
Managing millennials’ personal use of
technology at work

Sungdoo Kim

College of Business & Management, Northeastern Illinois University, 5500 North St. Louis Avenue, Chicago,
IL 60625-4699, U.S.A.

Business Horizons (2018) 61, 261—270

Available online at www.sciencedirect.com

ScienceDirect
www.elsevier.com/locate/bushor

KEYWORDS
Personal internet use
at work;
Millennials in the
workplace;
Organizational control;
Cyberloafing;
Technology use policy

Abstract Growing up with the internet and unparalleled access to technology,
millennials (individuals born during 1981—1995, also known as Gen Y and Gen Me)
extensively use various technologies for non-work-related reasons while at work.
Both popular media and scholarly research have portrayed this issue negatively and
have supported monitoring and restricting personal use of technology. However, if
organizations are to attract and retain millennials–—now the largest generation in the
U.S. workforce–—it is crucial to understand their characteristics and what drives
them. Drawing on research on generational differences, organizational control, and
cyberloafing, this article explains how unique characteristics of millennials lead them
to engage in personal use of technology at work and how organizations might address
this issue. Specifically, I contrast two one-sided approaches (deterrence and laissez-
faire) that can lead to dysfunctional outcomes when used in excess and recommend
more viable solutions. These solutions include establishing a workplace technology
use policy based on shared understanding, fostering both relaxation and urgency
mentalities, and training both millennials and their managers.
# 2018 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. All
rights reserved.
1. Millennials: A different kind of
worker

As various technologies permeate every aspect of
our lives, a question about the appropriate use of
technology at work is an important concern for
managers and organizations. One of the most con-
troversial issues is personal use of technology at
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work, which is often referred to as cyberloafing, a
voluntary act of employees using technology for
non-work-related purposes during working hours
(Lim, 2002). During the work day, employees rou-
tinely check social networking sites, read current
news articles, engage in online banking and shop-
ping, watch YouTube videos, and book weekend
travel. In fact, employees arguably spend about
2 hours per 8 hour work day using technology for
personal reasons, at a cost of $85 billion annually to
U.S. corporations due to reduced productivity
(Zakrzewski, 2016).
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Who is the mostly likely group to engage in this
technology use? Many sources–—both popular and
academic alike–—point to millennial employees.
One study found that millennials wasted more than
twice as much time as baby boomers (individuals
born during 1946—1964) at work (Conner, 2013).
Millennials spent about 2 hours on non-work-related
technology use while baby boomers did so 41 mi-
nutes. In line with this, a study conducted by Erics-
son (2013) of nearly 2,000 millennial workers found
that the majority of millennials reported they deal
with personal matters during office hours; it is
almost impossible to leave their personal lives be-
hind, and they constantly check Facebook and ex-
change messages with friends and family on their
devices throughout the day.

Given the pervasiveness of millennials’ personal
use of technology at work, it is not surprising that
employers hesitate to hire members of this genera-
tion. For example, managers selected from a rep-
resentative sample of U.S. industries reported that
they prefer to hire senior applicants rather than
millennials with the same level of experience (Corg-
net, Hernán-González, & Mateo, 2015) because
they believe millennials to be less reliable and less
diligent. Whether this stigmatization of millennials
is based in fact or not, it is undeniable that millen-
nials now comprise the largest segment of the U.S.
workforce. If organizations are to attract and retain
millennial workers, it is crucial to understand their
characteristics and provide a workplace in which
they can thrive (Stewart, Oliver, Cravens, & Oishi,
2017).

The purpose of this article is to provide a better
understanding of millennial workers and recom-
mend ways for organizations to address their tech-
nology usage at work. Drawing on research on
generational differences, organizational control,
and cyberloafing, this article examines how unique
characteristics of millennials lead them to use tech-
nology more frequently for personal purposes at
work and how organizations might address this
issue. After discussing two contrasting approaches
that could result in dysfunctional outcomes, I sug-
gest more viable solutions to tap the potential of
millennials while curbing their technology misuse.

2. Why is it hard for millennials to
leave personal lives behind at work?

As the first generation to be born into a wired world,
millennials view the appropriate use of technology
differently than older generations (Sheaffer, 2009).
The internet has nurtured millennials’ ability to
communicate with others in a uninhibited way
without regard for geographical boundaries (Tapps-
cott, 1998). Millennials spend more time communi-
cating online and building online relationships with
friends and strangers than do middle- and late-aged
adults (Thayer & Ray, 2006). Texting is their regular
mode of communication, and participating in online
forums and bulletin boards is part of their daily
routine. In addition, millennials have a greater
tendency to use technology for entertainment,
which includes watching sporting events, listening
to music, and playing mobile games (Jones & Fox,
2009). Given their constant use of technology for
communication and entertainment, it is not hard to
imagine that millennials engage in these activities
during a typical work day.

Beyond their close relationship with technology,
what else might explain millennials’ frequent per-
sonal use of technology at work? Without digging
deeper, it would be easy merely to demand: “Stop
it. You are paid to work, not to play. This is the
workplace!” However, millennials’ identity is tied
to their use of technology (Pew Research Center,
2014). To create a workplace in which millennial
workers can thrive, it is crucial to address the issue
based on a deeper understanding of their unique
characteristics.

Although some research has minimized the im-
portance and potential existence of clear genera-
tional differences (Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015),
evidence from decades of studies has shown that
generational differences do exist, particularly in
work values, attitudes, personalities, and career
experiences (Lyons & Kuron, 2014).

2.1. Work values

Work values are defined as “evaluative standards
relating to work or the work environment by which
individuals discern what is ‘right’ or assess the
importance of preferences” (Dose, 1997, p. 227).
Generational research suggests that young gener-
ations believe that work is not central to their lives
(Smola & Sutton, 2002; Twenge, Campbell, Hoff-
man, & Lance, 2010). Instead, millennials place a
higher priority on leisure (i.e., they work to live
rather than live to work) and work-life balance
(Cennamo & Gardner, 2008). As such, they might
be more likely to look for jobs with more vacation
time and prefer flexible work arrangements such as
telecommuting, flextime, and compressed work
weeks. In addition, millennials generally hold a
weaker work ethic than older generations. They
are less likely to agree with the statement “I want
to do my best in my job, even if this sometimes
means working overtime,” and are more likely to
say that they would turn down a job because it
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requires them to work too hard and put in longer
hours (Twenge et al., 2010).

These noted characteristics of millennials may
explain their personal use of technology at work.
Work values play a pivotal role in employees’ assess-
ments of what is right, help shape their preferen-
ces, and guide behaviors they believe are
appropriate in a given situation (Dose, 1997; Ravlin
& Meglino, 1987). Therefore, in regard to personal
use of technology at work, work values may influ-
ence responses to questions such as:

� Can I spend company time reading blogs online at
work?

� Should I do online banking or check stock prices
during a work day?

� Can I exchange emails with my family and friends
while in the office?

As noted, millennials tend to hold work as less
central to their identity, place a high priority on
leisure and work-life balance, and generally hold a
weaker work ethic. As a result, they are more likely
to answer these questions affirmatively and engage
in these activities throughout a work day.

2.2. Learning style

Millennials’ early and increased exposure to tech-
nology also influences their distinctive learning
style. Millennials believe that they can gather all
necessary information with just a few clicks on a 24/
7/365 basis. Proserpio and Gioia (2007) suggested
that members of the millennial generation are more
likely to have an autonomous learning style in which
they seek information on their own, often in a
solitary setting, and they dislike waiting for infor-
mation. This learning style contrasts with that of
older generations, who learn in a more guided,
structured way such as through formal training
and educational programs.

This autonomous learning style contributes to
the impression that millennials frequently engage
in seemingly non-work related activities at work.
For example, to come up with a marketing strategy
for a new product, millennial employees are likely
to read articles on blogs, watch YouTube videos on
competitors’ products, or seek input from their
Facebook friends. When a manager happens to walk
by and observes these activities, he/she may think
that the millennial employee is slacking off, though
it is simply the way millennials learn their tasks and
come up with ideas. However, it is also plausible
that these activities may lead to actual loafing.
What starts out as seeking input from friends for
tasks may quickly turn into chatting about personal
lives, and conducting research online can lead to
clicking on unrelated topics out of curiosity.

2.3. Multitasking

Millennials are also known for their ability to multi-
task (Farrell & Hurt, 2014; Partridge & Hallam,
2006; Wesner & Miller, 2008). As digital natives,
whose life span parallels the explosion of various
information and communication technologies, mil-
lennials seamlessly juggle multiple devices at once
and learn critical information while listening to
music or performing other activities. Time Inc.
found that millennials switch their attention be-
tween media venues (e.g., laptops, tablets, smart-
phones, television) 27 times per hour on average,
60% more often than their older coworkers (Stein-
berg, 2012). Consistent with this finding, UCLA
neuroscience research revealed significant differ-
ences in brain functioning among generations; mil-
lennials were found to have a distinctive
neurological pathway more conducive to multitask-
ing and parallel processing (Small & Vorgan, 2008).

Equipped with multitasking proficiency, millen-
nials believe that they can perform work tasks while
engaging in personal matters on other devices. Also,
considering that millennials have a relatively low
boredom threshold and a short attention span
(Barnes, Marateo, & Ferris, 2007; Bell & Narz,
2007; Schofield & Honoré, 2009), juggling multiple
roles between different devices is more likely.
Whenever faced with tedious tasks, they likely turn
to their usual habit (i.e., personal use of technolo-
gy) to escape from work in the moment.

3. How should organizations address
millennials’ personal use of
technology at work?

The previous section suggested that millennials’
personal use of technology at work reflects their
work values, learning styles, and multitasking pro-
ficiency. Knowing this, a crucial question comes to
light: How should organizations address millennials’
personal use of technology at work? Finding a viable
solution is critical because ultimately it is not an
issue only related to millennial employees but one
that also affects the whole workforce living in a
technology-driven world.

There has been an ongoing debate about personal
use of technology in the workplace, with some
contending it should be banned and others believing
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employees should be allowed to use their own
discretion with technology use at work (Ivarsson,
2011; Ugrin & Pearson, 2008; Young, 2010). This
article examines the effectiveness of different ap-
proaches to the issue, given the characteristics of
millennials noted earlier. I begin by outlining two
contrasting one-sided approaches that likely lead to
dysfunctional outcomes for employees and firms.
With insights from the competing approaches, I then
propose more viable solutions.

3.1. A deterrence approach

According to a 2008 American Management Associ-
ation survey, 75% of firms claimed to monitor their
employees’ technology use at work. Monitoring and
regulating may increase overall organizational effi-
ciency by curbing the inappropriate and excessive
personal use of technology in the workplace (Li,
Zhang, & Sarathy, 2010; Urbaczewski, 2002). Too
much emphasis on a deterrence approach, however,
could prove counterproductive for a number of
reasons.

First, a strong deterrence approach engenders
millennials’ distrust in organizations. In general,
employees perceive a strong organizational control
system (e.g., a strict technology use policy with
surveillance and threats of formal sanctions) as an
indication of distrust (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman,
1995). The erosion of trust is an even more serious
issue when it comes to millennial employees. A
2015 poll conducted by Harvard University’s Insti-
tute of Politics (2016) found that approximately 80%
of millennials said that they did not trust institu-
tions including big businesses, governments, and
news media. Coupled with the idea that millennials
view technology use as a right that should not be
controlled or blocked (Coker, 2013), excessive con-
trol may undermine millennials’ already low trust in
organizations, leading to reduced work efforts and
commitment (Frey, 1993).

Second, a one-sided deterrence approach inhib-
its the ability of millennials to recover from work
demands as needed during a work day. Lim and
Chen (2012) found that a group allowed to browse
the internet during a 10-minute break between
tasks was significantly more productive than a
control group given no break and a rest-break
group (allowed to do anything but browse the
internet during the break). This positive effect
might be more prominent among millennials. A
study of 2,700 office workers revealed that unlike
older workers, younger workers perceived produc-
tivity benefits from personal use of technology at
work and were more likely to stay vigilant through
enjoyable technology breaks (Coker, 2013). Thus,
the restorative function of the technology use
might affect millennial workers more than older
employees.

Third, as previous research has demonstrated that
personal use of technology during work is associated
with increased work-life balance (e.g., Wajcman,
Rose, Brown, & Bittman, 2010), a strict deterrence
approach will affect millennials negatively. Millenni-
als’ number-one career goal is to balance their per-
sonal and professional life (Hershatter & Epstein,
2010), and if they are allowed to do so (e.g., doing
online banking, making weekend travel reservations)
as needed, they may be more willing to work harder
and commit to their organizations.

Too much emphasis on a deterrence approach
may eventually translate into a competitive dis-
advantage at the organization level. By engen-
dering distrust among millennial employees,
intensive organizational control could increase
turnover over time (Costigan, Iiter, & Berman,
1998). Indeed, prior studies report that monitor-
ing personal use of technology at work signifi-
cantly increased turnover intention (Alder, Noel,
& Ambrose, 2006). Considering that one in three
millennials prefer social media freedom over sal-
ary in accepting a job offer (Kratz, 2013), if
organizations are known for zero tolerance for
personal use of technology at work it would be
hard for them to attract millennials, negatively
affecting their future prospects.

Further, firms with a deterrence approach may
find that their intangible resources–—employee
skills and knowledge–—have become mediocre
and outdated, limiting their ability to create
new business opportunities. In order to have a
sustainable competitive advantage, firms should
have employees with unusual insights about the
future value of the resources they are acquiring
or developing (Barney, 1986). As noted earlier,
personal use of technology at work encompasses
learning activities that may not be directly relat-
ed to tasks at hand, but have the potential to
increase work quality in the future (Anandarajan,
Simmers, & D’ovidio, 2011). For example, to
excel at their jobs, stockbrokers must stay
on top of current events by constantly reading
various news articles, which are readily
accessible online, and marketing managers must
closely interact with broad and varied profession-
al and personal contacts through mobile devices
or online social networks. Blocking any non-
work-related technology use may enhance perfor-
mance in the short term, but over time it could
result in an inability to respond to environmental
changes (Ahuja & Morris Lampert, 2001; Leonard-
Barton, 1992).



Managing millennials’ personal use of technology at work 265
3.2. A laissez-faire approach

Given the dysfunctional outcomes of a deterrence
approach, giving millennials discretion over person-
al use of technology may seem like a better solu-
tion. However, overemphasizing employee
discretion, or taking a laissez-faire approach, can
be equally dysfunctional. First, under a laissez-faire
approach, millennials’ performance may suffer
from excessive time loss and shallow attention,
or lack of focus. Frequent distraction from work
by personal use of technology can leave employees
less time for task completion. To make matters
worse, returning to a work mode after a distraction
requires additional time as employees need to ramp
back up and relearn essential parts of the task they
were working on before being distracted (Johnson,
2009; Mark, Gonzalez, & Harris, 2005). Shallow
attention is likely when frequent distractions pre-
vent them from giving their full attention to tasks at
hand. As a result, millennials may not produce
creative output, which requires hard and persistent
work (Amabile, 2001).

Second, undisciplined use of technology eventu-
ally translates into a decline in organizational per-
formance. Firms with a laissez-faire approach may
believe that seemingly non-work-related activities
by their millennial workers will lead to break-
through ideas in the long run. However, despite
its potential to enhance a firm’s knowledge base,
an overemphasis on employee discretion can trap
organizations in an endless cycle of search and
unrewarding change (Volberda & Lewin, 2003). If
their technology use goes unchecked for long peri-
ods, millennials could use ‘possibly beneficial to
work’ as a justification for their unnecessary per-
sonal use of technology. To prosper or even survive,
explorative activities (e.g., reading current events,
networking with people outside the organization)
should be balanced with exploitative ones (e.g.,
completion of tasks, meeting deadlines, fast re-
sponse to client requests) (Raisch, 2009).

Last, organizations could become hostile work
environments and potentially subject to costly fi-
nancial and legal liabilities. With unbounded discre-
tion over their time, millennials could engage in
more serious forms of personal use of technology
that may jeopardize their colleagues and entire
organization (Eivazi, 2011). For instance, inappro-
priate use of social networking sites could damage
the company’s reputation (Langheinrich & Karjoth,
2010). Millennial workers may unknowingly spill
company secrets to their friends, and these could
quickly travel to their competitors and the public.
Activity that may be inappropriate or even illegal in
a work setting could involve an entire work group.
Such was the case when groups working for the
Yukon government were found to be engaging in
the collection, storage, and exchange of porno-
graphic files through their work computers and e-
mails (Weatherbee, 2010). This collective activity
not only congested workplace network systems, but
also created a hostile environment that was offen-
sive to other members of the organization. Thus, a
one-sided focus on employee discretion could prove
costly and increase exposure to legal liabilities.

4. Suggestions for managers:
Embracing both deterrence and
laissez-faire approaches

The previous discussion points out the vital need for
control and flexibility approaches to millennials’
technology use, as well as problems that can occur
when either approach is overemphasized. A deter-
rence approach helps minimize the negative aspects
of personal technology use by preventing excessive
and inappropriate consumption, while a laissez-faire
approach helps tap positive aspects by providing
opportunities for respite, work-life balance, and
learning. Yet, if one approach is overstressed, firms
can lose competitive advantage due to reduced pro-
ductivity, increased turnover, or financial and legal
liabilities. Thus, embracing and leveraging both ap-
proachesmay foster sustainabilityorshort-term peak
performance that fuels long-term success (Smith &
Lewis, 2011). I offer several recommendations in this
section for managers to tap into the enlightening
potential of millennials, including:

1. Establishing a workplace technology use policy
based on shared understanding;

2. Instilling both relaxation and urgency in the
minds of millennials; and

3. Providing training for millennials and managers.

4.1. Establishing meaningful technology
use policy

The first step is to build a technology use policy.
Workplace technology use policies can be critical to
fostering beneficial uses of technology at work
while curbing inappropriate uses. Despite the wide-
spread adoption of technology use policies, their
effectiveness has been questioned as a growing
number of employees have been fired for email
and internet abuse at work (Young, 2010). Several
studies have demonstrated that establishing a poli-
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cy unilaterally and threatening employees with
formal sanctions for violation not only increased
technology abuse, but also undermined trust be-
tween employees and employers (Alder et al., 2006;
De Lara, 2006). Hence, a more viable approach is
needed.

A more effective policy is one that is based on
shared understanding. Shared understanding fos-
ters trust as different parties learn to value the
viewpoints of others (Bradach & Eccles, 1989). One
way to promote shared understanding is through
employee-management cooperation in deciding the
elements of a workplace technology use policy. For
example, firms can form an internal committee that
is made up of multigenerational members with
various functional backgrounds such as IT, HR,
and marketing. Through a series of meetings, mem-
bers should be encouraged to reach a consensus on
such elements as prohibited activities, privacy, se-
curity, monitoring, and penalties for violations. For
example, although activities judged as defamatory,
discriminatory, harassing, or pornographic in nature
should be prohibited, millennials may disagree with
others on what constitutes these activities. Millen-
nials may believe that they can freely criticize other
people on their Facebook page, but what if the
public is able to trace back the person to the
company he/she works for? If disagreements cannot
be resolved, committee members can vote on mul-
tiple alternatives to find the best solution. Research
suggests that employees who had an opportunity to
vote, even if they voted against the implemented
measure, do not react negatively to the final policy
(Corgnet, Hernán-González, & McCarter, 2015). The
final agreed-upon policy should be so specific that it
can give employees exact guidelines and can pre-
vent rule breakers from wiggling through a loop-
hole.

A specific social media policy is also necessary. A
growing number of companies have incorporated
social media use into their code of conduct or
established a separate social media policy. Intel
Corporation, for instance, developed detailed
guidelines that encouraged their employees to rep-
resent the company more ethically and profes-
sionally on social media. As millennials are
involved in a significant percentage of the
200,000 Instagram posts and 300,000 tweets that
are sent every minute (Anderson, 2017), companies
should actively seek millennial voices and perspec-
tives in developing the policy. Further, the policy
should be periodically reviewed and updated in
light of ever-evolving technologies and online social
tools. Firms might promote discussions among em-
ployees through the corporate intranet or de-
partmental social websites. Increased exchange
of information among employees from different
generations may help firms identify elements of
the existing policy that need to be removed or
changed, and consequently help meet emerging
demands of their employees and businesses.

4.1.1. Caveats
In establishing a technology use policy, several
caveats are in order. First, there is no one-size-
fits-all policy. Firms should align their policy with
their unique business objectives. Specifically, firms
with a focus on innovative products and services
may enact a policy to encourage the utilization of
various technologies for learning and communica-
tion. For example, IBM–—one of the most innovative
companies–—has acknowledged the importance of
social media for organizational and individual de-
velopment. Accordingly, their social media policy
was built to actively encourage their employees to
exchange ideas and insights with their clients,
shareholders, and communities. As another exam-
ple, Proctor & Gamble is one of the most lenient
companies in terms of providing access to the in-
ternet. The consumer products giant reported that
their employees listen to 4,000 hours of music on
Pandora and watch 50,000 5-minute YouTube videos
during a typical work day (Gross, 2012). They have
recognized the importance of free access to sites
like YouTube as a marketing tool.

Further, for organizations that are particularly
concerned with protecting customer information
(e.g., financial institutions and hospitals), their poli-
cy may focus on security issues associated with tech-
nology misuse. For example, Mayo Clinic, one of the
largest not-for-profit hospital systems in the U.S., has
focused its technology policy on patient confidenti-
ality with limited personal use of technology at work.
This policy is intended to prevent hospital staff from
using social media inappropriately as shown by the
news in recent years (e.g., medical staff posted a
picture of a chaotic emergency room on Instagram
and incurred serious legal problems on behalf of both
the hospital and themselves).

In addition, before implementing a technology
use policy, firms should consult with their legal team
to make sure it does not violate any laws and
regulations. Typically, it is not illegal to monitor
employees’ computer and e-mail use at work in the
U.S., but certain states such as Connecticut and
Delaware require employers to notify their employ-
ees before starting the practice. If firms operate
globally, their policy needs to be adjusted for the
laws and regulations of each country. In countries
such as Germany and Italy, for instance, electronic
monitoring can be justified only when employees
give written consent and only in very limited cir-
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cumstances (e.g., where a firm already has con-
crete suspicions of technology misuse by a particu-
lar employee). Thus, a thorough review of relevant
laws and regulations should precede the implemen-
tation of a technology use policy.

4.2. Instilling the proper balance of
urgency and relaxation

A policy alone cannot make meaningful changes to
millennials’ day-to-day technology use in the
workplace. Extra steps need to be taken to instill
both relaxation and urgency in the minds of mil-
lennials.

4.2.1. Relaxation
Fostering relaxation is vital for achieving beneficial
work-related outcomes from personal use of tech-
nology. Relaxation leads to positive emotions, a
resource that can be directed toward work-related
tasks, and can help reduce the negative effects of
job stress (Fredrickson, 2001; Stone et al., 1995).
Despite a formal policy approving the access to
social networking sites, millennials may still feel
uneasy checking Facebook in the presence of their
boss. For personal use of technology to be truly
relaxing, millennials must perceive their manage-
ment as supportive. If they are constantly worried
about negative career consequences from their
personal use of technology, this anxiety will cause
a stress response or hyper arousal, negating the
possible benefits (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004).

Supervisors should be proactive in fostering re-
laxation. Previous studies suggest that employees’
patterns of technology use were positively related
to those of their supervisors (Blanchard & Henle,
2008). In this regard, supervisors may act as role
models. According to social learning theory (Ban-
dura, 1986), people learn appropriate behaviors
through a role-modeling process. Given their power
to punish and reward, supervisors are credible can-
didates for modeling behavior that millennials can
emulate (Mayer, 2012). If supervisors speak openly
about the benefits of personal use of technology
such as opportunities for recovery, work-life bal-
ance, or learning, millennials feel more comfort-
able engaging in this behavior as needed. In
addition, supervisors can encourage group norms
about personal use of technology at work. Evidence
suggests that employees often use group norms to
justify engaging in personal use of technology in the
workplace (Lim & Teo, 2005). Once millennials in a
work group perceive that personal use of technology
is supported by their supervisors and in compliance
with group norms, they will feel more comfortable
engaging in the activity appropriately.
Another way to foster relaxation is to take a
time-based quota approach. Specifically, employ-
ees can be given a set period of time daily for which
they can access non-work-related sites as needed
throughout the work day. Internet management
software allows HR to set the time limit on non-
work-related internet use and to keep track of total
daily non-work use for each employee. Employees
can choose the timing and duration of an online
break depending on their personal needs within the
time limit. Under the quota system, millennials do
not have to worry about negative repercussions of
personal use of technology, which enhances relaxa-
tion and the positive outcomes associated with it.

4.2.2. Urgency
Given today’s volatile and fast-paced business en-
vironment, a pure relaxation mentality does not
allow for the organizational agility required for
speedy execution and implementation. In such a
context, instilling a sense of urgency in the minds of
millennial employees is needed simultaneously. Ur-
gency is associated with tight deadlines and the
costly consequences of failing–—a situation in which
individuals must stay alert and focused to find a
solution quickly (Hermann, 1963). To increase need-
ed urgency, firms should be proactive in developing
a strategy to ensure that their millennial employees
make progress each and every day (Kotter, 2008).

Two strategies may help build a sense of urgency
among millennial employees. First, managers
should offer millennials visible and unambiguous
short-term goals. Decades of research on goal set-
ting has proved the effectiveness of time-sensitive,
specific goals (see Locke and Latham, 2002, for a
review). In determining short-term goals, employee
participation is crucial to enhance goal ownership
and their subsequent commitment (Anderson &
Wexley, 1983). Through joint meetings, millennial
workers should be given a to-do list and be clearly
aware of their goals for the day, week, month, and
beyond.

Another strategy to reduce complacency among
millennials is to communicate critical information
related to their business on a regular basis. If
employees do not understand what is going on
and what it means to their job and organization,
it will be hard to expect them to work with a sense
of urgency. For example, a consumer electronics
company may inform their employees of real-time
information about their business, customers, and
industry: What problems with our products are
customers complaining about? Are fixed costs too
high? Is the union about to go on a strike? Is the
competitor rolling out their new model this month?
These types of immediate challenges faced by the



268 S. Kim
firm should be made available to employees so that
they clearly know why prompt actions are needed.
Communicating strategic, well-selected messages
in combination with specific, short-term goals may
help millennials develop and maintain a strong
sense of urgency and consequently help curb their
urge to use technology for personal matters more
than is necessary.

4.3. Training for millennials and
managers

Organizations might provide relevant training for
both millennials and their managers. First, training
on a technology use policy can increase employees’
understanding and compliance. Typically, firms re-
quire employees to read and sign their policy, but it
is possible that some employees might misunder-
stand the provisions, or might not be able to recall
the specifics while on the job. A well-designed
training program can help employees better under-
stand what activities are prohibited and why they
are prohibited through detailed explanation and
real-life examples. For example, an employee
might read a policy that states, “Do not open an
email to malware delivered through spam.” Then,
relevant examples can be used in support of the
policy, such as the 2014 Yahoo incident where
hackers used a simple phishing email on a Yahoo
employee to access 500 million user accounts. HR
may train new employees during induction training
and provide refresher training on a regular basis.

Further, millennials can be trained in techniques
to self-manage their technology use effectively.
Experts could be invited to teach time management
and prioritization techniques. Also, workshops fo-
cusing on how to employ various tools for increased
focus and productivity might be held. For example,
using a host of online applications (e.g., Self-
control, Freedom, Focus booster, StayFocused),
millennial workers can self-monitor their computer
use patterns, establish time limits for goof-off
breaks, and block themselves from accessing per-
sonal email and social networking sites for a set
period of time (Tanner, 2017).

Last, managers can be trained to motivate mil-
lennials to use technology in a judicious way. Train-
ing for managers needs to include components such
as establishing a workgroup norm on appropriate
technology use, handling technology misuse, and
providing frequent feedback on work progress. More
importantly, managers should avoid a command-
and-control mindset. As millennials tend to check
and respond to work emails in real time after hours,
similar to how they respond to texts from their
friends (Johnston, 2016), managers should acknowl-
edge their extra work outside of normal working
hours. To be fair, managers may need to be trained
in performance management techniques that focus
on results more than on face time (Eversole, Ven-
neberg, & Crowder, 2012).

5. Summary

Millennials’ personal use of technology at work is
not simply loafing, but is driven by their distinctive
work values, learning styles, and multitasking pro-
ficiency. I have offered insights on the upsides and
downsides of two contrasting one-sided ap-
proaches–—a deterrence approach and a laissez-
faire approach–—to personal technology use, pro-
viding practical guidance for organizations. Deter-
mining how to control and leverage this issue is of
paramount importance for organizational success. I
hope that the recommendations from this article
will help organizations to move beyond either de-
terrence or laissez-faire toward a both/and ap-
proach, creating a workplace in which millennials
can thrive and contribute.
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