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The Millennial generation in the global quest for power. A leadership dilemma. 

 

 

Millennials have begun, in theory, to be a decisive power in Western politics, and 

questions concerning their political preferences and the possible social shifts that would be 

embedded in their empowerment have caught the attention of scholars and pundits. The group 

is a potentially influential political force, yet its members do not pursue traditional forms of 

civic engagement – they are reluctant voters and are widely considered to be neither 

ideologically aligned nor politically knowledgeable.  Millennials seem to reject the idea that 

global and domestic imbalances can be solved through politics. There are concerns that 

Millennials may be following radically different trajectories than prior generations, adding 

another factor of uncertainty to the long list of the challenges that the international community 

has to face. 

This article concentrates on the transformative potential of the Millennial generation, 

particularly in relation to the global leadership. The on-going generational shift has become an 

increasingly important area of leadership investigations and it is being directly related to broader 

arguments about the nature of a social change. The relation is however two-fold and this article 

aims to indicate different aspects of political leadership as conditions that create distinctive 

opportunities and risks that young people must navigate. 

 

Global power shift 

From a global perspective, the  Millennial generation has the potential to transform the existing 

geography of power. A review of popular and sociological literature suggests that the world is entering 

into a ‘Millennials Moment’ – a phase in the world’s history in which one generation will be the 

dominating economic, cultural and political force. Although, this group is widely studied in the United 

States and Europe, major qualitative representation of the new generation is to be found elsewhere. 

About 58 percent of global Millennials live in Asia, with 385 million in India alone (United Nations, 

2011). This overall generational picture coincides with transformations within the global arena. The 

political and economic pulse of the globe is shifting from Europe and United States towards Asia. The 

issues of demography may hold a decisive role in the quest for position in the hierarchy of international 

powers.  Millennials live in a time of great transformations and they constitute a potentially 

revolutionary segment of the population whose impact is not limited to state or even regional context.  

 

 



Leadership dilemma on the West 

 

Born after 1980, Millennials constitute the first generation to come of age in the new 

millennium, and in the United States they are the most populous generation ever (24 per cent of the 

U.S. population, U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). They are also the most educated generation in history 

(Fry & Parker, 2012).  

Literature regarding leadership has compared Millennials to other generations in terms of 

perspectives and leadership theories, identifying values and organizations commitment, as well as 

what Millennials want to see in their leaders. The findings suggests that some of the Millennials most 

visible orientations  towards the general workplace and career strategies, clash with the very nature of 

the traditional political sphere.  For example, work–life balance is critical to Millennials and, unlike 

previous generations, Millennials are unwilling to sacrifice personal pursuits for any type of 

professional success. Millennials value their personal lives, families, and hobbies over the desire for 

control, recognition, or responsibility through leadership positions (Twenge, 2010, Deloitte, 2016). In 

effect, what is potentially the most powerful generation in the history of the Western world does not 

find the political environment attractive, neither is it willing to engage to transform the frameworks of 

traditional politics and adapt them to their own expectations. Engaging in politics is seen as a personal 

choice, not a civic obligation. They question the frames of the traditional political leadership concept, 

they are reluctant to step forward in the conventional, command-and-control culture.  They naturally 

should be the ones setting policies, pioneering new solutions, controlling budgets and defining cultural 

trends, but they can’t do it beyond the existing institutions of power.  

  Whereas also in the past,  politics has been perceived as being depraved, young people still 

found incentives to become a part of political realities and try to change them. Millennials seem to 

reject this path. The most recent and extensive study of the political behaviours of US Millennials by 

Shauna Shame reveals that those most suitable for playing leading roles in politics – graduate students 

at Harvard and Suffolk Law Schools and Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government – find electoral 

politics unrewarding (2017). Their decision-making process is based on rational calculations, and the 

costs (a lack of privacy, constant fundraising requirements, hyper partisanship, or other additional 

costs for women like sexism or double standards) prevail over the benefits (solving important 

problems or making positive change). The Harvard Institute of Politics’ data indicates that between 

2000 and 2017 trust towards the federal government decreased among American youth by 10 points, 

dropping to historically low levels (Harvard Kennedy School, 2017). In 2014, the majority of 

Millennials (52 per cent) stated that they would choose to recall all members of Congress, were it 

possible.  In 2017 the proportion of young people interested in public service dropped from 31 to 25 

per cent. Nine per cent of 18 to 29-year-olds expressed interest in pursuing some kind of public office 

between now and when they turn 50 (Harvard Kennedy School, 2017).   



 Within the last three decades civic participation has been in decline across all the mature 

democracies; people, especially the young, have become more individualistic and abandoned 

traditional forms of community participation (Putnam, 2000). This factor undermined social capital 

and trust in political institutions such as parliamentary or and legal systems. In response to this reality,  

new models of conceptualizing and measuring community arose. Geographically defined identity and 

sense of belonging has been replaced by the concept of social networks of interpersonal ties. 

Traditional forms of political activity, such as party membership, attending rallies, signing petitions or 

contacting government officials provided support, information and a sense of belonging. Nowadays, 

people – young people in particular -  are getting connections and this kind of social gratification 

outside of political platforms. The problem is, however, that the whole concept of democracy is based 

on a will to participate. As a result, the structures of traditional politics, which still constitute the 

foundation of modern statehood, have become a space for the professional development of a narrow 

group of politicians, and no longer hold a distinctive value for a perspective leaders from the 

Millennial generation. 
 

 

References: 

 

1. Deloitte. (2016). Winning over the next generation of leaders. The 2016 Deloitte Millennial survey. 

Retrieved from https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-

millenial-survey-2016-exec-summary.pdf 

2. Dulin, L. (2008). Leadership preferences of a generation Y cohort: A mixed-methods investigation. 

Journal of Leadership Studies, 2(1), 43–59. 

3. Fry, R., & Parker, K. (2012, November 5). Record Shares of Young Adults Have Finished Both High 

School and College. Pew Research Center. Retrieved from http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/11/05/ 

record-shares-of-young-adults-have-finished-both-high-school-and-college/ 

4. Gage, A.  J. (2005). A phenomenological study of the leadership perceptions of the G.I. and millennial 

generations, Ph.D. diss., University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 133. 

5. Harvard Kennedy School. (2017, April 25). Survey of Young Americans’ Attitudes Toward Politics and 

Public Service, 33rd Edition. Executive Summary. Retrieved from 

http://iop.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/170424_Harvard%20IOP%20Poll_Spring%20_Ex

ec%20Summary.pdf 

6. Kaiser, D. M. (2005). Organizational commitment at Kirtland community college: An analysis of 

generational differences in the workforce, Ph.D. diss. Capella University, 127. 

7. Putnam,  R. (2000).  Bowling Alone. New York: Simon and Schuster. 

8. Shames, S. L. (2017). Out of the running: why Millennials reject political careers and why it matters. 

New York, NY:  New York University Press. 

9. Twenge J. M., & Campbell W. K. (2009). The narcissism epidemic: Living in the age of entitlement. New 

York: Free Press. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-millenial-survey-2016-exec-summary.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-millenial-survey-2016-exec-summary.pdf
http://iop.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/170424_Harvard%20IOP%20Poll_Spring%20_Exec%20Summary.pdf
http://iop.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/170424_Harvard%20IOP%20Poll_Spring%20_Exec%20Summary.pdf


10. United Nations World Youth Report. (2011). New York: United Nations. Retrieved from 
http://unworldyouthreport.org/ 
 

11. U.S. Census Bureau. (2013). Annual estimates of the resident population by single  year of age and sex 

for the United States: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2013. Retrieved  from 

http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src5bkm 

 

http://unworldyouthreport.org/

