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Gen Z at Work:
A Skills Gap or a Values Gap?
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GEN Z AT WORK

METHODOLOGY

This survey was designed to gather insights
into employer perspectives on early-career
employees, including performance, workplace
expectations, and evolving support strategies.

The goal was to understand how organizations

are experiencing and responding to shifts in
workforce readiness, as well as which
approaches are seen as most effective in
supporting early-career success.

This cross-industry survey was deployed from
March 24 to April 16, 2026, and received 649
completed responses across 17 of
EndeavorB2B’s audience brands. These results
provide a broad view of current sentiment, key
challenges, and emerging priorities related to
early-career talent development.
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GEN Z WORKFORCE READINESS INTELTIGENGE.

How prepared do you feel recent graduates (Gen Z or equivalent early-career hires) are for
today’s workforce?

40% 36%
35%
30% 28%
25% 9%
20% The depth of skepticism here is hard to ignore,
5% 12% nearly two-thirds of employers see a
]g;: 5% I meaningful gap between what recent
0o graduates bring and what the modern
5 5 N > 5 workplace demands.
& & K & &
\Q«@Q Q@Q S KQ@Q &Q@Q For organizations, this likely means absorbing
& §‘5” & & higher onboarding costs, longer ramp times,
A<»F\ O@"’ (\&o Q«A\) and the ongoing burden of filling foundational
° (0®$ h skill gaps that previous generations arrived
P with. For educators and institutions, it's a signal

that curriculum alignment with employer
expectations remains an unfinished project.

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



GEN Z VS. PRIOR GENERATIONS INTELTIGENGE.

Compared to past generations, do you think early-career employees today are
meaningfully different in terms of work ethic, attitude or professionalism?

70% 92%

oy 5% /|

°0% With 92% of employers describing early-career employees

40% 33% as meaningfully different from past generations, this is
30% about as close to consensus as survey data gets. The
20% question is what that difference means in practice.
10% 6% 7 0, Perceived shifts in work ethic, attitude, and professionalism,
0% L] ’ whether real or shaped by generational bias, directly
& & <@ & N influence hiring decisions, performance expectations, and
&S & & management investment.
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2 S N 9 & . .. .
N oY & £ O,\é When the overwhelming maijority of those making
(oo@ s < workplace decisions see a generational gap, it creates a

self-reinforcing dynamic: lower expectations, less
mentorship, and reduced tolerance can themselves
become barriers to young employee success, regardless of

. . 4
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026 the underlylng reallty.



GENERATIONAL PERFORMANCE GAP INTELTIGENGE.

When you say different, do you believe today’s early-career employees are generally better
or worse in terms of work ethic, attitude, or professionalism?

90%

much worse | %

Somewhat worse 49%
About the same l 4%,
Somewhat better 4%,

Much better 3%

0% 20% 40% 60%

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026

When paired with Q2, this data completes a damaging
picture, not only do employers see a generational
difference, they interpret it as decline. A combined 90%
rate "worse” performance on the foundational
dimensions of work ethic, attitude, and professionalism,
and nearly half of those choose the strongest possible
negative response.

This level of negative sentiment among decision-
makers has real consequences: it shapes who gets
hired, who gets invested in, and who gets the benefit of
the doubt. It also raises a harder question worth asking:
how much of this perception reflects genuine behavioral
shifts versus a growing mismatch between how younger
workers express commitment and how older managers
recognize it. 5



EARLY-CAREER EMPLOYEE CHALLENGES INTELUIGENCE

Which of the following challenges have you observed in today’s early-career employees?
(Select all that apply)

100%
77% 0
80% 67% 64% 61% o
56% 49%

60% ° 40%
40% 9
20% . 14%

0% .

Motivation or Time Workplace Problem-solving  Professional Professional  Technical or job- Other
initiative management  etiquette and or critical verbal written specific skills
and reliability — professionalism thinking communication communication

The data reframes a common assumption: that early-career gaps are primarily about technical
competence. In reality, the challenges employers flag most are deeply human ones. Motivation, reliability,
communication, and professionalism all rank well above technical skills. Write-in responses sharpen this
further, with entitlement and unrealistic expectations emerging as the most common unprompted theme.
Phone dependency, accountability gaps, and resistance to feedback were also recurring write-ins.

That technical skills rank low (40%), suggests that employers are more concerned about foundational
workplace readiness than hard skills alone. The results reinforce that perceived gaps center less on what
young professionals know, and more on how they show up and operate at work.

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026
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THE ROOT OF THE PROBLEM

If you had to choose just one, which of the following is the single biggest challenge you've
observed in today’s early-career employees?

Motivation or initiative [ NG 29%

Problem-solving or

When forced to name a single biggest challenge, nearly three in
critical thinking

ten employers choose motivation and initiative, but the write-in
responses revedl that many couldn't choose just one,
suggesting these problems are seen as deeply interconnected.

18%

Time management
and reliability

I 7

Workplace etiquette
and professionalism

Technical or job-
specific skills

15%

What emerges from the open-ended feedback is less a skills
gap and more a values and expectations gap: young workers
who arrive with inflated compensation expectations, low
tolerance for feedback, and a fundamentally different

Professional verbal relationship to work itself. Several write-ins point to structural
explanations (pandemic disruption, parenting styles, financial
disillusionment) that reframe the problem as shaped by forces
well outside any employer's control. For organizations, that
distinction matters: a motivation problem you can manage
around; a generational recalibration of what work is worth is a
far harder thing to train or incentivize away. These results
suggest the challenges are as much about mindset and culture

fit as they are about capability. 7

N 5%
communication

Professional written

R 4%
communication

Other [} 5%
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Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



THE COVID EFFECT
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Do you believe these challenges are more pronounced in COVID-era graduates compared
to pre-pandemic cohorts?
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38%
34%

25%

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026

Respondents are divided on whether COVID-era graduates face
greater challenges than those who entered the workforce before
the pandemic, though a maijority lean toward yes. 38% say
challenges are about the same, suggesting the workforce
readiness problem predates COVID and that the pandemic may
have accelerated or amplified an existing trajectory rather than
caused it. For those who do see a pronounced difference, the
implications are practical: these graduates lost formative years
of in-person socialization, classroom collaboration, and early
work experience at precisely the developmental window when
professional norms and workplace instincts are typically built.
That's not a training gap, it's a maturation gap, and it resolves
slowly. Organizations hiring heavily from this cohort may need to
recalibrate expectations and invest more deliberately in
structured mentorship and professional development than
they've historically had to.



PANDEMIC-ERA CONCERNS INTELTIGENGE.

Which factors do you believe have contributed most to these challenges among COVID-

era graduates?
Greater expectation of _ )
workplace flexibility 51%

Limited in—-person internship

. 49%
or work experience

Different work-life balance _ 42%

Broader societal changes 37%

Disrupted formal education

. 37%
| remote learning

Other 10%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026

The top two factors (limited real-world experience and
elevated flexibility expectations) point to the same
underlying issue: a generation that entered the workforce
without the in-person socialization that has historically
normed professional behavior. Disrupted education ranks
lower (37%), suggesting employers are less concerned with
what graduates learned than with what they never got to
practice. Write-ins add two themes: parenting and social
media. Respondents repeatedly cited helicopter parenting,
participation-trophy upbringings, and unchecked social
media as root causes, framing the problem as one that
started well before COVID and was only amplified by it. One
dissenting voice argued that flexibility expectations
represent a legitimate generational recalibration, not a
deficiency. Together, these verbatims suggest respondents
see the issue as extending beyond pandemic disruption
alone, touching on deeper socidal, cultural, and institutional
forces. 9



WHERE GEN Z SHOWS UP STRONG INTELTIGENGE.

On a positive note, what do today’s early-career employees tend do better or more
effectively than previous generations entering the workforce? (write-in)

Technology fluency stands nearly alone at the top: digital literacy, Al adoption, social media savvy, and
comfort with new software were cited consistently and enthusiastically. Beyond tech, a meaningful cluster
of employers point to self-advocacy and boundary-setting as genuine strengths, noting that this
generation is more willing to voice their needs, prioritize mental health, and push back on unhealthy
workplace norms than any prior generation. A smaller but notable theme around collaboration, inclusivity,
and openness to mentorship suggests that when the right environment exists, Gen Z can bring a
refreshingly team-oriented dynamic. These strengths are real and, in the right roles, genuinely valuable,
particularly as workplaces become more digital, more distributed, and more dependent on the kind of
technological fluency this generation has had since childhood.

‘They are not tied to traditional institutionalized processes, hence new ideas and processes are generated from
this.”

"They question everything which can lead to innovation.”

‘They will work like hell once they know what and why they are asked to do the thing they are hired to do.”

‘Use of technology is more natural to them and they are willing to share knowledge with older coworkers.”
"They are very good at exploring solutions on their own without direction; however, they are too shy or nervous
to speak up with those solutions. They are very eager to please.”

10
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



A DIVIDED VERDICT INTELTIGENGE.

On a positive note, what do today’s early-career employees tend do better or more
effectively than previous generations entering the workforce? (write-in)

Roughly 15-18% of respondents couldnt name a single positive trait when explicitly asked, an unusually high
rate for a question framed around strengths. The open-ended responses on the negative side paint a
consistent picture: employers describe early-career workers as entitled, unmotivated, phone-addicted, and
disconnected from the basic expectations of professional life. What makes this sentiment particularly
significant is its intensity. Many respondents didn't just note challenges, they expressed frustration,
resignation, and in some cases genuine alarm about what this means for their industries long-term. While it
would be easy to dismiss the harshest responses as generational bias, the sheer volume and consistency of
the criticism across different industries and roles suggests something more substantive is driving it.

“Never before have | ever observed such entitled attitudes from anyone I've worked with over the past 40 years.”
"They reach the wrong answers faster. While they can use aids to get answers fast, the lack of thinking before
acting means that they just reach the wrong answers faster.”

"The college system has trained them to be entitled and to demand more from the employer than a small
business can provide.”

‘Not a single thing. Every measurable metric to predict success in the real world is dramatically down.”

"They are very proficient at finding information online at the expense of being able to think through and
problem solve from the standpoint of understanding operation of a given system.”

11
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



WORKPLACE FLEXIBILITY AND PERFORMANCE A itivieence

To what extent do you think recent workplace flexibility (WFH, casual dress, hybrid
schedules) has affected early-career employee accountability or performance?

Significantly improved

performance 2%

Somewhat improved
performance

No noticeable effect - 19%

Somewhat increased
41%

challenges \
73%

Significantly increased yd
challenges

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

5%

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026

A combined 73% of employers believe workplace flexibility has
increased performance and accountability challenges for
early-career employees, and nearly a third say the impact has
been significant. This is particularly consequential when
layered against earlier findings: if the foundational challenges
for this group are motivation, reliability, and professional
norms, then remote [ hybrid environments remove the very
structural guardrails that might otherwise compensate for
those gaps. For experienced employees, flexibility can be a
productivity enhancer; for early-career workers still building
professional habits and workplace instincts, it may quietly
accelerate the problem. The 19% who see no noticeable effect
are worth acknowledging, likely reflecting industries or roles
where in-person work remains the norm regardless. Only 7%
believe flexibility has improved performance, suggesting that
the business case for extending maximum flexibility to early-
career hires deserves more scrutiny than it typically receives. 12



THE ROLE OF GENERATIONAL PERCEPTION INTELUIGENCE

Do you believe perceptions of Gen Z and recent graduates are influenced by generational
stereotypes or social-media narratives (e.g., “kids these days” mentality)?

35% 33%
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Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026

A majority of employers acknowledge that generational
stereotypes and social media narratives at least partly
shape perceptions of Gen Z, yet that acknowledgment
hasn't softened the criticism expressed throughout this
survey. That tension is the real finding here: even
employers who recognize the bias lens still land in the
same place, suggesting the challenges feel real and
observable enough to survive self-reflection. The 20%
who reject the bias framing entirely are perhaps the
most telling, confident enough in their direct experience
to dismiss it outright.

For organizations, awareness of bias alone isn't
sufficient; what's needed is a more deliberate effort to
evaluate early-career employees as individuals rather
than as representatives of a generation.

13



ADAPTING TO EARLY-CAREER TALENT INTELUIGENCE

Has your organization adapted its onboarding, mentoring or training programs in response
to the needs of early-career hires?

45%

40% 37% 38%

35%

30% Despite the depth of concern expressed throughout this
25% survey, 38% of organizations have made no changes to
20% 139 onboarding, mentoring, or training, and only 3% have
15% ; 9% plans to do so. That means four in ten employers are
10% I 3% absorbing the problem without addressing it. The 50%

g; who have adapted moderately deserve scrutiny too:

N 3 N N 0 incremental changes in response to what many
& & L N .OOO\ describe as a systemic gap may reflect
QO\\\O (OO&’} o°(§ ci”oo OQQ\\ underinvestment rather than meaningful progress.
& o) -

@ A& ® Q\OOQ < If employers are consistently observing the same deficits

across years of hiring, the absence of a stronger
structural response raises a fair question about where
responsibility for the readiness gap actually sits, and
whether organizations are doing their part to close it.

14
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



IMPROVING EARLY-CAREER SUCCESS INTELTIGENGE.

Which strategies would most improve early-career employee success in your organization?

(Select all that apply)

Clearer performance

expectations from day one _ p6%

Enhanced accountability
and feedback systems

Stronger mentorship from
] B
senior staff

Better pre-employment or
skills training programs

45%

43%

More structured
onboarding and coaching

40%
Other 9%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026

The response pattern here is notably cohesive:
employers aren't struggling to identify solutions; they're
pointing to the same cluster of fixes with striking
consistency. The responses paint a picture of
workplaces that have been too hands-off with early-
career hires, assuming a baseline of professional
readiness that this generation simply doesn't arrive with.
The write-ins add nuance worth noting: several
respondents pointed to better management, rewards
tied to milestones, and earlier intervention for poor
performance. A small but pointed cluster suggested the
fixes need to start well before employment: in education,
parenting, and K-12 preparation. For organizations, the
data makes a straightforward case: the employers most
likely to close the readiness gap are those willing to
invest in structure and human connection from day one,
not those waiting for new hires to figure it out on their
own.



THE FUTURE OF EARLY-CAREER TALENT INTELUIGENCE

Looking forward, how do you expect the skill gaps or performance concerns of early-career
employees to evolve over the next 3—-5 years?

significantly worsen [N 12% The distribution here is notably even. Employers are genuinely
divided on where this is headed, with pessimists and
optimists nearly mirror images of each other at 37% and 34%
respectively. The 30% who expect no change may be the
most telling group. For them, the readiness gap isn't a
I o temporary disruption to be resolved, it's a new baseline to be
managed. That framing has real strategic implications,
organizations that view this as a permanent condition are
more likely to invest in structural solutions, while those
expecting improvement may continue to wait it out. The
Significantly improve 9% modest lean toward "worsen’ is worth watching, particularly
as Al continues to reshape entry-level roles and the skills
required to perform them.

Somewhat worsen 25%

Remain about the
same

Somewhat improve 25%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

If the foundational gaps persist while jolb complexity
increases, the distance between what early-career
employees arrive with and what organizations actually need

may grow wider before it gets narrower. 16
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



HOW EMPLOYERS CAN FOSTER SUCCESS INTELUIGENCE

What is one thing employers could do differently to help early-career employees succeed
in today’s workplace? (write-in)

Employers point to a consistent set of factors shaping early-career success: clearer expectations,
more structured training, and stronger mentorship. Many suggest that performance challenges are
less about capability and more about how well organizations define roles, communicate standards,
and support development from the start. While some note the need to adapt to evolving workforce
expectations, others highlight broader influences beyond the workplace.

The following slides break down these themes in more detail, highlighting the key areas of focus and
representative perspectives from respondents.

17
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



HOW EMPLOYERS CAN FOSTER SUCCESS INTELTIGENGE.

What is one thing employers could do differently to help early-career employees succeed
in today’s workplace? (write-in)

The single most common response by a wide margin. Employers repeatedly said that ambiguity
about roles, standards, and consequences is something they can and should fix, and that this
generation in particular needs expectations spelled out explicitly rather than assumed.

"Put in place explanations of expectations that should be ‘common knowledge.' Don't take the fundamentals for
granted.”

« 'Spell out the expectations in writing, and institute employee sign off, to ensure clear expectations and
accountability.”

« 'l have changed the orientation process to include things that were expected and obvious 10 years ago.
Example — no you cannot come to work in your pajamas.”

« 'Set the expectations of accountability and fairness across the board for all levels of employees — and execute
those consequences when violations occur.”

« 'Explain things clearly — they struggle because expectations, workplace norms, and unwritten rules aren't
clearly explained.”

18
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



HOW EMPLOYERS CAN FOSTER SUCCESS INTELTIGENGE.

What is one thing employers could do differently to help early-career employees succeed
in today’s workplace? (write-in)

The second most dominant theme. Employers see mentorship not as a nice-to-have but as a
necessary structural investment, with several noting it needs to be intentional, well-matched, and
given adequate time.

« "Assign a seasoned mentor who understands this age group, before full sail interacting with the larger group.”

« 'Have senior staff mentor them — but only staff that truly wants to mentor, and not just be dismissive with a
kids these days’ attitude.”

- 'Give senior staff a lighter workload in order to focus on training new staff.”

. "Meatier onboarding! We outline a 30/60/90-day framework with expectations and deliverables peppered with
frequent check-ins.”

« ‘Do more one-on-one mentoring in regards to what the expectations are, and regale employees on what you
learned from mistakes you probably made when you were their age.”

19
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



HOW EMPLOYERS CAN FOSTER SUCCESS INTELTIGENGE.

What is one thing employers could do differently to help early-career employees succeed
in today’s workplace? (write-in)

A strong undercurrent throughout the responses: employers feel they've been too lenient, and that
softening standards in response to pushback has made the problem worse, not better.

« 'Stop lowering the expectations because this new generation wants..." Soft skills no longer have any value in
today's workplace and | feel like this is going to start showing up as Gen X employees start retiring.”

« 'Not give too many passes'in terms of being late or not completing a task in an acceptable amount of time.”

- 'Establish expectations from day one and enforce them. Discipline is always threatened but rarely seen.”

« 'Do not lessen expectations. Put demands on the young and hold them accountable.”

* “Hold them accountable.. not everything can be flexible.”

« “Express accountability is not a personal attack, but what is expected.”

20
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



HOW EMPLOYERS CAN FOSTER SUCCESS INTELTIGENGE.

What is one thing employers could do differently to help early-career employees succeed
in today’s workplace? (write-in)

A notable minority pushed back on the premise of the question itself, arguing that by the time a new
hire reaches the employer, the foundational issues are already baked in, and that schools, parents,
and society bear the greater share of responsibility.

It shouldn't be the employer's responsibility to change their ways. It starts with the education system and

parenting.”

« 'These functional problems start well before an employee hits the workplace. Employers should not have to
help new hires draft emails because they don't know how to draft one.”

- I believe one of the major problems is that newer generations do not have the ability to work a summer job
prior to high school graduation. A college graduate at 23 could be going to work for the first time in their life.”

« 'The question does not resonate. In fact, | see this as one of the causalities — the profound belief that a

company must somehow adjust to an already unrealistic and demanding demographic.”

“By the time they arrive, habits are already ingrained.”

‘Give them parenting classes. It's not their fault. It's us old people that created them.”

21
Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026



RESPONDENT JOB ROLES N INTELLIGENGE.

Which best describes your role?

3%

37%

37%
HR / talent [ people operations
m Individual contributor
Department leader [ people manager

m Executive leadership

Source: Endeavor Business Intelligence Pulse Survey, April 2026

Nearly three-quarters of respondents are either
department-level managers or executive leaders, the
people making hiring decisions, setting performance
expectations, and absorbing the costs of the readiness
gap firsthand. That context matters for interpreting
everything in this survey. These aren' frustrated peers or
distant observers; they are the decision-makers who
onboard early-career employees, manage them day to
day, and ultimately determine whether they stay or go.
The relatively small representation from HR and individual
contributors means this data skews toward those with
direct organizational accountability, which lends weight
to the consistency and intensity of the concerns raised.

22



GEN Z AT WORK N INTELLIGENGE.

SUMMARY OF INSIGHTS

Across every question in this survey, a clear and consistent picture emerges: the overwhelming
majority of employers (primarily managers and executives with direct hiring responsibility)
believe early-career employees are underprepared, and that the problem is getting worse, not
better. The challenges they cite most aren't technical; they're attitudinal: motivation,
accountability, professionalism, and a fundamental mismatch in expectations about what work
demands and what it owes. COVID accelerated the problem but didn't create it, and workplace
flexibility has compounded it by removing the structural guardrails that might otherwise
compensate for missing professional instincts.

Employers know what's needed: clearer expectations, stronger mentorship, enforced
accountability, yet nearly four in ten organizations have made no structural changes in
response.

The most sobering finding may be this: even employers who acknowledge generational bias still
arrive at the same conclusions, and a significant minority believe no amount of employer
intervention can fix what was shaped long before anyone showed up for their first day of work.
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