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Executive Summary

Workforce readiness in 2026 is not a capability crisis. It is an alignment 

challenge between Gen Z expectations and HR realities.



This survey examines perspectives from Gen Z professionals and HR 

leaders across industries in India, with a focus on how expectations 

around growth, readiness, AI adoption, and learning design are shaping 

the early workforce experience. The findings highlight five forces 

influencing early career dynamics: the growth architecture gap, retention 

momentum risk, the readiness perception gap, rapid AI adoption with 

evolving organisational enablement, and the alignment of learning 

design priorities.



Gen Z professionals place strong emphasis on career growth and skill 

development when evaluating opportunities, while organizations often 

emphasize culture and flexibility when communicating value. Differences 

in how readiness is assessed and how learning systems are structured 

can further shape early career experiences.



Across these themes, one signal remains consistent: motivation to learn 

and grow remains strong among early professionals. The challenge for 

organizations is not ambition among talent, but ensuring that growth 

pathways, learning systems, and workplace expectations evolve in ways 

that align with that ambition.



The findings that follow highlight the key signals shaping the Gen Z–HR 

workforce outlook and how organizations can better translate shared 

priorities into structured early career development.
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Top Findings
Signals Reshaping the Gen Z–HR Workforce Outlook

Signals Defining the Early Workforce Experience

Gen Z Knows Exactly What They Want From a Job. Their Employers Have No Idea. 
Nearly half of Gen Z professionals say career growth determines whether they 
accept a job, yet only about 1 in 5 HR leaders recognize it as the top driver.

Your Best New Hire Might Already Be Mentally Quitting 
7 out of 10 Gen Z professionals say they would consider switching roles within a 
year if learning opportunities stall.

Gen Z Thinks They're Ready. HR Thinks Otherwise. Only One Of Them Is Right. 
More than 3 out of 4 Gen Z professionals believe they are technically ready for 
work, while only 17% of HR leaders agree.

The Real Reason Freshers Struggle Has Nothing To Do With Tech.  
3 out of 4 HR leaders say freshers struggle most with communication and 
stakeholder management in the workplace.

Signals Reshaping Learning and Capability Development

Gen Z Didn't Get The AI Memo. They Wrote It.  
Over 2 out of 3 Gen Z professionals report using AI tools every day to support 
productivity, learning, and work tasks.

Half The Workforce Runs On AI. Half The Organizations Still Runs On Hope. 
Only about half of organizations have formal AI guidelines governing AI use, even as 
everyday adoption accelerates.

Everyone Agrees On The Best Way To Train Gen Z. Nobody's Actually Doing It. 
About two-thirds of Gen Z professionals and well over half of HR leaders agree that 
project-based learning is the most effective format.

Gen Z And HR Agree For Once. Somehow Companies Still Get It Wrong 
Despite clear signals from both talent and HR, 53% of organizations do not run 
learning initiatives aligned with Gen Z’s preference for hands-on, project-based 
formats and structured skill pathways.

03



Five Workforce Themes Shaping the Gen Z–HR Outlook

The survey highlights five themes revealing where Gen Z expectations and organizational systems align, 
where they diverge, and how early career development is being shaped at work.

1 Growth Architecture Gap
How Gen Z defines opportunity versus how organizations signal 
career progression.

2 Retention Momentum Risk
Why early career reassessment and exit decisions increasingly 
emerge within the first year.

3 Readiness Perception Gap
How Gen Z self-confidence and employer evaluation diverge across 
technical and workplace skills.

4 AI Adoption & Organizational Enablement
Rapid AI usage among early professionals compared with evolving 
organizational structures and policy frameworks.

5 Learning Design Alignment
Agreement on learning priorities, but variation in how learning 
systems are structured and delivered.
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The Growth Architecture Gap

How Gen Z Defines Opportunity vs How Organizations Signal It

Early career job decisions are increasingly anchored in progression rather than compensation.

HR Perception of 

What Freshers Value MostGen Z Priority Drivers

Career GrowthCareer Growth

45% 19%

Culture and Flexibility Culture and Flexibility

26% 50%

Salary and Benefits Salary and Benefits

15% 20%

Purpose and Impact Purpose and Impact

7% 5%

Brand Reputation Brand Reputation

3% 1%

Role Clarity Role Clarity

4% 5%

45% vs 19%

Career growth is Gen Z’s top driver.


Only 1 in 5 HR leaders recognize it.

Are organizations signaling progression as clearly as early talent prioritizes it ?
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What Gen Z wants

Growth is not contested. It is positioned differently.

Gen Z evaluates opportunity through visible progression, while organizations often emphasize culture 
first. The gap lies in emphasis, and emphasis shapes how early career professionals interpret long-term 
opportunity.

Make Growth Visible

Clear career pathways influence early 
decisions more than implied opportunity 
alone.

Lead With Trajectory

Future career mobility often matters 
more than culture during early job 
evaluations.

Define Skill Milestones

Visible advancement criteria shape how 
growth potential is interpreted by early 
talent. 

Embed Growth Into Design

Growth feels credible when built into role 
structure from the very start.

“In my experience, Gen Z isn't lost; they're just highly selective. HR thinks they need more 
'direction,' but what they actually need is a reason to care. If we want their time and energy, we 
have to be much more transparent about the 'why.' It’s less about offering them a job and more 
about offering them a tangible outcome they can actually own.”

 — Meganadha Reddy, Senior Director - Learning & Development, HighRadius
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The Retention Momentum Risk

Early attrition is not sudden. It builds when momentum slows.

Both Gen Z professionals and HR leaders indicate that exit decisions often form within the first year if 
growth slows.

When Gen Z would 

consider leaving if growth stalls

HR View

<6 months<6 months

32% 26%

6–12 months 6–12 months

37% 42%

12–18 months 12–18 months

21% 26%

Rarely leave Rarely leave

6%10%

Nearly 7 out of 10 Gen Z professionals would consider leaving within a year if growth stalls, 
a pattern that is also reflected in HR leaders’ expectations around early attrition.

HR Leaders Cite These as Top Reasons for Early Attrition

Misaligned role expectations

Work culture issues

Better salary elsewhere

Poor manager support

Lack of skill development

Role mismatch and culture factors appear as slightly stronger factors than salary 
alone for HR leaders.

45%

41%

39%

36%

23%

07



The First-Year Retention Equation

Retention in the first year is shaped less by tenure and more by alignment. When early role 
expectations do not match day-to-day experience, reassessment begins quickly. The first 12 months 
function as a testing ground for long-term commitment.

Align Role With Promise

Retention weakens when early job 
experience differs from what was initially 
communicated.

Make the First Year a 
Learning Engine

Early career employees reassess 
commitment quickly when skill 
development slows or learning visibility is 
limited.

Build Stronger Manager 
Touchpoints

Regular feedback, coaching, and 
transparent communication significantly 
influence early career stability and 
confidence.

Connect Learning to 
Performance

Skill development must visibly improve 
day-to-day performance to sustain 
engagement and reduce exit risk.
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The Readiness Perception Gap

How Self-Assessment and Employer Evaluation Differ

Self-confidence and employer evaluation do not move in parallel. The gap appears across both 
technical capability and workplace skills.

Technical Readiness Gap

Gen Z Self-Confidence  HR Evaluation

77% rate 4–5 17% rate 4–5

83% rate average or below

60+ Point Gap - In Perceived Readiness

Soft Skills Readiness Gap

Self - confidence among Gen Z HR Evaluation

CommunicationCommunication

CollaborationCollaboration

Problem-Solving

Etiquette

Time Management

Problem-Solving

Etiquette

Time Management

75% 17%

68% 6%

80% 12%

Gen Z expresses high confidence across both technical and workplace skills, yet employer 
evaluation remains consistently more conservative, indicating a systemic gap between 

perceived readiness and applied capability.
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The Readiness Disconnect

Confidence among Gen Z respondents is high across technical and workplace skills. More than 3 out of 
4 Gen Z professionals rate their technical readiness highly, yet only 17% feel fully prepared by college 
education, while about 3 out of 4 HR leaders rate academic readiness as average or inadequate, 
pointing to transition and benchmark differences.

Different Performance 
Benchmarks

Self-assessment often reflects familiarity 
with concepts, while employers evaluate 
execution under ambiguity, pressure, and 
stakeholder expectations.

The Academic-to-Work 
Transition

Limited exposure to real-world business 
context may widen the gap between 
perceived readiness and applied 
capability.

Demonstrated Skills Build Credibility

Employers prioritize applied problem-solving, communication, and project execution.

More than 85% of HR leaders say demonstrable skills matter more than academic pedigree.

“Most readiness gaps I see aren’t about people lacking skills—they’re about organizations 
not providing the real scenario. We teach frameworks, not standards, simulations, not 
consequences. Then we are surprised when learners struggle in real work. Readiness 
doesn’t come from more training—it comes from earlier exposure to real problems, real 
expectations, and feedback that actually reflects the work.”

— Zahida Jabeen, Associate Director Learning & Development, Deloitte South Asia
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AI Adoption and Organizational Enablement

AI usage is strong and embedded in daily workflows across talent. However, organizational governance 
and policy frameworks are still catching up.

Adoption Outpaces Formalization

Gen Z Adoption  Organizational Enablement

68% use AI daily 46% formally enable AI with guidelines

74% use AI to clarify concepts 49% allow AI without clear policy

69% use AI tools for learning 4% restrict usage

Only 8% do not use AI AI literacy is a top L&D focus area

Over 2 out of 3 Gen Z professionals use AI in their daily workflows.

Individual usage is accelerating. Organizational systems must evolve in parallel.

Do Gen Z Professionals Expect 
AI to Replace Their Role?

16%

23% 60%

How Else Is Gen Z Using AI?

Beyond learning support, Gen Z 
professionals are also integrating AI into 
everyday tasks.



58% use AI for productivity tasks such as 
summarizing information or drafting 
emails, while 50% use it for creative work 
like content or design. AI is also used for 
assignments (39%) and coding or 
automation support (34%), indicating that 
AI tools are becoming embedded in daily 
workflows.

No Don’t know Yes

3 out of 5 Gen Z professionals do not believe AI will replace their role, reinforcing that AI is 
seen more as a productivity tool than a job threat.
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Beyond AI Experimentation

AI integration among early professionals appears driven more by capability and curiosity than by 
replacement anxiety. Notably, nearly 60% of young professionals do not believe AI will replace their 
roles. However, uneven policy clarity and depth of capability suggest that organizational maturity 
remains a work in progress.

Translate AI Usage 

Into Value

Daily AI use is widespread, but 
measurable productivity and innovation 
gains require intentional integration into 
workflows.

Standardize Responsible 
Adoption

As experimentation grows, organizations 
must define guardrails that balance 
flexibility with accountability and data 
integrity.

Expand AI Literacy Beyond Tools

AI familiarity is high, yet deeper understanding of prompts, limitations, and ethical use remains 
critical for sustained impact.
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Learning Design Alignment

How Learning Systems Translate Shared Priorities into Practice

Learning design is examined across four dimensions: where learning happens, which formats work best, 
what barriers limit continuity and skill development priorities.

Where Learning Happens

Gen Z Learning Channels Organizational Learning Channels

AI tools (ChatGPT, Claude, etc.) AI tools (ChatGPT, Claude, etc.)

69% 65%

YouTube tutorials / videos YouTube tutorials / videos

69% 44%

Online courses / platforms Online courses / platforms

53% 44%

On-the-job learning On-the-job learning

51% 54%

Mentorship / coaching Mentorship / coaching

54% 37%

College / classroom learning College / classroom learning

13% 13%

While both Gen Z and HR align on digital tools and on-the-job experiences as primary 
learning channels, differences emerge in how these are accessed, with Gen Z relying 

more on self-driven and informal learning.
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Preferred learning formats and experience design factors

Gen Z  Preference What HR Believes Gen Z Prefers

Project-based, hands-on learning Project-based learning

66% 59%

Live instructor-led Live instructor-led

55% 39%

Self-paced online Self-paced online

43% 33%

Mentorship programs Mentorship programs

33% 35%

Gamified learning Gamified learning

28% 60%

Structured guidance still matters. While flexible learning remains important, Gen Z 
shows stronger preference for instructor-led and applied learning experiences that 

provide interaction, clarity, and real-world context.
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Do Short, Mobile Learning Formats Matter?

While mobile-first learning is often emphasized in modern learning design, survey responses 
suggest it is a secondary factor for Gen Z.



Only ~17% of Gen Z cite short or mobile-first learning as important, compared with about 28% 
of HR leaders who believe it defines a good learning experience.



This indicates that practical relevance and career linkage may matter more than format alone.

Barriers to Continuous Learning

Gen Z’s Learning Constraints HR Views of Learning Barriers

Lack of time Lack of time

60% 22%

Lack of direction Lack of direction

53% 80%

Outdated content Outdated content

24% 46%

3 out of 5 Gen Z cite time constraints, while 4 out of 5 HR leaders highlight lack of direction, 
signaling the need for clearer learning pathways and structured onboarding.
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Skill Priorities and Capability Gaps

Skills Gen Z Wants to Develop Skills HR Leaders Identify as Gaps

Problem-solving & business thinking Problem-solving capability

70% 65%

Communication & stakeholder handling Communication & stakeholder management

48% 73%

Role-specific technical skills Core technical skills

58% 54%

AI literacy / prompt skills Digital productivity & AI fluency

53% 15%

Corporate Professionalism Business acumen

37% 64%

While Gen Z focuses on building technical and AI capabilities, HR leaders place stronger 
emphasis on communication, problem-solving, and business acumen.

What motivates Gen Z to complete learning programs?

Learning engagement among Gen Z is strongly outcome-driven.



86% cite career growth as the primary motivation, while 56% aim to stay relevant in emerging 
technologies.



Certifications and recognition also play a role, with 34% highlighting incentives as 
engagement drivers.



Peer competition motivates about 21%, suggesting that community-driven learning 
environments can help sustain participation.
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What Makes Learning Actually Work

Despite agreement on what effective learning looks like, nearly 53% of organizations do not run 
initiatives tailored to Gen Z’s preferences. This indicates that while priorities align, structured execution 
and segmentation remain inconsistent.

Sustained Learning Needs Clear 
Direction Content Must Evolve Continuously

Just over half of Gen Z cite lack of direction 
as a learning barrier, while 4 out of 5 HR 
leaders identify it as the main cause of 
disengagement. Programs that define clear 
skill roadmaps, milestones, and progression 
stages are more likely to sustain participation.

About 1 in 4 Gen Z cite outdated content as a 
barrier, underscoring the need for regular 
curriculum updates aligned with evolving 
technologies and industry skills, particularly in 
areas such as AI and digital capabilities.

Design Learning Around Time 
Constraints

Prioritize Applied Learning Formats

3 out of 5 Gen Z report lack of time as a 
learning constraint, highlighting the need for 
modular learning formats that integrate into 
everyday workflows.

Both learners and organizations prioritize 
hands-on and project-based learning, 
indicating broad alignment on how effective 
workplace learning should be delivered.

Personalize Learning Pathways
Structured Guidance Strengthens 
Outcomes

Personalization also emerges as a significant 
factor, with 45% of Gen Z professionals and 
46% of HR leaders identifying it as an 
important element of effective learning 
experiences. Learning pathways aligned with 
career progression and individual skill goals 
can significantly strengthen ownership and 
sustained participation among Gen Z 
professionals.

Instructor-led learning, mentorship, and 
guided environments remain important for 
translating knowledge into workplace 
capability. Nearly three-quarters of Gen Z 
professionals expect clear skill roadmaps, 
while over half highlight mentorship, 
structured onboarding, and regular feedback 
as essential elements of effective learning 
programs.

Link Learning to Career Outcomes

Gen Z learning engagement is strongly tied to career outcomes and skill relevance. While HR 
leaders often emphasize incentives, motivations differ in practice. About one-third of Gen Z cite 
rewards and recognition as learning motivators, compared with nearly half of HR leaders who 
believe incentives drive engagement, suggesting that career growth and capability development 
matter more to Gen Z than rewards alone.
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Where the Workforce Signals Converge

The five workforce themes operate as an interconnected system, where expectations, capability, 
learning, and organizational design continuously influence early career outcomes.

Growth Expectations Drive 
Both Entry and Exit

Career growth anchors both job 
decisions and retention. When 
progression is not clearly signaled or 
translated into visible milestones, the 
same expectation that attracts talent 
begins to weaken retention. Early 
attrition reflects how quickly growth 
momentum is established in the first year.

Readiness Gaps Shape 
Workplace Outcomes

The gap between how Gen Z evaluates 
its readiness and how employers assess it 
directly shapes early workplace 
experience. High self-confidence, when 
not matched by applied capability, can 
lead to performance friction and 
reassessment. Limited exposure to real-
world problem-solving widens the gap 
between perceived and demonstrated 
capability.

AI Adoption Is Outpacing Learning Systems

Gen Z is rapidly integrating AI into learning and daily workflows, while organizational systems 
evolve more gradually. This creates a disconnect where individuals adapt faster than formal 
learning frameworks, leading to uneven capability development across early talent.

18



Final Reflections and Way Forward

The findings suggest that the challenge is not a lack of shared priorities between early professionals and 
organizations, but how those priorities translate into learning systems and workplace structures. As 
expectations evolve, organizations will need to rethink how capability development connects to 
everyday work, performance, and growth.

1 Learning Must Move Closer to Work
As professional schedules become more demanding, learning 
programs will increasingly need to integrate into daily workflows 
rather than exist as separate training activities.

2
Capability Will Be Demonstrated Through Work
Work execution, projects, and applied problem-solving matter in 
addition to credentials. Hands-on learning, mentorship, and 
structured pathways help translate capability into performance and 
close skill gaps.

3 The Transition Into Work Requires Stronger Support
The gap between academic preparation and workplace 
expectations highlights the need for structured onboarding, clearer 
expectations, and opportunities to apply skills early in the role.

4
Learning Systems Need Clear Direction
Without visible learning pathways, milestones, and skill roadmaps, 
motivation can fade quickly. Organizations that provide clearer 
career development direction are more likely to sustain 
engagement.

5 Guidance Will Shape Early Capability Development
Mentorship, instructor-led formats, and guided learning 
environments can play an important role in helping early 
professionals translate motivation to learn into practical workplace 
capability.
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Appendix: Participant Profile & Respondent Distribution

The HCL GUVI Gen Z–HR workforce study includes 250 early career professionals and 100 HR leaders 
across multiple industries in India. Responses were collected through an online survey conducted 
between March and April 2026.


The survey reflects perspectives from both early career professionals and HR decision-makers to 
capture differences in workforce expectations.

Early Career Respondents

Experience Level Distribution Primary Job Function Location Distribution

24% 25% 22.5% 24%

8%
18%

10%
16%

Business, Marketing & Sales Operations, General management

Software / IT Engineering HR/ Talent/ People Operations Tier 1 Cities Tier 2 Cities Tier 3 / Rural

Data, AI & Analytics Others

HR Respondents

Industry Representation Organization Size

19%
26%

8%

12%
21%

14%

IT / Tech Products BFSI / Financial Services

IT Services / Consulting Education / EdTech

Others Healthcare / Pharma

42%

34%

Experienced professionals (3–5+ years)

Freshers (0–1 year)

Early professionals (1–3 years)

< 500 employees

500–1,000 employees

1,000–5,000 employees 

5,000+ employees  

36%

13% 17%

35%

34%

42%
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About HCL GUVI

HCL GUVI is the technology skilling arm of the HCL Group, incubated by IIT Madras and IIM 

Ahmedabad. It drives inclusive, large-scale digital upskilling across academia, industry, and 

government, with a strong focus on emerging technologies and workforce readiness.

How HCL GUVI Addresses the Gaps Identified in This Report

The findings in the report highlight structural gaps between talent expectations 
and organizational systems. HCL GUVI delivers structured workforce capability 
programmes and enterprise solutions designed specifically for the realities this 
report surfaces:

The growth architecture gap 
HCL GUVI designs role-based learning journeys with defined skill milestones 
and progression criteria, giving early professionals a structured path from 
onboarding through career growth.

The readiness perception gap 
HCL GUVI offers a suite of practice platforms - coding, prompting and video-
based assessments, hackathons, and project-based sandboxes - that enables 
learners to build and validate job-ready capabilities in context.

The AI adoption gap 
HCL GUVI's AI Academy supports enterprise customers in building AI 
capability across roles in a governed, measurable way. AI Coach, a unique 
practice platform, extends this with a role-relevant environment for learners 
to apply skills beyond the classroom. 

The learning design gap 
HCL GUVI can launch custom learning journeys that deliver a truly hybrid 
learning setup - instructor-led, self-paced, and mentoring formats - designed 
around how learners engage, rather than a fixed delivery model.

Through national skilling initiatives, enterprise learning partnerships, and state-level 
programmes, HCL GUVI has equipped lakhs of learners across India, including setting 
Guinness World Records in 2021 and 2024 for the largest AI lessons conducted within 
24 hours, and leading the SAWiT.AI initiative that trained 500,000+ women in AI.
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Build future-ready teams 
with HCL GUVI’s enterprise 

learning solutions.

https://www.hclguvi.com/enterprise/ enterprise@hclguvi.com

Connect with Us

https://www.hclguvi.com/enterprise/
https://mail.google.com/mail/?view=cm&fs=1&to=enterprise@hclguvi.com
https://www.hclguvi.com/enterprise/

