Working with the Generations

A Summary      Dr. Mark Taylor 

Today’s workplace can be an exciting mixture of four generational cohorts; Traditionals, Boomers, Xers and NeXters.  Understanding typical generational values and traits can help facilitate a more collegial environment and more effective goal directed behavior, especially as “mixed” generational groups are required to work closely together.  This monograph describes the dynamics and interactions of the Traditional, Boomer and Xer generational cohort groups.  More information about Generation NeXt is available from Dr. Taylor as noted in the resource section at the end of this monograph.  The resource section also includes references on generational topics, much of which is synthesized here.  This monograph is designed to serve as an adjunct and support to Dr. Taylor’s programs on Generation NeXt and generational issues for those who desire more information on generational interactions in the workplace.  It is not intended as a “stand alone” document and should not be reproduced or distributed without permission.
As an introductory caveat, it should be stressed that making generalizations about generations is a slippery prospect and risky undertaking.  Stereotypes can be dangerous and can be used to prejudge and abuse individual members of a group.  Unlike stereotypes, the concept of modal personality, when used to describe the central tendencies of the personality characteristics found in a given group or population, like a generational cohort, can be useful if people remember that there is great variation within any group and that not everyone will have all of the characteristics.   Each person must be understood individually.  These described modal tendencies must not held to rigidly as stereotypes, but some generalizations can help in understanding generational cohorts.  Where these descriptions do not match with the reader’s experience of the modal traits of the described cohort group, the reader is encouraged to believe their own experience.

Traditionals are the oldest worker cohort represented today.  Born before 1944, they are at least 61 years now.  Though few current workers actually remember World War II, and fewer still the Depression, Traditionals’ socialization was very impacted by these defining events of the American 20th Century.  Also called the Silent generation they were a sandwich generation between the high profile Greatest and Baby Boom generations.  They did not experience, contribute to or get the medals from the character and culture shaping Depression and World War II, nor were they able to fully benefit from the social freedoms available to the Boomers.  In our workplaces, they are the “senior” staff members.  Many are in positions of great authority, which gives their opinions (which come from their underlying values) great importance.  Socialized largely before the cultural shifts following World War II, they were taught to value duty, discipline and thrift; do what you are supposed to do, control yourself, follow the rules and save your money.  They were taught to expect to be called upon to make personal sacrifice and to delay personal gratification.  Traditionals were taught that life is a serious undertaking and not to be treated frivolously:  Life is really not supposed to be fun.  In culture, and organizations, they learned that conformity is good and that individuality is bad, possibly seditious.  They were socialized into the workplace in traditional hierarchies with strict lines of vertical authority.  In an industrial age, innovation is the job of a select few.  Everyone else needs to be their assigned cog in the machine.  While some Traditionals have had values shifts and have taken advantage of the social freedoms made available in modern and postmodern times, for many these formative values continue to exert a strong, if subliminal, influence.

Working with Traditionals.  As noted, many Traditionals in the workplace are in senior administrative positions, which gives the values of this relatively small group of workers great influence, and can cause problems.  If the CEO believes “Work is not supposed to be fun” and “Important decisions will be made at the top and work down” conflict can arise with the rest of the workforce who might prefer more modern horizontal, participatory management.  As employees, many negative stereotypes about the attendance, tenure and energy of mature employees have been shown to be flatly untrue as they tend to be among the most stable, reliable and hardworking employees.  With the average length of time the average worker spends at each job decreasing, a Traditional employee who may work for five to eight or more years is a solid choice.  

On the job, Traditionals do tend to be more conservative and are good archives of institutional tradition, though sometimes resistant to change.  They do not appreciate nicknames like “Pops”, “Old man”, or “Granny.”  They can be expected to be good rule followers, but do want to know procedures.  They tend to be frustrated by what they see as a lack of discipline, respect, logic, order and structure.  Especially if the workplace is more relaxed, and spontaneous, the feelings of Traditionals need to be considered.  Traditional workers have paid their dues so need and deserve to hear that their effort and experience are valued.
Baby Boomers, born between the end of World War II in 1945, and the baby-crash of 1964 (when the birthrate started slowing), are between 41 and 60 years old now and comprise the vast majority of management.  Boomers were raised in times that were strikingly different than earlier generations, caused largely by the relative affluence of the USA in the decades following World War II.  This new middle class in the new suburbs saw the development of television and many other new consumer goods, along with values supporting the perceived need for consumer goods.  The “Cleaver” family profile of dad working, and mom at home with children predominated, with young Boomers experiencing the most care-free childhood of any generational group.  They were spared the “children are seen but not heard” and harsh discipline of earlier generations, as well as the fractured family and day care stresses of later groups.  They were treated as special, they were advantaged, and were a lucky group of children.  Disneyland was build for Boomer children.  Unlike earlier generational groups who tended to focus on premodern religious beliefs, Boomers tend to value individually, creativity and personal fulfillment having been raised in times that more fully embraced the modern values of human development and progress through science and reason.  If a Traditional would like a tombstone reading “She did her duty”, a Boomer will want “She made a difference”.  

Working with Boomers.  Boomers have held a special place in the workplace, just as they have been special everywhere.  As valued youth, valued teens and valued young adults, they expect to be valued in the workplace and want to hear that their ideas matter.  As a generation, they tend to be defined by their careers, so their work is very important to them.  Boomers tend to see the big picture and have a good grasp of mission, though the actual tasks and “doing work” parts might be a little fuzzier.  Silly routines (or procedures they see as unnecessary) are especially frustrating.  They may not expect work to be fun, but they expect their work, and themselves, to matter.  Having been members of such a huge generational cohort, many have been spared truly heavy work loads.  Before they do anything, they need to know why it matters, how it fits into the big picture, and what impacts it will have on whom.  

Boomers tend to be relationship oriented which has positives and negatives in the workplace.  They tend to do well in teams, are motivated by their responsibilities to others, and respond well to attention and recognition.  At the same time, they don’t take criticism well and are less likely to offer necessary feedback to their subordinates.  It has been said that the first time a Boomer boss offers feedback is on the subordinate’s last day, when the fired subordinate is told “this is not working out”.  Boomers may conflict with Traditionals because of Traditionals’ respect for hierarchy, policy and procedure and expectation that people put other’s needs first, and Boomers needs for flexibility, attention and freedom.

Generation X are the 26 to 40 year old products of the “Baby Bust” of 1965 to 1979.  They were socialized in the shadow of the Baby Boom during the Consciousness Revolution of the 1970s and 1980s.  Comedian Dennis Miller said many felt like they were late to the Baby Boomer’s party; by the time Xers arrived, all that was left were a couple of smoky links and a half bottle of Zima.  For many Xers it was a tough time to be a kid.  Families were struggling to adapt to new social realities and expectations, including women being widely expected to work out of the home, the expectation that everyone personally actualize, and the lack of requirement that adults have children.  Many Xers were low priority kids more likely to be seen as inhibiting parents’ growth than contributing to it.  The first day care generation, they were expected to get up and leave the house with everyone else from a very early age for day care experiences that might be described as uneven at best.   In natural consequence, Xers tend to be more skeptical and less optimistic than Boomers.  The changes in their formative environments have led Xers to be pragmatic and adaptable, if somewhat skeptical and possibly cynical.   

Working with Xers.  Xers bring a special set of attitudes and skills to the workplace that can compliment Traditionals and Boomers if managed appropriately.  While many Xers are hard workers, they work to live, not live to work.  Ask why they work and their answers are unlikely to relate to the intrinsic rewards of job completion or even organizational goals, and more likely to involve lifestyle issues, advancement (as contributing to lifestyle), and even retirement.  They may not expect work to be fun, but if it is not fun it had better have other significant and tangible rewards.  Good task managers with good short term problem skills, Xers don’t mind direction but resent intrusive supervision.  They thrive on flexibility in scheduling, dress, environment and other workplace features Traditionals and Boomers often don’t see as negotiable.  Unlike Boomers, they prefer regular feedback about their work, but are less dependent on being told they are good people.  Also unlike their Boomer coworkers, Xers don’t necessarily want to work closely with others.  They may need help taking responsibility for full process completion, and in appreciating how their input affects the whole.  They might expect to be compensated in some way for extra work they do, especially the extra hours which many Boomers and most Traditionals may have logged as “part of the job”, especially early in their careers.  

Xers may feel that they have already paid their dues; they have been going to “work” (day care or school) their whole lives.  Xers may resent entering the organization at the entry level.  This is complicated by their technical sophistication, often superior to their superiors.  Xers need their managers to appreciate that they have a life, they can be most efficient one task at a time, they want to know how they are doing (not what anyone thinks of them personally) and that they will leave in a second if a better deal becomes available.  Xers may conflict with Traditionals and Boomers over issues of time, workplace loyalty and dedication, the need or expectation that people have to “pay their dues”, and feedback issues.

Generation NeXt.  Members of the “Baby Boomlet” starting in 1980, NeXters are up to 25 years old now and are members of a huge generational cohort.  Many are delaying their entry into the workforce with the new, socially accepted delayed adolescence, so the jury is still out on their adaptation as workers in the presence of Traditionals, Boomers and Xers.  The social changes Xers had to adjust and adapt to have been in place NeXters’ entire lives.  Xers witnessed the shift from cultural modernism to postmodernism.  NeXters have never known anything except postmodernism’s spin, created meaning and hyper-consumerism.  Day care, divorce, single parents and choice in all aspects of life have always been perfectly normal.  Some of their more obvious tendencies like a consumer orientation, reliance on parents and marginal academic preparation might prove problematic when large numbers are expected to enter professional and technical workplaces productively.

Workplace 2005.  The ideal, intergenerational workplace in 2005 would include Traditional owners, CEOs, senior staff, and board members who bring a sense of duty and historical memory to Boomer managers who have the mission oriented big picture they are able to creatively break down and assign as projects and tasks to Gen X workers and technicians, all of whom are mentoring incoming Generation NeXt entry level workers.  Traditionals would understand that the old-school hierarchies don’t necessarily work well anymore and experiment with moving decision making down and across.  They would divest belief that the old ways are always the best ways and be open to new and creative ideas.  Traditionals would understand that few people are entering the workforce today with their sense of loyalty and willingness to do anything just because it is the right thing to do; that they need other reasons and motivations.  Boomers would show appropriate deference to the Traditionals, and not be overly emotionally invested in every little thing.  Boomers would not argue with Traditionals every time Traditionals don’t support a new, creative innovation.  Boomers would learn to pick their battles very carefully.  Boomers would work to be more open to feedback and to giving feedback to others, especially Xers.  Xers would appreciate the time the Traditionals and Boomers have invested, and act like it matters by listening to their history and vision.  Xers would not mock others for their supposedly inadequate technological sophistication and would understand that both owning the technology, and patiently developing skills in their elders, strengthens their position.  Xers would exploit their own problem solving skills and expand these skills by seeing projects all the way through to completion and beyond.  Xers would chill on needing to be compensated for everything extra they do by understanding the value of the goodwill they accrue by going the extra mile.  

In this ideal workplace, young people from Generation NeXt could find their place, be socialized and mentored, and take over a lot of the heavy lifting.  It is hoped that this program, and this monograph, help you better understand and improve your own intergenerational workplace.
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