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Abstract 

The federal workforce population will undergo a generational shift due to Baby Boomer 

retirements and an influx of Millennials entering the workforce.  Federal special agents 

are sworn law enforcement officials with 24/7 authority to serve warrants, administer 

oaths, and conduct arrests throughout the United States and outlying territories.  The 

special agent workforce may face higher retirement rates than other federal job categories 

due to special law enforcement retirement provisions.  Federal special agents are eligible 

to retire after twenty years of service and have a mandatory maximum retirement age of 

57.  Pursuant to the demographic shift, special agent managers must distinguish 

Millennial characteristics and values from that of other generations and integrate new 

practices to effectively engage the Millennial workforce.  This qualitative study explored 

special agent manager perceptions of Millennial characteristics and knowledge of 

employee engagement strategies.  Twelve special agent managers served as research 

participants and were interviewed for the study.  The data revealed special agent 

managers associated Millennials with predominantly negative stereotypes.  Additionally, 

most special agent managers perceived Millennials to be the least engaged generation in 

the workforce.  Although special agent managers used praise and performance review 

ratings to engage workers, managers did not collectively utilize professional development 

opportunities, meaningful work assignments, or time-off awards as a means to engage 

Millennials.  Based on the research findings, five recommendations were formulated for 

special agent managers to effectively engage the Millennial workforce.   

Keywords: Special agent, Millennials, employee engagement  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

 The Federal Government employs over 2.66 million civilian workers (OPM, 

2015); however, a report issued by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO, 

2014) advised that 600,000 federal workers would be retirement-eligible by the year 

2017.  The report further estimated that some federal agencies would more than 42% of 

the workforce eligible to retire by 2017.  Federal law enforcement is an example of a 

trade that will be heavily impacted by the upcoming retirements.  Special agents, also 

known by the Federal professional job series code “1811,” are provided special 

retirement coverage by the Federal Government, and are eligible to retire after 20 years 

of federal service with full retirement pay and benefits (OPM, 2016; FBI, 2016).  

Pursuant to the special retirement provisions, the 1811 career field may have more 

retirement-eligible personnel than that of the rest of the federal workforce.  Based on the 

wave of mass retirements, the federal workforce will undergo a demographic shift.  As 

workers from the older Baby Boomer generation retire, workers from the younger 

Millennial generation will increasingly enter the workplace.  By the year 2025, it is 

estimated that 75% of the workforce will consist of Millennials (Winograd & Hais, 

2014).  Special agent managers must understand Millennial characteristics, values, and 

motivations to effectively lead the Millennial generation towards personal and 

organizational successes.   

 As special agent managers strategically plan to minimalize the organizational 

impact of mass retirements, special agent managers should explore the benefits associated 

with the concept of employee engagement (Kahn, 1990; Vosloban, 2013).  Engaged 
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employees work harder and are more productive than employees that are disengaged in 

the workplace (Macey & Schneider, 2008).  Additionally, engaged employees contribute 

to superior organizational performance, which can be measured by financial performance 

(Langford, 2009) and shareholder value (Macey & Schneider, 2008).  From a managerial 

perspective, engaged employees are more committed and satisfied in the workplace than 

disengaged employees; subsequently, organizations with engaged employees benefit 

from superior employee retention rates (Biswas & Bhatnagar, 2013).  

 Based on generational characteristics, Millennials have distinctive values, 

motivations, expectations, and goals in comparison to Baby Boomers (Gursoy, Chi, & 

Karadag, 2013; Park & Gursoy, 2012).  As Baby Boomers retire, the workforce will 

undergo a hiring influx of Millennials (Park & Gursoy, 2012).  The differences of 

generational values, motivations, expectations, and goals between Baby Boomers, 

Generation Xers, and Millennials needs to be identified, acknowledged, and appreciated 

by managers; thus, managers will be able to promote employee engagement with the 

Millennial generation workforce population.   

Statement of the Problem  

 The researcher has been employed in federal law enforcement for eleven years 

and has served as a special agent manager for two years.  As a special agent manager, the 

researcher recognized the large number of personnel planning to retire within the next 

few years.  Additionally, the researcher recognized the influx of Millennials entering the 

special agent workforce.  As the demographics of the federal workforce shifts from being 

powered by Baby Boomers to becoming reliant on Millennials, managers must learn 
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about Millennial generation characteristics, values, and motivations in order to engage 

the Millennial generation workforce.   

 There has been an abundance of research conducted on the topic of generational 

characteristics (Gursoy, Chi, & Karadag, 2013; Park & Gursoy, 2012).  Additionally, 

there has been much research conducted on the concept of employee engagement 

(Lueneburger, 2012; Macey & Schneider, 2008).  However, there has been a paucity in 

research involving federal management perspectives in the topics of either generational 

characteristics or employee engagement.   Furthermore, published research on the special 

agent population, with regards to both management perspectives on generational 

characteristics and employee engagement, could not be found.  As a special agent 

manager, the researcher recognized the importance of conducting research into special 

agent management perspectives of Millennial generation characteristics and knowledge 

of employee engagement strategies.  Federal law enforcement managers must be 

proactive in the effort to engage the Millennial workforce.  Federal law enforcement’s 

ability to investigate crime and gather intelligence to thwart threats to national security 

relies on optimal performance of the special agent workforce, which will soon be 

primarily powered by Millennials.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore special agent 

management perceptions of Millennial generation characteristics and knowledge of 

employee engagement strategies.  As Baby Boomers retire, the Federal Government will 

repopulate the workforce with Millennials.  Based on the shifting generational 
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demographics of the federal workforce, it is important for special agent managers to 

implement initiatives that engage Millennials in the federal workforce. 

Research Question 

 This research question guided this qualitative study:  How do federal special agent 

managers promote employee engagement with Millennial generation federal workers?  

The question was investigated through qualitative interviews where special agent 

managers were asked open-ended questions.  The qualitative interviews allowed the 

researcher to explore special agent managers’ knowledge of Millennial generation 

characteristics and usage of employee engagement strategies.  At the end of the study, the 

researcher devised five recommendations for federal managers to consider to increase 

engagement levels of the Millennial generation special agent workforce.   

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to design evidence-based recommendations for special 

agent managers to engage Millennial generation federal workers.  Generational 

characteristics for Millennials differ than generational characteristics for those of the 

Baby Boomer generation and Generation X.  With more than 42% of the special agent 

workforce becoming retirement eligible (GAO, 2014), most of which are from the Baby 

Boomer Generation, it is important that federal managers understand generational 

characteristics of Millennials and are able to engage the Millennial workforce.  Based on 

the data results, the researcher formulated five recommendations for special agent 

managers to consider to increase employee engagement levels of Millennial generation 

federal workers.     
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Methodology Overview 

 Federal worker names, positions, pay, organizations, and locations are public 

record and could be accessed through federal websites; however, special agent 

information is not public record and is exempt from federal transparency policies (DOJ, 

1996; DOJ, 2014).  Special agents, also known by the Federal professional job series 

code “1811,” have Top Secret government clearances, with many having the added 

Sensitive Compartmentalized Information (SCI) access and/or Special Access Program 

(SAP) access.  SCI and SAP access have special requirements to access material and 

require the clearance holder to abide by stringent controls.  The media often portrays SCI 

and SAP access as “above Top Secret” access.  In addition to special public record 

exemption status and high government clearance levels, special agents have full arrest 

authority, twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week (24/7), and 24/7 firearm carry 

authority (DHS, 2002; U.S. Code, 1951).  Special agents are difficult to identify, because 

most wear plain clothes to conduct covert operations.  Based on the necessity to 

safeguard national security information and sensitive law enforcement practices, the 

special agent population is difficult to identify; subsequently, it is also difficult to conduct 

research or gather data on the special agent population. 

 Special agent / 1811 personnel are provided special retirement coverage by the 

Federal Government, and are able to retire after 20 years of federal service (OPM, 2016; 

FBI, 2016).  Pursuant to the special retirement coverage, in the next few years the 1811 

career field may have more retirement-eligible personnel than that of the rest of the 

federal workforce.  The impending wave mass retirements in the 1811 job series provided 

an exigent need to conduct research on the hidden population of 1811s.  With 
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diminishing human capital and loss of institutional knowledge pursuant to retirements 

and attrition, 1811 managers must learn to effectively engage the Millennial generation 

workforce in order to meet or exceed mission objectives.   

 Based on the 1811 workforce being considered a difficult to identify group, the 

researcher used a snowball sampling method to gather research participants.  The 

researcher has been in federal law enforcement for eleven years and is currently a 

manager in the 1811 career field.  To gather data, the researcher contacted a special agent 

manager acquaintance for an initial interview.  After the interview, the researcher asked 

the participant for three special agent manager referrals to participate in subsequent 

interviews.  The researcher continued the referral and interview process until data 

saturation was reached.  Then the researcher conducted an additional interview to 

confirm that data saturation was reached. 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms were used operationally within this study: 

• Special Agent: Federal law enforcement personnel in the 1811 job series.  Special 

Agents have 24/7 authority to serve warrants, administer oaths, and conduct 

arrests.   

• Assistant Special Agent-in-Charge (ASAC): Federal law enforcement managers in 

the 1811 job series.  ASACs manage cadres of special agents and professional 

staff.  ASACs hold the same authority as special agents, and have the same 6(c) 

retirement coverage as all in the 1811 job series.   

• Special Agent-in-Charge (SAC):  Federal law enforcement senior executive 

management in the 1811 job series.  SACs manage ASACs, special agents, and 
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support staff.  SACs hold the same authority as special agents and have the same 

6(c) retirement coverage as all in the 1811 job series.   

• Millennials: Generation of people born between the years of 1981 and 1999. 

• Generation X:  Generation of people born between 1965 and 1980. 

• Baby Boomers: Generation of people born between the years of 1946 and 1964.  

• Employee Engagement:  The concept of personal engagement in the workplace, 

also known as employee engagement, is defined as “the harnessing of 

organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people employ 

and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role 

performances” (Kahn, 1990, p.694).   

Delimitations and Limitations 

 A delimitation for this project was the convenience sampling used to obtain 

research participants.  The special agent population is a group that is difficult to identify 

and access.  Subsequently, the researcher had to contact a special agent manager 

acquaintance to serve as the first participant.  Once the researcher was able to complete 

the first participant interview, he was able to compile referrals for subsequent interviews.  

Initiating contact with someone in the targeted population enabled the researcher to 

gather data without running into challenges associated with obtaining official federal 

authorization to conduct research on a guarded workforce population.   

 Additionally, the project was limited by the lack of research focused on federal 

special agent management practices and perspectives.  Pursuant to the lack of research on 

special agent managers, the researcher collected data until saturation was reached.  Once 

saturation was reached, the researcher conducted one additional interview to confirm that 
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data saturation had, indeed, been reached.  After it was confirmed that data had reached 

saturation, the data gathering phase was concluded. 

 Another research limitation was the small sample size of participants in the 

research study.  The Federal Government employs over a thousand special agent 

managers across a multitude of federal agencies stationed across the world; consequently, 

a small sample size of federal managers cannot definitively determine the sum of all 

management perspectives of generational characteristics and employee engagement 

strategies.  To mitigate the limitation of the small sample size, data was gathered until 

saturation was reached and confirmed. 

Mitigating Bias 

A potential bias that could have been encountered during the data analysis phase 

was that the researcher was a Millennial Generation federal manager and might have 

incorporated his beliefs as either a Millennial or as a federal manager while conducting 

the interviews or interpreting the data.  To mitigate any negative effects associated with 

experiences and perceptions as a Millennial generation federal manager, the researcher 

conducted thorough interviews and asked follow-up questions for clarification purposes.  

During the data analysis phase, the researcher analyzed the data as documented and did 

not attempt to filter or refine statements. 

 As a federal manager, the researcher employed management practices to promote 

employee engagement.  When participants criticized management practices the researcher 

employed, there was a possibility of a defensive stance against the critique.  Additionally, 

as a member of the Millennial generation, there was a possibility that the researcher could 

have taken a defensive stance against critiques about the Millennial generation.  To 
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mitigate any potential biases during the data analysis phase, the researcher analyzed the 

data as documented and did not attempt to minimize or discredit critiques.  The research 

results are to be of benefit to federal managers; subsequently, the researcher did not allow 

any potential biases to discredit the validity of the research.  

 Furthermore, the researcher aimed to mitigate potential bias by incorporating the 

strategy of bracketing.  After an interview was completed, the researcher reflected on the 

information, prior to moving forward with the data analysis.  Reflecting allowed the 

researcher to be self-aware of biases towards specific answers.  Self-awareness allowed 

the researcher to mitigate bias during data analysis.    

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 As a special agent manager, the researcher recognized the large number of 

personnel planning to retire within the next few years.  Additionally, the researcher 

recognized the influx of Millennials entering the special agent workforce.  As the 

demographics of the federal workforce shifts, managers must understand Millennial 

generation characteristics, values, and motivations in order to engage the Millennial 

workforce.  At the end of the study five recommendations were devised for special agent 

managers to consider to increase engagement levels of the Millennial generation federal 

workforce.  Through incorporating the recommendations, special agent managers may be 

able to maintain or possibly increase productivity during transition years by effectively 

engaging Millennial generation federal workers.   

Significance of the Study 

 Federal agencies are able to meet mission objectives by utilizing the knowledge, 

skills, and abilities of the federal workforce.  Currently, the federal workforce consists of 
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the following generations: Baby Boomers, born in all years from 1946 through 1964; 

Generation Xers, born in all years from 1965 through 1980; and Millennials, born in all 

years from 1981 through 1999.  Currently, Baby Boomers are retiring, and the Baby 

Boomer workforce is decreasing due to attrition.  The sheer numbers of Millennials over 

Generation Xers are an indication that Millennials will be the predominant generation 

replacing the Baby Boomer workforce (Gursoy et al., 2013).  Millennials have different 

workplace expectations and desire different workplace atmospheres than Baby Boomers 

and Generation Xers (Park & Gursoy, 2012); subsequently, federal managers must 

understand the generational characteristics of Millennials to fully engage Millennials in 

the workplace.  As the federal government transitions from being powered by Baby 

Boomers to one that that is reliant on Millennials, it is important to explore federal 

managers’ knowledge of Millennial generational characteristics and employee 

engagement strategies.   

Summary 

  The federal workforce is undergoing a transition from being powered by Baby 

Boomers to one being reliant on Millennials.  An estimated 600,000 federal workers will 

be eligible to retire by the year 2017, most of which are from the Baby Boomer 

Generation (GAO, 2014).  Pursuant to demographic changes in the federal workforce, 

federal leaders must implement strategies for promoting employee engagement with the 

Millennial generation federal workforce population.  

 This qualitative research study explored federal managers’ perspectives of 

Millennial generational characteristics and knowledge of employee engagement 
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strategies.  The aim was to devise five recommendations for federal managers to increase 

engagement levels for Millennial generation federal workers.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The Federal Government employs approximately 2.66 million civilian workers 

(OPM, 2015).  According to a report issued by the U.S. Government Accountability 

Office (GAO, 2014), approximately 600,000 federal workers will be retirement-eligible 

by the year 2017.  Based on the wave of mass retirements, the federal workforce will 

undergo a demographic shift.  As older workers begin to retire, a younger generation will 

continue to enter the workplace.  By the year 2025, it is estimated that 75% of the 

workforce will consist of workers from the Millennial Generation (Winograd & Hais, 

2014).  As the federal workplace undergoes the demographic shift, it is important for 

federal managers to understand varying generational characteristics, and also understand 

strategies for engaging employees of different generations.   

This chapter presents literature reviews on the concepts of employee engagement 

and generational characteristics.  A description of Federal special agent positions is also 

included in this chapter.  This chapter bridges together the concepts of employee 

engagement and generational characteristics through presenting a literature review on the 

topic of leadership.  The chapter continues with a section presenting my reflections as a 

researcher and ends with a summary of the concepts discussed throughout the chapter.   

Literature on Employee Engagement  

Definition of Employee Engagement 

 Kahn (1990) introduced the concepts of personal engagement and personal 

disengagement in the workplace.  Personal engagement in the workplace, also known as 

employee engagement, is defined as “the harnessing of organization members’ selves to 
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their work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves physically, 

cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” (Kahn, 1990, p.694).  Employees 

that are engaged in the workplace put forth more physical, mental, and emotional effort 

than disengaged workers.  Subsequently, engaged employees are more inclined to 

perform above and beyond the basic call of duty to achieve parallel personal and 

organizational goals.   

Benefits of Employee Engagement 

 Researchers have identified a direct correlation between employee engagement 

and organizational performance (Macey, Schneider, and Young, 2009; Vosloban, 2013).  

Macey et al. (2009) provided evidence that organizations with high employee 

engagement levels yielded greater return on assets, profitability, and shareholder value 

(Figure 1).  Furthermore, organizations that rated in the top 25% of organizations with 

high employee engagement levels reported double the amount of shareholder value than 

organizations that were in the bottom 25% of organizations with low employee 

engagement levels (Macey et al., 2009).  Based on the data provided, it can be reasoned 

that organizations seeking to improve performance should invest in improving employee 

engagement levels.   
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Figure 1: Engagement and Financial Performance (Macey et al., 2009) 

In addition to improved organizational performance, employee engagement is 

associated with other benefits.  Engaged employees put more energy and focus more 

intensely on given tasks than disengaged employees (Macey et al., 2009).  Additionally, 

engaged employees are enthusiastic at work and appreciate the value their work brings to 

the organization (Macey et al., 2009; Vosloban, 2013).  The result is engaged employees 

work harder and are more productive than employees that are disengaged in the 

workplace (Macey & Schneider, 2008).  Additionally, engaged employees demonstrate 

less burnout and more organizational commitment than disengaged employees (Sprietzer 

& Porath, 2012).  Moreover, engaged employees are more satisfied in their jobs, and 

demonstrate more enthusiasm and willingness to perform than disengaged employees 

(Vosloban, 2013).  Organizations seeking to boost workforce production while building 

organizational commitment should invest in improving employee engagement levels.   
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Concept of Disengaged Employees 

 In contrast to the positive benefits associated with engaged employees, 

disengaged employees have little motivation to work and do not put forth the necessary 

energy to be productive or efficient in the workplace (Kahn, 1990).  Furthermore, 

disengaged employees underachieve in the workplace and produce poor quality work.  

Subsequently, disengaged employees lack organizational commitment and are more 

prone to voluntary turnover in the workplace than engaged employees (Lueneburger, 

2012; Vosloban, 2013).  The concept of voluntary turnover in the workplace was studied 

by Kwon, Chung, Roh, Chadwick, and Lawler (2012).  Kwon et al. (2012) concluded that 

voluntary turnover negatively impacted organizational performance and was extremely 

detrimental to organizations that invested highly in employee training and development.   

Methods for Promoting Employee Engagement  

 Employee engagement begins with organizations reinvesting in the workforce 

(Lueneburger, 2012).  Investments on mentorship programs, coaching, and professional 

development promotes organizational commitment and helps improve organizational 

performance (Lueneburger, 2012; Macey & Schneider, 2008).  Employees that were 

encouraged by managers to enroll in professional development programs and understood 

how their work contributed to the organization’s mission and purpose were more engaged 

in the workplace (Lueneburger, 2012).  Organizations attempting to promote employee 

engagement should explore offering professional development opportunities to workers.   

Employee recognition and performance awards are other methods of promoting employee 

engagement (Vosloban, 2013).  Recognition, awards, and positive feedback helps build 

workforce morale, and creates enthusiasm and a willingness to perform.  Additionally, 
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employee salaries, benefits, and bonuses are considered important organizational 

offerings that effected employee engagement (Vosloban, 2013).  Organizations 

attempting to promote employee engagement should explore offering recognition and 

performance awards to workers.   

 According to Vosloban (2013), team building activities and workplace 

environment ranked highly in fostering employee engagement.  Additionally, 

relationships with managers and relationships with colleagues ranked highly in fostering 

employee engagement.  Furthermore, employee trust in management impacted levels of 

employee engagement.  Organizations attempting to promote employee engagement 

should explore strategies to improve workplace environments and workplace 

relationships.    

 According to Burke, Koyuncu, and Wolpin (2012), the totality of workplace 

experiences, such as rewards, recognition, training and development opportunities, 

workplace support and encouragement, work-family integration, and organizational fit, 

were indicators of job satisfaction and work engagement.  Additionally, career 

advancement potential and equal, unbiased organizational support correlated to increased 

levels of employee engagement (Koyuncu, Burke, and Fiksenbaum, 2006).  Based on 

various research findings, managers must implement various engagement strategies to 

effectively engage the workforce.  

Why Does the Federal Government Need to Address the Issue?  

 The Federal Government invests substantial amounts of time and money in new-

hire special agent training and development.  For special agent positions, new hires are 

required to complete mandatory training academies to ingrain standards and ensure 
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consistency in work carried out by the Federal Government.  Additionally, new special 

agent hires are provided field trainers to continue with hands-on training after new 

employees complete the mandatory training academy.  The Federal Government spends 

upfront capital in training and developing new hires; therefore, the Federal Government 

loses out on its initial investment if and when relatively-new employees depart federal 

service.  In order for the Federal Government to limit the negative effects associated with 

employee disengagement and voluntary turnover, federal managers must make efforts to 

promote employee engagement.  

Characteristics of Baby Boomers 

 Baby Boomers, born in all years from 1946 through 1964, were born in the 

immediate two decades after World War II, during a time of economic prosperity.  The 

major events that impacted the lives of Baby Boomers were: the Civil Rights movement; 

the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.; the Vietnam War; 

the Watergate scandal (Park & Gursoy, 2011; Petroulas, Brown, & Sundin, 2010;).  Baby 

Boomers were raised in traditional households where fathers worked and were 

authoritative figures, and mothers stayed home and cared for the children (Stewart, 

2006).  Additionally, Baby Boomers hold the expectation that their actions directly 

impact the world (Stewart, 2006).   

 Baby Boomers believe that hard work and sacrifice are mitigating factors that lead 

to success (Gursoy et al., 2013).  Furthermore, work holds a central and important place 

in the lives of Baby Boomers (Park & Gursoy, 2012; Stewart, 2006).  Baby Boomers 

value increased responsibilities in the workplace (Park & Gursoy, 2012), and are willing 

to wait and be loyal to their organizations to receive promotions (Gursoy et al., 2013).  
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Baby Boomers place emphasis on long term goals and rewards, and are credited with the 

implementation of annual performance reviews (Petroulas et al., 2010).    

Characteristics of Generation X 

 Generation Xers, born in all years from 1965 through 1980, value independence, 

informality, and work-life balance.  Raised during a time of economic recession, high 

divorce rates, and high crime, Generation Xers are accustomed to instability in their lives 

and environment (Petroulas et al., 2010; Stewart, 2006).  Baby Boomer parents were 

driven by work; subsequently, Generation Xers often became latchkey children that spent 

little to no quality time with parents (Petroulas et al., 2010; Stewart, 2006).  Generation 

Xers witnessed how devoted their parents were to their employers, and became engrained 

with a disdain for organizations and hierarchy.  Consequently, Generation Xers place less 

importance on work than their Baby Boomer parents, and place higher value on work-life 

balance (Petroulas et al., 2010).  Additionally, Generation Xers do not want to sacrifice 

family time for work, and place high value in time-off as rewards (Petroulas et al., 2010; 

Stewart, 2006).   

 As a result of upbringing, Generation Xers are independent and self-confident, 

and place higher value in career advancement than remaining loyal to organizations 

(Petroulas et al., 2010; Stewart, 2006).  Subsequently, Generation Xers prefer training 

that furthers their own skill and knowledge base (Petroulas et al., 2010).  Generation Xers 

are comfortable with working with deadlines, and excel when allowed to get the job done 

on their own.  They prefer to work individually and do not need feedback or assistance 

from others to complete work assignments (Petroulas et al., 2010).  Additionally, 
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Generation Xers prefer to work for managers who are competent, direct, and 

straightforward (Petroulas et al., 2010).   

Characteristics of Millennials  

 Millennials, born in all years from 1981 through 1999, were born during a time of 

economic prosperity, and were raised during a time when family values and child safety 

were society priorities (Stewart, 2006).  Millennials were brought up with computers and 

instant communication brought about by the internet.  Millennials value freedom, work-

life balance, and leisure (Park & Gursoy, 2012).  Millennials prefer working with 

companies that offer and value vacation time (Park & Gursoy, 2012).  Millennials thrive 

on accomplishing short-term goals and working with deadlines (Ruch, 2005).  

Millennials want immediate recognition for hard work and accomplishments in the form 

of praise, promotions, and raises (Gursoy et al., 2013).  Additionally, Millennials prefer 

online-based training, and want training opportunities that will have an immediate impact 

on performance (Schullery, 2013).   

 Millennials prefer organizations that value social responsibilities over profit 

margins (Petroulas et al., 2010; Winograd & Hais, 2014).  Thus, it is important for 

Millennials to have meaningful work or be informed of how their work is meaningful 

(Lueneburger, 2012; Petroulas et al., 2010; Suh & Hargis, 2016).  Additionally, 

Millennials want work that impacts the organization or society (Buono & Nurick, 2008; 

Fenenbock, 2015).  Consequently, Millennials place low value in unchallenging and 

unfulfilling work assignments (Park & Gursoy, 2011).  

 Millennials do not value work over personal time; rather work is a means to 

support leisure activities (Petroulas et al., 2010, Stewart, 2006).  Subsequently, 
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Millennials value work-life balance and prefer rewards, such as: time-off; sabbaticals; 

flexible schedules; and telework (Petroulas et al., 2010).  Such rewards and benefits 

foster increased leisure time.  Thus, Millennials value organizations that offer such 

rewards and benefits (Woodward, Vongswasdi, & More, 2015).   

Millennials value managers that practice transparency with the workforce, and 

create a community within the workplace that is trusting and supportive of employees 

(Winograd & Hais, 2014).  Additionally, Millennials are team-oriented and value 

working in collaborative environments (Buono & Nurick, 2008; Petroulas et al., 2010; 

Suh & Hargis, 2016).  Transparency and open communication are important factors for 

engaging Millennials to work effectively with managers and teams (Petroulas et al., 

2010).  

Millennials place high value on education and are proclaimed to be “lifelong 

learners” (Petroulas et al., 2010).  It has believed that Millennials are the most diverse, 

tolerant, educated, and socially conscious generation in the workforce (Buono & Nurick, 

2008; Stewart, 2006).  Therefore, Millennials prefer organizations that are committed to 

providing employees with various training and educational opportunities (Petroulas et al., 

2010).  Millennials value training that incorporates technology and directly correlates to 

their work or career field (Fenenbock, 2015; Suh & Hargis, 2016). 

 Millennials value promotions and pay raises as rewards for exceptional work 

(Park & Gursoy, 2011; Petroulas et al., 2010).  Millennials that do not get immediate 

rewards for continued effort are prone to turnover (Petroulas et al., 2010; Woodward et 

al., 2015).  Additionally, Millennials prefer reward systems that compensate for short-

term goals rather than long term goals (Petroulas et al., 2010).  Praise and recognition are 
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valued by Millennials, who find immediate feedback a necessary component for 

continued on-the-job success (Fenenbock, 2015; Woodward et al., 2015).  Millennials 

also value public acknowledgement and find it meaningful to be given recognition in 

front of peers (Buono & Nurick, 2008).   

Methods for Promoting Employee Engagement  

 Employee engagement begins with organizations reinvesting in the workforce 

(Lueneburger, 2012).  Investments on mentorship programs, coaching, and professional 

development promotes organizational commitment and helps improve organizational 

performance (Lueneburger, 2012; Macey & Schneider, 2008).  Employees that were 

encouraged by managers to enroll in professional development programs and understood 

how their work contributed to the organization’s mission and purpose were more engaged 

in the workplace (Lueneburger, 2012).  Organizations attempting to promote employee 

engagement should explore offering professional development opportunities to workers.   

Employee recognition and performance awards are other methods of promoting employee 

engagement (Vosloban, 2013).  Recognition, awards, and positive feedback helps build 

workforce morale, and creates enthusiasm and a willingness to perform.  Additionally, 

employee salaries, benefits, and bonuses are considered important organizational 

offerings that effected employee engagement (Vosloban, 2013).  Organizations 

attempting to promote employee engagement should explore offering recognition and 

performance awards to workers.   

 According to Vosloban (2013), team building activities and workplace 

environment ranked highly in fostering employee engagement.  Additionally, 

relationships with managers and relationships with colleagues ranked highly in fostering 
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employee engagement.  Furthermore, employee trust in management impacted levels of 

employee engagement.  Organizations attempting to promote employee engagement 

should explore strategies to improve workplace environments and workplace 

relationships.   

Differences in Motivations between Baby Boomers and Millennials 

 According to Ruch (2005), “Each generation expects and needs something 

different from work” (p. 11).  Baby Boomers are loyal to organizations and are willing to 

consistently work hard to earn promotions and bonuses.  Furthermore, Baby Boomers 

desire new workplace challenges to leverage their experiences and expect recognition for 

their workplace dedication and contribution (Ruch, 2005).  In contrast, Millennials are 

independent and value work-life balance (Park & Gursoy, 2012; Ruch, 2005).  

 Additionally, Millennials place more value on their own careers than on company 

loyalty (Gursoy et al., 2013; Park & Gursoy, 2012).  Based on generational motivations, 

Millennials value training and development opportunities that improve career-potential in 

the form of raises and promotions.  Baby Boomers and Millennials value salaries, 

benefits, and workplace environment (Vosloban, 2013); however, organizations must be 

mindful that Baby Boomers are likely to stay committed to organizations, while 

Millennials are likely to voluntarily leave an organization in order to further their careers 

and obtain higher pay and more generous benefits.   

The Need to Implement Employee Engagement Initiatives for Millennials 

 Federal agencies are able to meet mission objectives by utilizing the knowledge, 

skills, and abilities of the federal workforce.  Currently, the federal workforce consists of 

Baby Boomers, Generation Xers, and Millennials.  Baby Boomers are retiring, and the 
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Baby Boomer workforce is decreasing due to attrition.  The sheer numbers of Millennials 

over Generation Xers is an indication that Millennials will be the predominant generation 

replacing the Baby Boomer workforce (Gursoy et al., 2013).  Millennials have different 

workplace expectations and desire different workplace atmospheres than Baby Boomers 

and Generation Xers (Park & Gursoy, 2012; Ruch, 2005); subsequently, federal managers 

must understand the generational characteristics of Millennials to fully engage 

Millennials in the workplace.  As the Federal Government transitions from being 

powered by Baby Boomers to one that that is reliant on Millennials, it is important for 

federal managers to be knowledgeable of Millennial characteristics to effectively engage 

the Millennial workforce.    

Special Agent Position 

Special Agent Job Description 

 Federal special agents are classified under the federal professional job series code 

“1811” and are listed under job series title “Criminal Investigator” (OPM, 2011).  Special 

agent work requires “knowledge of criminal investigative techniques, rules of criminal 

procedures, laws, and precedent court decisions concerning the admissibility of evidence, 

constitutional rights, search and seizure, and related issues in the conduct of 

investigations” (OPM, 2011, p. 12).  As per the OPM (2011) position description, special 

agents work complex criminal investigations that focus on suspected major offenses or 

violation of Federal laws where the investigative assignment requires an extended period 

of time.   

 Special agents are authorized to carry firearms while on official duty and carry 

concealed firearms while off-duty (DHS, 2002).  Federal special agents are authorized to 
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cross state lines with concealed firearms and authorized to fly armed regardless of flying 

on official duty or personal travel (TSA, 2016).  Special agents are provided statutory 

authority to make warrantless arrests, seek and execute search warrants, issue and serve 

subpoenas, and gather sworn testimonies (DHS, 2002; U.S. Code, 1951).  

Special Agent Retirement Provisions 

 Federal special agents under the Federal professional job series code “1811” are 

covered under the “law enforcement officers” retirement provisions, as designated under 

5 CFR 831.902 and 5 CFR 842.802 (OPM, 2016).  Special agents are eligible to retire 

after 20 years of federal law enforcement service at the age of 50, or after 25 years of 

federal service at any age (OPM, 2016; FBI, 2016).  Under the law enforcement officer 

retirement provisions, special agents are required to retire by the age of 55 or 57, 

depending on year of birth.  However, Presidentially-appointed agency heads may issue 

exemptions for mandatory retirement separation based on extenuating circumstances until 

the law enforcement officer reaches the age of 60 (U.S. Code, 1974). 

Types of Investigations 

Federal law enforcement organizations have three primary missions.  The first 

mission is to conduct criminal investigations.  The purpose of a criminal investigation is 

to pursue justice by criminally prosecuting individuals and criminal enterprises for 

violating U.S. federal laws.  With judicial approval, special agents conduct investigations 

through the use of specialized investigative techniques, such as: listening to phone calls; 

reading personal emails; and planting covert surveillance equipment.  Additionally, 

criminal investigations entail extensive use of undercover agents, confidential informants, 

and covert surveillance to gather evidence to prosecute subjects.  The desired outcomes 
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of criminal investigations are to arrest and successfully prosecute criminals.  In addition 

to prison time, property and assets of convicts are often forfeited if obtained through 

illegal proceeds.   

The second federal law enforcement mission is to conduct counterintelligence 

investigations.  Counterintelligence investigations are conducted to gather information for 

national security purposes in order to protect the U.S. against potential threats.  

Counterintelligence investigations utilize extensive use of informants, undercover agents, 

and authorities granted by the USA PATRIOT Act of 2001 (GPO, 2001).  Special agents 

working counterintelligence investigations usually handle top secret information whose 

unauthorized disclosure could cause exceptionally grave danger to the nation (OPM, 

2016).  Subjects that have been convicted of crimes against the United States, such as 

espionage and treason, often serve lengthy prison sentences and are subject to the death 

penalty.   

The third federal law enforcement mission is to conduct civil investigations.  

Special agents investigate fraud and false claims cases where civil penalties, fines, and 

settlements are imposed by the U.S. Courts.  In civil investigations, penalties imposed are 

often calculated at treble damages, meaning defendants are ordered to pay up to three 

times the amount of fraudulently obtained funds.  Additionally, penalties and fines are 

imposed per civil count.  Judicial actions, such as civil forfeiture and court ordered 

repayments, can lead to seized property, seized bank accounts, and garnished wages.  The 

burden of proof in civil cases is a preponderance of evidence; subsequently, civil 

investigations can lead to billion dollar settlements.   
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Hidden Population of Special Agents 

 Special agents must obtain and maintain top secret clearances.  Additionally, 

special agents deal with sensitive matters that can impact people, organizations, and 

nations.  Special agent work is conducted covertly and in plain clothes, so that 

information can be obtained to build large-scale criminal, civil, and counterintelligence 

investigations.  The subjects of special agent investigations have much to lose; 

consequently, special agents are taught the importance of maintaining low profiles.  

Furthermore, special agents are taught to be cognizant that subjects and affiliates may 

attempt to identify, observe, infiltrate, and possibly harm special agents and their 

families.   

Based on a totality of circumstances, including guidance for maintaining security 

clearances, operational need for staying unidentifiable during covert investigative 

activities, and awareness for limiting personal exposure to potential threats, special 

agents are taught the importance of preserving personal privacy to mitigate risks 

associated with disclosure of their Federal Government positions.  Moreover, based on 

security clearance guidance, special agents are taught to be warry of inquisitive outsiders.  

Pursuant to potential hazards associated with the sensitive position, special agents are 

difficult to detect; consequently, the special agent workforce is, in essence, a hidden 

population that is difficult to identify, infiltrate, and study.  

Literature about the Professional Practice Setting 

 The Federal Government is a massive organization with approximately 2.66 

million civilian workers (OPM, 2015).  Although 2.66 million workers is enough to be 

hailed the largest employer in the United States, 2.66 million workers indicates a 
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diminishing workforce. Just a few short years ago the Federal Government employed 

2.78 million civilian workers (OPM, 2015).  Moreover, upwards of 600,000 employees 

will be retirement-eligible by the year 2017 (GAO, 2014).   

 Although the federal workforce has been diminishing in size, Millennials have 

steadily begun entering the workforce (Winograd & Hais, 2014).   Amidst the 

generational transition of the federal workforce, the federal sector has been impacted by 

severe budget cuts (U.S. House of Representatives, 2011), pay freezes (Lunney, 2013), 

and proposed benefits cuts (U.S. House of Representatives, 2014).  Based on generational 

characteristics, Baby Boomers are loyal to organizations, whereas Millennials are prone 

to voluntarily depart organizations when they are not engaged (Gursoy et al., 2013; Park 

& Gursoy, 2012).  It was important to conduct research on Millennial characteristics, in 

order to determine whether special agent managers were utilizing techniques to 

effectively engage the Millennial workforce.   

Leadership Literature 

 During the literature review, the researcher had to acknowledge that the success 

of employee engagement initiatives of the Federal Government depends on the 

effectiveness of federal leaders, such as supervisors, managers, and senior executives.  

According to Haslam, Reicher, and Platow (2011), leaders have the power to transform 

the “we” ideology, into the “me” versus “you” mentality.  Leaders that implement the 

“me” versus “you” mentality will alienate workers, and lose the trust and respect of the 

workers.  Ultimately, selfish leaders can mitigate the effects of employee engagement 

initiatives by becoming the catalyst that causes employees to be disengaged in the 

workplace.  Additionally, poor leaders, regardless of organizational employee 
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engagement initiatives, can negatively affect workers and foster employee disengagement 

in the workplace.   

On the other end of the spectrum, leaders that take the time to understand the 

values, goals, and inspirations of the workers will transform workers into followers 

(Haslam et al., 2011).  Such leaders can have a positive impact on workers, and workers 

can become more engaged in the workplace as a result.  Additionally, successful leaders, 

regardless of organizational employee engagement initiatives put in place, can affectively 

engage employees.   

Reflections of the Researcher 

 As a result of the literature review, the researcher gained a more intricate 

knowledge of generational characteristics, employee engagement benefits, and employee 

engagement methods.  The researcher believed that the knowledge gained as a result of 

the literature review guided the formulation of questions for the qualitative interviews.  

Additionally, the subject-matter knowledge guided the researcher during data analysis 

and aided the researcher in deriving the conclusions.  The researcher’s subject-matter 

knowledge served as the foundation for the research.   

Summary 

 The federal workforce is undergoing a generational transition.  As Baby Boomers 

retire, Millennials are taking their place in the workforce.  Baby Boomers are loyal to 

organizations, and believe that hard work, sacrifice, and patience lead to success (Gursoy 

et al, 2013).  Furthermore, Baby Boomers are willing to wait for promotions.  

Millennials, on the other hand, value freedom, work-life balance, and leisure (Park & 

Gursoy, 2012), and favor immediate recognition for hard work and accomplishments in 
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the form of praise, promotions, and raises (Gursoy et al, 2013).  As the federal workforce 

endures the mass retirements of Baby Boomers and the hiring influx of Millennials, 

federal managers must understand that generational characteristics must be taken into 

consideration when implementing employee engagement initiatives.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



SPECIAL AGENT MANAGER PERCEPTIONS   30 

 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore special agent 

management perceptions of Millennial generation characteristics and knowledge of 

employee engagement strategies.  As Baby Boomers retire, the Federal Government will 

repopulate the workforce with Millennials.  Based on the shifting generational 

demographics of the federal workforce, it is important for special agent managers to 

implement initiatives that engage Millennials in the federal workforce. 

Research Question 

  This research question guided this qualitative study:  How do federal special 

agent managers promote employee engagement with Millennial generation federal 

workers?  The question was investigated through qualitative interviews where special 

agent managers were asked open-ended questions.  The qualitative interviews allowed the 

researcher to explore special agent managers’ knowledge of Millennial generation 

characteristics and usage of employee engagement strategies for Millennials.  At the end 

of the study, five recommendations were derived for special agent managers to consider 

to increase engagement levels of the Millennial generation special agent workforce.    

Research Design 

The federal special agent workforce is a group that is difficult to identify and 

study.  Based on security clearance guidance, special agents are advised to limit personal 

exposure relating to their position with the federal government.  Additionally, security 

clearance guidance advises that inquisitive outsiders could be looking to gather 

intelligence and access to infiltrate the Federal Government; subsequently, special agents 
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are advised to be suspicious of inquisitive outsiders.  Moreover, federal law enforcement 

agencies do not readily authorize unsolicited researchers to conduct research studies and 

subsequent interviews on the special agent population without multiple layers of 

authorizations and approvals.    

Pursuant to the challenges of studying the special agent workforce, a snowball 

sampling method was used to gather research participants.  Snowball sampling is a non-

probability sampling method for studying hard-to-reach populations (Heckathorn, 2012).  

Snowball sampling has been used in qualitative research to study hidden groups such as 

drug users, illegal immigrants, and underground music culture.  The snowball sampling 

begins with a convenience sample of an initial subject.  After the initial subject is 

interviewed, the subjects assist in recruiting additional participants.  After each round of 

interviews, the number of participants steadily grows.  The effect is similar to a snowball 

getting larger as it rolls downhill picking up snow.     

Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher has been in federal law enforcement for eleven years and is 

currently a special agent manager.  To obtain willing research participants in the 1811 

career field, the researcher contacted a special agent manager acquaintance to request 

participation in an initial interview to be conducted at a later date.  During the initial 

phone call, the researcher explained that the purpose of the interview was to gather data 

for a Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved dissertation study 

and stressed that participation was strictly voluntary.  Additionally, it was explained that 

the purpose of the research was to explore special agent management perceptions of 



SPECIAL AGENT MANAGER PERCEPTIONS   32 

Millennial generational characteristics and knowledge of employee engagement 

strategies.   

 After the contact agreed to voluntary participate in the research study, the contact 

was emailed the Participant Information Letter, which explained the purpose and scope of 

the study, and the Bill of Rights for Research Participants (Bill of Rights), which 

explained research participant rights as per the IRB. (See Appendix A for the Participant 

Information Letter and Appendix B for the Bill of Rights) 

 The initial research participant was called during the date and time of the 

scheduled telephonic interview.  Prior to beginning the interview, the participant was 

asked whether he/she had read the Participant Information Letter and Bill of Rights that 

had been provided.  The participant stated that both the Participant Information Letter and 

Bill of Rights had been read, and the participant agreed to proceed with the interview.  

The researcher summarized the Participation Information Letter and Bill of Rights over 

the phone, and asked the participant whether the content was understood and whether the 

participant willingly agreed to take part in the study.  The participant agreed to be 

interviewed.  Based on the participant’s acknowledgement to take part in the study, the 

initial telephonic interview was conducted.   

 The interview began with questions designed to gather both biographical and 

work history.  Questions designed to explore knowledge of employee engagement 

strategies were also asked.  The researcher continued the interview by asking questions 

designed to explore knowledge of Millennial generation characteristics.  The researcher 

took copious notes during the interview and wrote down key quotes verbatim. At the end 

of the interview, the participant was asked for contact information of three other special 



SPECIAL AGENT MANAGER PERCEPTIONS   33 

agent managers that might be willing and able to serve as research participants for the 

study.  After the participant provided three referrals for subsequent interviews, the 

interview concluded.  The interview and referral process was replicated until data 

saturation was reached.  Then one additional interview was conducted to confirm that 

data saturation was reached. 

  Participants were referred to by numbers in this dissertation and on digital 

records to ensure anonymity.  Furthermore, all written records of interviews were 

disposed after this dissertation had been completed.  The anonymity granted to 

participants minimized potential exposure risks for participants.   

Data Collection Tools 

 The data collection tool for this qualitative study was a set of interview questions 

designed to explore special agent management knowledge of employee engagement 

strategies and Millennial generation characteristics.  The interview protocol consisted of 

fifteen questions.  The first six questions gathered biographical and work history data.  

The questions were designed to gather participant demographic data.  Questions seven 

through eleven were designed to gather data of special agent management methods for 

promoting employee engagement.  The questions were derived as a result of the literature 

review information on the concept of employee engagement.  Questions twelve through 

fifteen were designed to gather data of special agent management perceptions of 

Millennial generation characteristics.  The questions were derived as a result of the 

literature review information on Millennial generation characteristics. (See Appendix C 

for the interview questions) 
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Data Analysis Plan 

After the completion of each interview, a thematic analysis of the qualitative data 

was conducted.  The researcher became familiarized with the data through reviewing the 

interview transcripts several times over.  The researcher reviewed participant responses to 

each question and highlighted phrases in each response.  After the entire transcript had 

been coded, the segments were reviewed and developed into meaningful themes.  After 

themes were identified, the interview transcript was reviewed to verify that the themes 

accurately depicted the data.   The researcher conducted subsequent interviews and 

repeated the process until data saturation was reached.  After saturation was reached, one 

additional interview was completed to confirm data saturation had been reached.     

Reliability  

After an interview transcript had been hand-coded, the researcher contacted the 

participant to validate the findings (Roberts, 2010).  Participants generally agreed to the 

findings; though, most used the follow-up interview to add to original answers or to 

clarify statements.  Specifically, most participants expanded answers to questions 

fourteen and fifteen, which asked participants which generation they believed to be the 

most engaged and least engaged in the workplace.  Additionally, some participants 

justified comments that could be perceived as negative; however, most final responses 

did not change.   

The researcher documented the additional information and conducted a thematic 

analysis on the updated interview transcripts.  In some instances, the analysis revealed 

additional themes for some responses; however, for the most part, themes were merely 
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duplicated within a response.  It was determined that data were consistent after the 

member checks had been completed.   

The researcher mitigated potential bias during the process by incorporating the 

strategy of bracketing.  After an interview was completed, the researcher reflected on the 

information, prior to moving forward with the data analysis.  Reflection allowed the 

researcher to be self-aware of biases towards specific comments.  Self-awareness allowed 

the researcher to mitigate bias during data analysis.   

The peer review was completed by the Dissertation Committee.  Additionally, the 

Dissertation Committee completed the data audit.  The Dissertation Committee 

determined member checks were achieved to establish data reliability.   

Ethical Considerations 

 It is important to safeguard the identities and affiliations of participants.  The 

participants are federal officials with sensitive positions; subsequently, comments that 

could be perceived as negative could be damaging to a participant’s career if released and 

associated with his or her name.  All transcripts of the interviews were destroyed after 

this dissertation was completed.  Additionally, participants were identified only by 

numbers on digital records to ensure anonymity.    

Summary 

 The research study utilized a snowball sampling method to gather research 

participants.  The researcher initiated contacted with a special agent manager 

acquaintance for the first interview.  After the interview was completed, the participant 

provided three special agent manager referrals for subsequent interviews.  Data was 
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analyzed throughout the data gathering phase.  After data saturation was reached, one 

additional interview was completed to confirm that saturation had, indeed, been reached.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND THE EVIDENCE-BASED SOLUTION 

Introduction 

 As stated in Chapter 1, more than 42% of the federal workforce will be 

retirement-eligible by the year 2017 (GAO, 2014).  Consequently, the federal workforce 

will undergo a demographic shift as Baby Boomers retire and Millennials continue to 

enter the workforce.  In the federal special agent sector, workers are eligible to retire after 

20 years of federal service; subsequently, the federal special agent population may have a 

more dramatic demographic shift than that of the rest of the federal workforce (OPM, 

2016).  For special agent managers to continue meeting mission objectives during the 

workforce transition, special agent managers must effectively engage Millennial workers.   

This chapter presents data from the special agent manager interviews.  The 

researcher discussed codes and themes identified through the thematic analysis of the 

interview notes.  Additionally, the researcher compared the themes with established 

Millennial characteristics and engagement strategies, as supported through the literature 

review in Chapter 2.  The analysis is presented in this chapter.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore special agent 

management perceptions of Millennial generation characteristics and knowledge of 

employee engagement strategies.  As Baby Boomers retire, the Federal Government will 

repopulate the workforce with Millennials.  Based on the shifting generational 

demographics of the federal workforce, it is important for special agent managers to 

implement initiatives that engage Millennials in the federal workforce. 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to design evidence-based recommendations for special 

agent managers to engage Millennial generation federal workers.  Generational 

characteristics for Millennials differ than generational characteristics for those of the 

Baby Boomer generation and Generation X.  With more than 42% of the special agent 

workforce becoming retirement eligible (GAO, 2014), most of which are from the Baby 

Boomer Generation, it is important that federal managers understand generational 

characteristics of Millennials and are able to engage the Millennial workforce.  Based on 

the data results, the researcher formulated five recommendations for federal special agent 

managers to consider to increase employee engagement levels of Millennial generation 

federal workers.      

Presentation of the Findings 

 Twelve participants were interviewed for the study.  The participants were all 

federal special agent managers representing an assortment of different federal agencies.  

Participant civil service ranks consisted of Senior Executive Service (SES), GS-15, and 

GS-14 grade levels.  Generation X was the most represented generation that participated 

in the interviews (Figure 2).    
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Figure 2: Generation of Managers 

All participants had over ten years of total federal service, with five of the 

participants having over twenty years of total federal service.  Five of the participants had 

under ten years of federal law enforcement officer (LEO) experience.  Two participants 

had between eleven and twenty years of LEO experience.  Five participants had over 

twenty years of LEO experience.  Ten of the participants had less than ten years’ 

experience as a federal special agent manager.  Only two of the participants had been 

federal special agent managers for over ten years.  Figure 3 provides an illustration of the 

employment data (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Federal Employment History 

Sixty-seven percent of participants had been employed by five or more 

organizations since age eighteen.  Twenty-five percent of participants had previous work 

history of four organizations.  Eight percent of participants had been employed by three 

organizations since age eighteen.  None of the participants had been employed by two or 

less organizations (Figure 4).    
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Figure 4: Total Employment History (Number of Organizations) 

Data Analysis 

After the completion of each interview, a thematic analysis of the qualitative data 

was conducted.  The researcher familiarized himself with the data by reviewing the 

interview transcripts several times over.  The researcher reviewed participant responses to 

each question and highlighted phrases in each response.  After the entire transcript had 

been coded, the segments were reviewed and developed into meaningful themes.  After 

themes were identified, the interview transcript was reviewed to verify that the themes 

accurately depicted the data.  Subsequent interviews were conducted, and the process was 

repeated until data saturation was reached.  After saturation was reached, one additional 

interview was conducted to confirm data saturation had been reached.     

After an interview transcript had been hand-coded, the researcher contacted the 

participant to validate the findings (Roberts, 2010).  Participants generally agreed to the 

findings; though, most used the follow-up interview to add to original answers or to 

clarify statements.  Specifically, most participants expanded answers to questions 

fourteen and fifteen, which asked participants which generation they believed to be the 
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most engaged and least engaged in the workplace.  Additionally, some participants 

justified comments that could be perceived as negative; however, most final responses 

did not change.   

The researcher documented the additional information and conducted a thematic 

analysis on the updated interview transcripts.  In some instances, the analysis revealed 

additional themes for some responses; however, for the most part, themes were merely 

duplicated within a response.  It was determined that data was consistent after the 

member checks had been completed.  All written transcripts were destroyed after this 

dissertation had been completed.  Additionally, participants were referred to by numbers 

in this dissertation and on digital records to ensure anonymity.    

Qualitative Findings Information 

  All twelve special agent managers that were interviewed perceived Millennials as 

having unrealistic expectations of the workplace.  Participants believed Millennials had 

expectations to “save the world” or “immediately make an impact” without gaining the 

knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to handle basic criminal investigator tasks.  

Moreover, participants believed Millennials underestimated the time and effort it takes to 

acclimate to the federal investigative sector, and frequently showed frustration over 

federal policies and procedures.  Participants believed Millennials overestimated the 

value of their experience and skills, and believed they should be given the most difficult 

cases to “solve.”   

 Eleven of the participants shared the perception of Millennials being 

technologically knowledgeable and skilled, commonly termed as being tech savvy.  One 

participant stated that Millennials grew up with technology, and subsequently learned to 
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adopt new technologies in the workplace quicker than workers from other generations.  

Another participant stated that technology allowed Millennials to multitask and also 

much more efficiently complete work products and extensive records reviews.  The 

participant advised that in the past “extensive records reviews were done by hand, rather 

than a computer.”  The participant referenced that paper document reviews required 

agents to be mentally sharp, patient, and detail oriented.  The participant later 

acknowledged that current records reviews are often more “document-heavy” than in the 

past, due to heavy use of email.  Additionally, computer forensics provided the ability to 

retrieve deleted records and all browser history, which often adds to the electronic 

records bulk.     

Eight of the participants cited that Millennials were an “entitled” generation.  One 

participant described Millennial entitlement as “wanting everything their parents have, 

but now, and without working hard to earn it.”  The participant stated that the sense of 

entitlement transcends to the workplace, where Millennials want to have the work 

assignments, tenure, and pay of senior staff, without putting in the time and effort needed 

for it to be earned.  Additionally, participants believed that Millennials felt entitled to 

management trust, rather than earning management trust through time or merit.  One 

participant stated, “Millennials want to have input on everything, and always want to be 

heard… [Millennials] want discussion rather than doing what is told.”  Another 

participant referred to Millennials as the “Why” Generation, because rather than doing 

what is told, they asked “why” they had to do a task.  Participants believed Millennials 

felt entitled to having an opinion that mattered, no matter how inexperienced or relatively 
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new they might be to the career field.  Table 1 presents data of special agent manager 

perceptions of the Millennial generation. 

Table 1 

Perceptions of Millennial Characteristics 

Themes     Participant Responses Percentage  

Unrealistic Expectations   12  100% 
Tech Savvy    11  92% 
Entitlement    8  67% 
Inexperienced    7  58% 
Eager to Learn    5  42% 
Complainers    4  33% 
Collaborative    3  25% 
Idealistic     3  25% 
Wants Access to All Info (Transparency)  3  25% 
Work-Life Balance    3  25% 
Innovative / Embraces Change   2  17% 
Well Educated    2  17% 
Multitasker    1  8% 
Poor Communicator    1  8% 

 

Reward Methods 

 All twelve research participants said “thank you” and other words of gratitude 

were simple ways to show appreciation to employees and were a sort of informal, 

everyday reward.  Nine participants used formal letters of appreciation to reward 

employees for acts worth commending.  Additionally, nine participants stated that 

“outstanding” performance ratings were rewards for exceptional work and achievement 

for the year.  Eight participants cited bonuses, time-off awards, and quality step increases 

(QSI) for rewards.  In the federal government, a QSI is a pay raise.  Table 2 provides data 

for special agent manager reward methods.     
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Table 2 

Reward Methods  

Themes    Participant Responses Percentage 

Thank You    12  100% 
Letters of Appreciation  9  75% 
"Outstanding" Performance Ratings  9  75% 
Bonuses     8  67% 
Time-off Awards   8  67% 
Quality Step Increases  8  67% 
Praise in Front of Peers & Other Leadership 4  33% 
Trust    4  33% 
Better Assignments   3  25% 

 

Methods to Build Trust 

 Eleven of the participants stated that communication was the primary method to 

build trust.  One participant explained that communicating expectations, both 

management expectations for employee and employee expectations for management, sets 

the foundation for trust building.  According to the participant, both manager and 

employee have the opportunity to build trust through meeting or exceeding expectations.  

Conversely, consistently not meeting expectations may diminish trust.   

 Seven participants referenced that, as a manager, following through with what 

you say builds credibility with employees.  Some participants used the term “practice as I 

preach,” while others used “walk the walk” to describe the action.  The seven respondents 

eluded that building credibility is imperative to building trust.  The data for special agent 

manager methods for building trust are presented in Table 3.   
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Table 3 

Methods to Build Trust 

Themes      Participant Responses Percentage 

Communication   11  92% 
Practice as I Preach (Walk the 
walk)  7  58% 
Build Relationship / Time  6  50% 
They Must Earn Trust to Get Trust  4  33% 
Transparency   2  17% 
Give Trust to Get Trust  2  17% 
Mentorship   1  8% 
Team Building   1  8% 
Depends on Individual  1  8% 
Deliver Outcomes   1  8% 

 

Engagement Methods 

 Ten of the participants used accolades and words of appreciation as means to 

promote employee engagement.  Although all twelve participants had previously cited 

using words of appreciation as rewards, only ten of the participants believed words of 

appreciation were an engagement method.  Seven of the participants believed high 

performance review ratings were an effective engagement method.  Five participants 

cited giving trust, better work assignments, and rewards as engagement methods.  Table 4 

provides the data for special agent manager engagement methods.  Ultimately, 58% of 

participants utilized the same engagement methods for all generations, while 42% 

employed different methods to engage each individual employee.   
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Table 4 

Engagement Methods  

Themes    Participant Responses Percentage 

Accolades & Appreciation / Praise  10  83% 
Performance Review Ratings  7  58% 
Build Trust / Give Trust  5  42% 
Give Better Assignments  5  42% 
Rewards    5  42% 
Communication   3  25% 
Transparency   3  25% 
Training    2  17% 
Work-Life Balance / Telework   2  17% 
Coaching / Mentorship  1  8% 
Team Building   1  8% 
Successful Work-Product Outcomes  1  8% 

 

Perception of Most Engaged Generation 

 Seven of the participants perceived Generation X employees to be the most 

engaged generation.  Four of the seven cited that Generation X employees were mid-

career and were working hard for promotions.  Three of the seven cited that Generation X 

employees had the work experience, skills, and abilities to be successful in their job roles; 

subsequently, Generation X employees were empowered to do their jobs.   

Three participants perceived Baby Boomers to be the most engaged generation.  

Two of the three participants cited that Baby Boomers were working hard to “build/leave 

their legacy.”  Two participants perceived Millennials to be the most engaged generation.  

Both participants referenced that Millennials were eager to learn new skills and build 

their careers.  Additionally, both participants cited that Millennials were quick to 

volunteer in the office.  One participant explained that Millennials have a “motive for 
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recognition.”  The participant believed that Millennials desired praise from managers, 

and volunteering for tasks brought about positive management attention (Figure 5).   

 

 

Figure 5: Most Engaged Generation 

Perception of Least Engaged Generation 

 Eight of the participants perceived Millennials to be the least engaged generation.  

One participant stated that Millennials were “pessimistic and critical of [organization’s] 

leadership.”  Another participant explained, “[Millennials] need to put in time and gain 

skills to be successful… have high expectations, but low job skills… it leads to 

frustration.”   

 Two participants perceived Baby Boomers to be the least engaged generation.  

Both participants cited that Baby Boomers were ready for retirement.  One participant 

stated that Baby Boomers were “lazy” and were “not motivated to work.”  Additionally, 

two participants perceived Generation X to be the least engaged generation.  One 
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participants stated that Generation X workers “made it” already, and had “previously 

been the most engaged generation.”  The participant explained that Generation X 

employees were content with their positions and were no longer engaged (Figure 6).   

 

Figure 6: Least Engaged Generation 

Summary 

 The data presented in this chapter unveiled special agent manager perceptions of 

Millennials characteristics and knowledge of employee engagement strategies.  Special 

agent managers perceived Millennials as having unrealistic expectations in the workplace 

and commonly overestimating their knowledge and skillset.  Millennials were also 

perceived to be tech savvy, and able to use technology to increase efficiency and 

productivity in the workplace.  Managers believed that Millennials were an entitled 

generation that wanted to be treated as tenured workers, but without putting in the time 

and effort.   
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 Special agent managers rewarded employees through simple words of 

appreciation, formal letters of appreciation, and official high performance review ratings.  

Managers used communication to build trust.  Few managers build trust through 

modeling the way or taking the time to build relationships.  Managers engaged employees 

through providing accolades for achievements and “Outstanding” performance ratings for 

great work.  Few managers bestowed trust, assigned prime work, or gave rewards to 

engage employees.  Managers perceived Generation X as being the most engaged in the 

workplace and Millennials as the least engaged in the workplace.    
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FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Since the turn of the millennia, there has been a plethora of publications 

discussing the eventual generation shift in the workplace.  As Baby Boomers retire, the 

younger Millennial generation will enter the workforce.  Consequently, since the turn of 

the millennia, scholars have conducted research to explore Millennial characteristics.  

The reports indicate that Millennials value mentorship, training, work-life balance, 

praise/rewards, and workplace environment/relationships (Park & Gursoy, 2012).   

In the year 2016, Millennials officially became the most predominant generation 

in the workforce (Fry, 2015).  Due to attrition of Baby Boomer’s in the workforce, 

valuable organizational knowledge and experience is being lost.  Additionally, younger 

Millennials entering the workforce are relatively inexperienced in comparison to Baby 

Boomers and Generation Xers currently in the workforce and tend to frequently jump 

from job to job.  Despite workplace challenges associated with the generational shift and 

the loss of employees due to attrition, organizations must continue to meet mission 

objectives. 

Employee engagement is a concept that has been linked to increased 

organizational performance ((Macey, Schneider, and Young, 2009; Vosloban, 2013).  

Engaged employees are more productive in the workplace than disengaged employees 

and are less prone to turnover (Macey & Schneider, 2008; Sprietzer & Porath, 2012).  

With knowledge of generational characteristics and values, managers can implement 

strategies to engage the Millennial workforce.   
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The workforce generational shift is exemplified in the federal special agent sector, 

where Congress enacted mandatory retirement ages for special agents (Office of Law 

Revision Counsel, 1974).  The researcher has been employed by the Federal Government 

for over eleven years and is currently a special agent manager.  The researcher has 

witnessed, firsthand, the generational shift in the special agent workforce.  Based on the 

generational shift, it is important to explore whether federal special agent managers 

utilize methods to effectively engage Millennial workers.  Pursuant to federal privacy 

policies and national security laws, the special agent workforce is a difficult to identify 

population that has not been widely studied.     

The research focused was to gather data on special agent management perceptions 

of Millennial characteristics and knowledge of engagement strategies.  Based on the data 

gathered, the researcher formulated five recommendations for special agent managers to 

engage Millennial workers.  Through incorporating the recommendations, special agent 

managers may be able to maintain or possibly increase productivity during transition 

years by effectively engaging the Millennial workforce.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore special agent 

management perceptions of Millennial generation characteristics and knowledge of 

employee engagement strategies.  As Baby Boomers retire, the Federal Government will 

repopulate the workforce with Millennials.  Based on the shifting generational 

demographics of the federal workforce, it is important for special agent managers to 

implement initiatives that engage Millennials in the federal workforce. 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to design evidence-based recommendations for special 

agent managers to engage Millennial generation federal workers.  Generational 

characteristics for Millennials differ than generational characteristics for those of the 

Baby Boomer generation and Generation X.  With more than 42% of the special agent 

workforce becoming retirement eligible (GAO, 2014), most of which are from the Baby 

Boomer Generation, it is important that federal managers understand generational 

characteristics of Millennials and are able to engage the Millennial workforce.  Based on 

the data results, the researcher formulated five recommendations for federal special agent 

managers to consider to increase employee engagement levels of Millennial generation 

federal workers.     

Proposed Solution 
 

Through a literature review, the researcher identified Millennial characteristics 

and employee engagement methods.  The researcher compared the literature review 

information with the research data.  Based on the comparison results, the researcher 

compiled five recommendations for special agent managers to consider aimed at 

engaging the Millennial workforce.    

Recommendation 1 

 Special agent managers should provide professional development opportunities, 

such as advanced training and mentorship, to Millennials as a means to engage the 

workforce.  Millennials are eager to learn and desire opportunities to build their 

knowledge, skills, and abilities (Petroulas et al., 2010).  Advanced training will allow 
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Millennials to boost their skillsets.  As a result, Millennial performance and productivity 

may improve.  

Another method to enhance abilities is to implement a mentorship program.  

Mentorship is a cost-effective engagement strategy.  Baby Boomers nearing retirement 

can pass down valuable knowledge to Millennials through mentorship programs.  

Correspondingly, Millennials can expand their organizational and trade knowledge 

through being mentored by experienced agents.   

Recommendation 2 

 Special agent managers should offer telework and flexible schedule opportunities 

to Millennials as a means to engage the workforce.  Millennials value work-life balance 

and cherish their leisure time (Petroulas et al., 2010; Stewart, 2006).  The Federal 

Government has been promoting the use of telework and flexible schedules to federal 

organizations (OPM, 2016).  Special agent managers should adopt such policies and 

encourage workers to make use of the benefit.  Telework and flexible schedules allow 

workers the ability to seamlessly fluctuate between work and leisure time.  Millennials 

able to shave hours off commuting will be able to put the extra hours towards work or 

leisure.  Millennials may appreciate the incentive, and may be more engaged in the 

workplace as a result.   

Recommendation 3 

 Special agent managers should expand current reward methods to include training 

opportunities, meaningful work assignments, bonuses, and time-off.  Millennials aspire to 

improve their skillsets and aim to put their newfound skills to work (Lueneburger, 2012; 

Petroulas et al., 2010; Suh & Hargis, 2016).  Additionally, Millennials want to play a role 
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in organizational successes, and meaningful work assignments provides that opportunity.  

Millennials want rewards, such as bonuses and time-off, for contributing to an 

organization’s success.   

Recommendation 4 

 Special agent managers should create a work environment that values open 

communication, transparency, work relationships, team building, and collaboration as a 

means to engage the Millennial workforce.  Millennials were raised in an era where 

information is readily accessible through the internet and social media.  Additionally, 

Millennials were raised in an era where frequent communication with individuals and 

groups around the world can happen in an instant through the use of smart phones, 

internet, and social media.  Consequently, in the workplace, Millennials expect instant 

access to information and a collaborative social environment, similarly to the way they 

live their personal lives (Petroulas et al., 2010). 

Recommendation 5 

 Special agent managers should provide meaningful work assignments or 

communicate how current assignments impact organizational goals as a means to engage 

the Millennial workforce.   Millennials place high value on impactful work, and prefer 

working for an important cause for less money than doing a needless task for more 

money (Lueneburger, 2012; Petroulas et al., 2010; Winograd & Hais, 2014).  Millennials 

tend to choose the special agent career field to serve and protect members of the 

community.  Special agent managers should utilize Millennials’ eagerness to work on 

impactful work, and allow newer Millennial agents to serve as co-case agents on high-

level, priority investigations.  This will provide Millennials an opportunity to work 
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meaningful cases, while learning from seasoned lead case agents.  If a special agent 

manager cannot assign a Millennial a high-level, priority investigation, the manager 

should communicate the importance of the Millennial’s current duties and how the 

current duties impact the organization and society.  

Factors to Consider 

 Special agent managers planning to incorporate the recommendations of this 

study may face challenges, such as budgetary limitations, policy barriers, and legal 

hurdles.  To incorporate the recommendation of providing professional development 

opportunities to Millennials, special agent managers must have the budget to pay for such 

programs.  In terms of advanced training, the Federal Government offers a variety of free 

online-based trainings for federal employees.  Courses can be found on the HR 

University website at www.hru.gov and the OPM website at 

https://www.opm.gov/WIKI/training/MainPage.ashx.   Additionally, each federal 

department offers free online training courses to employees of the specific department 

and agencies under its purview.   

If an agency has the budget to send employees to training where costs must be 

incurred, agencies can require employees to sign employment agreements.  The 

agreements can require employees to stay employed with the Federal Government for a 

period of one to three years, depending on the cost of the training.  Employees that leave 

federal service prior to satisfying the terms of the agreement must pay back the cost of 

the training.  Such employment agreements are currently used in various agencies 

throughout the Federal Government.  Ultimately, if special agents sign three year 

commitments for attending advanced trainings, the Federal Government will benefit from 
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having skilled agents committed to the organization for the term of the agreement.  

Additionally, federal managers will not have to worry about costs associated with 

turnover, loss of productivity, or hiring for employees signed to three year agreements.   

As discussed in the previous section, mentorship programs are a cost-effective 

method to develop new employees.  Mentorship programs provide opportunities for Baby 

Boomers to pass valuable organizational and trade knowledge to Millennials entering the 

workforce.  Formal mentorship programs are currently utilized in several federal 

agencies; subsequently, there does not appear to be any apparent policy or legal barriers 

for agencies planning to develop mentorship programs.   

Special agent managers planning to incorporate telework and flexible schedules to 

improve work-life balance must have policies in place to manage such programs.  

Managers must take into consideration reporting requirements for employees on telework 

status, and also core hours employees are required to work.  Managers must ensure 

employees on classified assignments do not bring classified material out of the office or 

input classified information on work products created out of the office.  Managers must 

also take into consideration legal liability if employees on telework status get into 

accidents or legal trouble while working remotely.  Such incidents should be discussed in 

telework policies and telework agreement forms.   

The same holds true for flexible schedules.  Managers must set core hours and 

days for employees to work.  Additionally, managers must discuss expectations with 

employees working flexible schedules and ensure deliverables are presented by 

deadlines.  Managers should require employees to sign agreement forms to ensure 

employees understand the flexible schedule policies and requirements.   
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Special agent managers planning to expand current reward methods, to include 

training opportunities, meaningful work assignments, bonuses, and time-off, must ensure 

such rewards are administered consistently throughout the office.  Policies should discuss 

metrics for receiving bonuses and time-off awards.  If rewards are not administered 

consistently, employees that do not receive rewards might allege favoritism or bias.  Such 

grievances could lead to low workplace moral or, possibly, civil suit.  Additionally, 

managers must take into consideration the budget pool designated for rewards and must 

add the estimated amounts during fiscal year budget requests.  Budget approvals are 

subject to Department Secretary, Congressional, and Presidential approvals. 

 There do not appear to be any budgetary, policy, or legal challenges for special 

agent managers planning to improve communication, transparency, work relationships, 

team building, or collaboration in the office.  Additionally, there do not appear to be any 

budgetary, policy, or legal challenges for special agent managers planning to engage 

Millennials through providing meaningful work assignments or communicating how 

current assignments impact organizational goals. 

Implementing Change 

The results of this research study yielded recommendations aimed at improving 

employee engagement levels of Millennial generation special agents.  To effectively 

engage the Millennial workforce, special agent managers must be willing to incorporate 

the recommendations of this study to promote change.  Oftentimes, organizational 

policies and procedures are frozen, and implementing change appears to be an impossible 

task (Burke, 2011; Lewin, 1947).  The generational shift in the workplace can serve as 

the catalyst that unfreezes federal workplace policies and procedures.  As Baby Boomers 
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retire and Millennials enter the workforce, federal leaders can adopt the recommendations 

of this study to engage the Millennial-driven workforce.  When policies are geared 

towards engaging the Millennial workforce, federal law enforcement agencies can 

refreeze the policies and procedures.   

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 Changing special agent managers’ perceptions of the Millennial generation and 

methods of promoting employee engagement will be a momentous endeavor.  As a 

special agent manager, the researcher must identify other special agent managers that are 

always on the lookout for new methods to improve operations.  The managers that value 

innovation will be the change agents that will adopt the recommendations of this study to 

improve engagement levels of Millennials.  If the innovators are able to effectively 

engage the Millennial workforce, which can be measured by turnover rates and Federal 

Employee Viewpoint Survey results (OPM, 2016), other special agent managers may 

adopt the strategies.   

To implement wide-scale incorporation of the recommendations of this study 

there must be a proponent advocating for change (Rogers, 2003).  Currently, the 

researcher is a federal special agent manager that oversees operations across six states; 

subsequently, the researcher should be the “Change Agent” for this initiative.  The 

Change Agent regularly participates in meetings and liaison efforts with various special 

agent managers in Washington, D.C., where most federal law enforcement agencies are 

headquartered.  Additionally, the Change Agent started his federal special agent career in 

the state of California, and regularly meets with and liaisons with federal agency 

representatives throughout the state.  Employee engagement is a current topic of focus 
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during federal manager meetings.  The Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) is 

administered throughout the federal government every fiscal year (OPM, 2016).  The 

FEVS is a questionnaire aimed at assessing engagement levels and commitment levels of 

federal employees.  The results are presented per Department, agency, and sub-agency. 

Subsequently, federal managers frequently discuss methods of engaging the workforce 

and improving upon previous years’ FEVS scores.   

 The Change Agent should utilize future meetings as an opportunity to present the 

recommendations for engaging Millennial workers.  The Change Agent should begin by 

discussing the retirement rates of Baby Boomers and the hiring influx of Millennial 

employees entering the federal workforce.  The Change Agent should highlight the 

differences in generational characteristics between the two generations, and also discuss 

negative and positive stereotypes of the Millennial generation.  Furthermore, the Change 

Agent should discuss engagement strategies focused on the Millennial workforce.  The 

objective is for the Change Agent to introduce the recommendations to innovative 

opinion leaders that will adopt the strategies (Rogers, 2003).  If the innovative opinion 

leaders achieve positive results, the rest of the special agent manager population may 

slowly adopt the new practices.   

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 Currently, many federal agencies have working groups to improve FEVS scores.  

The recommendations can be evaluated through FEVS comparisons throughout the years.  

The FEVS results for fiscal year 2016 were published in September 2016.  Subsequently, 

federal agencies are assessing the results and strategizing methods to improve scores for 
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fiscal year 2017.  Special agent managers that incorporate this study’s recommendations 

during fiscal year 2017 can aspire for improved FEVS results in fiscal year 2018.   

Implications 

Practical Implications 

 The recommendations of this study are aimed at promoting employee engagement 

with Millennials in the federal special agent workforce.  Millennials that are engaged in 

the workplace will be more motivated and dedicated than disengaged employees.  

Motivation and dedication equate to decreased turnover rates (Lueneburger, 2012; 

Vosloban, 2013).  Increased engagement levels also equate to increased productivity and 

performance (Macey, Schneider, and Young, 2009; Vosloban, 2013).  The American 

people, taxpayers, and federal agencies are the beneficiaries of an engaged federal special 

agent workforce.   

Implications for Future Research 

 This study utilized a non-probability sampling method; subsequently, only a small 

sampling of the special agent manager population served as participants.  Moving 

forward, the special agent population would benefit from a larger-scale study utilizing a 

random sampling technique and incorporating a mixed methods research approach.  The 

mixed methods study could utilize random sampling qualitative interviews and random 

sampling quantitative survey questionnaires.  Additionally, the study could be conducted 

by a third-party, non-profit research organization with no government affiliation.  The 

data obtained would provide valuable information that can assist federal special agent 

managers assess the effectiveness of current engagement methods and also assess current 

engagement levels of Millennials. 
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Summary of Findings 
 

 The literature review revealed that Millennials valued mentorship, training, 

meaningful work, praise and rewards, work-life balance, and workplace 

environment/relationships (Lueneburger, 2012; Park & Gursoy, 2012; Petroulas et al., 

2010).  The research data revealed most special agent managers associated Millennials 

with negative stereotypes, such as having unrealistic expectations, being entitled, and 

being unexperienced.  Being “tech savvy” was the only positive perception of 

Millennials, shared by 92% of participants.  All other perceptions had less than 50% 

response rate.  

 The research data revealed special agent managers rewarded employees with 

words of gratitude, letters of appreciation, “Outstanding” performance review ratings, 

bonuses, time-off awards, and raises.  To an extent, participant responses for reward 

methods were on-par with Millennial reward preferences; however, the literature review 

revealed Millennials highly valued training opportunities and meaningful work 

assignments (Lueneburger, 2012; Petroulas et al., 2010).  Unfortunately, none of the 

participants provided training opportunities as rewards, and only 25% of participants 

gave more meaningful work assignments as rewards.   

 The research data revealed special agent managers built trust through 

communicating with employees.  To an extent, participants utilized an effective method 

to build trust with Millennials; however, the literature review identified Millennials as 

highly valuing transparency, mentorship, and team building (Petroulas et al., 2010; 

Winograd & Hais, 2014).  Unfortunately, only 17% of participants cited transparency as a 
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trust building method, and only 8% of participants cited mentorship and team building as 

trust building methods.   

 The data identified only two employee engagement methods as having above a 

50% participant response rate.  Eighty-three percent of participants used accolades and 

praise to engage employees, and 58% of participants used performance reviews to engage 

employees.  Both are effective methods for promoting employee engagement; however, 

the literature review identified Millennials also valued mentorship, training, meaningful 

work assignments, work-life balance, and work environment/relationships (Lueneburger, 

2012; Petroulas et al., 2010; Suh & Hargis, 2016). 

Conclusion 

 This dissertation in practice was aimed at finding possible solutions for a real 

world problem.  Federal law enforcement agencies are undergoing budget cuts and 

increased attrition.  Furthermore, valuable organizational knowledge and trade experience 

are dissipating with mass retirements of the Baby Boomer workforce.  As Baby Boomers 

retire, Millennials, new to the workforce, are entering in droves.  Millennials are 

stereotyped as quick to leave organizations when not engaged in the workplace.  

Subsequently, special agent managers must proactively make organizational changes to 

engage the Millennial workforce.   

 This study utilized a non-random sampling technique to gather data on a 

population that has not been widely studied.  Special agent managers were interviewed to 

explore perceptions of the Millennial generation and also explore knowledge and usage 

of engagement strategies utilized in the workplace.  Special agent manager responses 
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were compared to information gathered from literature reviews on the topics of 

Millennial characteristics and employee engagement.   

This study revealed that special agent managers shared common negative 

stereotypes of the Millennial generation.  Additionally, special agent managers utilized 

only limited techniques to effectively engage the Millennial workforce.  Subsequently, 

this study yielded recommendations aimed at promoting engagement levels with 

Millennials.  Federal special agent managers should innovate and adopt the 

recommendations to boost engagement levels of the Millennial workforce.  Special agent 

managers searching for ideas to boost scores for next year’s FEVS should take serious 

consideration into incorporating the recommendations of this study.   
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Appendix A 

Creighton University  
2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178 

Phone: 402-280-2700  
 
 

 

Participant Information Letter  
 
XXXX XX, 2016 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
I am pursuing a doctoral degree from Creighton University, and am writing my 
dissertation on federal special agent management perceptions of Millennial generational 
characteristics and knowledge of employee engagement strategies.  According to a report 
released by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO), over 600,000 federal 
workers will be retirement-eligible by the year 2017.  In the federal law enforcement 
community upwards of 42% of the workforce will be retirement-eligible by 2017.  Based 
on the shifting generational demographics of the federal workforce, it is important for 
federal special agent managers to implement initiatives that engage Millennial generation 
federal workers.  Your position in the federal government distinguishes you as a potential 
participant that is able to assist in the interview phase of this qualitative research study; 
subsequently, I kindly invite you to participate in this research study.  As the researcher, I 
want to emphasize that participation is strictly voluntary, and participants can withdraw 
from taking part in the study at any time.   
 
During the data gathering phase, I will ensure anonymity for participants by using 
pseudonyms in my dissertation for research participants, referenced names, and 
referenced federal agencies.  Furthermore, neither real names nor other identifiable 
information will be released or disseminated, and all written records will be shredded and 
disposed at the conclusion of the dissertation.  The anonymity granted to participants 
minimizes potential exposure risks for participants.   
 
The aim of this study is to design evidence-based recommendations for federal special 
agent managers to engage the Millennial generation federal workforce.  At the end of the 
study I will devise five recommendations for federal law enforcement managers to 
consider to increase engagement levels for the Millennial generation workforce.  Through 
incorporating the recommendations, federal special agent managers may be able to 
maintain or possibly increase productivity during transition years by effectively engaging 
Millennial generation federal workforce.   
 
I believe that my research comes at a pristine time when federal managers are actively 
working to increase employee engagement levels.  I kindly request your participation in 
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this research study.  Since this research is strictly voluntary, compensation will not be 
provided to participants.   
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to reach out to me at XXX-XXX-XXXX, or 
my dissertation chair Dr. Bill Raynovich at XXX-XXX-XXXX. If you have questions 
about research subjects’ rights, you may contact the Creighton University Institutional 
Review Board at 402-280-2126. 
 
Sincerely 

 
Shawn Dionida  
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Appendix B 
Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research 
study, and to make that decision without any pressure from the people 
who are conducting the research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time 
after you begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to 
you, and what you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the 
study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the 
study and whether you will be compensated for participating in the 
study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you 
and how your confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about 
research-related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you 
have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a 
research-related injury, and who will pay for research-related 
treatment.  
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions 

Special Agent Management Perspectives on Millennial Generation Characteristics and 

Employee Engagement Strategies  

 

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer:  

Interviewee:  

Position of Interviewee:  

 

Thank you for participating in the research study from the Creighton University. The 

purpose of the research study is to explore federal special agent management / leadership 

perspectives on Millennial generational characteristics and employee engagement 

strategies. 

 

Questions: 

 

1. What is your age?  [Record generation] 

 

2. How many years have you been employed by the federal government? 
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3. How many years have you been in federal law enforcement? 

 

4. Have you been employed by other federal agencies?  Which agencies? 

 

5. How long have you been in a federal management / leadership position? 

 

6. How many different organizations have you worked for throughout your career? 

 

7. How do you reward workers for their accomplishments? 

 

8. What methods do you use to build trust with your workers? 

 

9. Describe the professional development opportunities offered to your employees. 

 

10. Describe methods you employ to encourage employee engagement at the 

workplace. 

 

11. Do you use the same engagement strategies for the whole workforce or do you 

use different engagement strategies based on employee characteristics? 

 

12. Do you supervise / manage Millennial generation employees? 
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13. Describe your perception of Millennial generation characteristics (1981-1999). 

Strengths?  Weaknesses?  Motivations?  Values 

 

14. What generation do you believe is the most engaged in the workplace?  Why? 

 

15. What generation do you believe is the least engaged in the workplace?  Why? 
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