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We are like all others; we are like some others, 
and we are like no others.  

Henry Murray, renowned Harvard psychologist, 1893 -1988 

 

 

 

 

Understand the differences; Act on the 
commonalities. 

Andres Masondo, African National Congress. 
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Multi-Generational Workplace 
 
How Did We Get Here? 
 
Our current American workplace is unique. The years have shown us rises and falls in 
the economy. Especially during the challenging economic times we currently face, there 
is a lot of competition for jobs. It is not surprising that there are challenges, fear, and 
resentment in the workplace. 
 
This is the first time in history that we have five different generations in the workplace. 
Each generation is shaped by its unique experiences growing up and its members’ 
diverse ideas about what they want in their work lives and personal lives. These 
differences affect how they interact with each other and judge each other’s behavior and 
performance.  
 

• Advances in medical technology have increased life span; people are living 
longer and healthier lives and staying in the workforce for longer than any other 
time in the past.  

• Older workers are beginning to think about retiring, but many will work longer 
than once expected.  

• The number of individuals between the ages of 35 and 45 is decreasing due to 
the decline in birth rates from 1965-1978. 

• The demand for talented 35-45-year olds will continue to rise (projected at 25%) 
while the number of workers available in that age range is decreasing.   

 
Each generation brings its unique strengths to the workplace. When we can consider 
and embrace the differences of each group, and identify the strengths of each, it will 
enable us to work more effectively together. 
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Fundamentals for the Workplace 
These demographic shifts have resulted in changes to workforce rules.  The unspoken 
agreements between employers and employees have changed.   
 
Employees 
In the past, employees enjoyed job security and lifetime employment. They received 
regular and predictable raises.  They could reasonably expect to be promoted, with their 
career paths progressing on a predictable upward path, and coworkers functioned as a 
sort of a second family. 
 
Today, employees see more challenges and opportunities to learn and help with 
personal issues, when needed. They leverage their skill sets to advance themselves, 
rather than expecting to advance automatically through seniority.   
 
Employers 

In the past, employers enjoyed the benefits of hard-working, dedicated and loyal 
employees. The payroll was static and predictable, and this served the employee and 
employer well.    
 
Now, employers face a workplace with minimal loyalty. Their workers have little or no 
expectation of job security. It’s an unsure and unsteady environment, and there are 
fewer opportunities to give promotions. The only thing guaranteed is change.  
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Who’s Who in the Different Generations? 
 
In our current workforce, people from five generations are working side by side.  Each 
generation has something to offer the others, but the generational differences tend to 
collide, and the gap is cited as problematic. 
 
Individuals in each generation have fundamentally different life experiences than those 
in generations before or after them. Their experiences impact the group as a whole and 
bind them together as a generation. Life experiences (including the generation they are 
a part of) affect the way people learn and behave. 
 
Each generation has rebelled against the previous generation. 
 

Generation Label 
(in the workplace) 

Years/Age 

Generation 9/11 or Gen Z (or iGeneration) *After 1997 – 2017 (1-20) 

Generation Y (or Millennials) *1979 -1996 (19 - 37) 

Generation X *1965 -1978 (38-51) 

Baby Boomers 1946-1964 (52-70) 

Traditionalist(or Veterans) 1927 – 1945 (71+) 

 
*Behaviors that tend to go with each generation are different, and not everyone fits into 
a particular behavior due to the environment and historical events that occur during 
formative years, but for the most part, you can generalize their behavior. The dates for 
Traditionalist and Baby Boomer and the beginning of Gen X are set and do not change, 
and the end dates Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z fluctuate depending on what source you 
are using. 

When the generations fail to communicate effectively, there may be negative 
ramifications. Conflict and lack of communication may impact turnover rates, tangible 
costs (such as recruitment, hiring, training and retention), intangible costs (such as 
morale), grievances and complaints. Additionally, there may be perceptions of 
unfairness and inequity.  
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The Five Generations 
Traditionalists (or Veterans) were brought up during a tough economic time. Great 
leaders stepped forth and led the nation, and accordingly, Traditionalists have a deep 
respect for authority. They tend to conform, and value safe working conditions and job 
security. Because of war rationing and difficulties in their formative years, they are 
known to be frugal, hardworking, and loyal employees. Their beliefs about the 
importance of work and meeting obligations define them. They believe in saving and 
paying cash rather than using credit. They are very different from their children's 
generation, the Baby Boomers.  

Baby Boomers grew up during times of economic and educational growth. They 
attended school in a traditional system and had rigorous programs. As they developed 
into young adults, they faced major social upheaval and change. They bucked the 
system of traditional gender roles, as scores of women entered the workforce. This 
generation worked hard and earned well. They differed from their parents’ generation in 
that that their financial philosophy was to buy now and pay later. With the rise of 
consumerism and two-income families, the divorce rate grew. Most Baby Boomers 
either participated in or protested the Vietnam War, and were active in various political 
and social causes. 

Generation X consists of the children of the Baby Boomers. They are said to have 
inherited the ‘social debris’ of the Boomers, with self-absorbed, often divorced parents, 
which resulted in single-parent, single-income families who had difficulties paying their 
expenses in the face of a growing national debt and failed corporations. Accordingly, 
they are more financially conservative, having learned from their parents’ mistakes the 
importance of saving.  Many saw their workaholic parents being laid off from the jobs to 
which they were so loyal.  They have learned that there is no such thing as job security. 

Millennials (or Generation Y) were the most educated, technologically sophisticated 
generation (to this point). They grew up in a world of computers, the Internet and cell 
phones. Generation Y saw unprecedented events such as the Oklahoma City bombing, 
the Columbine High School massacre and September 11, 2001. Being exposed to such 
fear and lack of security has caused them to value job satisfaction, security and 
opportunity for advancement as priorities over financial compensation.  They aren’t as 
concerned about saving as the previous generation. Their motto could be “Earn it, 
Spend it.” They are dubbed the “Why Me” generation. 
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Generation Z (or iGeneration) make up 25% of the U.S. population. A significant 
aspect of this generation is its widespread usage of the internet from a young age. 
Members of Generation Z are typically thought of as being comfortable with technology 
and interacting on social media websites for a significant portion of their socializing. 
Some commentators have suggested that growing up through the Great Recession has 
given the cohort a feeling of unsettlement and insecurity. They will be the first to come 
of age after same-sex marriage was legalized nationally in the U.S. 
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Five Generations 

Generation Values Work Preference Family 
Traditionalists: Respectful of 

authority; job security 
Jobs with security and 
longevity 

Traditional 

Baby Boomers: Optimistic 
Collaborative 

High-paying and high-
status jobs 

Disintegrating/ 
divorces 

Generation X: 
 

Skeptical, informal Flexibility, reward for 
productivity vs. 
longevity 

Latch-key kids 

Millennials: 
 

Confident, realistic Contract approach, will 
sacrifice pay to learn 
and to have latest 
technologies 

Blended families 

Generation Z: 
 

Appreciation for 
social connection, 
structure, order and 
predictability 

Face to face, globally 
connected (virtually), 
may avoid office 9-5, 
entrepreneurial (turn 
hobbies into jobs) 

More accepting (same-
sex marriage, multi-
racial, co-habitation), 
with gender roles/ norms 
blurring, may be harder 
to find mates and 
maintain households 

Generation Education Communication Feedback 
Traditionalists: A dream Face to face No news is good news. 

Baby Boomers: A right OK to call after hours Once a year, with lots of 
documentation 

Generation X: 
 

A means to an end Do not call me after 
hours 

Sorry to interrupt, but 
how am I doing? 

Millennials: 
 

A huge expense The Internet, cell 
phone, texting 

Feedback whenever I 
want it/ at the click of a 
button 

Generation Z: 
 

May not have 
traditional degrees, 
but will be armed 
with massive 
amounts of 
information 

Smartphones, apps, 
social media (multiple 
means of 
communication), 
constant connection 

I’ll take whatever job you 
have, tell me what you 
need me to do, and I’ll 
follow the rules to be 
successful 

 



8 

 

Focus on Similarities 
Activity - List people you work with in the chart below. 

Traditionalists 
Someone I know in this generation: ________________________ 

Something I have in common with this person: _______________ 

 
Boomers 
Someone I know in this generation: ________________________ 

Something I have in common with this person: _______________ 

 
Generation X 
Someone I know in this generation: ________________________ 

Something I have in common with this person: _______________ 

 
Millennials 
Someone I know in this generation: ________________________ 

Something I have in common with this person: _______________ 

 

Generation Z 
Someone I know in this generation: ________________________ 

Something I have in common with this person: _______________ 
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Traditionalists (Veterans) 
Background 
Traditionalists experienced the Stock Market Crash of 1929, the Great Depression and 
World War II. They grew up in hard times. Previously accustomed to abundance, they 
faced rations and soup lines. It was a ‘do without’ era, but the Veterans managed to 
carry on in spite of difficult times. They were hardy and driven for success. This 
generation represents the likes of Kennedy, Carter, Dole and Bush. Their work numbers 
are decreasing as they move into retirement.  

Values 
Their values were formed because of the challenging times they, their parents and their 
grandparents faced. They have strong family values and an important sense of morality. 
They value privacy, hard work, authority, formality, honor, dedication, and sacrifice.   

Motivators 
• Use a personal touch: for example, write a handwritten note. 
• Talk to them in person, as they are more comfortable with face-to-face 

interactions than with email or phone. 
• Offer plaques and awards as incentives.  

Turnoffs 
• Veterans are uncomfortable with conflict. 
• They have difficulty dealing with change and ambiguity. 
• They dislike seeing others who are disloyal or who buck the system. 

 
Reasons to appreciate  
They are stable, detail-oriented, thorough, hardworking and loyal.  
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Baby Boomers 
Background 
Baby Boomers are the children of the World War II vets. They didn’t experience the 
economic difficulties that their parents did. In contrast, they grew up in a time of 
prosperity. Their parents’ dream was to give their children more than they had.  They 
are known as the ‘me generation.' They grew up practically worshipping advancement, 
wanting to excel, and often becoming workaholics. They coined the phrase "Thank God 
it's Monday." They founded the feminist movement and changed gender roles, as more 
and more women entered the workforce.   

Values 
Because Baby Boomers grew up in a politically volatile time, they witnessed 
assassinations and wars.  They became strong believers in political and social causes 
of various kinds. They value collaboration, change, competition, hard work. They can be 
anti-establishment.   

Motivators 
• Use a personal approach. 
• Give public recognition. 

 
• Give perks, such as a company car and an expense account. 
• Get consensus on decisions. 

Turnoffs 
• Boomers are uncomfortable with conflict. 
• They are reluctant to disagree with peers. 
• They tend to be overly sensitive to feedback. 
• Boomers can be judgmental of people who see things differently. 

 
Reasons to appreciate 
Baby Boomers have drive; they are service-oriented and willing to put in the extra effort.  
They make great team players.  
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Generation X  
Background 
Generations Xers grew up in a time of change, as divorce rates rose dramatically and 
single-parent homes became more common. Xers are very comfortable with change, as 
they changed cities, homes and parents while growing up.  Their times were varied; 
they witnessed the Challenger Disaster, and MTV became a household word during 
their early years.  
Their world included: 

• Working parents and daycare 
• The first generation of latch-key kids 
• A dwindling labor market with massive downsizing 
• The threat of HIV/AIDS 
• Computers at home and school 
• Fast delivery and immediate gratification (pagers, ATMs, microwaves, fast food, 

cell phones, etc.) 
• Instant access to the world through television and the Internet 

Values 
• Flexibility 
• Work-life balance 
• Feedback 
• Entrepreneurship 
• Information 

Motivators 
• Establish win-win relationships, regardless of the employee's length of stay.  
• Offer opportunities to network and build lasting relationships. 
• Appreciate hard work and innovation. 

Turnoffs 
They dislike: 

• Lack of communication 
• Incompetence 
• Stiff, uptight, overly formal company culture 
• Fear-based management and close supervision 
• Hearing about the past 
• Inflexibility 
• Negative remarks about youth 
• Focus on the "how" instead of the results 
 

Reasons to appreciate 
They are adaptable, independent and have strong technical skills. Authority does not 
intimidate them. 
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Millennials (or Generation Y) 
Background 
Millennials don't remember a time when there were no ATMs, video games or high-
speed cable access. They grew up with fear as they witnessed violent times, including 
the Oklahoma City Bombing, the Columbine Massacre, and numerous schoolyard 
shootings.     
 
They grew up with gadgets and are comfortable using multiple types of technology in 
the workplace. They seem to be able to listen to their iPods as they text on their cell 
phones, IM on their computers and simultaneously get their work done. They consider 
emails and electronic communication to be more efficient; therefore, they have had 
fewer opportunities to develop their social skills and their ability to interact with people in 
the workplace.  

Values 
• Confidence 
• Optimism 
• Civic duty 
• Morality 
• Street smarts 
• Diversity 
• Money 
• Technology  

Motivators 
• Provide an environment where productivity trumps process.   
• Allow for flexibility; don’t nit-pick their work style and hours.    

Turnoffs 
They have a strong need for supervision and feedback. They tend to be inexperienced 
and lack social skills.  
 
Reasons to appreciate 
They are optimistic, tenacious, technologically savvy and good at multi-tasking.  
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Generation Z (or iGeneration) 
Background 
A significant aspect of this generation is its widespread usage of the internet from a 
young age. Members of Generation Z are typically thought of as being comfortable with 
technology and interacting on social media websites for a significant portion of their 
socializing. Some commentators have suggested that growing up through the Great 
Recession has given the cohort a feeling of unsettlement and insecurity.  
 
This is a generation that wants to create their company between 50- 72% want to run 
their startup. The idea of "business" brings up negative responses: "complicated," 
"brutal," " jungle". They believe success comes from their "network" rather than from 
qualifications, and they prefer a flat organization to a hierarchy at work. They want to 
succeed and achieve, with 76% aiming to make their hobby their job. 
 
Values 
Global, social, visual and technological. They are the most connected, educated and 
sophisticated generation ever. They are the up-agers, with influence beyond their years. 
They are the tweens, the teens, the youth and young adults of our global society. They 
are the early adopters, the brand influencers, the social media drivers, the pop-culture 
leaders. They comprise nearly 2 billion people globally, and they don’t just represent the 
future, they’re creating it. 

Gen Z’s have been born into the crisis period of terrorism, the global recession and 
climate change. They are predicted to spend their young adult years in a time of 
economic and social renewal. They are also living in an era of changing household 
structures and are the students of today and university graduates, employees, and 
consumers of tomorrow.  

Motivators 
• High-intensity workgroups with clear chain of command 
• Recognition/awards 
• Positive reinforcement 
• Multi-tasking 
• Mentoring/training 
• Opportunity to climb the ladder 

 
Turnoffs 
With Gen Z in particular, job hopping could be a major concern as 83% of today’s 
students believe that three years or less is the appropriate amount of time to spend at 
their first job. Furthermore, over a quarter (27%) of students believe you should stay at 
your first job for a year or less. 

Reasons to appreciate 
More entrepreneurial, future-focused, and self-directed than Millennials, they will most 
likely bring balance, leadership, and stability to the workplace. 
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Tips for Approaching Each Generation 
Traditionalists like to hear: 

• “Your experience is respected and valued.”  
• "Your perseverance is valued, and it will be rewarded." 

 
 
Baby Boomers like to hear: 

• “Your contribution is unique.” 
• “You are important.” 
• “We need you. We approve of you.” 

 
 
Generation X likes to hear: 

• “We use the latest technologies.” 
• “There aren’t a lot of rules here.”  
• “Do it your way.”  

 
 
Millennials like to hear: 

• “You’ll be working with other bright, creative people.” 
• “You can be a hero and turn this place around.”  

 
 
Generation Z like to hear: 

• “You’ll be working collaboratively and remotely.” 
• “You have new ideas and fresh ways of thinking.” 

 
 
  



15 

 

Potential Challenges  

Activity - List a challenging situation that may arise when 
interacting with:  

 
Traditionalists 
 
Challenge: 
Potential ways to prevent the challenge 
 
Baby Boomers 
 
Challenge: 
Potential ways to prevent the challenge 
 
Generation X 
 
Challenge: 
Potential ways to prevent the challenge 
 
Millennials 
 
Challenge: 
Potential ways to prevent the challenge 
 
Generation Z 
 
Challenge: 
Potential ways to prevent the challenge 
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Communicating With Respect 
As long as we have multiple generations in the workplace, we will have opportunities to 
overcome challenges and interact with people respectfully. Tools to communicate 
respectfully and successfully navigate sticky situations will help all players enjoy a more 
harmonious environment.  
 
Information flows in all directions in organizations, and the most successful 
communicators find a way for each generation to be heard. They recognize that no one 
style is the best and that no one has all the answers. When people appreciate and value 
diversity and communicate respectfully, they can be true contributors to their 
organizations. 
 
Essential principles for communicating with respect are to: 
 

Accept differences 

Consider ways to accommodate different situations and styles 

Treat others with respect 
 
These principles are known as the ACT approach for respectful communications.  
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Techniques for Moving Forward  
 
• Review your organization’s benefits package, asking yourself which generation 

would be attracted to each perk and which perks are attractive to all generations.  

• Watch a movie that focuses on a generation other than your own (The Big Chill, 

Reality Bites, Saving Private Ryan, Office Space.)  Put yourself into the role of one 

of the characters. How would you see things differently if you were a member of that 

generation?  

• Become an expert on a different generation. Find someone twenty years older, or 

younger, to teach you about the intricacies of that generation.  

• Institute a Generational Awareness Week. Display posters and photos that represent 

each generation. Play music from each generation’s era.  

• Review the makeup of your top management team and board of directors. Are you 

getting a perspective from each generation?  
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Moving Forward: Action Plan 
The single most important thing I learned about interacting with 
the following:  
 
Traditionalists –  
 

Baby Boomers – 
 

Generation X –  
 

Millennials – 
 

Generation Z – 
  
 
 
 
One thing I will do differently when I get back to work to implement what I 
learned:  
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