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Do you know how often Millennials check 
their phones? According to a recent study 
by Qualtrics and Accell, members of this 
generation—loosely defined as people born 
in the 1980s and 1990s—check their phones 
about 150 times per day. That’s nearly 
double the average of Americans at large.
 It is a striking statistic; but, for meeting 
and incentive planners, information like this 
should serve as more than just fascination. It 
is projected that as of this year, Millennials 
will make up half of the entire workforce; 
if they’re not already, they’ll likely make 
up a large majority of your MICE program 
delegations, too. 
 Now in their 20s and 30s, these workers 
are not only demarcated by youth; like 
other generations before them, they 
have unique attributes that are the result 
of growing up when they did. Planners 
that don’t tailor meetings and incentives 
to them may find themselves creating 
programs that miss the mark.  

 It’s not just about substituting trend in for 
tradition—or making all things high-tech. 
“The most important thing to remember 
for in-person meetings is to have them 
focus on content and experiences for which 
in-person interaction really adds value,” 
says Bruch Tulgan, founder and CEO of 
the management, research, training, and 
consulting firm Rainmaker Thinking, and 
an author on the subject of young people 

in the workplace. “The most frustrating 
thing for young people is going to a live 
event where everything that is presented 
could have been consumed through remote 
learning.”
 And it is perhaps 
because of their 
hyper-connectivity 
to technology that 
in-person 

POWER PLAY
The younger workforce is not your traditional 
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meetings and business gatherings are still 
incredibly necessary and relevant. “Face 
to face interactions are quintessentially 
human. We all crave them and depend upon 
them, irrespective of age,” says Jenn Glynn, 
president of the Society for Incentive Travel 
Excellence (SITE). “They appeal equally to 
all generations although, arguably, more to 
younger generations as the antidote to the 
virtual world in which they live.” 
 But catering to them with MICE 
programs that motivate and engage them 
is not easy. “Their high-maintenance 
reputation is all too real,” says Tulgan. He 
asserts, and research and studies reveal, that 
Millennials have high expectations for both 
themselves and their employers; are more 
likely to challenge authority; like flexibility 
and control with regards to how, when, and 
where they work; seek high engagement and 
support from managers; and like to know 
that “somebody is keeping score.” 
 That’s just the beginning. “The whole 
picture is more complicated,” Tulgan 
continues—and it’s a bright one at that. “Yes, 
Millennials will be more difficult to recruit, 

retain, motivate, and manage than any other 
new generation to enter the workforce. But 
this will also be the most high-performing 
workforce in history for those who know 
how to manage them properly.” 

THE RIGHT WAVELENGTH 
Creating MICE programs that fascinate, 
challenge, and inspire them is an important 
part of that. But where to begin? As good 
a place as any to start is getting a better 
understanding of their relationship to 
technology. Coming of age fastened to their 
phones has changed for them both the pace 
and potential of productivity. For meetings 
and business programs, that necessitates a 
reworking of rhythm.
 “They have grown up in an on-demand 
world. They have higher expectations for 
more effortless and seamless experiences,” 
says Ryan Jenkins, author and keynote 
speaker who specializes on the subject of 
generations. “How their expectations for 
‘faster’ can translate to the meetings space is, 
for example, considering having more bite-
sized sessions; creating highly actionable, 

very clear, and specific content; having less 
fluff, in general; touching upon different 
learning modalities; and blending content 
with highly engaging activities. This all feeds 
into the idea of instant gratification that 
they are more used to.”
  Technology should be used smartly. 
It’s not about bells and whistles, but about 
connectivity. “Strive to eliminate the 
‘FOMO’ (Fear Of Missing Out) that will 
undoubtedly be present with younger 
generations by merging the real with the 
virtual,” says Jenkins. “Have all conference 
sessions available online. Post videos 
of presentations, add recaps, and create 
hashtags where attendees can weave in 
and out of relevant digital conversations. 
This allows them to participate even if they 
cannot be present at a session.”

CHANGE OF MINDS
A life of all-access technology has also 
blurred the line for young workers between 
the personal and professonial. In part, that 
is because they have never really known a 
world in which it has been necessary for 
them to be in an office to do work, or stick to 
the traditional 9-to-5. They have, generally, 
been able to check emails late at night and 
work from home without missing a beat. 
 And just as their workdays don’t follow 
a straight line, nor do their careers at large. 
Understanding this is vital to creating 
content that enraptures them, sparks 
their creativity—and results in lots of 
productivity.  “As the gig economy expands, 
this next generation of the workforce is 
going to have a kaleidoscope of skillsets, 
degrees, and—possibly—careers,” says 
Jenkins. “When that is the new scope of 
work and how careers are structured, it 
starts to put a strain on meetings and 
industry events: How do you appeal to a 

“They have grown up in an on-demand 
world. They have higher expectations 
for more effortless and seamless 
experiences.” 

—Ryan Jenkins, author and speaker
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very unique, diverse individual?”
 As advice, Jenkins says to approach 
planning through the lens of one 
word: “convergence.” He explains: 
“Interdisciplinary professionals require 
multidisciplinary learning. What was once 
separate and seemingly unrelated need to 
converge, and that is what is going to spark 
innovation, bring new life to projects, and 
push people to explore the frontiers of their 
ignorance,” he says. “So it’s about converging 
festival with conference; high-tech moments 
with high-touch moments; agriculture with 
artificial intelligence…” 
 Consider that presenters from different 
industries may be your best bookings, for 
example, or that a Lego-building lesson built 
right into the seminar schedule may not 
be as frivolous as it sounds. “This is really 
enticing to consider,” says Jenkins. “People 
come in with a spirit to learn. It get the gears 

turning even if it is not directly related to 
the content, and gives them a chance to 
connect personal and professional dots that 
they never would have thought to connect.” 
 It can also be helpful for planners to 
study “startup” culture: Young attendees 
may be used to having ping-pong tables 
and video game consoles right in their 
offices—not just to decompress, but also 
to connect with colleagues and help kindle 

thought. Consider integrating play right into 
the day, especially for an intensive multi-
day meetings program or on a sprawling 
tradeshow floor. 

“SOCIAL” CUES
Things like this turn hum-drum meetings 
programs into “humble brags”—ones 
that young attendees will, ideally, end 
up showing off. “If they are making their 
friends jealous by sharing on social media 
what they are doing while they are on-site 
at an event—that’s a good sign,” says Mike 
May, president of Brightspot Incentives & 
Events. “You want to see them taking a shot 
of the crowd at a sales kick-off or on their 
balconies snapping selfies.”
 Rather than see their use of phones 
and social media as a distraction, see it as 
a win-win. “Today we can see and know 
what people are experiencing in real time,” 
says Stephanie Harris, president of the 
Incentive Research Foundation (IRF). “For 
incentive programs, that means those who 
did not earn the reward are seeing all the 
Instagrammable moments from the reward 
trip. That kind of social sharing can serve to 
motivate people to earn in the future.”
 Also keep in mind that Millennials 
focus on the idea of the “experience”—
particularly ones that are off-the-beaten 

“Today we can see and know what people are experiencing 
in real time. For incentive programs, that means those who 
did not earn the reward are seeing all the Instagrammable 
moments from the reward trip. That kind of social sharing can 
serve to motivate.”

—Stephanie Harris, Incentive Research Foundation (IRF)
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path, full of adventure, and authentic. “The 
new generation of travelers want to feel like 
they’ve truly experienced the destination 
and local culture,” says Harris.
 That’s not just for incentives. Meetings 
and conferences, too, can be just as share-
worthy, as evidenced by a recent welcome 
reception that Brightspot planned for a 
restaurant company’s program in Austin, 
Texas. Doing away with the ballroom and 
banquet tables, they instead created a social 
environment that better appealed to the 

group, which skewed 
young in age. “The 

SXSW and Austin 
City Limits 
festivals in that 
city are so 
popular with 
the younger 

crowd,” recalls 
May—so 

Brightspot booked 
an area in a city park 

and contracted three local food trucks and a 
live band to recreate the vibe.
 Here, some more suggestions on how to 
best engage the younger set:

• WORK IN GROUP WORK
 Studies have shown that the younger 

generation thrives on teamwork. “If 
you get a group of Millennials in the 
room and ask them to arrange the 
desks, a majority of the time they will 
arrange the desks in a circle, which 

communicates that they are interested 
in collaboration. They are very group 
oriented,” says Ryan Jenkins. Mike 
May suggests doing away with 
the “talking head” breakouts 
and instead setting up 
roundtable discussions: 
“Meaningful meetings are, 
for them, about making 
meaningful connections,”  
he says.

• MAKE CSR SINCERE
 The youngest generation in the workforce 

genuinely wants to make a difference. 
“Millennials are, indeed, known for their 
altruism, their desire to ‘give back’, their 
focus on being fair and being green,” 
says Didier Scaillet, CEO of SITE. “These 
qualities are increasingly reflected in 
the program design of incentive travel 
experiences.” 

• PRIORITIZE NETWORKING
 “Conferences in the past have been able 

to highlight a keynote 
speaker or certain 
talking points, 
and that was 
what drove 
attendance and 
engagement. But 
this emerging 
generation is 
thinking: Who 
else can I meet? What 

are the human connections I can have 
while I’m there?” says Jenkins. “It’s 
about making the hallway as appealing 
as the ballroom.” 

• SET UP A SCOREBOARD
 “Millennials don’t want to work hard to 

make somebody else look good. They want 
to put their own names on the tangible 
results they produce,” says Bruce Tulgan. 
With this in mind, the IRF’s Stephanie 
Harris suggests the use of “gamification.” 

“Technology makes it very 
easy to share the points 

and praise given in an 
organization with an 
individual and their 
boss, leadership, 
or team members. 
Leaderboards are 

also compelling 
tools for creating 

competition and 
reminders to participate,” 

she says. Top scorers can be honored in 
person at MICE programs. 

• PAY MIND TO PRINCIPLES
 The youngest generation in today’s 

workforce uses purchasing power to 
support companies that align with their 
values. “A few recent trends we are seeing 
in this arena that have Millennial interest 
include products made of recyclable 
and biodegradable materials, products 
made in the U.S.A., and those brands 
that give a portion of proceeds back 

to a philanthropical cause,” shares 
Brittany Pulido, events manager 

for the loyalty marketing 
provider, Rymax. Consider using 
information in line with this 
to draw attendees’ attention to 
company booths at tradeshows 

and stocking swag bags with these 
kinds of products. 

(cont. on page 8)

“Meaningful meetings are, for 
them, about making meaningful 
connections.”

—Mike May, Brightspot Incentives & Events
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SHOP TALK
Retail therapy rewards young 
attendees. 

Not long after they’ve returned home from 
their meeting or incentive program, boxes are 
showing up on all the doorsteps of attendees. 

Inside each is something they’ve each been coveting 
for months, but could never justify buying themselves. 
For one young salesperson, it’s a new pair of Apple 
Airpods and, for another, the newest style of Ugg boots. 
Meanwhile, a colleague delights at receiving her new 
retro Viewfinder Polaroid camera while another thrills 
at opening his Biolight solar charger. These gifts from 
their company from a job well done may seem like little 
luxuries, but their impact is big—particularly on the 
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youngest members of the workforce. 
 Point-based reward programs 
that recognize achievement and 
success with gifting are nothing new 
and are still effective in engaging a 
diverse workforce. It’s important to 
remember that employees still in the 
dawns of their careers may have the 
utmost appreciation for them. “For 
the most part, this group needs to 
be conscientious of their spending 
and may not have the freedom and 
supplementary income to make 
excessive purchases,” shares Kate 
Devlin, human resources manager at 
Rymax, a full-service loyalty marketing 
provider that delivers customized 
incentive and recognition programs 
using premium, on-trend, and top-
brand products. “When it comes to 
rewards and redemption specifically, 
I believe the younger set is generally 
driven by products they don’t 
necessarily ‘need’, but ‘want’.”
 It’s also a generation motivated by 
experiences, so getting to pick out 
their own reward in person (versus 
with a “click” online)  makes the 
program ever more effective still. 
Rymax’s Strategic Interactive Themed 
Events (R-SITEs) make that possible: 
The company will come to wherever a 
MICE program is taking place—be it a 
sprawling suburban conference center 
or sumptuous beachfront resort—

and set-up and fully staff “shopping” experiences 
for attendees. Products and brands on display 
are specifically selected to appeal to the unique 
demographics of every group. 
 “The company benefit of face-to-face events 
includes the physical reaction to employees getting 
to enjoy demoing product, whether it be singing 
along with a karaoke system from 808, taking selfies 
with RayBan sunglasses, or testing out a new exercise 
equipment from Bowflex,” says Brittany Pulido, events 
manager for Rymax. “You see the joy in consumers as 
they are trying on a product or just conversing about 
the latest, greatest handbag that they can redeem 
for. Being able to interact with friends, coworkers, and 
suppliers is the best part of any rewards event.”

https://rymaxinc.com/
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(cont. from page 6)

• OPEN UP ACCESS 
 “Millennials don’t want to 

wait until they climb the 
ladder to build relationships 
with important leaders, 
managers, clients, customers, 
vendors, or coworkers. They 
want access right away,” Tulgan 
says. Jenkins adds that they tend 
to see any focus on office hierarchy as a 
“deterrent for the flow of information,” 
and suggests making executives 
and keynote speakers accessible for 
impromptu conversation. 

• INVEST IN THE INDIVIDUAL
 “This is a generation that is looking for 

transferable skills and building their 
personal brand,” says Jenkins. “If there 
is an opportunity to give a certificate, 
badge, or something to display on their 
LinkedIn profile that notes that they 
learned something or acquired some 

kind of skill, that would 
be valuable.” Bruce 

Tulgan agrees: 
“If you can offer 
Millennials the 
chance to build 
themselves 

up—in the short 
run—using your 

resources, then you 
will have a compelling 

message.”

• DON’T FORGET TO CATER  
   TO ALL
 “Many workforces these 

days are diverse, 
often including 
four distinct 
generational 
demographics. To 
connect equally 
and effectively 
with all generations, 
organizers still must 

deploy the full spectrum of tools from 
analogue to digital,” says Pádraic 
Gilligan, chief marketing officer for 
SITE. “This means not abandoning 
print collateral—many baby boomers 
still need to hold tangible printed 
schedules in their hands. Equally, 
Millennials are often surprised and 
delighted to receive a postcard, mailed 
to their home address.” n

“To connect equally 
and effectively with all 

generations, organizers 
must still deploy the 

full spectrum of tools 
from analogue to 

digital.” 

—Pádraic Gilligan, Society for 
Incentive Travel Excellence (SITE)


