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MILLENNIALS HAVE STUDENT DEBT, are plugged into
their cell phones, do not use cash, get their news online
and from Facebook and expect immediate reward for
work 
performed. Baby Boomers are downsizing, read newspa-
pers, watch local news, do not jump from job to job and
believe that hard work will be rewarded.  Each group
views the other with some level of skepticism. 
But organizations of all kinds depend on Boomers, 
Millennials, Gen X’ers and other generational cohorts
working together for their success.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN

GENERATIONS IMPACT THE WORKFORCE

The CEO of a large electrical contracting firm recently
told me of the difficulty his company has when proposal
submissions and project deadlines require a push at
night or over the weekend. The Boomers in the company
see making that extra effort as part of their job, but most
Millennials do not. Nursing departments in hospitals 
depend on staff from across all generations to provide
24 hour care. Different communication styles and 
expectations among the nurses can be a continuing
source of conflict.

For the first time in American history, four distinct gener-
ational cohorts are in the workforce in large numbers -
each with their own set of values and expectations. And
a fifth is on its way. When team members within the
company and particularly a single department have sig-
nificantly different cultural values than others with whom
they work, dysfunction will be present.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
For the first time in American history four
distinct generational cohorts are in the work-
force in large numbers - each with their own
set of  values and expectations. Your com-
pany will not succeed without recognizing,
validating and, to some extent, accommodat-
ing the differences among these generational
groups. The challenge facing virtually every
CEO and corporate board is to create work
processes, reward systems, communication
procedures, team building and leadership
development practices that support the com-
pany’s goals while realistically addressing
the different expectations among the staff.
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Purposeful initiatives to bridge these cultural divides are
required to limit expressed and unexpressed conflict and
improve team performance. Your company will not suc-
ceed without recognizing, validating and, to some extent,
accommodating to the differences among these genera-
tional groups.

The Wall Street Journal ran a story about Goldman Sachs
having to change its decades-old career path and reward
practices for its young investment banking staff. They will
not accept the long hours working their way up the ranks
for a small chance at a big financial payoff. In 1995 the
typical tenure of this group was 30 months. Now the
tenure is about 17 months. A large percentage of this fu-
ture Goldman leadership is not willing to wait and is
walking out the door.

THE LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

Leaders create a vision for their organization, set goals
and expectations, establish procedures and facilitate ef-
ficient operations. But the organization cannot move for-
ward without  marshalling one key resource - its people.
At every level of leadership - from the CEO to the produc-
tion floor - a fully functioning and collaborative group of
individuals is required for the department or company to
be productive. Yet you cannot assume that every mem-
ber of the team has the same values and expectations.

The sales team, the VPs, the production line, the ship-
ping room staff and the line managers walk in the door
of your company every day. They come to work with 
expectations and attitudes about why they are working,
what they want from their leaders and what they want
for themselves. These attitudes generally reflect their 
birth generation. The formative experiences of each new
generation - roughly while they were 11 to 15 years old -
shape their values as members of every organization
they join for the rest of their lives.

The Boston College Center on Aging & Work surveyed
companies across the US and found that until recently
relatively few had developed plans for accommodating
the generational changes in their workforce. Now, 
inter-generational relations are a top priority of corporate
leaders according to a BC Center on Aging - 2015 Talent
Management Study.  

GENERATIONAL VALUES

Tammy Erickson, a thought leader in building effective 
organizations, has done the seminal research on the 
values of each generation and how these values are 
carried into the workplace. Generational influences do
not describe every individual, and generational values
can be different in different countries. Consider the 
experiences of Gen Xers in the U.S. coming of age with
doting parents at the same time as young people in
China are experiencing the turmoil of the Cultural 
Revolution when access to an education was limited for
the whole generation.

Here is Erickson’s analysis of the events that shaped five
generations in the United States and their generational
characteristics.

Traditionalists (born 1928 - 1945) Booming economy,
growing consumerism, moving to the suburbs.  Joiners,
hierarchy, rules and money as metric of success.

Boomers (1946 - 1960) Idealism of Pres. Kennedy &
Martin Luther King, Jr. and then their assassinations,
Vietnam and civil rights, lots of fellow boomers. 
Competitive in zero sum game, driven, anti-authoritarian,
idealistic.

Generation X (1961 - 1979) Troubled economy, women
entering workforce, rising divorce rate, Challenger disas-
ter.  Self-reliant, mistrust of institutions, tribal, rule
changing, dedicated parents.

Generation Y or Millennials (1980 - 1995)   9/11, terror-
ism, school violence, technology, working mothers, bull
market, pro-child culture. Live each day to the fullest,
confident, optimistic, digital natives, family-centric. 



Re-Generation (1995 - present) Recession, resource - en-
ergy & water shortages, self-reliant parents, reality TV,
mobile technology.  Finite limits, ubiquitous information,
frugality, pragmatic, conservation, trade-offs, making a
difference.

WORKPLACE CULTURE REFLECTS

OUR GENERATIONAL VALUES

When I go into my insurance agent’s office, I see all of the
clerical staff working in an open area and side offices for
the owner and one or two others. Most are in their 50s
and 60s. Without asking, I can guess that everyone
shares the same views on why they came into work today
and what they want from their job and their boss.

The Innovation Center in Cambridge, Mass., has an open
bar Thursday evenings and free snacks every day. Walk-
ing around the Center, I see people working on laptops at
large tables in an open area - think college library - and
small groups meeting in glassed-in conference areas. No
one has an “office”, except on a temporary basis, and the
office is a small glassed in space with a table and chair.
Multiple small companies share the same work area.
Again, without asking, I know that everyone shares the
same expectations as to why they come to this work
space and what they expect from being there. 

The cultural values and norms of both work environ-
ments, while different, are accepted within each commu-
nity and reflect the generational values of those who go
there each day. Enabling different generations with very
different values and expectations to work together effec-
tively, a leadership challenge.

THE CHALLENGES OF A MULTI-
GENERATIONAL WORKFORCE

Take the case of Dan Bridge, president of Vermont Mu-
tual Insurance Group - an almost 200 year old company.
The Traditionalists and Boomers may lead the company

today, but younger generations have come into the com-
pany and are the face of Vermont Mutual for many cus-
tomers. The younger staff will, over time, become the
leadership of the company. To survive, the company must
integrate multiple generations within the company and
must transfer knowledge from one generation to the next.

Dan Bridge’s challenge is to create work processes, 
reward systems, communication procedures, team build-
ing and leadership development practices that support
the company’s goals while realistically addressing the 
different expectations among the staff.

Companies with a multi-generational work force must
address the following: 

•   Much of the institutional memory and core knowledge
about IP, operations, technology and customers will
disappear if older employees retire and younger 
employees have not absorbed the hard-earned 
knowledge of their older colleagues.

•   Boomers and Traditionalists often saw their careers
as advancing within an organization. Millennials and
later generations may not see their careers as staying
for long periods with one company. They may not feel
a strong commitment to their job or employer.

•   Long career paths and delayed compensation 
practices designed for Boomers may not be attractive
or motivating to younger employees who want quick
recognition and rewards.

•   Younger workers may care less about advancement
and be less willing to work overtime or travel away
from home. They may value their work-life balance
more than earning a higher salary.

•   The reliance on texting and Snapchat by younger 
employees can be viewed as disrespectful and 
avoiding personal connection by older employees.
These differences in communication practices create
barriers to personal connection and team building.

•   Millennials promoted to leadership roles because of
their technology skills often find management of
older staff difficult. The young leaders are seen as
not having put in their time. Their communication
styles are challenging to older employees. Many
young leaders will not leave or listen to voice 
messages while voice messaging is standard for 
older staff.

•   Highly individualistic and competitive behavior of
older workers and tribal habits and mistrust of 
institutions by younger workers make developing 
personal bonds hard and make knowledge transfer
between generations difficult.
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•   Feedback mechanisms such as “constructive 
criticism” in annual reviews may not be seen as 
helpful, inclusive or fair by younger staff who expect
to be coached.

•   Both younger and older staff can have more 
demands on their lives outside of the workplace. 
Child care and care for aging parents are examples. 
Adjusting the definition of work from hours at the 
company to tasks accomplished can be helpful but
can also be seen by some as lowering expectations
for a few select individuals.

•    Long term training and skill development for younger
workers will not pay off if they will not make a longer
term commitment to the company.

Different cultural values and expectations among the
four generations currently in the American work force in
large numbers can express themselves through issues
like these. Younger generational values may be more
dominant in early stage entrepreneurial companies and
Boomer values may be more dominant in older, low
growth companies. But the staff composition will change
over time in all these companies, bringing these issues
into virtually every work space.

Two other trends complicate these challenges. The
Boomer generation was so large that they competed 
intensely with each other for every job slot. Today, 
employers have difficulty finding qualified workers. With
the high cost of getting employees to the point where
they can be valuable contributors, companies are 
motivated to create environments where employees want
to stay with the company. At the same time, older 
workers are postponing retirement because they are
healthier than their parents’ generation and they need
the income. These workers can be a valuable resource,
but they are also looking for accommodations.

The joke comes to mind about the difference between
Heaven and Hell. Heaven is where the police are British,
the chefs are Italian, the mechanics are German, the
lovers are French and the Swiss organize the place. You
can guess what Hell looks like. One way to think about
an ideal employee is one who communicates with the el-
egance of a Boomer, the thoughtfulness of a Gen Xer
and the speed of a Millennial. Work teams that draw on
the strengths of each team member are the ones with
the best chance of success.

IMPROVE YOUR CHANCES FOR SUCCESS

I have moderated several panel discussions of large and
small company leaders sharing their experiences leading
multi-generational work forces. Here are their recom-
mendations for steps you can take to increase the
chances of success for your organization:

1.    Be clear that having different points of view is OK.
Encourage acknowledgment that different expectations
and values exist and make these differences into an
asset rather than a liability.
2.    Listening to and understanding different experi-
ences among the members of a department does not
mean removing expectations.
3.    Expectations and standards applicable to every
member of the department are necessary - even re-
quired. Everyone will be on the same playing field when
expectations are clear and not left unspoken or 
ambiguous.
4.    Develop standards and practices reflecting the work
to be accomplished rather than simply continuing past
practices
5.    Design the process and expectations to the work re-
quirements but also consider the cultural norms of the
staff doing the work. The production line will have differ-
ent employee performance requirements and a different
culture than the software development team. 
6.    Design your team’s physical work spaces to encour-
age collaboration and work flow practices that will draw
on your team’s strengths and optimize its performance.
More areas where teams can work together rather than
staying in isolated departments can improve productivity
and team identity.
7.    Create more grade levels so small promotions can
be given.
8.    Be purposeful about creating teams from different
departments to work on problems and include staff from
different generational groups. The result will be a
broader perspective on solving the problem and you will
build bridges between the departments and the 
generations.
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9.    Establish career paths that move across depart-
ments and disciplines, particularly for high performers.
10.  Set up mentoring programs across generational
lines. Those in the program will get to know each other
and knowledge transfer will improve.
11.  Communicating with their customers is a high prior-
ity for most companies. Communicating with employees
is equally important. Find ways to relate your goals and
expectations to the personal goals of your employees.
Your employees’ level of commitment to the company
will  depend on their identification with its mission and 
branding.
12.  Whether you are Ben & Jerry’s or Lockheed Martin,
your organization’s brand and mission strongly influ-
ences who your employees will be and why they are with
you. Your support of Little League, mentoring programs
at the junior college and volunteer days at the local shel-
ter speak to your staff about your company’s values. 
13.  Be open to listening to what your staff of all ages
wants from the company and its leaders and what they
want for themselves.
14.  Principles that apply to bridging different genera-
tions also apply to differences between men and women
and between racial and ethnic groups. The enormous
value that employees from all these groups can bring to
your organization only emerges when you are open to
their views and actively integrate them into your 
company.

The reason your employees walk in the door every day 
is that they want to be part of your company or 
department. From our all-volunteer Army to the teen
working at the ice cream shop in the summer, everyone
accepts the pay, hours, culture and conditions offered 
by the Army or by the ice cream shop owner rather than
joining another organization. 

All companies are groups of people who voluntarily join
together. Your job is to keep the best players of all ages
on the team working from their strengths regardless of
their generation, sex, race or ethnic background.

Differences among the generations are real. Successful
organizations openly acknowledge these differences.
However, the differences are best understood in the con-
text of our shared values. H. Stanton Smith summarized
these in a Deloitte report entitled Decoding Generational
Differences. “Employees want to be Respected, Recog-
nized and Remembered, and they want to be Coached,
Consulted and Connected.” These expectations can be
expressed differently by the generational groups, but
careful listening reveals that their core expectations are
the same.
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