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ABSTRACT Digital transformation is fundamentally changing organizational cultures and attitudes
towards work, particularly through the blurring of boundaries between work and private life. This study
is part of the research project “Work of the future” and contributes to a better understanding of attitudes
towards, and acceptance patterns of new work arrangements among Generation Y and Z students. Using
an online survey, it analyzes perceptions of digitally-transformed workplaces, working hours, and
responsibilities for lifelong learning and further training. The results reveal three interesting insights.
First, no significant differences emerge between the generations in terms of the acceptance of digital
working models and preferred working hours. Second, Generation Z positions itself more clearly by
holding employers more accountable for individualized further training schemes and career opportunities.
Finally, statistically significant gender-specific differences are confirmed regarding preferred working
hours and attitudes towards digitally-transformed employment relations, with lower acceptance levels
among females.
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Infroduction

The changes in organizational cultures and work attitudes attributable to digital transformation
are far-reaching, be they in the implementation of new work arrangements, altered
qualifications and competencies profiles for employees, or, in particular, the intersecting
of employment and private life — a phenomenon referred to as the blurring of work-life
boundaries. Learning and working remotely during the pandemic accelerated the dissolution
of boundaries between work and private life, between work and leisure, between working
hours and recovery, thereby affecting employment relationships per se. New patterns of work
organization and working conditions evolve (Pfeiffer et al. 2024). This article contributes to
the analysis of blurring boundaries and acceptance patterns of new work arrangements among
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digital natives.! The subsequent analysis includes university students enrolled in Bachelor’s,
Master’s or PhD degree programs. The survey questionnaire focuses on attitudes and
perceptions regarding work of the future and organizational culture, work-life boundaries,
and approaches to further training.

The discussion of blurred boundaries traces back to the 1990s, with increasing flexibility
and rising globalization as points of departure (Vo 1998). According to the relevant
literature, blurred work-life boundaries imply both opportunities and risks, such as innovative
options for self-organization and self-realization but also self-exploitation, the rise of atypical
employment, and entrepreneurial risk-taking (Vo3 1998; Pongratz and Vof3 2003; Kalleberg
2009). Moreover, previous work pointed out that a deteriorating separation between work
and private life may result in mental stress and burnout (Mazmanian et. al. 2013). Research
that integrates ICT and machine learning developments increasingly points to the creation
of innovative business models and job patterns resulting from the dissolution of boundaries
(Brynjolfsson and McAfee 2014; Brynjolfsson et al. 2023).

Existing work dealing with the general evolvement of work ethics and inter-generational
differences in work-related attitudes is not well disseminated and tends to focus on comparisons
with Baby Boomers (for an overview: Seifert et al. 2023). Several papers address the typical
characteristics and habitus attributable to specific generations (in particular, Millennials
and Generation Z). These characteristics underline their importance in higher education
and workplace relations (Singh 2014; Bayhan and Karaca 2020). There are indications that
compared to Generation Y, Generation Z maintains a more introverted style and considers
workplace relations as a less important element of everyday life. Generation Y, in turn, appears
to be more resilient, likely resulting in a superior capability to cope with blurred work-life
boundaries. Table 1 reflects some typical characteristics the related literature attributes to
Generations Y and Z.

Table 1: Characteristics of Generations Y and Z

Generation Y (born 1981-1996)* Generation Z (born 1997-2012)*

Familiar with technology Has an integrated life with fechnology

Impatient Creative

Has multiprocessing abilities Does not have a sense of belonging to the workplace
Love being alone Does not like to spend time outdoors

Attaches importance to status Likes being alone

Devoted fo theirindependence Conscious and confident of personal aims

Notes: *Definition following Dimock (2019); sources: Bayhan/Karaca 2020: 3, Singh 2014.

1 When we analyze blurring boundaries, we do so in particular from the perspective of a spatial dis-
solution of boundaries that arises especially in hybrid work (Arnold et.al. 2015).
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In this paper, we implement the definition of generations suggested by the revised system
of the Pew Research Center (Dimock 2019), with Millennials (Generation Y) born from
1981-1996 and Generation Z born from 1997-2012. The non-representative survey
of students was administered as an online survey in September 2023.?

The organization of this article is as follows. The next section briefly describes
the research focus and derives the hypotheses to be tested in the subsequent analysis. The
third section presents data and methods and a detailed description of the variables. The fourth
section presents the results of the comparative analysis using analysis of variance and T-tests.
The last section presents a conclusion and points out limitations of the study.

Research Focus and Hypotheses

The subsequent analyses include students from several birth cohorts, with the majority
representing Generations Y and Z. Building upon the literature cited in the introduction, we
focus on digital transformation at the workplace and address blurred boundaries between
work and life, such as hybrid and remote work. With respect to the generation-specific
approach, prospective employees’ preferences on weekly working hours and days play an
important role. Finally, we address generation- and gender-specific attitudes and perceptions
of employers’ roles when it comes to lifelong learning and company-provided further
training. Organizations’ approaches to further training, the development of competencies,
and employee empowerment are crucial for the change management of organizational
cultures. Therefore, we ask to what extent students consider strategic planning and
the funding of individual further training grids and personal development schedules to be
the responsibility of their prospective employers.

We maintain the assumptions of Bayhan and Karaca (2020), Dimock (2019) and Ruiz-
Vazquez (2024) that Generation Z is more familiar with the use of technology than other
generations. They have grown, and are growing up with a digital living environment and
have “an integrated life with technology” (Bayhan and Karaca 2020: 3). Consistently, we
hypothesize that a greater use of technology goes hand in hand with a more tolerant attitude
towards the blurring of boundaries.

H1 Younger generations show greater ambitions to cope with digitally-transformed
workplaces and value chains.

In contrast, a more reluctant usage of technology likely goes hand in hand with an attitude that
tends to separate working time from leisure time. The next hypothesis builds on Vof3 (1998)
and Sennett (2005) and their argumentations regarding the erosion of traditional barriers
between places to work and places to live as well as between working time and leisure.
Correspondingly, a greater affinity towards the use of technology, openness to multitasking,

2 The results reported in this paper use data from the Work of the Future (WoF) project within the
Center for Cooperation and Career Management (Career@BI). This work is funded by the German
Federal Ministry of Education and Research (Grant Number 03FHP106).
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and being rather resilient are expected to promote tolerance against blurred boundaries.
Building upon the recent discussion that “digitally competent” younger generations “don’t
have a sense of belonging to the workplace” (Bayhan and Karaca 2020: 3) and do not “like to
spend time outdoors” (ibid.), Hypothesis H2 is as follows.

H2 Students with high (low) acceptance levels regarding digitally-transformed
employment relations over (under) prefer new work arrangements/hybrid work
as compared to their peers with low (high) acceptance levels regarding digitally-
transformed employment relations.

Blurring boundaries not only have something to do with mobile working, but also with
the total amount of working time. On one side, when it comes to the question of unbounded
work, a number of studies indicate that — resulting from increasing flexibility — total working
hours tend to rise (Stadler 2024: 62). At the macroeconomic level on the other side, long-term
labor productivity growth has enabled average weekly working time to decline accordingly
(Ngai and Pissarides 2008; ILO 2021). Collective bargaining further supports working time
reductions (Goerlich and Vis 2024). Alongside the general trend and the aforementioned
characteristics of Generation Z (Table 1), we state Hypothesis H3:

H3 Younger generations attribute greater importance to discretionary time in work-life-
balances as measured by preferences for fewer weekly working hours and shorter
workweeks.

In the course of industrialization, the spheres of privacy and the public world of work
emerged. Gender-specific sorting into these spheres is evident: Woman are often placed
into the domestic sphere whilst “breadwinning” men are placed into the paid-work sphere.
Although this strict division has been eroding since the 1970s, its traces are still visible
in the distribution of salaries, the amount of time attributed to paid work, and the distribution
of tasks in the private sphere. (Hartmann 2009; Karjalainen 2023; Mandel et. al. 2020).
Accordingly, we formulate the following two hypotheses to test for gender-specific working
time preferences and a gender gap in the ambition to cope with digital transformation at
the workplace (resulting from digital gender divide, Borwein et al. 2024).

H4 Female students place greater importance on discretionary time in work-life-
balances as measured by preferences for fewer weekly working hours and shorter
workweeks than males.

H5 Male students show greater ambitions to cope with digitally-transformed workplaces
and value chains as compared to female students.

Recent research hints at a convergence of attitudes and preferences with respect to weekly
working hours and the duration of the working week among females and males, with a lag

of one or two generations (Carstensen and Daglar-Sezer 2024a). Put differently, male
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members of Generation Z appear to share some preferences with female Millennials (and
females from Generation X, respectively). Accordingly, we state H6.

H6 Female members of Generation Y and male members of Generation Z show similar
preferences for discretionary time in work-life-balances as measured by preferred
weekly working hours and duration of the workweek.

Another insight from previous work that we confront with a richer set of indicators refers
to the mindset of digital natives in terms of lifelong learning and their preferred decision-
making processes for intra-firm promotions (Schroth 2019; Katz et al. 2021; Egorova et
al. 2021; Carstensen and Daglar-Sezer 2024b). The associated Hypothesis H7 is accordingly:

H7 Younger generations are more inclined to consider the strategic planning and
funding of individual measures for further training and career development as
the responsibility of their prospective employers.

The seven hypotheses are confronted with the data set that is described in the following section.

Data and Method

Our empirical analysis is based on the 2023 HSBI survey “Entering the workforce and
future employment: Expectations and perceptions” (Carstensen and Daglar-Sezer 2024b),
a non-representative sample of university students at a medium-sized university in Bielefeld
(Germany). Data security, preparation and launch of the study were reconciled with the Data
Protection Officer, the Deans Offices, and representatives from the Student Union. The online
survey was sent out by the Deans Office of the Faculties of Engineering & Mathematics,
Health Sciences, and Business & Economics with a brief description and a clickable link.
Data collection was administered by the Bielefeld School of Business at the beginning
of the winter term 2023. The questionnaire included 90 items and was implemented using
LimeSurvey (Limesurvey GmbH, 2023). All participants were informed about the study
objectives and agreed to participate after been informed of the procedures of data collection,
processing and storage. Participation in the survey was voluntary throughout, allowing both
item and unit non-response at any time. 278 questionnaires were returned, of which 229 were
complete responses. No conclusions can be drawn about individual participants.

The questionnaire included individual attitudes towards prospective working conditions
and assessed various workplace characteristics. To improve comparability with existing
concepts relating to personality traits and job satisfaction, we included both validated
instruments (G-SOEP: Socio-Economic Panel [Goebel et al. 2019]; LPP: Linked Personnel
Panel [Ruf et al. 2020; Rammstedt and John 2007]) and newly developed measures
(Carstensen and Daglar-Sezer 2024b).

The sample characteristics are as follows: 28.7 % were Bachelor’s or Master’s degree
students at the Faculty of Engineering and Mathematics, 48.9 % were enrolled in a Bachelor’s or
Master’s degree program at the Bielefeld School of Business, and another 16.2 % were
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Bachelor’s or Master’s degree students at the Faculty of Social Sciences. The remaining
students were enrolled in third-cycle programs. The majority of the respondents (55.5%) had
already obtained a VET diploma or at least commenced an apprenticeship program prior to
accepting the offer of a university place. Almost two out of three students also worked a few
hours a week (66.1%, e.g., student minijob). Consistent with the German university student
population, women constituted a slight majority (55.4%). Additionally, roughly two thirds
of the participants belonged to Generation Z.
Table 2 contains a detailed description of the variables included in the analysis.

Table 2: Detailed description of variables

Variables Description

DTWPL Acceptance level with respect to working in digitally-transformed working environment.
Predicted factors scores DTWPL involving four reflective 11-point Likert scale indicators
(CR alpha 0.76, KMO 0.733): (a) using digitally-transformed value chains and customer
relation, (b) using big data analytics, (c) using virtual (augmented) reality and/or sensor
kits, (d) applying generative Al.

D_DTWPL Dummy variable to indicate strong ambitions for digitally-transformed employment
relations. Uses factor scores DTWPL and recodes as follows. Scores in the first quartile:
value 0, scores in the fourth quartile: value 1, scores in Q2 and Q3: missing value. D_
DTWPL=1 denotes students addressed in H7, while D_DTWPL=0 indicates students with
weak ambitions/low consent for digitally-transformed working environments.

FTLCulture Total score to measure the expectation level concerning an employer’s obligation

in the context of further training and lifelong learning: sum of four 11-point Likert
scales. The four items are: The company measures for further training, competencies
development, or employee empowerment should (a) be voluntary for the employee,
(b) be funded completely by the employer, (c) include a mutually agreed and
recognized qualification/personal development matrix, (d) be taken into account

in the decision-making process for promotions.

NewWork Numerical scale to capture the preference level for a prospective employment
relation with blurred work-(private-)life boundaries. Number of desired remote days (per
week) multiplied by times the level of importance (5-point Likert-scale) the respondent
attributes to hybrid work.

WHOURS Preferred number of individual working hours (per week)
WWEEK Preferred duration of the individual workweek
Findings

In this section, we present our empirical results. Building upon the hypotheses developed
in the second section, we first examined attitudes and acceptance patterns towards digitally-
transformed workplaces and employment relations — in particular, how these patterns differ
between the generations (addressing H1) and whether gender-specific elements can be detected
(H5). Inaddition, we analyzed whether individuals with strong ambitions for digitally-transformed
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employment relations show systematically stronger preferences for new work arrangements
as measured by the preferred magnitude of hybrid work (confronting H2 with the data).

In the context of blurring boundaries — i.e., between work and (family) life, between
working hours and recovery, and between paid work and (active) leisure — we then examined
inter-generational and gender-specific differences in the preferences of prospective employees
regarding weekly working hours and the corresponding number of working days (referring to
H3, H4). We also confronted the hypothesis of similarities in the hours-preferences between
Gen Y females and Gen Z males with the survey data (H6).

Building upon Schroth (2019) and Katz et al. (2021), we studied the students’ attitudes
towards lifelong learning and their perceptions of the employers’ duties in designing and providing
appropriate systems. Taking each student’s answer concerning the employer’s responsibility
for further training and individual career development into account, we tested for systematic
differences between the generations (implementing a test for H7).

In light of the small sample size, all findings should be considered cautiously and
need to be re-examined in follow-up studies at different university locations and with larger
samples.’ Table 3 depicts the results from analyses of variances (ANOVA) over the birth-
cohorts representing generations X, Y, and Z (testing hypotheses H1, H3, and H7), while
Table 4 displays results from bilateral comparisons related to both the acceptance-level
of digital workplace transformation (H2) and gender-generation-specific differences (testing
hypotheses H4, H5, H6, and H7). Table 4 also reports effect sizes. Statistically significant
results supporting the respective hypothesis are in boldface.

Table 3: Differences between generations using one-way ANOVA (analysis of variance)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F p-value Associated
Hypothesis
DTWPL
Between groups 2.777 2 1.388 1.1 0.332 H1
Within groups 279.38 223 1.253
Total 282.16 225 1.254
WHOURS
Between groups 48.580 2 24.290 0.35 0.707 H3
Within groups 16336.34 234 69.813
Total 16384.92 236 69.428
WWEEK
Between groups 0.229 2 0.115 0.23 0.794 H3
Within groups 116.25 234 0.497
Total 116.48 236 0.494
FTLCulture
Between groups 241.31 2 120.56 4.10 0.018 H7
Within groups 6877.84 234 29.392
Total 711915 236 30.166

3 Ideally, future studies should include the student population in vocational education training too.
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Hypothesis H1 that younger generations show greater ambitions to cope with digitally-
transformed workplaces is clearly rejected. Thus, the attitudes and acceptance levels towards
such workplaces and digitally transformed-employment relations are very similar across
generations. Likewise, the generations do not differ with respect to their preferred weekly
working hours and the duration of the workweek, correspondingly rejecting H3. All results
remain stable in the sub-sample of digital natives comprising generations Y and Z.

Statistically significant generation-specific differences exist in expectations with respect
to an employer’s obligation in the context of further training and lifelong learning. In this
regard, we find supportive evidence of H7, where students belonging to Generation Z stand out
as believing that employers are in charge of planning, funding and adequately acknowledging
individual grids of further training, personal development, and associated career progression.
This finding is rather important for employers in the context of successfully recruiting and
retaining suitable employees.

Table 4: Differences in perceptions and attitudes: Generation Z versus Y, gender-related comparisons,
strong versus weak ambitions for digitally-transformed employment relations

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
Target Comparison Effect Size
Group Group (Cohen d) p-value | Hypo
Gender (target group: females)
DTWPL 22 124 0.41 92 .59 0.000 H5
WHOURS 32.23 130 36.05 97 0.48 0.000 H4
WWEEK 4.38 130 4.57 97 0.28 0.046 H4
Female Y (target) versus male Z
WHOURS 30.15 34 36.09 62 74 0.000 Hé6
WWEEK 4.29 34 4.59 62 44 0.024 Hé6
Gen I (target) compared to
GenY
FTLCulture 29.75 165 27.79 66 0.37 0.035 H7
D_DTWPL®
NewWork 9.25 57 7.14 57 0.31 0.100 H2

Note: * Target group: individuals with strong ambitions for digitally-transformed employment relations
(D_DTWPL=1); comparison group: individuals with weak ambitions ... (D_DTWPL=0).

Not surprisingly, traditional gender-patterns of weekly working hours and the duration
of the workweek — hence, the amount of discretionary time as compared to scheduled
working time — are still existent. Hypothesis H4 is supported with a weekly female-male
gap of almost six hours (less hours reported by women). Consistent with Hypothesis HS,
which supposes a digital gender divide, the analysis finds the traditional male-female gap
in positive attitudes towards digitally-transformed workplaces and employment relations
(1% significance level). Last not least, the hypothesis that students with high acceptance
levels of digitally-transformed employment relations over-prefer new work arrangements
including hybrid work as compared to their peers with low acceptance levels (H2) finds fairly
significant support (10% significance level).
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Conclusion

The picture that emerges from the above analysis is not as clear as expected. In particular,
no differences exist across generations with respect to their attitudes and acceptance patterns
towards digitally-transformed workplaces and preferred weekly working hours. Thus,
the first take-away message of our study is that the generations born after 1980 have much
more in common than recognized in the literature. Keeping in mind the small sample size
and limitation to only one university location, this finding nevertheless suggests that the vast
majority of the active workforce — i.e. members of generations X, Y, and Z — emerge as
equally open to the digital transformation of workplaces and employment relations, thereby
enabling companies to involve their personnel as a coherent stakeholder when developing
suitable policies and team-building measures in the process of modernizing workplaces and
the organization of work.

Our second take-away message relates to lifelong learning and the question of whom
(prospective) employees hold accountable for further training and career development. In
contrast to Millennials, Generation Z students express a stronger entitlement to hold their
prospective employers responsible for planning, funding and adequately acknowledging
idiosyncratic further training schedules and individual career development schemes.
Again, we should not over interpret this finding; however, we still consider it important
that companies should implement adequate, generation-sensitive recruitment and retention
policies, as Generation Z will soon become a major player in the workforce. Through
the organizational dynamics lens of — successful — organizational cultures development, this
finding is of crucial importance. Such generation-sensitive policies could improve employer
branding and occupational health management.

Consistent with the stylized evidence on gender gaps in payment and digital access,
our results indicate the existence of a gender-specific awareness gap in the context of big
data applications, artificial intelligence, digital value chains, and the preparedness to use
(augmented) virtual reality or sensor kits. Against the new normal of digitalized working
environments, digital gender divides should not be neglected and need be taken into account
in analyses related to the impact of socio-economic status on acceptance patterns. Future
studies on widening participation and gender equality with regard to access to, perceptions of,
and the use of digital technologies are needed — ones that take the different generations into
account, as well as the different phases of primary, secondary and post-secondary education.
Moreover, further research will benefit from the availability of longitudinal data from
companies, platforms and other institutions. Therefore, data collection and maintenance is an
important pillar for future research.

The third take-away message relates to the association between (i) the awareness
and acceptance of digitally-transformed employment relations and (ii) preferences for
new work arrangements, such as hybrid work. Our empirical results suggest that digital
workplace acceptance-levels and new work preferences go hand in hand. Once larger
samples become available, the causal relationship between the two can be examined in more
detail. For example, structural equation modeling is suitable for gaining further insights into
the determinants and effects of the growing acceptance of blurred boundaries between work
and life. These approaches also cover group-specific studies to distinguish, e.g., between
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prospective employees who feel prepared for the digitalized working world and those who
are more pessimistic.

Recent developments in the relations between academia and (business) practice point
to growing evidence of so-called transdisciplinary approaches, in which stakeholders from
universities, for profit companies, and non-profit organizations and/or citizens participate
and work collaboratively. Anecdotal evidence emerging from such discussion is the common
impression that male members of Generation Z express some preferences usually attributable to
females from previous generations. Our online survey did not support this impression. Against
the backdrop of the unanimous view of the different stakeholders, we believe that readdressing this
question in future research with larger samples and richer datasets will lead to valuable findings.

Another point of note is the small difference in the frequency of technology use between
the discussed generations, as you can see in the results on testing H1. This can be attributed to
a different level of education, which is automatically due to the higher age of the Millennials
cohort. The same applies to the question of whether the preference for mobile work depends
exclusively on age or also on the private situation surrounding care work.
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Appendix
Initially, the assumption was that Gen Z would be more concerned about achieving a work-
life balance than Gen Y and would be more likely to use technology than Gen Y.

In addition to the statistically-based analysis, we provide some visual illustrations to
throw an anecdotal light on the association between separate dimensions of technology
affinity and use and being a member of Generation Z or Generation Y, respectively (Figure 1
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and Figure 2). In Figure 3, there is another visualization of the desire for mobile work divided

according to the generations (Gen Z, Y).

Figure 1: Consent to use digital distribution channels, answers sorted by Gen Z and Gen Y

68,6%
Total 31.4%

Genz NN G7,9%

32,1%
73,4%
GenY 26,6%
0,0% 20,0% 40,0% 60,0% 80,0%
m agreement likert scale 6-10 agreement likert scale 0-5

Source: own figure

Figure 1 splits the sample into answers with substantial agreement levels (values 6-10 on
an 11-point Likert scale) and answers representing lower agreement levels (values 0—5 on
the same Likert scale). The item of interest in Figure 1 is whether digital sales channels are
considered important for future employments. The 67.9%-bar indicates that slightly more
than two-thirds of students from Generation Z appear in the sub-group of high agreement
levels. Correspondingly for the approval rating for Al: while 84.4% of Gen Y respondents

gave a score of >6 on a scale of 010, this figure dropped to 80.1% for Gen Z.

Figure 2: Consent to use Al, answers sorted by Gen Z and Gen Y
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m agreement likert scale 6-10 agreement likert scale 0-5

Source: own figure
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Figure 3: Comparison of preferences for mobile work (vertical axis) and using digital distribution cha-
nnels (horizontal axis)
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Source: own figure

On a 5-point-likert-scale, respondents assessed the degree of importance of the option
for mobile work (y-axis). Sorted by these categories and using the utilization of digital
distribution channels as a proxy for affinity for technological implementation, we compared
the associated responses. Of those for whom mobile working was important (very important,
respectively) 39.4 % (31 %, respectively) still exhibited a low affinity score (values 0-5).

In further research, it could be discussed whether the use of technology or the desire for
mobile work depends on life circumstances and not only on generation-specific characteristics,
as the findings show a gender-specific difference in technical use and mobile work.
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