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CONTENTS FOREWORD

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has 
undergone major change since its economic 
reforms started in the 1970s. The “socialist 
market economy” has, in important respects, 
freed up the energy and initiative of the 
Chinese people. Generation Y—Gen Y, born 
between 1983 and 1995—are now able to take 
advantage of relative economic freedom. 
In this report, the second in a series of Hays 
research projects, we focus on Gen Y in China 
and explore their aspirations in the world of 
work. This follows the first report on Gen Y 
in the UK. Further studies of Gen Y in Japan, 
Australia, USA and Germany will complete the 
series, providing unique insights into these 
countries and their differing cultures.

The loosening of economic restrictions in China 
has produced remarkable growth, averaging at 
more than ten per cent in the years from 2002 
to 2011. The PRC is now the second largest 
economy in the world after the USA.1 This 
has produced inevitable stresses and strains 
within the country but has also led to major 
improvements in living conditions and prospects 
for millions of Chinese people. However, the 
rate of growth has begun to slow. Coupled 
with a shrinking workforce, largely due to the 
“one-child” policy launched in the 1970s, this 
looks set to create further pressure. If economic 
well-being is to continue to improve for Chinese 
people, increasing the level of productivity 
looks certain to become a key issue. In this 
climate, businesses will need to look for ways 
of providing the right conditions in which 
employees can deliver more value in increasingly 
creative ways.

Several key areas are explored in this report 
based on the answers given by 1,000 Chinese 
18–30-year-olds about their attitudes to issues 
surrounding their work and careers. We wanted 
to know what attracts them to a potential 
employer and what makes them stay in a job. 
We asked what they look for in an ideal boss 
and what they regard as markers of success 
in their careers. We explored their attitudes 
to changing jobs and starting their own 
businesses. Further, we asked about their use 
of social media that is transforming the way 
people throughout the world communicate at 
work and in their leisure time.

In some important respects the findings show 
that China is a very different place to the UK and 
other Western countries. Young people have 
different values, as you might expect in a very 
different culture stretching back for thousands 
of years. Yet in other ways young people appear 
the same everywhere in the world. This report 
offers insight and practical support to the HR 
community, managers and business leaders 
as they seek to understand and motivate this 
critical segment of the Chinese labour market.

James Cullens 
Group HR Director 
Hays
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ABOUT OUR SURVEY

For our second Hays report on the 
needs and aspirations of Gen Y 
worldwide, we asked Gen Y China  
to tell us how they see their future  
at work.

This research explores what young 
Chinese people look for in the world 
of work, what kind of careers they 
aspire to, the rewards they expect 
and what gives them job satisfaction. 
It throws light on the kind of working 
environment they seek and the 
qualities they look for in their leaders. 
Finally, the research reveals some 
insights into the way Gen Y China 
relate to social media and technology. 
The findings are invaluable for HR 
departments and organisations 
seeking to attract, recruit, motivate 
and retain young people in China. 
It also provides an interesting 
counterpoint to our research on  
Gen Y in the UK.

In addition to the research findings, 
we hope to provide further context, 
based on our wider experience  
of helping to drive the global  
labour market.
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SUMMARY OF OUR RESEARCH
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REPRESENTATION

Male
51%

Female
49%

4.0%

18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

8.9% 6.6% 7.7% 7.6% 8.7% 6.9% 7% 5.6% 7.1%

20.2%

5.1%

34.5%

28.5%

9.0%
2.7%

Nor
th 

Chin
a

Nor
th

ea
st 

Chin
a

Eas
t C

hin
a

So
ut

h C
en

tra
l C

hin
a

So
ut

hw
es

t C
hin

a

Nor
thw

es
t C

hin
a

9.3% 10.1% 10.5%

YEARS IN WORK

16% 15%

10%

39%

3%

17%

0–12 months 13–24 months 25–36 
months

Over 3 years Not started 
working since 

completing 
full time 

education

Still in 
full time 

education

CURRENT WORKING STATUS

22.8%

Working full 
time—not first 

full time job 
(30 hours per 
week or more)

24.4%

Student/
in full time 
education

41.6%

Working full 
time—in first 
full time job 

(30 hours per 
week or more)

5.8%

Working 
part time 

(8–29 hours 
per week)

2.6%

Unemployed 
and looking 

for work

0.9%

Intern

1.9%

Other

PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS

A total of 1,000 Chinese 18–30-year-olds answered our survey. Almost two-thirds are working full time—the most of 
all countries surveyed. Respondents come from a number of sectors ranging from agriculture, medicine and sales to 
manufacturing—where the highest number of respondents work. A quarter are still in full time education, while just 
under six per cent are working part time—a smaller proportion than in the other countries surveyed.



However, in spite of new-found liberties, the rate of economic 
growth in China is starting to slow. Added to this, the nation’s 
population is ageing while its workforce is shrinking. This means 
productivity-per-worker is becoming increasingly crucial to 
continuing growth and economic prosperity, a key issue for Gen Y 
China who will be supporting people leaving the labour market 
in the years ahead. For the HR community and business leaders, 
addressing this will be a significant challenge—and the results will 
be very visible on the world stage. So what do Gen Y China want?

CASH IS KING

By far the most important career success indicator for Gen Y 
China is creating personal wealth—unlike other countries, where 
achieving job satisfaction and enjoying their work is given highest 
priority. They are less likely than those in other countries to look 
for flexibility in their role but far more likely to be driven by the 
potential to earn a bonus. This is not surprising given that China 
remains a relatively poor developing country where many people 
have been attracted to the cities from rural areas in the hope of 
making a better life for themselves. Gen Y China now have the 
chance to increase their income by working hard and progressing 
their career. Making money appears to be the most important 
incentive for the majority of people surveyed.
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The younger generation in China live in fast-changing  
times where the economy is continuing to open up 
following the reforms started in the 1970s. After several 
decades of relative austerity and state-controlled 
enterprise, they are now able to take advantage of a  
degree of economic freedom to earn money and further 
their careers through their own initiative. Some of the 
benefits taken for granted in the West are now available 
—and Gen Y China are seeking to make the most of them.

1. GEN Y CHINA AND THE WORLD OF WORK
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THE BOSS AS A FRIEND

The traditional model of authoritarian leaders in a strictly 
hierarchical organisation appears to be breaking down in modern 
China, giving way to a more inclusive style. Gen Y China are 
looking for the kind of boss who can motivate and inspire, and 
who will demonstrate integrity and fairness in the way they deal 
with their staff. What’s more, the ideal leader is someone they can 
talk to, discussing both personal as well as professional issues. 
The implications for line managers and HR are clear: address this 
successfully and you will be well placed to deliver competitive 
advantage through a more motivated and productive workforce.

A NATION OF ENTREPRENEURS

Our survey shows that China’s young people have emerged from 
years of collectivist political and economic organisation with their 
entrepreneurial spirit intact. They are far more likely to want to  
start their own businesses than their counterparts in the other 
countries we have surveyed and very few say they do not wish 
to do so—demonstrating a desire to exercise initiative and 
independence now that restrictions on private enterprise  
have eased somewhat.

At the same time, young Chinese people are relatively  
conservative when it comes to changing jobs. In stark contrast  
to Gen Y in the West, and particularly in the UK, most Chinese  
Gen Y’ers do not expect to have more than a handful of jobs 
throughout their careers. Furthermore, they are confident they  
can enjoy job security—unlike their UK counterparts who think it  
is a thing of the past.

POTENTIAL TO EARN BONUS

BASE SALARY

LEVEL OF HOLIDAY ALLOWANCE

STOCK/SHARE OWNERSHIP GRANTS

59%

42%

38%

30%

FLEXIBLE WORKING: POSSIBILITY TO 
WORK FLEXIBLE HOURS28%

COMPANY PENSION26%

CAREER ASPIRATIONS
WHAT GEN Y CHINA WANT 
FROM THEIR CAREER: 

 

ACQUIRE 
KNOWLEDGE 

AND EXPERTISE
PERSONAL 

RECOGNITION
TO BE CHALLENGED

CONSTANTLY

30%

PERSONAL
WEALTH

64% 55% 38%

REWARDS & BENEFITS
SIX MOST ATTRACTIVE 
JOB REWARDS 
AND BENEFITS:



RESPECT FOR LEARNING

Although young Chinese people are eager to earn money, they 
have a deeply rooted respect for learning—far stronger than in 
other countries surveyed. When asked what they wanted most 
from their career, 55 per cent rated acquiring knowledge and 
expertise as a priority—far higher than in other countries. They 
value opportunities for training and development and ongoing 
study opportunities, seeing these as routes to a successful career. 
Organisations able to offer such opportunities, coupled with clear 
personal development strategies, are likely to have the edge as 
attractive employers in the eyes of many talented and ambitious 
young Chinese people.

 
 
 

RECOGNISE MY SUCCESS

A striking feature to emerge from our survey is that Gen Y China, 
while keen to make money and enjoy a successful career, also 
crave recognition for their achievements. Perhaps reflecting the 
traditional Chinese concept of “face”, young people want social 
approval as well as material reward. Asked how they would define 
career success, creating personal wealth came out on top, but 
was closely followed by the wish to gain public and professional 
recognition. Even job titles may, for some people, have a 
disproportionate value. HR managers will need to consider this as 
part of the overall employment offer, but within the bounds of what 
is sensible and manageable organisationally. 

IMPORTANCE OF THE WORKING ENVIRONMENT

As well as wanting to feel valued and appreciated, young  
Chinese people aspire to work in pleasant, modern conditions.  
This is important for working people anywhere, but appears to  
be particularly important in this market. Within such workspaces,  
Gen Y China want to work in teams and enjoy flexible benefits so 
that they can make the most of their social and family life. They 
do not appear to seek a social life through work as much as their 
Western counterparts often seem to do: less than one in five 
identified this as important. Making money, progressing up the 
career ladder and taking advantage of training opportunities are 
evidently more important to young Chinese people than having  
really wide social interaction with work colleagues.

SWITCHED ON TO SOCIAL MEDIA

However traditionally-minded young Chinese people may seem 
in some respects, in one thing they are bang up-to-date: they 
have embraced social media wholeheartedly. While the Chinese 
government may be somewhat restrictive in its approach to the 
internet and communications in general, Gen Y China are avid users 
of social media at work and at home. In some ways, concerns over 
privacy widely felt in the West appear much weaker among young 
Chinese people. Not only do they regard Sina Weibo, the Chinese 
equivalent of Twitter, and Ren Ren, the equivalent of Facebook,  
as essential tools in their working and social lives, they expect  
their employers to use them too, including checking up on their  
online profiles.
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1. GEN Y CHINA AND THE WORLD OF WORK

TOP 5 FACTORS WHEN DECIDING 
ON A POTENTIAL EMPLOYER: 

53%
TRAINING AND 
DEVELOPMENT

41%
BENEFITS
OFFERED

37%
FLEXIBILITY

31%
ABILITY TO
PROGRESS
QUICKLY

29%
DEFINED 

CAREER PATH

DECISION MAKING 
FACTORS
EMPLOYER CHOICE

TOP FIVE FACTORS WHEN DECIDING
ON A POTENTIAL EMPLOYER:

45%
TRAINING

 
AND
 DEVELOPMENT

45%
BENEFITS
OFFERED

41%
ONGOING STUDY 
OPPORTUNITIES

29%
ABILITY TO
PROGRESS
QUICKLY

 

28%
DEFINED

CAREER PATH

71%

MOBILE CALL EMAIL INSTANT
MESSENGER

58% 56%

COMMUNICATION
WORKPLACE 
COMMUNICATION
IN FIVE YEARS:



OTHER KEY QUALITIES 
VALUED TOO

Not surprisingly, Gen Y China also considered 
fairness and integrity as important qualities 
when working for someone. However, they 
identified with two other qualities much 
more strongly than their international 
equivalents: decisiveness was selected by a 
third of respondents as a desirable quality, 
while a quarter highlighted creativity as 
important. This may indicate awareness of 
the need to adopt a more innovative and 
flexible approach to doing business now that 
the bureaucratic structures of the state have 
been considerably loosened. Young Chinese 
people today expect the boss to lead in a 
creative way rather than in the authoritarian 
style of the past.

IMPLICATIONS FOR 
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

In addition to confidant and friend, the role 
of coach or mentor comes a clear third for 
Gen Y China. This has interesting implications 
for both HR and learning and development 
professionals when it comes to building an 
effective leadership curriculum. 

Our findings suggest there will be a 
balance to strike in teaching traditional 
management techniques combined with 
coaching and motivational leadership. 
Thinking through what this will mean for 
any organisation’s leadership culture will 
be important, particularly in some of the 
larger state-owned enterprises that still 
make up a very significant proportion of the 
Chinese economy. This will not necessarily 
be the same answer as for those Western 
enterprises operating in China, who may 
have very strong and different prevailing 

company cultures. Local perspectives may 
vary greatly. A recent McKinsey & Company 
briefing highlights a pertinent example, 
whereby US participants in a cross-cultural 
study were shown a picture of a group of fish 
with one fish out in front of the others. They 
were more likely to see the fish out in front 
as a leader, whereas the Chinese participants 
saw it as an outlier. 3

Managers and leaders in many Chinese 
organisations will need to be attuned to 
fostering the kinds of relationships that Gen Y 
China will find motivational and inspiring, and 
that make them productive in the workplace. 
Getting this right will potentially deliver 
competitive advantage for firms who use 
this labour pool extensively. This is therefore 
a strategic challenge not just for the HR 
community and business leaders, but also 
for commercial training and development 
providers and business schools. They 
will need to shape their leadership and 
management offerings continually to 
ensure they reflect the needs of a fast-
changing local market.
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GEN Y WANT LEADERS 
WHO CAN MOTIVATE

Traditional Chinese ways of thinking about 
leadership appear to have undergone a 
radical change in recent years. The younger 
generation in our sample no longer see the 
boss as an authority figure. In line with their 
counterparts in other countries we surveyed, 
45 per cent of our participants identified 
the ability to motivate people as the most 
essential quality for a boss at work. Integrity 
and fairness were also rated by 33 per cent 
of our sample as the second and third most 
important factors.

Gen Y China also see their ideal boss as 
someone who will be a friend. When asked 
how they would describe the ideal workplace 
leader, half of Gen Y China said it should be 
someone they could confide in and with 
whom they could discuss private as well 
as work matters—a markedly higher rating 
for this attribute than in other countries 
and most likely very different from just a 
decade ago. The ideal Chinese office, judging 
by these findings, is becoming a sociable 
environment where close relationships are 
valued at least as much as firm leadership. 
Furthermore, 41 per cent of participants say 
that they want a boss as a friend with only 
20 per cent saying they want a boss who is 
a director and allocator of work. Some China 
watchers may say this is no different to the 
traditional Chinese concept of Guanxi, where 
building your network of strong interpersonal 
relationships is critical to your success. But 
Gen Y China appear to have more of a focus 

on working with a friend and coach than just 
building a network of reciprocity and familial 
ties. This was noted in a recent article,  
‘In China leadership is a contact sport.’ 2

The strength of this result appears to link 
with another finding from our survey.  
Gen Y China do not expect to have many 
employers in their lifetime. It will be 
interesting to see whether, as in some other 
emerging markets, the lure of increasing 

income by changing jobs more frequently 
will gradually erode the sense of loyalty 
young Chinese people may feel, especially if 
they consider their leader to be a friend.

 

Being a one-party state and a world superpower doesn’t come without strong 
leadership—bringing both positive and negative effects. From Chairman Mao’s 
founding of the People’s Republic, to the market reforms driven respectively by 
Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, China has often been viewed by the 
outside world as being led by an authoritarian regime where conformity and 
compliance rather than independence are likely to help an individual’s career 
prospects. Our survey explored this further and asked Chinese 18–30-year-olds 
what they saw as the most important qualities in a leader in the workplace.  
The results highlighted interesting differences with their Western counterparts.
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2. LEADERSHIP

8 MOST IMPORTANT 
QUALITIES IN A 
WORK-PLACE LEADER 

FRIEND COACH/MENTOR
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CONFIDENT/

DISCUSS PRIVATE &
WORK MATTERS
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LEADER
DIRECTOR/
ALLOCATOR

OF WORK
PEER ADVISOR

GEN Y’S IDEAL BOSS: 

DECISIVE

32%
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INTEGRITY

33%
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MOTIVATE OTHERS

45%

FAIR

33%
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26%

TRANSPARENT/
OPEN

23%

CREATIVE

25%
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LEADER
DIRECTOR/
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PEER ADVISOR

GEN Y’S IDEAL BOSS: 

DECISIVE

32%

A PERSON OF
INTEGRITY

33%

ABLE TO
MOTIVATE OTHERS

45%

FAIR

33%

KNOWLEDGEABLE/
EXPERT

20%

CONFIDENT

26%

TRANSPARENT/
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23%

CREATIVE

25%

26% 20%
LEADER DIRECTOR/

ALLOCATOR
OF WORK

FRIEND COACH/MENTOR

50%
CONFIDANT/

DISCUSS PRIVATE &
WORK MATTERS

41% 36%

GEN Y CHINA’S 
IDEAL BOSS

: 

: 



economy, provided other factors such as 
educational standards and productivity are 
also managed carefully.

The reforms started back in the 1970s 
under Deng Xiaoping, and championed by 
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, have created 
an economic giant within a relatively short 
time. As recently as the early 1990s, it 
seems unlikely any of these leaders would 
have predicted that such an entrepreneurial 
spirit could become a reality so quickly.

At the same time as being quite 
entrepreneurial, the data also suggests 
Gen Y China appear to be much more 
conservative when considering how 
often they think they will change jobs 
throughout their careers. Nearly half—46 
per cent—said they expected to have up to 
three employers throughout their career, a 
prospect likely to be considered unusual by 
a typical British or American young person 
today. A similar proportion expected to 
work for up to six employers, while only a 
tiny minority thought they would work for 
more than ten.

This suggests that a much lower proportion 
appear to be embracing the kind of quick-
change, multiple-role career often adopted 
by young people in the West. There may 
be a discrepancy, however, between what 
people say and what actually happens 
in practice: there is evidence to suggest 
that Western corporations in China, as in 
other emerging economies, do experience 
a challenging mix of staff turnover, pay 
inflation, and skills shortages. This is 
driven by individuals looking for new job 
opportunities that will help build their 
CV and career very quickly, usually with 
a requirement for a higher base salary. 
This could, in the long run, start to make 
investment returns in China less attractive, 
undermining local competitiveness in 
relation to other lower-cost markets.

THE END GAME

Although the majority of those in our survey 
aspire to running their own enterprise, there 
is still a strongly rooted traditional respect 

for learning. When our sample were asked 
what they wanted most from their career, 
55 per cent rated acquiring knowledge 
and expertise as highly valued—almost as 
much as acquiring personal wealth, which 
was rated by 64 per cent of respondents. 
This desire for learning is much stronger 
than for young people in other countries 
we surveyed. If organisations can offer 
appropriate formal learning, development 
and on-the-job training, coupled with 
transparent, internal career paths through 
which individuals can progress quickly, they 
may be able to offer the best of all worlds 
to highly talented young people with an 
entrepreneurial spirit. 

EDUCATION AND 
PRODUCTIVITY INDEX

Addressing this learning and development 
challenge has much greater significance 
for the Chinese economy as a whole. It 
is thought that productivity per worker 
does not increase rapidly until a country’s 
education index passes 200. It is estimated 
that China will reach this landmark within 

the next two decades, so there is a good 
chance that productivity increases may in 
part offset the number of people leaving 
the workforce.8
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80 per cent of China’s working age 
population (85 per cent of males and 75 
per cent of females) are employed which 
is significantly higher than most other 
countries.7 This further compounds the 
issue of a population whose numbers 
are declining. China’s ability to grow its 
economy will, to a large extent, now  
depend on its ability to raise productivity 
per worker.

A GENERATION OF 
ENTREPRENEURS AND 
ACHIEVERS

Our survey suggests that Gen Y China has 
emerged from the period of collectivist 

political and economic organisation with 
their entrepreneurial spirit intact. 

Despite previous decades, when any kind of 
individual business enterprise was officially 
discouraged or suppressed, young people 
in China value their careers and want to 
earn money for themselves. They also want 
to enjoy the good things that a higher salary 
can buy and have the opportunity to make 
the most of their leisure time. 

Interestingly, Chinese young people are 
more likely than those in other countries 
to want to start their own business and, 

correspondingly, very few say they are not 
interested in doing so. Just over 45 per 
cent of those sampled are not currently 
self-employed, but list running their own 
business as one of their main career 
objectives. A further nine per cent have 
already reached this goal. An additional 
40 per cent would consider running their 
own business at some point in the future. 
This is far higher than any of the other 
countries surveyed, perhaps revealing a 
renewed interest in independence and 
initiative now that economic restrictions on 
private enterprise have been released. This 
can only bode well for helping to fuel the 

China has seen extraordinary political and economic change over the last decade with average 
annual growth of just over ten per cent between 2002 and 2011. As the world’s second largest 
economy with nominal GDP of more than US $8 trillion,4 this “socialist market economy” now 
has far-reaching effects on the rest of the world, even though it represents only eight per cent of 
global consumer expenditure.5 It also has far more serious issues looming—an ageing population 
and declining workforce coupled with a slowing economic growth rate. The Chinese economy 
will need to raise productivity per worker and increase domestic demand to address these 
issues. This will inevitably impact Gen Y workers who will be supporting those leaving the labour 
market for many years to come. If China has ever needed entrepreneurs to keep economic 
momentum from stalling, that time is now.
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AN AGEING POPULATION

China has a population of c. 
1.35 billion, roughly 24 per cent 
of the world’s population. 49 
per cent of them are over 40 
years old, and it was estimated 
that in 2012, almost a third of 
all people in the world over 40 
were in China. This contrasts 
with a total of 23 per cent across 
North America, Western Europe 
and the more affluent nations 
of Asia. By 2032, it is estimated 
that China will have 31 per cent 
of the world’s over-65s.6

3. ENTREPRENEURSHIP

38%55%64%
  PERSONAL 

WEALTH
PERSONAL 

RECOGNITION
ACQUIRING

KNOWLEDGE
AND EXPERTISE

WHAT GEN Y CHINA 
MOST WANT FROM 
THEIR WORK

WOULD CONSIDER HAVING 
THEIR OWN BUSINESS IN
THE FUTURE 

ARE NOT INTERESTED IN HAVING
THEIR OWN BUSINESS

AGREE THAT HAVING 
THEIR OWN BUSINESS 
IS THEIR MAIN 
CAREER OBJECTIVE 

6%

40%

9%

45%

ARE SELF EMPLOYED/HAVE 
THEIR OWN BUSINESS

: 



were purely financial. This is not really 
surprising when set in the overall context 
of how recently it is that a socialist market 
economy and private enterprise have                               
emerged as a part of Chinese everyday life. 

Potential to earn bonuses came top, 
perhaps seen as the kind of quick route 
to financial reward seen in Western 
corporations. This was selected by well 
over half of our sample. Indeed, some 
businesses who may be a little more 
cash-rich and talent-scarce, such as those 
within the life sciences sector, have put in 
place 3–5 year retention bonuses for key 
staff. There is an obvious cost to doing 
this, but at the same time protecting 
particular human capital may make sense 
commercially. Base salary, more associated 
perhaps with traditional employment, 
came second. Stock and share ownership 
grants—again most likely seen as a 
Western-style mode of reward—were 
identified as a key attraction by nearly  
a third. However, there are significant cost 
and complexity challenges in offering this 
for foreign-owned companies.

BENEFITS

Clearly Gen Y China are driven by financial 
benefits. As well as earning money, 
young Chinese people want to be able 
to spend it at their leisure, at home and 
on holiday. The survey found 38 per cent 
look for good holiday allowances in their 
employment package—one of the four top 
choices alongside purely financial rewards. 
Flexible working too, enabling young 
people to make the most of their family 
and social lives, was highly valued, with 
strong support for opportunities to work at 
home or have flexible hours. More forward-
looking Gen Y’ers highlighted company 
pensions as important—identified by 
more than a quarter of respondents as a 
desirable benefit. Private healthcare was 
less highly prized but nonetheless selected 
by more than one in five.

Young people everywhere see earning 
money as important. But in China, where 
memories of a more austere past are 
not so distant, building personal wealth 

appears to be particularly important. For 
HR departments, ensuring their pay and 
benefits are as competitive as they can 
be, is an important challenge. But not 
everyone can pay more, so thinking about 
other benefits, structuring tax allowances 
appropriately, as well as non-financial 
reward, is also key. 

RAPID CAREER 
PROGRESSION

At the same time as wanting to earn 
money and enjoy life, Gen Y China work 
hard and are serious-minded about 
the world of work. Asked what is most 
important in deciding to work for a 
potential employer, the opportunity to 
progress quickly was in the top five with 
29 per cent of our survey choosing this. 
Ensuring that career paths are clearly 
articulated during the recruitment process 
and evidencing people progressing quickly 
is an important part of any attraction 
strategy. This was in the top five factors 
for 28 per cent of our survey who see it as 
important in making their career choices. 
Applicants will also look for evidence 
of progression-related pay as part of 
their career planning. Compensation 
and benefits teams will need to ensure 
their pay structures have been thought 
through—not only to attract talent into 
a business, but also to make it clear that 
there will be financial rewards available if 
careers progress successfully.

A
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Our survey explores what is important to 
Gen Y China when choosing an employer 
and what they expect to receive in return 
for signing up. Financial reward and 
training and development came out joint 
top, a clear steer for HR departments. 
Whilst money is really important, there 
are other parts of the employee value 
proposition that must be managed 
carefully to attract the best people. 
Ensuring all of these aspects are visible 
through a company’s website, social 
media and communication touchpoints 
are key because the best candidates 
will do their research on an organisation 
before they consider applying. 

FINANCIAL REWARD—
CASH IS KING

Huge opportunities have opened up 
to young Chinese people following the 
economic reforms that began in the 
1970s—and Gen Y China are now seizing

 

those opportunities. Above all, they want 
to enjoy material success, seeking financial 
reward in the form of basic salary and the 
ability to earn bonuses. They also want 
some of the benefits many employees 
in the West take for granted. But there 
is another striking aspect of how Gen 
Y China view their success: they want 
to be recognised for their achievement. 
Financial success on its own is not enough. 
Reflecting the traditional Chinese notion 
of “face”—the sense of worth that comes 
from knowing one’s status—Gen Y China 
also values social approval highly.

It is not surprising that young Chinese 
people should aspire to higher standards 
of living and particularly higher income 
and benefits than their parents and 
grandparents experienced. Asked what 
they would look for when choosing a 
job, the answer from Gen Y China was 
clear: money. Of the four rewards and 
benefits given highest priority by survey 
respondents, no less than three 

Attracting staff is a key challenge for any business in China. Talent shortages are 
driven by the highest participation rates in the workforce worldwide—80 per cent 
of Chinese people of working age are employed, with 85 per cent of working age 
males and 75 per cent of females already in work.7 These rates, coupled with an 
ageing and declining population, mean that finding and keeping the best people 
and making them productive will be a top priority for any business leader. 
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LIVING STANDARDS

Despite enormous economic 
advances in recent decades, 
it must be remembered that 
China is still a developing 
country where many people 
are relatively poor compared 
to their Western counterparts. 
According to the World Bank, 
China’s gross national income 
per capita in 2012 of US$6,091 
gave it a rank of 90th in the 
world, with approximately 128 
million people still living below 
the national poverty line of 
approximately US$1.80-a-day. 
With the second largest number 
of poor people in the world after 
India, poverty reduction remains 
a fundamental challenge.9

There is also a huge disparity 
between town and city dwellers. 
The per capita urban household 
income is US$5,370 compared 
with US$1,201 for rural 
households. This has made city 
living an attractive proposition 
and one worth migrating to 
from the countryside.10

GENDER IMBALANCE

Enjoying their downtime 
away from work is clearly 
important for Gen Y China. 
However, another emerging 
social challenge is the gender 
imbalance. By 2032 it is 
predicted that there will  
be 40 million males between 
the ages of 25–39 years 
who cannot get married 
simply because there are not 
enough females aged  
18–39 to go around. Although 
this social phenomenon is 
more of an issue for rural 
areas rather than Tier One 
cities, it could have  
far-reaching consequences 
and it is not easy to see how 
it can be resolved.

60%

PERSONAL
WEALTH

55%

ENJOYING
MY

 

WORK

40%

WORK/LIFE
BALANCE

36%

GAIN

 

PUBLIC
RECOGNITION

CAREER SUCCESS
INDICATORS: 
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TRAINING AND 
DEVELOPMENT IS KEY

The opportunity for training and 
development was the joint highest factor 
for our survey sample when considering 
whether to join a potential employer, along 
with employment benefits in general, 
highlighted by 45 per cent of respondents. 
Ongoing study opportunities are also 
clearly seen as important factors in a 
successful career, selected by more than 
four in ten survey respondents. For HR 
departments and line managers, this  
means ensuring that individual 
development discussions happen regularly 
and that people have a personal training 
plan which stretches out over a rolling 
12 months, so there is always that next 
opportunity in clear view. Overseas training 
is particularly popular, but not realistic for 
everyone to have on offer. 

ALL WORK AND NO PLAY

A particularly strong finding, reflecting the 
serious, hardworking character of Gen Y 
China, was the surprisingly small proportion 
of respondents identifying “fun” and “social 
interaction” as things they would want to be 
offered by a potential employer. Only one in 
seven said these were important. Working 
hard and getting on are clearly more 
important to Gen Y China than having much 
in the way of a social life through work.

GAINING PERSONAL 
RECOGNITION AND STATUS

For Gen Y China, monetary reward and 
other benefits are very important. But, 
interestingly, it appears these are not the 
only criteria for defining a successful career. 
Being recognised personally as successful 
is also extremely important, again reflecting 
the social approval associated with the 
traditional Chinese concept of “face”.

Asked how they would define career 
success, creating personal wealth came out 
on top. But it was very closely followed by 
gaining public recognition and achieving 

professional recognition, which together 
gained a response rate of 61 per cent. 
International comparisons suggest that 
the need for this kind of social approval 
is particularly strong in China compared 
to elsewhere. Employers would do well to 
remember that for some young Chinese 
people, money alone is not everything. 
While it is clearly extremely important 
to them, so is personal recognition and 
that their success is recognised by others. 
This may be as simple as reviewing job 
titles to ensure that they reflect people’s 
responsibilities appropriately to the outside 
world and their customers, suppliers and 
clients. For some prospective candidates, 
what is on their business card may well  
be almost as important as their pay.

16 GEN Y AND THE WORLD OF WORK

4. ATTRACT

REWARDS & BENEFITS
MOST ATTRACTIVE 
JOB REWARDS AND 
BENEFITS: 

POTENTIAL TO EARN BONUS

BASE SALARY
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30%

FLEXIBLE WORKING: POSSIBILITY TO WORK FLEXIBLE HOURS
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22%
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15%

COMMISSION POTENTIAL

15%

INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL



THE LABOUR MARKET

China represents roughly 24 per cent 
of the world’s total population and also 
accounts for about 30 per cent of the 
global workforce.11  Nevertheless, the labour 
market is already very constrained and, due 
to both high workforce participation rates 
coupled with a declining population,  
is estimated to shrink by 18 per cent 
between now and 2032.12 Inevitably this has 
far reaching consequences, not just on the 
domestic economy, but for the rest of the 
world if China slows down economically. 
Retaining the best talent and becoming 
more productive with this talent pool is a 
key challenge for the country over the  
next decade.

MOVING ON

Not everyone expects to change their 
employer frequently. Based on our survey 
response, Gen Y China appear to be much 

more conservative when considering  
how often they think they will change  
jobs throughout their careers. There is  
still a strong belief among our participants 
that job security is possible. Where they 
differ from their UK counterparts is in 
thinking that it is much harder to find in the 
private sector. Just over 40 per cent  
of our China sample think that job security 
is still achievable across all sectors, with  
32 per cent seeing this as exclusive to public 
sector, and only eight per cent believing this 
is possible in the private sector. By contrast 
well over 50 per cent of our UK sample 
believes job security is a thing of the past. 

Nearly 46 per cent of Gen Y China say 
they expect to have up to three employers 
throughout their career, less than their 
UK counterparts we surveyed. A similar 
proportion expect to work for up to six 
employers while only a very small minority 
thought they would work for more than 
ten. So a much lower proportion appears 

to be embracing the kind of quick-change, 
multiple-role career often adopted by 
young people in other emerging markets. 
However, there is evidence to suggest 
that Western corporations in China do 
experience both talent shortages and 
employee churn, with pay inflation for key 
roles emerging as a consequence. The 
question is how to keep your best talent 
within your organisation.

CAREER IN THE FAST LANE

The younger Chinese generation wants to 
earn money and enjoy life with 64 per cent 
citing personal wealth as the one thing 
they want to generate most from their 
career. However, they also understand that 
getting on and building a career is about 
hard work built upon personal skill and 
competence. Acquiring knowledge and 
expertise was the second most important 
factor for 55 per cent of our sample. In 
third place was personal recognition with 
38 per cent of the sample feeling this was 
important as a career outcome.

FINANCIAL SATISFACTION 
AND BEYOND

Financial reward is one of the most likely 
to give people job satisfaction in China, 
selected by 48 per cent of our survey 
participants—more than any other  
country we have surveyed. Clearly if 
companies’ compensation schemes are not 
aligned to the market, they may not be able 
to compete for top talent. However, that 
doesn’t mean paying more to get the best 
people—employee value propositions need 
to be clear about what else is offered as 
part of the all-round financial and  
non-financial package. In first and third 
place as drivers of job satisfaction, with 50 
and 45 per cent respectively, were access 
to learning and development and feeling 
valued and appreciated. Not far behind 
these was the need of participants to  
feel they had made a positive contribution 
at work.

CONTINUOUS LEARNING 
AND DEVELOPMENT

The strong desire of Gen Y China for 
learning and development opportunities 
and resultant satisfaction from access 
to training is about twice the average 
of their counterparts in other countries. 
An impressive two-thirds of our Chinese 
respondents also said they would want 
to study further through their career if it 
helped them progress more quickly. One in 
five said they would do so if it gave them 
more recognition at work. A relatively 

smaller number—less than ten per cent and 
a far lower figure than in other countries—
said they would study if it meant they 
could earn more money. Taken together, 
the figures are even more remarkable. 
Overall, 98 per cent of Gen Y China would 
be prepared to study for professional 
qualifications to better themselves and  
their career.

For HR teams, ensuring they have a  
highly professional learning and 
development curriculum coupled with a 
robust individual development planning 
process will go a long way to retaining 
their best talent. It makes sense to stagger 
training and development opportunities 
and communicate participation well 
in advance so that employees can see 
their own progression being closely 
linked to developing their skills and 
competence. Managers need to have 
regular conversations and build a culture 
of continuous development among 
their teams as a key retention tool. 
Offering accredited training may also be 
a differentiator. Exploring whether it is 
possible to partner with local academic 
or professional bodies to accredit training 
externally and build a set of business-
relevant qualifications for staff, may be a 
cost-effective option. Overseas training is 
always a popular option with staff but there 
is a price tag attached which not everyone 
can afford. Looking for online content 
from good overseas business schools or 
professional bodies can be a lower-cost 
solution to fill some curriculum gaps. The 
key is making sure a company does not 
become a training ground from where 
competitors poach the best talent.

Management training and mentoring 
are also key to supporting retention. If 
managers do a good job of managing their 
teams and feeding back on performance, 
their people will feel appreciated and 
they will have a better sense of how their 
contribution in the workplace is perceived 
and valued. Having a mentoring scheme 
in place may also provide development 
opportunities for managers as well 
as support and recognition for those 
benefitting directly from receiving it.

WORKING ENVIRONMENT 

A number of factors are important for 
Gen Y China and their preferred working 
environment. Aside from feeling valued and 
appreciated, young Chinese people were 
clear about the kind of conditions they  
hope for at work. Along with flexible  
benefits—already identified as a priority 
elsewhere in the survey—they want to have 
a modern, pleasant office or workspace. 
This could be expected of young people 
anywhere, but is important in developing 
countries where spacious, air-conditioned 
offices may be particularly attractive from a 
comfort and personal-pride point of view. 

Almost equally as important as a modern 
office environment, however, is the wish 
to work in teams, which was identified by 
43 per cent of respondents as a priority. 
Enjoying a social life around work, by 
contrast, was considered less important. 
Less than one in five highlighted this aspect 
of working life, which many in the West 
would rate highly. Young Chinese people 
may well value their home life and leisure 
pursuits more than the “work hard, play 
hard” ethos sometimes found in Western 
business cultures. Reviewing working 
practices and offering appropriate flexibility 
where possible, built around how to help 
people be most productive, is a positive 
step forward. 

 
Early in 2013, Hays China surveyed 
900 candidates and clients to share 
their insights on retention and why 
they would move employer. In line 
with our Gen Y China survey, the  
most common reasons were lack  
of career progression, lack of training 
and development opportunities  
and salary. Poor management  
and wanting a new challenge  
were also prominent. 

China currently experiences 
one of the lowest dependency 
ratios in the world at roughly 
0.7 (dependents per employed 
person per household) 
which means that a typical 
employee in China is supporting 
themselves and a further 0.7 
of a person. This is predicted 
to rise to 1.08 dependents by 
2032. As the number of people 
in the workforce declines, the 
new generation entering the 
labour market could inherit 
eight grandparents to support.13 
This presents a challenge when 
there is limited healthcare and 
pension provision for so many.
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Retaining talent in China is a top priority for many  
HR Directors and CEOs. Whilst there are no easy 
answers to solving this challenge, our survey explores 
the attitudes of Gen Y and what factors are important 
to them in deciding whether to stay with a firm or  
go elsewhere. 
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5. RETAIN

NUMBER 
OF EMPLOYERS 
EXPECTED IN CAREER: 
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1-3

46%

4-6

44%

7-9

8%

To read the report go to  
hays.com/chinaretention



SOCIAL MEDIA AS A 
RECRUITMENT TOOL

The most striking finding in response to 
questions about social media concerns 
attitudes to employers who review 
potential employees’ social media 
footprint. A surprising 83 per cent said 
they expected employers to look at their 
social media profile if they were applying 
for a job—and well over half of those said 
they would do the same in their position. 
Only about a third said they did not think  
it would be ethical.

THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR HR LEADERS

Gen Y China have embraced social media 
and expect their employers to have done 
so too. They want to be able to  
access social media at work and will not 
take kindly to being restricted in its use. 
For Gen Y China, the web and its various 
social channels including the equivalents 
of Twitter and Facebook are now an 
important part of modern life.

The implications for employers and HR 
leaders are clear: access to social media is 
a plus for young employees. Organisations 
wishing to attract the best talent should 
make it clear they not only provide access 
to social media but encourage its use for 
business purposes. 
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They appear to regard social media 
including Sina Weibo, the Chinese 
equivalent of Twitter, and Ren Ren, the 
equivalent of Facebook, as a central part 
of their lives and expect their bosses 
to use it to their full advantage too, 
even by checking the online profiles of 
prospective employees. None of this may 
seem surprising against a backdrop of 
an extremely rapid rise in internet use. 
China now has 591 million internet users, 
according to the latest official figures from 
the China Internet Network Information 
Centre, compared with 338 million in 
2009 and a ten per cent rise on last year. 
It shows that 44 per cent of the country’s 
population now use the web and other 
net services. The centre added that 464 
million citizens now access the net via 
smartphones or other wireless devices. 

 
USING SOCIAL MEDIA

The survey results reveal the striking 
finding that young Chinese people 
overwhelmingly consider social media 
an integral part of their working lives. 
Nearly half (47 per cent) said they would 
be unlikely to work for a company that 
blocked access to online communications 
and 70 per cent said employers should 
trust their employees to use personal social 
media accounts at work—a much higher 
proportion than in other countries.  
 

Four out of five of those answering the 
survey that had work experience said social 
media is a helpful tool at work. 

One effect of social media is the blurring  
of boundaries between life at work and  
at home. This is no different for Gen Y 
China: more than two-thirds agreed this 
was happening. A similar number, 68  
per cent, said they couldn’t resist looking  
at emails whilst on holiday and nearly  
as many found it hard to switch off  
from work at weekends because  
of increased connectivity. 

USING SOCIAL MEDIA 
TO FIND A JOB

Some would argue that a well-constructed 
CV is no longer necessary in an increasingly 
digital age. However, our survey found that 
nearly half of respondents regarded a one 
or two-page CV as still being a priority 
to help them find a job. That being said, 
online tools and techniques were also 
highly valued. A third of respondents say 
having a complete LinkedIn profile is one of 
the three most important aspects to think 
about when looking for a job, while the 
same proportion chose having an active 
Sina Weibo account as important. One 
in five say having recommendations on 
LinkedIn is important.

Whilst in some respects, Gen Y China appear relatively 
traditional in their way of thinking, their attitudes to 
social media are distinctly modern. While the Western 
view of China is a nation with tightly-controlled internet 
access and restrictive government policies towards 
communications in general, the reality is that Gen Y 
China have embraced social media wholeheartedly and 
are avid users both at work and at home. Indeed, some 
of the concerns over privacy held strongly in the West 
are less of a concern for Gen Y China.
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6. TECHNOLOGY AND 
SOCIAL MEDIA AT WORK
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