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I’m noticing something of a mini-trend with some of my younger coaching clients—a tendency to redefine the idea of sacrifice in relation to work.

For the vast majority of men and women I know, irrespective of age, the concept of sacrificing something, whether it be time, energy, money, social life or some combination of these, in order to achieve career success has always been an accepted norm.  We understood that in order to have an extraordinary level of career success some other part of life had to suffer, at least as our career was established.

Typically the sacrifice expressed itself in long hours at the office or on the road, missed parties and social events, and sometimes—often in fact–strained relationships at home.  Most of us hoped that our time of sacrifice would be relatively short.  Again, most of us discovered that wasn’t to be.  In fact, for many of us, as our careers developed and as our success grew, our sacrifice to our work increased also. 

All of us over the years have heard the adage that we should “work to live, not live to work.”  Many, if not most, of us wish it were true in our lives.  Yet, for many of us, those 60, 70, 80, 90 hour work weeks continue unabated because we want the financial, emotional, and social rewards associated with career success.

 But three of my younger coaching clients want that same level of success but refuse to make the time sacrifice that we have deemed necessary.  Although all three express themselves differently, they in essence are saying the same thing:

“I want everything you have in terms of career success but I’ll be damned if I’m going to give up my social and family life to get it.”

These are not lazy, slothful, ignorant, or new graduates.  These are all very well educated, sophisticated, aggressive men and women.  They have all been in the workplace for at least four years.  All have achieved a fair level of success.  All are considered “up and comers.” 

All view working more than 45 to 50 hours a week as an infringement on their right to a personal life (with certain exceptions such as attending business dinners, parties, and other business/social events).

When asked how he believed this attitude would impact his career, one of my clients said that sacrifice was still a necessary part of life but now businesses would have to understand that they must sacrifice their short-term goals to the needs of their employees rather than employees sacrificing their needs to the company’s goals.

This is an attitude I would best describe as delusional and, of course, self-destructive, not to mention incredibly self-indulgent. 

It’s also one I’m beginning to find more common.  I wouldn’t say at this point that it is the predominate attitude of Gen Y by any means, but it seems to be fairly widespread. 

If this attitude has made something of a beachhead on Gen Y, what will the following generation be like? 

Over the decades the concept of a work week has shifted dramatically.  At one point working from dawn to dusk six days a week was considered the norm.  Certainly in some industries that is still considered a fairly typical work week—at least dawn to dusk five days a week.

Are we at the beginning of a new shift in the way men and women view work?  One that will redefine how companies operate and what they expect from employees?  Or are we at the beginning of a new era of incredible opportunity for those willing to sacrifice for their career?
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