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It’s a gross understatement to say that the business world has become more technical over the past generation. 

With the proliferation of technologies used to meet business needs, the skill sets that enterprises require are in a 

constant state of change. Business leaders now need employees who understand and apply technology to solve 

business problems; they expect new hires emerging from colleges and universities to spearhead these efforts. 

Why? These young adults came of age with myriad gadgets and applications that make them at home in a 

business world where omnipresent computers, smartphones, and more give every job a technical component. 

In April 2010, Microsoft commissioned Forrester Consulting to evaluate and recommend how universities and 

their IT departments should prepare students to enter and compete in a technology-driven business landscape. 

In conducting in-depth interviews with 10 academics teaching in professional tracks at universities and 10 

human resources (HR) professionals at enterprises (1,000+ employees), Forrester found that while technology 

is lightly incorporated into degree paths, businesses assume that graduates are highly skilled technology 

natives, ready to hit the ground running. As such, those graduates who combine an understanding of theory, 

mastery of soft skills, and awareness of technology’s place in business stand out as business-ready employees. 

Because educators give students a glimpse into how technology applies to business theory, and business leaders 

look for mastery of these technologies to differentiate job candidates, IT departments at universities need to 

provide tools that are akin to what students will encounter in business. Doing so will help students hone, in the 

classroom and on their own, the skills necessary to be successful in business.  

Forrester’s study yielded the following key findings: 

 Gen Yers are viewed as being very technically skilled. Because they grew up with computers, ubiquitous 

Internet access, and a range of Web-enabled applications such as social networks and instant messaging, 

its assumed young adults can immediately thrive in the very technical workplace. As such, many university 

professors bypass basic computer and productivity software training; however, business leaders look to 

younger employees to quickly pick up and run with applications that their companies are rolling out.  

 Students learn about technology in business with hands-on experiences. Outside of programs like computer 

science and highly specialized business tracks, expressly teaching students how to use specific 

applications is rarely part of a professional major path. Professors instead focus on providing their pupils 

with the principles and practices of the fields the students plan to enter. Technology is used to illustrate 

points and provide demonstrations on how tools are specifically applied in business settings. To make this 

real, students need to use the technology in settings like internships or other contextual experiences.  

 Business leaders seek business-ready employees who can apply technology at work. While young entrants 

into the workforce may be deft in using consumer technology, this does not mean that they understand 

how it applies to business. Thus, while HR managers find that Gen Yers are technically savvy, they seek 

applicants who understand how businesses operate, can foster good working relationships with 

colleagues, and can apply their technical skills to help the company use technology more efficiently and 

effectively.  
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When university students graduate, they will enter a business world that is markedly different than the one 

their parents and many of their professors entered in previous decades. Although the personal computer (PC) 

began to appear in offices in the 1980s, its power in and importance to the workplace has exploded with the 

advent of the Internet and the proliferation of productivity, collaboration, and business applications, making the 

PC indispensable.  

Ten years ago, our CEO didn’t even have a computer on his desk — he had a secretary write it all. Now 
everything is electronic. (Regional human resources manager, financial services) 

Business leaders view these technologies as a way to increase the efficiency and productivity of their workforce 

because the tools streamline and automate many business processes. As such, business leaders provide their 

employees with numerous applications to help them communicate and collaborate (see Figure 1). In addition, 

the evolution of computers and mobile phones has provided information workers with a range of endpoints 

from which to access these tools (see Figure 2). The reach of computer technology isn’t limited to the office 

worker, though. The benefits of technology are being realized in a range of settings beyond the office: the 

hospital room, the newsroom, the factory floor, the battlefield, and beyond.  

Technology is the biggest factor of change in our industry. Most are drawn to healthcare out of 
compassion, so that’s a given, but what they bring now is an added knowledge of technology. (Director, 
human resources, healthcare)  

Documentation compliments the source and vice versa . . . every source has an agenda . . . We use the 
Internet to verify or confirm things [and] triangulate that information. (Associate professor, 
journalism) 
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Gen Yers — those born between 1980 and 2000 — came of age just as PCs were becoming fixtures in homes and 

the Internet was emerging as a vital information source and conduit for commerce. Because they’ve been 

exposed to these technologies from a young age, they’ve been termed “Digital Natives,” expected to be able to 

easily pick up and understand all manner of gadgets and devices. Before they set foot on a college campus, these 

young adults are already tagged as being proficient with a range of technologies.  

The students come with familiarity and comfort, based on their social experiences . . . They are not 
intimidated by technology, as many folks in my own generation are. (Associate professor, supply 
management) 

When they leave college, business leaders expect these young adults to behave like Digital Natives, ready to use 

the technology their company provides them with as soon as they set foot on the job.  

You want people to be able to hit the ground running. With the recession, we have less time for training 
and development, so it’s more important to have them ready [on] day one. (Human resources business 
partner, clinical research) 

Back in the day, having basic knowledge of [spreadsheet software] would suffice, but we’re now looking 
for a much higher level of tech savvy with those tools; someone who can do forecasting and is more of a 
master . . . In the past we wanted folks who we could groom and teach our ways, and now we are 
looking for people who bring in new ideas that we can use and institute across the company. (SVP, 
talent acquisition, financial services) 

But are Gen Yers really being prepared at the university level to successfully market and use their technical 

proficiency in a business environment?  
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Although computer technologies are essential to the industries that students are entering, these tools aren’t the 

centerpiece of many professional programs like finance and business management. Professors within these 

degree paths start with an assumption: Their students already know the basics of using computer software 

when they reach their class.  

When they start the program, they are very tech savvy. I don’t think you'll find a student that’s not 
savvy in social technology, and they have a great ability to pick up on enterprise applications. 
(Professor, information technology) 

This assumption, of course, shapes how technology is presented to students within these majors.  

 Universities look at technology as a draw for prospective students. Understanding that they are competing 

for students, some academics view providing the latest technology as essential to differentiating. These 

educators want high school graduates to perceive their institution as providing technology that will hold 

the students’ interest and expose them to what they will encounter in the workplace.  

Those that are tech savvy are quite a bit above the curve . . . We have to be sure we are ready for those 
students, and keep up with their expectations. That includes smart boards on our end, and other newer 
tools. If a professor holds up chalk and says, “This is the only tech I need,” we run the risk of losing the 
students’ confidence in this age. (Dean, college of business) 

 Students spend little time on the basics of using computers in their majors. As a natural outcome of 

assuming that students are technically savvy, professors don’t spend time explaining the fundamentals of 

word processing, spreadsheets, email, and other basic computer software. While students who aren’t 

adept at using these tools are provided remedial courses to get them up to speed, it is taken as an article of 

faith that most students are ready to use basic productivity software from the outset.  

Our business majors are required to demonstrate proficiency in [spreadsheet software] . . . [word 
processing], [and] database programs before they get to my course — before they become a business 
major. Most merely take some proficiency exams. Those not comfortable can take one unit classes on 
each. Most students have this proficiency when they get here. (Professor, accounting) 

 Professors use technology to illustrate what students will face in industry. The bulk of instruction provides 

students with an understanding of the principles and practices of the fields they hope to enter. To this end, 

technology is sprinkled in to provide students real-world context for the theory that the instructor is 

presenting.  

We use [ERP software] as a vehicle to teach production management. It helps them understand the 
concepts, challenges, and relationships in the real world. (Associate professor, supply management) 

More dependent than ever on technology to run their companies, business leaders view college graduates as 

being able to easily fit into their business environments and make valuable contributions immediately. 

We need folks who are comfortable using tech, [have a] working knowledge of [spreadsheets software] 
. . . especially [presentation software] — they will be asked to prepare and give presentations right off 
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the bat, so they need those tech skills coming in. We also use [a collaboration platform] internally . . . It’s 
often the junior hires who get the responsibility of posting/handling those aspects as well. (Regional 
human resources manager, financial services) 

Why? Like academics, business leaders expect these recent graduates to innately have the necessary technical 

skills to survive in this computer-dependent business world.  

What students aren’t tech savvy these days? They are so much more fluent in general. They grew up on 
[productivity software]. It’s such a given that they have it — but it is a necessity. (HR generalist, 
financial services) 

Business leaders look to their new hires to help the company in very specific ways.  

 Help the business become more collaborative. Thanks to their use of various social networking, 

microblogging, and instant messaging technologies, managers look to Gen Yers to teach the business how 

to collaborate. While these young adults seek out opportunities at companies that allow them to work in 

teams and have their opinions heard, they have not necessarily achieved the clout in business to really 

drive the use of collaboration technologies  

The social nature of these hires is definitely making its way in. The HR group now has a weekly blog, 
instead of a bulletin. It allows people to comment and interact with the posts. We also have our own 
intranet, are spinning off sites within that, and we’ve created a [collaboration platform] site to access 
documents. There was definitely influence to get these kind of technologies from the younger crowd. 
(HR generalist, financial services) 

 Introduce new technologies to older employees. As technology advances, business leaders will look to 

update and upgrade their hardware and software infrastructure to take advantage of potential 

productivity and efficiency gains. Bringing these tools behind the corporate firewall, these managers look 

to their younger employees as individuals who are familiar with using them and can guide colleagues who 

are not.  

Early on it was perfectly acceptable to hire someone with no tech skills, but now there is an expectation 
that they already have those skills and are even training other older employees. (Human resources 
business partner, clinical research) 

 Learn and begin using proprietary tools quickly. Every business has software that is unique to a specific 

business process and job in that company. Business leaders anticipate that Gen Yers’, unlike their older 

counterparts, have baseline computing skills that allow them to master these tools and become 

contributing members of the company in short order.  
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The side effect of business leaders expecting that all young applicants have computer skills is that baseline 

technology affinity becomes a commodity. So, hiring managers prize prospects who have a complete skill set: 

the ability to communicate in a business setting, multitask, demonstrate leadership, show initiative, and apply 

their technical skills to the working world. This final point is important: It goes beyond students mastering 

theory to understanding how technology fits into workflows and how workers can manipulate these tools to do 

new and innovative things for the company. Unfortunately, students’ inherent technical skills do not naturally 

translate to having this understanding.  

College students are very tech savvy when it comes to recreational aspects of technology — social 
networking, downloading mp3 files, YouTube, and texting — but when you start to challenge them with 
the more productive, business-oriented programs [or] technologies, they are not that sophisticated. 
(Associate professor, supply management) 

To stand out during the interview process, recent graduates are going to have to show hiring managers that:  

 They understand what technology means in business. Job applicants must be able to show that they can 

combine the theory they learned with the available technology and apply that to the specifics of a business. 

To do this, students need experience with applicable software as well as an understanding of the business 

world, which is often gained through internships done independently or through the school’s sponsorship.  

We look for . . . experience on [the] digital side. In an interview, it’s important to be able to express the 
skill set that they learned (show that they’re able to apply it). [Programming languages], an internship, 
and being able to show application of using general EE principles is key thing. They need real-world 
experience, not just straight A’s. (Employment manager, telecom) 

 They can do something more advanced with software packages. Because hiring managers expect students 

to have a baseline understanding of tools like productivity software, applicants who show more 

sophistication than their peers stand out. To hiring managers, it suggests that such hiring prospects can be 

given more work than others because they have the ability to do a range of specialized tasks, making them 

more valuable to the business.  

If they can talk about a good project they did in class involving macros, etc. —something unusual, 
beyond basic Word and Excel skills — that does stand out in an interview for a new hire. (Human 
resources manager, accounting) 

 They could create new tools to help the business. Going hand-in-hand with demonstrating that they are 

advanced users of technologies, recent graduates who know how to manipulate these tools to create new 

uses are very valuable to the business. Why? Businesses are always looking for more efficient ways to use 

technologies, and if an employee can create a means to accomplish this, it can positively affect the bottom 

line.  

We are very scientific, so we look for tech skills. We had one recent grad, through his tech skills, build a 
credit risk system using [database software]. That is what we’re looking for; the ability to add 
something we don’t already have. (Human resources business partner, clinical research)   
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In this study, Forrester interviewed 10 educators and 10 HR professionals in the US to evaluate how Gen Y 

students are being prepared to enter the workplace and how they are adapting once they are in their first 

professional roles. Interviewees included college and university professors and deans responsible for 

professional or business-oriented programs, as well as HR professionals for large enterprises responsible for 

hiring employees in their first job out of college. Respondents were offered $50 to $100 as a thank you for time 

spent on the survey. The study began in May 2010 and was completed in June 2010. 
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