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Mixing
It

With four—almost
five—generations in
the workplace, tensions
can arise through
misunderstandings and
miscommunication.

By Adrienne Fox

tleast once, a friend has sent you an e-mail with the subject line “You might

be a child of the 1970s if ...” Or the 1980s or the 1950s or whatever decade

you came of age. These e-mails contain funny lists of pop culture references,

the average cost of a movie ticket, or a fashion or game fad that contributed
to the zeitgeist of that decade. You laugh about the familiarity of a list only people who
grew up at the same time as you did can understand.

People’s attitudes are influenced by the familial and cultural experiences of their
childhood. Whether you grew up during wartime or peacetime, in heady economic
times or financial uncertainty, or in periods of profound change such as the civil rights
era or the Internet era—all these factors help define your generation’s values. And those
values are brought into the workplace.

The author is a contributing editor and former managing editor of HR Magazine.
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Next year, five generations will participate in the workforce,
according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Each one has
defining characteristics and at least one nickname.

“The way we grew up earns us the right to see the world the
way we see it,” explains Mark Hirschfeld, principal in the human
capital consulting group at SilverStone Group in Omaha, Neb.

With Leigh Branham, SPHR, founder of Keeping the People
Inc., a provider of strategic planning consulting services based
in Overland Park, Kan., he analyzed the employee engagement
results of 3,200 U.S. employers. After controlling for character-
istics such as age, position type, company size and tenure, the
researchers found that the greater the variation
of age groups within a company, the lower the
overall engagement scores for all generations.

“For organizations with low engagement
scores, we find a ‘we vs. they’ conflict between
the generations,” Branham says. “Increased
diversity of generations affects the scores nega-
tively much more so than diversity of sex or
race.”

According to the research, if an employer
has twice the age diversity of a national aver-
age, it is six times more likely to have an over-
all employee engagement score in the bottom
quartile. An age-diverse workplace is not an
environment conducive to high engagement,
Hirschfeld says.

As more Millennials enter the workplace,
and Traditionalists and Baby Boomers continue working, this
dynamic will become even more challenging, especially if
employers don’t understand or recognize potential problems,
Hirschfeld notes.

Understanding and discussing generational differences—and
stereotypes—can help prevent misunderstandings, set expecta-
tions, engender empathy and improve engagement.

Who Do You Think You Are?

Given the different childhood experiences that shaped each
generation’s values system, it’s no wonder that when members
of multiple generations arrive to work each day, tensions and
misunderstandings arise. When asked “To what extent is inter-
generational conflict an issue in your workplace?,” 72 percent
of more than 400 respondents indicated “to a large degree,” “to
some degree” or “to a slight degree,” according to a February
poll by the Society for Human Resource Management.

Members of each generation often think they have members
of other generations pegged.

“Millennials think Generation X managers are jaded, bitter,
abrasive, not interested in them, hoard their knowledge and don’t
delegate,” explains Amy Hirsh Robinson, principal at workforce
consulting firm Interchange Group in Los Angeles.

Year born
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The Generations

“Generation Xers think Millennials are too needy for atten-
tion and are demanding and overly confident,” says Sylvia Ann
Hewlett, an economist and founding president of the Center for
Work-Life Policy, a nonprofit think tank in New York City.
Members of Generation X also say “Millennials don’t have a
good work ethic, job-hop and live off their parents. It may not be
true, but that’s the stereotype.”

Indeed, 54 percent of Millennials want to stay in the same
job and don’t want to job-hop, according to Hewlett’s research.

The underlying personality traits of each generation can cause
tension, Robinson says. “Millennials are enthusiastic and opti-
mistic, while Generation
Xers are frustrated and cyni-
cal, so you can see how this
might play out negatively
in manager-employee rela-
tionships and in teams,” she
explains.

Growing up with sup-
portive parent-child rela-
tionships, Millennials are
sometimes shocked by
Generation X’s aloof man-
agement style. “Generation
Xers are self-reliant, are
used to doing everything
themselves and don’t like
hand-holding,” Robinson
says. “And Millennials come in ready to make a difference and
get mentored by their Gen X manager. The Gen X manager
responds with, ‘Nothing ever changes around here’ and ‘I didn’t
get mentored, why should you? Just go do your job.” ”

Without open discussion about expectations, the Millennial
employee might conclude that his manager doesn’t like him or
doesn’t care about his success, says Lindsay Hutter, senior vice
president and U.S. practice leader of change and internal com-
munications at Hill & Knowlton, a public relations firm in Wash-
ington, D.C.

The challenges aren’t solely between Millennials and mem-
bers of Generation X. Traditionalists and Baby Boomers believe
Millennials don’t have a good work ethic because they integrate
life into work. Workers in the three older generations also dis-
like what they perceive as Millennials’ disregard for corporate
norms governing communication methods and hierarchy. They
complain that Millennials have a much different attitude about
the need to “pay your dues.”

Baby Boomers are often “not tolerant of differences or
change,” Hirschfeld adds.

Millennials, by contrast, might think Baby Boomers are too
rigid and tied to antiquated corporate rules. They argue that such
rigidity stymies innovation. They believe workers in the older
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Online Resources

To discuss managing a multigen-
erational workforce, and for additional
information about managing a multi-
generational workforce, see the online
version of this article at www.shrm.org/

hrmagazine/0511Fox.

generations have been too
slow to adopt social media
and other tools, and place
too much value on tenure
rather than knowledge and
performance. Millennials
view inflexible work hours as outdated and unproductive.

Although closer in age and management style to Baby Boom-
ers, members of Generation X have their own problems with this
older generation. The Center for Work-Life Policy’s research
found that Baby Boomers are working nine years longer than
they originally planned, clogging up the leadership pipeline and
causing anxiety and disengagement among members of Genera-
tion X.

Adding to the anxiety: “Xers are worried that they’ll be leap-
frogged over for the top positions once the Boomers finally do
retire,” Hewlett says.

The din of media coverage about the Millennials doesn’t help
allay the fears of Generation X.

“Generation Xers are resentful of the attention being paid
to Millennials because of their technological prowess, entrepre-
neurship and because of their sheer demographic size,” Robin-
son says. Members of Generation X fear “they are losing their
edge to Millennials.”

Encouraging dialogue between members of Generation
X and Baby Boomers about why the older generation hasn’t
retired yet can help ease resentment between them. According to
Hewlett, Baby Boomers aren’t retiring because their assets have
been depleted in the housing and stock markets, and because
they continue to subsidize post-college children—temporary
issues that will be resolved.

Ultimately, Robinson stresses, don’t ignore Generation X
employees’ fears or slack on their development plans because
when Baby Boomers finally do retire, you will need them to fill
the gaps.

Experts say another reason Baby Boomers aren’t retiring is
because their identities are tied to their careers. For these employ-
ees, Robinson suggests appealing to their desire to leave a legacy.
“Tell them to think and work differently for the greater good of
the entire organization. Ask, “What does the next phase of your
life look like, and how can we accommodate that?’ ”

Where Are You Coming From?

Understanding how each generation’s values manifest in work-
place behaviors—such as communicating, managing others,
getting work done and trying to move ahead—can ease tension
among the groups.

Communicating. Boomers and Traditionalists typically want
face-to-face meetings or phone calls, Robinson explains. Skilled
at building rapport and relationships, they value face-to-face
encounters. Members of Generation X are more likely to com-

municate via e-mail rather than meet in person or make
phone calls.
In addition, “Boomers don’t see the utility of social
media as a workplace tool,” Robinson notes.
“Social media is very threatening for older managers,”
Branham explains. Because older workers tend to view
knowledge as power, they sometimes hoard it to stay in control.
But “technology is turning all that on its head, democratizing
the workplace and providing knowledge to everyone. It takes a
dedicated leader to champion this and encourage older workers
to embrace this and not be threatened by it.”

Millennials are comfortable trading privacy for instant online
access to information and other people. “They don’t wait for
access to senior executives to get answers; they collaborate with
experts across the globe,” Hutter notes.

Three-quarters of Millennials have profiles on social network-
ing sites, according to a 2010 Millennial Inc. survey of 1,000 Mil-
lennial employees in the United States and the United Kingdom
by Mr Youth, a marketing company, and Intrepid, a research
firm, both based in New York City. Fifty-four percent prefer to
make decisions by consensus, and that number shoots to 70 per-
cent when they are among peers, according to the survey.

Millennials value relationships, but they don’t need face-to-
face encounters to build them. In fact, “Millennials rarely use
e-mail before they enter the workplace, and organizations are
still very e-mail- and meeting-centric,” Robinson says. Another
source of tension: Millennials may not answer e-mails in a timely
fashion. They are quicker to respond to texts or “ping” their
social media network.

Emily Crane, 29, is an older Millennial who knows what
medium to use with each client or colleague. “My preference is
to text and IM my clients and co-workers,” says Crane, senior
account supervisor at Hill & Knowlton. “Some of my colleagues
prefer e-mail and don’t IM, so I know to respond to their e-mail
messages right away.”

Crane’s manager is a member of Generation X, and she
admits they have different communication styles. “He’s more
traditional,” she says.

Robinson advises managers to create diverse channels of
communication.

Managing and feedback. Millennials want regular commu-
nication, no matter how it’s delivered. Robert Half International
and Yahoo! HotJobs polled more than 1,000 Millennials and
found that over 60 percent wanted to hear from managers at least
once a day.

“The performance management process is challenged
because Millennials want constant feedback and coaching,”
Robinson says.

Managers in different generations face different challenges in
managing Millennials.

For example, Generation X managers need to be trained to
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