this research, to avoid the mistake of previous leadership re-

search where leadership was separated from followership (Avolio et al., 2009; Burns, 

1978; Hollander, 2012; Shamir et al., 2007). Solely focusing on either leadership or 

followership, however, can lead to insufficient results. Both roles have to be evaluated 

in parallel as they switch their roles within the leadership process (Sy & McCoy, 2014).  

With regard to the research findings, there are several implications from a theo-

retical perspective. Most importantly, there is the consideration of the work environ-

ment when discussing generational values and behaviours. Generation Y members in 

the area of R&D have specific requirements that might differ from other functional are-

as within a company or other industry sectors (Dixon et al., 2013; Zaccaro & Klimoski, 

2002). The same applies to the concept of followership. That is how followers view 

their role at the workplace greatly depends on their work environment and resulting 

leadership situations. This means that the professional work context has a significant 

implication for the research of Generation Y and followership (Avolio, 2007). There-

fore, besides generational and cultural dimensions, theoretical considerations and re-

search must consider the work context.  

Previous studies have attempted to integrate the active role of followers in lead-

ership models (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 

2007). This research is to the best of this author’s knowledge, the first to analyse Gener-
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ation Y members in a homogenous business environment such as R&D. As Generation 

Y members continue to enter the workforce, the understanding of millennials in global 

acting companies remains an important topic for the upcoming decade (Chou, 2012; 

Hershatter & Epstein, 2010).  

A further implication is the necessity to apply a value framework for internation-

al and generational research. As nowadays almost all mid-sized and larger companies 

act in a global job market, a leadership discussion that suppresses different value sys-

tems is too limited for a state-of-the-art research. For example, to the best of this au-

thor’s knowledge, the work of Inglehart (1977) is the only study that incorporates cross-

cultural and generational value change. Consequently, transnational research focusing 

on generations must apply such a theoretical model. Otherwise generational and cross-

cultural effects can be conflated. Overall an integrative view that covers generational, 

cultural and contextual elements as a backdrop for the perspectives from leaders and 

followers is necessary (Avolio, 2007). 

Based on the findings, this research cannot support the assumption that national 

culture significantly influences leadership (Kawar, 2012). In addition, national cultural 

concepts cannot explain the perceived leadership and followership behaviours within 

the studied area of R&D. The missing link between national culture and specific behav-

iours and actions has been discussed in the literature (McSweeney, 2002; Vaiman & 

Brewster, 2015). However, the cultural approaches cannot explain or provide sufficient 

implications for followers’ perceptions and expectations.  

5.5 Implications for practice 

These theoretical findings also have implications for HR functions, especially 

with regard to talent attraction/retention, employer branding, leadership practices and 

the area of HR development and training. These practical implications will be described 

based on the three derived research questions.  

Generation Y members have certain expectations of leaders and leadership. 

Companies’ management teams can therefore be more effective by matching followers’ 

needs to the company’s leadership principles. A leadership style which gives young 

people a feeling of responsibility for their meaningful tasks will motivate them and en-

sure organisational performance. Providing employees with a clear vision is important 

to achieve commitment and followership. As outlined at Chapter 5.2.1, Generation Y 

members expect guidance and coaching as well as communication and constant feed-

back. Leadership practice has to adapt itself to Generation Y. New working methods 
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such as agile methods have great potential for meeting Generation Y’s requirements 

(Balda & Mora, 2011). Agile methods were developed to cope with uncertainties during 

the product development process. Nowadays it is a very common method within soft-

ware development industries (Schwaber & Beedle, 2008). Agile methods are people-

oriented and build communities across business functions and hierarchies. Daily stand-

up meetings offer opportunities to share knowledge and receive advice from colleagues 

as well as from a technical supervisor (called a scrum master) (Balda & Mora, 2011). 

These characteristics meet the expectations that Generation Y members have of leader-

ship. 

When it comes to implications for practice, the perceived role as follower affects 

recruitment and retention. The concept of professional self-image is central to this re-

search, as the target group in this research referred to themselves, first and foremost, as 

‘engineers’, not as ‘Generation Y members’ or as ‘Chinese’, ‘German’ or ‘American’ 

nationals. Consequently, HR employer branding and recruiting practice must focus 

more on professions and job descriptions rather than generational or cross-cultural as-

pects for talent acquisition. It is important for companies to align their organisational 

values with the values of Generation Y members (Crumpacker & Crumpacker, 2007; 

Paarlberg & Perry, 2007; Reis & Braga, 2016). It is also important to emphasise family 

values during the recruitment phase. Companies have to offer a family- friendly work-

ing environment and support for employees who are raising children or taking care of 

elderly parents. This support could include flexible working, working time accounts and 

help with childcare / nursing care services. The emphasis on family values reflects the 

importance of work-life-balance. The aim is to achieve a harmonious balance between 

work and family (König, Deuer, & Wolff, 2014; Twenge, 2010). As a result, HR prac-

tices and policies should be evaluated and tested not only against generational or na-

tional cultures but also against different functional areas and professions. 

Generation Y members are concerned about career planning and expect to dis-

cuss development plans with their supervisor, and have a coaching process which pro-

vides them with the opportunity to work on their career plan development. Generation 

Y members seek to work for organisations with similar values and beliefs (Moritz, 

2014), so it is important to ensure good communication and an emphasis on company 

values throughout the coaching process. Another way of offering a challenging work 

environment and ensuring retention is to acknowledge engineers’ roles as specialists as 

part of reverse mentoring programs (Aruna & Anitha, 2015). These cross-generational 

mentoring programs fit very well with the self-image of young engineers and foster a 
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mutual understanding of generational differences. Depending on the professional envi-

ronment, the role of a follower may also be perceived differently. For example, this re-

search analysed the perceptions and expectations of engineers (see Chapter 5.2.). Dif-

ferent professions may have varying expectations of leadership as well as diverse self-

perceptions of followership. In this regard, it is important for work environments to es-

tablish leader-follower communication cultures that match these expectation and per-

ceptions. Followership has to be considered in relation to professions rather than gen-

erational cohorts. The research also questions cross-cultural differences among Genera-

tion Y members. During the focus group discussion the importance of work-related val-

ues, like taking over responsibility and independence were rated as most important. 

Obedience was assessed as the least important work characteristic. No significant cul-

tural differences in work values were identified (see chapter 5.2.3). The only difference 

between China and the two western countries was regarding direct contact with superi-

ors. Engineers’ self-image was a key element in all discussions. Leadership and HR 

practice need to differentiate between professions and roles. Moreover, professional 

work environments (including professional composition, work contents, work methods 

and frame conditions) are more important than national cultural differences for globally 

operating companies. Cultural differences may only be an issue when it comes to hier-

archical structures. Knowledge-intensive industries/professions may have different re-

quirements for leadership from manufacturing industries. Nevertheless, leadership is an 

important element of the work environment. There is therefore still a need to train man-

agers for assignments abroad as well as in how to lead and manage virtual teams 

(Dowling & Welch, 2004). 

5.6 Limitations  

Based on the defined delimitations of scope (see Chapter 1.6), there are some 

limitations of this research. Firstly, this study only focused on one company and one 

profession and the advantages and disadvantages of this selection were discussed in 

Chapter 3.4.1. Based on Hofstede’s (1998) argument this research utilised a homogene-

ous sample of one company which eliminated any corporate cultural differences. Relat-

ed to this homogeneous target group is the limitation of the sample size. According to 

Morgan (1997), a higher number of participants within one group or a higher number of 

groups does not automatically imply greater insights. Since the age group and the work 

environment were the priorities for this research the maximum number of participants 
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possible was selected. Within larger organisations, such as those with at least 150,000 

employees, a larger sample of participants could be possible in future research. 

Secondly, since the primary focus of this research was on followers, the perspec-

tives of leaders were not considered. Perhaps, future studies can include their perspec-

tives in focus group discussions, which could provide additional information on follow-

ership. Moreover, their participation could be particularly helpful for Question 6 (i.e. 

perceived positive and negative leadership behaviours) and Question 7 (i.e. characteris-

tics of an effective follower) of the discussion guide (see Chapter 3.4.2). Including both 

leaders’ and followers’ perspectives in one discussion, however, could create practical 

problems for the research. For example, the followers might not feel comfortable 

enough to openly argue against their leader’s opinions or articulate their expectations of 

their leaders.  

Thirdly, this research examined three national cultures (i.e. China, Germany and 

the United States). From a business perspective, these countries are the most relevant 

for the German automotive industry, and they include the designated research hubs of 

the selected company. Perhaps, future research could extend the coverage to other coun-

tries such as India, Japan or Mexico. Notably, if a company cannot provide a homoge-

neous work environment (such as a R&D hub) then this limitation is justifiable.  

5.7 Further research 

Owing to increasing globalisation and changing work conditions in companies, 

there is a need for further empirical research on generations in cross-cultural compari-

sons as well as followership. Studies on followership in other industries and professions 

may strengthen the findings of this research. In addition, the focus can be expanded to 

other generations (e.g. Generation Z or Baby Boomers) and to cross-generational effects 

(Meriac et al., 2010; Perruci, 2011). Moreover, the target group of a functionally mixed 

research team (Keller, 2001) could provide additional information about the impact of a 

certain professional background compared with a certain work environment. Yet, as 

stated earlier choosing a single organisation can eliminate the risk of mixing organisa-

tional values with the actual research objectives (Hofstede, 1980; Jones, 2007).  

Since this research was qualitative within a limited scope, a positivist survey 

could be beneficial to generalise the findings. To ensure the homogeneity of the com-

pared groups, their professional backgrounds and working environments must be con-

sidered. Based on this research, job families are considered to influence followers’ val-

ues. In addition, although the current research design included demographic data, fur-
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ther research could investigate the role of educational backgrounds and their influence 

on followership and generational characteristics (Coates, 2017). Based on the literature 

gender might also influence followership behaviours (Appelbaum et al., 2003; Brown, 

2007; Eagly et al., 2003). 

Besides using either the qualitative or quantitative approach, the mixed-method 

approach could be an appropriate methodology for further research. More specifically, 

the mixed-method approach (Feilzer, 2010; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004) could use 

quantitative data (e.g. from the World Values Survey) to analyse the generational differ-

ences in a cross-cultural comparison while employing a qualitative method to examine 

the specific role of followers in different leadership situations. Through this mixed-

method approach, the validity of the research design can also be improved. Moreover, 

the scope of further research should be expanded to include more than one generation. 

Generational differences, especially with regard to leadership, have been the subjects of 

previous research (Arsenault, 2004; Gentry et al., 2011; Sessa et al., 2007; Twenge et 

al., 2010), however, aspects of followership and cross-cultural research have not been 

explored.  

Finally, due to the increasing internationalisation and the need for young 

knowledge workers, cross-culture and cross-generational research could be beneficial 

for multinational corporations to improve their talent management as well as their lead-

ership culture. As predicted by the literature, followership is an important dimension for 

young engineers working as specialists in various projects. Yet, the specification of fol-

lowership greatly depends on the working environment and less on cultural differences 

among Generation Y members. Based on this finding, cross-cultural differences play a 

lesser role in analysing followership among Generation Y members in multinational 

corporations. Perhaps, further research can determine if this finding is valid for other 

professions and work contexts. 

In conclusion, the consideration of followership is an important dimension with-

in the leadership discussion. Globalisation challenges both, leaders and followers. This 

research has demonstrated the positive contribution of a follower-based research per-

spective. The focus on a specific generation is important because generational differ-

ences do exist, which are then reflected in follower behaviour at a particular work envi-

ronment. 
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Appendix A: Participant information sheet  

 

 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET  

 

Generation Y and the influence on leadership and followership of 

knowledge workers in production companies up to 2025 – an inter-cultural 

comparison 

 

Researcher:  

Michael Wolff; Dipl.-Kfm (Univ), Dipl.-Hdl. (Univ), DBA student, Faculty of Busi-

ness, Charles Sturt University 

 

Project Supervisor:  

Prof. Dr. Thomas Bartscher, Faculty of Business Administration, Deggendorf Institute 

of Technology  

 

 

Invitation 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study on employees view on leadership 

 

The study is being conducted by Michael Wolff from the Faculty of Business at the 

Charles Sturt University. 

 

Before you decide whether or not you wish to participate in this study, it is important 

for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please 

take the time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if 

you wish. 
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1. What is the purpose of this study? 

Purpose of the study is to investigate employee’s attitudes and perceptions when engag-

ing with a leader at the workplace.  

 

2. Why have I been invited to participate in this study? 

You are selected as a member of the target group. Target group of the study is the Gen-

eration Y (persons born between 1980 – 2000) working at the R&D department of in-

ternational companies. Birthdate and organizational assignment are the only selection 

criteria. 

 

3. What does this study involve? 

If you agree to participate, you will be asked to participate in an online (virtual) focus 

group discussion. You will be invited by the researcher to a virtual kick-off and a two to 

three day online discussion about prior defined research questions regarding your atti-

tude towards superiors. The discussion is voluntarily and contains no tests or experi-

ments. 

 

4. Are there risks and benefits to me in taking part in this study? 

There is no risk in participating in this study. Also there is no direct benefit from partic-

ipating in this research. You will have the possibility to discuss and share your opinion 

regarding leaders and the leadership process within the peer group. The benefit is to the 

researcher in terms of knowledge creations in the field of leadership theory and practise. 

 

5. How is this study being paid for? 

Costs of the study are born by the researcher. 

 

6. Will taking part in this study (or travelling to) cost me anything, and will I be 

paid? 

No additional costs will accrue to you. 

 

7. What if I don't want to take part in this study? 

Participation in this research is entirely your choice. Only those people who give their 

informed consent will be included in the project. Whether or not you decide to partici-

pate, is your decision and will not disadvantage you.  
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If you do decide to participate, you may withdraw from the project at any time without 

giving a reason and have the option of withdrawing any data, which identifies you.  

 

8. What if I participate and want to withdraw later? 

Due to the nature of focus group discussion, individual data cannot be withdrawn solely 

after the focus group has been held. If you want to withdraw your data after the focus 

group or part way through the research project for some personal reasons, relevant parts 

of the group discussion will be retained.  

 

9. How will my confidentiality be protected? 

Any information collected by the researchers which might identify you will be stored 

securely and only accessed by the researchers unless you consent otherwise, except as 

required by law. There are limits on assurances of confidentiality as the law may sub-

poena research data/records. 

Data will be retained until the dissertation is finalized. This is planned until 2017. Nev-

ertheless, data are stored for a maximum of 5 years. 

Names are not recorded. Focus group participants are requested to maintain the confi-

dentiality of the group discussion and not divulge the specific content to outside parties. 

Based on the group setting, comprehensive anonymity and confidentiality cannot be 

guaranteed in a focus group discussion. 

10. What will happen to the information that I give you? 

Information of the study will be published in a dissertation thesis and maybe also 

in journal articles written by the researcher. Research data will not be handed over to 

any other institution or researcher. 

 

Individual participants will not be identified in any reports arising from the pro-

ject. If requested, the participants can receive a summary of the results after the thesis is 

published. 

 

11. What should I do if I want to discuss this study further before I decide? 

If you would like further information please contact the Chief Investigator via e-

mail (micha.wolff@web.de)  
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12. 'Who should I contact if I have concerns about the conduct of this study?' 

NOTE: Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved 

this project. If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this 

project, you may contact the Committee through the Executive Officer: 

                   

                  The Executive Officer 

                  Human Research Ethics Committee  

 

                  Tel: +6 2 6338 4628 

                  Email: ethics@csu.edu.au 

  

 

 

 

Thank you for considering this invitation. 

This information sheet is for you to keep. 
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Appendix B: Focus group discussion guide 

Consent Process: 

Consent forms were completed in advance by all those seeking to participate in the fo-

cus group discussions.  

 

Introduction 

Thank you for joining this focus group discussion. The focus today is on leadership. I 

am interested in hearing about what you think about your role as an employee in the 

leadership process.  

 This focus group will last between 60 to 90 minutes, as described in the PAR-

TICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET. Focus groups will be conducted in the 

United States, Germany and China. 

 This study aims to learn more about how people define their role in the leader-

ship process.  

 The information that you provide is completely confidential. We will not associ-

ate your name with anything that you say in the focus group. The focus group is 

part of my doctoral program at Charles Sturt University (Australia) and it is not 

related to my work since I also work for ZF Friedrichshafen AG (which is im-

portant for me to mention). 

 I would like to record this online focus group discussion so that I can conduct a 

professional evaluation for my doctoral thesis. No names will be attached to the 

focus group, and the recordings will be destroyed as soon as they are tran-

scribed. 

 For documentation purposes, I would also like to take some pictures. 

 You may refuse to answer any question at any time. 

 

Focus Group Ground Rules  

 You are invited to discuss the questions or comment on one another’s state-

ments. The most important rule (for recording purposes) is that only one person 
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may speak at a time. There may be a temptation to ‘jump in’ when someone is 

talking, but please wait until they finish. 

 There are no right or wrong answers. 

 You do not have to speak in any particular order. 

 You do not have to agree with the views of other people in the group. 

 If you do not understand something, then please ask. Does anyone have any 

questions?  

 

I will now turn on the recording mode, so we can begin. 
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1. First, I would like everyone to introduce him/herself. Please state your name and 

provide some personal information (e.g. name, hometown, the university that 

you graduated from, the subject of study and your current position at ZF Frie-

drichshafen AG). 

2. You were born after 1980, and therefore, you belong to Generation Y (also re-

ferred to as ‘Millennials’).  

a. In your opinion, what are the important characteristics? (WVS Items 

A001-A006) 

i.  Select the two most important and the two less important values. 

ii. Discuss your results (if you want to) with your neighbour(s).  

iii. Provide feedback about your rankings to the group.  

3. For which topics do you meet with your supervisor?  

a. Who initiates these meetings (you, your supervisor or it depends)? 

4. When engaging with a leader (supervisor): 

a. What makes you feel positive (happy, motivated)? 

b. What makes you feel negative (angry, aggressive)?  

5. Now, we will take a closer look at the topic of leadership: 

a. How would you describe your expectations towards your supervisor 

(typical behaviours/gestures)? 

b. What do you think are the most relevant characteristics/values expected 

of you in the leadership process (as a subordinate)? (WVS Items A029-

A043) 

6. From your point of view, what characterises a successful subordinate? 

a. What makes you successful as a subordinate? (What do you need?) 

b. From your point of view, what are the reasons for not being successful as 

a subordinate?  

7. Do you think that you also take over leadership/influence as a subordinate? 

a. Describe the situations. 

b. How would you describe your behaviour in such situations? 
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Appendix C: Consent Form 

 

 

‘Generation Y and the influence on leadership and followership of 

knowledge workers in production companies up to 2025 – an inter-cultural 

comparison 

 

 

I agree to participate in the above research project and give my consent freely.   

 

I understand that the project will be conducted as described in the Information State-

ment, a copy of which I have retained. 

 

I understand I can withdraw from the project at any time and do not have to give any 

reason for withdrawing. 

 

I consent to participating in focus group discussions and having it recorded. I am aware 

that information and data of a focus group discussion cannot be withdrawn individually 

after the discussion. Only the results of the whole focus group discussion can be with-

drawn, if necessary.  

 

I understand that my personal information will remain confidential to the researchers. 

 

I have had the opportunity to have questions answered to my satisfaction. 

 

 

Print name: 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Contact details: Michael Wolff; micha.wolff@web.de; +49 (0)15233878101 

 

Signature:__________________________  Date: ____________________________ 

mailto:micha.wolff@web.de

