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INTRODUCTION

HISTORY

Principal Suhayl Sumar sat sipping his cappuccino, thinking about his upcoming meeting with Project Coordinator 
Trevor Preston. It was June 2025, and Sumar had just returned from the annual general meeting (AGM) at 
Panther Engineering Consulting (PEC), where managing generational diversity was a topic of discussion. As 
he stared at the long list of unread emails in his inbox, he thought about what to share with Preston. How was 
he going to explain to Preston that he was not ready for a promotion to Senior Project Manager (Exhibit 1) 
at Panther Engineering Consulting (PEC)? Preston had potential, and Sumar did not want to lose him as an 
employee. Sumar found himself grappling with a recurring trend among new hires. Many seemed to expect rapid 
promotions and significant career growth after only a short time with the company.

Suhayl Sumar 

Sumar was born in Canada in the late 1970s to parents who had emigrated from East Africa, hoping for a brighter 
future for their children. His parents worked hard throughout their lives, taking low paying jobs, while faced with 
discrimination. Sumar began working at a young age, helping with the family business on weekends and evenings. 
His parents had aspirations for him to become successful as a working professional, so he would not have to 
struggle with finances in the same way they had.
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Sumar went to Western University for Civil and Environmental Engineering and graduated in 2002. His first 
engineering job was very labour intensive, involving asphalt and concrete testing in the field and frequent on-site 
work with construction crews who did not respect him as an engineer. He saw his managers work 60-70 hours 
a week for a fixed salary. After approximately three years, he began working as a Project Coordinator and site 
inspector at PEC, which was a highly respected engineering firm. A few years later, he received his professional 
engineering license, P.Eng., accepted a Project Manager role, and managed other team members. Over the next 
several years, Sumar worked on increasingly complex projects that he managed with larger teams. In 2011, he 
became a Senior Project Manager, which gave him more ownership in the firm and access to the profit-sharing 
program.1 He continued to progress at PEC, accepting various management roles and bringing in new clients, 
before becoming a Principal in 2021. He was a dedicated employee who worked hard, often on evenings and 
weekends, to meet his professional goals. He managed a team that specialized in augmented and virtual reality 
for planning for construction projects—a new and emerging market, in which the firm was interested in growing. 

Trevor Preston 

Preston graduated from Queen’s University in 2020 with a Master’s in Civil Engineering, specializing in applying 
augmented reality in construction.2 He worked at a small engineering firm as a Site Inspector, before moving 
into his role as an intermediate level professional engineer at PEC, which he held for the past two years. He had 
recently obtained his professional engineering license (P.Eng.) after a long application process and exam. Preston 
had recently purchased a 3 Series BMW sports car and often went on lavish vacations with his partner, Emily 
Chen. Preston and Chen wanted to buy their first condo but did not have enough savings for a down payment. 
Now that he had his P.Eng. license, he hoped to be promoted to a Senior Project Manager, so he could be included 
in the company’s profit-sharing program and save enough money for a condo. 

Preston’s educational background and level of experience were highly specialized and sought after in the 
engineering industry, especially since there was a large gap of intermediate level professionals who had adequate 
field experience. Engineering firms could train junior level professionals in the field, but it took three to four years 
to get employees to an intermediate level. Many intermediate employees saw their value in the market and opted 
to switch companies to take advantage of pay increases and rank promotions.

[1] Profit sharing programs generally provided eligible employees with an annual bonus if the company had a profitable year and they met expecta-
tions of their role. The bonus size typically increased as an employee progressed to higher management levels.
[2] Augmented reality was used by engineers to help design, build, and sell better products. “The fundamentals of augmented reality (AR) for engi-
neering,” Engineering (2024, November 14), https://www.engineering.com/the-fundamentals-of-augmented-reality-ar-for-engineering/. 
[3] “Apply to become a professional engineer,” Professional Engineers Ontario (n.d.), https://www.peo.on.ca/apply/become-professional-engineer.

ENGINEERING CAREER PATH IN CANADA

The process to become a Professional Engineer (P.Eng.) in Canada required a degree from an accredited Canadian 
university (or equivalent technical exams if they had a degree from outside of Canada) and approximately four 
years of related work experience.³
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PANTHER ENGINEERING CONSULTING (PEC) BACKGROUND

DIALOGUE BETWEEN SUMAR AND MCKINNON

PEC was 100% employee-owned and had three categories of positions: Team Members, Senior Project Managers, 
and Principals (Exhibit 1).⁴ For a Team Member to be promoted to a Senior Project Management, they needed to 
demonstrate business acumen and initiative. To achieve this promotion, individuals often had to work more hours 
than they were paid for, actively participate in internal and industry committees, and demonstrate consistently 
high performance on projects and client deliverables in terms of profitability and client satisfaction. 

After everyone else left the weekly workflow meeting, Sumar, and a fellow Principal at PEC, Mark McKinnon 
stayed back to grab a second cup of coffee.⁵ McKinnon was a friend of Sumar’s and had also been at PEC for over 
20 years. While the two Principals sometimes had their differences, they agreed on how the new generation of 
employees was very different from their own Gen X demographic (Exhibits 2 and 3).

Sumar: “I just don’t get it, Mark. These Gen Z employees, like Trevor, expect to be promoted so quickly. They 
don't seem to understand the value of putting in time and effort. I remember working 12 hours in the field and 
then spending another two hours doing data entry five to six days a week for several months at a time. I had to 
carry heavy testing equipment around all day without a helper. A lot of younger staff work in pairs when they 
are in the field and even then, they don’t want to do field work for more than a few months and want to start 
managing projects right away.”  

McKinnon: “I know what you mean, Suhayl. When we started, we had to prove ourselves over years of hard work. 
Now, it feels like they want everything handed to them on a silver platter.”

Sumar: “Exactly! Trevor has potential, but he needs to learn that success doesn’t come overnight. He needs to show 
more dedication and commitment. The other day, we had a big deadline and Trevor was rushing off at 4 pm to go 
play volleyball. I had to stay and finish up his work to meet the deadline, and this wasn’t the first time.”

McKinnon: “It’s a different mindset. They want work-life balance and flexibility, but they also want their career 
to advance quickly. With the growing gap of talent in our industry, we also need them to have rapid career 
progression. It's a tough balance to strike.”

Sumar: “But so few of them are investing in the company through the purchase of shares. It’s like they are planning 
to leave and don’t see the benefit of company ownership using this job to just get ahead personally. When you own 
shares you become an owner of the company—then every contribution you make to a project, every new client 
you bring in, is actually helping the whole company become more profitable. The better PEC does, the higher the 
share price and dividend allocations are for all shareholders. I wish I had bought more shares when I first started 
at PEC to benefit from the dividends each year.” 

[4] “A comparison of forms of employee ownership,” National Center for Employee Ownership (n.d.), https://www.nceo.org/what-is-employee-
ownership/comparison-of-forms-of-employee-ownership.
[5] Weekly Workflow Meeting: A structured check-in for project leaders on engineering teams to track ongoing work, resolve issues, and plan 
upcoming activities.
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McKinnon: “I find their lack of accountability hard to swallow. Ryan, the new graduate we hired, kept charging 
more time to a project than he was actually working. I had no idea until Ryan and Sophia both went into the field 
together and Sophia would log eight hours each day and Ryan nine-and-a-half hours, yet they were working on 
site for the same amount of time. After a month, he had charged an additional 30 hours! When I confronted him, 
he said he felt he deserved the extra pay because it was difficult work.”

Sumar: “And working from home has made this so much harder. They could be working for two different companies 
at the same time, and we have no idea since they are ‘working from home,’ It’s a red flag for me when a new hire 
requests remote work full-time. It’s been a nightmare when Trevor works remotely. Sometimes he takes hours or 
days to respond to urgent requests and then he wonders why he only received a five percent raise.”

McKinnon: “It’s so hard to keep these new employees. Remember Anika? I trained and mentored her as a new 
grad for three years, hoping she could take on some of my projects and she was very close to being nominated as 
a Senior Project Manager, but she left for a few thousand dollars more to our competitor. I put all that time and 
effort into her, for nothing.  There’s no loyalty anymore. It’s not like our time when recruiters valued someone who 
had been with a company for over 15 years. Now they hop around to different companies every two years, which 
leads to more money and fancier job titles, but it doesn’t result in employees having any meaningful experience.” 

“
TREVOR PRESTON’S PERSPECTIVE

Trevor sat at his desk, staring at the spreadsheet in front of him. He felt his phone vibrate. It was his partner, Chen, 
FaceTiming him. After discussing their weekend plans, Preston started to vent to Chen.  

Preston: “I just don’t get it. I’ve been here for over two years, and I’m still doing the same boring tasks. If I am not 
out in the field taking measurements, then I am reviewing operations manuals or working on spreadsheets all day 
and do very little work with augmented reality that I was hired to do. When will I get a chance to prove myself ? 
I joined PEC because they were working on water treatment plant designs. I love the work they do with remote 
Indigenous communities. The projects I am given to manage are small and boring, leftover projects no one wants 
to do. I don’t feel like I’m making any difference. Everyone I graduated with now has ‘Lead’ or ‘Manager’ in their 
title on LinkedIn. When will it be my turn? I want to make a meaningful impact on the world.

Chen: “I know it’s tough not to get to work on projects you are passionate about at PEC. Maybe you can talk to 
your boss about getting more involved in projects that can drive you.”

Preston: “Suhayl keeps telling me to buy shares in the company for the dividends I would get when the company 
meets its targets, but with car payments, rent, and paying down my school debt, I barely have enough left for any 
fun.”

Chen: “That sounds stressful. Maybe you should look at other job opportunities? If you’re not happy, it might be 
time for a change.”

Preston: “I've seen job listings that pay more than what I’m making here. Sometimes I wonder why I’m still here, 
waiting for a promotion that might never come. Even if I do become a Senior Project Manager, I will still receive 
a lower base salary than engineering jobs at larger firms, and then I am stuck hoping for a bonus that I may not 
even get.”

Chen: “You deserve to be happy and feel fulfilled. If those listings offer better pay and more meaningful work, 
maybe it’s worth considering.”
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Preston: “Yeah, you're right. I just want to be recognized for my ideas and efforts. Maybe it’s time to make a move.”

Chen: “Whatever you decide, I’m here for you. We’ll figure it out together.”

Preston: “I have to run. It’s time for my meeting with Suhayl, and I don’t want to be late.”

Chen: “Good luck!”

MEETING BETWEEN SUMAR AND PRESTON

Preston entered Sumar’s office and put his coffee beside the ‘20 years of service’ plaque on Sumar’s desk. Sumar 
casually asked Preston about his last vacation to Portugal, and after each of them shared stories about how nice the 
Algarve was, Sumar shifted the focus to Preston and addressed the purpose of their meeting.⁶

Sumar: “Trevor, I wanted to talk to you about your performance and your expectations. I know you’re eager to 
move up, but there are some areas we need to address first.”

Preston: “I understand, Suhayl. But I feel like I’ve been here long enough to prove myself. I see others moving up, 
and I wonder when it will be my turn. Look at Abiola, she is a Senior Project Manager, but she is fully remote and 
only manages small value projects.”

Sumar: “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Trevor. However, there are some concerns about your project management. 
You’ve been over budget on several small projects which affects the profitability of the whole company and your 
work from home hasn’t been as productive as we’d hoped. And as for Abiola, we all have different career trajectories 
and ways of helping the organization grow.”

Preston: “I get that, but I feel like I’m not being given the opportunities to show what I can really do. Yes, I went 
over budget on some of my projects, but that wasn’t my fault. I had the surveyors on site and reached out to you 
about a discrepancy between an older survey and the location of a boundary fence onsite, and since I didn’t hear 
back from you, we had to send the surveyors offsite. This resulted in us needing to remobilize them the next week, 
which doubled their fees. My other project had the admin staff charge way more time than I anticipated to format 
and prepare the report. How was I supposed to know they hired someone who would take so long? Suhayl, I’m 
stuck with these mundane tasks, and it’s frustrating. Plus, I’ve been looking at other jobs that pay more. Why 
should I stay here waiting for a promotion that might never come?”

Sumar: “I hear you, Trevor. But part of growing in your role is demonstrating reliability and consistency. We need 
to see that you can handle the responsibilities you have now before we can consider you for a promotion. As for 
the project budget, I was leading an all-day training session and couldn’t respond to your request. You need to learn 
how to make decisions on your own without perfect conditions. You’re not in school anymore; things aren’t solved 
with a textbook. I need you to take ownership and budget for contingencies in case things go wrong. Instead of 
calling me first, think of other ways you can solve problems with your projects.”

Preston: “I just want to make a difference by doing more of the augmented reality work that I was trained to do. 
I want to feel like my work matters.”

[6] The Algarve was a sun-soaked region in southern Portugal known for its cuisine and blend of cultural influences from its Moorish past. The 
Algarve offers a mix of beaches, countryside, and historic towns, making it a diverse and appealing destination. Suaya, S (2024, October 17), “How 
to visit the Algarve, Portugal’s southern coast,” Travel + Leisure. https://www.travelandleisure.com/portugal-algarve-california-of-europe-beaches-
wine-7104056. 
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Sumar: “And you will, Trevor. But it takes time and effort. Show us that you can manage your current tasks 
effectively, and we’ll work on giving you more challenging projects that are directly aligned with augmented reality. 
Let’s set some goals and work together to get you where you want to be.”

Preston: “Alright, Suhayl. I’ll do my best. I just hope PEC can see my value soon.”

Sumar: “Remember, Trevor, promotions are not just about doing your job well. It’s about going above and 
beyond, showing initiative, and being a team player. We need to see that you can handle the responsibilities and 
accountability that come with a higher role. We’ve talked about purchasing company shares before, have you given 
that further thought? As you build ownership in the company, you will see returns through dividends, something 
that is only offered to people who work at this firm.”

Preston: “Financially, buying shares just isn’t in my budget right now. It’s hard to stay motivated when I see others 
getting ahead while I’m still stuck here. I need to know that my efforts will be recognized and rewarded.”

Sumar: “I get that, Trevor. Let’s work on a plan to help you develop the skills and experience you need to move up. 
But you also need to be patient and understand that it takes time to build a successful career.”

Preston: “I’ll try, Suhayl, but I need to see some progress soon, or I might have to consider other options.”

As Preston walked out of Sumar’s office, he felt his phone vibrate. It was a notification from LinkedIn. Another 
friend of his from university just received a promotion and everyone was congratulating him. Preston felt like 
staying at PEC was holding him back, and time was running out. 
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EXHIBIT #1

Categories of Employment at PEC

Team Members: received a base salary and were eligible for overtime based on provincial employment standards. 
They were allowed to purchase a small number of shares in the firm, and they were also eligible for a small 
annual bonus if the company had a profitable year and they met the expectations of their role. Collectively, Team 
Members owned approximately 15% of the total shares of the company. There were over 1,200 Team Members 
at PEC. Engineering and other technical roles included project manager, project coordinator, and site inspector. 
Positions, such as human resources, payroll, finance, and administration, were also Team Members. 

Senior Project Managers: received a base salary but were not eligible for overtime. They were required to 
purchase a minimum number of shares in the firm and could continue investing in the company thereafter. 
Senior Project Managers were eligible for a modest bonus if they met or exceeded their targets and the company 
had a profitable year. Collectively, Senior Project Managers owned approximately 35% of the total shares in the 
company. There were approximately 400 Senior Project Managers at PEC.

Principals: received a base salary and were not eligible for overtime. They were required to purchase a minimum 
number of shares in the firm and could continue investing in the company thereafter. Principals were eligible 
for a larger bonus if they met or exceeded their targets and the company had a profitable year. Collectively, 
Principals owned just over 50% of the total shares in the company. There were approximately 150 Principals at 
PEC.
All levels of shareholders were eligible for dividends based on the number of shares they held.

Most new hires started at PEC as Team Members. Team Members who managed small projects and 
demonstrated good business acumen could be nominated by Principals for a Senior Project Manager role. The 
most successful Senior Project Managers could be nominated to become a Principal by a majority vote of the 
other Principals.
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EXHIBIT #2

Generation X in the Workplace
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Generation X, born between 1965 and 1980, developed a unique set of personality traits and professional values 
shaped by the social and technological shifts of their upbringing. Growing up in a time of increased divorce 
rates and dual-income households, they learned to be self-sufficient and independent from an early age. This 
background fostered a strong sense of personal responsibility and resilience.

One of the defining characteristics of Generation X was their adaptability. They witnessed and navigated the 
transition from analog to digital technology, which made them both comfortable with innovation and capable of 
bridging the gap between older and newer technological paradigms. While not digital natives, they were often 
tech-savvy and open to learning new tools and systems.

In the workplace, Gen X tended to value autonomy and competence. They preferred environments where they 
could work independently, make meaningful contributions, and be recognized based on merit, rather than 
hierarchy. Work-life balance was also a key priority for them, reflecting their desire to maintain personal well-
being alongside professional success.

This generation was often skeptical of authority and traditional corporate structures, favoring transparency, 
direct communication, and clearly defined expectations. They were also known for their practical, disciplined 
approach to work, and they were typically loyal to organizations that respected their independence and offered 
opportunities for growth and development.

As leaders and team members, Generation X frequently acted as a bridge between Baby Boomers and younger 
generations like Millennials and Gen Z. Their ability to understand and navigate both traditional and modern 
workplace cultures made them effective mentors and collaborators. They were particularly skilled at balancing 
intrinsic motivations—such as personal fulfillment—with extrinsic rewards, like promotions and recognition.⁷

Generation X was highly motivated, and they were driven by responsibility, authority, and intellectually engaging 
work. They valued being involved in decisions and taking on extra responsibilities. While they also responded 
to external rewards, like recognition and compensation, less so than Generation Y. Gen X preferred challenging 
tasks when linked to immediate benefits. Managers should have recognized that Gen X thrived in roles that 
offered autonomy, responsibility, and acknowledgment. Though they did not require frequent feedback, they 
appreciated structured performance evaluations. Their ability to balance internal and external motivators made 
them versatile in adapting to different reward systems.⁸

[7] Lyons, S. T., and Kuron, L. K. J. (2014). “Generational differences in the workplace: A review of the evidence and directions for future research.” 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 35 (S1), S139–S157. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1913.
[8] Dokadia, A., Rai, S., and Chawla, D. (2015), “Multigenerational Differences in Work Attributes & Motivation: An Empirical Study,” International 
Journal of Business and Management, 10 (6), 1-13.
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EXHIBIT #3

Generation Z in the Workplace
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Generation Z reshaped workplace dynamics through their unique blend of digital fluency, value-driven 
expectations, and a desire for flexibility. As true digital natives, Gen Z employees were highly proficient with 
technology and often introduced innovative approaches to digital workflows. Their comfort with digital tools 
enabled them to streamline processes, enhance productivity, and adapt quickly to new platforms—making them 
valuable assets in tech-forward environments.

One of the most defining traits of Gen Z in the workplace was their strong desire to work for organizations that 
aligned with their personal values. They were deeply motivated by purpose and social impact, often evaluating 
potential employers based on their commitment to diversity, equity, inclusion, and sustainability. This generation 
expected companies to go beyond profit and demonstrate genuine social responsibility, which significantly 
influenced their engagement and loyalty.

Flexibility was another cornerstone of Gen Z’s workplace expectations. They preferred hybrid or remote work 
models that allowed for autonomy and a healthy work-life balance. Traditional 9-to-5 structures were often 
seen as outdated, and Gen Z gravitated toward organizations that offered adaptable schedules and trust-based 
management styles. This shift prompted many employers to rethink their policies around remote work, time 
management, and performance evaluation.

Communication preferences also set Gen Z apart. They thrived on real-time feedback and transparent dialogue, 
favoring continuous performance conversations over annual reviews. This preference for immediacy and clarity 
required managers to adopt more agile and responsive communication styles. Gen Z also valued leaders who 
were approachable, empathetic, and collaborative—those who acted more as mentors than authority figures.

Finally, Gen Z brought an entrepreneurial spirit to the workplace. Many were self-starters who sought opportunities 
to lead projects, innovate, and make meaningful contributions early in their careers. They were not content with 
passive roles and often looked for environments that encouraged experimentation and personal growth. This 
mindset challenged traditional hierarchies and called for more inclusive, participatory leadership models.⁹

[9] Choughari, H. (2024, February 5). The impact of Gen Z in the workplace. Forbes Human Resources Council. https://www.forbes.com/councils/
forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2024/02/05/the-impact-of-gen-z-in-the-workplace/


