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Companies need to understand how each generation behaves at work, how they want to be managed, and their needs in order to retain them and keep them engaged. Haydn’s book will help you unlock the value behind the generations and bring them together for the benefit of your company.

DAN SCHAWBEL, Forbes contributor and author of Me 2.0 and Promote Yourself: The New Rules for Career Success

Johnsonville Sausage has always been about the people who ensure we produce the highest-quality products. When Haydn spoke to our leaders, he got us thinking about generational differences in new ways that help us better attract and empower employees of all generations. I’m glad Haydn’s put the insights he shared with us into a book that can help thousands of others. You need this powerful book.

RALPH C. STAYER, owner and former CEO of Johnsonville Sausage

The secret to future success lies in GQ: generational intelligence. Read this book and get smart about how to connect generations to unleash innovation and productivity.

TIM SANDERS, CEO of Net Minds and author of Today We Are Rich and Love Is the Killer App

When it comes to troubleshooting workplace issues and facilitating harmonious interactions among employees, FranklinCovey is the undisputed leader, and those who are currently managing five disparate generations need look no further than practice leader Haydn Shaw, whose book Sticking Points zeroes in on the areas —like organizational structure and use of social media —where communication is most likely to break down and cause a negative impact on the bottom line.

ALEXANDRA LEVIT, author of #MillennialTweet: 140 Bite-Sized Ideas for Managing the Millennials

Sticking Points contains insights and processes that do indeed work. We’ve had Haydn back many times to teach our managers the tools he has put into this book. I found it so valuable and enjoyable that I invited my wife to come hear his presentation. You’ll come back to this book again and again when you run into a new generational challenge. But more important, it will improve your ability to speak the language of other generations at work and in your personal life. A must-read.

JIM THYEN, former president and CEO of Kimball International, Inc.

I go all over the world speaking to organizations about leadership, and Haydn has made a slam dunk with Sticking Points. He explains why people from different generations think and act the way they do. Why does this matter? When we understand the “why,” we can work with people to get outstanding results as teams or individuals. Understanding the “why” enables leaders to celebrate differences and capitalize on the creativity and innovation of each generation. It’s a must-read for leaders.

PAT WILLIAMS, cofounder of the Orlando Magic

Sticking Points provides a practical road map for sidestepping the stumbling blocks that come with a multigenerational workforce. It is a great guide for business leaders feeling the pain of managing five completely different generations. I agree with Haydn Shaw —don’t try to change them; lead them. This astute and entertaining book is an important one.

TAMARA ERICKSON, a McKinsey Award–winning author and expert on organizations and the changing workforce

Five generations are challenging associations like the American Business Women’s Association to rethink how they attract, retain, and engage their members that are in various stages of their lives and careers. What works for Traditionalists and Boomers doesn’t necessarily work for Gen Xers and Millennials. Sticking Points is an excellent read that gives organizational leaders, teachers, and families essential tools to help them connect with every generation effectively. Our multigenerational membership loved Haydn Shaw’s breakout sessions, and I know you will appreciate his book.

RENÉ STREET, executive director of National American Business Women’s Association

Understanding the five generations in the workforce is critical today for maximizing customer satisfaction and team productivity. Haydn is a true guide to better understand the differences of this issue and take advantage of the opportunities! I highly recommend this book to anyone who wants a well-researched, easy-to-read, and practical guide to this important subject.

STEPHEN G. OSWALD, Chairman, President, and CEO of Ducommun, Inc.

In his book Sticking Points, Haydn Shaw presents timely advice for executives and managers struggling to understand the newest generation of employees. His insights helped us unravel this mystery and provide a path to better communication, greater productivity, and exceptional performance and will do the same for you.

MICHAEL ENGLER, PhD, Chairman/CEO of Cactus Feeders, Inc.

Don’t make . . . generational mistakes inside and outside of your business. Let Haydn put a smile on your face as he helps you navigate through the sticking points in every facet of your company and show you how multigenerational leadership wins out.

TIMOTHY P. BAILEY, retired chief credit officer and vice chairman, TCF National Bank

Thinking about my younger teammates —and teenage daughters —as “from another country” makes me smile. And it has improved my ability to listen and understand. This book is a must-read for those who want to work with, live with, and lead other generations effectively.

JENNIFER COLOSIMO, Senior VP of FranklinCovey; coauthor with Stephen Covey of Great Work, Great Career

Haydn Shaw’s new book Sticking Points is definitely the right resource at the right time for twenty-first-century organizational leadership. Having experienced Haydn’s practical wisdom at numerous retreats, I have learned that the principles laid out in the book are widely applicable across different types of organizations. I unreservedly recommend Sticking Points as a must-read for any organization’s leadership team.

ROBERT VAN ALLEN, PhD EE, cofounder of SVS Inc. and executive/program manager for the Boeing Company (retired)

Sticking Points is an excellent book, a valuable glimpse of how generational differences impact organizations. We’ve brought Haydn to our staff and events we’ve hosted for other universities because our students and staffs span the generations. Leveraging the generational differences is critical to our success and yours. You need this book.

JUDITH FLINK, former executive director of student financial services for the University of Illinois

This generation that has grown up digital continues to bring big changes to the workplace. Sticking Points provides a practical way to turn generational tensions into team results so we don’t miss the many benefits this new generation can bring. Your whole team will want to read and talk about this book.

DON TAPSCOTT, author of 16 widely read books, including Macrowikinomics: New Solutions for a Connected Planet and Grown Up Digital

Sticking Points by Haydn Shaw helps readers sort out how to get all five generations working together rather than complaining about each other. Insightful and well balanced, this book will make you smile while it explores generational myths and provides a practical process for leading every generation more effectively.

KEN BLANCHARD, coauthor of The One Minute Manager® and Trust Works!

Haydn’s caring, sincerity, and inspirational sense of humor put him in the top one percent of speakers in the nation. Now he’s going to the top as an author. Sticking Points tackles one of the major problems in organizations all over the world —the friction between generations. And now, in one book, you can gain understanding and learn how to deal with all five generations in a very practical hands-on approach so that your organization can achieve its highest priorities.

RUTH WILLIAMS, author of How to Be like Women of Influence and Happy Spouse, Happy House

With over 30,000 employees around the world, it was imperative that we build collaborative and effective teams across multiple functions and geographies. Haydn was able to unlock the obstructionism we saw across generations. His delivery was motivating, and his methods and insights were clear and empowering. With the path illuminated, our teams rose and worked effectively and passionately, from 22 to 62.

MATTHEW RUBEL, former chairman, CEO, and president of Collective Brands (Payless ShoeSource)

In Sticking Points, Haydn does an amazing service. He not only turns automatic contention between the generations into understanding, but he also reveals the opportunities for creating true synergies. This book is a must-read for leaders of all ages.

RON MCMILLAN, coauthor of four New York Times bestsellers, including Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High
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Foreword

WE ARE ALL seeing generational sticking points pop up in our own organizations or families more and more frequently. As Haydn explains, we’ve never had so many generations in existence at once, and we’re not quite sure what to do about it. That’s why we need this book.

I have known Haydn Shaw from the time he started at FranklinCovey at the ripe age of twenty-eight. He was one of our two youngest consultants, but honestly, he didn’t look a day over twenty! I was still managing a sales team at the time, and my team worried that clients would wonder what they were getting when we first sent Haydn out alone. It didn’t take long for us to realize what our clients quickly discovered: Haydn is exceptionally smart, practical, and funny. He quickly became an in-demand presenter and consultant —one of our very best. In short, he succeeded tremendously at what in our business is a very young age, so he knows from personal experience that younger people can contribute, and he wants to show us how to let them.

Over the last twenty years I’ve watched Haydn lead large client projects, develop multiple training programs, and provide thought leadership for FranklinCovey’s leadership practice. More than just spouting theories, Haydn has real-world, hands-on “generations” experience with literally thousands of people, enabling him to connect with people (and readers) in profound ways. As Carl Rogers put it, “That which is most personal is most general.”

As you’ll see in this book, Haydn can see the big picture through vast amounts of information in multiple disciplines while simultaneously providing practical insights and tools that can be used immediately. Haydn has the rare gift of taking complex things and making them simple —without being simplistic, which is what he has powerfully done with Sticking Points.

When I wrote The Speed of Trust, my foremost objective was to help people build trust, not just talk about it. That’s what I love most about Sticking Points. Haydn doesn’t simply explain the differences between the generations; he shows us how to use his five-step process to work through and transcend each of the twelve most common generational conflicts —what he calls “sticking points.” He beautifully teaches the why behind the what and helps us gain real understanding of our generational differences, enabling us to leverage today’s opportunity of having multiple generations at work at the same time.

Haydn is particularly witty and funny. His approach is to get us laughing at ourselves so we are more open to understanding and trusting other generations. Even though this book addresses a serious topic, you’ll catch glimpses of his sense of humor that makes his generational presentations both engaging and penetrating. Haydn’s experience and capabilities are what make this book smart and practical; his personality is what makes it interesting and funny.

Most of all, Haydn has a vision for organizations empowering people and running with the strengths of each of the generations like no one else I know. He sees a future for your organization where generations can work together in order to produce extraordinary results. More than anything else Haydn sees generational differences not as problems to be solved but as opportunities to be leveraged.

The problem is that both Haydn and I see too many corporate cultures poisoned by frustrations between the generations. We witness lunchtime conversations about out-of-date technology and management styles. We hear older colleagues whispering about new hires who don’t seem loyal to the organization. We walk into workplaces that can’t attract new and younger people to work there or keep the Boomers from longing for retirement.

What excites me about this wonderful book is how it paints a vision of another way —a better way. A way to transform a team stuck in generational differences into a team that sticks together.

Sticking Points will be my reference guide for years to come as a go-to resource for both understanding and resolving generational differences. I predict it will become a reference guide for you, too, filled with ideas and insights you can apply from a person you can trust.

Stephen M. R. Covey




Preface

ONCE A WEEK someone asks me when I am going to update Sticking Points and my workshops to include Generation Z. Or they say it more bluntly: “This is feeling out of date. Why not drop the Traditionalists and replace them with Gen Z?”

But really, beyond adding Gen Z, it is time to update Sticking Points because the conversation around generations has changed:


	People who teach my workshops tell me that participants have begun to point out that the Millennials are pushing forty, and the material should reflect that. (It should. Now all three life stages of the Millennials are in the book.)

	Increasingly, older Millennials have told me that they are tired of people talking about Millennials because it’s often to bash them. Can’t we move on?

	Some organizations are not discussing the topic of generations at all and talk instead about unconscious bias. Occasionally some younger Millennials or Gen Z Cuspers stop me in a workshop because they don’t think generational differences are much of an issue; people should not be categorized but understood uniquely. (More on this in chapter 7.)

	There were strong reactions to my TEDx talk explaining why Millennials get blamed for things that are related to a new life stage![1] I was not surprised that some in the older generations complained that I was using emerging adulthood to explain away “irresponsible behavior.” But I did not anticipate the number of Millennials who thought I had betrayed them because I did not blame that behavior on the older generations who made them this way and ruined their economic opportunities, or that I only understood Millennials of privilege.



These comments show how the conversation has changed since 2013. They also demonstrate that life stages are the cutting edge of generational research. That’s why for the past seven years I have focused on life stages as much as generations in my research. That approach moves beyond flat generational categories and opens up new understanding.

You now hold in your hands the result of that research —an updated handbook to all five generations, including fully revised information about Millennials and a guide through the maze of contradictory and occasionally scant Gen Z data.

This book was specifically written for the workplace context, but it has broader applications. Generational differences don’t just show up in the conference room. They surface in the home, on the school or nonprofit board, and at religious organizations. Anywhere people get together, what I call the “ghost stories” of the different generations impact the way they think. When we understand why another generation thinks the way they do, we are much more likely to appreciate their differences and speak their language.

A quick note about my research. This book is . . .


	based on conversations and interviews with thousands of people as well as the latest published research.

	about all five generations (with extra attention to Millennials and Gen Z, since they are the newest) so the whole team can read it together and then put it to work.

	quick to read, with a touch of humor. (If we can’t laugh at our generational differences, they’ll always irritate us.)

	practical. (If you can’t apply what a book recommends, what’s the point?)



I’ve been most pleased that readers love the practical ideas in Sticking Points. One client said they read ten generational books and picked Sticking Points for their firm because it was more practical than the others.

To make it practical, I’ve included . . .


	comparisons of how generations think, which a major client described as “the answer key to the generations.”

	a five-step plan for leading rather than managing generational differences.

	ways to apply this five-step plan to each of the twelve generational sticking points you face at work (or home).



I wrote this book in such a way that you wouldn’t have to read it straight through. Really: I wrote it so you can find what you need quickly and skip what doesn’t apply. But my biggest surprise has been how many people have read it cover to cover.

Everyone told me the rule of thumb for a second edition is to change only 10 percent. If you change more than that, they said, write a new book. I did the opposite. I and my team went through every page, updating statistics, validating examples, and changing applications to fit today’s conversation and to reflect what I have learned in seven more years of helping clients.

I didn’t want to write a brand-new book because now, as then, there is no other widely used book that covers all the generations. Thousands of people have used Sticking Points as their guide to all the generations. Now that it is current, they still can.


[1] Haydn Shaw, “Why Half of What You Hear about Millennials Is Wrong,” TEDx Talks, posted December 12, 2016, YouTube video, 9:38, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BPMrcY9z0nM.






1: Sticking Together or Coming Apart

CINDY SNEAKED OUT before the conference wrapped up. Seeing me by the registration table, she looked at her watch and asked, “Can you answer a question about your presentation? I’ve got a big problem on my team.”

“Sure,” I said. “We have a few minutes before people start coming out.”

She glanced at her watch again and started in. “For six months I’ve been working with Human Resources, trying to figure out what to do with Cara. I’m leaving the conference early to finalize the paperwork to fire her. But after listening to you, I’m wondering if maybe there’s something generational about this. I lead an information technology department, and Cara surfs the Internet three hours a day.”

“Sounds like a lot,” I said. “If she’s surfing that much, her work must not be getting done. Who on your team is picking up the slack?”

“No work falls to other people,” Cindy said. “She actually carries the heaviest workload in my department. She supports more software programs and more users than anyone else.”

“Oh,” I said with surprise. “Seems strange to fire your highest producer. Do her customers complain about her work?”

She hesitated. “No . . . she has the best customer satisfaction scores of anyone in our department. The vice presidents often tell me to do whatever it takes to keep her because she is the best in my department. That’s why Human Resources and I have been trying so hard to figure out how to make it work with her. But we are stuck.”

“If she does more work and has better results than anyone on your team, why are you firing her?” I asked.

“Because she sets a bad example for the rest of the department. I have other techs asking me why they can’t surf the web if Cara can. Plus, we pay her for a full day, and she’s not working three hours of it. What if everyone did that? At first I offered to promote her since she is so good; I knew that would fill her plate. But she says she likes the job she has. I’ve coached her for a year now that she needs to stay busy. I’ve offered her extra projects, but she says it wouldn’t be fair.”

I finished her thought. “She says that being able to surf the Internet is her reward for getting her work done faster. She shouldn’t be punished by having to do 30 percent more work than everyone else without 30 percent more pay.”

Cindy almost shouted, “That’s exactly what she said!”

Cindy was in the middle of a sticking point.

[image: ]

“My wife and I have two kids in their twenties, but they are certainly not like we were,” Stan, a fifty-six-year-old accountant, stated once we had found a seat. We’d met in the food line at an open house for a recent high school graduate. At first when people find out I do leadership training and consulting, they nod politely. But when I mention I’ve been researching the different generations for almost thirty years, they can’t stop talking.

As I started eating, Stan continued. “By the time I was twenty-five, I already had a house, a kid, and another on the way. But my kids don’t look like they’re ever going to settle down.”

The brisket was good, so I kept eating and listened to Stan. He went on, “Our oldest son, Brandon, is a good kid, but he’s taking his time figuring out what he wants to do. He’s twenty-six, and he moved back home five months ago because he says things are just too expensive on his own. Living with his parents doesn’t seem to faze him or his friends. I would have died of embarrassment. And I know his mother would never have dated me if I’d lived at home, but it doesn’t seem to bother his girlfriend, either. She’s a really nice girl with a good job, but after dating for four years, they never talk about marriage. Most of my friends were married by twenty-six; most of Brandon’s are still dating.”

“That seems about right,” I said. “The average age for marriage has jumped. My oldest son had thought about getting married at twenty-two, and everyone said he was crazy. I thought he was crazy, and I got married at twenty-two. Actually, his grandmother thought he was crazy, and she got married the day before she turned seventeen. It’s a different world.”

Stan hadn’t touched his food. “I’m not saying he should get married. He hasn’t finished his college degree or found a job he wants to stick with, and he still plays a lot of video games. It’s not getting married later that I don’t understand; it’s that he and his girlfriend don’t want to get serious. I’m a little worried about what’s going to happen to him and his friends.”

Stan was stuck (and his brisket was getting cold).

[image: ]

Hector had asked if we could talk at a seminar lunch break, and he got straight to the point: “Haydn, my team is stuck. We had an important presentation recently that started out fine but ended in disaster.”

Hector Perez was a forty-three-year-old vice president of a new division formed to help his midsize manufacturing company move into green technology. Even discouraged and noticeably tired, Hector never stopped moving his hands. He waved his fork like an orchestra conductor as he talked: “Larry Broz, our CEO, is great. He asked me to fly in my team, who are mainly Generation Xers like me, to make our pitch to the management team for increasing research and development spending on green technologies. Larry’s why I left a great company to come here. He may be almost seventy, but he thinks as young as I do. And my team did great. They looked professional, they knew their stuff, and even when the executive team began to throw out strong challenges, they listened and responded like they were old pros.

“But then the meeting crashed, and our proposal went with it. One of my team members, Rachel, was taking notes on her phone. She finished quickly, but later, when the head of operations launched into one of her pet topics, which we’ve all heard many times before, Rachel began working on Slack on her phone again, in full view of the others in the meeting. The head of operations stopped speaking and stared at Rachel’s phone. Rachel didn’t apologize and mentioned how she was taking notes for the team on Slack. The head of ops had never heard of Slack and asked me why my team ignored meeting etiquette. I tried to make a joke about my team being on their phones in my meetings to ease the tension, but that got the head of ops even more fired up.

“The whole meeting just fizzled,” Hector said. “Once the CEO got the head of operations calmed down, we met for another half hour, but it was awkward, and the energy was gone. People were still thinking about Rachel using her phone rather than the strategy. Larry finally put the meeting out of its misery and asked the executive team to submit additional comments in writing. He pulled me aside and said he has heard of Slack and his grandkids take notes on their phones faster than he can type, but I need to help my team know how to communicate with other generations.”

Hector continued, “Rachel was just doing what our whole team does in our own meetings. She’s doing stuff on her phone while I’m talking, too, but it doesn’t bother me because I know she’s dialed in to what we’re doing. On the flight home, the team agreed that Rachel should have left her phone alone but wondered how senior management could be so out of touch with how people work now. I’m stuck in the middle. The senior execs want me to coach my team to be more ‘buttoned down,’ but my young team members wonder if they’re just spinning their wheels here, if this is the place for them long term. Two of them referred to our senior team as ‘OK Boomers.’ If senior management can’t adjust to current meeting etiquette, will they ever be able to embrace these new green technologies they want us to implement? I came here to make a difference, not keep the peace.”

Hector was stuck between generations.

[image: ]

Cindy’s and Hector’s companies didn’t know it, but they had run into seven of the twelve most common generational sticking points I’ve identified from interviewing and working with thousands of people. And Stan’s family was tangled in four different sticking points as well. When people from different generations answer the same question differently and assume their answer should be obvious to everyone else, that’s a generational sticking point. Each generation in these situations thought the others were the problem. The groups tried in vain to ignore or avoid their generational differences. Typically, as at Hector’s company, the generation in charge tells a younger generation to get it together, hoping that will solve the problem. But it never does.

These groups’ approaches predictably didn’t work, and they weren’t sure why or what to do about it the next time. Generational friction is inevitable today, and “the next time” will come more and more often and create more and more tension. If only the companies and family I described had known the following:


	For the first time in history, we have four and sometimes five different generations in the workplace. These generations might as well be from different countries, so different are their cultural styles and preferences.

	Of the four approaches organizations can take to blending the generations, only one of them works today.

	Focusing on the “what” escalates tensions, while focusing on the “why” pulls teams together.

	Knowing the twelve sticking points can allow teams to label tension points and work through them —even anticipate and preempt them.

	Implementing the five steps to cross-generational leadership can lead to empowering, not losing, key people.



But they didn’t know these things. And neither do most organizations or families. Sticking points are inevitable, and they often get teams and families stuck. But they don’t have to. The same generational conflicts that get teams stuck can cause them to stick together.

Stuck in the past or sticking together going forward: it’s a matter of turning a potential liability into an asset. And it’s not that hard to do, as you will soon discover. (In later chapters, I’ll pick up the stories of Cindy, Stan, and Hector and share the advice I gave them about working through their generational sticking points.)

“They Don’t Get It”

The most common complaint I hear from frustrated people in all generations is “They don’t get it.”

“They,” of course, means a boss, coworker, or family member from a different generation who the speaker believes is the cause of a problem. And in my experience, “it” usually refers to one of the following twelve sticking points —places where teams get stuck:


	communication

	decision-making

	dress code

	feedback

	fun at work

	knowledge transfer

	loyalty

	meetings

	policies

	respect

	training

	work ethic



Anyone in today’s workforce can identify with most, if not all, of the twelve sticking points.

“They don’t get it” is usually a sign that a sticking point is causing problems. Team members of the same generation begin tossing around stereotypes, making comments to each other about the “offending” generation. Each generation attempts to maneuver the others into seeing the sticking point their own way.

Surprisingly, “They don’t get it” can also apply to those who think we shouldn’t put people into generational categories as much as to the people who launched the “OK Boomer” memes and T-shirts, or the Boomers whose arrogance inspired them. (It’s my life’s mission to help workplaces so Boomers won’t be viewed as “OK Boomer” coworkers and the younger generations won’t need to mumble the insult under their breath.) Both the judgers of other generations and the judgers of those who talk about generational differences make the first mistake —viewing a sticking point as a problem to be solved rather than as an opportunity to be leveraged. The goal becomes to “fix” the offending generation or generational conversation rather than to look for ways to work with other generations. The irony is that when we say another generation doesn’t get it, we don’t get it either. Or when we say people who recognize and talk about generational differences don’t get it, we are dismissing their perceptions and concerns. Once we get it, we realize that these sticking points are more than generational differences. They are catalysts for deeper conversations that can, if done right, build understanding and appreciation. Sticking points can be negative if you see them as problems or positive if you see them as opportunities for greater understanding and flexibility. Sticking points can make things worse or better depending on whether the five generations can work together in the twelve places they naturally tend to come apart.

We’ll spend the next two chapters looking at why generational sticking points usually get teams stuck, and we’ll see how we can change them into the emotional glue that sticks teams together to achieve exciting results.

Five Generations: The New Reality

Generational friction is inevitable today because we’ve never had five generations in the workplace.

Different researchers label the generations —or more technically, “age cohort groups” —using different terms. For simplicity’s sake, I’ve summarized the most common names along with each generation’s birth years so you can see where you and others fit.

I’ll use the term Generation X (or Gen X for short), even though the members of that generation don’t like the label. Who can blame them? It came from the title of a book about a lost and rootless generation —and X is often a symbol for something that’s missing or an unknown factor. But unfortunately, that’s the name that has stuck.

Not everyone would agree with the dates I assign the generations. While everyone agrees on the dates for the Baby Boomers, some of us disagree by a couple of years about the length of the other generations.[1] Age cohort groups are determined more by the way a generation buys, votes, and answers surveys than by historical markers or birth curves, so of course there is no easily identified date when the Xers ended and the Millennials began.

That is one of the three reasons I waited until now to add Gen Z to this book and my workshop on generations. Because I start Gen Z two or three years later than many sociologists, I think they are still in university and therefore not in the workforce in large numbers. Most workforce surveys bear that out no matter when you start them.
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The second reason is that unless you market to Gen Z or your company hires large numbers out of high school, you’ve had a bigger problem: keeping your Baby Boomers from leaving or getting them to at least transfer their knowledge before they retired. It’s natural to be curious about the generation that is coming to the workforce so you can prepare, but not if you are distracted from preparing for the departure of the one that is retiring. (For more information, see chapter 5.)

The third reason is that it was too early. Gen Z is just coming into the workforce, and there hasn’t been enough data to draw legitimate conclusions. Books projecting how businesses will need to change based on surveys done of Gen Z even two years ago seem to have missed the mark in some of their interpretations, or Gen Z said something completely different in other surveys. It takes five years for enough data to come out to see through the contradictions, just as it did with the Millennials.[2] While I am confident in the data on the main points of Gen Z, even now there is not enough data to speak definitively on a few of the twelve generational sticking points. We will need another five years for that.

So why do I believe it’s time to think about Gen Z at work if they are still in university? Because the oldest Gen Zs and the youngest Millennials are out of university and in the workplace already, as are those Gen Zs who didn’t attend or finish university. Over the next five years, they will pour into the workforce. Either you have them now or you will in a few years, so you need to be ready. This book will help.

To deal with the transitional years when it is impossible to separate generations because people have characteristics of both, marketers developed the term Cuspers. For example, I am a Cusper, born in 1963 —just when the Baby Boomer generation was ending and Generation X was beginning. Cuspers are a blend of both. I identify in some ways with Boomers and in other ways with Xers. (My wife jokes, “You overwork like a Boomer, and you are cynical like an Xer. I’ve married the worst of both worlds.”)

While Cuspers can create problems for marketers who can’t tell which generational pitch to aim at them, Cuspers are often able to bridge generations. They have one foot in both camps and can sometimes serve as translators and negotiators between generations.

For the first time in history, there are five generations in the workplace and in the marketplace. This new phenomenon complicates our work and our relationships because while people of all generations have the same basic needs and go through similar stages in life, they meet those needs in different ways. The rest of this book will detail the commonalities and differences among the five generations.

Seven Ways the Generations Will Increasingly Impact Your Organization

If you’ve never paid much attention to generational differences, here are seven organizational realities you need to be aware of. I’ll divide them into internal and external impacts.

Internal Impacts:


	 1.  Conflicts around generational sticking points. How do you get five generations of employees to play nice together in the sandbox? In the past eight years, most organizations have recognized that younger employees don’t see things the same way their elders do and that it’s impossible to create policies that don’t annoy someone. How do you get through the differences and get back to work? Generational friction is inevitable; generational problems are avoidable —that is, if you and your team have a working knowledge of why the generations are different and of how to lead them rather than simply manage them.

	 2.  Managing and motivating different generations. Whether it’s older supervisors trying to motivate younger employees or Millennial supervisors trying to direct people their parents’ age (or to figure out how unlike them Gen Z really is), generational differences complicate things. Not to mention that many Millennial managers tell me their greatest frustration is managing other Millennials.

	 3.  Replacing the Baby Boomers in the war for talent. Who will you hire following the coming exodus of Baby Boomers? Even in economic downturns, organizations compete for the best employees, what’s commonly called the “war for talent.” Most Traditionalists have already left the workplace. Over the next decade, many of the Baby Boomers will follow —and the ones who return will do so on their own terms. Who will replace them in your organization, and how will you adjust to the younger generation’s different approach to work? How will you transfer the Boomers’ experience, job knowledge, and customer relationships? Further complicating the shift, lower birthrates in the industrialized world and longer life spans could create a labor shortage over the next two decades.[3]

	 4.  Succession planning. Do you trust Generation X to run the place? The president of one of the United States’ thirty largest banks confided to me, “Anywhere we have a Boomer in the succession plan for the top spots, we’re pretty confident. But if it’s a Gen Xer, we don’t know. We just aren’t sure they get the business.” It’s a common sentiment. Organizations made their peace with Gen Xers nearly twenty years ago, after a decade of fretting and calling them “slackers.” But handing over the keys to the company causes differences in work ethic and loyalty to resurface. I spoke to a medical conference recently about succession planning in doctors’ practices. The Boomer doctors I talked to think the Xers in their practice are more committed to making money and work-life balance than to advancing medicine, and they hope to sell their practices to Millennials, whom they see as more idealistic and committed to the advancement of medicine. In the late 1990s and again in the mid-2000s, succession planning was a hot topic as organizations began to do the math on Boomer retirements. But it faded with the global downturn of 2002 and then the great recession in 2008. You can’t put it off any longer. If your organization is typical, well over half your leaders will retire in the next decade. Ready or not, you must have a succession plan.[4]

	 5.  Leadership development. Where will you get your leaders? Generation X is a much smaller generation, and Xers do not tend to stay in one company throughout their careers. As we’ll see, the leadership development processes that served the Boomers are not working for the next generation.



External Impacts:


	 6.      Shifting markets. What do the different generations want? You thought your website was great, so why isn’t it working? We all know generations buy differently. That’s the basis of generational market research. If your organization must market to multiple generations, you need to understand what appeals to each generation and learn to speak their language.

	 7.  Selling to five generations of customers. Most people relate well to two of the generations but not five. Will your salespeople miss half your customers? How will you prepare your employees to satisfy five generations of customers?



The People Issue of the Next Decade

This generational math adds up to the people issue of the decade for your business —or hospital or government agency or political campaign or military unit or church or school or nonprofit or foundation or symphony or association or family.

In many ways, the impact on nonprofit organizations will be more intense sooner. Successful businesses can buy a little time with higher pay. Most nonprofits don’t have that luxury. They need to know about sticking points now. Here are some organization-specific generational challenges that will need to be dealt with in the immediate future:


	Hospitals and medicine. Gen Xers and Millennials did not have Sputnik and the space race to drive national passion in science. While Gen Z is more focused on science-related fields, the average age of nurses in many places is increasing as medicine struggles to attract and retain Gen X and Millennial nurses. Hospitals have been talking about physician shortages for over a decade.[5] (Think of the implications as the Baby Boomers hit their high-medical-need years.) Whereas businesses like Hard Rock Cafe can pick a demographical target, hospitals must serve all five generations. Without generational understanding, a highly skilled Millennial nurse can bring down customer satisfaction scores with a Traditionalist patient just by being more informal in language and approach. What to a Millennial or Gen Z is friendly can seem disrespectful to a Traditionalist.

	Government. Millennials went into government studies in much higher numbers than Gen Xers but have not been staying in government jobs. I tell my governmental clients that they have an “empty middle.” With well over half their staff and most of their managers now eligible to retire and relatively few Gen X managers to take over, they have a generational gap that will be a challenge to fill.

	Political campaigns. Capturing the vote of the two younger generations was key to Barack Obama’s coming from obscurity to the presidency and then to his reelection.[6] In the 2008 election, the first BlackBerry-carrying president lured away one of the three founders of Facebook, who at twenty-four led the customization of social-networking technology and changed the rules of politics. One example: Obama’s Vote for Change site registered over one million voters with only a few part-time staff. In the past that would have required two thousand full-time staff.[7] Campaigns at every level learned from his victory and raced to adopt technology-driven, grassroots-based campaigns. In Obama’s reelection, his campaign put even more focus on social media but added precision data mining that has set the playbook since. Further complicating the environment for politicians is that two-thirds of us think that social media harms political discussion.[8] Millennials were the deciding factor in both of Obama’s campaigns, and Gen Z is similar or even more left-leaning than Millennials.[9] Campaigns that don’t take seriously all generations and their communication technologies will struggle.

	Military. I have spoken to hundreds of military leaders about the complexities of Gen Xers leading Millennials and now Gen Z. Maybe the hardest challenge is recruiting. The military is working to reach Gen Zs, who don’t respond to phone calls, have an eight-second attention span, and worry if women and minorities will fare well in their ranks.[10]

	Religious organizations. People often turn to religion for comfort and guidance in a changing and sometimes confusing world but find that with five generations, it is impossible to keep everyone on the same page. Because religious organizations survive only if they are able to attract the next generation, this may be the most important issue they face because the younger generations are less interested in organized religion.[11]

	Schools. Similar to hospitals, K–12 schools struggle to attract and retain Gen X and Millennial teachers. In many areas, the dropout rate for new teachers is 50 percent. Internally, faculty struggle just as businesses do to understand the different generations. One med school professor told me she asked her dean if she could record herself teaching so she could work on research rather than offering ongoing classes. The school no longer required class attendance, so half her students didn’t show up. (He said no.)

	Nonprofits/foundations. Without business-level salaries, nonprofits and foundations have to motivate and inspire each generation if they hope to win in the war for talent. Moreover, the generations have different ideas of what volunteer involvement looks like and how organizations should be run. Add to that the changing expectations of donors, and the same changes that have impacted political campaigns will continue to change fundraising.

	Associations. When I ask my association clients to name their key challenges, these themes emerge: How do we get younger members to join? How do we get them to attend and, better yet, volunteer? And how do we deal with the tensions between generations when younger members try to jump in but don’t want to do things the way they’ve always been done?

	Families. Raising children is different today than it used to be. Teens spend hours online with fifty friends and have to be forced to go outside. You know it’s a different world when your child wants to watch YouTubers play video games more than they want to play them themselves.



All organizations must understand sticking points to ensure that their teams stick together instead of being stuck in generational conflicts. Sticking points are unavoidable; staying stuck in them is a waste. With the right tools and understanding, generational sticking points can instead be huge opportunities to make our organizations more effective.
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2: Blue Screen of Death: 
The Difficulty of Leading Five Generations

WHEN I WAS teaching a management course to a team of internal trainers, their manager got quite upset with me because I kept answering his team’s generational questions. He told his team that good management works with every generation and that generational differences were inflated by consultants looking to make a buck. He insisted that his trainers were not to address generational issues when their classes brought them up. And his attitude is fairly common. Many people wonder, Why the big deal? What’s so different now?

Five generations is new. For most of history there have been three generations with much clearer ways to transition power and money. Until the industrial age, most assets were land or livestock, so people waited until their parents (or at least their father) died or officially transferred assets and authority. Unless they left the farm to seek their fortune, children waited patiently.

My grandparents were typical. They married and moved into the farmhouse with my grandfather’s parents, and my grandfather took a job in town as a mechanic. My grandmother spent the first ten years of her marriage working alongside her mother-in-law and fifty years later had not a negative word to say about her. They knew it wasn’t their house or their farm or their business. When there were only three generations, “wait your turn” worked.

But now we have five generations. The time-proven process of “wait your turn” is history.

Let me offer three underlying reasons. The first is that people live longer. In 1900, the life expectancy was forty-seven years.[1] Today, most people are just getting warmed up at forty-seven. Previous generations used to hear, “Be patient; he won’t live forever.” Today, he might as well. Younger generations would have to wait into their seventies to take control. Since the Boomers, no generation has been patient. People are no longer willing to wait that long.

Second, there has been a huge acceleration in the speed of information, resulting in generations developing much more quickly and younger generations contributing significantly at earlier ages in knowledge-worker jobs. Not only is information far more accessible, there’s far more of it, and it changes at lightning pace.

In an economy built around farming, change was incremental. The generations had very similar experiences and fewer generational gaps and tensions. In an industrial economy, the pace of change went faster. The automobile arrived. Then the radio. Then missiles. That meant that generational experiences changed rapidly. After the spread of television and the start of the Information Age, generations got even shorter.

In a knowledge economy, change is rapid. The personal computer. The Internet. The cell phone. Digital music. Remember the Walkman? It did its share to form a generation, and now ask kids what a Walkman is. They have no idea. Generational spans are reduced. The world used to be more orderly, where the people who had power had access to information and the rest of us had to ask. Now anyone with a smartphone can find information that only those at the top could access before. That allows every generation to contribute good ideas based on relevant data. Pervasive information levels the playing field. Everybody can be challenged by anybody, and those of us who have raised children know that they enjoy challenging us.

Finally, the “wait your turn” approach no longer works because we’ve raised the youngest four generations as consumers. They were taught to question authority and shop for the best deal, and they expect to be entertained. In the famous 1924 sociological studies in Muncie, Indiana, parents’ top priorities for their children were for them to be good church members, religious, and obedient. In 1999, when sociologists did detailed studies for comparison, the top two desired qualities were tolerance and independent thinking.[2]

The bottom line is clear: the younger generations will bring change, and smart organizations don’t fight what they can’t stop. They figure out how much of another generation’s approaches they can embrace without hurting the business, and then they get back to the real work. Usually they just need an interpreter to help them understand some basic information about the generations so they can keep their teams together when generational differences start pulling them apart. Then they begin to figure out what to do.

One person who needed an interpreter was the chief information officer of a huge IT division who had hired me as a consultant. He was frustrated about the lack of engagement in a change-management process he had started. “Haydn,” he said, “we’ve decided to form four teams to follow up on the employee engagement survey we did, but people are not signing up for the teams. What’s the problem?”

“Boomers,” I said.

“But we’re Boomers!”

“You don’t mean to be the problem, but you are,” I said. “Your expectation is that everyone who has been pushing the organization to improve has one option —sign up for one of your teams. That’s how Boomers got their voice heard: they joined committees. Except most of your folks are Xers or Millennials. They’re not going to sign up for that.”

“But we need to get them engaged. We’re offering them a chance to have real influence.”

“What if they don’t want influence that way? You’re only giving them a Boomer option, and they’re not going to take it.”

“But what are we going to do?” he said. “We need to have some kind of systematic process for input. We can’t listen to 160 people.”

“It’s possible,” I said. “It really is. Let me lay out for you what they would sign up for and how they want to do it.”

Once I did that, and the leaders got it, they came up with ideas for doing things differently. Most of us can figure out better approaches once we understand the other generations.[3]

When I tell this story in my presentations, there are always some Boomers saying, “I wish I had known there were other options besides joining a committee. I’ve sat through a lifetime of those meetings.” You probably know how those committee meetings go. Three months into the meetings, the committee is still arguing over the wording of the team’s charter. Of course, some people are really into it. But the more action-oriented members are looking for sharp objects to poke into their eyes because nothing is getting done.

The younger generation says, “Why do I have to sign up for this? Can’t I just find other people with ideas, figure out the issues we need to work around, and get it cranked out —without more than three face-to-face meetings?”

Different Countries

That IT department makes a good illustration of my basic premise. Neither generation had any understanding or flexibility with the other. The Boomer leadership team could only interpret their department’s lack of committee work as “they don’t care,” whereas the Xer and Millennial teams couldn’t imagine why the leadership would ask them to suffer through what they considered an excruciating process. They could only assume “they don’t care.” They were two different decision-making cultures from two different worlds missing each other.

The truth is, we were raised in different countries, but we don’t realize it. We think, We all speak English, and most of us didn’t grow up in different nations, so this shouldn’t be hard. But even if the people on your team came from the same town and attended the same schools, they did not grow up in the same place. The 1924 town that Traditionalists grew up in was very different from the one their grandkids experienced in 1984. They were taught differently in school, they’ve seen different events on TV or their laptops, they have different customs, they grew up in different houses, and they had different ways of interacting. If we miss that, we get frustrated and wonder what is wrong with others for not responding like we do. Frustrations lead to stereotyping.

Once we begin talking in stereotypes, conflicts get worse fast. That’s illustrated perfectly by the T-shirt that gives a snarky definition of “OK Boomer”: “(oh-key boo-mer) 1. When a non-Boomer has no time to give all the evidence-based facts that deconstruct decades of injustices and misinformation to an ignorant Boomer;_____.” (I left a blank for the swears at the end.) With stereotypes, generations start talking down to each other, but they do it loudly and slowly, like the stereotypical “ugly American” abroad. There really are such people. They are ugly because they don’t try to understand the cultures of the countries they visit; they try to get what they want the same way they do at home. “Doesn’t anybody here speak English?” they ask. And then they talk slowly and loudly, as though the other person is an idiot. We see the generational sniping most clearly in politics, but it subtly shows up everywhere.

A younger employee is asked if she can help the boss with the infographic software so they can get a proposal in the mail today.

The boss says, “All I know is when I open it, I get the blue screen of death.”

“Now here’s what you need to do,” the employee answers, very slowly. “You’ll —need —to —reboot. Do —you —understand?” She thinks to herself, You don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you?

Or a manager shows his frustration when the Millennial employee he’s been assigned to mentor asks why he can’t work from home on Fridays. Speaking slowly and a little too politely, he says, “Because —it’s —not —our —policy,” as if that answers it.

On the way home, both of them may realize they were talking down to each other. They got the communication equivalent of the blue screen of death —the computer error screen that halts all activity. Unfortunately, they probably won’t feel bad about it because each believes the other is to blame. They don’t know enough to reboot and try it again, but with respect this time.

We talk about generational diversity in ways we would never speak of other differences, and we do it without giving it a second thought. “You know how entitled these new employees are.” “The older executives are so rigid.” We use stereotypes and labels and put people into boxes. We wouldn’t talk that way about gender. We wouldn’t talk that way about ethnicity. But when it comes to generations, we forget to show respect or at least to keep our mouths shut. Five generations is so new that we don’t know what to do about it, so we resort to stereotypes to vent our frustrations. That’s understandable, but stereotypes keep us stuck.

We can do better than this. We can —if we understand that we are natives to only one generation and immigrants to the other four. And we might as well not be jerks about it.

It’s okay to think about a different generation in the same way we might think about a different country —Nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there. Of course we will feel more comfortable with our own generation’s customs, music, approaches, and values. Our own generation will always feel like home. But that doesn’t mean we can’t visit other cultures and learn to appreciate them and speak their language.

One corporate president told me this was the most helpful thing I said in my presentation. He realized how much a product of his own generation he was despite his Gen X and Millennial children, and he began to feel bad that he was not understanding his people and his family. “But when you said we’re only native to one generation, I realized I can’t be blamed for being from the country of Boomer. I can only be blamed for not learning about your country or for making you do it my way. That’s bad leadership.”

He got it. When you realize you are in a different country with a different language and different values, you find someone who can translate and teach what you need to know to find your way.

Four Approaches

There are four approaches to the five generations. The approach we take determines the results we get. Which approach are you using? Which approach is your boss using? Your organization? Which approach should you use to get the results you need?

1. Ignore Them

When a generation first hits the workplace, it’s easiest to ignore them. Their numbers are small, so they are easy to miss. Even more, since they are a minority, they tend to adapt to the dress, communication styles, and approaches of the other generations. They drive to work in flip-flops and change to shoes in the car. We don’t see the flip-flops, so we don’t think anything has changed.

If you want to ignore generational issues, it’s easy: don’t hire people you don’t understand. Hire people like you . . . until they’re all dead.

I had taught about half my session in Phoenix when a guy said, “Based on what I’ve learned, I’ve got five more years to flip my business and get out. I don’t want to deal with these generational differences, so I’m just going to hire Boomers or Xers who think like Boomers.”

“At least you have a plan,” I said. “Just make sure you sell to a careless buyer. If you get a buyer who does due diligence, she might figure out that you don’t have a sustainable business model. All your employees with the knowledge to run the company will be about to retire. If she notices, it will cut the street value of the business by 25 percent. Let’s hope you find a buyer who is kind of stupid.”

He paused. “I had a really good plan until I talked to you.”

This is far from an extreme example. In the past year, I’ve heard fifty managers or executives tell me they are done hiring twentysomething Millennials. In addition to age discrimination, this policy doesn’t make statistical sense. Since most Millennials are old enough to have graduated from college, it’s hard to ignore them. Once we can no longer ignore a generation, we have three remaining choices.

2. Fix Them

When there are too many members of another generation to ignore, it’s tempting to try to fix them. Some organizations brag to me of their training programs for Millennials. If the programs help them understand customers and employees of different generations, I’m all for them. Every organization needs tour guides. But if only the Millennials are learning about other generations, I dig deeper into what the programs are covering. Most of the time, they are trying to “fix” the Millennials to be less like themselves and more like the older generations.

Fixing goes both directions. When I first wrote Sticking Points, over half of all younger-generation employees disparaged the abilities of older employees, just as almost 75 percent of older workers disparaged the abilities of younger employees.[4] Some people assure me that generational issues have largely disappeared in their organization since I wrote the book, and now the topic is irrelevant. I wish it were. But it isn’t: 77 percent of Gen Zs prefer to have a Millennial manager (as opposed to a Boomer or Xer), up 10 percent from the previous year’s survey.[5]

Traditionalists and Boomers will continue to work longer. According to a report from August 2019, more than 10 million Americans ages 65 and older (19.8 percent) were employed full- or part-time. They accounted for 6.6 percent of the US workforce in 2019 —in 2000, they represented just 3 percent.[6] That means Millennial managers will lead older generations longer than in the past. But 45 percent of Boomer and Gen X respondents feel that Millennials’ lack of managerial experience could have a negative impact on a company’s culture.[7] This thinking also goes the other way: almost half of Millennials thought people working past 65 was a bad thing for the country.[8]

Most of us have had some experience with trying to fix people in family life, and we know how effective it is. “Honey, I just want to take a moment out of my busy day to help you improve.” Even dogs are not excited when they overhear you talking about getting them fixed.

We spend too much unproductive time in our organizations and families trying to fix the other generations when they don’t think there is anything wrong.

3. Cut a Deal with Them

Once half a new generation hits the workplace, power begins to tip. The new generation begins eating lunch together, and it doesn’t take long for them to realize that everyone else at the table is changing from flip-flops into shoes in the parking lot. Then they begin to ask each other why. “If we work in an office or a customer service call center and don’t see customers, why can’t we wear flip-flops?”

Once half of the new generation is out of school and in the workplace, managers are forced to do something about the dress code (or work-from-home policy, or sales approach, etc.). The older generations begin cutting a deal with the new generation. We saw the same pattern when the Gen Xers entered the workforce. Ignore, stereotype, and try to fix (we called them “slackers” for a decade), and then finally cut a deal —and casual Friday spread to most organizations.

On a practical level, some generational differences can be solved by cutting a deal. But it is no longer the solution it was with Baby Boomers. Boomers faced an employer’s market and had to defer to the older generations who made the hiring decisions.

When the massive surge of Boomers hit the work world, it was intensely competitive. One company president told me that his senior year in college, he went on thirty job interviews and got two offers. “A third of my graduating class didn’t have a job when they finished school. We were the first Baby Boomers in the workplace, so of course we did what they said. They had the jobs, so we wore the ties.”

But there was a limit to that. The Traditionalists believed neckties were essential for men outside the home. Boomers were not as enthusiastic about ties. Boomers began, very gradually, to experiment with dropping the tie. And the Traditionalists were genuinely shocked. Religious organizations spent ten years fighting over whether you had to wear a tie to church, and millions of Boomers just quit going. (Unlike previous generations, Boomers didn’t wait their turn; they dropped out of church or joined congregations that didn’t require ties.)

Over time, as the balance of power began to tip, organizations cut a deal about neckties. When Gen Xers entered the workplace, the dealmaking accelerated because there weren’t as many of them and the labor market needed them. Many just wouldn’t work at a place where they had to wear a tie.

Slowly, society cut a deal and said, “You don’t have to wear a tie, except in certain jobs and on certain ceremonial occasions.” (The Wall Street Journal ran an article a few years ago on the conflicts over suits and ties in high-end law firms, long the land of the formal dress code. Newly employed Millennials questioned why they had to dress up if they weren’t meeting clients. The law firms were surprised. One New York law office buys new employees a suit, ties, and shoes.[9] “We’re lawyers: we wear ties.” The same scrutiny affects female lawyers as well.[10])

The same deal-cutting happened in American society at large with women and girdles. Girdle sales dropped suddenly in the late 1960s. After hundreds of years of women wearing corsets, Boomer women decided not to wear them, and sales fell off a cliff. One Boomer woman said she looked her mother in the eye and said, “I’m not strapping myself into latex for any man.” Yankelovich, one of the pioneer generational market research companies, claims the girdle launched their generational approach to marketing. The president of Playtex called in a panic and wondered what to do since his wife had announced at dinner that she was throwing out her girdles. Sales had plummeted in six months.[11] Mass marketing gave way to generational market research and targeted campaigns.

Every new generation negotiates a deal with their elders. Gen Xers said, “We’re not going to relocate.” Their Traditionalist and Boomer bosses were shocked. They had relocated seven times in twelve years to move ahead. An early Boomer friend of mine thought he had won the lottery when he got hired by IBM right out of college. People were pounding his back and congratulating him. IBM shipped him off for four five-week training sessions in Atlanta. Twenty weeks of his first year he was gone. “Because IBM was such a family-friendly company,” he told me, “they gave us a half hour every Saturday on the company’s phone to call home and talk to our families. Neither my wife nor I ever questioned it.”

The Xers cut a new deal on relocating. There’s an episode of Friends, the ultimate Xer TV show, where Chandler Bing, one of the few characters with a corporate job, falls asleep in a meeting. Somebody asks him to move to the Tulsa office. He wakes up and says yes without knowing what they asked. Later on he realizes what he did. When he tells his girlfriend, Monica, that he’s moving to Tulsa, she says go ahead, but she’s not moving with him. The whole premise of the episode is that only if he were asleep would an Xer say yes to Tulsa without asking his spouse or partner. Contrast this attitude with the Boomers, who would have been jumping for Tulsa like dogs for a piece of bacon.

Boomers remember someone pulling them aside and whispering, “Don’t be too picky; they’ll only offer you a promotion two or three times. The next one could be worse.” But the Xers said, “Thanks for the offer, glad you have confidence in me, but this city works better for my home life.” Because there were so few Gen Xers, organizations had to quit insisting people relocate. Today, audiences are shocked that anyone would agree to off-site training twenty weeks their first year. Over time we cut a deal with the Xers, and most of us don’t remember the way it was before.

We need to remember that thousands of Traditionalists fought casual, and now most workplaces no longer require the tie and jacket. Boomers worked long hours and relocated, and today we take for granted that candidates have to talk job offers over at home before they can give an answer on relocation. Thousands of Boomers and Gen Xers will fight adjusting to the more networked and casual style of the Millennials, and in ten years they won’t remember their organization did it any other way. Smart organizations know things will shift, and they will do it gradually and with understanding rather than holding on to old habits until generational tensions erupt and they have no choice. They move from cutting a deal to the only approach that takes full advantage of the sticking points.

4. Lead Them

The problem with cutting deals is that you can’t do it with all five generations at once. Even though managers are spending more time than ever in meetings to recraft policies, no matter what they come up with, someone will be upset. You can’t cut one deal that engages everyone. Some organizations are experimenting with cutting many deals, but that becomes far too difficult to manage. And that’s the problem —managing it.

Throughout history, managing has worked. Each of the first three approaches is management. Managers ignore, managers determine what should be fixed, and managers cut deals and then announce them. Even if they get feedback and do focus groups, they are ultimately the ones who decide how to change the policies. They keep control over the rules, but they have to spend more and more time doing so in this multigenerational, information-driven workplace. Managing isn’t getting the same results anymore. Information is too pervasive, the environment changes too quickly, and employees who are used to thirty coffee choices in the average supermarket don’t get it when they come to work and are told what they have to do and how they have to do it.

So what’s left? What’s left is to lead.

Years ago I heard Colin Powell describe what it takes to lead an army. You could summarize his remarks this way: “Love your soldiers. Wake up in the morning and love your soldiers. Go to bed at night thinking about your soldiers.” The husband of one of my colleagues worked closely with Powell during the Gulf War in 1990 and 1991. He and the other soldiers under Powell would have done anything he asked night or day, no question. That’s leadership.

Leaders love their people. If we love people, we won’t try to change them. We can only lead people if we quit trying to change them, and we can’t quit trying to change them until we appreciate them, and we can’t appreciate them until we understand them. Leadership starts with understanding. Once we understand others, we realize that if we had been born when they were born and raised in the situation they were raised in, we would think a lot more like they do. Maybe, just maybe, they’re not so weird; maybe their differences have to do with their experiences. Maybe they came from a different world. And then it clicks: that’s where we must start, no matter what generational differences we face. Understanding is the antidote to the relational poison of fixing.

The Boomers were the last generation that responded to management; Gen Xers, Millennials, and Gen Zs respond to leadership.

The problems with management have been explored for thirty years. For at least that long we’ve known why leadership is necessary in the Information Age to drive employee engagement, innovation, and new markets. Yet many organizations still use Industrial Age thinking and approaches to squeeze out results.

Millennials and Generation Z will change that. Gen X required a more humane management approach and less control, but because there were too few of them and they were not in upper management, organizations could continue to manage rather than setting the vision, the goals, and the values and then leading accordingly. The younger generations put up with management in a recession when jobs are scarce, but they respond to leadership.

Frankly, Boomers also respond better to leadership, but they were the last generation to start work in the Industrial Age. They carried typewriters into college dorm rooms. And they entered hierarchical organizations. In 1950 almost 20 percent of men were veterans of World War II, and those who weren’t had been heavily engaged in the war effort. Plus, many had been raised in hierarchical families in rural communities where they were taught children should be seen and not heard. Of course managers would direct large organizations the same way they had been managed at home or in both world wars. And it worked. Management built large, successful organizations.

So even though Boomers respond better to leadership, they learned early on to function with management. But the new generations are from a different world. They will continue to push organizations toward what the leadership books have been telling us the past three decades.

Who’s Going to Know Where the Pipes Are Buried?

What approach are you and your organization taking —ignoring, fixing, cutting a deal, or leading? How much longer do you think you have until you are forced to lead? Why wait? The landing is easier if you don’t have to force the plane down at the last minute in the midst of full-strength, five-generation turbulence.

I was teaching in an oil refinery, and a whole group of Boomer supervisors complained to me that the younger employees just didn’t get it. “When we joined thirty years ago,” one of them said, “we had to do all the dirty work and pay the price before we got any chance to make decisions. The younger generations just don’t want to do that. In fact, most of them are talking like they don’t expect to be here long. There’s no loyalty. What do we do to keep them here for thirty years?”

“Why is that important?” I asked.

“Somebody in this refinery has to know where all the pipes are buried. In an emergency, we need somebody with that kind of knowledge, or this town could blow up.”

“I see your point. What have you tried?”

“In each department we’ve tried mentoring a couple of guys who we thought would stay around. But they don’t want to hear our stories and wait their turn like we did. When the old guys used to put their arms around our shoulders and tell us we were management material, we would listen to their stories —hundreds of times. You figured out how things really worked that way. What’s wrong with these young guys?”

“When you were about to graduate high school, did your fathers tell you to try to get a job here at a huge, stable company?” I asked.

“Yeah. And when we got the job, they knew we were set for life.”

“Most of you have children,” I said. “Are you encouraging them to work here?”

They all looked around. “I told my kids to stay in college,” one of them said. “I don’t necessarily want my children working around hydrocarbons.”

Somebody else said, “You know, for the past fifteen years people have speculated this place will get sold. It’s not the same kind of refinery it was when I started.”

“Let me see if I understand,” I said. “What you’re asking is ‘Where do we find the stupid ones?’ You want me to help you find the stupid kids who don’t know this place has been up for sale. If you can get the stupid ones, you only need to mentor two just like the old guys did when you came, when this was a good job that people would happily stick to for thirty years. But if you don’t want stupid ones, you’ll have to train seven or eight people because you won’t know how long they will stay.”

Somebody said, “But that’s a lot more work, training seven or eight people instead of just one or two like they did for us!”

“Guys,” I said, “you’re going to have to work harder at this than the generation before you did. You’re going to have to train seven or eight people, knowing that they will probably turn over. But if you care about this town and you want somebody to know where those pipes are in an emergency, you’d better get working.”

Later one of them pulled me aside and said, “Thanks for this. I’ve always prided myself as a mentor, but I was thinking of retiring. I thought I had lost my touch. I get it now that I have to change my approach. These younger employees are a lot like my kids. I figured out how to talk with them at home. I can do it at work.”

That’s leadership: understanding other generations and how the world looks from their point of view, learning how to solve problems with them without first trying to “fix” them. Sometimes you can negotiate a deal. Mostly, you have to get the different generations talking to each other and working through their frictions. It’s not that hard to move from management to leadership, but it does mean understanding why the generations approach life differently. It means understanding the five steps for leading through those differences, the subject of the next chapter. And it means moving past leadership stereotypes so that anyone —supervisor or not —can lead through the twelve sticking points at work.
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3: Getting Unstuck: 
Five Steps for Leading through the Twelve Generational Sticking Points

THE YOUNGER MEMBERS of the team in charge of the conference where I was speaking were sitting against the back wall of the auditorium, working on their laptops. When their regional director, Mary, a Baby Boomer, asked what she could do to keep her younger employees engaged in their weekly staff meeting, they suddenly looked up, their interest piqued.

I had just finished giving a presentation on generational differences to four hundred leaders in Phoenix, and Mary was interviewing me, asking questions the audience had submitted —what to do to get a younger employee to show up on time, whether organizations should allow social media during office hours, and so on. But as we were reaching the end of the interview, Mary threw in one of her own.

Her team stared in surprise as she admitted that for the past three years, she worried she had lost her touch. Throughout her career, people had told her she was great at leading meetings, but now her younger employees worked on their laptops during meetings, rarely looking up. Despite feedback from some older colleagues who complained that this behavior was rude, she knew her younger employees didn’t mean any disrespect. But she did wonder at times if they were listening, and she missed the energy, excitement, and engagement that brainstorming and eye contact had created on her teams in the past.

I took about five minutes to answer her question. I gave a quick summary of how the five generations see the sticking points of meetings and respect and assured her that coming unstuck would be easy. We wrapped up with one last question from the audience, the conference took a quick break, and then the next speaker began his session.

I sat in the back row to listen. Mary’s young team members were still there, whispering about her question. They were surprised she felt they weren’t engaged. They wondered what their team could do to make meetings better for everyone.

Later, as we were all packing up, Mary’s team asked me to go into a little more depth on how the generations see meetings.

Her team worked through their sticking point before they left the auditorium. It took them twenty minutes. All they needed was a process.

Let’s take an in-depth look at the process I showed them —the process I outline whenever I help teams through their generational sticking points, which will help you and your teams as well.

Anyone Can Lead

Having five generations at work causes scores of conflicts every day, but in my work with organizations, twelve sticking points come up most often:


	Communication: What is the best way to interact with my coworkers?

	Decision-making: How do we decide what to do?

	Dress code: How casually can I dress?

	Feedback: How often and in what ways do I want input?

	Fun: How much fun at work is allowed?

	Knowledge transfer: How do we pass on critical knowledge to employees?

	Loyalty: When is it okay to move on?

	Meetings: What should happen in our meetings?

	Policies: Are policies rules or guidelines?

	Respect: How do I get others to respect me?

	Training: How do I learn best?

	Work ethic: How many hours are required, and when must I work them?



While there are many more sticking points we could address, learning how to deal with the twelve most common ones will teach us how to handle any others we encounter. Furthermore, if we know these twelve sticking points, we can watch for them and avoid needless tensions. Even better, sticking points can be turned into the glue that holds the five generations together in the twelve places they come apart.

But here is an important distinction: knowing what the twelve sticking points are isn’t the same as knowing what to do about them. That’s why having a process makes all the difference. It’s easy for us to allow sticking points to become conflicts that leave us stuck; but with the right tools, it is equally easy for them to become places of renewed unity for our teams and families.

If you are going to be effective with five generations, you’ll need to quit trying to fix or cut a deal with the generations and start leading. If you don’t think you can lead because you’re not a born leader or you don’t have a management position in your organization, you miss a great opportunity to make a significant impact. Whoever you are, whatever your role, you can help your colleagues work through generational differences by using the five steps. In this chapter, I’ll explain the five steps, and in chapters 9–20, I’ll apply them to each of the twelve generational sticking points.

The Five Steps for Leading through Generational Differences

Here are the five steps for leading through the twelve sticking points:


	Acknowledge: Talk about generational differences.

	Appreciate: Focus on the “why,” not the “what,” and the common needs.

	Flex: Agree on how to accommodate different approaches.

	Leverage: Maximize the strengths of each generation.

	Resolve: Determine which option will yield the best results (when flexing isn’t enough).



Let’s go into each of the steps in more detail, illustrating how to use them.

1. Acknowledge: Talk about generational differences.

Competitive advantage goes to the team that can bring differences and frustrations into the open, where they can be resolved.

Consider this example. Someone on your team comes to you because she can’t communicate with the person in the next cubicle. Her cubicle neighbor always has his earbuds in while he works. “We’ve always just talked to each other over the cubicle wall,” she says. “But Josh never responds because he doesn’t hear me with his earbuds in. I have to get up and go to his desk, and then he has to pull his earbuds out before we can talk. Sometimes he looks annoyed, like I’m bothering him. What’s wrong with these young employees?”

Instead of trying to manage the situation by immediately making a new policy —“No earbuds during work” —bring it to the team: “A couple of people have mentioned the difficulty of communicating through our cubicles due to people wearing earbuds or headphones while they’re working. Obviously, headphones aren’t going away anytime soon, so let’s talk about this. I’ve learned it’s part of a common generational difference. We definitely need to keep information flowing all day, so let’s talk about how we do that now that more people use headphones.”

Once you’ve put the hard feelings on the table and emphasized the common need, don’t be surprised if there is dead silence for a moment. Don’t fear silence, even if it’s awkward at first. You’ve brought the problem into the open, and it’s now time for the generations to talk (if you can keep them from fighting, that is).

2. Appreciate: Focus on the “why,” not the “what,” and the common needs.

Appreciating other generations keeps generations talking instead of fighting. If we put a generational sticking point on the table and then let people talk, usually their first reaction is to complain about what is wrong with another generation. A generational fight can break out in two minutes. That’s why we have to quickly introduce the common need and switch from “what” to “why.”

In the example above, “We definitely need to keep information flowing all day” reminds the team of their common need to communicate. We all have the same basic needs, but each generation tries to meet those needs differently. When people are caught in a generational sticking point, emotions escalate, and people forget that they have far more similarities than differences. When that happens, the tensions appear bigger than they really are. Emphasizing the common need early on redirects the goal from “fixing” another generation (so they do it my way) to resolving the sticking point. Appreciating common needs settles down the emotions so we can start talking about the why.

I may have to redirect a group from talking what to why twenty times before they get the hang of this. When they do, they make quick progress. The secret is simple: whats divide; whys unite. Try it with your team and watch the unhelpful stereotyping and judging ease and communication and understanding grow.

Continuing with the previous example, now that you’ve got the problem on the table, ask why: “Why do you prefer to talk over the cubicle wall?” “Why do you prefer to work with headphones? Why don’t you think it’s more convenient to talk across the cubes?” (By the way, the answer I’ve heard from hundreds of Millennials and Xers is that Boomers chatter all day, and the younger generations can’t concentrate. They use music to drown out the conversations. Plus, they think it’s faster as well as less distracting to use e-mail to communicate. Recently an Xer told me that when an older colleague asks three times a day if everyone saw the e-mail that just appeared, she wants to scream.)

Until the people on your team understand why other generations work differently, they will remain irritated, and the team will pull apart rather than stick together. Getting stuck complaining about what is different is the biggest cause of generational tensions. Sadly, focusing on the differences is so common that I have seen generational training programs built around the whats. They give long lists of characteristics for each generation and techniques to manage them. Instead of beginning with understanding, they begin with differences.

So when colleagues or direct reports come to you with a what that’s bugging them about another generation, let them vent for a moment and then refocus them on the why. Coach them to talk to the “offender” themselves about why the what is happening. Remind them that they are going to the other person not to change him or her but to understand. You will be surprised how often this simple step will take care of the situation. Simply understanding where the other person is coming from resolves many conflicts. At the very least, it drains the emotion out of the discussion so the team can sort out better solutions.

3. Flex: Agree on how to accommodate different approaches.

Once people acknowledge and appreciate their differences, they can decide how to flex for each generation. Consider training, for example: the five generations prefer to learn differently. Once those preferences are recognized, the team can offer multiple training options. Organizations have been arguing over classroom versus online training for fifteen years. Don’t argue —flex. Offer them both, let people choose, and then verify they have gained proficiency. The common need is not how people learn but that they learn.

Should all policies be flexible? Of course not. So how do you decide what to flex? By determining which policies are based on a business (or organizational) necessity. Everything else can flex. Many policies are nothing more than how the generation in charge prefers to do things. And sometimes the policies remain in place long after the generation that wrote them has retired.

When it comes to generational sticking points, the hardest thing for many people is separating their preferences from the needs of the organization. The first two chapters are full of examples of people who weren’t able to tell the difference between them and escalated the inevitable generational frictions into conflicts that could have been avoided.

Clear definitions can protect your team from generational preferences masquerading as business policies.


Business Necessity:

Anything that will make you lose your foot, customer, money, or funding.




Generational Preference:

Anything that is not a business necessity.



If the policy doesn’t prevent you from losing a foot, a customer, money, or funding (if you are a nonprofit), then it’s a preference and should be flexed to accommodate different generational approaches.

Take wearing sandals in the workplace as an example. Should you flex the dress code to allow flip-flops? In a factory, your workers could lose a toe wearing flip-flops, so no flip-flops is a business necessity. Neither should hospital personnel be allowed to wear them. It seems silly to imagine doctors scrubbing both hands and feet before surgery. Food service organizations should also prohibit flip-flops. Watching my burrito get made by a guy with grease under his toenails would take away my appetite. Salespeople shouldn’t wear them if their customers don’t like it. I’m sure you could think of a few other situations where informal footwear would cost you your foot, your customer, your money, or your funding. Of course, if the company’s goals or your customers’ expectations —and therefore its business necessities —change over time, then the policy must change as well.

Confusing a generational preference for a business necessity makes organizations inflexible; it can also cost them money. I was presenting to a large group, and when I used this example about flip-flops, one group whispered and laughed and didn’t stop for five minutes. When I finished, I headed to their table, curious as to what made them call a meeting in the middle of my talk. They said they were the managers of one of the top spas in town and had a no-flip-flop policy. Their younger staff members were baffled by the policy since they gave their clients flip-flops to wear. They also argued that since they had been voted the city’s best pedicure, wouldn’t it make the spa more money if clients could see their toes? So when I spoke about how inflexible organizations can get about dress codes, they realized they had turned their generational preference into a policy. They couldn’t stop laughing at the irony that of all businesses, flip-flops made perfect sense for spa employees because clients expected an informal environment, and flip-flops provided free advertising for their pedicures. In the middle of my presentation, they decided their no-flip-flop policy would change the next day.

Smart organizations listen when the different generations help them see where they are losing money because they have mixed up business necessities with generational preferences.

In contrast, some people would rather lose money than flex. Several years ago I spoke to two hundred small business owners about how to keep their younger employees motivated and loyal because they had seen drops in productivity that hurt their businesses. About halfway through the presentation, some of them disagreed so strongly they stopped me. “If it’s my business and I pay them,” they asked, “why should I have to flex? They should flex for me. I started my own business to be able to run things the way I want.”

My response was, “No problem. If you can find employees who want to play by your rules, and your rules make your business a success, then there’s no need to change.”

Their next question made it clear they were missing the point: “So how can we get our younger employees to do it the way we want?”

I almost laughed out loud. These business owners were insisting on running things according to their preferences and were surprised to discover that their younger employees either ignored them or quit. It’s human nature, but they chose their own emotional comfort over business success. Organizations have a few necessities, but most things are preferences.

4. Leverage: Maximize the strengths of each generation.

At best, cutting a deal produces a compromise, but maximizing differences produces leverage. Just as a physical lever can allow a single human to move a boulder, leveraging generational differences so that one person’s strength makes up for another’s weakness provides a large impact from a small team.

The father of modern management, the late Peter Drucker, said one of the goals of management is “to make human strengths [increase] performance while human weakness is neutralized and largely rendered harmless.”[1] Each generation brings different strengths to the team, and smart leaders arrange the various strengths on their teams in such a way as to neutralize weaknesses, leveraging those strengths so the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Effective leaders combine people from multiple generations to accomplish more than if they recruited from only one. And research in France discovered that mixed groups of younger and older employees had the highest levels of cooperation.[2]

It’s easy, however, to miss the strengths and leverage the irritations. At the processing center for a very large bank, a Gen X manager said, “We did a team-building exercise a couple of months ago that my boss found on the Internet. We broke up by generations. Each of the groups wrote down what they liked and what annoyed them when working with the other generations. Each generation filled up a flip chart and a half of things that irritated them about the others, but no generation recorded a single thing they liked about working with the other generations.”

And no wonder —they started in the wrong place. They started with the what and not the why, and then they stayed stuck on annoyances rather than contributions. Sticking points can pull us apart, as this department learned, but they can also help us stick together by appreciating and leveraging our generational differences. Leadership is essential for any diversity or inclusion work because it means bringing out the positive in what others treat as negatives. With leadership and a good dose of training, diversity drives business results, as you have probably heard. But without good leadership and training, differences make things worse. Diversity does not deliver by itself, no matter how many times you have heard the contrary.[3]

After speaking to one of the largest golf course–management companies in the world, I opened the floor for questions and answers. A manager asked, “How can I get my younger employees to show up on time to open the course at 5:00 a.m.?” I responded that I would be surprised if you could get many of them to show up at 5:00 a.m. since they had probably been up late the night before. My suggestion was to give that assignment to a Traditionalist or older Boomer who goes to bed by 10:00 p.m., produces less of the sleep hormone melatonin, and therefore can’t sleep past 5:00 a.m. even if he wants to. Let him open up, turn things over to the Gen Z at nine (or ten), and then head out to golf or drive the course as a ranger.

Sometimes we make things harder than they need to be. If you keep your eyes open over the next couple of weeks, you’ll notice twenty examples in your organization where generational strengths could be better leveraged. Leveraging the strengths of each generation builds a better team, so start turning sticking points into the glue that sticks your team together.

5. Resolve: Determine which option will yield the best results (when flexing isn’t enough).

It’s not possible to flex away every irritation or sticking point. Flexing allows you to “meet in the middle” when each generation accommodates the approaches of the others, but with over half of the twelve sticking points (decision-making, dress code, fun, knowledge transfer, loyalty, meetings, policies, work ethic), flexing doesn’t solve most of the problem. If there are five generations in the workplace, you can’t rotate a policy every five weeks in order to please each generation. Therefore, when flexing isn’t enough, you have to resolve the issue. For example, you’ll need to select the decision-making process that fits the situation, develop a plan to transfer knowledge, and figure out how to make meetings work for everyone. Understanding and flexing will make it far easier to come to a resolution, but you will ultimately have to decide how you will move forward in those situations where everyone’s preferences can’t be accommodated.

The Five Steps in Action

Let’s see how the five-step process played out with Mary’s team from the beginning of this chapter. They were stuck because they had different expectations about meetings. The Millennial team members who had heard Mary’s question approached her after the session to apologize —they’d had no idea that working on their laptops during meetings bothered her. Once the sticking point between generational meeting styles was acknowledged (step 1), they immediately brainstormed creative ways to flex (step 3) the format of the meetings to meet everyone’s needs. (And here’s the kicker: they didn’t stop packing up. They talked while they worked. Once people get it, the process goes quickly.)

But flexing couldn’t solve all the issues; some of them had to be resolved. Increased understanding (step 2) made it painfully clear that no amount of flexing would please everyone. The Boomers on the team wanted meetings with agendas and full eye contact. The Gen Xers wanted shorter meetings and to use e-mail to report progress instead of everyone taking a turn to verbally report. And the younger employees were happy to sit in the meetings as long as they could accomplish other work on their laptops when their participation wasn’t needed. Better understanding allowed them to leverage their generational differences by agreeing to drop the verbal reports but keep the first ten minutes of fun and small talk (step 4). But that still left the problem of what to do about the computers. Knowing that everyone wasn’t going to be satisfied with any decision, they agreed that computers in meetings were allowed as long as everyone stayed engaged and participated and team members didn’t later request information that was covered in the meeting (step 5).

The computer question that couldn’t be “flexed” away got resolved so the team could move forward —for now. In the future, the team will have new people, new technologies, different ratios between the generations, and other unforeseeable changes. That means the obvious: today’s resolution will become tomorrow’s sticking point and will require new flexibility and new resolutions.

By the way, I still run into members of that team, and they invariably bring up how this five-step process transformed their team. Five of the younger employees told me they were looking for another job until that day. But they are still at that organization because a leader learned a process and led rather than tried to manage a generational sticking point.

[image: ]

As you can see from Mary’s story, the most important thing is to focus on why each generation prefers a different approach rather than on what they don’t like about the other generations’ behavior. And I’ve noticed that when teams understand other generations better, they will often resolve issues on their own, saving the organization from grinding out more policies. So if you are in a management role, stop trying to control the generations. Quit thinking you are the one who has to cut a deal. Your team can figure out the twelve sticking points while you work on other important decisions. That’s the beauty of leadership.

This book will prepare you to apply the five-step process to the twelve sticking points. The first two chapters made the case for step 1, Acknowledge, by showing the mess created when we ignore generational differences. The next four chapters will go deeper into step 2, Appreciate, and get you thinking why rather than what. They will give you crucial information and understanding about the generations that will make it possible for you to use the five steps to lead through your generational sticking points effectively at work and at home. That’s the focus of part 2, where we’ll roll up our sleeves and look at how to apply the five steps to each of the twelve main generational sticking points so you can help your relationships go from stuck to sticking together.


[1] Peter Drucker, The Effective Executive (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), 75.


[2] Peter Capelli and Bill Novelli, Managing the Older Worker: How to Prepare for the New Organizational Order (Boston: Harvard Business School Publishing, 2010), 102.


[3] Diversity alone doesn’t increase performance. It’s how we leverage the differences that matters: “Decades of research on the effects of diversity within teams and small groups indicate that diversity can have negative effects, as well as positive ones. The empirical literature does not support the simple notion that more diverse groups, teams, or business units necessarily perform better. . . . The simplistic business case of the past is simply not supported in our research. . . . There is virtually no evidence to support the simple assertion that diversity is inevitably either good or bad for business” (italics added). T. Kochan et al., “The Effects of Diversity on Business Performance,” Human Resource Management, Spring 2003. These researchers suggest that you must provide training in how to leverage diversity in order to capitalize on it. The five steps outlined in this chapter provide a simple way to do that. For more on how diversity can drive results, see Rocio Lorenzo and Martin Reeves, “How and Where Diversity Drives Financial Performance,” Harvard Business Review, January 30, 2018, https://hbr.org/2018/01/how-and-where-diversity-drives-financial-performance and Paul Gompers and Silpa Kovvali, “The Other Diversity Dividend,” Harvard Business Review, July–August 2018, https://hbr.org/2018/07/the-other-diversity-dividend.






PART 1: Ghost Stories: Understanding the Five Generations




INTRODUCTION: Telling Ghost Stories

THE CHICAGO WATER TOWER is home to a famous ghost story. The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 left a third of the city homeless but did not burn down the limestone water tower. Legend has it that one of the water tower workers stayed, pumping water even after the others had fled the encroaching flames. Not realizing the building would be spared, he ran upstairs and hanged himself rather than be burned alive. Through the years, many have claimed to see his ghost hanging from a noose in the tower’s upper window.[1]

Although this famous ghost story adds excitement to bus tours, the real ghost is the Chicago fire itself because its memory and impact still cast shadows throughout the city. The Great Chicago Fire explains why the city is larger (the rubble from the fire was dumped into the lake, expanding the shoreline) and why building codes became stricter. Historical events are like ghosts —their impact lingers long after the events are over.

Each generation has its own historical ghost stories, especially the “I remember what I was doing when . . .” moments. All but Gen Z remember what we were doing on September 11, 2001, when we heard that the World Trade Center’s twin towers were hit. These stories help us make sense of momentous events and explain who we are today and why. They live on like ghosts.

We don’t fully appreciate another person until we understand his or her ghost stories. Couples tell each other their ghost stories for hours and then find themselves falling in love. They stay in love by explaining their current lives with ghost stories. When we understand a person’s ghost stories, we appreciate that person more (or at least have less desire to strangle him or her).

In the same way, we won’t appreciate another generation until we understand their ghost stories. The historical events during a generation’s childhood years shape their values, worldview, and definitions of success. Their shared experiences are what distinguish them as a generation in the first place. That’s why they use their ghost stories to explain themselves to other generations.

Thousands of people have found the material in the next five chapters transformational. I’ll tell stories about the three biggest ghosts of the Traditionalists and four biggest ghosts of the Baby Boomers and Gen Xers, but I’ll relate five ghosts for the Millennials and Gen Zs because they are the newest generations and consequently the least understood.[2] Certainly the older generations will benefit from the next five chapters of ghost stories. Even if we experienced the events described, we sometimes miss their significance for our relationships today. But the Millennials and Generation Z didn’t live through most of these events. These next chapters are critical to their ability to relate to the older generations.

Telling ghost stories helps get five generations working together in the twelve places they come apart. But it’s easy to take ghost stories too far. We’ll look at two ways people do that before we get into the ghost stories themselves.

Ghost Stories, Not Urban Legends

In 1935 an alligator was caught and killed in an East Harlem sewer. From this one incident, an infamous urban legend emerged: tired of their pet alligators, New Yorkers flushed them down their toilets, and the alligators ended up in the sewer. After decades with no sunlight, the blind and albino gators became even more ferocious, feeding on anything they bumped into. The Department of Environmental Protection continues to educate people that alligators can’t last through the winter in a cold climate, but the urban legend won’t die.[3]

As this story illustrates, urban legends start with a kernel of truth (an alligator was caught in the sewer), add natural human fear (scary creatures in dark places!), and then stir in ignorance (of the habitat of alligators). Generational “urban legends” —stereotypes —get started in a similar way.

For example, consider the generational stereotype that shows up in my generational survey: that older generations resist new technology and are holding the rest of the team back. What’s the kernel of truth there? Well, since there are always employees who put off learning the new technology in any software rollout, it’s inevitable that some of them are older. The fear that often drives this stereotype —at least the “holding the rest of the team back” part —is that competitors will adapt to and adopt new technologies faster. What most people who hold this stereotype don’t realize, however, is that over half of Boomers and 39 percent of Traditionalists sleep with their cell phones close at hand.[4]

Or consider the more recent stereotype that younger generations will hurt the team because they don’t want to work in an office. The kernel of truth here is that some Millennials and Gen Zs want to work remotely more often. The fear is that their supervisors won’t have the ability to hold them accountable if they can’t see what the employees are doing. What surveys actually show, however, is that both generations appreciate flexibility and are more likely to stay because of it,[5] but more than half of Millennials want to come in to work.[6] And Gen Z doesn’t get worked up about it —there are other workplace issues they care much more about.[7] Urban legends are inevitable, but fearing to go to the loo in New York City is avoidable. Similarly, generational friction is inevitable; generational problems are avoidable. Facts overcome urban legends. But how do we move people beyond the urban legends of stereotypes to understanding the facts about other generations? The best way is through interaction with people from other generations —telling each other our ghost stories. Unfortunately, we’ve all seen how similar people sit together at informal company settings. Since this interaction probably won’t happen informally, we’ll need the five-step process I outlined in chapter 3 to lead our teams toward results.

A company vice president once asked me for my most practical suggestion for increasing effectiveness with the other generations. I told him the highest-impact thing he could do was to reduce stereotyping in his division. Like urban legends, generational stereotypes take on lives of their own that lead us to withdraw or disengage from other generations. These stereotypes make us paranoid, and so we create the negative interaction we fear.

Generalizations, Not Stereotypes

I asked my contact at a federal government agency why one of their Human Resources people didn’t come back to my presentation after the first break. He told me she didn’t like anything that put people into categories. And actually, I agree with her. Putting people into categories is stereotyping, but using generalizations is helpful.

Sherlock Holmes described the difference between the two to Dr. Watson this way:


While the individual man is an insoluble puzzle, in the aggregate he becomes a mathematical certainty. You can, for example, never foretell what any one man will do, but you can say with precision what an average number will be up to. Individuals vary, but percentages remain constant.[8]



The generational comparisons I make throughout the book describe large numbers of people but fail to predict or explain any one individual. Generational research necessarily generalizes, oversimplifies. It’s a valid generalization that Millennials are more likely to have a tattoo than members of other generations. But you’ll only embarrass yourself if you ask every Millennial you meet to see his or her tattoo, because only 47 percent have them.[9] The percentages generalize, but thinking you’ve pegged a teammate because you know the percentages for that generation is stereotyping. Averages do not determine how any individual person will behave.

I’ve always been a fan of Ralph Stayer, the owner and former CEO of Johnsonville, because of the way he grew a small family butcher shop into an almost-billion-dollar company based on trust and empowerment long before those were popular management buzzwords.[10] So I was thrilled when I learned Mr. Stayer was able to attend a session I was leading for Johnsonville’s leaders and new interns. I gave the group a list of generational preferences and asked them to select the ones that most matched their own. Ralph showed me his totals. With a grin on his face, he asked if he had done something wrong. Even though he was a Traditionalist by age, all his preferences but one matched the thinking of Millennials.

“Mr. Stayer,” I said, “not only do I not think it’s wrong, I think it’s the explanation of how you’ve been so far ahead of your time. You were leading like a Millennial before anyone had even given them a name.” Generalizations give us a place to start, but as we can see in Ralph Stayer’s case, they don’t do justice to any individual. That’s why we must show respect and listen so we understand the person, not the label.

The point is, we don’t get into trouble generalizing; we get into trouble making inaccurate generalizations. We all have generalizations about generations, some of them the equivalent of urban legends. But if we can understand the legitimate ghost stories that influence the generations, we will be a long way toward understanding why the generations behave the way they do. Nothing will help you reduce stereotypes and build bridges with other generations better than learning the important stories that have haunted them throughout their lives, and then telling some of your own.


[1] “Chicago’s Top Five Most Haunted Spots,” CBS Chicago, October 3, 2011, http://chicago.cbslocal.com/top-lists/chicago%E2%80%99s-top-five-most-haunted-spots/.


[2] Because these are ghost stories rather than detailed descriptions of historical events, the emphasis is on interpretation, especially interpreting one generation to another. The interpretations are a distillation of a lifetime of interest in sociology and history, much of which I lived through personally, as well as interviews and anecdotal data collected through my professional work as a consultant. You’ll find endnotes that cite sources for specific facts or interpretations of those facts that are not mine, but most of the historical events are well known and so are without references.


[3] J. D. Heiman and Phil Roura, “Tales from the Urban Crypt: Legendary Whoppers about Gotham’s Buildings, Subways, Hotels, and Bridges Run Ghastly and Ghostly Gamut,” New York Daily News, September 13, 1998, http://www.nydailynews.com/tales-urman-crypt-legendary-whoppers-gotham-buildings-subways-hotels-bridges-run-ghastly-ghostly-gamut-article-1.804961.


[4] Olga Khazan, “How Smartphones Hurt Sleep,” The Atlantic, February 24, 2015, https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/02/how-smartphones-are-ruining-our-sleep/385792/.
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[6] Thom S. Rainer and Jess W. Rainer, The Millennials: Connecting to America’s Largest Generation (Nashville: B&H, 2011), 144.


[7] Yasmin Ranade, “Gen Z: The Future Has Arrived,” Whats Your Tech.ca, December 4, 2018, https://whatsyourtech.ca/2018/12/04/gen-z-the-future-has-arrived/.


[8] Arthur Conan Doyle, Sherlock Holmes: The Complete Novels and Stories (New York: Bantam, 1986), 1:202.


[9] Steve LeVine, “Millennials Love Tattoos, But Their Bosses May Not,” Axios, September 4, 2018, https://www.axios.com/millennials-are-a-tattooed-generation-92ca4dea-e16e-4db5-a07a-bdd0ca981d74.html.


[10] See his classic article “How I Learned to Let My Workers Lead” in Harvard Business Review (November 1990).






4: Traditionalists: 
Keep Calm and Carry On

“WHEN ARE YOU going to drop Traditionalists and replace them with Gen Z in your book and your workshops?” a client asked recently. “We are getting feedback from younger employees that the content seems dated since they don’t work with Traditionalists.”

I responded, “I’m actually working on adding Gen Z to the book, but while I am shortening the chapter on Traditionalists, I won’t drop it. Some companies do not have them, but far more do than employees think, even if they don’t work with any, and there is a push to help organizations not discriminate against them.[1] Frankly, you can’t avoid unconscious bias and be inclusive if you ignore the ghost stories of a generation. Even if you have no Traditionalists in your company, especially your younger employees need to know the basics about them because you won’t understand the Baby Boomers without understanding the generation that trained them.”

The long pause told me they needed what I was going to say about Traditionalists as much as anyone.

We can’t skip Traditionalists because they still exert enormous influence on organizations. Also, Traditionalists are still somebody’s customers, voters, parishioners, or patients. (They can be your customers, too, if you understand who they are and therefore how to reach them.)

Peter Drucker, the father of modern management, grasped the older generation’s importance in his final book, Managing in the Next Society: “In the developed countries, the dominant factor in the Next Society will be something to which most people are now only just beginning to pay attention: the rapid growth in the older population and the rapid shrinking of the younger generation.”[2]

You simply cannot understand the other generations without understanding Traditionalists because they built the organizations we have today and trained the Baby Boomers. Therefore, you can’t understand the organization you work in, the Boomers who lead it, or how to push for changes to it unless you understand the Traditionalists’ ghost stories.



Traditionalists

[image: A pie chart showing the population size of each generation. Traditionalists are 7% of the population at 22.9 million. Born before 1945. See the note numbered 2 below the chart. Boomers are 21.1% of the population at 68.9 million. Born 1946-1964. Gen X are 20% of the population at 65.2 million. Born 1965-1980. Millennials are 25.2% of the population at 82.0 million. Born 1981-1998. Gen Z are 26.7% of the population at 86.9 million. Born 1999-2019.]

[2] Because the Traditionalists cover so many years, some experts divide them into two generations, often called the GIs and the Silents. The differences between the first half and the second half of the Traditionalist generation are much more subtle than the famous gap between Traditionalists and Baby Boomers. So I keep the Traditionalists as a four-decade generation. That the later generations developed more significant differences in half that time illustrates the impact of television and the Internet.

Names

Builders, Matures, GI Generation, Silents, Radio Generation, Greatest Generation

Teen Years

1920s, 1930s, 1940s, 1950s

Key Events

Standard Oil broken up (1911)

World War I (1914-18)

Prohibition (1920-33)

First popular talking movie (1927)

Sliced bread introduced (1928)

The Great Depression (1929-39)

The New Deal (1933-39)

Move from the farm to the suburbs (1901-70)

World War II (1939-45)

Atom bomb dropped on Hiroshima (1945)

Top Television Shows

None: networks didn’t broadcast to entire United States until 1951.

Top Music

“Yes! We Have No Bananas” (Billy Jones, 1923)

“The Prisoner’s Song” (Vernon Dalhart, 1924)

“Charleston” (Paul Whiteman and His Orchestra, 1925)

“Tip-Toe thru the Tulips with Me” (Nick Lucas, 1929)

“Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” (Paul Whiteman and His Orchestra, 1933)

“Pennies from Heaven” (Bing Crosby, 1936)

“A-Tisket, A-Tasket” (Ella Fitzgerald, 1938)

“Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy” (The Andrews Sisters, 1941)

“White Christmas” (Bing Crosby, 1942)

“The Gypsy” (Dinah Shore; The Ink Spots, 1946)

What Makes Your Generation Unique?

Top five responses Traditionalists give about themselves:

World War II, the Great Depression (14%)

Smarter (13%)

Honest (12%)

Work ethic (10%)

Values/morals (10%)[3]



The Traditionalists’ Three Biggest Ghost Stories

Ghost Story #1: The Great Depression

When I was twelve, my grandmother Emily moved in with us. Many times she would tell us as we ate dinner, “You kids should appreciate how much you have. When I was your age, we only had oleo on Sundays. The rest of the week we had lard on our bread.” But it never had the impact on me she hoped. First, I didn’t know what oleo was. (Oleo, I eventually learned, is margarine.) Second, I couldn’t imagine a world where margarine was a luxury.

You can’t understand the Traditionalists unless you understand how the shift from the Roaring Twenties to the Great Depression (beginning in 1929) left an entire generation cautious, thrifty, and focused on saving. With little welfare and no Social Security, millions of people barely fed their families despite sacrifice and hard work. Anyone who has Depression-era parents or grandparents has heard slogans like “Waste not, want not” and “Make do and mend.” When my other grandmother finally went to a nursing home at age eighty-nine, my aunt and uncle moved into the family farmhouse and threw out approximately 2.3 billion plastic Cool Whip containers from the cellar. My grandmother figured if there came a time when she didn’t have enough food, she would certainly have containers for what little she did have.

The Great Depression made Traditionalists more conservative and cautious in every area of life.[4]

Ghost Story #2: World War II

The Great Depression taught Traditionalists to sacrifice and show patience. That lesson served them well during World War II. The most popular war in US history, World War II united the country like no other war before or since. Families gathered around the radio for war news, saved their cooking grease, and prayed for their men to come home. Those fighting in the war believed in the sacrifices they were making. Soldiers jumped out of Higgins boats on the beaches of Normandy knowing that most of them would die but convinced that death in victory was better than life lived under a totalitarian regime. Before World War II ended, almost 15 million people had served in the United States military. It took the largest government program in history and millions of people who sacrificed their own individual goals and dreams to win the big war.

The Traditionalists came home from the war leading the way they were led. They ran hierarchical organizations using a command-and-control approach that expected employees to fall in line, prove their loyalty, and do their duty. They saw no need to lead any differently until the information and service economy rewarded change, speed, and in-the-moment decision-making.[5]

Because of World War II, Traditionalists witnessed the power of large government programs, larger-than-life leaders, and the accomplishments of a unified nation where everyone did his or her duty. They didn’t question authority at home because the threat overseas was far more terrifying. Though greater acceptance of working women would take another generation, the seeds of change sprouted in World War II, when large numbers of women took on mission-critical jobs outside the home. Most of all, Traditionalists learned the power of sacrifice and patience. Ironically, the most famous British poster from World War II was produced in case Germany invaded Britain, but it was never used. It later became so popular because it captures the wartime perspective of the Traditionalists: “Keep Calm and Carry On.”

Ghost Story #3: The Move from Farm to City

The third ghost that shaped the Traditionalists was the rapid migration from farm to city. While this shift gained momentum through the first half of the twentieth century, the transition from an agricultural to an industrial workforce accelerated after World War II. Johnny came marching home from the war and married Rosie the Riveter. She told him she was not going back to the farm and the outhouse now that she had lived in town and used indoor plumbing. So she took him out to the suburbs to see the prefab houses with all the modern conveniences. These post–World War II subdivisions sprang up on the periphery of every major American and Canadian city.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, two-thirds of the United States and Canada lived on farms or in rural towns. By 1970, almost three-quarters lived in the city and suburbs. In my seventeen years of education, no one discussed this massive migration from the farm to the cities that has made incredible but often unnoticed impacts on our lives. I’ll focus on the four impacts that most relate to generational sticking points.

1. LIFE ON THE FARM MAKES IT EASIER TO INSTILL WORK ETHIC.

The farm showed the Traditionalists the immediate consequences of their actions. On the farm, when it’s time to milk the cows, there’s no calling in sick. You know the immediate consequences of not milking the cow —you don’t get biscuits for breakfast. If you get up and work, you will get to eat. The suburbs don’t create the same connection between work and reward. Farm life gave the Traditionalists the strongest work ethic of any of the five generations.

Today there’s a huge delay instead of immediate gratification. I saw that in my own home when my then thirteen-year-old son, Max, asked why he had to quit playing his Xbox and do his algebra homework. I responded with the typical dad reasoning: “So you can get good grades so you can get in to advanced classes in high school so you can get in to a good college so you can get in to a good grad school so you can get a good job and be assigned good projects and become a manager by age thirty-two.” He looked at me and said, “But that’s twenty years away. I can be a master of Xbox now.”

Is it any wonder that Traditionalists developed the most admired work ethic? They saw the immediate connection between what they did and what they got. They believed “You take care of the farm, and the farm will take care of you.”

2. LIFE ON THE FARM PROVIDES MEANINGFUL ADULT ROLES AT A MUCH EARLIER AGE.

Unlike the years between my son’s algebra and his first significant promotion, there was no waiting period to begin making meaningful contributions on the farm. If you could do a man’s or a woman’s work, you were considered a man or a woman.

Whereas Traditionalists were considered adults at eighteen, surveys show that today’s adults don’t think young people become adults until around age twenty-six. And twentysomethings push the date back even further: they don’t see themselves as adults until around age twenty-eight.[6] Because it takes so much longer to be taken seriously as an adult, sociologists have identified a new life stage from ages eighteen to twenty-eight, which they call emerging adulthood because it comes after adolescence and before early adulthood. Because it takes longer to get an education and society doesn’t consider young people adults until their late twenties, it’s harder to find meaningful adult roles until later in life compared to past generations.[7]

The farm provided the first half of Traditionalists meaningful adult roles at a much earlier age. When that ended with the move to the cities, emerging adulthood began with the next generation, the Baby Boomers.

3. LIFE ON THE FARM MADE IT HARDER TO COMMIT CRIMES, ABUSE DRUGS, AND BECOME AN UNWED MOTHER.

The migration from the farm to the city enabled many of the social ills that often get blamed on declining morals. Let’s be clear: rural settings have always had their share of problems. But it’s harder to rob someone if he or she knows who you are. And opium and cocaine were temptations of the city. Most farm people didn’t have access to them even if they wanted them. They may have gotten a little tipsy on dandelion wine or moonshine, but drugs didn’t impact rural areas until decades later.

Similarly, unmarried mothers were much less common on the farm earlier in the century. In 2017, 25 percent of parents were not married, up from 7 percent in 1968.[8] It is easy to forget that as many as half of all women were not virgins when they married in the 1920s, but quick weddings were often arranged before the pregnancy began to show.[9] (Maybe morals have declined less than we imagine.) On the farm parents had a pretty good idea who a child’s father was, and the young couple could make a living, whereas in the city neither may have been true.[10]

4. LIFE ON THE FARM IS DRIVEN BY THE SUN, NOT THE ELECTRON.

When my grandfather thought there had been too much talking and not enough working, he would say, “Let’s go —we’re burning daylight.” He knew daylight was precious, and farming was a race against the sun.

Today, we live in a 24/7 world, powered by the electron instead of the sun. A college junior can play foosball at three in the afternoon and crank out his homework at three in the morning. Traditionalists grew up on the farm or had farm-born relatives who instilled the “early to bed and early to rise” ethic. Today, only 2 percent of Americans work on the farm. Millennials are two generations away from the farm and wonder why it matters when they get the work done as long as they get it done.

My research has revealed that work ethic is one of the three biggest sticking points in today’s workplace (see chapter 20). Without knowing it, many times people are complaining about the ghosts of the farm rather than the output of the Millennials. For some Boomers it doesn’t matter how much a late riser produces. If she is not at her desk by 8:00 a.m., she doesn’t have the work ethic the Boomer manager wants. When versus whether work gets done is a genuine sticking point.

The Greatest Is Now Smallest —but Still Important

The generation that newsman Tom Brokaw called “the greatest” because they saved Western civilization from the scourge of Axis aggression is now the smallest in the workforce.

But younger leaders, managers, and workers still need to know about the Traditionalists’ ghosts: the Great Depression, World War II, and the move from farm to city —those apparitions still surface in the halls of businesses, in family gatherings, in nonprofit board meetings, and at the polling booths. The Traditionalists’ commitment to sacrifice, hard work, orderliness, structure, and authority brought us through times when it seemed the world might fall apart. Their alternative title, “Builders,” is apt: they built the world we live in today.
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5: Baby Boomers: 
Do Your Own Thing

“BABY BOOMERS ARE SO ARROGANT.”

Tim’s voice was so intense that I put down what I was reading and looked up at him. The stocky Gen Xer and I were on a flight to Boston, and he had introduced himself about ten minutes ago. I’d told him I was on my way to consult with a client about helping generations leverage their differences into organizational strengths. We talked for a few minutes, and I returned to my newspaper while he answered e-mail. Obviously he’d opened an e-mail that struck a nerve and wanted to talk about it.

So I asked, “What do you mean, ‘Boomers are so arrogant’?”

“I’m not talking about you,” he said. “You don’t look old enough to be a Baby Boomer.”

“Actually, I’m half Boomer and half Xer. I was born right in the middle. But why do you think the Boomer half of me is arrogant?” I was grinning, so he felt safe enough to answer.

“Take this e-mail,” he said, jabbing at his laptop. “I and three others were asked to research better ways of teaching science. We worked for six months researching how to teach physics to high school juniors rather than seniors so they’re better prepared for their college placement exams. But the Boomer teachers think the way they have always done it is better. I just got this e-mail saying my school isn’t going to try our new approach.”

I replied quietly, “Bummer. It’s disappointing to put in a lot of work, only to have your idea shot down without a trial run. Sounds more like they disagree with your approach than that they’re arrogant.”

“No,” Tim insisted, “the Boomers are arrogant. They think that every other generation needs to listen to them because they are bigger, smarter, and harder working than everyone else. They act like they’re special. What’s so special about the Baby Boomers?”

I took a shot at answering him: “Well, Boomers were told they were special from the time they were babies. That, as well as the sheer size of their generation, definitely makes them confident —and that can come off as arrogance. But you’ll never understand how to work with them or influence them unless you understand why they were told they were special. The decades the Baby Boomers grew up in, especially the older ones, were more than special. They were magical.”

That caught Tim’s attention. And I wasn’t exaggerating: they were magical. During the Boomers’ childhood years, Tinker Bell would open The Wonderful World of Disney television program by splashing fairy dust across the screen with her wand. “When You Wish upon a Star,” the program’s theme song, transported viewers to a world of endless possibility and hope. Young Baby Boomers grew up as the most optimistic generation in American history, and they had good reason:


	Kids grew up with their grandparents and sometimes great-grandparents due to increasing life spans.

	Penicillin and vaccines eradicated and controlled long-standing health threats.

	The world was at peace after two total wars.

	Television constantly marketed to, captivated, and entertained them.

	The postwar economy boomed, and the middle class prospered.

	Families drove across the country on two-week-long vacations in the summer because they could afford cars.



Boomers grew up believing that the world was theirs for the taking.



Baby Boomers

[image: A pie chart showing the population size of each generation. Traditionalists are 7% of the population at 22.9 million. Born before 1945. Boomers are 21.1% of the population at 68.9 million. Born 1946-1964. Gen X are 20% of the population at 65.2 million. Born 1965-1980. Millennials are 25.2% of the population at 82.0 million. Born 1981-1998. Gen Z are 26.7% of the population at 86.9 million. Born 1999-2019.]

Names

Baby Boomers

Teen Years

1960s and 1970s

Key Events

Surge of births after World War II

Robust economic expansion

Television

Civil rights movement (1955-68)

The Feminine Mystique (1963)

Vietnam Conflict (1954-75)

Woodstock (1969)

The Watergate scandal (1972-74)

US and USSR limit nuclear warhead testing (1976)

Love Canal evacuation (1978)

Top Television Shows

Gunsmoke (1957-61)

Bonanza (1964-66)

The Andy Griffith Show (1967-68)

Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In (1968-70)

Marcus Welby, M.D. (1970-71)

All in the Family (1971-76)

Top Music

“Mack the Knife” (Bobby Darin, 1959)

“I Can’t Stop Loving You” (Ray Charles, 1962)

“I’m a Believer” (The Monkees, 1966)

“Aquarius/Let the Sunshine In” (The 5th Dimension, 1969)

“Joy to the World” (Three Dog Night, 1971)

“Killing Me Softly with His Song” (Roberta Flack, 1973)

“Love Will Keep Us Together” (Captain and Tennille, 1975)

What Makes Your Generation Unique?

Top five responses Boomers give about themselves:

Work ethic (17%)

Respectful (14%)

Values/morals (8%)

“Baby Boomers” (6%)

Smarter (5%)[1]

How Boomers See Themselves at Work

Top-ranked terms used to describe coworkers in the same generation:

Strong work ethic

Competent

Ethical

Ability to handle a crisis

Willing to take on responsibility

Good communication skills[2]



The Baby Boomers’ Four Biggest Ghost Stories

Ghost Story #1: The Boom of Babies

The first Boomer ghost is the biggest —literally. Never before in history were so many babies born so quickly. A British visitor to America in 1958 said, “It seems to me that every other young housewife I see is pregnant.”[3] Traditionalists married at a significantly earlier age (20.1 years for women and 22.5 for men) than people did before the war. Johnny came marching home from the war, missing his girl and wanting to settle down and start a family. Having been sobered by the carnage he saw overseas, he was serious about building a society strong enough to prevent future dictators. And society wasn’t ready for what happened next:


	Hospitals weren’t ready. Newlyweds could afford to have babies right away due to the GI Bill, which helped veterans get education and housing —and the birthrates boomed. Extra beds were pushed into the nurses’ lounge because so many babies were being born. One writer declared, “Having a baby in one of the nation’s war-madhouse areas [by a military base or industrialized area] is a desperate adventure second only to war itself.”[4]

	Schools weren’t ready. Because the Census Bureau didn’t expect the boom to last, schools weren’t prepared for the number of students enrolled. The first wave of Baby Boomer grammar school kids sometimes sat two or three to a desk and shared textbooks. The first wave of Baby Boomers learned to compete to get a seat at lunch, a spot on the Little League team, and later a dorm room at college and a job after graduation.

	Colleges weren’t ready. Colleges and universities didn’t have enough faculty or living space to accommodate ballooning enrollments. Fortunately, the growing presence of fraternity and sorority houses provided more places for students to stay. Unfortunately, the wild parties at those houses, as portrayed in the movie Animal House (1978), became every dean of students’ nightmare.



When Boomers act like workaholics (and expect you to as well), you have to remember how overcrowded hospitals, grade schools, sports teams, campuses, and job markets taught them that you have to compete to get what you want. Everyone made the park district Little League team in third grade, but only the best got to play, and only the very best got a trophy. The Boomers learned that if you didn’t put in the hours, somebody else would.

When Boomers come across as domineering, you have to remember that they are used to getting heard. The sheer size of their generation made them the center of attention. Marketers referred to them as the “pig in the python” because just as a pig reshapes the python as it moves its way through the snake, Boomers would reshape markets and business or political priorities at every stage of their lives. They reshaped childhood —smaller families meant they were the focus of their parents’ attention and dreams. Marketers doted on them while rock-and-roll radio stations multiplied to give them the music they craved.

Boomers have reshaped each stage of their adult lives as well. They pushed off buying their first houses and saving for retirement, redefined parenting styles and roles in marriage, reworked everything from the coffee shop to religious organizations, and have stayed active (and Botoxed), hoping to hold on a little longer. And this huge generation is now reshaping retirement —they plan for retirement but don’t plan to retire. According to a Yankelovich survey, Boomers think old age begins at 79.5 —one year past the current life expectancy![5] Boomers seem to have voted among themselves to redefine old age out of existence. (Where on earth would people get the idea that Boomers are arrogant?) They don’t think of themselves as getting old, nor do they want other people treating them like they are. Boomers have always felt special and powerful, and institutions and advertisers have reinforced that idea by adjusting to please their biggest market.

Ghost Story #2: Affluence

“For the first time, a civilization has reached a point where most people are no longer preoccupied with providing food and shelter,” Life Magazine announced in their 1959 year-end issue.[6] Affluence is the second ghost story you must understand if the Boomers are going to make sense. They grew up in one of the most economically optimistic times in history.

World War II caused the US economy to focus almost exclusively on wartime necessities. The postwar economy boomed because people (especially soldiers returning from the war and starting families) needed things that hadn’t been available during the war: furniture, cars, washing machines, houses, clothes.

Because the war wasn’t fought on American shores, our factories and transportation systems were in place, whereas much of Europe’s and Asia’s infrastructure had been destroyed. The economy boomed because the United States simply stopped producing bullets and started producing over a third of the world’s manufactured goods. In addition, the boom of babies grew the market. All those babies needed cribs, houses, and diapers. Baby food sales jumped from 2.7 million cases in 1941 to 15 million in 1947.[7] Almost overnight the political slogan “a chicken in every pot and a car in every garage” was coming true. By the 1950s many even had a dishwasher and a television. The country thought this new generation would not need to strive for the American dream as their parents had —they were born into it.

The ghost story of affluence explains many of the Boomers’ distinctive values. No longer worried about survival, Baby Boomers changed their value system from sacrifice to self. Affluence also strengthened the Boomer focus on self because parents no longer needed to have lots of children to support the farm. They could channel their expectations and attentions into their 3.5 children. As a result, Boomers were the first generation to be raised in an era that emphasized that people are special. In 1940, only 20 percent of men and 11 percent of women agreed with the statement “I am an important person.” In 1990, 62 percent of men and 66 percent of women agreed.[8] Instead of hearing, “Who do you think you are?” as the Traditionalists had, the Boomers were told they were the future. It’s no surprise that Boomers are idealistic and confident.

Affluence funded the focus on self and the optimism that made the Boomers’ growing-up years magical. It created “Great Expectations,” to use the title of Landon Jones’s award-winning history of the Boomers.[9] For example, the Boomers didn’t save money the way their Depression-era parents had. The economy was booming, and they were confident the money would be there when they needed it. They felt that they were witnessing the dawning of the “Age of Aquarius” (to borrow the title of the worldwide hit song of 1969).

Ghost Story #3: Television

Historians suggest that John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963 was the first time the nation cried together, because of the real-time connection provided by television. When Franklin D. Roosevelt died in office, people were sad once they heard the news. But when they learned Kennedy died, strangers stopped on sidewalks, watched televisions playing in store windows, and wept together. Television gave people a personal connection with Kennedy that they didn’t get with Roosevelt on the radio. Radio made Roosevelt trusted; television made Kennedy loved. How the nation mourned is only one way television powerfully reshaped the world Boomers grew up in.

For the first time, television allowed the entire country to see the same thing at the same time. And when the “thing” was Kennedy’s funeral or the first moon landing —powerfully emotional events —the nation shared common experiences as never before. Unlike radio, where individual people form different pictures in their heads as they hear a story, television assures a much stronger common experience, since everyone sees the same image. That’s why MTV launched their channel in 1981 with photos of the Apollo 11 moon landing, because everyone had seen it live or replayed dozens of times. They didn’t need a caption to identify what they saw —everyone knew the footprint in the moondust was Neil Armstrong’s. Since there were only three major network television channels (yes, Boomers grew up with only three networks!), the entire nation saw the same stories the same way at the same time.

Boomers grew up in houses where the average television set was on six hours every day.[10] Political scientist Paul Light estimates that by age sixteen, the average Baby Boomer had viewed between twelve thousand and fifteen thousand hours of television.[11]

Gen Xers grew up with scores of channels on cable, Millennials with hundreds, and Gen Z with the content we are making on our own.

Today a thousand people could be watching a thousand different things on TV or the Internet.[12] When the Boomers grew up with only three networks, everybody watched the same thing, especially if it was a major event. It’s hard for Xers, Millennials, and Gen Z, who grew up with so many sources of information and entertainment, to grasp how having only three television channels powerfully connected the Boomers and scripted their common language. Gilligan’s Island may have been corny, but Boomers can still sing the theme song because it was one of the few shows on.

Ghost Story #4: The Generation Gap

Parents in the ’60s never knew what hit them. They thought they were giving their children a better life than they’d had by making the world “safe for democracy” and by providing new suburban homes and educational opportunities. But the teenage Baby Boomers questioned their parents’ beliefs (and those of their teachers and leaders), listened to rock and roll, grew their hair long, and tried to spend all their time with friends in what seemed like their own world, embarrassed to be seen with their parents. After generations had struggled to keep their kids safe, fed, educated, healthy, and free, the Traditionalists were finally able to give their kids all these wrapped up in a bow called the American dream —and the kids rejected it. The Traditionalists couldn’t believe that educational achievement dropped while drug use, teen pregnancies, and crime rose.[13] By 1974, over 40 percent of Boomers said they would be better off without their parents.[14] Traditionalists had no idea that the suburban lifestyle, affluence, and education they gave their children would cause a shift in thinking to a mind-set so different from the past generations. Previous generations had their squabbles, but this generational gap felt like a canyon that even Evel Knievel couldn’t jump.

Social forces were pulling the generations apart. The move from farms to suburbs that World War II sped up created a new subculture —the teenager. Before World War II, the word teenager was rarely used, because teens were seen simply as younger versions of adults rather than as their own subgroup. After World War II, marketers focused on this new population segment that was no longer dressing, dancing, or buying like their parents.

The Traditionalists never imagined that the education they moved to the suburbs to provide and the television they were so proud of would undercut their values and create a gap with their children. In college history classes, Boomers learned that George Washington did not cut down a cherry tree and that Thomas Jefferson did more with his evenings than write political treatises. At the same time, television put President Nixon’s Watergate scandal into their living rooms and made Boomers even more skeptical of government. They had information that led them to question things their parents had never doubted or considered. The same families who had gathered around the television to see Tinker Bell with her magic pixie dust were now battling around the television right along with All in the Family’s Archie Bunker and his long-haired son-in-law, “Meathead.”

The generation gap signaled a massive shift in values far more important than the music, tie-dye, or protests that usually get the focus. The leading researcher of the Baby Boomers, Daniel Yankelovich, titled the 1974 summary of his research The New Morality: A Profile of American Youth in the ’70s. He found three significant changes in values. The first two —moral norms (“sex, authority, religion, and obligations to others”) and social values (“money, work, family, and marriage”) —are well known, but the third, self-fulfillment, was an underlying shift from emphasizing duty, obligations to others, and pursuit of financial security to greater focus on self. Yankelovich said self-fulfillment “is the individual’s way of saying there must be something more to life than making a living, struggling to make ends meet, and caring for others.”[15] Parents and their adolescents have always irritated each other, but the adults think, It’s just a phase; they’ll grow out of it. But the Boomers didn’t grow out of it, because society was effecting a profound shift in their focus —from sacrifice to self-fulfillment.

It takes cash to become the “Me” generation, and Boomers were the first generation to have the money, time, and freedom to explore self and search for meaning. If the Boomers had a slogan, it was “do your own thing.” I still remember buying, at age nine, an LP called Isaac Hayes Live at the Sahara Tahoe that I found in the discount bin at the grocery store of my small town. For all nineteen minutes, he sang, “Do your thing” over and over, encouraging the Boomers not to let anything stand in their way. This central commandment of the new morality was printed on psychedelic posters, spray-painted on overpasses, and written into television dialogue. The generation gap marked the shift from “do your duty” to “do your own thing.”

The media (and thus much of the population) focused on the smaller ghosts of the Boomers’ youth —sex, drugs, rock and roll, and the Vietnam protests. But those realities did not cause the generation gap. No more than 2 percent of Boomers joined civil rights or antiwar protests or the counterculture.[16] Television’s focus on the counterculture magnified its size in the minds of Traditionalists. Woodstock (1969) and the Monterey Pop Festival (1967) were symptoms, not causes, of the generation gap. Affluence allowed a much more profound shift to self over sacrifice, optimism over caution, and the new morality over traditional religion.[17]

The Boomers are still shaped by the value of self-expression. They value youth because keeping fit and staying young provides the vitality necessary to continue pursuing meaning and self-fulfillment long after they retire. They still value hard work after competing with so many others, and that makes them worry the younger generations aren’t willing to pay the price to succeed.

Their optimism and high expectations made them idealists more than pragmatists. That’s why they still value fairness because everyone deserves a chance to fulfill their potential regardless of their gender, ethnicity, or background. Boomers weren’t rebels against the core values of democracy and free enterprise as much as they were opponents of anything that created limits and got in the way of self-expression.[18] For example, they championed the civil rights movement as a way to fix the system so the United States “would live out the true meaning of [its] creed: . . . that all men are created equal,” as the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. said in his famous speech at the Lincoln Memorial. They thought all people deserved the right to pursue their dreams —so the system had to be fair.

Finally, Boomers value communication and understanding with their own children. They promised themselves they would not let themselves get out of date like their parents and would listen to their children. So they parented the second half of Xers and the first half of Millennials differently, with more dialogue and less “because I said so.” Boomers learned from their children as well as taught them.

The Second Wave: Choppier than the First

The four ghosts of size, affluence, television, and the generation gap explain why Boomers think the way they do. But before we move on to the Generation Xers, we need to acknowledge that the two ends of the Boomer generation —the oldest and the youngest —had different experiences and opportunities. Just as the beginning of the Boomer generation has more in common with Traditionalists, the end of the Boomer generation has more in common with Generation X. Society changed dramatically in the twenty years that produced the Baby Boom.

The second wave of Boomers missed out on the benefits of the first wave. Financially they aren’t as well off as the older Boomers, who got the best jobs, ran up the price of housing and investments, and may get more Social Security than they paid in.

Even more, the first wave came of age with the optimism and idealism of the Kennedy years (known as “Camelot”), the success of the space program, and Leave It to Beaver and The Mickey Mouse Club. The second wave grew up with Watergate, the Arab oil embargo, “stagflation,” Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In, and Maude.

The second wave of Boomers grew up with the same belief in their potential[19] and the same belief in the American dream as the first wave. What they lacked was the same optimism that all problems would be solved if they were only better, smarter, and tried harder.

Pat Caddell, the pollster for the Carter administration, found that for the first time, Americans believed the future would be worse than the present.[20] A political cartoon from 1979 shows a couple beaming with joy, finally reaching the gas pump after waiting in line for two days, only to have a chunk of Skylab fall from the sky and crush their car. Little orphan Annie might have been singing “Tomorrow” enthusiastically in the record-setting 1977 musical, but the United States was more skeptical about the future’s possibilities.

Americans responded to the threats on their optimism about their financial future not by putting aside their emphasis on the self and returning to the self-denial and sacrifice of the Traditionalists but by ushering in a decade of conspicuous consumption headlined by the Yuppies (Young, Urban, Upwardly Mobile Professionals). Rather than give up their “great expectations,” Boomers turned from self-exploration and building a better world to outcompeting everyone else so they could get a bigger piece of what seemed like a much smaller pie.

The second wave of Boomers was choppier than the first wave; it flowed over far more rocks on its way to the ever more distant American dream. Those rocks created the big ghosts for Generation X. It seemed that Tinker Bell was out of pixie dust.

Don’t Stop Believing

Tim, my airplane seatmate, is not alone in thinking that Boomers are arrogant. There were far more Boomers than Xers, and Boomers are often still the bosses today. Certainly Boomers do not lack confidence and are not ready to yield their place, and when they do, they will not go quietly. They rated themselves higher than Xers or Millennials in almost all of eighteen categories: more than twice as many Boomers as Gen Xers claimed they are moral, almost three times as many Boomers as Millennials claimed they are responsible, and more Boomers rated themselves hardworking than Xers (more than twice as many as Millennials). Boomers rated themselves as even more tolerant than Generation X or Millennials, despite what other surveys on politics or diversity show. But my favorite is that 80 percent of the “Me” generation says they are not self-absorbed.[21]

The Boomers’ ghost stories make it clear that special is the right word, not arrogant. The Boomers grew up thinking they were special —that the world was theirs for the taking if they worked hard and stayed true to their inner selves.

Not only is special a better word, it’s far more helpful to the other generations trying to influence this massively influential generation. Instead of resenting the Boomers’ sheer numbers and therefore dominant place in society, Gen Xers and Millennials will get much farther with them if they understand how to speak their language. Tim and his committee spent all their time researching better ways to communicate science to students and neglected to research better ways to communicate with their older colleagues. The other generations have to do for the Boomers what they ask the Boomers to do for them —understand why they think the way they do. Every generation has to figure out what they’re going to do with the world the previous generation has handed them. Like every other generation, Boomers are simply reacting to expectations placed on them by the previous generation. Boomers began with magic and pixie dust and ended with cracks in the national confidence. But through it all, they have never lost their optimism and commitment to meaning, self-exploration, and self-expression. They started their lives wishing upon a star, and they’ve never stopped. This massive generation challenged and reshaped the world we live in and will continue to do so for decades to come.
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6: Generation X: 
Get Real

AT DONKEY KONG’S PEAK, sixty thousand arcade machines were in use worldwide.[1] The game came out in 1981, as Generation X entered their teenage years, and surprised the gaming world with a hero who was neither handsome nor endowed with superpowers. Rather, he was a middle-aged construction worker who needed to rescue his girlfriend, Pauline, from the gorilla Donkey Kong by climbing scaffolding and jumping over barrels. In Donkey Kong Country, the 1994 update, the famous gorilla had to swing over chasms on vines to save his hoard of bananas.

No matter what version, gamers had to master successively harder challenges if they were to get the girl or the bananas. Even more, the technology behind the games changed so quickly that new versions of Donkey Kong required buying new gaming consoles or computers just to play them. This meant Generation X teens had to learn both new equipment and the game’s new levels. Players might die hundreds of times before they gained the skills necessary to conquer each level, but with patience, concentration, and caffeine, they would make it to the end.

Donkey Kong is a great metaphor for Generation X. If Tinker Bell’s pixie dust symbolizes the almost magical optimism of the Baby Boomers, Donkey Kong symbolizes the unrelenting challenges that Generation X had to overcome, as well as the technological tools that seemed to give them a way to do it. Generation Xers grew up in a world that was running out of pixie dust. Divorce, latchkey kids, multiple recessions, global competition, missing children on milk cartons —Gen Xers learned to roll with the bad news and land on their feet. Their lives matched their video games because Donkey Kong had to swing from vines and then land on his feet or fall to his death.

Because every Donkey Kong player would, from time to time, miss the landing and fall off the side of the cliff, smart gamers hedged their bets. They collected enough coins along the way to get another life so they could come back to the same level rather than having to start over. Life for Xers was similar when it threw surprises at them that were often beyond their control.[2] So Gen Xers became realists hedging their bets. They found new families, constantly learned and rewired their lives, and cautiously enjoyed things today rather than betting on an idealized future that might never happen:


	Instead of relocating seven times in ten years as the Boomers had, they stayed put so they could be close to their friends, who had become their families.

	Instead of coming in early and staying late to prove themselves at work, they pushed their organizations to install technology that would help them get work done faster so they could get on with their lives.

	Instead of jumping into home ownership, they traveled.

	Instead of conspicuous consumption, they chose the simpler “grunge” look or wore khakis to work.



But what Gen X saw as realistically coping with life’s never-ending challenges, the older generations saw as cynical —and whiny. Even the name Gen X is partially a slam. When it first became obvious that this new generation didn’t think like Traditionalists or Baby Boomers, no one knew what to call them because they were still an unknown. Douglas Coupland first called them “X,” the unknown in algebra, and to their (and his) horror, the name stuck. His 1992 novel Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture described disengaged, pessimistic, but well-educated twentysomethings who could neither find a job in their field nor find their way to the good life the Boomers had.

Today their invisibility is the most common aspect of their being the X generation. Recently a woman pulled me aside at the break in one of my sessions and asked if I was going to talk about Gen X. I said I could, but I haven’t had an organization ask me to in years, unless we are talking about challenges Xer managers are having with Boomers or Millennials. “You have mortgages and kids to put through school —organizations know you need them more than they need you,” I joked. “They own you. You guys aren’t going anywhere now that you’re in your peak earning years.[3] It’s the life stages before and after kids that confuse them.” She rolled her eyes and nodded. Generation X’s invisibility today led to Zero Hour for Gen X: How the Last Adult Generation Can Save America from Millennials, in which Matthew Hennessey, editor for the Wall Street Journal, tries to rally other Gen Xers to act before the political conversation is completely overshadowed by the next generation.[4]

Told they would be the first generation in US history to make less than their parents, Xers focused on life outside work. As we saw in the last chapter, Baby Boomers coped with the same discouraging events by competing harder for the shrinking pie, while the Traditionalists who led the organizations believed that if we all pulled together and worked harder, we could still win. Neither generation understood that Gen X didn’t want to dedicate themselves to a game they thought they had no chance to win. Because Gen Xers wouldn’t play the way the Boomers did, the older generations called them “slackers” for their first ten years in the workplace.

Xers feel misunderstood because they never saw themselves as whiny slackers but as open-eyed realists. And it took a couple of decades for the Traditionalists and Boomers to know the difference. Xers grew up in Donkey Kong, not The Wonderful World of Disney, so it made no sense to them to keep the older generations’ high expectations as if the world had not changed. In 1994, journalist Piper Lowell explained why:


It’s not that we’re whiny. We’re cynical and isolated. I, for one, had a hard time trusting anything: Love is forever (my parents divorced when I was four). Uncle Sam is your friend (if you’re American, and sometimes not even then). Technology will solve the world’s problems (just turn off the TV, dear, and take your Prozac). And Richard Nixon is not a crook.[5]



To Traditionalists, Xers epitomized everything that was accelerating the world’s decline. But that was a misperception. Xers weren’t slackers; they were rewiring the world they inherited with new technology and new expectations. If life was like Donkey Kong, then let the new game begin. But first, grab a Snapple because we’ll be doing this a long time.

Because Gen Xers see themselves as realists, “Get real” was a commonly heard phrase that meant quit spinning things, quit trying to force a happy ending, quit producing the sentimental, simplistic sitcoms of the Boomer era. The entertainment industry picked up this change in thinking, and the word real began popping up in movies, music, and television show titles. While the Boomers tried to fix society so it was fair, Xers learned that life isn’t fair, and so they lampooned it. They watched shows like The Simpsons and created a new way to get their news: the parody format seen on The Daily Show and The Colbert Report.

They had a powerful effect. As a society, we’ve been forced to “get real.” How many of us are less confident in institutions than we were fifteen years ago? If Gen X is about lowered expectations, tongue-in-cheek comedy, and pervasive technology, then we are all Xers now.



Generation X

[image: A pie chart showing the population size of each generation. Traditionalists are 7% of the population at 22.9 million. Born before 1945. Boomers are 21.1% of the population at 68.9 million. Born 1946-1964. Gen X are 20% of the population at 65.2 million. Born 1965-1980. Millennials are 25.2% of the population at 82.0 million. Born 1981-1998. Gen Z are 26.7% of the population at 86.9 million. Born 1999-2019.]

Names

Generation X, Gen X, Baby Bust, Busters, Slackers

Teen Years

1980s and 1990s

Key Events

Double-digit inflation (1979-81)

Iranian hostage crisis (1979)

The Sony Walkman (1980)

AIDS (1981)

MTV (1981)

Household borrowing grows twice as fast as income (mid-1980s)

Space shuttle Challenger explodes (1986)

Berlin Wall torn down (1989)

Persian Gulf War (1991)

Top Television Shows

Dallas (1980-84)

The Cosby Show (1985-89)

Rosanne (1989-90)

The Simpsons (debuts 1989)

Friends (debuts 1994)

Seinfeld (1994-95)

Top Music

“My Sharona” (The Knack, 1979)

“Ebony and Ivory” (Paul McCartney with Stevie Wonder, 1982)

“That’s What Friends Are For” (Dionne and Friends, 1985)

“Another Day in Paradise” (Phil Collins, 1989)

“Dreamlover” (Mariah Carey, 1993)

What Makes Your Generation Unique?

Top five responses Generation Xers give about themselves:

Technology use (12%)

Work ethic (11%)

Conservative/traditional (7%)

Smarter (6%)

Respectful (5%)[6]

How Gen Xers See Themselves at Work

Top-ranked terms used to describe coworkers in the same generation:

Confident

Competent

Willing to take responsibility

Willing to put in extra time to wrap a job

Ethical[7]



Generation X’s Four Biggest Ghost Stories

Ghost Story #1: Squished

Numerically, Gen Xers are 25 percent smaller than the huge generations of Boomers that preceded them and Millennials that followed them. Gen Xers being squished between two large generations means marketers and the entertainment industry pay less attention to them. As a small generation, they have less political clout. They will inherit the consequences of previous generations’ excesses but will not have the political muscle to outvote them.

Being squished also meant they could forget about working their way up in their organizations quickly because they were stuck behind the Boomers who came into the workforce ahead of them. Boomers moved up twice as fast as Xers in their early years as the postwar economy expanded. But organizations eliminated layers of middle managers just as Xers came along. And even before the Great Recession of 2008 killed their 401(k)s, Boomers never intended to head out the door into a traditional retirement when they turned sixty-five. That means Xers are finding fewer promotions available.

As a result, Xers often move up by leaving organizations —and sometimes returning. We’ve all heard of people who left a company and then came back five years later to a much higher position, leapfrogging those who loyally stayed behind. I sometimes joke with audiences that Boomers could tell from the two-pack-a-day death rattles in their Traditionalist bosses’ chests that they only had to wait a few more years before a new spot would open up for them. But with exercise, healthy eating, and a bit of Botox, Boomers look good, and that means Xers can no longer tell how old their Boomer bosses really are, so they can’t gauge how much longer they have to wait to get their bosses’ jobs. As a result, Xers are like England’s Prince Charles, spending much of their careers waiting for long-living bosses to move on.

There’s an irony at work with Generation X: they were supposed to be big, not squished. The post–World War II Baby Boom lasted for twenty years, longer than anyone expected. Yet when the Boomers came to childbearing age themselves, there was no corresponding Baby Boom. Instead, there was a Baby Bust. When all those potential Boomer mothers hit childbearing age, they slammed on the fertility brakes.

In 1957, childbirths hit the all-time high of 4.3 million. Seven years later, just before Baby Boomers hit their prime childbearing years, births dropped below four million and fell the next fifteen years to the lowest levels of fertility in US history, to levels less than half of what mothers twenty years before experienced.[8] The first half of the Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1956) had transformed the family. Instead of having two or three children, they had one or two —and often none.

The Traditionalists focused on their Boomer children, but the Boomers didn’t do the same with their Xer children. Simply put, children were no longer viewed as the best way to find happiness. One survey found that children had dropped behind automobiles on the list of what made people happy.[9] While Boomer women told pollsters they wanted the same number of children as their mothers, the additional children were postponed by education, later marriage, and career opportunities until it seemed too late to have them.

Boomer women wanted their mothers’ families; they didn’t want their mothers’ limitations. Now children were seen as a threat to fulfilling one’s dreams, a sentiment mirrored in the demonic children genre of horror films like Rosemary’s Baby, The Exorcist, and The Omen, which were popular throughout the Xers’ early years.

So the Xers are squished by virtue of being smaller than the generations on either side, and they are smaller because they were less wanted than the Baby Boomers. Is it any wonder they are more individualistic and pragmatic? They were also less wanted than the generation that followed —the Millennials.

By the time the Millennials came along, society was refocusing on “the baby.” As Howe and Strauss point out in Millennials Go to College, the 1984 horror movies Children of the Corn and Firestarter flopped while three years later the surprise hits Baby Boom and Three Men and a Baby replaced the monster child with the vulnerable tot.[10] While Xers grew up in a time less interested in children, many of them had more children than their parents did, children they made the center of their lives. So in a very real way, the Xers squished themselves by creating a Millennial generation larger than their own —an irony worthy of an Xer sitcom.

Ghost Story #2: Divorce

A steep rise in divorce as well as the surge in working Boomer mothers meant that Generation X grew up in the midst of unprecedented changes in family structure.

The first half of Generation X watched divorce become commonplace during their childhood. Between 1960 and 1980 the rate of divorce more than doubled.[11] While the divorce rate has never climbed above 30 percent (certainly not the 50 percent figure so often accepted as fact),[12] the percentage of Xers who grew up without both married parents (29 percent) doubled from that of the Boomers (15 percent) and Traditionalists (13 percent). Even with a lower divorce rate, 38 percent of Millennials said their parents weren’t married.[13]

The ghost of divorce impacted Xers more than the other generations, because children today no longer feel that their families aren’t normal if their parents divorce. Society has created support systems like child care and after-school programs. We are far too scared of child predators to place the key around a latchkey child’s neck so he can let himself into the house before Mom gets home from work.

In contrast, as the Xers lived through a rising divorce rate, it felt like something was going wrong. Television reinforced the contrast as young Xers watched the stereotypical 1950s family on television shows like Father Knows Best or Leave It to Beaver while their single mothers left for evening jobs to make ends meet.

After I made that point in a seminar in Phoenix, an Xer jumped in:


This was so my life. When I was twelve, my dad left us. My mom worked as a secretary, but that wasn’t enough, so she sold pretzels in the mall in the evening. To make things worse, my dad took the good car and left us with the second car that barely worked. With 21 percent interest rates, we couldn’t afford another one, so we bought the Chilton auto repair manual for our car, and we’d figure out how to fix whatever broke. Nobody helped us, family didn’t take care of us, and no government programs saved us. We took care of ourselves. But you know what that proved to me? Life has all kinds of surprises; some of them pleasant, most of them not. But that didn’t matter because Mom and I would figure out how to handle whatever came our way.



That’s what I mean when I say that Donkey Kong is a great metaphor for Generation X. In Donkey Kong, you never know when bad things are going to jump out at you, and you succeed or fail on your own.

Divorce also meant that an entire generation grew up with far more diversity and learned to adjust: “At Mom’s house we have this set of rules, but when we go to Dad’s, there is a different set. I don’t pick sides; they both have their good points.” But that meant when Xers got married, figuring out the seating chart at the rehearsal dinner or wedding reception was not so simple. Complicated situations are just a part of life.

The rise of divorce left many Xers feeling alone. More than other generations, they turned to friends to find a family. In between the slapstick, the long-running television show Friends told many of the ghost stories that made sense of Xers’ lives. The show didn’t focus on family, because the characters’ parents were distant and dysfunctional. Since their family relationships were unsupportive, the friends turned to each other, just as many Xers had done.

The older generations often couldn’t comprehend that Xers’ friends were as important to them as their biological family, so it led to conflicts when Xers entered the workforce. When a Boomer boss asked the single Xer if she could stay late to finish up a spreadsheet, this reply was incomprehensible to the boss but totally reasonable to the Xer: “I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m meeting friends for dinner.” If the Xer had said she had to pick up her child at day care, the Boomer would have understood. A child is family, after all. What the boss didn’t understand was that to many Xers, friends are family.

At a Kansas City workshop, an Xer pulled me aside and said he didn’t think divorce had a serious impact on everyone in his generation. He grew up in rural Kansas and didn’t know anyone whose parents were divorced. He could see the divorce ghost story looming over the cities but not over rural areas.

True, many Xers grew up with both parents. However, the dramatic increase in divorce impacted all Gen Xers, even if their parents stayed married. Why? They read about it in stories at school, watched it on TV (as more shows began including divorced couples), and listened to adults whisper about “another couple splitting up.” Even if their parents didn’t divorce, they probably knew someone whose parents did. If it could happen to their friends, then maybe it could happen to them. Life felt more unstable and insecure than it did when the Xers’ parents and grandparents were growing up.

Finally, understanding the rise in divorces helps us understand why work ethic has been a big sticking point with Generation X. Just as Boomers reacted against the “put your children first” attitude of the Traditionalists, Xers reacted against disappearing parents by focusing on their families and their lives outside work. Rebecca Ryan, who founded Next Generation Consulting, discovered through five thousand interviews between 1998 and 2002 that Gen Xers value control over their time more than anything else organizations offer. This need is so important to Xers that she called her first book Live First, Work Second. A greater family focus is one reason Xers want more work-life balance. Gen X women who have children are having more kids and working less than Boomer women.[14] Parents spend more time with their children today than even the stay-at-home mothers of the 1950s. Gen X fathers are far more involved in their children’s lives. Xers spend more on remodeling than the other generations. They want to provide a great place for their families. They do not divorce as often and so provide greater family stability for their children than they had. While Boomers may have been helicopter parents, Xers monitor their kids electronically. As we’ll see in the chapter on Gen Z, they questioned the helicopter parent’s focus on protection and pushed their children to be realists. You’re never too young to learn life is Donkey Kong.

Ghost Story #3: Downward Mobility

In the 1994 hit movie Reality Bites, Winona Ryder’s character, who had been the college valedictorian but now can’t find a decent job, says to her friends, “I don’t have a lawyer. I don’t have a dentist. I make $400 a week.” Welcome to the downward mobility that ushered the first Gen Xers into adulthood. The confidence in the economy that had inspired the Traditionalists and defined the Boomers went bust for the Xers. Instead, it was now clear to everyone that lifetime employment and job security were history.

Generation X missed the almost magical economic growth that made the Boomers so optimistic. As hard as it is for us to imagine today, the United States did not face another major recession between the recessions of 1958 and 1973. Even better, between those years, the United States experienced a rapid but sustained growth in which real median household income surged 55 percent[15] as wages rose but inflation didn’t. Since 1973, however, the US economy has grown more slowly and has had a nearly stagnant standard of living, increasing by only 10 percent. Making things worse, the mid-1970s and early 1980s saw unusually high inflation and interest rates.[16] The economic boom of the Boomer era was shrinking.

Gen X missed the growth of the economy but arrived just in time for the growth in prices. The huge Boomer generation pushed up housing prices. As a result, only a third of twenty-five- to thirty-year-olds (and half of thirty- to thirty-five-year-olds) owned a home in 1990 despite a decade of economic growth.[17] Ironically, fewer homeowners meant more renters, and that pushed up rent prices by 28 percent.[18]

In addition to being squished for jobs and housing by the larger Boomer generation, Gen Xers saw college expenses quadruple while grants and aid were slashed. Student loans almost doubled between 1977 and 1990, when the Xers went to college.[19] Caught in the aftermath of the 1990 recession, more than 40 percent of the class of 1990 had either no job or one that did not require a college degree.[20] Xers began their adult lives with unprecedented personal debt. They missed the heavy college subsidies and the boom years of the economy but arrived just in time to use credit cards to cover the higher costs.

The shift from economic optimism to pessimism made generational sticking points inevitable in the workplace. Gen Xers couldn’t see a payoff from the game the Boomers worked so hard to win. Plus, Generation X didn’t know how long they would be working at the same places as they watched increasing global competition force companies that could no longer promise lifetime employment to create a new deal with their employees.

In my interviews, Xers have told me why they see the game differently:


	“My boss has a career; I have a job.”

	“My parents put off enjoying life until they had achieved their dreams, but where did it get them?”

	“Companies don’t last fifty years anymore. I’d love to stay at one place my entire career, but that’s not realistic. If my company gets sold or we hit another recession, I may not have a job.”

	“It makes no sense to put in thirteen-hour days and relocate seven times when the company won’t think twice about laying me off.”

	“I don’t go to work to find meaning or significance. I don’t want to sign my name to another mission statement brought back from an executive retreat up in the mountains somewhere. It’s just a job! I do it well, and then I go home to what’s most important. Why do the older generations have to make it into something more than that?”



As we saw earlier, the shock of the downturns in the 1970s forced everyone to reevaluate their expectations. Boomers competed harder while the Traditionalists who still owned the companies cheered them on. Both Traditionalists and Baby Boomers were stunned that Generation X wanted to ease up rather than play harder.

I’m generalizing, describing the spirit of the times that shaped the Xers. Even then, not all Xers embraced this shift in thinking. Extensive research conducted by Saatchi & Saatchi in the early 1990s discovered Xers fit into four subcategories, only one of which was as checked out and cynical as Douglas Coupland described in Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture. But they got all the press. In contrast, the researchers labeled another of the four categories “traditional materialists” because they played the game as hard as the Boomer yuppies.[21]

The point is that Xers have always wanted to succeed. The Center for Work-Life Policy found recently that three out of four Xers consider themselves ambitious.[22] Even more, 31 percent of Xers earning more than $75,000 a year have an “extreme job” (which demands more than sixty-hour work weeks, short deadlines, and 24/7 access).[23] So just as most Boomers were not protesters, most Xers were not slackers, although all of them had to decide how they would handle the new expectation that, unlike their parents, nothing would come easy for them.

Ghost Story #4: Parody

Parody creates a poor imitation of something serious in order to make light of it and expose its perceived flaws. Access to information creates parody, as does skepticism —and the Xers have both. They got a downsized American dream, divorced parents, a new deal at work, and a computer to check facts.

Xers are computer/Internet natives, which gave them access to what was going on behind the scenes in a world that was taking itself pretty seriously. For example, these digital natives were the first to gain access to information beyond the news. When Walter Cronkite, called the most trusted man in America, signed off his news broadcast with “That’s the way it is,” viewers felt confident he was providing objective reporting. Generation X was the first generation to question and verify the backstory behind the news on their computers, so they knew that news is always shaded by someone’s perspective. Gen X learned you can’t believe everything you are told. So they wanted those in authority to “get real.”

Marketers put their tongues squarely in their cheeks to tie in to this “get real” sentiment. For example, when Isuzu wanted to break into the US auto market with a small advertising budget, they aimed at skeptical Xers with parodies of typical high-hype car ads with their “Joe Isuzu” campaign that ran from 1986 to 1990. As Joe Isuzu makes fantastic claims about the cars, the actual facts appear on the screen. In one ad, Joe Isuzu claims, “If I’m lying, may lightning hit my mother.” The words “Good luck, Mom!” pop up. Parody became the staple of advertisers trying to reach the tail end of Boomers and the new generation of Xers who were raised on over-the-top hype and were skeptical of all of it. Any brand that took itself too seriously made an easy target.

Generation X expert Rebecca Ryan captures Xers’ skeptical attitude like this: “A generation of Americans who don’t talk to strangers and have little faith in institutions, especially employers. . . . They have a difficult time trusting others, they are obsessively self-reliant, and they don’t see themselves as ‘joiners’ of traditional organizations.”[24]

Gen Xers are skeptical of organizations. At work they may trust their managers, but they wonder about their companies. Furthermore, associations find that Gen Xers will come to their conferences if they’re relevant, but Xers aren’t as interested in membership and don’t join committees as often or as enthusiastically as Traditionalists and Boomers did. They are also more cautious when choosing a political party. And even if they identify with a party, they may not buy the full platform.

Xer skepticism is most clearly seen in its parodies epitomized in the long-running cartoon shows The Simpsons and South Park. Jeff Gordinier, in X Saves the World: How Generation X Got the Shaft but Can Still Keep Everything from Sucking, thinks that, thanks to the Xers, “we’re living through a golden age of political satire.”[25] The popularity and growth of comedy news shows on cable channels confirms his observation and stands in contrast to Walter Cronkite’s seriousness. Whereas Boomers would have tried to use the microphone to push for change, this audience wants humor. The age of parody expresses the underlying skepticism of a generation.

Donkey Kong Meets Middle Age

Today Xers are middle aged, and the oldest Xers already have their AARP cards. Xers are still trying to survive, noses to the smartphone screen, in a much more volatile global economy.

I recently taught leadership to managers at a large accounting firm. On the way out the door, two Generation Xers said to me, “Xer managers are still squished, you know. All the things we’ve learned today about how to lead people more effectively make complete sense, but we will run into resistance from a lot of Baby Boomer partners who are old school and want things done their way. But they don’t manage the Millennials, who really hate the old-school approach, so the old guard doesn’t see why things ought to change. That means the Xer managers get caught in the middle and are forced to hold it all together. We’ve always been squished.”

Gen Xers are the most misunderstood and invisible of the generations, and it is growing more likely that they will be the first generation without a president.[26] But organizations can’t overlook them because these Xers will be the leaders organizations desperately need during the next twenty years. They will be the employees with experience and institutional knowledge. They will have the specialized technical skills needed to compete.

But in the meantime, despite remaining squished between two massive generations and juggling family and jobs in a downward economy, Gen Xers still retain their sense of humor. They still want organizations to quit spinning the facts and “get real.” They still lampoon the world they rewired in the digital revolution. And they still look at life like a video game: you don’t have any control over the vines that come your way, but you can always try to land on your feet. Life is Donkey Kong.
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7: Millennials: 
Can We Fix It? 
Yes, We Can!

“ARE PEOPLE STILL talking about Millennials?” my son asked when he was twenty-eight. “I’m almost thirty, and I have a house and a kid. I feel like your generation keeps lumping us in with the Millennials who are twenty-two. The oldest Millennials are close to forty and have been working for almost twenty years.”

“Yes, they are still talking about Millennials,” I replied. “Why do you ask?”

“I see stuff online constantly, and friends hear it at work. You would think the older generations would stop thinking about us as new to the workplace,” he said.

I paused. “Many of us are stuck in a time warp, forgetting that you got ten years older on us. It happened when you were kids. We looked up, and you were driving and trying to figure what you would do after high school, and we realized we were still treating you like kids. I guarantee you, you will do the time warp again one day.”

“I can see that,” he admitted. “It’s more frustrating that we get blamed for everything —declining workplace productivity and company loyalty or even the decline of the auto industry. Don’t blame me for that. I would love to get a new minivan, but they cost as much as some people’s total income for the year.”

“I did think you guys were responsible for Retailmageddon, the decline of eye contact, and global warming,” I joked.

“Whatever,” he said. “The worst is when we all get lumped in with those Millennials who do fit the worst stereotypes. We don’t like working with them either. You would think people would realize we aren’t kids anymore and move on. It’s not like we haven’t had a decade to figure out how to work together.”

We changed the topic, but after ten minutes or so, he asked me a couple of questions about why Gen Xers do a few things that puzzled him.

Quietly, I said, “Oh, so you Millennials are still talking about older generations? You would think since we’ve been working together for a decade, you would have figured out how to work with us and moved on.”

He stared at me and then grinned. “I guess it isn’t as easy as it seems for any of the generations.”

No, it isn’t.

My son’s comments are a big reason why I updated this book. As Millennials get older, the conversation around Millennials is changing in four noticeable ways:


	It’s the life stage. My son wasn’t questioning that Millennials are different from other generations; he was pointing out what is obvious to Millennials —they are different from each other. They now span three different life stages: emerging adults who are new to the full-time workforce; emerging adults who have some work experience; and early adults, who are more settled down. When this book first came out, Millennials were pushing back the age to have kids. Now a million new moms a year are pushing strollers.[1] Seven years ago it was possible to answer the question, “How do we manage or motivate Millennials?” Now that there are three stages, you court disaster if you lead all Millennials the same way.

	Millennials often try to dodge the Millennial label. A thirty-year-old Human Resources director said that her husband looked up from his phone one night and announced he is not a Millennial. A Facebook quiz said he was a Gen Xer. She told him he was crazy, that there was no way Gen X extended to thirty-year-olds. Then she pointed out that if you take a Facebook quiz to prove you aren’t a Millennial, you are definitely a Millennial. A third of the oldest ones claim to be Gen X. Hundreds have admitted to me they try to avoid the title. Why wouldn’t they? Pew Research Center found that 59 percent of Millennials consider their generation “self-absorbed,” 43 percent greedy, and only 24 percent “responsible,” compared to 66 percent of Boomers. Only 17 percent of Millennials described their generation as moral and 15 percent as willing to sacrifice.[2] Even Pew acknowledges that life stage may have more to do with it than generation, but Millennials rated themselves lower than any other generation on seventeen of eighteen categories.

	Generations are ignored. I’ve had companies tell me they don’t use the names of generations; they don’t want to put people in boxes. That works if you do not have multiple generations; I think it creates blind spots if you do. For example, the COO of a digital store told me their company does not have generational tensions. I don’t think she was in denial: as she described the culture, I was pretty sure they didn’t. But I do think she was unaware that they were monogenerational —Millennial only. The Xers and Boomers who didn’t fit their Millennial culture left or never joined. The unintentional consequence of not identifying generational preferences is to not notice when you have only one culture.
I hired a marketing consultant who told me he could not wait for the economy to pick up so he could quit his job in a Silicon Valley company where, at forty-five, he was the oldest guy in the division. Unlike in movies like The Intern, where the old guy becomes the Yoda of the team, he was largely ignored by his twentysomething coworkers and even his boss. They thought there were no generational differences to see; he thought they were blind. Most people want to treat people well, but if we can’t see them, we cannot lead them.



	“You should not be talking about this.” As I mentioned in the preface, occasionally younger Millennials stop me in my presentations because they don’t think people should be categorized but understood uniquely. At most, they say, we should acknowledge unconscious bias but not talk about types of differences. In one professional services firm, ten newly promoted managers became defiant with me, saying they had no issues with different generations, even calling my workshop immoral for labeling. They are so tired of the stigma of the Millennial label that their answer was to not talk about any labels. While I agree they should be angry, I do not think their solution will work.



I am a huge fan of thinking through unconscious bias and believe it has made inclusion conversations easier for thousands of people. Additionally, it warns us to be careful how we use categories in conversations. But it will not prevent Millennials or any other generation from being unfairly categorized.

First, it is a misunderstanding of unconscious bias to say we should not talk about categories. Worse, that suggestion can prolong the status quo. A Millennial woman of color said in a class recently, “If we only talk about bias, and not actual differences, we don’t have to fix anything.” Discussing unconscious bias will not solve their problem. The problem with generational differences is more than unconscious bias; it’s the very conscious bias that dismisses Millennials with urban legends until they wish the whole conversation would go away.

The second reason their solution will not work is that the previous class at the firm had three years more experience, and when I asked what generational challenges or questions they had, they didn’t stop until they had completely filled the page on the big chart pad. Hopefully, the offended class will have a career free of all generational sticking points with their bosses, direct reports, and customers . . . but I would not bet that way.

The third reason is the “OK Boomer” reaction to all the put-downs for younger generations. If people see differences, they will put them in a category and use it to blame another group or generation. Rather than label the people who see categories as immoral, I see better results from talking about the fake news in their categories.

Talking about Millennials has become a minefield for the reasons above, but generational tensions don’t go away if we do not address them. Even though the oldest Millennials have been in the workforce for over a decade, there are still many misconceptions about them. For example, I still have Boomers tell me that Millennials come into their jobs expecting to be taken seriously even though they have no “real-world” experience. But here’s what will surprise you: many Millennials agree with their bosses about their lack of experience. In 2008 only 29 percent of Millennials rated their generation as competent in their jobs.[3] They want to gain the real-world experience they know they lack, but they also expect to be able to contribute to the team. Gen Z feels the same as they enter the workforce. The Millennials have never understood why it’s either-or, and neither do they.

Even though Millennials have been in the workplace for a while, they get criticized more than the other generations, and as I told my son, they are still a mystery to the other generations. So your organization had better know how they think. These ghost stories have helped thousands of people understand not only the way Millennials think but also why they think differently.



Millennials

[image: A pie chart showing the population size of each generation. Traditionalists are 7% of the population at 22.9 million. Born before 1945. Boomers are 21.1% of the population at 68.9 million. Born 1946-1964. Gen X are 20% of the population at 65.2 million. Born 1965-1980. Millennials are 25.2% of the population at 82.0 million. Born 1981-1998. Gen Z are 26.7% of the population at 86.9 million. Born 1999-2019.]

Names

Millennials[4], Generation Y, NetGen, Gen Next

Teen Years

2000s and 2010s

Key Events

Oklahoma City Federal Building bombing (1995)

Television show rating system established (1997)

Columbine High School shooting (1999)

President Clinton and Monica Lewinsky scandal (1998-99)

New millennium and the Y2K nonevent (2000)

September 11 World Trade Center attack (2001)

Department of Homeland Security created (2002)

Massachusetts becomes first state to legalize gay marriage (2004)

Dow Jones hits record high (2007)

The Great Recession begins (2007-09)

Barack Obama becomes first black president (2009)

Occupy Wall Street (2011)

Top Television Shows

ER (1995-97, 1998-99)

Family Guy (debuts 1999)

Survivor: Australian Outback (2000-01)

Friends (2001-02)

CSI (2002-03)

American Idol (2003-11)

Top Music

“Gangsta’s Paradise” (Coolio, 1995)

“Candle in the Wind” (Elton John, 1997)

“Can We Fix It?” (Bob the Builder theme song, 2000 [UK])

“Bad Day” (Daniel Powter, 2006)

“Boom Boom Pow” (The Black Eyed Peas, 2009)

“Somebody That I Used to Know” (Gotye and Kimbra, 2012)

What Makes Your Generation Unique?

Top five responses Millennials give about themselves:

Technology use (12%)

Work ethic (11%)

Conservative/traditional (7%)

Smarter (6%)

Respectful (5%)[5]

How Millennials See Themselves at Work

Top-ranked terms used to describe coworkers in the same generation:

Makes personal friends at work

Sociable

Thinks out of the box

Open to new ideas

Friendly[6]



The Millennials’ Five Biggest Ghost Stories

Ghost Story #1: Heavy Parental Involvement

You’ll remember that Generation X is the smallest of the four generations because their Boomer parents didn’t have a Baby Boom. But around 1985, a change was underway. Baby on Board signs showed up in minivan windows as younger Boomers and older Gen Xers began to have children —a lot of children. The second Baby Boom, or Echo Boom, had begun, and it was bigger than the first.[7]

The Millennials were a “wanted” generation. There were half as many children per family in the second Baby Boom compared to the first, but far more women gave birth. The number of multiple births skyrocketed as fertility became the new growth area in reproductive health care.[8] By 1990, 80 percent of all fathers were in the delivery rooms attending their children’s births, up from 27 percent halfway through Gen Xers’ birth years.[9] The Millennials think differently because they were raised differently.

An older Generation X manager said to me, “Millennials get bored after nine months on the job, and then they act like their boredom is my problem.” I said, “It is. You and the Boomers taught them to think that way.” Boomers and most Xers remember being told by their parents to go outside and play but to come in when it got dark. How many parents would tell that to their children today? After missing children started showing up on milk cartons and billboards, parents of Millennials couldn’t turn their kids loose,[10] so they became their children’s activity directors. They arranged playdates and lived in their minivans, driving their kids from one activity to another: soccer, ballet, music lessons, swim team, and so on. And their involvement in their kids’ lives didn’t end with high school graduation.

Gen X parents sent their young charges off to college but still stayed involved in their lives. According to the Datatel 2006 College Parent Survey, parents of Millennials were four times more involved in helping their children succeed in college than their own parents were.[11] More than a decade later, helping offspring succeed in college has not declined, although it varies greatly by income and education.[12] The parents of the previous generations helped their kids move into their dorm rooms and didn’t stick around. Today, colleges run parent-orientation sessions to get the parents to leave, and it doesn’t stop there. Just recently, when I was at my daughter’s white-coat ceremony, the president of the medical school had to tell two thousand of us parents to treat our graduate students as adults.

Heavily involved parents created the Millennials’ expectation that their managers would be more involved, and they stay involved in their children’s work lives. Organizations discovered what university administrators found out over a decade ago when the Millennials started college: their parents are part of the package.

This is not just a case of overprotective parents —Millennials and their parents have a mutual affection and admiration. As Gen Z continues to do today, almost half of Millennials picked their parents as role models and heroes over celebrities or friends.[13] In 1974, 40 percent of Boomers told Gallup that they would be better off without their parents. In contrast, over 90 percent of Millennials told Gallup that they had a good relationship with their parents.[14] Boomers saw their parents as part of the establishment, while Millennials see their parents as resources to help them get established.

Millennials want their parents involved in their lives. Sociologist Reginald Bibby found that 90 percent of Canadian Millennials saw their mothers as having a high level of influence on them, and over 80 percent said the same about their fathers.[15] A study by Thom Rainer found that 77 percent of Millennials sought their parents’ advice regularly.[16] Millennials believe their parents can offer guidance for navigating the university and the workplace, while many Boomers knew their parents couldn’t. Boomers were often the first in their families to go to college. Their Traditionalist parents could show them how to farm or build a house but told them that they didn’t know anything about college or the corporate world.

Both my parents were college professors and were constant resources as I went to college —as I was for my kids. All three of my sons majored in business, so they called me for ideas for projects and references for their papers or to ask my advice on what classes to take. I enjoyed helping them, especially when they were new to the workforce or new to an organization, and I continue to enjoy it. I’m not coming with them, but you can be sure I coached them before their job interviews, especially on negotiating compensation. The more they earned, the faster they got off my payroll!

So how should employers deal with Millennials’ parents? Engage them! They are hidden resources and potential customers. Invite them to work. I took a bit of flak in 2014 for being a fan of “Take Your Parents to Work Day.”[17] The impetus came from employees from other countries (where visits are much more common), but I want to see where my kids’ workplaces are as well. It makes it easier for me to picture what they do when we talk. I encourage organizations to send parents company-logo hats and sweatshirts —they’ll wear them just as they wore their kids’ college-logo wear. They have ideas or expertise that will benefit your organization that they will gladly share with their children. Don’t roll your eyes when Millennials tell you something their parents said —listen, and grab your pencil if it’s good. Make sure your company’s website has information for parents on the recruiting page and a way for parents to ask questions about the company. Millennials (and Gen Zs) consult with their parents about job decisions —so you want those parents to be reassured you will be a good fit for their adult children.[18] Even thirtysomething Millennials still find job leads from family.[19]

Ghost Story #2: Fear of Low Self-Esteem

Millennials are confident. Their parents and teachers convinced them they are special, and the Millennials believe it. In one survey, 96 percent of Millennials agreed or somewhat agreed with this statement: “I can do something great.” Not one respondent disagreed strongly.[20] In chapter 5 we saw how confident the Boomers are about their generation —is it any wonder some employers complain that Millennials who come into the workplace are overly confident? Their parents communicated with them by dialoguing rather than by dictating. In 2009, the journal Qualitative Sociology looked at three hundred advice columns and editorials from issues of Parents magazine spanning 1929 to 2006. According to this survey, while Millennial children had less freedom to be outdoors without parental supervision, they had more freedom to disagree with their parents and wear whatever clothes they wanted.[21] Millennials were encouraged to express their feelings.

Millennials were raised not keeping score in organized youth sporting leagues until they were at least nine years old —for fear the losing team would feel bad. Everybody who paid their fee got a participation trophy whether they played or not. The second wave of Baby Boomers put a protective shield around the self-esteem of their children.[22]

From participation trophies on the soccer field to bouquets of roses after preschool dance recitals, Millennials have been made to feel special. They have their births, baptisms, Bar/Bat Mitzvahs, confirmations, games, and graduations stored on videotapes and DVDs. Considering their twenty years of being the center of attention, why are we surprised when they have the confidence to speak up in meetings even though they have only been on the project a few weeks?

But there has been a big shift with the Gen X parents of the youngest Millennials and Gen Z. They think not keeping score and participation trophies were detrimental. A Gen X father in a workshop I led told me about his experience with another parent whose child was on the same youth soccer team: “After our team was beaten soundly in a game, the other child’s mother said we should make a ‘parent bridge’ for the players to run through as they came off the field to get their treats. Mostly joking, I said that as badly as the boys had played, we should just turn our backs and let them get their own treats. The mother was appalled. I asked her, when her son is thirty years old, still living at home, and unable to find a job, if she and her husband will make a bridge, cheer, and give him a juice box for trying his best. I don’t think she thought I was funny.” He represents a shift in parenting that has taken place —don’t protect kids from the truth: tell them the score, don’t overlook failure, give clear feedback, and tell them not to spend $70,000 on a made-up college degree that can’t pay the bills.

Ghost Story #3: The Consumer Age and the Great Recession

The Millennials were raised as consumers. Their parents could offer them choices previous generations never had. I remember growing up in a town with two hamburger restaurants. It did no good to complain to my parents that I didn’t like my fries, because there wasn’t another viable option. But today, haven’t you seen an SUV leave one fast-food restaurant and go across the street to another just to stop the whining from the back seat?

The Millennials have always had so many options that they need search engines to sort through them all. That’s taught them to ask for what they want and look someplace else if you can’t give it to them.

The Millennials’ consumer approach in the workplace often gets interpreted as an entitlement mentality. When I was doing a presentation for McDonald’s, a woman said, “I’ve been here thirty-six years, and some of these new employees seem so entitled. They ask for things in the first six weeks that I never got until I’d proven myself after six or seven years.”

“You know who caused that, don’t you?” I asked. Her blank stare said no. “McDonald’s did,” I continued. The seventy McDonald’s employees in the room got quiet. “McDonald’s is the company that started giving kids a toy with every Happy Meal. You taught the Millennials to believe they were entitled to a toy!”[23]

Unfortunately, the economic expansion of Millennials’ childhood was unsustainable, built as it was on excessive borrowing.[24] Since 2007, when the market downturn began, many Millennials had trouble downsizing their expectations and cutting their spending. In 2019, Millennials said credit card debt was their greatest source of debt, and Gen Z said educational loans. But both owe more in personal debt than Boomers or Gen Xers, whose biggest debt is mortgages.[25] Millennials are graduating from college with an average debt of $33,000, up from $26,600 seven years ago (and compared to $14,500 in 1993).[26] But here’s the kicker: nearly half of Millennials drop out of college before they earn a degree,[27] and non-completers are nearly three times more likely to default on their loans.[28]

The first half of the Millennials grew up in a strong economy with available jobs. The second half of the generation hasn’t been so lucky. The first half could be picky and demanding about jobs because there were plenty available. The second half has struggled with unemployment at record-high levels in the “jobless recovery” as the economy has slowly rebounded and one in five returned home to live with their parents.[29]

Millennials grew up in an unusual time economists call the Great Moderation because of steady economic growth that was believed to be permanent.[30] But the Great Recession shattered that confidence. Economists expect the global economy to have more volatility even as the United States and Europe grow much more slowly than other parts of the world.

Even more challenging, the Millennials will support the huge but long-living Boomer generation, who will continue to draw heavily on underfunded Social Security and health care in their retirement years.[31] The United Nations has predicted that by 2050, there will be only two workers for every pensioner (retiree) rather than four, as there is today.[32] The American dream that every generation will make more than the previous generation is now hitting strong resistance.[33]

The information economy has been especially hard on blue-collar jobs, further dampening the prospects for Millennials. The unemployment rate for high school dropouts is 14 percent but only 4 percent for college graduates. (Twenty-five percent of high school students drop out before graduation.) It takes 20 percent fewer workers to manufacture more (US manufacturing has grown by $800 billion since 1990),[34] due to robotics, automation, and other efficiencies. The number of robots in the global workforce has doubled since 2010. By 2030 the US is predicted to lose more than 1.5 million jobs to automation.[35] While there is recent hope for a rebound in manufacturing, the jobs that remain usually require more math and science than previous jobs have.[36]

The Great Recession will leave a scar in the psyche of this optimistic generation.[37] Eighty percent of the older generations believe it is harder starting out today than it was when they entered the workforce.[38] And 37 percent of Millennials still receive monthly financial support from their parents.[39]

Ghost Story #4: Technology Everywhere

Millennials are the first generation to grow up digital, surrounded by technology. Millennials spend more than fifty-three hours a week with media because they use more than one kind at the same time.[40] Boomers learned computers at work, and Xers learned them at home or school. Millennials never had to learn computers —they were built into their earliest toys. For Millennials, a smartphone is a bodily appendage. Eighty-seven percent of Millennials want their phone at least in the bedroom with them at night compared to 100 percent of Gen Z, 75 percent of Xers, 57 percent of Boomers, and 39 percent of Traditionalists.[41] McCann Worldgroup discovered that half of Millennials would give up their sense of smell to keep their computer or mobile phone.[42]

Millennials love technology for four main reasons:


	Technology makes them important to the older generations. Most parents of Millennial kids know how valuable their children are when it comes to technology. After spending an unsuccessful hour on the phone with technical support, I can hand my smartphone to my son Max. He has it working in two minutes. “Dad,” he’ll say, grinning, “it’s not a smartphone until you can work all the buttons.” Even though he’s right, I think, I brought you into this world, and I can take you out of it. But I never would: his technical support is too important to me. Millennials know how valuable they are when it comes to technology. They are the first generation in history to have more experience with the tools that will shape our future than the generations before them.

	Technology gave them freedom. Traditionalists, Boomers, and most Gen Xers found freedom from their parents outdoors. But the Millennials weren’t allowed to play outside alone —life seemed too unpredictable. So their parents made them play indoors, where it was safe. Millennials found freedom from their parents’ control on the Internet.

	Technology shrank and expanded their world. Millennials are the first generation to be raised in the “global digital village.” They know people all over the world as a result of playing online video games and connecting through Facebook and other online venues. The Internet has shrunk the distances but expanded the horizons. The entire world fits on a Millennial’s smartphone.

	Technology gathers them into tribes. Millennials don’t have a group of friends; technology has given them a tribe of friends. Boomers typically had four to five close friends because that was all they could fit in their instant messaging device —a Chevy. Xers had eight to ten because cell phones allowed them to coordinate where they would meet. But Millennials may have forty or sixty people they think of as close friends, thanks to their phones and laptops. And they can communicate with them all in seconds.
Their phones continue to give them constant contact with their tribe. (This is even more true with Gen Z. A twenty-two-year-old admitted to one of my groups recently that she usually stays up two hours later than she plans to each night for fear of missing out.) As one father told me at a seminar, “I used to be irritated when my kids texted during dinner —until they explained how their friends’ plans could change three times in thirty minutes, and they can’t be that far out of the loop.”





Ghost Story #5: Emerging Adulthood

Most of the workplace complaints I hear about Millennials’ lack of commitment and work ethic can be tied to the dynamics of emerging adulthood.

Remember Stan from chapter 1 —the Boomer father whose late Millennial son, Brandon, was still living at home and in no rush to find a permanent job, get married, or finish his last year of college? Stan was more worried about Brandon than he needed to be because he didn’t understand emerging adulthood.

I told him, “Some Millennials take longer to figure out what they want to do than members of the older two generations did. It’s called emerging adulthood. It started with you Baby Boomers, when four years of college extended your freedoms by delaying when you entered the workforce. The older generations back then complained that you guys were messing around rather than getting serious.”

I continued, “If it’s any consolation, a lot of families worry about their twentysomethings because they seem to change apartments, towns, friends, love relationships, jobs, and even careers frequently. Society gives them more time than it gave our parents to try out different careers and identities until they find the one they want. Usually it works out fine.”

Then Stan asked the question I often get asked about emerging adulthood: “What’s changed so much since I was twenty-five?”

There are a lot of reasons emerging adulthood is more obvious today than it was in earlier generations. But let me keep it simple and give you the biggest one: today, we don’t believe a person is an adult until around age twenty-six.[43] Remarkably, twentysomethings agree with that assessment. They think it takes that long to figure out what they want to do so they can settle into a career, commit to a long-term love relationship, and have enough saved up to get their own place.[44] Boomers liked freedom from pressure. They pushed off buying houses until their late twenties. So did Generation Xers. Millennials push it off even further. But they leave college with student loan debt much bigger than the older generations’.

Most of what Stan and other parents worry about usually works itself out. Most Millennials are not lazy; they’re just not sure they’ve found what they want to do, what organization they want to do it with, where they want to live, and who they want to live with. That’s why life stage, especially emerging adulthood, is the cutting edge of generational research because humans living thirty years longer means there are more life stages to understand. If we don’t know something about life stages, we blame everything on generational differences.[45]

Later Millennials have pushed emerging adulthood even later. The average age of marriage is now thirty for men and twenty-eight for women. Gen Z will push those life stage markers even later in life than Millennials. (And we’ll talk more about emerging adulthood as it affects Gen Z in the next chapter.)

Give the Millennials Time (and Cut Them Some Slack)

The Millennials are the least understood generation, especially the younger half. When the Millennials first entered the workforce, Gen Xers didn’t understand Millennials, Boomers didn’t understand Gen Xers or Millennials, and Traditionalists didn’t understand any of them. The earlier generations have done fine despite the doubts of their elders —and Millennials will too. Every generation has its own unique ways of doing things. Once the Millennials’ children grow up and enter the workforce, all the attention will shift away from Millennials and onto their children. One Gen Z said the Millennials must be glad for Generation Z to take the pressure off them now that there is a new generation to scapegoat. And all the prior generations will be sure that the Millennials’ children will spell the downfall of all that’s good in the world.

But they’ll be wrong. And they’ll be missing out.

Those who ignore or disparage Millennials won’t get much argument from them; they’ll be ignored. The Millennials who work for them will pack up the ideas (and their enthusiasm) that they so badly wanted to contribute. They’ll smile and nod and then go back to texting people who care about what they think.

I don’t think Millennials are magical saviors, nor do I think they’ll bring the world down in flames. With the revolution in information tools and technology, they have the possibility to be the most productive generation in history —if those of us who’ve gone before don’t make the situation harder than it needs to be.
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8: Gen Z: 
You Do You

I WAS RIDING in my daughter Katy’s car, so she controlled the playlist. She sang along to the soundtrack of a musical I had never heard. The songs sounded similar to those in any other musical —some were fast and happy, some were slow and sad —but I was surprised to hear that they were about depression and referred to suicide.

When I asked my college-age daughter about the music we were listening to, she replied casually that it was a musical about a boy with social anxiety whose psychologist assigns him to write himself letters to feel better. The boy gets bullied at school, and when the person who bullies him commits suicide, he goes along with a mistaken story that he was secretly best friends with the bully. He creates e-mails about their friendship and falls in love with the bully’s sister. It all goes viral, and the boy becomes a mini celebrity until the bully’s family discovers the truth. The boy loses all his friends and has to come clean to those he lied to and find his true identity.

If Boomers can turn ABBA albums into the international hit Mama Mia! and Hamilton can break all records with its hip-hop music about United States history, I know there are no limits to what can be turned into successful musical theater. But I was surprised that a musical would attempt to deal with such painful issues as mental illness and suicide —and that my daughter and all her friends knew the words to every song.

“Currently it’s my favorite musical,” Katy said as we drove. “It really speaks to what a lot of people my age go through, and I like the songs.” For my generation, a serious drama about mental illness —yes. But a musical?

When the Traditionalists were growing up, families literally hid relatives who struggled with mental illness in the attic or a back room. For my daughter’s generation, Dear Evan Hansen was putting it on the stage. In 2017 Dear Evan Hansen won six Tony Awards, including best musical, and it has made a quarter of a billion dollars on Broadway. Its soundtrack debut beat every musical since Camelot, including Hamilton.[1] The travel show tickets were hot, so when Dear Evan Hansen came to Chicago, I bought a season pass to the theater just to make sure I could get Katy a seat.

Not only is Dear Evan Hansen a musical sensation, but it also captures the world Generation Z grew up in. While the unbridled optimism of the Boomers was captured in Annie’s “Tomorrow”; Generation X’s downward mobility was on full display in Rent; and the Millennials’ focus on diversity, environmentalism, and self-esteem was showcased in Wicked, Dear Evan Hansen —with its plot points touching mental illness, social media, bullying, and loneliness —is the musical that has connected with Generation Z.

When a new generation first emerges, they receive a lot of press, much of it conflicting and therefore confusing. (Sarah Kessler cleverly showed how contradictory it is in her piece “Exactly What Gen Z Wants, According to All of the Surveys.”[2]) While the new generation is younger, there is not as much customer or survey data and even fewer voting trends to work with. As a result, many articles or blogs report on one or two studies or an author or organization only reports the results from their study rather than on extensive comparisons of multiple surveys. This is especially true regarding the workplace because most surveys focus on what Gen Z says they want or will prefer rather than surveys after they have five or six years of full-time employment.

Generation Z is moving into their twenties and is new to the workplace, so the data regarding some of the finer points will take time to solidify, and we may learn different nuances than what the data initially indicates. The data usually solidifies when around one-third of the generation is around twenty-five or so. Nevertheless, there is enough information about Generation Z for me to cut through the contradictions and speak with confidence on several trends and characteristics of this generation. While many of their ghost stories seem like replays of the Millennials, you will make a major mistake if you think they are just the Millennials, part two.



Generation Z
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Names

Generation Z, Homeland, iGen, Zoomers, Post-Millennials, Centennials

Teen Years

2010s and 2020s

Key Events

Smartphone (iPhone) (June 2007)

War on Terror (2001-)

Conflict in Afghanistan (2001-)

Pluto removed as planet (2006)

Netflix offers streaming service (2007)

Barack Obama, first black president (2009)

Facebook became most popular social media platform (2009)

The Great Recession (2007-09)

Chinese economic growth

Black Lives Matter (2013)

#MeToo Movement (2017)

Mass shootings (multiple)

Same-sex marriage legalized nationwide (2015)

COVID-19 pandemic (2020)

Top Television Shows

Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? (top three spots of 1999)

CSI: Crime Scene Investigation (2002-04)

American Idol (2005-10)

NBC Sunday Night Football (2011, 2013-14, 2018)

NCIS (2012, 2015)

The Big Bang Theory (2016-17)

Top Music

“Boom Boom Pow” (Black Eyed Peas, 2009)

“Rolling in the Deep” (Adele, 2011)

“Happy” (Pharrell Williams, 2014)

“Love Yourself” (Justin Bieber, 2016)

“God’s Plan” (Drake, 2018)

“Old Town Road” (Lil Nas X featuring Billy Ray Cyrus, 2019)



Generation Z’s Five Biggest Ghost Stories

Ghost Story #1: Born Online

Gen Z is the first generation to be born digital. We have all witnessed eighteen-month-olds become frustrated because nothing happens when they swipe a television screen. When I was bored growing up, my parents told me to play outside. When Gen Zs were bored, their parents handed them their phones. And many grandparents have been surprised with unexpected purchases when young children are able to buy something because they can work the phone better than the grandparents can.

Generation Z was born online. Even though Facebook did not officially allow it, a 2014 study revealed that 40 percent of newborns had a social-media profile that their parents had set up for them.[3] And while families today are more cautious about privacy, this was not the case at the start of Generation Z. One analysis showed that in Britain the average child had one thousand photos of them posted online before they were five years old.[4]

The youngest Millennials were nine when Apple introduced the first smartphone. Gen Z was practically born into it. So while Millennials and Gen Z are both quite comfortable with technology, social media, and being connected, there are some important differences between the two generations.

1. MOBILE MAINLY

You may have heard the phrase “mobile friendly,” but Gen Z wants mobile first, not mobile friendly. For other generations, you could design your website for a laptop and then try to make it work for mobile, but for Generation Z, you design for mobile first, and if it works on a computer, that’s a bonus. Gen Zs use their computers less than their mobile phones or tablets. They are twice as likely to buy on mobile.[5] Gen Zs are impatient with loading speeds —okay, we’re all impatient with loading speeds —but they are more impatient than any other generation and will simply leave if it takes too long for something to load or if the interface is too complicated. The amount of time they spend at it and the speed at which they scroll amazes researchers.[6] Companies can’t just measure time on the site; they have to also factor in scroll speed. It’s no surprise that attention spans have dropped from twelve seconds with Millennials to eight seconds with Gen Z.[7]

2. BUT NOT MOBILE PHONE

Gen Z knows it’s a mobile phone, but they mainly use the data. As a result, many parents as well as employers are worried that Generation Z will struggle on the phone when they get into the workplace. When I mentioned this in one presentation, a woman pulled me aside and said, “That is so true. My daughter has a full scholarship to college. When the coach asked her to get in contact with him to accept the scholarship, she e-mailed him and didn’t hear back. After three days, I finally said to her, ‘Pick up the phone and call him.’ I had to stand there with her until she finally called the coach and told him she accepted the scholarship. Her explanation for her reluctance was ‘I don’t know him well enough to call him.’” Telephone calls are reserved for the closest relationships, and even then, they are used sparingly.

3. SOCIAL MEDIA, NOT THE INTERNET

Generation Z finds product information and news on social media rather than the Internet. Many have moved on from text messaging to messaging apps.[8] Social media is where they communicate, curate their identity, and develop their consumer habits. Yet for all their time spent online and online shopping, Gen Zs still like physical stores. Gen Zs are in the mall an average of two times a month, and not just to get their exercise. But the physical store is often a hook for social media, and Gen Zs have been known to return items they’ve bought from the mall if they don’t score enough likes among their followers on social media.

4. YOUTUBE CELEBRITIES

Gen Z uses YouTube more than Instagram and Snapchat and far more than Facebook.[9] Gen Z watches videos three hours a day and even views YouTube ads as the most trustworthy source of advertising (Millennials trust television ads more).[10] Fifty percent of Gen Zs say they can’t live without YouTube.[11]

The rise of YouTube has led to the rise of the YouTube celebrity. Whereas Boomers and Xers paid attention to sports and entertainment celebrities recommending products, YouTube has created a new brand of influencers who enjoy no celebrity status outside of the platform.[12] Generation X bought Air Jordans because they knew Michael Jordan and wanted his moves; Generation Z might buy Air Jordans because they’re retro but not because they care about the basketball star. YouTube gamers have some of the most popular channels. A recent study found that young gamers “spend an average of 3 hours and 25 minutes each week watching other people play video games online.”[13]

5. VISUAL 

YouTube encourages the visual, as do emojis, in place of text. Even the social-media platforms Gen Zs prefer are more visual. They still text friends, but they curate their lives visually with Snapchat and Instagram rather than Facebook. They and the younger Millennials made memes popular, and even older generations are sending gifs because phones now build them into the keyboards. Especially in marketing, if you rely on words to tell your story instead of pictures, only Xers will pay attention to you. (Xers do more reading than any other generation before they purchase.[14])

6. CURATED LIFE

While both Millennials and Gen Z grew up digital, Millennials grew up with the promise of social media and the smartphone. Gen Z grew up with the downsides. The wonder of unlimited information and the constant connection of social media have been replaced by fake news, online bullying, and heightened depression. Only 31 percent of Gen Zs say social media has had mainly a positive impact on their generation, and nearly one in four say the impact has been mostly negative.[15] Gen Zs have seen the real-world fallout of online missteps, and their parents have hounded them that they need to be careful with what they post. They have a greater understanding that what happens on social media stays on social media forever and can cause real-world problems, not only if they want to run for president but also if they need to find a job. That’s why 95 percent of teenagers say they are careful with what they post.[16] So Gen Zs often use different platforms for different purposes. Instagram is where they frequently curate their identity, where they will post pictures of themselves at their best and then replace them so that people see their “true selves” —how they want to be seen. Many Gen Zs have multiple Instagram accounts for different audiences with different levels of privacy. They use Snapchat to send quick pictures of their daily life, even when they’re not at their best, but Snapchat is usually for a smaller, more controlled group of friends. And they use phone calls for their very closest friends and text messaging for large-group chats.

Gen Zs’ technology is more than just a tool; it’s an expression of their identity. Even more, it’s one of the ways they construct their identity, trying on and testing others’ reactions to the identities they explore.

Ghost Story #2: The Great Recession

A massive recession in their childhood, more cautious parents, and a health crisis as they enter the workforce will make Gen Z cautious. When the Great Recession struck in late 2008, the first wave of Millennials was already in the workforce, and the second wave arrived in time to see jobs disappear and wages stagnate. They grew up with the exuberant optimism that only comes from a high-growth economy and then had it taken away. The oldest Gen Zs were only nine when the recession struck, so Gen Z has not known that optimism. As a result, Gen Z has a more cautious view of the world than even the second wave of Millennials. Their parents drilled into them how important it is to get an education in a field where you can earn a living, and that has led to an increase of Gen Zs going into science, technology, and engineering. Their parents also taught them that additional education is critical to finding success. As a result, Generation Z will be the most educated generation so far. They saw firsthand the stress of severe economic downturns as well as the benefits of advanced education. Even though the recession hurt them, Gen X is the only generation to fully recover from the recession. Because Gen Z’s parents are more educated than previous generations, Generation Z has been raised with more wealth and a greater emphasis on education than even the Millennials, despite growing up during the Great Recession.[17]

One of the effects of both the Great Recession and being raised by Gen X parents who had experienced their own economic troubles growing up is that Generation Z is more serious, more competitive, and more stressed than the Millennials. Workaholic Baby Boomer parents wondered if all the work was worth it and told the older Millennials to find work that made them happy rather than merely financially successful. But the Gen X parents who raised the second half of the Millennials and the Gen Zs told them to get a job that pays. As a result, Gen Z says financial success is the biggest part of being happy.[18]

The economic fallout of the COVID-19 crisis will only intensify their caution. Sixty-nine percent of Gen Zs would rather have a secure, stable job that is not their passion than a job that facilitates their passion but lacks security and stability.[19] Despite evidence to the contrary, which I explained in a Huffington Post article,[20] the myth that Millennials preferred meaning over money still persists. Gen Z will put it to rest. Certainly they want meaningful work, but job stability and financial security come up as the top reasons to pick a major or to take a job.[21]

Due to COVID-19, as of May 2020, half of older Gen Zs or their family members had lost a job or had their wages cut, more than the other generations.[22] Gen Z was poised to enter the job market with the lowest unemployment in decades, only to be smacked with a pandemic outside everyone’s control. Crisis creates caution.

One important dimension for organizations to understand is that Generation Z has had less work experience than other generations did when they entered the workforce. In order to compete to get into not only college but the right college that would open up the right opportunities, they’ve had fewer part-time jobs. Fewer than one in five Gen Z high schoolers was employed in 2018 compared to 41 percent of Gen X teens in 1986. While nearly 80 percent of Gen Xers worked between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two, a little less than two-thirds of Gen Zs do.[23] Many families have discovered that their students can make far more money in scholarships by increasing their SAT scores than they could by working a part-time job for three summers. That’s what I did. I told my kids that until they got accepted into college, I’d rather give them spending money and have them devote the time they might otherwise spend on a job to their schoolwork. With four children, that saved me $160,000. Name a part-time job that would come close to that! But I also knew that work experience was critical, so as soon as they got accepted, off to work they went.

But Generation Z feels this lack of preparation. Seventy-four percent of Gen Zs feel that their universities have not adequately prepared them for their jobs.[24] And while Gen Zs value a supportive work environment that’s safe for failure, more than half of Gen Z workers are afraid to ask for help from their employers, even though they know that asking for help is a key to growth in their careers.[25]

Smart organizations will need to plan for what Generation Z will require of them. They have more education when they arrive and possibly an internship, but they will need more experience adjusting to the work world than previous generations did. That will mean more initial on-the-job training and coaching, something you should openly advertise if you want to attract the best and brightest Millennial/Gen Z Cuspers and Gen Zs. With Generation Z’s desire for stability, the added training effort will be worth it. But a word of caution: Generation Z does desire to work in the same organization and not hop around, but they have very high expectations about what the culture will be like for a place they stay long-term. Generation Z will support brands that align with their values, and they believe a brand ought to stand for something more than just making money. While they are not as cause-driven as Millennials, this is an important characteristic for an organization. Sixty-five percent of Generation Z said diversity and an inclusion mind-set is a critical trait in a boss.[26] They want their employers to reflect their values, and diversity is one of their most important ones.

Ghost Story #3: Diversity

The US Census Bureau has been predicting that by 2040, Caucasians will no longer be the majority in the United States. But that’s almost already the case in Gen Z.[27]

Millennials would sometimes say, “I don’t see color,” but Generation Z sees that attitude as silly. Technology has meant they’ve seen people from around the world with their different cultures, different religions, and different philosophies, and they have come to embrace this diversity. The fastest-growing category of meals in university cafeterias has been ethnic cuisine from around the world as this generation integrates things they’ve seen online into their palate and into their daily life.

But beyond the traditional categories of ethnic and cultural diversity, Generation Z has also broadened what it means to be diverse and inclusive. They still believe there needs to be fairness and inclusion with ethnicity and culture. But they put an even greater emphasis on being inclusive with sexual orientation and religion than other generations. They also feel more strongly than other generations about transgender rights and allowing people to find the freedom to move beyond binary gender identification. Furthermore, like Millennials, they see diversity as reaching broader than even these categories to include different educational or socioeconomic backgrounds, different generations, and different experiences. Even what has previously been known as mental illness, such as Evan Hansen’s social anxiety, is renamed “neurological diversity.” With the ubiquity of technology allowing them to see people of all different types and to identify as any of a host of genders, they take it as a given that this diversity exists and should be celebrated. If Gen Z had a motto, it would be “You do you.”

But diversity captures more than just differences between people; it extends to the complexity of individual lives as well. SweeTARTS candies purposely aimed at Generation Z in their “Be Both” campaign. One ad says, “The world wants you to be one thing,” but “why choose? Nobody is all one way.” The ad ends by asking, “Wouldn’t the world be better if we were all a little bit of both?”[28] A candy can be sweet and tart; a Gen Z can acknowledge the complexity of identity and defy traditional either-or categories. We can see some of this in the way Gen Zs use social media. Gen Zs will frequently create multiple profiles on different platforms where they emphasize different aspects of themselves. Maybe on Instagram they emphasize that they play football, while on Twitter they geek out about painting. These two interests may give them little in common with other people who like one or the other, so they post things about each to different audiences. Gen Zs are “living their truth,” fulfilling the “you do you” motto; they don’t expect people to be limited to stereotypes about what certain subgroups should or shouldn’t be interested in, nor do they think that other people would be interested in all dimensions of their lives. SweeTARTS captures the complexity of internal diversity well.

Ghost Story #4: Increased Stress and Openness about Mental Illness

On the other hand, part of why Gen Zs keep different aspects of their identities separate is because of bullying. One of the things that Dear Evan Hansen picks up on is the online bullying culture, especially for people who suffer from social anxiety or other forms of mental illness. Eighty-seven percent of Gen Zs admit that they have witnessed bullying online, and 33 percent have been bullied themselves.[29] So while schools have suppressed physical bullying considerably, especially compared to Baby Boomers, bullying has been rampant for Generation Z online, where people feel much more comfortable and anonymous.

According to the American Psychological Association, Generation Z is almost twice as likely as Millennials or Generation X to report their mental health as fair or poor.[30] And it’s not surprising that Generation Z is more serious and more stressed than other generations. Intense competition in academics, worries about current events over which they have little control, and the comparisons that result from curated profiles on social media all add to their stresses and insecurities.

Money is another significant worry for Generation Z as they have seen the Great Recession cause their parents or even older siblings or cousins struggle with job loss or feeling caught in a job considerably under their education level. More than 80 percent of Gen Zs aged eighteen to twenty-one report money as a source of significant stress. Personal debt and housing instability worry more than three in ten Gen Zs, and 28 percent of Gen Zs worry about getting enough to eat.[31] While Generation Z is on track to be the most educated generation, college costs went up nearly 440 percent between 1982 and 2007, yet median family income rose only 147 percent in that time frame. Less than 20 percent of Gen Zs are free of student loans.[32]

In addition to the stresses of school, family, and online life, Generation Z has grown up in an environment where the greatest drug threat is actually in the medicine cabinet. Gen Zs are more likely to be addicted to their parents’ prescription medications than to something they buy on the street. Death rates from drug overdoses among adolescents grew nearly 20 percent from 2006 to 2015, and the greatest growth has come in the last several years. Opioids —prescribed and illicit —are the prime culprit.[33] Whereas Traditionalists believed they could trust their institutions because those institutions cared for them, big business and big pharmacology are now facing prosecution for the overprescription and availability of opioids.

Fifty years ago, family members might have hidden relatives with mental illness and never mentioned them again. But as celebrities have begun to open up about their own mental illnesses, it has become much more common and acceptable for people to talk openly about theirs.

Not only are Gen Zs willing to talk about their mental health, but they’re also willing to utilize resources for treating it. Time reports that “in spring 2017, nearly 40% of college students said they had felt so depressed in the prior year that it was difficult for them to function, and 61% of students said they had ‘felt overwhelming anxiety’ in the same time period.”[34] Generation Z (37 percent), along with Millennials (35 percent), are more likely to report that they have received treatment from a mental health professional than Gen Xers (26 percent) or Boomers (22 percent).[35]

 Every year UCLA surveys thousands of incoming college freshmen, and in 2016 they discovered that 47 percent of incoming freshmen “anticipate seeking personal counseling” and that 84 percent felt anxious and 51 percent felt depressed.[36] Universities are scrambling to be ready, in many cases doubling the staff in their mental health centers simply to be able to handle the intakes so they’re not liable if someone is injured because the counseling center was too backed up and couldn’t get them in on time.[37]

This increased stress and openness about mental health will have large implications for organizations. For some managers, whose stated or implied policy has been, “Suck it up, Buttercup,” Gen Z will open up a whole new world of sensitivity. While some in the older generations might derisively call this sensitivity “political correctness,” Generation Z believes that insensitivity is not just rude but mean. To unconsciously trigger someone’s emotion or anxiety or to make them feel diminished about their religion or ethnicity makes a person ignorant; to do it on purpose is just mean. In either case, it’s something that should be fixed and is thereby a moral wrong. So not only will organizations have to focus more on diversity, but they will also have to watch what they say about a wider range of issues that might cause offense. Older generations learned to stop making jokes about women or people of a different ethnicity decades ago, but many still make jokes about mental illnesses. So when a person says, “That’s crazy,” or “They acted schizophrenic,” those are pieces of language that communicate someone doesn’t get it and is not “woke” yet to the larger challenges that mental illness presents.

Ghost Story #5: Emerging Adulthood

Just as, starting with the Boomers, each generation has pushed back when early adulthood begins, Generation Z is pushing it back even further. Gen Z is the fourth generation to go through it. I was working with senior leaders in the military a couple of years ago, and some of them pulled me aside and asked if I thought Gen Z would be a better match for what the military needs —in other words, more like the Baby Boomers or even Gen X. Some of them were hoping they could wait a little longer and do better with the next generation than with Millennials. But the characteristics of twentysomethings have more to do with the life stage of emerging adulthood than they do with their generation.

We looked at emerging adulthood in the last chapter, but let’s go more in depth and see how it is affecting Gen Z. Emerging adulthood is characterized by three things —freedom, choice, and change. Emerging adulthood represents a freedom that young people will lack later in life once they have children and a mortgage; a greater menu of choices available to them, made possible through technology and education that other generations lacked; and change, the knowledge that what they do now is unlikely to be what they’re doing for the rest of their lives, so there’s no need to stress about what’s only temporary. And Generation Z’s other ghost stories of being born online, the Great Recession, diversity, and openness about mental health all intensify these characteristics.

Fueling their lack of commitments is the fallout from the Great Recession. As college prices skyrocket while wages remain stagnant, it takes longer for young people to get on their feet now than it did when the Boomers were entering the workforce. An Australian millionaire was mocked online in 2017 after his comments that if Millennials would stop buying avocado toast and expensive coffees, they’d be able to afford a house.[38] Yet the college debt of today’s Millennial and Gen Z graduates is often greater than what most Boomers paid for their first condo. The financial stresses that cause Generation Z so much anxiety are the same forces that are lengthening emerging adulthood.

Millennials married later than previous generations, and Generation Z is pushing this back even farther. This means they have more freedom to change jobs or relocate. It can also make things more complicated with their parents. When I gave my TED Talk on “Why Half of What You Hear about Millennials Is Wrong,” I wanted to introduce people to the idea that emerging adulthood explained half of the things that older generations complained about with Millennials.[39] I mentioned that they’re buying houses, marrying, and having children later and that often parents are beside themselves. In the audience was a scientist at CERN who was in her late twenties and single. When I mentioned how mothers can be absolutely frustrated about this, I looked at her and pretended I was her mother: “So what that you are a fancy physicist at CERN? My friends’ children are having babies. Where are my grandbabies?” She could not stop laughing. Later she told me that is almost exactly the conversation she has with her mother.

But it’s not just marrying and settling down later. Gen Z is dating later and engaging in sexual behaviors later as well.[40] On college campuses, young people are pushing romantic relationships to the side so they don’t interfere with their plans or their graduation or their master’s degree.

Emerging adulthood’s emphasis on choice is further seen in Gen Z’s desire to shape their own identity and live their own truth. So while they are stability oriented and some studies show they are willing to give up some work-life balance in order to get ahead, the freedom that comes from emerging adulthood means they can move back in with their parents or relocate somewhere else or leave a company and join the gig economy if their job doesn’t work out. Some even see working in an organization as a necessary first step to have the experience and credibility to join the gig economy and start a business.

Your organization will need to understand how emerging adulthood changes the game because this isn’t the first —it’s the fourth —generation to go through it. Like I said to General Martin Dempsey when he was Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “Since there is no reason to believe the next generation will be different, it makes sense to learn what emerging adults want, that they will have higher turnover than in the past when emerging adulthood didn’t last as long, and how to keep them engaged so they stay longer.”

Seriously Hopeful, Cautiously Confident While Scrolling Fast

Generation Z sees a world with serious challenges. Like their Gen X parents, they were not strangers to bad news in their childhoods. Theirs was a global and increasingly digital economy, which meant they were born into the United States’ third gilded age —with its more extreme wealth disparity. Most were forced to do school online because of a global pandemic. Even the glow of the Internet that hung like a halo over the Millennials has given way to identity theft, the dark web, and curated online personas.

Gen Z is more serious about college and career because they know it will make a bigger difference in lifetime income, but they also know the debt they will carry. In order to pay the bills, they know they must postpone many things that provide emotional support and happiness and that their parents embraced much earlier, like marriage and family.

Gen Z sees challenges that other generations do not take seriously. While Boomers see the obvious progress against racism since they were children, Gen Z sees its more subtle, structural, and complicated causes. They recognize their need for the experience of older generations but entered the political and workplace discussion in 2019 with guns blazing as their “OK Boomer” taunt went big. That greater sensitivity to the overlooked translates to their openness with their own stress and emotional weaknesses from navigating the serious challenges of modern life with hope and confidence and appropriate caution. Finding the right balance between confidence and caution is not easy for any of us, but it was a part of their childhood. It’s a part of their musicals. It’s a part of their social media and communication. There is a lot to keep on top of, and so they scroll fast.

As we said earlier, there is not enough data yet for a complete picture of Generation Z, so we must be cautious on some things. But there is enough information to cut through the contradictions in the data and speak with confidence on these trends.

They are not Millennials, so you, as part of an older generation, cannot “dial it in” because you know what to do now. That attitude spurred the “OK Boomer” reaction. Like all generations, Gen Z wants other groups to understand them and speak their language, even if your generation thinks they see the challenges as more serious than they are. Even if other generations kept their fears and emotional pain to themselves, Gen Z has the world of communication options in the palm of their hand, and they know how to use them —with cautious confidence. That’s why they will always be scrolling fast.
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PART 2: Sticking Points: How to Get Five Generations Working Together in the Twelve Places They Come Apart




INTRODUCTION: Decoding the Generations

FIRST OFFICER: “Stalling, we’re falling. Larry, we’re going down, Larry.”

Pilot: “I know it.”

Those were the last words spoken in the cockpit before Air Florida flight 90 crashed into 14th Street Bridge’s northbound span, crushing several cars and falling into the icy Potomac River on January 13, 1982. Because a television news crew who’d been stuck in traffic nearby recorded the devastation and subsequent rescue attempts, millions experienced the horror of seeing the plane slip under the water and the heroism of passengers and bystanders diving in to pull people to safety.

As experts studied the black box recording, they were shocked that the first officer, Roger Alan Pettit, had mentioned repeatedly that the snow was building up on other planes and that the crew ought to check theirs again. But Captain Larry Wheaton dismissed his concerns. Neither pilot had much experience with winter storms, and First Officer Pettit —having been trained in the Air Force to respect his superior officer —made suggestions rather than confronting his captain directly. Consequently, Captain Wheaton was not able to decode the seriousness of his first officer’s warnings. As the plane rolled down the slushy runway, Pettit announced that a gauge did not look right, but the captain, again failing to decode the gravity of the situation, ignored his warning.

Half a minute later the plane went down.[1]

As this tragedy illustrates, decoding communication and understanding others can be critical to keeping the mission on track and avoiding needless failure or even tragedy. The same applies to generations. Take these commonly heard statements:


	“I don’t expect to be at the same organization for the rest of my career.”

	“You can’t take people with nose rings seriously at work.”

	“Technology is overrated; it’s face-to-face communication that has the greatest impact.”

	“Just because the boss works long hours doesn’t mean we have to.”

	“If a section of a meeting doesn’t apply to you, there is nothing wrong with checking e-mail on your phone.”

	“It’s not about how many hours you work, as long as you get your work done.”

	“People should be in their organizations at least a year before they start trying to change things.”

	“There are very few work emergencies worth staying late for.”



Each of these statements means something different to each generation. Through the ghost stories, we’ve learned about the five generations in today’s workplace and why they are who they are. Those ghost stories provide the understanding we need in order to move into the sticking points themselves. Moving from ghost stories to sticking points is like going from the lunchroom or cubicles where individuals can be themselves to the conference room where the five generations have to work together. It’s time to look at the twelve sticking points —the twelve areas in the workplace where the generational corners are sharpest and leave a mark when they hit.

My experience has been this: if the five generations will acknowledge the twelve sticking points and work through them as a team, they will find themselves liberated to become a team with a unified vision instead of a group with different agendas. Instead of generational differences holding your team back, those differences will become the fuel that propels your team forward.

But in order to lead through the sticking points, you must be able to decode what the generations mean —and don’t mean. In the last five chapters, we’ve seen how understanding the generations’ ghost stories helps us decipher what they mean when they say or do things that seem strange. Awareness is powerful —and it will change your team dynamics and break down stereotypes.

But it’s not enough. You need tools and a process for getting the five generations working together in the twelve places they come apart. The following twelve sticking point chapters give you a decoder ring for understanding how the generations approach common workplace problems. They will show you how to lead your team through your generational challenges by applying the five-step process from chapter 3 to each of the twelve most common generational differences that get teams stuck.

I’ve organized the sticking points in alphabetical order and written each as a stand-alone chapter to make it easy for you to jump to the chapter that covers the situation your team is facing. Here’s what I recommend: when you face a generational challenge, read the sticking point chapter that best matches your situation and then thumb through the rest of the chapters (especially the summaries at the end of each). Thousands of people in my workshops have learned that even if their challenging situation concerns one sticking point, the insights from other sticking points will also help. (For example, in addition to the chapter specifically about dress code, the information about communication, decision-making, policies, and respect is essential.) Then follow the five-step process for leading through generational sticking points with your team. (You’ll want to reread chapter 3 for more detail.) Finally, no matter your generational challenge, read the chapters on communication, policies, respect, and work ethic, as these sticking points (and how we handle them) are foundational to the others.

A word about my summaries comparing how the generations see each sticking point: don’t expect the people on your team to agree with every generalization I make about their generation. Remember, individuals don’t fit into boxes, so no one will feel like every description of their generation applies to them. Furthermore, my generalizations regarding Traditionalists and Boomers emphasize the era when they started working, to give a historical perspective. Remember that many of their attitudes have shifted, just as the technology they use has shifted. The key is to use the generational comparisons in each chapter as the starting point to get your people talking about their own views so they can understand and appreciate one another. As we’ll see in the next twelve chapters, great things happen when they do.

Remember: generational sticking points are inevitable, but they don’t have to leave us stuck. Use the next twelve chapters as tools to help your team stick together.
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9: Communication

IN SEPTEMBER 2012, Maria Pestrikoff slipped and fell when she flicked a cigarette butt off the edge of her garden in Kodiak, Alaska. Unfortunately, her garden was on a cliff, and because she was texting, she didn’t realize how close to the edge she was. She fell sixty feet into rocks ten feet away from the water’s edge as the tide was coming in. Fortunately, a friend heard her screams and called for help. Rescuers placed her in a stretcher and hauled her up the cliff in time to avoid the incoming tide.[1]

Maria’s texting mishap was unusual because it involved a sixty-foot drop, but all of us regularly see people texting and walking without looking where they’re going. Sometimes they walk right into us, as if they’re playing a game of digitally induced bumper cars. It’s also a major cause of the jump in teenagers being hit by cars.[2]

Ready or not, communication technologies have changed the way we walk, work, love, and live, and they are changing fast. Four Millennials at NASA illustrated this in the PowerPoint presentation “Generation Y Perspectives.”[3] They’d been invited to be part of a “strategic communications committee” at Johnson Space Center in 2007, and after a couple of meetings, they asked if they could make a presentation to address a serious long-term challenge: despite NASA’s extensive educational efforts, 40 percent of Millennials thought NASA should go out of existence, and 39 percent didn’t think it had accomplished anything of lasting value. The presenting Millennials used one slide in particular, jammed with 147 Internet logos, to demonstrate what they see as the problem —NASA didn’t speak their language.

Mobile Phone Users in Africa (In Millions)

2005 —134 million

2020 —725 million[4]



Facebook Users

2006 —10 million

2019 —1.66[5] billion



Months to Sell the First Million

Units of the PalmPilot

18

Hours to Sell the First Million

Units of the iPhone 4S

24



E-books As a Percentage of Total Trade Book Sales

2008 —0.6%

2016 —23%[6]



Music Industry Streaming Revenues

2015 —$2.3 billion

2019 —$8.8 billion[7]



The sticking point of communication has largely revolved around new technology. Certainly Millennials and Generation Z are not the only generations to use technology like smartphones and social media, and the older generations are rapidly adapting and adopting. But the web and smartphone are defining experiences in their lives. The excitement of the smartphone and high-speed Internet is part of their ghost stories. (Remember, half of Millennials would give up their sense of smell before their computer or cell phone, and half of Gen Z say they couldn’t live without YouTube.)

The smartphone is old news, and all generations take for granted the innovations of the 2000s and Web 2.0. We look at our phones fifty-two times a day.[8] Few of us can live without them. Ten years ago it would not have been considered a legitimate excuse if a person said they were going to be late to work because they left their phone at home and had to turn around to get it, but today we would expect them to. It’s our third hand —how would you function without it? Eighty-four percent of us use our personal phones at work,[9] and emojis are now commonplace at work.[10] But even if smartphones are old news, that doesn’t mean we are equally familiar with them and don’t have different preferences or etiquettes.

Toward the end of their presentation, the NASA Millennials summarized their recommendation for communicating with members of their generation: “Touch our lives in ways familiar to us.” That’s really the point for any of us trying to communicate with five generations. We have to touch each generation —not just Millennials —in ways familiar to them.

A real estate developer said to me, “My son is great, and I am confident I can turn the business over to him when I retire, but I can’t convince him or my other younger employees that they shouldn’t be surprised when a contractor doesn’t show if they didn’t call them to confirm. Maybe construction is old-school, but many tradespeople don’t consider it a promise if they text you that they’ll be there to finish the plumbing on Friday.”

I was hired by one association whose president said it this way: “Go ahead and make the point that businesses need to learn to use social media well and Boomers could text more. But can you also tell our younger employees to pick up the phone once in a while? E-mailing doesn’t build the same kind of customer relationships, at least not with my generation. In my industry we are still the ones making most of the final buying decisions. I know for a fact the new salespeople would close more deals if they’d speak our language.”

The five-step process for leading through generational differences will help you and your team figure out how to speak the other generations’ languages.

1. Acknowledge

Communication is one of the easier sticking points to get out on the table because people already speak openly about new technology and about the differences in the way the generations communicate —although it gets tricky when one generation insists that another communicate their way and with their rules of etiquette.

When one generation says that another generation’s preferred method of communication isn’t as effective as theirs, things can get tense. Haven’t we all heard Xers complain about trying to organize a family reunion or a holiday party with one relative who won’t use e-mail?

Differences with communication etiquette get people even more upset. For example, a representative from a large retailer told me it baffles their managers when Millennials text rather than call when they miss work. But younger Xers, Millennials, and Gen Zs know their managers do not check voice messages often but will see the text notification. To them, it’s efficient rather than abrupt or impersonal. In families, Gen Zs may see nothing wrong with using their phones during a family dinner, whereas their grandparents view it as rude. These are all questions of etiquette.

Whether it’s different views on etiquette or different preferred modes of communication, you have to get these communication tensions out on the table and acknowledge them so you can, well, communicate about them.

2. Appreciate

What you need to get across is why the generations communicate differently and keep the focus on the common need.

Each generation needs to have the information necessary to do their jobs and to feel like valued members of the team. Millennials and Gen Zs have said communication is the most important quality in a leader.[11] But the generations’ native communication languages are different, heavily impacted by the technology they used while growing up and starting their careers. Understanding why the generations feel more at home with certain forms of communication will help you appreciate rather than annoy each other. One way to appreciate the communication forms comfortable to each generation is to look at how they fell in love.

TRADITIONALISTS

Traditionalists grew up with print media. Because they often didn’t have access to other sources of information, they trusted experts telling them the facts. Letters, memos, meetings, and eventually the telephone kept their organizations going. Traditionalists did their dating by letter or in person. They often complain that Xers, and especially Millennials and Gen Z, don’t know how to sit still and carry on a conversation with eye contact.

BABY BOOMERS

Baby Boomers grew up in the era of television, with entertainers compelling rather than experts telling. The communication was still one way, but it was visual, story-based, and in shorter, more concrete pieces. Boomers did their dating by phone, which was by the “old man’s” chair. Nothing was more intimidating than calling someone and getting his or her dad. While they prefer e-mail at work for most communication, many find the phone or video conferencing most conducive to important or sensitive conversations. They often complain that their children and grandchildren don’t call them.

GENERATION XERS

Xers grew up with digital communication, the World Wide Web, and e-mail. Unlike the Traditionalists, who didn’t have access to multiple sources of information, Generation Xers could (after a long grinding noise) log on to the Internet and double-check what official sources said. Because of the Internet, we all became more aware of spin.

Plus, Gen X began to approach other forums similarly to the way they approached the Internet. For example, a Boomer colleague asked me what to do to keep people off their phones during training. I suggested that she be more interesting and relevant. She punched me in the shoulder a little harder than was necessary, but I went on to say that just as not every line on a web page is interesting or relevant to those reading, so not every part of a meeting is equally interesting or relevant to everyone attending. Maybe, as we skim web pages, her people were skimming her meetings —returning e-mails or accomplishing other tasks while she covered something helpful to other participants but irrelevant to their jobs.

Gen Xers did their dating by phone (and later by cell phone) and instant messaging. Internet chat allowed Gen Xers to bypass the “old man” and communicate with possible dates their parents hadn’t screened. That is one reason they got into more trouble than any of the other generations who were more heavily monitored. They wonder why Traditionalists and Boomers won’t just post what they have to say to a share site.

MILLENNIALS

Millennials dated by text message. Millennials grew up with interactive communication. News feeds, blogs, retail sites, and social networking all seek their engagement. They want to be able to comment and have created a much more conversational communication experience. As one of the four Millennials who did the NASA presentation said in a blog post, “Our generation wants to be involved in space exploration. We want to be involved in the innovation. We want to be part of the discussion. We expect to participate.”[12] Unlike Boomers, they did not grow up in a world of one-way communication. When I asked my new Millennial marketing manager to get me on social media, he asked how much I would interact with people. I told him I didn’t plan to respond; I didn’t want another “e-mail” to have to deal with. He told me not to bother doing it then; we would skip Facebook and Twitter. “It’s called social for a reason,” he said. “You can’t just post stuff and expect people to follow you.” I am not alone in not understanding social media. It took over a decade for companies to realize social media wasn’t a billboard where they could post their ads and people would click through to buy.

Older generations who were raised on face-to-face or phone conversations tell me they worry that text messaging is impersonal and that Millennials will not be able to sustain long-term relationships. Older generations have to remember that people complained that the telephone would ruin relationships as it replaced letter writing. And Millennials often don’t answer calls because they are time consuming, not because they don’t care.[13]

Millennials complain when their grandparents and parents leave them a voicemail and expect them to call back. In college my son created this greeting for his voicemail: “I hope your arm isn’t hurt too badly, because I can’t think of another reason that you would be leaving me a voicemail. Text me when your arm is better.”

Because the Millennials are the first generation native to social media and still fairly new to the workplace, people have more questions about how they prefer to communicate. I love it when someone my age says, “I’m worried the younger generations are not learning how to communicate.” What I want to say, but usually don’t, is that they feel the same way about you —why can’t you learn to text or use a messenger app or social media for social conversations? So let’s add some additional insight to what I’ve laid out about social media:


	The University of Maryland (in conjunction with the Salzburg Academy on Media & Global Change) surveyed one thousand students in ten countries on five continents. They found that Millennials were able to adjust their communication approach to their audience. They called their moms, used Skype to talk to their closest friends, used Facebook to talk to larger groups, and sent e-mails to professors and bosses.[14]

	Older Millennials say they phone, text, and e-mail. Many younger Millennials claim to only phone and text.[15]

	Today only 14 percent said in person was their favorite way to communicate, and only 3 percent said the phone. Now that Millennials are managers, they are changing communication practices. Fifty-five percent of employees said online messaging is the most common way their Millennial boss communicates, and 20 percent said e-mail.[16]



GEN ZS

Gen Z has practically grown up with a smartphone in their hands, which has shaped the way they communicate. They take some things for granted, like owning a smartphone and made-for-mobile websites with lightning-fast loading speeds. Website design has changed to accommodate their preferences, focusing on images and short points rather than heavy text (websites with walls of text are not websites; they are booklets).[17] Both images and words impact dating as well. Gen Zs still text, but connecting with images on Snapchat and Instagram broadens the options beyond what Millennials used. Gen Zs lose sleep over their phones,[18] and they think social media is good for personal as well as work communication.[19] (However, they are cautious about what they post, recognizing that it may have real-world consequences at their current or future job, or if they try to get reelected as Prime Minister of Canada.[20]) Despite this, e-mail is their overwhelming preference for communication at work, even though they text more than other generations.[21] They are willing to talk to other generations in person, but they recognize that their generation might struggle with this at work.[22]

Half of Gen Zs will take into consideration an employer’s technology when looking for jobs (which is lower than the Millennials when they were the same age).[23] They will work at your organization even if you don’t have the latest technology or have not caught up with current trends, although more than half are probably thinking your digital capabilities are not adequate,[24] and they are not as likely to see you as a place to stay long-term or as having a successful long-term strategy.[25] They know keeping up on technology is job security, something they value supremely. But like Millennials, they want to help you move into this future.

3. Flex

Remember that you determine how much you should flex based on business necessities and generational preferences. A business necessity is anything that will make you lose your foot, customer, money, or funding. Your generational preferences are the forms of communication that make you most comfortable.

No one ever debates that with customers, it’s a business necessity to flex your communication preferences to match theirs. If your customers are Traditionalists, then you’d better pick up the phone or meet them in person rather than using e-mail or social media. You’d better have a good handshake, make eye contact, and be able to small talk before you jump into business. But if your customers or potential employees are Millennials, then you’d better learn their tools. I told a financial services firm that now that many Millennials are parents, they are balking at the initial ninety-minute financial assessment meeting in their home. So have coffee delivered and get on a video call —same face-to-face contact, but then they don’t have to clean up or meet you somewhere.

That’s what one of my clients did after they put their senior managers through the generational workshop. They realized they weren’t having much success recruiting and keeping Millennials, so they pulled together a group of Millennials and asked them what would make the organization better for them. They didn’t promise they would implement all their ideas, but they did want to listen.

Their Millennial salespeople gave interesting feedback:


	They felt isolated compared to their time in college or grad school and wanted help connecting more quickly within the organization. They wanted opportunities for networking and peer coaching.

	They needed quicker and more frequent feedback.

	They wanted to learn something new every week, not one or two things a month.



They also asked for technology that would allow them “to serve customers the best way they knew how.” They had been speaking on what they called “fossil phones” and hauling crates filled with promotional brochures as the organization had been doing for forty years. They wondered why they had to take notes on paper and type them into the customer management software at their office when voice recognition software would allow them to finish right there in their cars before they went to the next customer meeting. If they had tablets, they could show customers only the promotional pieces they needed and then e-mail them on the spot. They told the leadership team that their competitors were beating them in technology and asked if they could at least catch up.

They admitted they had already installed unapproved software but stressed that they were pushing the boundaries not to rebel but to succeed. They wondered if the sales managers would be willing to see what they had come up with. The leadership team did see and was impressed by the productivity gains. They bought tablets for everyone on the sales team.

The older generations will need to flex with more technology, and sometimes younger generations will need to go “old school.” Younger team members will need to pull up a chair and ask Boomers about the organization’s history and then sit back and listen to their stories. (By the way, oral tradition is the only way you’ll learn where the organization’s skeletons are buried. No Boomer is going to put political realities in a text message.)

It worked for me. Jim Stewart was a brilliant, old-school Baby Boomer senior consultant, and early in my career I needed to know what he knew. If that meant carrying the boxes as we traveled and letting him communicate his way —listening to him talk (and make fun of me) all evening —that was a small price to pay for the invaluable mentoring I received.

It’s a business necessity that the more efficient communication methods ultimately win. But sometimes the old-school communication technology is more efficient. We’ve all seen e-mail conversations cascade out of control. As Gen X–Millennial Cusper Timothy Ferriss, bestselling author of The 4-Hour Workweek, pointed out to me, every e-mail you send produces 1.5 responses. Sometimes the best way to catch up on e-mail is to pick up the phone instead.

4. Leverage

Technology allows us to connect with far more people than ever before. As I said in chapter 7, the Millennials are the first generation in history to be more familiar with the tools of the future than the previous generations. They and Gen Z will apprentice us older generations in the new technologies as much as we will apprentice them. Companies often learn the hard way that they need the younger generations’ help. They jump into social media as if it were a normal web page or, worse, a television or magazine ad, and the younger generations mock them mercilessly for trying to turn Facebook into an advertising machine.

To Xers, Millennials, and Gen Zs: many of us are eager to learn. We know we’ve landed in this new world, and like the client I mentioned earlier, we’re happy to have you give us the tour. Just remember, we have survived without the newest technology, and many of us have less interest in the latest gadget or software as we get older. We are not resistant to change as much as we are less curious. It is one of the reasons we are less stressed after fifty —we like what we like and don’t care as much about keeping up. Of course, we think technology continues to be transformational, but most technology was not. We’ve all been through technology rollouts that actually made things more complicated. Most of the logos that the Millennial team showed NASA are long gone, replaced by others. So you will have to show us the business case for how new technologies will make our lives better —not just how amazing they are —before we pony up the money to buy it.

The point is, every generation has its communication and technology preferences, and those preferences all have strengths and weaknesses. They all make more sense in some situations than others. That’s why getting your team talking about this sticking point will leverage the collective wisdom far more effectively.

The older generations may be slower to recognize the upsides of the new technology, but they are especially attuned to the downsides. They can help us avoid some of the perils. For one, they point out that some technology is distracting, if not addictive. Just being in the presence of our phones impacts how well we think.[26] While psychologists debate whether people are addicted to their cell phones in the same way they are to alcohol or gambling, we all know people who can’t seem to focus their attention or keep off their devices.[27] Children think their parents are on their phones too much, and all generations think that distractions, especially social media, make us less productive at work.[28]

5. Resolve

For some sticking points, appreciating and flexing are not enough, and the team, organization, or family must select an approach. In those cases, step five is needed. Occasionally that requires policy decisions. Establishing communication policies for what kind of social media posts will get you fired or how to keep client-facing communication on-brand is important. But more often we resolve a sticking point by agreeing on guidelines that we continue to evaluate and update when we have better ideas or when our team gets a different mix of the generations.

That’s why when it comes to communication sticking points, flexing works well for different generational etiquette. It’s often enough for Baby Boomer salespeople to learn to quit writing long text messages or for younger generations to back down sarcasm in what they share.

But juggling the many communication tools requires more than appreciating and flexing. It requires leveraging the strengths of individual communication tools and then resolving the various generational preferences. The first edition of Sticking Points answered the question “Should we allow Facebook?” to illustrate how to resolve communication sticking points. Today, the questions I get are much more complex than whether Facebook should be allowed. New communication technologies seem to appear monthly. There was no TikTok or Slack when Sticking Points was first released —or the strong generational preferences for or against them.

To not resolve is often to exclude. That was obvious at a nonprofit I worked with where the younger employees wanted to use Slack instead of Outlook. Because many of the younger Millennials and Millennial/Gen Z Cuspers used Slack in graduate school, they were touting how much more efficient it was than e-mail. So the head of operations did a month-long trial where all employees were encouraged to try Slack and then they would vote. He was on vacation when the trial ended. In his absence, the group talked about the results of the trial: no one under thirty-five wanted to use Outlook, and no one over that age wanted to use Slack. But rather than offend anyone, the group voted to allow people to use whichever communication tool they preferred. They voted not to vote. They flexed rather than resolved. Predictably, the generations became frustrated with and critical of one another for lack of communication since they were using parallel systems.

Not every sticking point requires step 5, Resolve, because once groups appreciate one another they can flex for different approaches. But communication is supposed to include people, and parallel communication systems can exclude them, just as unclear communication etiquette does. This was a misstep, but most organizations have parallel communication tools running, and many have never talked about them. There’s a simple fix.

Teams that use multiple communication tools effectively have to agree on the limitations and purposes of each. When one of the IT managers in a recent session I led brought up the pressure they were getting from younger employees to add Slack and other e-mail alternatives, he triggered a reaction from the room. After listening to the debate on which system was better, one manager said his organization didn’t have problems using both systems. While he understood that not every organization would want to pay for both, his organization agreed that Slack was better for group communication on projects, and e-mail was better for tracking messages on one topic. After they worked out that agreement, the employees would chide each other for sending one-off requests in Slack or communicating about ongoing projects in an e-mail. Once the team was clear on how to leverage the strengths of each communication tool, it was not nearly as difficult for the group to resolve their approach. You know that a resolution is working when team members enforce it themselves.

Now, I realize that Microsoft is adding Slack-like functionality to its programs, and Slack is addressing tracking. But that’s the point. His organization came to a provisional agreement regarding the limitations and purposes of each communication tool that they will reevaluate when the technology changes. More than the tool they chose today, their ability to work through the five-step process will allow them to successfully evaluate the next hot communication tool. Most of the organizations in the room acknowledged the generational differences but had not moved past step 1.

Your ability to work through generational communication sticking points has less to do with your communication tools and much more to do with how well you communicate through the five-step process. People think the tools they have are already too distracting and get in the way of getting real work done. Facebook is by far the number one online distraction for 58 percent of Millennials, 69 percent of Gen X, and 71 percent of Baby Boomers.[29] How do you keep people focused on their work when social media is always on their phone? And we are always on our phones. We admit to looking at them fifty-two times a day, and 84 percent use them during work hours.[30]

The software and approaches that have sprung up to help people stay focused in the midst of distractions have become a cottage industry. Social apps are now essential tools for people. By 2018 people got more news from social media than newspapers.[31] Your organization or team, and especially your family, needs to work through the five-step process to come to a resolution on how you can help each other focus. I recommended to an executive team recently that each person select an hour of the day that they would not check or respond to communication. It took them forty-five minutes to work through the logistics, but at the end, they not only had powerful electronic tools, but they had come to an agreement on how they would deal with overwhelming workloads and distractions.

But those discussions go beyond comparing technologies. It gets more complicated when we need to go old school and pick up the phone or talk in person rather than use computer technologies in the first place. An anonymous survey I did of collegiate athletic departments revealed that communication was their biggest sticking point. Unsurprisingly, they recognized the importance of coaching student-athletes through appropriate things to post on social media. But texting was equally as challenging. One coach explained that text messaging between players or with their coach frequently creates conflicts due to misunderstandings. These misunderstandings are usually easily sorted out, but that process is time consuming and could be avoided by using a different form of communication. They keep stressing to their players as well as their staff that text messages are an efficient way to coordinate schedules, pass on information, or make a joke. But they are also easily misunderstood, so when people feel offended, they should talk to the person directly and clarify. If a text message has the potential to spur conflict, players and coaches should wait until practice when they can talk in person. The coach admitted that the younger athletes are more resistant to this guideline until the first team conflict, and then it becomes more of an agreement than a mandate because they recognize the purpose of in-person communication and the limitations of texting.

Your family as well as your team needs agreements as to when it’s best to text or speak on the phone. If not, we will have less obvious but equally challenging parallel communication approaches and be crippled by each communication tool’s weaknesses. In the best case, that creates unnecessary conflicts and wastes time; in the worst case, it excludes people rather than includes them.

The next time there is a communication sticking point that involves generational preferences at odds over communication tools, lead through the first four steps, and then you will find that coming to an agreement on the resolution comes more easily.
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The point of this chapter is simple: figure out the language of the other generations and try to speak it. Organizations need to ask the generations to help them shape their messages to better speak each generation’s language. And they need to ask the generations to help them shape the medium so they’re using the right tools to “touch our lives in ways familiar to us,” the simple advice those four NASA employees offered. We can all increase our proficiency with the different communication preferences of the people we work with, live with, or serve.



Communication

Traditionalists

I write a memo, send a letter, listen to a speech, and call a meeting.

Boomers

I write a memo (with the distribution list alphabetized), pick up the phone, and set up a meeting.

Gen X

What are memos? I send an e-mail or instant message, search online for a summary of the speech, and meet virtually.

Millennials

I send a text message (vowels optional) or instant message, replay the speech online, or connect on a social-networking site. You really just left me a voicemail?

Gen Z

E-mail is fine for most things, but why not pick the best tool for the task?

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists grew up in the “print and radio” era, but phones were commonplace after World War II. Their communication was face-to-face.

Boomers

Boomers went to work in the era of typed, formal memos. They were heavily trained in formal writing skills. They grew up in the broadcast era, watching the world on television, which created higher standards for presentations and put emphasis on the visual. They have always had phones.

Gen X

Gen Xers grew up in a global world and embraced the new technologies of e-mail and cellular phones.

Millennials

Millennials grew up with smartphones, wireless video games, and text messaging. The world is literally at their fingertips.

Gen Z

E-mail is fine for most things, but why not pick the best tool for the task?
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10: Decision-Making

AIDEN APPROACHED ME as I packed up after a presentation. He was around twenty-five years old and was dressed in what’s often called “business professional” clothes but with a youthful flair. He asked if I could spare a few minutes. My taxi to the airport was about to arrive, so we walked through the conference center while we talked.

“I didn’t want to talk in front of anyone else from my company,” he began. “My boss, Tom, tries really hard, and I’m pretty sure he thinks he understands my generation. So I think it would make him feel bad if he knew I had doubts about staying with the company. I want your opinion.”

“On whether you should leave?” I asked.

“Yes. Would I be better off somewhere else? I’m feeling stuck. I’m finishing up my master’s in international business and have worked on projects with people all over the world. I know firsthand how Slack or even Microsoft meetings could help us get projects done more quickly, but I’m not being taken seriously. I’ve brought ideas to my manager, even to our IT people, but they barely listen before dismissing them. My boss tells me to slow down and be patient, that it takes four or five years for a person to prove himself before people will listen. But I don’t know if I can sit through another three years of meetings before they discover I have a brain. Who came up with the idea that only the people who’ve been around awhile get listened to?”

“I know there are plenty of great ideas you and your younger colleagues could contribute,” I said. “Why don’t you see if you can stir up some discussion on the topic? That’s usually the first step in getting unstuck.”

“I guess I could try that,” he said without much enthusiasm. When he saw my puzzled look, he blurted out, “Don’t get me wrong, I like the people I work with, and I’m learning a lot. But I want to work on the sweet projects and put some ideas out there that people listen to. I don’t need to wait three or four more years. I’m talking to another engineering firm right now that seems more friendly to younger ideas, and I’m not the only one considering moving on. You’ve been to our company a couple of times now. Do you think I’ll have to leave to get listened to?”

I handed my bag to the taxi driver and slid into the back seat. I answered Aiden candidly. “Try having a conversation with Tom. He really wants to create a place where younger people want to stay. Give him the tool for the decision-making sticking point from our session today and ask how long he thinks it will take to shift the way decisions are made. He probably thinks the division has made more progress than you and the other Millennial engineers do. It will bum him out at first, but he’ll take it seriously. I’d give these guys one more shot before you go someplace else. Even if you decide to leave, get the issue on the table and make it better for everyone else.”

Aiden’s company was stuck, and they were about to lose him. As his story illustrates, the way decisions are made in an organization can be a cause of tension and frustration, but it doesn’t need to be. Let’s apply the five steps of leading through generational differences to the sticking point of decision-making.

1. Acknowledge

Maybe you are the manager of a team that doesn’t realize there are more decision-making processes available than most teams use. Or maybe you are a team member who is hearing that other employees are getting frustrated and you are wondering what to do. Or maybe you are frustrated yourself. Put the issue on the table and help your team or management see it. Acknowledge the tension that has built around decision-making. Aiden didn’t have to be in charge to acknowledge a generational sticking point, and neither do you.

2. Appreciate

Despite their differences, all generations have common needs that they address in different ways. In decision-making, people need to know their ideas are respected and that decisions that impact their work and lives are made fairly by the people most capable to make them.

Here’s an overview of what has shaped the different generations’ views on decision-making that you can use to get your team started in their own conversation.

TRADITIONALISTS

Traditionalists began their careers in hierarchical organizations where the bosses made the decisions. Sometimes a boss asked a few individuals for their opinions, but he ultimately made the decision and announced it to his subordinates. Because questioning orders was insubordination for Traditionalists in the military, they viewed questioning decisions in their postwar organizations the same way.

Today Traditionalists are more likely to question their bosses than Millennials, but they still expect people to pay their dues and to defer to those with more experience.

BABY BOOMERS

Baby Boomers pushed their organizations to give people a greater voice. But since that was new to their Traditionalist bosses, Boomers used surveys, quality circles, and process mapping to ease the transition. Boomers did not tell their Traditionalist bosses that they disagreed with their bosses’ decisions. Instead, they created committees and teams that would meet for six months, interviewing each employee so everyone was treated fairly. They then summarized all the data, made diagrams and flowcharts, and finally presented it to the boss. They used their exhaustive research, tools, and processes to convince the boss that things needed to change.

GENERATION XERS

Gen Xers learned from technology and nontraditional families to let the savviest person on the topic make the call. During Xers’ childhood, family structures shifted more rapidly than at any other time in Western history. Consequently, many Xers grew up with less emphasis on traditional gender roles and more emphasis on the person with the necessary skills. For example, after Dad moved out, Aunt Susan may have moved in to help with the kids and split the rent. If a Gen X youngster wanted help with his science fair project, he would go to Aunt Susan because she was better at drawing graphs than Mom. Most Boomers grew up with their parents fulfilling traditional gender roles, but many Xers didn’t. They learned to get help where they could find it. The explosion of technology that surrounded the Xers as young adults also allowed them to embrace whoever was most qualified to make a decision.

MILLENNIALS

Whereas the older generations sat in rows and were told to cover their answers when they took tests in school, the Millennials went to school organized in groups and did projects or even took tests as teams. (In my generation, working as a group during a test was called cheating.) So they learned how to make decisions as a group without anyone being in charge. Some of them received conflict-resolution training in fourth grade so they could be peer advisers and help their classmates resolve disputes without involving the teachers.[1]

So when they show up in a situation that uses a top-down decision-making model —either the boss or the boss’s inner circle making all the decisions —they get frustrated. They want broader, more inclusive decision-making processes. And if their preferences are ignored, they often disengage —or leave. Today, they know that while the workplace is more collaborative, they also need to be easy to work with.

GEN ZS

Working in group projects throughout their schooling left Generation Z with mixed feelings about collaboration. When I ask them about group projects, Gen Zs’ experiences run about 60 percent positive. Those who found them productive figured out what group members were good at and let them take more of that work. Even more important, people with positive experiences were in groups that made time for the group: the project was a priority, and they didn’t feel they wasted time trying to get people together. Those who prefer more independence cite team members who did not carry their load or projects where it took more time to coordinate schedules than it did to do the work. So Gen Z has less confidence in groups than Millennials do. They have a greater tendency toward independence because while their parents were supportive, they received more critical parental feedback, so they show less confidence (some call it bravado) than the Millennials. They want their bosses to ask their opinion and listen to their ideas, but they are not as willing to push their ideas forward without being confident of the psychological safety of their environment.

3. Flex

Here are six of the most common ways decisions are made:


	The boss decides and announces.

	The boss asks all employees for input and then decides.

	The boss asks the more tenured employees for input and then decides.

	The boss and a few employees meet and decide.

	The savviest person on the topic decides.

	The team talks it over and comes to a consensus (or at least a clear majority) on a conclusion. If not, the boss or the savviest person decides.



Most teams or organizations have a limited repertoire of decision-making processes. Which of these does your team use more often? Which, if you started using them, would help you flex to accommodate different generational preferences?

One client said the most helpful part of this methodology for their organization was that their managers learned to truly differentiate between personal preferences and business necessities. That’s critical in decision-making because each of us prefers some of these six options more than others. But the business necessity is to match the decision-making process to the problem and the people so that we solve the problem and don’t lose the people.

4. Leverage

If we get defensive when another generation raises a sticking point, we lose leverage.

The generational differences over decision-making can help your organization become more effective by pushing employees to pick the best decision-making process for each situation rather than staying ingrained in their standbys. Each of the six decision-making approaches has its place, but numbers 2, 5, and 6 better fit a global, information-driven economy. The top-down approaches (numbers 1, 3, and 4) assume that the boss knows the most and therefore knows best. But no single person today can be the master of everything —information is increasing, and technologies are evolving too rapidly. Traditionalists and Boomers grew up in an era when it was possible for the boss or the smartest person in the room to know more than everyone else on a subject, but that is not the case today. Admittedly, the top-down approaches (particularly 1 and 4) may be best in a major crisis when time or confidentiality are critical, but hopefully that’s rare. If it’s not, your sharp Xers, Millennials, and Zs will be wishing they were someplace else anyway. IBM’s 2015 survey showed that Gen Xers think teams need ideas from multiple people and ought to work toward consensus even more than Millennials do but that Boomers are less interested in collaborative decision-making. They conclude the tensions in the workplace often boil down to different preferences in decision-making.[2]

Bottom line: retaining Millennials and Gen Zs in your workforce means employing decision-making processes 2, 5, and 6 most often. Decision-making approaches matter far more than most people think.

5. Resolve

Because decision-making is more about processes than attitudes, appreciating and flexing are not enough. Your team will need step 5 —resolve. You can expand your decision-making processes, and that flexibility will go a long way to help you get unstuck. But you can’t bounce between three decision-making processes for each decision; you’ll only create confusion. Your team will work more effectively after you decide how you will make decisions.

Don’t wait. Resolve which decision-making approach best fits the different decisions you’ll face before they come up. Hundreds of times I have worked with groups who thought they were too busy to talk about the six decision-making processes —until they realized they spent more time in meetings than they did working (a sure sign that people don’t agree on the appropriate decision-making process). Then they were eager to get on the same page. Don’t make that mistake. Start your team talking through when you should use each of the six most common decision-making options listed above.

If you are a manager, in those rare situations when you need to use the top-down approach (options 1, 3, or 4), explain your reasoning to those under you. There is one thing team members hate more than being left out of the decision-making process: not being told why they are being left out. I have heard hundreds of employees complain that they were placed on a team that was asked to research a problem and make recommendations to their managers. The employees invested hours, only to discover at their final presentation that management already had their minds made up (and hoped the team would come to the same conclusion).

Ten years later, the employees who spent all those hours researching still speak with resentment of that waste of their time. It’s a classic example of decision-making processes 2 (the boss asks all employees for input and then decides) and 5 (the savviest person on the topic decides) colliding. If their managers had explained up front that they had already made a tentative decision but wanted smart people to give input, they could have made their associates feel respected rather than manipulated. They could have said something like, “Our team has looked at four possible new distribution partners, and we strongly favor the company in Chile. But before we decide, we wanted you five to look it over and make sure we’re not missing anything. We’d like you to present your findings and recommendations in three weeks.”

When people understand the strengths and weaknesses of the six most common decision processes, they are willing to flex as long as their leaders keep them in the loop. Your team will be far more effective (and more attractive to all generations) if you broaden the decision-making processes you use.
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I knew that Tom, the vice president of engineering at Aiden’s company, would take Aiden’s frustration seriously, but I didn’t know if he would get it. He really did want to create a more attractive environment for Millennials and Gen Zs, and he had implemented many improvements. But Tom didn’t see how much this sticking point was pulling his team apart, nor did he realize his department relied on three decision-making processes that excluded his younger employees. It’s a classic case of what we looked at in chapter 2: he couldn’t fix what he couldn’t see. But you see it. More than that, you now understand how the era each generation grew up in influences which of the six decision-making processes each prefers. Just as the sweep of history over the last fifty years has changed our phones, it has also changed how we get work done. Smart organizations updated their metal rotary-dial phones thirty years ago in order to make their organizations more efficient. Smart organizations will update their decision-making processes for the same reason.



Decision-Making

Traditionalists

The boss decides.

Boomers

We use decision-making processes, and the boss ultimately decides.

Gen X

Seek out ideas and aim for consensus, but whoever is the most savvy on this topic decides.

Millennials

We work through the options and decide together. If we can’t, the boss decides.

Gen Z

Seek out ideas, aim for consensus, but whoever is the most savvy or experienced decides.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists within and outside the military believed questioning orders was insubordination.

Boomers

Boomers used surveys, quality circles, and process mapping to give criticism to their bosses.

Gen X

Gen Xers learned from technology and nontraditional families to let the savviest person on the topic make the call.

Millennials

Millennials learned arbitration and group decision-making skills in grade school.

Gen Z

Growing up in groups taught Gen Zs to avoid those who do not pull their own weight.




[1] FranklinCovey’s education practice has done amazing work with its The Leader in Me program, helping schools empower children to resolve their own challenges. See https://www.franklincovey.com/Solutions/education/TLIM.html.


[2] Jena McGregor, “What You Think about Millennials Is Wrong,” Washington Post, February 23, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2015/02/23/what-you-think-about-millennials-is-wrong/.






11: Dress Code

JENNIFER, AN OLDER Millennial human resource specialist in a manufacturing plant, told the group at one of my workshops, “We’ve had quite a stir the last two months. Some of our younger women have been coming to the assembly line in tank tops or yoga pants. Their coworkers are complaining that they don’t want to see their bra straps or cleavage and that yoga pants are not actually, well, pants. Debates around what clothing looks professional are never fun, but when you start dealing with necklines and underwear, people take it personally. They think you’re questioning their character.”

Brent, a younger production supervisor, chimed in: “You have to have a dress code, but it’s a no-win proposition.”

I was leading my workshop on the generations for supervisors and managers of a billion-dollar manufacturing company in their state-of-the-art training facility. All the managers agreed that of the twelve generational sticking points, dress code was the most difficult to talk about, especially when it involved propriety rather than professionalism.

And these leaders aren’t alone: most managers I’ve talked to through the years agree wholeheartedly that dress code is the touchiest sticking point.

Every organization has a dress code. Even if they don’t put it in writing, every organization defines what clothing is appropriate for safety, professional image, and propriety. Safety issues don’t get people wound up. No one’s seriously arguing for sandals in the warehouse. But because dress is so entwined with a person’s identity, professional image and propriety are explosive.

Even acknowledging these dress code sticking points —getting the questions on the table for your team or family to talk about —is hard to do without offending people. If you waltz into a meeting and say, “I’ve been getting a lot of complaints that people are dressing too casually and showing too much skin,” understand that you might be starting the next world war.

1. Acknowledge

Any dress code conversation must begin with acknowledging that the five generations give five different answers to the question of which clothes communicate the professional image you want for your organization. But because dress code is such a touchy issue, I recommend that you begin with the common dress needs of all generations (which would usually be discussed in step 2: Appreciate) before you put any specifics on the table. Saying something like this might be a good place to start:


Both clients and employees have questioned whether some clothes people have been wearing lately communicate the professional image we want for our organization. I realize that’s tricky because each of the generations gives a different answer to the question of what clothes look professional. Let’s start by remembering that all generations want the same things: to be comfortable, attractive, and taken seriously.



While it’s critical with every sticking point to understand and appreciate how the four generations see things differently, you can’t even introduce dress code without reminding everyone that we have more in common than we might at first think.

2. Appreciate

As we look at why the generations give different answers to questions about dress code, it helps to remember that each generation is less formal than the one before it. I saw each generation becoming more casual at a restaurant that was hosting a wedding rehearsal dinner. I watched the grandfathers enter in sports jackets and ties and the grandmothers in dresses. The parents wore button-down shirts and slacks. Then the wedding party appeared in shorts and flip-flops. Boomers who complain about their kids getting married in flip-flops forget how much they shocked their bosses when they quit wearing the more formal ties and girdles of their parents’ generation.

Let your team take their time going through these comparisons so they can create enough trust to talk about their own definitions of appropriate dress. With a subject as touchy as dress code, you’ll need to get them talking about the whys before the whats get them angry.

TRADITIONALISTS

Because most people farmed or labored when the youngest Traditionalists were children, dress clothes were special. Whether silk stockings or the suit they wore to worship services, formal clothes made a statement that they had good manners and self-respect because they wanted to look their best. My grandmother from the farm never wore a pair of pants, but she did have her work dresses and cotton socks and her going-to-town dresses and hose. She would have died of embarrassment to be seen in public in a work dress. For the young men who served in World War II who had been too poor during the Great Depression to own a suit, their dress uniform became a source of pride. Traditionalists wore formal clothing to all formal and many leisure activities.

BABY BOOMERS

As children, Boomers were dressed up for family photos or friends’ birthday parties. But the ’60s saw an increased interest in being “natural,” so casual clothing made of natural fibers became popular, and blue jeans —formerly laborers’ clothing —became their trademark. They wanted to make a statement to their parents and “the Man,” and their clothing and hair shouted it. When they joined the workforce, the large Boomer generation faced intense competition for jobs and so complied with the Traditionalists’ dress codes. But they dressed casually in their personal lives. Slowly, as their numbers in the workforce grew, they cut a deal with the older generation and brought more casual dress into the work dress code.

GENERATION XERS

Generation X grew up taking casual for granted. They introduced men in sandals rather than tennis shoes, and when they started their own companies, they allowed blue jeans and T-shirts. But in existing organizations, they were so outnumbered that the dress code was not a battle they could win; they chipped away at it instead. Their focus on casual and comfort eventually brought the “Dockers revolution” to men’s business casual. Wanting to keep the best talent happy, organizations cut a deal that they could drop the dress slacks and wear khakis instead. Gen X women made sandals common but lost the hose. The change has been so drastic that today, suits worry people at most workplaces —as in, “Who are those ‘suits,’ and who is in trouble?” All the generations now agree. In 2019 a third of all employees said they would rather quit their job or turn down a job offer if “it meant following a strict, conservative dress code.” Another third said they would rather have a casual dress code than an extra $5,000 a year.[1] (I am one of them.)

MILLENNIALS

Whereas Traditionalists and Boomers grew up seeing one version of respectable formal dress, Millennials saw many different versions of formal dress around the world. Even more, they saw very successful people with very different dress codes. To them, clothing makes a statement about personal style, not ability. Millennials are famous for a laid-back, casual style, and 38 percent have been told to dress more professionally by HR or a manager.[2] Both male and female Millennials care more about being stylish than other generations. They want to be comfortable, but older Millennials have spent enough time in the workplace that they know how to dress to be taken seriously.[3] They would prefer casual at work to business professional —only 4 percent want conservative attire compared to 27 percent who would like sneakers and jeans[4] —but most dress up for work. More than half prefer the stylish middle ground —63 percent say they prefer dressing up for work to boost confidence and performance.[5] Actually, the higher a Millennial’s education level, the less important dress code is to the employee.[6]

GEN ZS

With Gen X parents coaching them to get the job, the stories of Gen Z overdressing for their interview or first day on the job are now classic. For them it’s a matter of cracking the informal dress code and fitting in. As one Gen Z said, “The unwritten rules were similar to your high school dress code: no skirts shorter than the spot where your fingertips touch, no spaghetti straps, ripped jeans, or cleavage.”[7] Dress isn’t as big of a deal to them as it was to Millennials. Thirty-nine percent said they preferred more professional dress and 34 percent more casual. The rest said they don’t care.[8] Because they are equally divided, you will not please everyone if your dress code isn’t flexible, and to most it won’t matter . . . much. After curating five Instagram profiles since they got a phone, Gen Zs are used to adjusting their image for their audience. Even more, two-thirds want to make it to the top of their profession compared to 43 percent of Millennials.[9] It’s no surprise that more Gen Zs appreciate a professional style —fashion and makeup YouTube channels have been the most popular with Gen Z females since they were young girls. That’s quite a contrast to the “Messy hair, don’t care” style of the Millennials ten years ago. But Gen Zs do have a desire to express their identity in what they wear, and eventually some may leave you for a place with more flexibility or more alignment with their preference. And formal or informal dress codes that require nonwhites to adopt more Caucasian hair styles will especially rankle.[10]

3. Flex

New research shows that formality and informality in general and specifically expressed in dress does impact how we think and relate to others. So depending on what an individual wants to accomplish, you may not want to flex your dress code.[11] The key to flexing is discerning business necessities from generational preferences. If you know what your business necessities are, it will help you in determining where you can accommodate generational preferences. This is especially true with dress code because each generation believes the others don’t get it. The younger generations think that styles have changed; the older generations think that recent styles are too casual or show too much skin. Let’s stay with flip-flops because even though they are not the issue that they were in 2013, most workplaces do not allow them and most employees don’t push for them, but they are still the tipping point in many company dress codes. Why are there still so many websites and experts providing clothing advice? Because 30 percent of employees experience uncertainty over what’s acceptable because their employers’ dress code is unclear.[12] As a result, flip-flops are mentioned consistently in recommendations for how to dress for the workplace —as in “sandals, but not flip-flops.”

Remember from chapter 3 that something is a business necessity if you could lose your foot, customer, money, or funding, and everything else is generational preference. Let’s apply these criteria to the question of whether flip-flops are appropriate professional wear.

In many occupations an employee could lose a toe or spread germs in sandals of any kind, so it doesn’t make sense for employees to wear flip-flops.

Older customers perceive flip-flops as beachwear, not business wear. If you want their business or their funding (if you’re a nonprofit), then you’d better dress in a way that makes them feel comfortable. The manufacturer I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter decided not to allow flip-flops because the company gave customer tours of their showroom three or four times a week, and some customers had commented on how casually the younger employees dressed. They didn’t want to lose business to a competitor over footwear.

On the other hand, a call center I worked with a couple of years ago allows flip-flops because customers never see their workers’ feet. The president is not a fan of flip-flops, but he is a fan of happy employees, so he didn’t let his generational preferences interfere with his business results.

Using “client expectations” as a cover-up for generational bias is an easy trap to fall into when we start talking about professionalism and propriety. We would make sure that any employee heading off to sell in another country would understand the basic customs and appropriate dress for that place. But we tend to assume that all customers think the way our generation does about dress code. We don’t realize that, as I mentioned in chapter 2, customers from different generations are the equivalent of people from different countries.

If you build dress code policies around concrete business reasons rather than what you assume to be common sense, you’ll be in good shape.

4. Leverage

The different generations help one another with dress code more than with any other sticking point. Like people from different countries, the generations need translators who can help decode what clothing means.

The older generations can help the younger generations understand that clothing sends a message to other generations, even if that message is unconscious and unintended. This is especially important with propriety issues. One human resources manager clarifies it this way: if you would wear it to a nightclub or the gym, don’t wear it to work, because you communicate that you’d rather be at a nightclub getting noticed or the gym sweating than at work getting things done.

On the other hand, older generations need help to understand when employee appearance has no message other than what is now the style for an age group. Take tattoos, for example. Only 6 percent of Traditionalists and 15 percent of Baby Boomers have tattoos, so back in their day, tattoos made a big statement. But almost four in ten Millennials have two tattoos and half have one (and one in three Xers have them),[13] so often there’s no message intended other than “it’s now no big deal.” (You know tattoos are no longer symbols of rebellion when parents and children get them at the same time as a bonding experience.) In 2017 the Air Force even began to allow “sleeve” tattoos.[14]

5. Resolve

Stop managing and start leading was my advice to the manufacturing company, as it is to you. Stop having Human Resources and the executive team attempt to resolve dress code disagreements for the five generations. They have better things to do with their time, and it doesn’t work. No matter what they decide, the employees grumble. Rather, start inviting people from each generation to your dress code committee and let them determine your policy. (See chapter 17 for detailed instructions on using such a team to resolve and communicate dress code policies.)

A bank manager I know came up with one of the most effective approaches I’ve seen for communicating dress code. If you’ve ever seen those Eat This, Not That! books showing you how to substitute healthier options for high-calorie foods, you’ll have the idea. She was tired of sending young tellers home to change into more professional clothes, so she placed “wear this, not that” pictures in a booklet. New employees read the booklet in orientation, and the miscommunications and trips home have disappeared.
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What about your team: are you making dress code policies harder than they need to be? Focus on why the generations see dress code differently, and let the generations help one another understand the messages that are being received, even if they never intended to send them. We all need feedback, or we’ll never understand how our behavior comes across to others.



Dress Code

Traditionalists

Formal dress shows respect in and out of the workplace.

Boomers

I wear the expected uniform at work, but I’m casual at home.

Gen X

I’d prefer casual at work, but it’s not worth the fight.

Millennials

Express your style, but dress for work. What’s the big deal over dress code?

Gen Z

Dress for the job you want. Equal numbers of us want it dressier or more casual, and the rest don’t really care.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists wore suits, dresses, or uniforms at work and when going out in their personal lives to show pride in themselves and respect for those in authority.

Boomers

Boomers were hired by Traditionalists and were expected to dress in suits, dresses, or uniforms, but they brought “casual” to every other situation.

Gen X

Gen Xers grew up with casual and believe that work is about getting things done, not politics or dress codes.

Millennials

They think it’s contribution, not the uniform, that should matter. But many recognize that unprofessional dress can impact a person’s prospects.

Gen Z

Gen Zs’ parents coached them to read the situation and adjust accordingly. Be clear on what you want.
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12: Feedback

I WAS FACILITATING a three-day leadership class, but the twenty middle managers at a large accounting firm kept bringing up the generations. They were especially confused as to how to apply what they were learning about giving effective feedback to their under-thirty employees.

When we came to the section of the course where we talked about work-life balance, Bob started a chain reaction. He admitted he felt guilty that he wasn’t giving his direct reports, especially the emerging adults, enough feedback. But he was so busy taking care of his own work and going to meetings that he had no idea what to do about it.

Two-thirds of the group acknowledged they felt the same guilt and frustration.

Josh jumped in. “This is a big worry for me because I’m afraid that not having time to give my staff feedback will make them leave. And losing staff to another company puts you even further behind.”

“That’s a big worry,” Wendy added. “And I’ve heard the younger generations need a lot more feedback than we did. It sounds almost like they’re emotionally needy. How much feedback should we give them?”

I replied, “Especially if you’re a Boomer, take the amount of feedback you would want, and then double it. Then double it again, and you’ll meet them halfway.”

An audible moan came from the room, and Bob said what the others were thinking: “I’m already working way too much. How am I going to find the time to give them all the feedback they want?”

Leading the younger generations felt to this group like guaranteed burnout. But it’s not just the Millennials and Gen Z who want more feedback and mentoring. All generations strongly value the trait “will give straight feedback.”[1] FranklinCovey has one of the world’s largest databases of how people view their managers, and one of the three lowest-scoring areas is “provides regular feedback on how well people perform their jobs.” Gallup discovered that employees of all generations are three times more engaged if they meet with their boss regularly.[2]

It’s no wonder people want more feedback. For three decades, studies have repeatedly shown that mentoring is the most important ingredient for a successful career,[3] and tapping into a network for useful feedback is one of the most powerful predictors of long-term success.[4] Sixty-eight percent of those planning to stay with their organization more than five years had a mentor compared to 32 percent of those who did not.[5]

Feedback has only grown in importance the past ten years, but the frequency the younger generations require has decreased. As the Millennials have gotten older, the percentage who want feedback multiple times a day to once a day dropped from 60 percent to only 17 percent. Gen Z was raised to be more independent, and only 21 percent of the newest generation needs that frequency.[6] But for those who want it daily, feedback matters a lot. Twenty percent of Gen Z said they needed feedback every day just to stay on the job. Two-thirds need it every few weeks. (That is less than half of what Millennials require to stick around.)[7]

Not getting enough feedback or getting mostly positive feedback that lacks corrective suggestions has come up more often than anything else in my conversations with employees in their twenties the last five years. “I want to know how to do my job better, but my boss seems to think they will hurt my feelings if they tell me” is the most common refrain I hear, except for those twentysomethings who get almost exclusively negative feedback and then worry about losing their jobs.

With the previous generations, you could think of yourself as a good manager even if you couldn’t find the time to give feedback. Not so today. Today, if you’re not good at giving feedback, you’re not good at managing.

The five-step process for leading through generational sticking points can help your team get a handle on feedback, but it starts with recognizing that the Millennials’ and now Gen Z’s desire for more feedback is a generational difference, not a character flaw.

1. Acknowledge

Keeping all the generations happy can be tricky, especially if you’re a manager in a large organization. You can’t control social media policies, out-of-date software, or work-from-home options, but you can be great at giving feedback in a way that’s meaningful to each generation.

Managers need to acknowledge the sticking point. Admit to your team that you know you don’t give them enough feedback, especially for some, but that you are already busy and don’t know how to get it all done. Admit that you probably look annoyed when you are in the middle of something and someone wants to talk. Then use the descriptions in the next step to get your team talking about what feedback means to them and how often they would like it.

2. Appreciate

Start with the common need. Everyone, regardless of generation, needs to know how they are doing at their job and how they can improve. Then direct your team to focus on the whys, not the whats, of each generation’s feelings about feedback. Use these generalizations to get your team started.

TRADITIONALISTS

Traditionalists didn’t expect a lot of feedback, and they didn’t give it. It’s like the saying “No news is good news.” Traditionalists were raised with a focus on obedience, not praise. With thousands upon thousands of soldiers in the army, the Traditionalists who went to war only got feedback when they messed up.

BABY BOOMERS

When Boomers entered the workforce, they pushed for formal feedback with fair and consistent processes so everyone would have the same chance for success. Annual performance appraisals were all they could get. These annual appraisals were a big deal because there were so many Boomers jumping for the same promotions that a single negative performance appraisal could stall a person’s career.

GENERATION XERS

Because the smaller generation of Gen Xers did not need to compete with one another when entering the workforce as much as the Boomers did, performance appraisals were not life or death for them. Instead, they thought formal performance appraisals were too complicated and after the fact. They wondered, Who remembers in November all the great things they accomplished last December and January? They also didn’t understand why their bosses couldn’t just tell them how they were doing on the project while they still had time to fix things instead of waiting for the official appraisal a month after a project was over. They see how real-time feedback is essential to getting work done efficiently. In addition, they talk openly to each other and to those in authority, so they don’t know why feedback has to be so complicated.

MILLENNIALS

Boomer parents raised Millennials by listening to them, praising them, and equipping them with problem-solving skills and healthy self-esteem. Millennials received coaching at organized sports, music lessons, clubs, and throughout the college admission process. Plus, since many of the Millennials’ parents were familiar with the educational and organizational worlds their children were preparing to enter, these parents could give their children considerably more feedback and mentoring than the previous generations’ parents could provide.

Millennials grew up with constant feedback. They (and their parents) could log on and see their grades 24/7. Video games put a live scoreboard on the screen. And with three hundred or more friends at their fingertips through social media, they can ask and get feedback instantly on ideas, assignments, or the latest products to buy.

Older Millennials may not need as much feedback as they did earlier in their career, but this log-on-and-see-your-score (or grades) generation doesn’t understand annual or semiannual performance reviews. Eighty percent of them want your feedback in real time so they can adjust in real time.[8]

GEN ZS

This is one case where Generation Z is the Millennials on steroids. Parents could check their grades. Gen Zs could gauge their personal brand by checking how many likes or comments they got on their posts on all of their accounts compared to others and curate accordingly. Constant feedback is one source of their anxiety and stress. Their realistic second-wave Xer parents wanted them to have more grit than they saw in the first wave of Millennials, so there was less “good try” and more “you will need to redo that”; less “you can be anything you want to be” and more “how can you pay off college debt with that degree?” Gen Zs value experience and want organizations to provide structure for their work and to guide them in what they need to know and accomplish. They highly value kind, supportive bosses who listen.

3. Flex

If the older generations think Millennials and Gen Zs want too much feedback and the younger generations complain they can’t get enough, how do you decide how much feedback is reasonable? How much should each generation flex to accommodate the others’ generational preferences?

We determine how much to flex by sorting business necessities from generational preferences. It’s a business necessity to give people the information they need to do their jobs well. It’s also a business necessity to attract the best talent and keep them happy.

Today that requires more feedback than many managers prefer to give. The best way to answer the question of how much feedback is enough is to ask the people on your team. The good news is that you can give more feedback without adding another two hours to your day if you make it better, shorter, and more frequent.


	Better. Ask your team members what kind of feedback they want to receive. They know their own preferences and can keep you from wasting time on feedback that isn’t helpful to them.

	Shorter. Those of us who have been trained through years of annual performance appraisal processes or the sandwich technique (lay on the positives, slip the knife in, and then seal up the wound with more positives) see feedback as a more formal, lengthy, often emotionally charged interaction, so we think we don’t have time or energy to give twice as much of it. And we don’t. Thank goodness less formal, shorter feedback is better. Boomers talk too much. Millennials and many Xers don’t want the long stories; they just want a quick check-in with how they’re doing.

	More frequent. Think short tweets —how would you say it in 140 characters or less?[9] E-mail your team members (or text them) short, pointed feedback more often. (Or you could just tell them, but that’s so old school.)



And to those who want better feedback, I’ve been suggesting for years what has been confirmed in multiple studies: ask for advice rather than feedback.[10]

An additional way managers can ensure their people get more feedback without working around the clock is to request short, pointed feedback from other employees about something specific like a presentation they made or a project they led. Let the feedback givers decide whether they want their feedback to be anonymous. The manager can then summarize the feedback and share it with the employee. Some managers have found an even better way of increasing feedback without working late every night. They encourage their teams to ask each other for short, pointed feedback on specific behaviors, competencies, or work products.

You don’t need any special tools to get your people better, shorter, more frequent feedback. You can use e-mail, instant messaging, or texting. But over time, social media-like tools will make the process of providing better, shorter, more frequent feedback easier. Work.com, used by Facebook, is one example. It’s no surprise that Facebook would want a more informal feedback system, one that felt more natural to their Millennial employees. As Molly Graham, then the head of culture and engagement for Facebook, said, “This is a company designed by millennials for millennials.”[11] Work.com (now an option within Salesforce.com[12]) allows people to ask for feedback, give feedback, assign badges (it’s a social-media thing), thank one another, and see progress on key team and individual goals. It creates a running scoreboard from each individual’s feedback that also makes it easier for managers to put together annual or biannual performance appraisals. This system, and others like it, encourages frequent rather than formal feedback. Any technology that makes feedback better, shorter, and more frequent is going to help all generations, even if it feels “Millennial.”

Younger generations need to understand one big generational sticking point that scuttles their need for more feedback. Many Xer and Boomer managers who have tried to give more feedback report that while younger generations say they would rather know how to improve their work, they are also more sensitive to suggestions, and so the managers shy away from more frequent feedback.

A highly respected surgeon told my dinner party that the resident doctors she supervises (and her son when he was a teenager) think she yells at them, something she doesn’t believe she does. A newspaper column she read, however, made her realize she’s not alone. This columnist described work conversations where Millennials felt they had been yelled at even when their bosses hadn’t raised their voices or used profanity. The boss just firmly expressed disagreement.[13] Everyone around the table told stories of how their young employees or children have told them to stop yelling when they thought they were acting like Mr. Rogers compared to the lectures they’d received from bosses or parents. The younger generations aren’t used to being “bossed” as much as the other generations. It wasn’t merely in the home that communication styles changed. Sports coaches or teachers that yelled more than they praised drew harsh complaints from parents. Additionally, Millennials and Gen Z are used to more affirming forms of negative feedback than the older generations may be used to giving. On average, half of Millennials and Gen Zs want their boss to encourage them twice as much as “honest with me” or “push me” feedback.[14] Older generations, think TV therapist —counsel, don’t yell.

Younger generations, we don’t mean it personally, so don’t take it personally. We don’t think we’re yelling unless we actually raise our voices. And if someone says the classic “Suck it up, Buttercup,” it’s offensive, but they probably mean the same thing as “things are getting hard here, but you can do this.”[15]

4. Leverage

All the generations want feedback. If the younger generations’ push for greater feedback helps us all get more of the feedback we need, then they, like a lever, will lift everyone’s performance.

Your organization can dramatically increase that leverage if your people start asking one another for feedback, because they will be tapping into the wisdom of all the generations. In addition, getting feedback from one another will give your people a broader perspective on how other generations view them than they could get from their bosses alone, and that will make them more aware of how they come across to customers of various generations.

5. Resolve

Steps 2 and 3 do the trick with many of the sticking points, and that’s the case with feedback. Of course, organizations should set basic feedback standards for their managers. But you don’t need extensive policies that mandate the amount or kind of feedback. They are hard to enforce and sometimes backfire, like the times when your mother made you say you were sorry to your sister even though you didn’t mean it. You’ll have more success if you train your people to understand generational differences and to give better, shorter, more frequent feedback.

So rather than recommending a specific feedback policy, I will suggest ideas for improving two kinds of feedback —career development and mentoring conversations.

Career Development

If you’re going to keep the younger generations engaged, some of your feedback has to be focused on career planning. When Millennial employee resource groups have contacted me over the last five years, they want me to speak about this book. But when I mention that almost every group prefers me to lead a session with Millennials and their bosses on how to talk to your boss about career development, they wonder how I knew that. “That’s the number one topic we discuss in our monthly meetings.” In sessions I’ve led with thousands of managers both on generations and on giving different kinds of feedback, they’ve told me that they do the worst at career development feedback. Many managers have even told me they try to dodge the topic because they are afraid that when they tell someone they probably won’t move up for another seven or eight years, that person will leave for another job.[16]

It has never been harder to know what to tell younger associates. Recently I was working with the executive team of a large company that has won awards as a great place to work. Their biggest generational challenge is what to tell their Millennial salespeople who want to know their career path and timetable when there aren’t many sales-management positions. These executives were especially frustrated by those who hadn’t exceeded their sales targets but still expected to be promoted or get other job opportunities because “it was time.”

Older generations may not have liked their hierarchical organizations, but at least they could see their career progression. But today’s flatter and constantly restructuring organizations make it far more difficult to tell someone how to advance. Additionally, organizations have fewer layers than they did when the Xers entered the workforce, so it’s harder to know the next step in the career plan. I’ve been telling organizations for fifteen years that there’s no longer a career ladder —it’s a career lattice that zigzags through many projects and lateral moves that provide the experience we need to eventually get where we want to go. But the career ladder sticks in people’s minds because it’s simple and visual. No wonder managers avoid giving feedback on career development —both they and their employees have a ladder in mind that hasn’t existed in most organizations for a long time.

If you want more career development conversations, you must help your supervisors feel comfortable talking about the lattice, not the ladder. Let them know you realize that there is no longer a clear, simple career progression and you don’t necessarily expect a promotion; you just want to know what you can learn next, where you can go next, and the possible ways your career might roll out so you don’t get bored in the same job. And whatever you do, if you want to talk advancement, first discuss with your manager whether you’ve exceeded the standards for your current job. You know that in the real world not everyone gets a participation trophy, but nothing communicates that kind of entitlement mentality more than those who push for promotions or new opportunities when their bosses think they have not mastered their current jobs.

Mutual Mentoring

Traditional mentoring programs, in which younger employees are assigned to older mentors, never worked well for all participants and can’t work today. They didn’t always work well for protégés because many mentors didn’t commit the time, and the chemistry between the mentor and protégé didn’t click for half of them. But today these programs can’t work. With information changing so quickly, the classic mentor/protégé relationship can’t work because it’s impossible for one mentor to know enough to provide the protégé with everything he or she needs.

That’s why effective mentoring is no longer a mentor/protégé relationship (with all its complicated dynamics) —it’s more a mutual mentoring relationship where both people mentor each other. The younger, less experienced employees can mentor their older colleagues in at least two ways. This digital generation is more familiar with the tools of the future than their elders, and they want to help their elders learn. Sixty-five percent of Millennials said, “I should be mentoring older coworkers when it comes to tech and getting things done,”[17] and 77 percent of Gen Zs would be willing to help.[18] But it’s not just technology. The second way the younger generation can mutually mentor is to help their older colleagues learn the language and perspective of a different generation.

Mentors who try to give their protégés everything they need are actually stuck in a time warp where they still see things as they were when they started in the workplace rather than as they are now. But if they help their protégés build a network of resources, they can ensure that their people get more feedback and mentoring without working twenty-four hours a day. According to a study by Gartner, those “connector” managers triple the likelihood that their direct reports will be high producers.[19] That’s great news, because when I’ve asked thousands of managers what they find most rewarding, they say mentoring: helping younger and less experienced people grow, develop, and achieve what they didn’t believe they were capable of. It would be tragic if some managers never got to experience this thrill because they thought they were too busy.
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People want more feedback but aren’t getting it. Managers feel guilt rather than excitement because they struggle to squeeze in time for feedback while they juggle the rest of their workloads. We don’t realize that the traditional views of feedback, career development, and mentoring keep the generations stuck.

Feedback is an easy sticking point to work through, so get your team talking about what they want and new ways to provide it. With five generations at work, very few managers are fluent in the language of each generation, so feedback and mentoring leave everyone frustrated when they could be key places the generations stick together. The five-step process helps us through the language-learning conversation that transforms the generational tensions around feedback into a competitive advantage.



Feedback

Traditionalists

If you do anything wrong, the boss will let you know.

Boomers

Annual performance appraisals and quarterly one-on-one meetings with the boss allow employees to know where they stand.

Gen X

People who respect each other don’t need a form or a meeting; they just say what they think.

Millennials

Just put the score on the screen, like a video game, so there’s instant feedback.

Gen Z

Show me how to win and be clear about how I am doing, but don’t forget emotional support. If a boss can’t give abundant coaching, they’re not a manager.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists were raised with a focus on obedience, not praise. They learned in the military that “no news is good news.”

Boomers

Boomers’ schools focused on standardized tests and grading to cope with the surge of students. When Boomers entered the workforce, they negotiated to get annual standardized performance appraisals.

Gen X

Gen Xers often consider formal performance appraisals too complicated and untimely. They talk candidly to each other and to those in authority who demonstrate they can handle the honesty. They think real-time feedback is essential to getting the work done efficiently.

Millennials

Millennials were raised by Boomer parents who focused on their self-esteem and used listening and problem solving. Video games also provide them with instantaneous feedback (scores).

Gen Z

Gen Z got clear feedback from the amount of likes on their social media posts and were not told by their parents that they could achieve anything and to believe in themselves. They were told to redo it.
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13: Fun at Work

“SINCE WHEN IS work supposed to be fun?” some of the store managers had asked. When a nationwide retailer rolled out the part of its new productivity and results system that allowed its employees to create scoreboards and compete as teams, some of the longtime managers complained it was a distraction and a waste of time. The younger employees were baffled that their bosses could think work is not supposed to be fun. “We’ll get a lot more done if we do some joking around and find ways to make it more fun,” they said.

This company was caught in a sticking point. The organization had been trying to attract and retain Millennials. They had heard they needed to “fun up” the workplace, so they built in time for social interaction, humor, even some play, and it was working. The younger employees liked it. But the older managers didn’t. They thought people should finish their work and then play on their own time.

Fun is serious today. The academic research on fun at work is extensive, with links to job satisfaction, trust in supervisors and coworkers, attracting talent, increased job performance, and employee retention.[1] You may not have the money to copy the top-notch dining halls, play spaces, and on-site conveniences of Google, Microsoft, and Infosys, and you know you can’t afford an indoor movie theater or gourmet café. But you’ll need to do something, because there’s no doubt that fun matters to Millennials. Millennials describe themselves as a generation that makes personal friends at work, is sociable, thinks outside the box, and is friendly,[2] so a workday that’s not punctuated with time for relationships and a bit of humor will not engage your employees’ highest values.

Millennials definitely want fun at work, but so do Gen Xers. Cara, the Xer from chapter 1, almost lost her job for surfing the Internet three hours a day once her work was finished. Her team was stuck around fun as much as work ethic. It bugged other team members that Cara was playing around rather than working.

And it would be a mistake to conclude from the resistance of the store managers above that Boomers don’t care about fun. All generations appreciate fun. “This is a fun place to work,” Great Place to Work reports, is the most highly correlated statement to “Taking everything into account, I consider this a great place to work.”[3]

Fun itself isn’t the generational sticking point. All the generations want fun; the sticking point is that they don’t agree on what is fun or how much fun is appropriate. The retailer’s director of training and development told me his story because the generational training I offered his store managers helped them get on board with the program. And the retail stores discovered that fun works. The training director told me, “The resistance from the older managers is fading because the managers who jumped into the productivity initiative and made work fun and engaging for their Millennial employees have hit their sales goals.”

Fun matters to an organizational culture, according to Stacy Sullivan, chief culture oﬃcer at Google. “If you infuse fun into the work environment, you will have more engaged employees, greater job satisfaction, increased productivity and a brighter place to be.”[4] So how can you “fun up” your work environment without turning people off? And how does your team or organization set policies around fun that keep generational tensions at bay? Using the five-step process for leading through generational differences will help your team navigate this sticking point and create clarity that will help them get back to work —with a smile.

1. Acknowledge

The retailer’s goal was to become more attractive to younger generations, and they came up with a strong method for accomplishing that. But they weren’t able to make progress with the new initiative until they got their managers talking about their frustrations with the “fun” parts of the program. The managers had to acknowledge they were stuck and didn’t see why they had to pander to this new generation.

Maybe you have employees who don’t see the need for making work more fun. They don’t get why you need to allow people to watch YouTube videos,[5] set up a Ping-Pong table, or plan a silent auction. The trick is to quickly get your people talking about generational differences and not about what’s wrong with another generation’s values. Here’s an example of what you might say: “We’ve been considering adding foosball and Ping-Pong to the break area so that people can blow off steam and have some fun. But I’ve heard people from different generations on our team wonder why it’s necessary and whether it will interfere with productivity. So I wanted to take a little time to talk about the different ways generations see fun and what we can do to have more fun without irritating other people. This chapter in the Sticking Points book summarizes the different views. I don’t expect everyone to agree with every detail, but it’s a good place to start a conversation of our own.”

2. Appreciate

Talking about the common needs of the generations before exploring their differences can reduce emotions and help people listen to one another. You’ll need it: a team member watching a colleague play on Facebook while he or she works will definitely get things stirred up. For this sticking point, the common need is that all generations want to enjoy work, feel like they are winning, blow off steam, and make friends, but they don’t want to feel taken advantage of by people who are not doing their fair share.

Once you’ve laid out the common need, use these generalizations[6] to get your team talking about the whys behind the differences. (And because fun at work is intertwined with work ethic, you’ll want to read chapter 20 as well.)

TRADITIONALISTS

Traditionalists had a stronger separation between work and leisure partly because their work had a clearer separation. Few people would mistake shoveling out animals’ stalls for a leisure activity. My grandfather nailed an old, rusted bucket to the side of the barn so his boys could play basketball, but only after they had finished their chores. Just as they were told to finish their vegetables before having pie, they were told to finish their work before playing.

BABY BOOMERS

Unlike Traditionalists, the idealistic Boomers expected more than money from work. They expected to find self-discovery, meaning, and self-fulfillment. Boomers ate up the show M*A*S*H, about how a caring but irreverent and humor-loving medical team could achieve far better results than the other hierarchical, rule-bound medical units. It became one of the longest-running television series ever by playing to the growing desire for individuality and self-expression in organizations.

Organizations responded to these shifts in attitude by schooling their managers in employee-oriented management techniques and rolling out employee engagement initiatives to keep the Boomers happy and working hard.

Boomers already think work is fun. Many Boomers don’t plan to take a traditional retirement because they can’t imagine stopping. One executive told me a couple of weeks ago that his Boomer CEO isn’t interested in the generational topic. He can’t imagine retiring, so he doesn’t see the need for succession planning yet. The executive added, “We joke that the only way he’ll hand over the keys is when somebody pries them out of his cold hand after he dies at his desk.” Boomers do care about fun but not as much as younger generations. And they do not experience it —even at organizations where seven out of ten say it’s a great place to work, Boomers have less fun, feel less of a family atmosphere, and feel excluded from decision-making more than Millennials.[7]

GENERATION XERS

Xers think life is too short to not do something they enjoy, but they don’t expect work to be fun, nor do they see work as a primary source of identity or personal satisfaction, as the Boomers do. They frequently say that the Boomers try to make work into something it’s not. Xers want to do good work, and they want to do work they enjoy, but it’s still work. That’s why you have to mix in some fun along the way.

What Xers don’t want is preplanned fun that feels forced and makes meetings go longer, keeping them from getting out the door on time. Boomers started meetings with icebreakers like “think of a fruit that best matches your personality” to get fun onto the agenda (and keep it contained and controlled). But Xers grimace at icebreakers because they feel artificial. Fun instead comes from seeing the humor in a situation and enjoying the moment with their colleagues.

MILLENNIALS

For Millennials, especially during emerging adulthood, fun is fuel.

MTV’s research on Millennials called “smart and funny” the new rock and roll.[8] Playfulness and humor have been deeply integrated into every aspect of Millennials’ lives. As a result, they are used to moving from fun to work and then back again. Adults have always tried to inject fun into things to keep the Millennials engaged. Having grown up with playgrounds in restaurants, educational video games, and over-the-top birthday parties, Millennials are used to having fun baked into whatever they do.

Two-thirds of younger Millennials want friends at work but prioritize it ninth out of ten elements of a long-term job.[9]

Millennial parents see themselves as more relaxed and fun than Gen X parents,[10] so they are shifting their focus on fun to their personal lives. Relationships matter, but where they find them is shifting as they move into early adulthood. It bears repeating that organizations will get nowhere if they treat all Millennials the same. Millennial parents care more about separating work and personal life than the other generations or Millennials without kids.[11]

GEN ZS

Gen Zs are serious about success and find their identity at work. Gen Z is more cautious about what they share with coworkers, and they do not friend their bosses on Facebook (compared to Millennials at their life stage). Nearly half of Gen Zs say they would be most excited to apply for a job with a fun work environment (47 percent) and flexible work schedule (44 percent).[12]

Gen Z’s humor is different. While they curate their brand, they are also more likely than other generations to share self-deprecating posts or pictures of themselves being silly to those they know well. Their favorite YouTube channels, ads, and Instagram posts are often quirky and not immediately clear to those outside their tribe.[13] Growing up with YouTube as their go-to search engine, they found far more user-generated content, and humor to them is even more customized and authentic.

3. Flex

We determine how much we should flex for generational differences by determining business necessities and generational preferences. If all generations wish work were more fun and collegial, it’s a business necessity for you to “fun up” your team. Once your team understands why the generations have different views of fun, they can start moving past their stereotypes and determine how to flex so that each generation is productive and happy without irritating the others. With the sticking point of fun, sometimes understanding is all it takes, and then people relax and flex: even if team members don’t join the foosball game or pass around snarky YouTube videos, they’ll quit calling the foosballers and watchers “slackers” if their work is getting done. Even though steps 1 and 2 usually do the trick with the sticking point of fun, here’s advice for each generation on how to flex to accommodate the different definitions of fun.

First, fun is not a program. Millennials and Gen Zs have been to a lot of parties run by professional party planners. They can tell the difference between authentic fun and hype. Quit trying to force fun and instead create an environment where fun happens. Authentic is a watchword for the younger generations, so don’t try to force fun.

Second, you’ll avoid a lot of unnecessary frustration if people will take the hint. Millennials, go ahead and lighten things up in meetings by bouncing from work to fun, but the second time you see a Gen Xer look at her watch or a Boomer’s eye twitch because you’re bantering and not sticking to the agenda, buckle down and crank out a couple of work items so your elders can relax.

Fun at work is tricky because non-inclusive or offensive speech is unacceptable. But sometimes older generations joke about things they do not think of as offensive that would definitely get a verbal warning on most university campuses. Phrases like “He’s crazy” or “That meeting was schizophrenic” show a lack of sensitivity to mental illness, but they were unquestioned and common for most of our lives. Younger generations, we may not catch ourselves. Be slow to take offense but quick to mention that language like that makes people feel disrespected.

Older generations, the third time your boss tells you to “loosen up,” remember that for the younger generations humor is edgier and more sarcastic and may not be your style. Plus, Traditionalists and even older Boomers tend to be more private about politics, finances, sex, and their bodily functions than younger generations, so their humor may seem inappropriate, and you may not get their memes. If something the younger generations say really bothers you (or is out of line with the Human Resources policy), of course you should bring it up. But be slow to take offense or roll your eyes.

Xers, you know how to have fun. We know you need to get home, but quit looking at your watches. Really: the work will get done faster if we take a couple of minutes for fun.

Boomers, please, we beg of you: no more icebreakers.

4. Leverage

Leveraging the differences turns a sticking point into the glue that binds the team together. “Funning up” your workplace is not a do-it-yourself project; you have to ask your team what could make things more fun. That’s how you add fun for everyone without irritating some. The different generations will tell you what they think is fun without your guessing incorrectly and creating things that seem contrived. Then ask them what’s getting in the way of creating an environment where fun happens spontaneously. They’ll tell you if you don’t get defensive. And they’ll surprise you with their practical ideas. There is no formula for fun that works with every group —you have to ask your people and figure it out as a team.

5. Resolve

For many of the sticking points, flexing may be enough to get the group unstuck and working together, and as mentioned earlier, often steps 1 and 2 will do the trick. But if not, it’s important to come to a resolution, an agreement as to when people can have fun as long as they get their work done. So don’t roll out any initiative intended to add fun without talking about why you think you need it and clarifying the policy. If you don’t share your intentions, it may make the generational tensions worse as one generation thinks the other is spending too much time having fun. (See chapter 20 on work ethic for more about breaks or quitting time.)

[image: ]

All the generations want fun, but they define it differently. The younger generations may value it more highly than older ones, but every generation wants to find enjoyment in their work. There is one question that often comes up around the sticking point of fun: Won’t the Millennials and Gen Zs just grow out of it? Is it worth it trying to appeal to them?

You could argue that this is déjà vu all over again and that the Xers wanted the same thing when they were in their twenties,[14] but now that many of them have mortgages and kids, they focus more on work-life balance and getting out the door than cubicle-decorating contests or building Play-Doh towers. And it’s true that older Millennials are shifting their priorities too. But that would be missing the point. Your organization shouldn’t add fun for Millennials but for emerging adulthood. Since people in their twenties, the emerging adulthood stage of life,[15] want more fun activities at work, even when the younger generations get older and settle down, your organization will still have new employees in their twenties who expect more fun. Furthermore, they won’t grow out of it if that means separating work from fun, or personal life from work life. Technology allows them to blend these aspects of their lives. It’s a 24/7 work world, and they know they have to take fun when they can get it.

It’s worth it to bring more fun to your workplace. It was for the retailer I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. Those who integrated the new measures and added fun to their processes got better sales results.

Adding fun was also better for Ron, a Boomer managing partner in a one-hundred-person accounting firm I met at a session in Arizona. Ron couldn’t wait to tell me about fun. As soon as the first break began, he came over to share his story. “Throughout the public accounting industry, people complain that the Millennials don’t want to put in the hours and that you have to drag them through the tax season kicking and screaming. We haven’t had that problem.

“I know from watching my kids at school that this generation is used to stickers and rewards. So we combine rewards and a lot of fun. During tax season, every hour employees put in over the fifty we require earns them one raffle ticket. At the end of each week, we draw tickets and hand out three or four rewards: tablets, concert tickets, or high-end headphones. The employees are constantly comparing who’s done more hours and who has more raffle tickets. They’re accountants —they know the firm makes far more money than we ever spend on iPads or concerts —but they don’t care because they know we recognize how hard they’re working, and it’s become a game to them. Then on April 16, we put everyone’s raffle tickets back in, draw for two $3,000 TVs, and head for the beach.”

“How do you take everyone to the beach on April 16 when there’s still another month and a half before the long hours of tax season are over?” I asked, a bit shocked. “Don’t you still have to file all the tax returns that received an extension?”

“We close down the whole place,” he said with a laugh. “Hey, they work hard for our clients. They can keep up the pace because they know that no matter how heavy the workload is, we are shutting down the office and taking a break. That allows them to catch their breath before we all head back to two more months of long hours. Without the beach day to look forward to, they’d never keep that pace.”

“What do the other partners think?” I asked.

Ron admitted, “They just shake their heads. They do complain about how much we spend on prizes and the day at the beach. But they can’t deny the math.”

Now I was excited, so I asked, “Ron, will you tell this story to the class when we get back from break? This is such a perfect illustration of how to bring fun into the workplace.”

“Nah,” Ron replied with a grin. “There are some competitors in the room. Motivated Millennials are our secret weapon. Let them figure it out on their own.”

Figure it out on your own: that’s good advice for any team.



Fun at Work

Traditionalists

I’ll relax once the work is done.

Boomers

Fun matters, but not as much to us. The work itself should be fun.

Gen X

It’s work—quit trying to make it something it’s not. But if the work isn’t inherently fun, the culture can be.

Millennials

I’ll get more done if we have fun.

Gen Z

I keep the humor at work and in my personal life separate until I know I will be taken seriously.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

For Traditionalists, living on the farm or fighting World War II required the work to be finished, or there were immediate consequences.

Boomers

For early Boomers, postwar optimism assumed life would continue to unveil new, exciting, and engaging opportunities. Work would be no different.

Gen X

For Gen Xers, fun would be great, as long as they could get their work done and get out on time. Plus, today’s organizations can’t promise stability and prosperity in the global, technological economy. Work is a place to earn a living first; whatever fun or satisfaction comes along is a bonus.

Millennials

For Millennials, serious things are supposed to be fun. Sesame Street made learning fun; school made learning interactive.

Gen Z

Gen Zs were taught to err on the side of restraint, to put success before preferences and to read the situation before they brought their whole fun self to work.
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14: Knowledge Transfer

I WAS SAYING hello to everyone who sat in the upper rows of the auditorium when I met René. She told me she worked at the major power utility in the city and wondered if we could talk after the session was over.

After most folks had left, I walked to where she was waiting. We chatted a bit before she began: “I came to the power company three years ago to work in training and development. But I was assigned to a huge project a year ago. It’s called the Knowledge Transfer Initiative.”

“You don’t seem too excited about it,” I noticed.

She said, “I am. Sometimes. It’s not that I mind the assignment. I don’t know how to do it. Our leaders realized that much of the institutional knowledge will walk out the door in the next five years as Baby Boomers retire, and they want to capture that knowledge in databases so anyone can look up what they need. But it’s not working. We can’t get the Traditionalists and Boomers to contribute,” she said. “They won’t write stuff down. We told them why it’s important. We’ve offered them money, we’ve threatened to write them up, and less than 10 percent have turned in anything, and what little we’ve got is too incomplete to be much good.”

“That’s not surprising,” I answered. “Most organizations try to get Boomers to write down what they know, but few organizations can get them to do it.”

“Why?” she asked in frustration. “Why are they making such a big deal about this?”

“Occasionally it’s because they don’t care. Or sometimes they want to protect their jobs. But the main reason is that Boomers didn’t have knowledge transferred to them that way. They are not the check-the-database generation. Their first instinct is to ask someone when they need to know something. The best way to get Traditionalists and Boomers to transfer knowledge is to quit trying to make them act like Generation Xers.”

She tossed up her hands. “So what do we do?”

René is not alone. Thousands of organizations are running into this sticking point, and thousands more will in the future.[1] At least René’s company was thinking ahead. Most organizations know knowledge transfer is a challenge but aren’t doing much about it. Eighty-one percent think it is important for the organization to manage the timing of employee retirements, but only 25 percent think they are doing so. Only half understand when employees will retire.[2] A Boston College Sloan Center on Aging and Work survey of 578 companies found that 59 percent said knowledge transfer was a challenge, but two out of five had either little institutional knowledge transfer process or none at all, even though it was one of their top three human resource challenges.[3] Worse, 73 percent of older employees are walking out the door without participating in succession planning, training, and mentoring.[4] Small business owners aren’t faring much better: 58 percent have not created a specific plan,[5] even though inadequate succession planning cuts their valuation.

I hear the concern constantly: “What do we do when the Boomers walk out the door?” The US 2018 Longer Working Careers Research found that half of employers worry about finding workers with similar knowledge and skills and about the loss of company-specific knowledge, and 43 percent worry about the difficulty in transferring knowledge or about ineffective succession planning.[6] And they should be. The Great Recession and the collapse of home values and 401(k)s temporarily postponed Boomers’ retirement plans, but the number of Boomers retiring will increase until 2030. By then one in five Americans will be over sixty-five, compared to one in six now.[7] Not only will your younger employees need the Boomers’ knowledge, they will also need to know how to relate to them because, as the Senate’s Special Committee on Aging report states, “The number of Americans over age 55 in the labor force is projected to increase from 35.7 million in 2016 to 42.1 million in 2026, and, by 2026, aging workers will make up nearly one quarter of the labor force.”[8] Boomers filled half of the new job openings in 2018, a time of historically low employment.[9] By 2030 younger Boomers will still be working, and the rest will be customers. We will have four to five generations in the workplace for a while.

There’s no reason your organization can’t get a knowledge transfer process going today. The five steps for working through generational sticking points will show you how.

1. Acknowledge

Organizations see the need for knowledge transfer, but they’re not doing much about it. It won’t get better until they acknowledge the sticking point: Boomers and Traditionalists won’t write things down, and the younger generations want the knowledge, but they don’t want to listen to Boomers’ stories the way Boomers listened to Traditionalists. The knowledge transfer sticking point isn’t difficult to see or understand, so get it on the table where your team or organization can face it.

2. Appreciate

When putting a sticking point on the table, always start with the common need. Because knowledge transfer is closely linked to training, communication, and feedback, the common needs of all four sticking points are similar: people need information to do their jobs.

But the generations want to gain and give that information in a way that makes sense to them. We’ll never figure out the knowledge transfer process until we appreciate why the Traditionalists and Boomers won’t write stuff down.

TRADITIONALISTS

The Traditionalists learned by watching and listening. Because many of the jobs both on the farm and in the factory were hands on, younger workers watched carefully to learn the skills they needed. In 1940, only 24 percent of the population twenty-five and over had completed high school, and 5 percent had bachelor’s degrees, so far more learned from on-the-job schooling.[10] As they worked, they learned rules and values by listening to their elders tell stories, often the same ones hundreds of times. Anthropologists refer to this way of transferring knowledge as oral tradition. Many cultures still rely on stories and storytellers to pass on their values and customs to the next generation.

BABY BOOMERS

The Boomers learned by watching and listening as well, even though far more of them finished high school and college and worked with information rather than animals or machinery. Boomers grew up listening to their elders tell stories. Plus, it was a big deal when supervisors invited them to have lunch or go golfing. That was their invitation to prove they were smart enough to listen up and get what they needed to know about the unwritten rules and political realities of their organizations. Once Boomers demonstrated they had mastered the oral traditions, they were deemed ready to advance.

GENERATION XERS

Generation X had knowledge transferred to them through oral tradition and in writing. So they listened to the Traditionalists and Boomers tell stories, but they also took classes and asked peers for help, or they figured things out for themselves. Sometimes they documented what they learned and put it on the Internet so others could find it. They learned to check the Frequently Asked Questions before they called the help desk because it was often faster to find the answer themselves. Still, they don’t use just text. Along with Baby Boomers, Gen X is a fast-growing demographic for YouTube.[11] However, they are less active on YouTube than Millennials or Gen Z. Only 35 percent watch videos daily.[12] More than 70 percent are watching how-to videos.[13]

MILLENNIALS

At large family meals, the Millennials weren’t expected to sit and listen to the adults talk when everyone was done eating, so they didn’t grow up with oral stories as their main source of knowledge transfer. Instead, they’ve grown up watching videos and reading. When they need information, they fire up a search engine and watch a video that explains it, look for online documentation, or post a question and get an answer from someone else. Video is the language of this generation. A Harris poll found that over two-thirds of Millennials watch YouTube regularly.[14]

What the older generations often don’t realize is that Millennials do learn through oral tradition, but not the oral tradition that requires a live conversation. My son taught himself how to play the ukulele over a weekend using YouTube tutorials. Six weeks later he was playing it in front of four thousand people at church.

Similarly, millions of Millennials aren’t meeting with their teachers if they don’t understand something; they’re jumping online. All generations use video —it is the bulk of the traffic on the Internet[15] —but it’s native to the Millennials.

GEN ZS

While I’ve tried to dispel the myth that Gen Z is just the Millennials on steroids, when it comes to video, they are. In fact, 82 percent of Gen Zs regularly use YouTube compared to 67 percent of Millennials. Almost half of Generation Z spends three-plus hours on YouTube per day, while this is true of less than a quarter of Millennials. Six in ten Gen Zs call YouTube their most preferred learning method.[16] Eighty-five percent actively use the platform, but 80 percent do so to expand their knowledge and 68 percent to gain new skills.[17]

While they would prefer to learn in person, they know video provides someone who can show them how to do anything. More than other generations, they do not watch the video first, but often jump into a project and watch videos as they go.

3. Flex

If something is not a business necessity, it’s a generational preference. We need to flex to accommodate as many preferences as possible so everyone does their best work. It’s a business necessity that we have the knowledge we need and that we eventually transfer it to the next generation. We’ll need to flex the way we ask Boomers and Traditionalists to transfer knowledge.

These are steps their organizations plan to take to deal with the loss of knowledge when their older workers retire:


	Forty-six percent will try to get them to stay full-time.

	Fifty-one percent intend to have succession plans for critical positions.

	Fifty-three percent intend to use knowledge-transfer programs (though few have started them).[18]

	One-third allow older workers to downshift from management positions to become individual contributors, and 20 percent allow for shorter work weeks. One-fourth allow part-time or part-year work.

	Half hire retired employees or those retired from other companies as consultants or contingent workers.

	Only 11 percent support knowledge transfer through reverse mentoring.

	Just 9 percent utilize phased retirement.[19]



Organizations won’t have to twist Boomers’ arms to stay because a growing group of workers over sixty-five have no intention of settling into traditional retirement.

Unfortunately, older workers are —and you may need to google it if you are under forty —the Rodney Dangerfields of our organizations. They can’t get no respect. Three in five older workers have witnessed or experienced age discrimination.[20] The Sloan Center for Aging and Work found that 40 percent of employers worry about the impact of an aging workforce on their businesses.[21] But they often don’t address it. While 64 percent of CEOs in over 70 countries said they had a diversity strategy, only eight percent included age as a category.[22] Human resource professionals value older workers’ loyalty and reliability but are concerned about their flexibility, initiative, and understanding of technology.[23] Most disheartening is the study that found older supervisors gave higher evaluations to younger workers, while younger supervisors gave lower scores to older workers.[24] Even older managers show less respect to older workers.

To have the knowledge and workforce you need to win, you will have to replace prejudices with facts. Researchers Bill Novelli and Peter Cappelli report that contrary to stereotypes, in the knowledge economy, workers with more experience perform better, and any negative impacts from aging are negligible.[25] The Economist reported in 2011 that studies indicate older workers are better at jobs that require interpersonal skills, as many knowledge-economy jobs do. Conscientiousness rises with age, and older workers have lower levels of absenteeism. Older workers are also more entrepreneurial. Every year since 1996, the Kauffman Foundation has found that Americans aged fifty-five to sixty-four have launched more businesses than those aged twenty to thirty-four.[26] An AP-NORC survey found that 63 percent of those over sixty-five say they are “completely satisfied” with their job, compared to only 38 percent of young adults.[27]

Keeping older workers and bringing them back part-time will solve one problem while raising another. As one retired Boomer said to a group I was teaching, “If you think Millennials are demanding, you ain’t seen nothing yet. I work on my terms. I don’t need your job, and I don’t need your health benefits. So if the work isn’t fun, meaningful, or interesting, and if it doesn’t fit my schedule, I’m not interested.” That’s the kind of empowerment only a retirement plan and health insurance makes possible.

4. Leverage

Instead of fighting differences, leverage them. Xers, Millennials, and Gen Zs watch videos online; Boomers like to tell stories. This one is a no-brainer.

While Boomers grew up listening to stories in person, they use video today. Boomers today are watching Internet-connected TV, and over 50 percent watch a digital video once a month.[28] They are one of the fastest-growing YouTube demographics.[29] So instead of chasing your Boomers with pen and paper, invite them to tell stories to a camera for everyone’s benefit. If their stories are too long, you can shorten them with inexpensive, easy-to-use video-editing software. (A teenager can show you how simple it is; it might already be on his or her laptop.) If some people freeze in front of the camera, film them from behind while they demonstrate what they know. That pulls learners into the demonstration rather than making them feel “lectured to.” If you need written documentation, film knowledgeable employees explaining something and have the video transcribed. Artificial intelligence transcription services are often adequate and cost much less than live transcription. But for technical content or things that need to be perfect, human transcription services and quick edits are cheaper than paying an employee to hound people who don’t want to write.

We are making this harder than it needs to be. We can get knowledge transferred long before the Boomers retire if we leverage the generations.

5. Resolve

When appreciating and flexing are not enough, the group must select an approach. Knowledge transfer is one case where step 5 is needed.

Your organization must resolve its knowledge transfer policy. Now that you understand each generation’s preference regarding knowledge transfer, with some trial and error, you’ll find the process that works for you. To get you thinking about how you can use video, here are a couple of stories, one from a small organization and one from a huge one.

I was hosting a webinar on making more time to grow businesses for the managers and owners of independent carpet stores, and I heard of one manager who was showing his employees how to do the same things in their computer system over and over because they only did them once a month and forgot the process. So one morning he brought a video camera on a tripod and filmed himself demonstrating the steps. Now the employees don’t ask for help; when they forget, they look up that video and watch it again. It took him three hours and saved him days each year. Because managers wear so many hats in small organizations, video can free up their time to grow their businesses as well as transfer knowledge to newer employees.

Huge companies can use video (and other web-based technologies like podcasts and online discussions) to speed communication and increase knowledge transfer. That’s what BT, a British telecommunications company, calls Dare2Share. In a short video BT made to show how it works, their head of training, Peter Butler, explains that they did a survey of their workforce and learned that “78 percent of the people learn more from each other than they ever do from a formal learning environment. It has been hugely successful.”[30] 

So they opened the podcast capabilities within Microsoft SharePoint (which they already had) and created a system where employees can make short recordings of demonstrations, interviews, and occasionally animation and then discuss, comment on, and rate them. They can associate documentation with the videos so people have more detail.[31] The employees have jumped at the chance to record this material because it doesn’t take time, training, or preparation.[32] The creators and users tag this content so it’s easier to find and rate it according to its quality and applicability.[33]
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Video. That was the answer I gave René when she threw up her hands and asked what she could do to get her knowledge transfer initiative back on track. BT illustrates the power of video to form the basis of an interactive, employee-generated knowledge transfer system that provides a new way to help people connect and stick together.

Are you making knowledge transfer harder than it needs to be? It can be as simple as using your smartphone to record yourself demonstrating how to do something. Better yet, who knows something you’d like to learn? Pop in and record him or her. It won’t take more than ten minutes, and you will have the beginnings of a knowledge transfer process.



Knowledge Transfer

Traditionalists

Observational and oral

Boomers

Observational and oral

Gen X

Oral and written

Millennials

Written and video

Gen Z

Video and oral

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

For Traditionalists, jobs on the farm, in the factory, and in the military were hands on. People learned by watching others perform the tasks. Only a quarter had graduated high school in 1940.

Boomers

Boomers who proved they were loyal might get “taken under the wing” of an older associate, but mainly they learned by listening to Traditionalists talk and by figuring it out.

Gen X

Gen Xers listened to the Traditionalists or Boomers tell stories, learned in classes, figured it out themselves, or asked a peer. Some documented it and posted it so others could use it.

Millennials

Millennials go online and use search engines to find documentation, FAQs, or a video showing how to do it, or they post a question and someone gives them an answer.

Gen Z

Gen Zs go online for fun and to learn specific skills. They do not mind getting the basics online, but they prefer in-person for important or complicated topics or coaching so they can interact.
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15: Loyalty

HAVING GROWN UP with very little, my father-in-law, Bob Irvine, was always grateful that his employer provided him and his family a middle-class lifestyle. He proved his gratitude in 1967 when Chicago got buried by a legendary blizzard. Bob walked most of the three miles to the steel mill until someone driving a privately owned snowplow gave him a ride to the front gate. He slept four nights at the plant, making steel with the few who made it in. Like many in his generation, his motto was “Don’t complain; do what it takes.” He believed “If you take care of the farm, the farm will take care of you.” Even as he watched the slow decline of the steel mill where he worked for forty years,[1] he never said a bad word about the management. He was a company man.

Six months before he planned to retire, Bob was diagnosed with mesothelioma, lung cancer from asbestos exposure. I told him I could help him register for an asbestos settlement. He was adamant that he would agree to participate only if he would not have to sue the steel mill itself, because it had fed his family for forty years. I was stunned. He was loyal to the place where he got sick. He died five months later.

Fast-forward eight years. Tracey and I walked through her organization’s plant in hard hats and safety glasses. The plant was growing rapidly and had expanded from two to five production lines in only three years. She was showing me what they were working on now.

“Wow,” I shouted over the noise. “I’m even more impressed by how much you’ve developed Human Resources, now that I see everything else going on here.”

She laughed and said, “We do a lot of fifty- to sixty-hour weeks. But I don’t mind the hours when I can see results. I’m getting to build the Human Resources department from the ground up, plus determine who we hire. I love making an impact.”

“I’d love for people who say Generation X is not dedicated to hear this,” I quipped. “But don’t you worry about burning out?”

“We won’t have to work this hard for much longer. And if we do, I’ll find a different job. I love making a difference, but I’m not going to work this many hours forever.”

“So you’re dedicated but not loyal,” I said. “The older generations don’t think Xers are loyal, either.”

“Well, they’re wrong,” she said. “I’m completely dedicated and loyal to every organization I work at for the entire time I find the job interesting and know I’m making a difference. But when that’s no longer the case, then I find a new place and give them my complete loyalty.”

Tracey’s definition of loyalty is very different from my father-in-law’s. And many others in Tracey’s generation share her definition of loyalty. No wonder Boomer supervisors often ask, “Why doesn’t anyone stick around anymore?” Good question. It’s related to another that the younger generations ask: “Do the Boomers think we’ll wait until they retire?”

Getting unstuck around loyalty has two parts. First, we need to quit stereotyping and name-calling. To do that, we have to help the generations get a clear definition of loyalty that fits current economic and work realities. If we don’t, older generations will always think younger generations have a moral defect because they’re not as loyal as the older generations, and the younger generations will think the older generations don’t understand the new economy. Because this is foundational, we’ll spend more time in this chapter on step 2 of the five-step process so we can understand why the generations see loyalty differently. Second, we must shift our energy away from criticizing other generations’ definitions of loyalty and toward discovering ways to make our organizations better so all generations want to stay longer.

1. Acknowledge

You can cut your generational turnover in half in about six months.[2] But not all turnover is generationally based. Low pay, ugly schedules, or harsh supervisors push turnover for all generations. But to tackle generational turnover you must start by acknowledging that loyalty has a different meaning today because the world is changing. The sticking point of loyalty stirs up strong feelings, but teams can work through them if they understand these new realities and talk to one another about why they see organizations differently. That takes us to step 2.

2. Appreciate

Step 2 in the five-step process of leading through generational sticking points starts with appreciating the common needs of the generations. It can get tense talking about this sticking point because many see the decline in loyalty as a symptom of a decline in values. You’ll want to find common ground by focusing on common needs: security and opportunity.

All generations value job security. The statistics have remained largely unchanged since 1989, when the US economy was growing; almost two out of every three of us would choose a job that offers better security over one that offers higher pay but is unstable,[3] and this is even higher for Gen Z.[4] That’s what we say, but all generations move around a lot, especially when we are in the younger life stages.

Loyalty is heavily impacted by a person’s age and stage in life. The older we get, the less likely we are to move or leave an organization. In 2018, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that Boomers (aged 55–64) had a median tenure of 10.1 years at their job, Gen Xers (45–54) stayed 7.6 years, young Xers and older Millennials (35–44) stayed 4.9 years, and younger Millennials (25–34) remained 2.8 years.[5]

That’s what makes Gen Z’s desire for stability even more noteworthy, but they’ve watched their parents struggle in the Great Recession and their older siblings and cousins struggle after graduating. Regardless of age, none of us want to feel stagnant or bored; we all need opportunities to do new things even if we’re not seeking a promotion.

You will want to get your team talking about their definitions of loyalty as well as why they think people should stay and under what conditions they should leave. If you keep reminding them of the common needs for security and opportunity and focus your team on the whys rather than the whats, you’ll reduce the emotion and increase the understanding while discussing loyalty.

TRADITIONALISTS

If Traditionalists switched jobs, they were often considered hard to get along with. A list of jobs on a résumé could get a Traditionalist blacklisted.

Today, the Bureau of Labor Statistics defines “long tenured” employees as people who have worked three years or longer at the same employer. Organizations have canceled the “deal” that kept the Traditionalists loyal:


	Pensions that required years of vesting bought the Traditionalists’ loyalty because anyone who left lost most if not all of their retirement savings.

	“Seniority” systems promised that early in your career you would do the “junk jobs” and make less money, but your loyalty would be rewarded with better jobs and better pay.



Bill Novelli and Peter Cappelli mention two other ways companies after World War II bought the Traditionalists’ loyalty:


	In the 1950s, Sears, Roebuck pioneered mandatory retirement at sixty-five to keep employees in their thirties and forties loyal. It ensured they would know when they might receive their next promotion, because they knew when each management position would turn over.[6]

	Until 1967, age discrimination was legal. In 1965, the US Department of Labor discovered that 60 percent of larger companies had policies that prohibited hiring anyone over forty-five.[7]



It was true: if the Traditionalists took care of the farm, the farm took care of them. Organizations gave the Traditionalists clear career paths, security, and more money to stay. Of course Traditionalists were loyal.

BABY BOOMERS

By the time the second half of the Baby Boomers had entered the workforce, the four deals that kept the Traditionalists loyal were breaking down. Organizations could not make the same promises because they had fewer jobs and more project-oriented work in the knowledge-based economy.

The younger half of the Baby Boomers held an average of 12.3 jobs between the ages of eighteen and fifty-two, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, but they held nearly half those jobs before they were twenty-four.[8] (Boomers were not as loyal as they remember.[9])

Boomers could leave, especially for a significant promotion, but usually their careers did better if they stayed put and worked their way up. This discrepancy between job fluctuations earlier in life and stability later illustrates that loyalty is more of an age/stage matter that gets blamed on generational differences. Older people often have more to lose if they leave, especially in their high-earning decades, so the costs of changing jobs are higher. Now that Boomers are in a more established life stage, it’s easy for them to forget that their loyalty is less about values and more about the costs and benefits of changing jobs. Emerging adulthood and early adulthood are more transient life stages, so it’s easy to label colleagues in those stages as disloyal.

GENERATION XERS

Three new realities have forced Generation X (and the generations after them) to redefine loyalty:


	Jobs have been fading. The shift from stable jobs to project-based work that hit the Boomers has intensified, and these new jobs don’t encourage loyalty.

	The deal is off. My father-in-law believed that if you took care of the company, the company would take care of you. But most of us don’t believe that anymore. Organizations aren’t sure they’ll need you in four years, let alone until your retirement. West Monroe found in 2018 that 82 percent of workers describe themselves as loyal to their employers,[10] but even before the Great Recession, Randstad found that only 25 percent think their companies are loyal to them.[11]
Gen Xers have been criticized for showing less loyalty than Boomers and Traditionalists, but they know that pensions and seniority are gone, Baby Boomers aren’t retiring, and whole industries like manufacturing, telecommunications, and print media are redefining themselves, so security comes from having the savvy to handle whatever comes their way. They are ready to move on to the next best thing or to learn something new; they don’t intend to be the last person standing when the music stops. To many Traditionalists and Boomers, this comes across as self-centered and disloyal. To Xers, it’s a matter of survival.



	All dressed up and nowhere to go. Another reason the definition of loyalty has changed for Gen Xers is that they are jammed up behind the huge generation of Boomers, many of whom got their first promotion when they were young and aren’t planning to retire at sixty-five. The Center for Work-Life Policy found that 66 percent of Xers are eager to be promoted,[12] but only 58 percent of Gen X feels they are being promoted at an acceptable rate, compared to 65 percent of Millennials. Forty percent are considering leaving to advance their careers, something that has intensified in the past year for almost one in five, higher than for Boomers or Millennials.[13]
In addition, companies are less loyal when handing out promotions. They don’t hire from within as much today as they used to. Bill Novelli and Peter Cappelli show how significantly this has changed. They report that Taleo, an employment software firm, studied their large clients: two-thirds of hires were outsiders. (In the ’50s and ’60s, only 10 percent of hires came from the outside.) In addition, 68 percent of executives came from different organizations than the ones they now serve.[14]

Because Boomers got promoted earlier, more often, and from within, they often did better staying with their organizations. But Xers frequently get ahead by leaving. Many of us know Xers who left organizations and then came back later, leapfrogging those who stayed put. While Millennials have the reputation for job hopping, Gen Xers switched jobs more often between 18 and 35.[15] In 2018, 37 percent of Gen X contemplated leaving their companies to advance their careers, only 5 percent lower than Millennials in one survey.[16]





MILLENNIALS

In 2010, 66 percent of Millennials expected to switch careers. Almost six out of ten employed Millennials have already switched careers at least once. Most young adults expect to change career paths at least once in the future and do not see themselves in the same fields they’re currently in ten years from now.[17] However, one-third of Millennials believe they have found their careers, and only one-third of those who have found their career expect to switch employers.[18] In 2016 Gallup learned that half strongly expect to be working at their employer in a year, but 60 percent are willing to switch employers —21 percent of Millennials did switch in 2016.[19]

Millennials don’t know a world where loyalty pays. We have been telling them since third grade that they will be the first generation to have five careers in their lifetimes, three of which don’t exist yet. Their favorite sports team’s star athlete jumped to another team for more money. So they don’t see anything wrong with trying different organizations until they find the right one where they can move ahead (over 84 percent of Millennials said career success is important to them,[20] but only 43 percent now have a goal to make it to the top of their profession[21]).

For the earlier generations, this can seem unfathomably irresponsible. So much of the dismay of parents who spent more putting their kids through college than any other generation in history is that their kids are keeping their options open throughout much of their twenties. This may help explain why Mercer’s What’s Working survey found that Millennials “are more satisfied with their organisations and their jobs and are more likely to recommend their organisation as a good place to work, but they are also much more likely to seriously consider leaving their organisation at the present time.”[22]

Organizations made a deal with the Traditionalists that if they were loyal, they’d be taken care of throughout their careers. Gen X negotiated a new deal: “You keep me happy, and I’ll stay.” But the Millennials baffle organizations because they are rewriting the deal: “Just because I’m happy doesn’t mean this is what I want to do or this is where I want to work for the rest of my life.” Organizations will get themselves into trouble if they expect Millennials to act like Baby Boomers in a much more rapidly changing world. Millennials know you can’t promise stability and that this is just the first of many jobs they will hold in the course of their careers. Millennials don’t expect a twenty-five-year anniversary watch; your organization shouldn’t either.

Deloitte has been surveying Millennials around the world for almost a decade and has seen that their loyalty is driven by managers who understand and support their career and life ambitions and give them a chance to move up and grow as leaders. The values of four out of five Millennials who plan to stay for five years align with their organization. The people who want to stay think their organizations deliver financial performance, community impact, talent development, and diversity and inclusion.[23]

Before we move on, we need to debunk a popular myth that’s all over the Internet as well as in countless books and newspaper articles: Millennials care more about meaning than they do about money. Actually, an IBM survey of employees around the world discovered that Millennials were slightly less likely than Baby Boomers to say their top career goal was to do work they are passionate about or solve social challenges. They are less likely than Gen X to leave a job to “follow my heart.”[24] This is not true: the vast majority of surveys show that Millennials rank base pay as the most important factor in selecting and staying in a job, just as the other generations do.[25] They want meaningful work, but they want a well-paying job and career advancement more.[26] It shouldn’t surprise us that a generation having kids, saving for college, buying homes, and carrying record-setting levels of college debt wants to “make bank.” This especially makes sense when you consider that the Millennials are behind where previous generations were at their age due to the Great Recession yet were brought up with vacations to Disney World, big-screen TVs, and personal electronics more expensive than their parents’ first car.

Randstad discovered ten years ago that the Millennials valued an entire list of intangible benefits (satisfying work, pleasant work environment, liking the people they work with, challenging work, and flexible hours) less than the other three generations.[27] Don’t misunderstand: they are motivated by meaningful work and will leave if the job is soulless or the culture discouraging, but they will leave even faster for more money and opportunities to advance, despite what you may have heard.

GEN ZS

The key distinctives of emerging adulthood are change and choices. Many Millennial/Gen Z Cuspers and Gen Zs can rely on their parents for financial help or for a place to move back to. They aren’t in the same hurry Traditionalists and Boomers were. Because they’ve heard that their generation may live into their nineties, instead of thinking that life’s too short to do a job that’s not their passion, they think life’s too long to grind it out for a paycheck. Dell surveyed twelve thousand Gen Zs, and the things they want most are “steady income” (50 percent), the “ability to learn new skills” (50 percent), and a “good salary” (48 percent), although close behind were a “safe and secure workplace” (46 percent) and “work that has meaning and purpose beyond simply getting paid” (45 percent).[28]

Gen Z is more serious than Millennials. Most surveys show that Gen Z is more motivated by money and corporate culture than meaning, although, as you can see, it matters to them. They are especially serious about making money. Teens told Barna in 2017 that professional/educational achievement was their identity, and they were as likely to see friends and family as central to their identity. Two out of three want to be financially independent by age thirty, but only one in five has marriage by thirty as a goal.[29] However, two out of five want to enjoy their twenties before shouldering the responsibilities of adulthood. Only a quarter of Millennials had said that.[30]

3. Flex

Is it true that if you don’t give the younger generations what they want, they just leave? Except for the third who have found their life’s work, the answer is yes. So does that mean you should give them what they want? That depends on how big of a business necessity they are. But a bigger worry is, what if they admit they are disengaged and still plan to stay? A survey of mainly Millennial and Gen X workers shows that 34.7 percent intended to look for a new job in 2019, down from 74 percent in 2018. That’s good news, except that 70 percent admit they are not “very engaged.”[31]

Your organization will flex its approach to accommodate the younger generations when it costs too much not to. You will adjust retirement-age Boomers’ workloads to accommodate them when it costs too much to lose them. But why wait until the business necessity is costing you dearly? The point is, you can start flexing to accommodate different generations now and create a competitive advantage. The best way to learn what to flex is to leverage each generation by asking them what to change.

4. Leverage

Help the people on your team move from criticizing those who leave to looking for ways to make things more attractive so all generations will want to stay.

A word of advice: don’t try to do this yourself. Around the world there are managers and Human Resources staff trying to improve employee retention themselves. Sometimes they do surveys, which provide some insight, but often they’re guessing when they could be asking. Don’t miss an opportunity to leverage the insight the different generations can bring. Gather a group of people from different generations, give them the five-step process, and turn them loose to talk to their peers. You’ll be amazed what they bring back. (See chapter 17 on policies for more detail on how to make these multigenerational committees work.)

5. Resolve

Occasionally, appreciating and flexing are not enough, and the group must select an approach. Step 5 is needed where loyalty is concerned.

Since your organization can’t offer employees the same deal that made the Traditionalists so loyal, what can your organization do? Here are six ideas.


	Remember that loyalty is the by-product of everything you do in your organization. There isn’t a simple formula to keep people around longer. This whole book is about how to make your organization more appealing to all generations.

	Gather a cross-generational group and let them bring you ideas. (I just said that, but it bears repeating.)

	Quit measuring yourself by Boomer-era standards. You are going to have more turnover, especially with emerging adults.

	Boredom is your problem. Younger generations say they would like to find a job they could stay at for their entire careers but also tell pollsters they will leave when it gets boring. When people from older generations complain to me that Millennials get bored easily and want a different job every nine to fifteen months, I suggest that video games get boring if you play the same level long after you’ve mastered all its challenges. To many Millennials, doing the same job for three years is like playing the same level of Super Mario again and again. Many of them don’t want to leave their organizations as much as they want to play a different game or at least move to a different level. You might not have new positions for them, but you can change up their jobs or invite them to help on a project team so they’re not playing the same game every day. Project-based jobs are the easiest places to keep people working on many different things, but with a little creativity, most jobs can become more interesting.
I told a financial-processing center that was struggling with twentysomething boredom that they should try job sharing. When they told me they already did that, I told them I was referring to job sharing between full-time employees, not just part-time ones. I told the managers that by having employees train others on their current jobs while learning a new job themselves, the company isn’t left empty-handed if employees leave, and bored employees have an incentive to cross-train.



	Create custom career paths and make sure employees know what opportunities you have internally, because new jobs are only a screen away. Gen Z is used to customized clothing and video or music suggestions from their online accounts. So much so that 74 percent of Gen Zs say feeling comfortable expressing who they are is extremely or very important.[32] Northeastern University learned that 72 percent want colleges to allow students to design their own major and course of study.[33]
Traditionalists and Boomers had to look for jobs in the newspaper or hear of something through the grapevine. But today your associates can search international databases from their phones (right there in a boring staff meeting). So make it at least as easy for them to know about opportunities in your organization. For example, financial software company FactSet Research Systems held career fairs for employees. Similarly, Marriott uses technology to enable employees to register for the kinds of jobs they would be interested in and notifies them when those jobs are available.[34]



	Let them talk about leaving. Emerging adults are thinking about leaving, so ask them about it. They look for people with experience other than their parents they can think out loud with. You probably had your own doubts about staying in the field. Let them know you had choices and why you chose to stay. The more openly you talk about leaving, the more likely they are to stay.
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The five-step process will help your team move from stereotyping the generations to appreciating that they define loyalty differently. When your people see that life stage impacts loyalty more than values and that changes in the economy have undercut the traditional definition of loyalty, they will quit sniping at one another and will figure out how to make the organization more attractive. The changing definition of loyalty will make some of them sad —it would have bothered my father-in-law. But the five-step process will transform loyalty so that it truly is a point at which your team sticks together in order to look for ways to keep talented people of all generations around.



Loyalty

Traditionalists

Job hopping is the kiss of death for your career.

Boomers

Leaving is necessary in some situations.

Gen X

Leaving is often necessary to get ahead.

Millennials

There’s nothing wrong with changing careers until you find the right one for you. But if you like your organization, why leave? Just do a different job.

Gen Z

I want to stay ten years . . . if there are raises and promotions.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists couldn’t quit the farm or their platoon. Leaving an organization often got them blacklisted. Pensions and seniority made it better to stay.

Boomers

Leaving looked bad for Boomers, but it didn’t get them blacklisted. Most Boomers got farther by staying and working their way up.

Gen X

Due to the reduction of middle management, Gen Xers often got farther by going to a different organization. Movement on the résumé was a positive, not a negative.

Millennials

Technology is changing so quickly that many of the Millennials’ jobs may not exist in ten years. They think, Life’s too long. If the job isn’t your passion, you don’t like the culture, or there’s not much opportunity to get ahead or make a difference, you owe it to yourself to find something else.

Gen Z

Gen Zs were taught that their jobs or even industries may not exist in ten years and that pandemics can take their jobs. But there is no reason to leave if they are learning and succeeding.
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16: Meetings

VICTORIA KING, chief nursing officer at Memorial Hermann-Texas Medical Center in Houston, sat in a meeting, watching her Gen X nursing directors disengage, when it clicked: she loved meetings; these younger nurses didn’t. Her older nursing directors hated it when the younger ones sent texts or typed on their iPads during meetings. The younger directors couldn’t understand what the big deal was since they weren’t goofing around; they were doing other work. And Victoria knew they heard everything because they could repeat it back. She also knew her team had to figure out how to keep all the generations engaged in their meetings. Her medical system had not started teaching our generational workshops yet, so she studied generational differences on her own.

She told me, “We talked a lot about it, and I tried to educate them on generational differences. I wanted the older nurses to understand that the younger generations weren’t going anywhere and that this was something we were going to have to deal with. After months of discussion and a lot of give-and-take, we adopted a different approach to meetings that works a lot better for everyone.”

Most organizations can relate. The sticking point of meetings —right behind work ethic, communication, respect, and loyalty —is one that comes up most often. It popped to the top of the list again a couple of months ago at the end of one of my speeches for leaders from a huge medical services company. I let them pick any two of the twelve sticking points to explore in depth, and they jumped on how to keep all five generations engaged in meetings. It’s a popular pick because the generations disagree about how meetings should be run, how long they need to be, and when we should use e-mail instead of meeting at all. Meetings frustrate all the generations. In fact, 47 percent of all employees think meetings are a waste of time.[1]

Let’s walk through how you can lead your team through the sticking point of meetings using the five-step process, and then I’ll give you the advice I gave these leaders and report what Victoria King’s team did to make her meetings more engaging for all generations.

1. Acknowledge

Not every manager handles this sticking point as well as Victoria King did. A Boomer sales manager in Dallas told me she outlawed cell phones in meetings when she discovered attendees were texting their complaints about her meeting management to one another during her meetings. She instituted a new policy that her sales reps must put their phones on a table by the door as they entered the room for their weekly meeting. She said they now roll their eyes at one another during her meetings. “That’s text messaging with body language,” I told her. “Instead of trying to avoid their criticism, why not acknowledge there’s a problem and let them help you make the meetings better?” If you’ll follow Victoria’s example and put this sticking point on your next meeting’s agenda, your team can make meetings work for you.

Meetings get sticky because each generation thinks the others make them last longer than necessary. Boomer managers were taught to run meetings in structured, linear ways with techniques for squelching topics not on the agenda (all of us older folks have seen the “parking lot” list in action). They often don’t know what to do when Millennials bounce from topic to topic. Additionally, Boomers often do what one friend calls the “death march,” where each person reports on his or her work while everyone else listens —or pretends to listen. Xers and Millennials wonder why these reports can’t be summarized and e-mailed instead of a long recitation in the meeting.[2] If you don’t get these differences on the table and talk about them, frustration and resentment will build on your team.

2. Appreciate

The common need in meetings is simple: everyone needs to communicate and feel connected as a team. You can’t resolve this sticking point until each generation on your team understands why the other generations answer the question differently about how meetings should go.

TRADITIONALISTS

Because most decisions were made behind closed doors, Traditionalists did not need as many meetings. Since the boss did most of the talking, not paying attention was seen as disrespect or disagreement.

Today, Traditionalists dislike the authoritarian management style more than the other generations;[3] they want to collaborate. Although many Traditionalists use e-mail, most tell me they prefer face-to-face communication.

BABY BOOMERS

Originally Boomers pushed for more meetings as a way to break into the “good old boys” network. In the pre-Internet days, meetings provided access to information, so attendees not only gained visibility but also were in the know. Full attention was expected.

Boomers use meetings for different reasons today: keeping teams bonded and getting work done. While they complain about too many meetings, they are still more likely than the younger two generations to want to meet in person and more often. (Not being able to grab people for an emergency meeting is a common objection Boomers raise for not allowing people to work from home.) But Boomers also use e-mail and online tools to coordinate people around the world.

GENERATION XERS

Less than half of Gen Xers think meetings are productive.[4] They think most work can be done online, yet they do value face-to-face meetings. In my interviews with Xers, I found that they highly value meetings as supplements to e-mail and online collaboration tools, not as replacements. If a meeting is the best option, then Xers are happy to meet —but only if it’s the best option. For example, they can’t stand the weekly “death march”; they think those updates could be done in writing. When parts of the meeting don’t pertain to them, Xers think it’s efficient, not rude, to do other work as long as they don’t disturb others.

MILLENNIALS

More than half of Millennials think meetings are productive.[5] Millennials have always worked in teams and groups, so they don’t dislike all meetings, only boring meetings. Three quarters prefer collaborating in small groups.[6] Whether the meetings are live or virtual, they communicate constantly as a way to stay connected. To them, texting or e-mailing during a meeting (even to others in the same meeting) or bringing up a funny video or a topic not on the agenda is not rude —it’s part of connecting and engaging. Especially if the meeting is boring, the generation raised on The Magic School Bus and Barney & Friends may interrupt to bring some humor or interactivity to your linear agenda.

Millennials may do meetings differently, but they are able to get things done their way. It’s not uncommon to see five tables of Millennials at a restaurant texting people who aren’t there or who are at other tables, all while listening to the people at their table and jumping in and out of the conversations at other tables. Such interweaving of communication is normal to them. It’s how they maintain relationships with so many people. Without any discernible external cue, the five tables of Millennials at the restaurant suddenly rose —as one —and went to their cars, having decided to go someplace else. Boomer teenagers would have needed a president, vice president, secretary, and treasurer; three meetings; a clipboard; and a megaphone to get thirty people organized and off to the next location. This generation does it from their phones.

Now that half of the Millennials have kids, organizations can appreciate and flex for work-life balance. Some organizations don’t begin meetings until after 9:30 and stop them by 4:30 to allow greater flexibility for daycare for parents and life outside work for all.[7] (Flexibility is key, but not just for families. For singles, too, getting out the door on time is a good benefit.)

GEN ZS

Gen Z prefers to work independently until they want to work with others. They appreciate teams —they have been on them all their lives, just as the Millennials were —but start their careers more aware of their limitations than Millennials were. They learned it’s often faster to do it yourself. Plus, they are the children of Gen X and have many of their attitudes about meetings, but on steroids. They are the first generation to not know a world where the physical cannot be replicated virtually, but they have also discovered the limitations of virtual technology. They have been meeting with their grandparents virtually since they showed them how to do it. They used Skype or Google Hangouts in high school and ran projects from cloud software. But the COVID-19 pandemic has also revealed the ways that the virtual cannot replace the physical. Gen Zs appreciate the exposure and face time where they can sit at the table, and they appreciate managers who listen. They also appreciate how much can get done without a physical meeting.

3. Flex

Remember: flexing is what transforms sticking points from issues that break teams apart into the glue that holds them together.

I gave the executive team at the medical services company I mentioned this advice about keeping the younger generations engaged in meetings.

1. Stop the “Death March”

Drop verbal reports and have team members write summaries instead. Meetings, especially weekly staff meetings, can get stuck in a report rut. Listening to individuals drone on for several minutes is an invitation to boredom and disengagement. You can read in thirty seconds what it takes a person four minutes to say in a meeting. Giving verbal reports is a generational half step, a holdover from a prior generation when there weren’t other communication options and face time was deemed essential to get ahead. Younger generations think it’s ineffective.

2. Don’t Expect Younger Generations to Be as Linear

Romper Room was linear; Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? was not. Books are linear; the Internet is not. The younger generations think like web pages —full of hypertext links that lead from one topic to another. They think more circularly. Linear thinking does not guarantee results, and “random” is not the enemy of achieving goals. As long as the meeting leader establishes the objectives up front, relax when the conversation wanders a bit.

3. Psychological Safety Is Key

In a massive study of teams and internal databases, Google discovered that psychological safety in meetings mattered more than anything else, far more than meeting management.[8] Amy Edmondson, who introduced the idea of psychological safety, defined it as “ensuring that no one is penalized if they ask for help or admit a mistake. Psychological safety is crucial, especially in organizations where knowledge constantly changes, where workers need to collaborate, and where those workers must make wise decisions without management intervention.” Combine that with demanding goals, and teams achieve more.[9] A large study found that more than good meeting management, on the best teams members talk roughly the same amount and have the ability to read body language effectively enough to tell when people are disengaged and then invite them to reengage.[10] Google found that teams with high levels of psychological safety performed better —they had high revenue and were twice as likely to be rated as effective by executives.[11] I’ve talked elsewhere in the book about Gen Z’s greater focus on mental health; by making your meetings a safe place for questioning and gaining help, you will make meetings better for everyone.

But the younger generations must flex as well. Older employees are less tolerant of off-topic meetings.  You’ll remember from chapter 3 that when Mary’s Millennials realized working on their computers during her weekly staff meetings frustrated her and the other older team members, they volunteered to put them away. Even more important than their willingness to adjust for the Boomers was a mutual understanding and appreciation that grew out of their conversation. The newest generations can help their teams by questioning policies and practices that don’t make sense to them. It’s easy for people who have been running meetings for decades to get stuck in a rut. We need people to ask if the old ways still work.

Xers can also adapt to the older generations by showing patience (and even joining in) when the Boomers bond by chatting. Xers who manage Boomers and Traditionalists need to be careful that they don’t seem rushed or uninterested when their older employees talk longer than their younger employees. They are connecting, not merely communicating.

4. Leverage

How do we leverage generational differences so they make our meetings powerful forums for building tighter teams rather than weekly reinforcements of our generational stereotypes?

Each generation can improve meetings. Traditionalists are often a stabilizing force because they’ve faced many of the challenges that make people emotional in meetings. Their wisdom and experience can calm a team by bringing the long view to the week’s crises. One of the reasons older workers outperform the younger generations is that they’ve learned when to say “whatever.” Boomers bring process and remind us of the value of face-to-face. Xers help us get to the point. And Millennials will make meetings a lot more fun if we let them. (Meetings are great opportunities to add fun to a team. You might want to read chapter 13 on having fun at work.) When I talk about Gen Z’s greater openness about anxiety and depression, managers often audibly moan and wonder how they will get productivity and accountability from people challenged in those ways. But I think that generational sticking point will compel leaders to create teams (and meetings) with greater psychological safety, and all generations will reap the rewards thanks to Gen Z.

5. Resolve

Flexing cannot solve all the issues that get multigenerational meetings stuck. Understanding different opinions about meetings will help your people flex, but you will still have questions the generations won’t agree on: Will we chat at the beginning? How many discursions will we take from the agenda? Will we allow people to use tablets? Can people show up late? Are the meetings more about building relationships or cranking out work? No matter what the team decides, one generation isn’t going to prefer it. How do you resolve those remaining questions without any generations feeling like they lost or gave in?

By going through the first four steps, Victoria King’s team at Memorial Hermann-Texas Medical Center figured out how to keep both her Boomers and her Xers engaged in her meetings. Here are some things her team came up with that might be helpful to your team as they resolve what to change.

Victoria told me that what felt like relationship-building time to the Boomers seemed less necessary to the Xers, so the team shortened the meetings. Victoria compensated by spending more one-on-one time with her Boomers.

She began texting her Gen X directors when she was considering certain changes, to get their input electronically rather than around the meeting room table as they had done before. Many changes were finalized without a face-to-face meeting, and when a meeting was necessary, people had already done the preliminary thinking online so they could get to the meat of the discussion much more quickly. Finally, they started and ended their meetings on time.

Victoria wrapped up her list of how she made their meetings more effective for everyone by saying, “Basically, there was a lot of give-and-take before we settled on what works, and I’m sure we’ll make changes and improvements in the future. But for now, it’s working.”

One more thing: the Xers agreed to put away their iPads. I asked Victoria if the Xers felt like they had lost, but she said they didn’t. When the Xers understood how much their iPad use bothered the Boomers, they agreed to put them away, even though they still didn’t think they were a big deal.

I asked Victoria what she says to people who want to know what techniques she used to get her team sticking together. She emphasized, “There’s not a list of techniques; it’s about understanding. Once you and your team understand your generational differences, you’ll figure out what to do. Even if you give another department all your ‘techniques,’ unless they understand generational differences, none of your techniques will work for them. Half the battle is educating the team that the other generations are different, and it’s okay.”

That is the point of Sticking Points. Once you understand generational differences and come to appreciate that all the generations have the same needs but try to meet those needs in different ways, you stop trying to change the other generations and start looking for ideas that will help everyone work better together.



Meetings

Traditionalists

We met infrequently, and the boss did most of the talking.

Boomers

Meetings were how we got information, and they created political opportunities for everyone.

Gen X

If meetings are not relevant and do not keep moving, I will multitask. We could do some of this electronically.

Millennials

Meetings are okay, but don’t bore me. Make it interactive, or I may interrupt.

Gen Z

If meetings are not relevant or psychologically safe, or if the group dynamics slow things down too much, we should do this individually.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists met less often and used meetings for announcements. Most decisions were made behind closed doors. If Traditionalists were not paying attention, they were in trouble.

Boomers

Boomers pushed for more meetings to create equal opportunities for everyone. Not paying attention was rude, a sign of disrespect. Today, meetings are how they keep the team together and get critical work done.

Gen X

Gen Xers use meetings to supplement e-mail and other online collaboration tools. They don’t think it’s rude to send e-mail when parts of the meeting don't pertain to them.

Millennials

Millennials have always had meetings and worked in teams. It’s how they stay connected and make decisions. If they text in the meeting or bring up something not on the agenda, they’re not being rude.

Gen Z

Meetings for Gen Zs have taken many forms. They choose the format that best facilitates the outcome.
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17: Policies

I WAS LEADING a generational workshop for a roomful of managers and a few of their executives. I was explaining that with five generations in the workplace today, you can’t cut a deal anymore —you have to lead rather than manage (see pages 31–34), when I noticed that three Boomers at the front table had their heads together, frowning and whispering.

These men —the senior executives —straightened up, and one of them raised his hand. He began, “We’re confused. It seems to us that you’re saying leaders don’t create policies. The executive team here has been working on the dress code for nine months, and we’re sure that when we announce it, half the employees will feel it’s too conservative. Are you saying that if we create the dress code, we’re managing rather than leading?”

I replied, “That’s exactly what I’m saying. But let’s back up. Why is the executive team sure that half the employees will feel it’s too conservative?”

“Because the young employees see how casually the supervisors in the warehouse dress and wonder why they have to wear professional clothes in the offices,” he replied. “Haydn, it’s like you just said —there’s no way to make five generations happy with any one dress code, or any other policy for that matter.”

I agreed. “You’ve made my point. I’ve not seen a dress code developed by an executive team that didn’t make a five-generation workforce feel that there were winners and losers. That’s why I’m suggesting the typical processes for creating policies make things harder than they need to be. With five generations, having the executive team manage the dress code —or any other policies regarding generational sticking points —puts everyone in a no-win situation.”

He asked, “What other process can you use in a large organization?”

“I’m not recommending that you use this process to create all policies, but at least for policies around generational sticking points, you can let representatives from each of the five generations wrestle with the business challenges and then recommend policies.”

His face clouded. “What if this committee you recommend comes up with something we know will be a disaster?”

I smiled. “That’s a common fear until leaders have seen this approach work a couple of times. But once you do, believe me, you won’t go back to developing the policy from the top down and then trying to manage the fallout once you announce it.”

He leaned back, crossed his arms, and said, “I think this process you’re calling leadership is naive. There’s no way we would ever turn over something as touchy as the dress code to the employees to figure out.”

Most executives, like the one in my session, have only created policies from the top down, so they default into management and struggle to cut a deal with five generations. But they wish there was a better way to create policies, because this top-down approach isn’t getting the same results it used to. Information is too pervasive, the environment changes too quickly, and employees who make seven decisions about how they want their morning coffee don’t get it that at work they are told what they have to do and how they have to do it.

The five-step process for leading through generational sticking points is the better way because you can’t manage five generations. This process is the road map I promised in chapter 3 that guides your cross-generational team to successful policy creation and implementation. At the end, I give a few tips on helping employees understand and follow policies as well.

1. Acknowledge

We’ve already acknowledged the generational differences around policies: many think you would be courting disaster if you allowed employees to figure out the appropriate policies for generational sticking points. They call it naive because they think the employees will not take into account all the business realities and consequently create ineffective or —worse —harmful policies. But in reality, it’s naive to think executives can come up with policies that make all the generations happy. Step 2 will show us why.

2. Appreciate

TRADITIONALISTS

The move from the Industrial Age to the information and service age has changed the game. Traditionalists and Boomers came to work in the first age and have lived through the transformation to the second. Almost 20 percent of men were veterans of World War II,[1] and those who weren’t had been heavily engaged in the war effort. Top-down management dominated. Many Traditionalists had been raised in hierarchical families in rural communities. Managers directed large organizations the same way they had been managed at home and in both world wars. And it worked. Top-down management built large, successful organizations.[2]

BABY BOOMERS

Boomers were the last generation to start working in the Industrial Age. But Boomers discovered that policy was their tool for breaking through the “good old boys” network and creating greater fairness and opportunities for themselves. They pushed for personnel departments with job postings for internal jobs, formal interviews, and annual performance appraisals. Boomers didn’t expect to get an answer from Traditionalists when they asked why their organizations or families did things a certain way. At home they heard “because I said so,” and at work the equivalent was “it’s policy.”

GENERATION XERS

Generation X is pragmatic. When they entered the workforce, they desired less top-down control, but there were too few of them and they were not in upper management, so organizations continued to manage rather than lead. Xers roll their eyes to each other when policy is dictated to them by managers. They will argue for a while, but if they don’t see much hope for change, they’ll let it go and figure out how to accomplish what needs to be done despite the policies. The pragmatic Xers have seen policies become ludicrous when rigidly applied in situations where they don’t make sense, so they know rules are made to be broken and it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.

MILLENNIALS

Millennials like to understand the purpose for the work they do and the reasons behind rules, policies, and procedures. Millennials have grown up with terrorists, school shootings, and metal detectors. They know there is usually a good reason for each policy, but they’ll believe it when they see it. Therefore, if you tell people you have a particular policy to make things safe or fair, but the executives don’t follow it or some supervisors don’t enforce it in their departments, your Millennials won’t take it seriously.

Unlike the Xers who try to figure a way around policies, Millennials just ignore them. Millennials prefer that name to “Generation Y,” but I think it’s also accurate to call them “Generation Why?” They don’t fuss, they don’t chant, they don’t picket like the Boomers did. They just keep asking why. They grew up questioning and negotiating rules with their parents. They knew their parents wanted what was best for them, so they were willing to take the rules seriously if their parents gave good reasons and enforced the rules consistently.

At work, they will attempt to observe policies whenever they can out of respect for the boss, but they see policies as guidelines and not rules until the boss can provide reasons that make sense to them. They won’t fight, but they also won’t follow the policy if the boss can’t.

GEN ZS

The economy in which Gen Z came of age made people less confident about finding another job and therefore more willing to go along with policies. Additionally, their parents backed the company. New-to-the-workforce Millennials calling home frustrated with things at work were often greeted with “That’s too bad they’re treating you that way; hopefully you can find someplace else that’s a better fit,” whereas Gen Zs hear “This is a good job, and you don’t want to bounce around too much too soon, so figure it out.” Gen Z appreciates structure and knowing exactly what to do to be successful.

They have not experienced the “take it or leave it” attitude that older generations faced from their organizations. Part of the appeal of social media is the impact that people’s voices can have on large corporations and their brands. Gen Zs trust companies (and Alexa) with far more personal data than other generations did in exchange for a greater, more customized consumer experience. While even many in Gen X see “safe zones” and “trigger words” as pampering and a threat to free speech,[3] many Gen Zs see them as part of their influence on organizations to be more customized to people’s neurological diversity. They expect brands and now companies to accommodate their political values. And for the most part, brands have.

So have most workplaces. From dress code to office chairs and choices in hardware, organizations are more accommodating to younger generations than they used to be. The fact that Millennial managers asked me to update this book so they can get a heads-up on Generation Z while they are just coming into the workplace shows how much more responsive they expect to be. So while Gen Zs are skeptical of the profit motive of large organizations and can smell a sales pitch before your marketing department posts it, they have not experienced policy as the work equivalent of “because I said so.” At least at this stage in their life cycle, they are more compliant with policies, especially if they think they are fair and know the why for any exceptions.

3. Flex

Understanding how the generations think about policies makes it clear why I said earlier that it’s naive to think any group of managers can create a policy and roll it out without a lot of pushback. You can’t manage generational differences using top-down policies today with five generations —you have to lead. Unless people believe that their generational preferences were fully considered, they’ll feel like their generation lost while the executives pushed their preferences through as organizational necessities.

What I’m recommending is a different approach to policy creation that bakes in step 3, Flex, because it brings representatives of each generation to the table, who will sort out generational preferences from the organizational necessities, guaranteeing that each generation gets heard. Traditional top-down policy processes don’t take the time to understand why the generations feel strongly or to sort through the different ways we can flex to accommodate those preferences. Instead, they rush to a solution that’s simple, short, and uncomplicated. Yet policies for five generations are anything but simple. Without meaning to, these processes skip steps 2, 3, and 4 and go quickly to step 5, Resolve. It’s no wonder they create problems.

Once this concept makes sense to them, managers frequently ask, “What would it look like, step-by-step, to hand over sticking point policy development to our people?”

Here’s the process I recommend:


	Find representatives who are respected by colleagues of their generation.

	Tell them you’re not promising to agree with every detail of their recommendations but that you do have complete confidence that by leveraging their generational differences, they can come up with something better than you could.

	Lay out the business challenges. Tell them if there’s something regulations prohibit, what customers have complained about, or that the budget is limited. If you let them wrestle with the business challenges that you and the other executives would have wrestled with, they won’t come back with impractical recommendations.

	Give them this book and let them work through the five-step process (detailed in chapter 3).



It really is that simple. I’ve discovered from conversations with managers and executives that they worry they’ll feel obligated to approve even senseless recommendations or risk discouraging the committee after all the work they’ve put in. Tell the group up front that you may not agree with everything they come up with but that you will review it with them to make sure they didn’t miss anything, and you will explain anything you do not approve. You’ll get much worse results if you wait to weigh in until they have brought their final recommendations and then send them back to work on them again. That angers them because you didn’t give them the information they needed earlier, making the project drag on.

4. Leverage

A policy task force made up of representatives from all five generations has great leverage. They can create a policy more demanding than anything management could attempt to roll out because each generation in the organization will know that their own viewpoint and preferences were thoroughly discussed. It’s a myth that the younger generations expect to have everything go their way, but they do expect to have their viewpoints and preferences taken seriously because that’s how they define respect. A multigenerational task force has automatic credibility because of its generational diversity (which your executive team probably doesn’t have).

This task force will come up with better policies than your executive team could because each member of the task force already knows how their generation thinks about each sticking point. Your executives would need to spend hours in interviews and focus groups to understand all those nuances. They don’t have that kind of time, and so the policies they create and the way they explain them will miss important pieces.

The leverage from the task force’s generational differences shows in the credibility this group brings to the policy rollout. A Boomer manager will have much more trouble explaining to a Gen Z why the dress code prohibits athletic shoes in the office than the Gen Z committee representative. Cross-generational team members have more credibility with the colleagues from their own generation than your executives would. (Some organizations are creating a shadow board of Millennials and Gen Zs because this benefit is so powerful.[4])

A sticking point task force has automatic credibility, will create better policies, and can roll them out with more buy-in, less pushback, and greater clarity. You couldn’t get that trying to manage it top-down; that’s the leverage of leading rather than managing generational differences.

5. Resolve

Because policies resolve generational sticking points and clarify how the organization will move forward, everything we’ve covered in this chapter is really about step 5, resolving sticking points. At a team level, you will need to create policies for eight of the twelve sticking points, but for feedback, respect, training, and work ethic, flexing is usually enough. At an organizational level, policies are needed to clarify what’s okay and why. Without them, organizations get even more stuck because their employees see the inconsistencies that result when each department makes its own policies.

Policy Is Not a Reason; People Are

A recent story illustrates some of the pitfalls around policies.

Alison Green, a workplace advice columnist, received a letter from former interns asking what to do now that the company had fired them for petitioning for dress code leniency.[5] The letter writer thought the policy too strict since the interns didn’t work directly with customers but wasn’t going to say anything until they noticed another worker wearing running shoes. When the writer brought it up to their boss, they were told leeway wasn’t possible despite the other employee. When the writer discovered that other interns felt the same way, they decided to write a proposal explaining why they thought more leeway was in order.

If the interns had stopped with the proposal, it may not have turned into such a brouhaha. While many would feel it’s a bit aggressive for interns to band together and submit a proposal, it’s possible to appreciate their initiative, however much their Gen X parents would have shaken their heads. But when they added a petition, the generational sticking point was inevitable, as were the comments (when the story went viral) that universities were ruining a generation by teaching them that a petition can change anything they don’t like.

The company called the interns to a meeting and fired everyone except one intern who did not sign the petition. Here’s how the letter writer described it:


We were shocked. The proposal was written professionally like examples I have learned about in school, and our arguments were thought out and well-reasoned. We weren’t even given a chance to discuss it. The worst part is that just before the meeting ended, one of the managers told us that the worker who was allowed to disobey the dress code was a former soldier who lost her leg and was therefore given permission to wear whatever kind of shoes she could walk in. You can’t even tell, and if we had known about this we would have factored it into our argument. . . . I feel my dismissal was unfair and would like to ask them to reconsider but I’m not sure the best way to go about it.



When you understand Gen Z’s highly participatory relationship with brands, not just at university, you can understand why they were shocked —as shocked as you probably are that interns would think a petition is a good idea . . . ever (despite it being all over their Twitter feeds that employees at Amazon and other companies had success when they did it). If you understand Gen Z and their desire for transparency, you don’t fire them en masse with no discussion, even if you are shocked that the generation most focused on diversity could be so poor at picking up the hint that the employee had a legitimate exception to the policy. Maybe these managers had had it with this particular group of interns, but this was an opportunity missed.

That’s because, as I said in the opening chapter, it’s a disaster when you manage new-to-the-workplace emerging adults the same way you do those with three or four years’ experience. Alison Green handled it well when she revisited the story and subtitled it “Being Young and New to the Workforce Isn’t a Crime.” I agree with her that the interns’ petition was about their life stage more than being Gen Z. However, every new-to-the-workplace generation comes with their generational background and baffles the other generations. Of course you knew better than to do that. (Not really —we did other entitled or naive things more in line with our generational differences that caused the older generations to wring their hands over us.) How does a new generation in the workplace learn the rules? Not by managers firing them without a conversation, but by getting clear on the details. “They should have known.” Probably, but this group of new employees didn’t.

If you needed a clear illustration of what happens when we don’t get generational differences, this is it: we react to the small things, ignore the big things, and propose the wrong things. The interns missed the mark at connecting with older generations, but the company missed out on helping these new-to-the-workforce Gen Zs understand how non-inclusive they were with disability and why full transparency isn’t possible if their coworker doesn’t broadcast her medical condition. With a couple of years in the workplace, you learn you cannot know why someone gets an exception; you assume it’s due to privacy and hope it’s not favoritism, and then you let it go.

The company missed an opportunity to deliver what interns need —guidance. But more important, the managers missed an opportunity to learn how to lead new emerging adults who tried a communication approach that made sense to them but to the older generations is taboo.



Policies

Traditionalists

Everyone needs to do what they’re told.

Boomers

Let’s create a policy or procedure so everything runs smoothly and is fair for everyone.

Gen X

Rules are made to be broken.

Millennials

If it doesn’t make sense, I’ll assume it’s a guideline.

Gen Z

Of course we need policies. But who doesn’t it work for, and how do we make it fair?

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists grew up thinking, If I take care of the farm, the farm will take care of me. Because they were new to the city, they turned to experts and leaders for guidance.

Boomers

Boomers pushed for new laws enforced equally so the country could realize the promises of democracy.

Gen X

Gen Xers realized that life can’t be managed with rules or policies, and one size doesn’t fit all.

Millennials

Parents of Millennials made rules, but their children were allowed to question them if the rules didn’t make sense and negotiate them if they didn’t fit all situations.

Gen Z

Gen Zs grew up in schools with zero-tolerance policies and were warned about emotionally triggering content at university. They believe policies can be made fair and flexible.
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18: Respect

AFTER JOAKIM NOAH played his first basketball game with the Chicago Bulls, he was asked about his team’s loss to the Clippers. Noah, a Millennial, spoke openly about his concerns that the Bulls weren’t playing as a team and weren’t focused on winning.

The next day, the media asked Scott Skiles, then the Bulls’ coach, his thoughts about Noah’s comments. Skiles replied, “If I had just played my first pro game, I’d probably keep my mouth shut, to be honest with you. It’s obvious we’re not playing to our ability. . . . But it probably should be somebody else speaking for the group.”[1]

The press told Joakim Noah what his coach had said, and he seemed shaken, promising to keep his mouth shut. Skiles’s comments and Noah’s response made national headlines. Skiles spoke out later in frustration. “That’s the kind of thing that makes someone like me not really like most (media), to be honest. I said it in a very lighthearted manner, just taking a little jab at the rookie. So now I had to call Joakim this morning. I wanted to make it perfectly clear with him that I want him to say whatever he wants to say. I love his personality.”[2]

It’s easy to see why reporters would take Joakim Noah’s critical comments as disrespectful. They thought the rookie was young and hadn’t earned the right to have an opinion. He hadn’t paid his dues. A woman on the staff of an NBA team told me, “Many teams realize the Millennials are different, but most teams don’t know how to handle the differences.”

But it’s not just organizations in the United States that struggle to navigate different generational approaches to respect. “What’s wrong with these kids?” the older managers in every group asked me when I spoke in Panama recently. “We would never have been so bold. The young people don’t seem to have respect for authority. It’s becoming a real problem because our older employees complain a lot about it. Within a few weeks on the job, young employees are questioning how we do things or complaining that they have to do the lowly jobs because they’re the newest.”

On the other hand, the most common question from Millennials the past couple of years has been, “What can younger employees do to help the older generations hear us?” The Traditionalists and Boomers who were told by their parents that “children should be seen and not heard” are now working with the Millennials and Gen Zs who were told to “tell me how that makes you feel.”

Millennials and now Gen Z have redefined respect and are causing teams to get stuck around the questions: How long do you have to pay your dues before you can say what you think or put new ideas on the table? How long before you don’t have to do the “junk jobs” that no one wants to do?

Let’s look at the sticking point of respect within the framework of the five steps for leading through generational differences.

1. Acknowledge

Coach Skiles didn’t have to put the sticking point of respect on the table; three days of media scrutiny did that for him. Unintentionally, the media spotlighted a clash based on generational differences.

Great Places to Work found that employees who felt they were respected were 5.3 times more likely to work in an emotionally healthy environment.[3] A massive study of twenty thousand employees around the world found that no other leader behavior had a bigger effect on employees than whether employees felt respected. Those who did were 55 percent more engaged. But more than half claimed they don’t regularly get respect from their leaders.[4]

Because respect is so foundational to relationships, it is probably raising the same kind of emotional misunderstandings on your team as it did for the Bulls. Acknowledging stereotypes is hard because people don’t think their views are stereotypes and don’t want to talk openly about them with the people who frustrate them. They’d much rather make snide comments to people who share their views. “OK Boomer” —and the videos and comments that provoked it —are examples of people talking past each other. Putting on the table that people define respect differently will upset some because they want the “offenders” reprimanded, not acknowledged. That’s why moving to step 2 is so critical —it will help decode stereotypes and ease emotions.

Some of the frustration about Millennials is itself a backlash from older workers feeling that so much time and energy has been spent trying to engage Millennials that the workplace is not as great of a place to work for them. Surprisingly, they are not wrong. Great Places to Work found many ways Millennials have a better experience at work than Boomers: “Millennials sense to a greater degree that promotions are fair, politicking is off-limits, and people are treated fairly regardless of their age. They are also more likely to experience a fun, family atmosphere and to believe they are included in decisions.”[5]

2. Appreciate

All five generations have a common need —respect —but they meet that need in different ways. The result is a generational sticking point. You won’t be able to turn the sticking point into an opportunity without a better understanding of why each generation thinks the way they do. Research by Kristie Rogers defines two kinds of respect that managers and teams must balance: owed and earned. Owed respect is given to everyone in the group equally. Earned respect acknowledges unique strengths and talents as well as specific accomplishments.[6] While all generations want both, they define that balance and how to access it differently.

TRADITIONALISTS

Traditionalists approached new situations by learning the hierarchy and finding their place in it. Today, even the military criticizes the command-and-control leadership style, but after Traditionalists saw its success in World War II, they applied it to all organizations. They expected others to fall in line, prove their loyalty, and do their duty —and by doing so, they would earn respect.

But Traditionalists are tired of hierarchical organizations. Traditionalists like the authoritative style less than any other generation (and only 18 percent say it is effective).[7]

BABY BOOMERS

Baby Boomers grew up in smaller families, which raised the expectations for each child. Their Traditionalist parents taught them that education and hard work gave everyone a chance at success. The Boomers rebelled against their parents’ authority, the “establishment,” and anything that put limits on individual creativity and fulfillment. The Boomers felt much less constrained by social class or hierarchy than previous generations. As a result, they believed anyone could work their way up to a respected position. For them owed respect was a fair chance to compete so they could earn respect.

GENERATION XERS

Xers respect those who have skills and deliver results rather than those who have an official position in the hierarchy. Working in groups on projects in college taught Xers that ability mattered more than position. Boomers emphasized accomplishments in earned respect. Xers’ approach to team projects was pragmatic with a high focus on the unique skills and talents aspect of earned respect. Let people do what they’re good at, and you’ll get a lot more done. This no-nonsense approach to respect continued to make sense to them as they left school and entered a struggling economy: listen to the people who deliver results, not the people with the positions.

MILLENNIALS

Millennials were taught that everyone deserves respect and that all people are entitled to express their opinions because they are human beings, not because of their abilities or accomplishments. In previous generations, elementary school teachers managed the classroom hierarchically. But Millennials often resolved conflicts in class meetings run democratically. Even more, Millennials went to school with “zero tolerance” for bullying —bullying being an extreme example of hierarchical “government.”

This new view of respect was reinforced at home as well because books instructed parents to listen to their children’s opinions and ask about their feelings. Parents were encouraged to use dialogue and explain the reasons behind the rules rather than simply declaring, as their parents had, “because I said so.” Millennials also grew up teaching their parents as well as learning from them.

Because of all this, Millennials give respect to those who respect them. It’s this big shift in the balance from earned respect to owed respect that has flummoxed so many of the older generations when Millennials have disregarded the hierarchy and talked to the VP about an idea they thought their boss was ignoring. Millennials are not naive; they know that younger employees don’t have the same knowledge or experience as the older generations. Nor do they think every idea should be acted on. But they believe that everyone should have his or her ideas taken seriously,[8] and they don’t believe they should have to wait three years to earn this respect. Now that they have almost twenty years in the workforce, older Millennials, especially managers, appreciate aspects of the chain of command.

GEN ZS

This is the big one for Gen Z. When it comes to building trust with their bosses, “treats me with respect” tied with “behaves ethically” as the most important characteristic for 71 percent of Gen Z globally.[9] They tell researchers that you will win with them if you are kinder, more respectful, and understanding.[10] That’s no surprise with marketers customizing messages to them and parents helping them stand on their own. “Communicates openly,” arguably a key characteristic of respect, was very important to 62 percent of Gen Zs. For Gen Z, trust comes from how a manager treats people. Not until fifth on the list did “makes wise business decisions” —a classic business skill —show up (61 percent).[11] In turn, they are also more likely to show respect for position and experience than Millennials did when they first entered the workplace.

The sticking point of respect illustrates why Gen Z expects workplaces to be inclusive. For two-thirds, respect equals “woke.” They expect to see people of all differences fairly compensated and promoted.[12] Deloitte discovered that diversity means more than classic demographics —lifestyle or religion —because only 24 percent classified it that way. Almost an equal number (21 percent) said “respect of the individual” is diversity.[13]

3. Flex

When people appreciate why the generations see a sticking point differently, they naturally want to figure out how to flex so that everyone’s common need is met. That’s the case with respect.

Get your team to talk about some of the following suggestions for how to flex around respect. But don’t stop with my ideas. Ask your team to come up with their own.


	Identify their definition of respect, then flex. Let’s go back to Hector’s situation, which I left hanging in chapter 1 (see pages 3–5), and see if we can identify ideas that will help us resolve it. Hector’s team did a great job proposing a plan to their executives, but Rachel should have left her phone in her bag. Like a person visiting another country, Rachel needed to better read the reactions of the other generations and flex her personal preferences. Rachel didn’t have enough of a relationship with the head of operations for her to know that Rachel meant no disrespect. If Rachel had left her phone alone, her team would have been hard at work on the new project instead of stuck in political limbo.

	Don’t take it personally. Continuing with Hector’s story, if the head of operations had known that the generations have four different views of respect, she would not have taken Rachel’s texting personally. One simple rule will keep your team working together when stereotypes threaten to pull them apart: they didn’t mean it personally, so don’t take it personally.
Because the head of operations didn’t separate her personal preference from the business necessity, she turned Rachel’s texting into a generational battle. Instead, she could have led through the awkward moment. Remember that a business necessity is anything that will make you lose your foot, customer, money, or funding. Is it a business necessity that everyone in a meeting looks at the person speaking? It may be part of your definition of good manners, but it’s not a business necessity.



	Approachable and respectful works for everyone. All five generations want their managers to be approachable (92 percent for Boomers, mid-80s for the other three generations) and have an attitude of respect (Traditionalists and Boomers: 91 percent; Gen X: 89 percent; and Millennials: 85 percent).[14] While Gen Z was not included in this study, other studies found that both attributes are at the top of their lists as well.[15]



4. Leverage

Once people understand and appreciate generational differences, you can use that new understanding to produce better results. Leveraging differences changes a sticking point from a liability to an asset because your team uses those differences to come up with better ideas. Here are three suggestions.

Older generations must learn to watch for the half step. Boomer and Gen X parents often brag about their Millennial and Gen Z children but complain about their Millennial and Gen Z employees. It’s because at home those parents act true to their own generation, but at work they tend to take a half step back and act like the generation who trained them. They evaluate their younger employees by what their bosses required them to do when they started their careers and become resentful when their younger employees don’t want to do it.

I saw the half step create severe turnover problems when I was working with the nursing management team in a large hospital. One of the directors explained why the average age of nurses is in the forties: “We Boomers ran off most of the Generation X nurses because we thought that if we had to work the night shift and empty the bedpans when we first started, then they ought to have to do the same.”

As we talked about how the Xers and Millennials define respect and work ethic differently, it slowly dawned on them that their constant criticism of the younger nurses’ dedication when they would not take the night shift or do the worst jobs had pushed the younger nurses out. As a result, the Boomers had actually made their own lives harder because they had to do all the night shifts rather than share them with the Xers. They said, “We were so busy trying to make it fair that we made it worse. We need to figure out how to keep the Millennials; we can’t make the same mistake.”

Ironically, people are usually better at avoiding the half step at home because they dialogue with their children more than they do with younger employees. Parents want their children to have it easier than they did, but at work older managers feel it’s unfair if younger workers don’t have to pay their dues the way they did. You can avoid the half-step trap by focusing on business necessities, not generational preferences.

As I said earlier, one of the three most common questions the younger generations ask is how to influence the older generations. I recently told a group that they must learn to find the reason behind the policy or procedure. Younger people, you may get frustrated when older generations don’t listen to your ideas, but proving that you understand how your current organization works earns respect. As silly as some policies or systems seem, there is usually a reason for them. Uncover that reason before you suggest changes, or the people who have been working there will ignore you. They don’t mean any disrespect; they think your ideas are naive. This especially applies when the reasons are political (and touchy). One of the complaints I hear about the Millennials and Gen Z is that they have no patience for working through the political realities in an organization. Do not undercut your credibility. Discover how things work before suggesting changes.

Also, remember that change sounds easy but is hard on people. Like I say in my workshops on the six ways people handle change, just as the tsunami causes much greater damage than the earthquake, people’s emotional reactions following a change have much greater impact than the change itself.[16] That’s why leaders can’t push too many changes or their people stop responding. Plus, there are always people emotionally invested in the past systems because they worked so hard on them. Additionally, training and implementation —and the temporary lost productivity during the changeover to new systems —can be very expensive. Respect for overall practicality and impact on profitability will earn younger associates a hearing from older workers.

Finally, leverage comes when team members who treat one another with respect extend that same respect to customers. Discussing generational differences among team members will result in better understanding of generational differences in customers. Who better to help you decode what a different generation wants more than one of your employees of that generation? Better customer service and more sales —who can complain about that?

5. Resolve

Often the first four steps of acknowledging, appreciating, flexing, and leveraging differences are enough to transform a team from stuck to sticking together, and that’s the case with respect. Because respect concerns foundational attitudes, you can’t create a policy demanding that people show respect. But you can create an understanding atmosphere that enables it. That’s what Scott Skiles did with his astute handling of the reporters’ feeding frenzy. Once the different generational interpretations of respect had been decoded, it became obvious to everyone that there was no story.

[image: ]

Respect is a foundational sticking point in that many of the other sticking points —work ethic, communication, decision-making, dress code, meetings —intensify or become stickier if you and your colleagues don’t understand how to navigate through differing definitions of respect. So what will you do to help your team show respect? It doesn’t matter if you are the manager for a team or project or are simply an associate. It doesn’t take big things to make a real difference when it comes to respect.

One of my favorite examples of that is Lonnie, a plant manager I worked with who turned three average factories into top producers and is working on his fourth. This new factory had been stalled in their quality goals for a decade, and people were discouraged and unmotivated with the quality program, even in small things like keeping their work areas clean. “Let someone else do it; I’m too busy,” they would say. Lonnie didn’t lecture them to pick up trash. Instead, for the first year, he walked the factory floor three days a week, picking up trash and chatting with team members. After six months, the managers began cleaning up, and soon after that the team members did too. When this plant manager showed respect for every part of the quality program and took the time to pick up their trash, everyone realized that cleaning up was important and that no one was above the “junk jobs.” Of course, there’s more to improving quality than the big boss picking up trash, but Lonnie discovered with each plant he turned around that his willingness to clean up was the key first step to getting the team on board. Respect is foundational.

There are hundreds of ways, large and small, to lead your team through the sticking point of respect. Get your team talking about the ones that will work for them.



Respect

Traditionalists

I will figure out the hierarchy and find my place.

Boomers

I can work my way up to a position that gets respect.

Gen X

I will give you respect if you prove to me you deserve it.

Millennials

I will give respect to those who “get it” and will take me seriously.

Gen Z

I respect those in the hierarchy who care about me more than they do about winning.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Traditionalists came from hierarchical families, fought in a hierarchical military, and got jobs in hierarchical organizations.

Boomers

Boomers were taught that hard work and education could give anyone a chance.

Gen X

Gen Xers learned to assess a leader’s skills rather than assume position equals competency.

Millennials

Millennials grew up learning from—but also teaching—their parents.

Gen Z

Gen Zs grew up learning from many different adults in addition to their parents. They think you show respect by being inclusive of the individual more than their category.




[1] “Noah Shuts Up after Skiles’ Put-Down,” Chicago Tribune, November 8, 2007, http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2007-11-08/news/0711080578_1_berto-center-scott-skiles-bulls.


[2] “Skiles Says ‘Jab’ at Noah Was Misconstrued,” RealGM Wiretap, November 9, 2007, http://basketball.realgm.com/wiretap/186448/Skiles_Says_Jab_At_Noah_Was_Misconstrued#ixzz20kDh5oDG.


[3] Michael C. Bush, A Great Place to Work for All: Better for Business, Better for People, Better for the World (Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2018), 113.


[4] Christine Porath, “Half of Employees Don’t Feel Respected by Their Bosses,” Harvard Business Review, November 19, 2014, https://hbr.org/2014/11/half-of-employees-dont-feel-respected-by-their-bosses.


[5] Bush, A Great Place to Work, 98.


[6] Kristie Rogers, “Do Your Employees Feel Respected?” Harvard Business Review, July–August 2018, https://hbr.org/2018/07/do-your-employees-feel-respected.


[7] Randstad, The World of Work 2009, 7, accessed summer 2013, http://us.randstad.com/content/aboutrandstad/knowledge-center/employer-resources/World-of-Work-2009.pdf.


[8] By the way, Millennials are hardest on themselves. Pew Research found that Millennials think the older generations are more respectful and well-mannered than theirs. Pew Research Center, Millennials: A Portrait of Generation Next, February 24, 2010, 6, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2010/10/millennials-confident-connected-open-to-change.pdf.


[9] EY, Global Generations 3.0: A Global Study on Trust in the Workplace, 2017, 2, https://www.eyadvisory.co.jp/services/pas/pdf/globalgeneration30_en.pdf.


[10] Candace Steele Flippin, Generation Z in the Workplace: Helping the Newest Generation in the Workforce Build Successful Working Relationships and Career Paths (self-pub., 2017), 48.


[11] EY, Global Generations.


[12] EY, Global Generations.


[13] Deloitte, 2018 Deloitte Millennial Survey: Millennials Disappointed in Business, Unprepared for Industry 4.0, 2018, 10, https://www2.deloitte.com/ru/en/pages/human-capital/articles/2019/millennial-survey-report-2018.html.


[14] The generations agree that they want their managers approachable and respectful, but there are subtle differences in some other traits they value in a manager: If you manage Traditionalists, knock off the authoritative style and go easy on the collaboration, but kick up inspiration and innovation. They are tired of hierarchical organizations. If you manage Boomers, they want inspiring, collaborative, and innovative management traits. Almost half will like you better if you are kind. Two out of three don’t want you to use an authoritative approach. If you manage Gen Xers, they also want you to be inspiring and collaborative, but not as much as the older two generations do, so don’t overdo it. If you manage Millennials, up the kindness. You don’t have to be Mr. Rogers, but they expect kindness more than the other generations. They value it almost as much as collaboration (typically held up as the Holy Grail for managing Millennials). Bursting another myth in the popular press, Millennials don’t see respect and kindness at odds with an authoritative style, which 42 percent value. Randstad, The World of Work 2009, 7.


[15] Flippin, Generation Z in the Workplace, 49; Randstad, Gen Z and Millennials Collide at Work, 2016, https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/409577/Pre-Team%20Drive%20PDFs/Randstad_GenZ_Millennials_Collide_Report.pdf.


[16] For more about helping people deal with the emotions of change, see www.mygenerationalcoach.com to learn more about my workshops “Leading through the 6 Change Reactions” and “Working through the 6 Change Reactions.”






19: Training

AFTER SPEAKING IN DALLAS, I was waiting to jump in a taxi for the airport when a woman who had been in the session asked if she could share my cab. After we got situated on our respective sides, I learned she was heading back to a city in a different state, so I asked if she had flown in just for the seminar. She nodded and explained she was the director of a medical center with nine hundred employees.

She asked, “Do you mind talking on the way to the airport, or do you need the next half hour for downtime?”

“I don’t mind,” I replied.

She explained that for the last two years, the long-tenured nurses had been complaining that the new nurses didn’t have the same high standards and needed training in quality. She said, “The training is not going well. The Millennial nurses complain that it’s boring and impractical, and some of them sleep through it. The older nurses tell the Millennials they ought to be grateful the organization is investing in training. The older nurses had to go through quality training in the ’90s, so they say the Millennials need to quit acting so entitled.”

“Have you seen the training?” I asked.

“Parts of it. We dug up the quality training program we did back in the late ’80s. I sat through an hour and a half of the full-day workshop. I had planned to stay the entire morning, but it was too boring,” she said sheepishly.

“I think you found your answer.”

“I’ve never thought training in quality was the answer. I don’t think our Millennial nurses have lower quality standards. Their clinical outcomes are just as good as our experienced nurses’. The experienced nurses don’t like the Millennials’ informal style and their unwillingness to defer to those who have more seniority.”

“So why did you offer the training?”

“I figured unless we trained the Millennials in quality, my longer-term nurses would keep bringing it up.”

“What are you thinking after the session this morning?” I asked.

“I was pretty sure before we started the training that this was a generational issue, not a quality issue,” she said. “Your session confirmed it. We’ve trained half the nurses in total quality, and the generational tensions are worse because the older nurses see the training as proof that the younger nurses are not reliable or responsible. I realized this morning that we need to finish the training and then go to work on the generational differences. Do you have any ideas for how to make this training work for all the generations?”

That’s the question many organizations are asking because they know training that works will help them win the best talent and win in the marketplace. Forty-two percent of Millennials say learning development is the most important benefit when deciding where to work.[1] Almost 75 percent of those who plan to stay with their employers more than five years say their organizations are strong providers of education and training.[2]

Employees of all generations want more training. Although young adults are more likely than older counterparts to see skills and training as essential, 35 percent of working adults say they need more education and training now to get ahead in their career. Highly educated workers feel it more strongly than those without college.[3]

Forty-two percent of new managers admit that they develop their style by copying a previous manager rather than through training.[4] And it shows: over 50 percent of employees think managers are promoted prematurely, and 60 percent think managers need more training.[5]

Contrary to the stereotypes that older generations are resistant to change, 40 percent of older workers said that ongoing training was essential, and 46 percent are engaged in training.[6] Universities see those sixty-five and older as their growth segment as college-aged enrollments have dropped since their peak in 2011.[7] But most organizations have a blind spot when it comes to training older workers. Employers spend most of their training efforts on workers between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four.[8]

A Harris Poll in 2019 learned that 70 percent of US employees are at least somewhat likely to leave their current organization for another known for investing in employee learning.[9] Both organizations and individuals have one thing in common —they will both have to learn to survive.

1. Acknowledge

The generational sticking point around training has two parts. As we’ve seen, all generations want more skills and more training. They say, “The world’s changing —how will you help me keep up?” That’s the sticking point for organizations that don’t make training a priority or whose training isn’t very effective. There is a big generational gap in what people want from training. While 67 percent of Boomers described their companies’ development programs as excellent, only 40 percent of employees age thirty-six and younger did. Millennials were much more critical of poor content, insufficient expertise from outside sources, and a failure to prove that it delivers results. While 75 percent of Baby Boomers thought there was a strong alignment between the program content and the business issues they face, only half of Millennials agreed. Moreover, Millennials want to see technological innovation with gamification, social platforms, mobile, and video.[10] Women are less satisfied with their training than men.[11]

We also get stuck around training because it’s getting harder to offer training that all generations think works.

There’s always a lot of mumbling and side conversations about training. Start talking openly about these issues in your organization —both the desire for training opportunities and the need for training that’s effective and engaging to different generations.

2. Appreciate

Once the training sticking point is on the table, help your team rally around the common need. All generations need to learn new things in order to sharpen their skills and keep work (and life) from getting stale. A little history will help your team understand how the generations learned as they grew up and then started in the workplace. It provides insight into why training that works for one generation won’t work for another.

TRADITIONALISTS

Early Traditionalists in rural areas had a radio, a monthly regional newspaper, a few books if they could afford them, and often a family Bible (which in my family served as a filing system for all important papers). Compared to the farm, libraries, newspapers, colleges, and companies provided later Traditionalists access to vast amounts of information. Their organizations taught Traditionalists what they needed to know, and Traditionalists valued the opinions of experts.

Traditionalists still have a high tolerance for lectures. They grew up learning from books, using memorization and lectures in more formal and structured classrooms where the teacher’s word was law.

BABY BOOMERS

Whereas Traditionalists grew up listening to experts telling, the Boomers grew up with television and entertainers compelling. Boomers learned at school to sit still through lectures —no matter how boring —but TV made them less tolerant toward poor communicators. They value compelling stories and motivating speakers. They loved group discussions —which offered a break from lectures and allowed each individual to express themselves.

Few organizations trained all their employees. Instead, they used training to reward those Boomers with a bright future. They’d send off twenty high potentials to a weeklong training program that was often ghastly by today’s standards. But even though the training was boring and impractical, Boomers got the ultimate reward —certificates, which they had framed on their way home so they could hang them on their walls as trophies in their highly competitive world.

GENERATION XERS

Xers expect the future to continue throwing them new challenges, like a video game that gets more difficult at each level. They think keeping current —more than receiving exceptional performance appraisals or even promotions —is the only job security. If they aren’t learning new skills or software or building a résumé, they’re falling behind. Therefore, they believe that organizations that don’t provide opportunities to learn are robbing them of their future security, just as if the organizations were raiding the Traditionalists’ pension funds. When organizations wondered why they should train people who might leave, Xers replied, “I won’t need to go if you train me well enough that I could leave.” They are now at the stage in their career where they want outside development and coaching.[12]

The way Xers learn was shaped by the fast pace and visual impact of Sesame Street, the Internet, and group projects. They do not have anywhere close to the tolerance of Traditionalists and Boomers for lectures, and 72 percent of them want anywhere and anytime training.[13] They don’t see training as a reward for a few but as essential for all. They want learning to be practical and fast paced with a good dose of tongue-in-cheek humor. While Traditionalists may give the benefit of the doubt, Xers won’t believe a trainer just because he or she has a title. Xers don’t hesitate to question authority. They don’t hesitate to give feedback, wanted or not.

MILLENNIALS

Interaction. In a word, that’s what Millennials want. They have moved around and learned through activities since they were in preschool, and they communicate through video and visual media far more than the older generations. PowerPoint presentations and manuals aren’t enough. Entertainment has been woven into every aspect of their lives, so boring is the kiss of death. They want to contribute to the knowledge rather than passively memorize information. They expect to work in groups. They network out of the classroom and expect to network in the classroom as well. They know learning can be engaging as well as practical, so they have little patience if it’s not. They value action and results more than knowledge accumulation.

Millennials like to learn online and in person. Fifty-five percent say YouTube is their preferred method of learning,[14] and at work they are comfortable with virtual, self-paced skill training.[15] But most prefer face-to-face interaction,[16] and more prefer in-person for skills training than virtual. Although they may like the classroom,[17] only one quarter preferred the lecture.[18] Consequently, they are frustrated by busywork or the training exercises (popular during the Boomer era) that take a lot of time but provide little practical value. Nearly three quarters of Millennials said they place a high importance on anytime and anywhere training and shorter sessions.[19]

Millennials respect session leaders who are prepared, organized, and have real-world experience, but leaders should not get defensive when questioned. Millennials know instructors don’t know everything, and they don’t expect them to, because they can instantly find six experts online who disagree.

More than one-third of Millennials say it’s essential to a company’s long-term success that its people have strong interpersonal skills, but only 26 percent are offered much help or support in developing them.[20] Randstad learned that Millennials felt their education did not prepare them for some aspects of their current jobs: resolving conflicts, negotiating, managing other people, working with older people, and working in a team.[21]

Millennials have always learned —they know they have no future if they don’t learn, and they want to learn. Eight of ten Millennials look to their company to provide on-the-job and formal training, as do three quarters of Gen Z, while both generations expect continuous self-paced or directed learning.[22]

GEN ZS

Ninety-four percent of Gen Z has concerns about starting work.[23] Make sure your new employee orientation is supportive, and assign a “buddy” to make sure new employees know who to talk to. Dell learned Gen Z was almost twice as likely to ask a fellow employee (rather than their boss) when doing something for the first time at their job (and four times more likely than checking online communities or YouTube videos). Ironically, for a generation online ten hours a day, they were almost as likely to ask their parents as they were to look it up online.[24] Gen Z wants cross-training in other departments as well as feedback on things done well and a boss who is kind, supportive, and understanding.[25]

While it might not be their go-to, don’t forget video. Gen Z has lived on YouTube. Six in ten say YouTube is their preferred learning tool,[26] and 85 percent of Gen Z has watched at least one online video in the past week to learn a skill.[27] Video has another advantage beyond familiarity for the two younger generations: it is the fastest training to develop, but organizations use it less often than e-learning, the most expensive.[28]

3. Flex

It’s a business necessity to make training work for all five generations. That requires organizations to offer content in forms that suit the different generations best. Some people I know sought my advice because Apple had asked them to create a Millennial-friendly training program and they were full of ideas of what they would put into the two days of live training. I suggested that Millennial friendly means different things to different organizations and they should clarify what it meant to Apple. They came back surprised that they wanted the training to be in modules no longer than four minutes and available on any platform. Sixty-seven percent of employees want training anytime and anywhere they need to do their job, and 85 percent want to choose the training times that fit their schedule. In alignment with adult learning research, 80 percent believe frequent training is the most beneficial for helping them remember. Nine out of ten say it needs to be fun.[29]

Although live training isn’t on its way out, 78 percent of Gen X, 77 percent of Millennials, and 70 percent of Gen Z said they would take an online class if their employer offered one.[30] But if given a choice, 69 percent of Gen Z would choose an in-person program, compared with only 13 percent choosing online.[31] Gen X was almost double that with 25 percent choosing online compared to 21 percent of Millennials.[32]

The business necessity is that your people gain the skills they need. They can do that from a book, a classroom, a video, a webinar, an online or computer-based self-paced curriculum, a study group, an online learning community, a mentoring relationship, an educational video game, or just a search on the Internet. While no organization has unlimited money, even small ones can offer four or five different approaches to learn the same content. The age-old debate of whether to offer training in the classroom or online is silly. Offer both and let your people choose which method works best for them. As long as you verify their proficiency, you’ve achieved your business necessity. Offer as many learning options as you can deliver with quality.

4. Leverage

If we’re not careful, we can assume that other people learn best the way we do. For example, if our learning style is visual, we’ll make sure there are plenty of graphics and diagrams in our presentations. The people who are visual will love it; the kinesthetic learners, who like to move around, will be praying for a fire drill. The same thing applies with generational preferences. Everyone communicates better with their own generation, so instructional designers can miss half their audience if they don’t leverage the input of other generations when developing training programs.

5. Resolve

When it comes to the sticking point of training, flexing to accommodate different generational learning preferences is usually enough. Rarely is step 5 needed. That’s illustrated by the medical center director who raised the question at the beginning of this chapter: “Do you have any ideas for how to make this training work for all five generations?”

I gave her a simple answer: without spending a lot of money, the medical center could offer the same content in three different ways. First, they could offer live classroom training as they had been doing, but they could rework it so it used current methods and examples. They could also offer an online version combining video clips recorded during a live workshop, online content and exercises, and then proficiency tests to prove mastery. Finally, the medical center could offer self-directed study of the course manuals with proficiency tests but allow participants to e-mail the trainers with questions.

She thought those options were great for the next time they did the training. But since half the organization had already gone through the classroom training, she wondered if there was a way to improve the program so that all five generations could get something out of it. I said I couldn’t know for sure what to recommend until I saw the actual course material and interviewed some of the previous participants. I told her I would need five days to do the interviews and rework the course so it worked for the Millennial nurses. She nodded, calculating in her head what that would cost.

Then I gave her another option. She could buy five fifty-dollar gift cards to popular restaurants and meet with five Millennial nurses who’d already attended the classroom training. In about two hours, they could tell her exactly what to change to make it valuable for them, and she could thank them with the gift cards.

We make training the different generations harder than it needs to be. Your organization will make real progress if you ask each generation how to make training better and then deliver it in the way your people want to learn. Asking your people how to make your training more effective works whether you are looking for ideas to enhance and supplement traditional classroom training, as the medical center was, or are radically rethinking your approach.

Your organization, like every other, will increase the time, energy, and money they spend on training not only to attract and retain all five generations but also for your own survival. But organizations want training that works —training that creates proficiency, delivers measurable results, and that the five generations find engaging and valuable. So they, like you, will continue changing and adapting their training to break through this generational sticking point. That way, training helps employees stick with the organization and provides the shared knowledge that helps teams stick together. That’s the kind of sticking point we need.



Training

Traditionalists

We got trained in the “school of hard knocks.”

Boomers

Training is a reward.

Gen X

Training is my security. If I’m not learning, then I won’t be prepared for the future.

Millennials

Who would work for an organization that didn’t provide training?

Gen Z

We want the organization to provide structure and guidance for what we need to learn on our own so we do not waste our time.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

For Traditionalists, information was available through libraries, newspapers, colleges, and companies.

Boomers

For high-potential Boomers, ongoing training was a reward. They were accustomed to lectures and memorization, so they could pull the useful parts out of ineffective training.

Gen X

Staying current is the only job security for tomorrow. Gen Xers believe that organizations that don’t provide opportunities to learn are robbing them of their future.

Millennials

Millennials know that other parts of the world have higher educational standards and knowledge is doubling rapidly, so organizations that cut learning in tough times are too dangerous to work for.

Gen Z

Gen Zs have had their learning plan laid out for them in every aspect of their lives, from sports to college admissions. Organizations that do not help them develop skills toward their personal goals cannot be trusted long term.
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20: Work Ethic

REMEMBER CINDY FROM CHAPTER 1 (see page 1)? She had a Generation X computer tech, Cara, who surfed the Internet three hours a day when she finished her work. Cindy had planned to fire Cara, but during my presentation, she got a nagging feeling that maybe their tensions were generational rather than performance related. Cara had the largest workload and the highest customer satisfaction scores of anyone on her team, but Cindy worried that Cara was setting a bad example for the rest of the team.

I’ve asked hundreds of groups what Cindy should do with Cara, and it typically leads to a big debate. To some it seems ludicrous that you would fire your best performer because she gets work done quickly. But to others it’s obvious that if she’s at work, she should be asking for things to do because she’s not paid to surf the Internet; she’s paid to add value to the organization.

In my experience, tensions around work ethic come up more than any other sticking point. When Boomers like Cindy started their careers, everyone knew the answers —even if they didn’t like them —to common work ethic questions: If the boss works long hours, does that mean the employees have to as well? (Yes.) Why does it matter how many hours you work if you get your work done? (Because we pay you for a full day, and you can find other things to do.) Do you have to come in to the office, or can you work from someplace else? (That’s too ridiculous to even dignify with an answer.)

But today the answers are all over the place, and the younger generations are baffled. They think, I cranked out twice as much work in college and still had time for my life. Why do I have to put in more hours if my work is done? Worse, Boomers who didn’t like the old answers are now pushing back as well. (Their rejection of the old answers will only intensify after they retire and come back to work part-time.) What your team needs is the five-step process to lead through the sticking point of work ethic.

1. Acknowledge

The first step is to acknowledge the generational sticking point. The truth is that with five generations, there are vastly different definitions of what it means to have a good work ethic. Don’t avoid the tensions; get your team talking about these questions:


	Does it matter how many hours you work if you get your work done?

	Do you have to show up on time?

	Do you have to come to the office, or can you work from someplace else?



Let these questions hang in the air for a couple of moments. This sticking point comes up more than any other, so these questions can sometimes produce an awkward silence, and that’s okay. Many people try to talk their way out of awkward silences. Don’t. Just let people think for a minute. Then suggest that the team spend some time understanding the generational differences around work ethic.

2. Appreciate

When you’re addressing generational sticking points, it is critical to find the common need. For the sticking point of work ethic, the common need is fairness and balance. We all want everyone to do their fair share so no one feels taken advantage of. In addition, we all need to balance the many roles we have in life. Although the generations see work-life balance differently, all of them want more of it.[1]

The simplest way to summarize how the generations see work differently is to compare work to a meal. The older two generations see work as the steak and everything else in life as the vegetables, salad, and dessert. After Generation X, the younger generations see life as a waffle. Work is one quadrant of the waffle, and everything else —friendships, family, volunteer work, religious organizations, night classes, or even weekend drumming in a rock band —make up the other three quadrants. So please, boss, keep your work syrup off the other three squares of my waffle.

Unless the older generations understand the reason why the Xers and Millennials and now Gen Z see work ethic differently, they will continue to criticize them as “slackers.” In the same way, the younger generations must understand the different world the older generations grew up in.

TRADITIONALISTS

The closest to the farm of all generations, the Traditionalists are the most confident that hard work pays off. Farm life provided Traditionalists with instant results that proved this: if they didn’t milk the cows, there would be no milk for breakfast. Pew Research Center discovered that 74 percent of us believe that the Traditionalists have the best work ethic of any generation.[2]

Traditionalists, often by organizing into unions, pushed for five-day work weeks, consistent shift hours, and the same pay for the same job. The five-day work week spread to other service jobs until five days a week rather than six became the standard. Because of these changes, in many jobs, Traditionalists after World War II worked fewer hours than they did on the farm.

BABY BOOMERS

Traditionalists may be seen as having the best work ethic, but ironically, they didn’t work the most hours. The Boomers took that prize. Because of the Baby Boom, Boomers had to compete with each other to get a job or get ahead. One of the simplest ways to differentiate themselves was to come in before and then stay later than their bosses. In one of my workshops, a woman who had worked for AT&T at their corporate office in the 1970s told the group that her first week on the job, a longtime employee showed her the ropes. She told her, “If you want to do well here, you’ll want to come in before Reggie arrives, and you’ll want to leave after Reggie has gone home. You don’t want people to think you’re a nine-to-fiver; they have to see you at your desk.” She told the group that all 150 people in her department would sit at their desks looking busy with their bags packed and under their feet, waiting until someone gave the all clear that Reggie had pulled out of the parking lot. At that time, 150 employees left simultaneously, causing a nice traffic jam.

If it took staying late to get ahead, then Boomers stayed late. Plus, Boomers pursued self-actualization at work. Traditionalists had jobs; Boomers had careers. Boomers expected work to provide excitement and achievement, so they kept work at the center of their lives and put in long hours.

GENERATION XERS

Gen Xers don’t expect work to provide significance and excitement to the same degree that Boomers do. Xers have had many jobs (and bosses) they’ve not liked, but they’ve needed the money.

Generation Xers survived the downward mobility of multiple recessions and have downsized their expectations. They want to get ahead —they are more ambitious than the Boomers are today —but they’re also determined to create work-life balance because of their incredibly high expectations for themselves as parents. Their greater focus on work-life balance and not finding their identity at work is one of the reasons just over 50 percent described their generation as hard-working.[3]

Xers know they will work some evenings and weekends to get through a work crisis, so they feel it’s only fair to make some personal calls or do some personal web surfing during office hours. What they can’t abide is when the crisis was caused by poor planning or political shenanigans. One Xer I interviewed said it well: “If it’s a legitimate crisis, I’ll work Thursday night. But if it’s been sitting in your inbox for the last week and you are just tossing it to me at 4:00, then I’ve got plans. If it’s your mistake, then it’s your late night. I don’t see why I should miss volleyball so you can go home to dinner just because you’re the boss.”

MILLENNIALS

Ninety-seven percent of Millennials said work-life balance was important to them, but almost half “think it is a good thing to be seen as a work martyr by the boss.”[4] That’s significantly higher than any other generation (although they are also more likely to be unhappy with their job and company).[5] Alamo’s survey found that Millennials felt the most shame for taking a vacation and were the most likely to shame others for taking a vacation.[6] Even more, 47 percent of Millennial managers say company pressure prevents them from approving time-off requests compared to 34 percent of Gen X and 37 percent of Boomers.[7] They are the first generation to have as many women (65 percent) as men (68 percent) who want jobs with added responsibility. They are also the first generation in which mothers of young children want to advance as much as their female peers without kids.[8] Men are more likely to be willing to make career sacrifices to better manage work and family than women.[9] Seventy-one percent of Millennial men and 55 percent of women say work demands of their current role significantly interfere with personal life.[10] And over the past seven years, Millennials have become the new workaholics.[11] But Millennials are the only generation that did not cite “work ethic” as one of their principal distinctives,[12] and despite how weary they are of the comments, they actually agree with the other generations who do not see them as hardworking. Only 36 percent of Millennials say “hardworking” describes their generation, compared to 83 percent of Traditionalists and 77 percent of Boomers.[13]

Today they are caught between their desire to move ahead and their distaste for workaholism because of a combination of values and life stage. They saw their Boomer parents spend fifty weeks a year working like crazy and then trying to make up for it in a two-week, over-the-top vacation. Even more, their parents have told them not to do what they did; it’s not worth it. So they have different values that, short of a massive economic depression, will stay with them the rest of their lives. And because they’re in school longer and marry later, the second half of Millennials don’t yet have the same financial pressures as the first wave of Millennials, who are out of emerging adulthood and managing mortgages.

Millennials have grown up in the global, electronic age where work never stops, so they wonder what the point of rigid office hours is as long as the work gets done. Recently, when I asked a group of executives what differences they’ve noticed as they lead multiple generations, one told me, “When a Boomer is running late, he or she calls me on my cell phone, gives me a long explanation of what went wrong, apologizes profusely, and promises it will never happen again. But the twentysomethings walk in twenty minutes late without even a word of explanation and carrying a Starbucks.” He’s right: overall Millennials, no matter what life stage, see work hours as more porous than the previous generations. But in their minds that does not make them less hardworking because they know they can make it up later.

They don’t see a forty-hour work world with the thick boundaries between work and personal life that the Traditionalists and Boomers had. They know they can log on tonight and get more done in a half hour than they could in two hours in their cubicle with all the interruptions and Boomer chatter. So they leave at 5:00 to meet up with friends or head to the gym and then get back online at 9:00 and finish up.

The most important thing to remember is that Millennials want it all —they want to succeed, but they prioritize friends and family highly.[14] Whether the Millennials can have both success and work-life balance as they move through the middle part of their life cycle with its increased financial demands is yet to be seen.[15] They’re not the first generation to want it all. But their desire for both/and rather than either/or is not a stage; it’s integral to their value system.

GEN ZS

Like the Millennials, Gen Z is most excited to apply for a job with a flexible work schedule and paid time off.[16] They are less focused on work-life balance than either the first or the second wave of Millennials and find their identity in work more than Millennials do, although one study found that 58 percent would prefer work-life balance over a well-paid job.[17] Yet when compared to an aggressive career path, Dell found that only 46 percent prefer work-life balance, and 36 percent want the aggressive career path (almost 20 percent don’t care either way).[18] That’s a significant shift from the Millennials back toward their Gen X parents —not their attitudes when they were emerging adults first in the workplace, but their attitudes when they had settled down into their career. They are modeling what they see at home. But that makes them a bit more like the Boomers when they first started than Gen X or Millennials: more serious, less willing to take risks, and more willing to fit into the corporate structure. But that makes sense because, like the Boomers, they see themselves as needing to fit in and work hard to get ahead. If managers will show kindness and provide structure and clear instructions on how to win, they will have a hardworking generation who expects to earn flexibility.

3. Flex

The key criteria for how much to flex for generational differences is to determine if you are dealing with business necessities or generational preferences. Focusing on results rather than hours places the emphasis on business necessities. Would a business owner rather have an employee who works every minute of an eight-hour day but doesn’t accomplish much, or someone who takes “me time” throughout the day but develops the idea for a new product or lands a new customer?

Admittedly, if you work in a store or a factory, it’s a business necessity to be there when the doors are open. Or you take the work when the client offers it, or you make less money. New lawyers, their partners tell me with some surprise, regularly ask for more hours but often balk at taking a brief that comes in late on Thursday because of the impact it will have on their weekend. And if you’re in a project-oriented job and you’re not getting your projects done on time, then you’d better put in more hours, whether that means coming in earlier or working on the weekends (or it’s time to find another job). However, hours worked is not a valid measure for many jobs in today’s information-driven, global, 24/7 economy. Focus on the outputs, not the hours.

But that means if an employee —no matter what the generation and no matter how much you like him or her —doesn’t deliver results, you need to address performance. That’s hard for many managers. It’s easier to hold people accountable for hours than for results. After Yahoo’s CEO Marissa Mayer made international news by pulling her employees back into the office to get “all hands on deck,” Richard Branson of Virgin Airlines laid out very helpful advice on his blog for making flexible schedules work: “If you provide the right technology to keep in touch, maintain regular communication and get the right balance between remote and office working, people will be motivated to work responsibly, quickly and with high quality.”[19]

In a similar way, I have worked with hundreds of organizations whose executive teams worry that flexible work arrangements like telecommuting or working from home will drop productivity and kill communication. It’s reassuring to managers to see their people working and to know they can pull them into a room for emergency meetings if there’s a crisis.

Personally, I have trouble relating to their fears because I have spent all but two years of my career working from home. Most of us who have done it know how much more you can get done without interruptions. We also know from experience what years of research have borne out: that we work more hours[20] because we just slip in for a minute to check e-mail and don’t come out for another hour.[21]

I tell executives to offer flexible working arrangements, but not because of the reasons they’ve heard. It’s time for some myth busting. Flexible work arrangements are often touted (along with meaningful work and paid time to volunteer) as the holy grail of attracting Millennials, and executives believed it. PricewaterhouseCoopers discovered in their twelfth annual CEO survey in 2007 that CEOs saw flexible working arrangements as one of their top recruitment strategies.[22] Over a decade later, leaders still believe it. Working from home is still touted as the recruitment or work-life balance solution throughout the Internet. But flexible working arrangements are not as important to Millennials as we’ve been told. Millennials love flexible schedules but are lukewarm toward telecommuting unless their commute is excessive. Numerous surveys have discovered that working from a coffee shop has never been among the highest things most Millennials look for in a job —things like good pay, strong benefits, a stable company, respectful managers, interesting work, and a flexible schedule. Certainly, as they are more established in their careers and telecommuting becomes easier and more accepted, more Millennials are interested in it. Over the last seven years I have seen leaders latch on to telecommuting but avoid the seemingly easier flexible schedules because they do not have to add more office space. But 69 percent of Boomers, 73 percent of Xers, and 71 percent of Millennials want the option to work from home when they want to; only 45 percent of Millennials and 44 percent of Gen X want to give up their work space at the office and telecommute three to five days a week.[23] Most important is that Boomers wanted to work from home more than Millennials, and that will most likely apply to Gen X as well as they move into a life stage sandwiched between teenagers and aging parents.[24]

With all the focus on workplace flexibility, it’s ironic that half of all Millennial men and over 40 percent of Millennial women have flexible start and end times, but 49 percent of Millennial men and 44 percent of women believe taking advantage of those flexibility programs will have negative consequences.[25] Additionally, even when flexibility is offered, many prefer the structure and visibility of the office.[26] When we don’t understand generational differences, we overreact to the small things, ignore the big things, and as the complexity of workplace flexibility shows, propose the wrong things. So do you have to come to the office, or can you work from someplace else? Your organization should offer flexible working arrangements where people can work from home or the library or the beach as long as they get their work done and are available for meetings when needed. But you shouldn’t offer it thinking it’s the secret weapon for attracting Millennials; you should offer it to attract all generations.

You should offer it because it is the future. The COVID-19 pandemic taught organizations that they must be better prepared for the next time their employees must work remotely during a “shelter in place” mandate. It also taught people who had never done it ways to make it work. Can flexible hours be abused? Of course. Examples of people spending most of their work week on their side businesses hit the news a couple of times each year. But we can help our teams create more flexible answers to the questions around work ethic if we can understand why other generations define it differently than we do and keep our generational preferences from dominating the discussion.

4. Leverage

Your team will work best when you leverage generational strengths. Each generation helps balance the extremes of culturally induced workaholism and messing around on Facebook two hours a day. Together they will help each other get more done while having more fun doing it:


	Traditionalists know that there is no shortcut on hard work (and they know where the political bodies are buried).

	Boomers know that good processes save time and prevent errors.

	Xers can show us how to cut to the chase.

	Millennials can figure out where the shortcuts are.

	Gen Z can show us how to communicate in the new economy.



We need all these generations working together and sharing their insights in order to make the most productive, well-rounded teams.

5. Resolve

When it comes to work ethic, flexing is usually enough to get the team unstuck, unless you are in a service or manufacturing job and can’t leave early. Then step 5 is needed. You’ll need to resolve the questions so that everyone understands what can flex and what can’t.

But once people understand that the results, not the hours, matter in most jobs today, they can appreciate rather than irritate one another. That’s what Cindy’s team needed. They certainly didn’t need to create a new set of policies with ever more complex rules to keep Cara boxed up.

[image: ]

Work ethic is the most common sticking point you’ll encounter in the workplace, but it doesn’t have to leave you stuck. Here’s one example of what can happen when the generations help each other figure out how to get things done and balance their lives in our 24/7 world.

After three days in my training class, Steve, a remarried Boomer with three elementary-school-age children, finally blurted out, “I’ve been here twenty-five years, and this company is not treating us fairly anymore. Ever since we started supporting people all over the world two years ago, I’m on the phone with Asia until 11:30 three nights a week. And then I have to be in at 8:00. I’m tired all the time. The last year and a half has been the worst of my career, but nobody in management seems to care.”

The world had changed for Steve and his organization, but the way his company measured work ethic had not changed. But that’s where generational differences provided the leverage he and others on his team needed. Stephanie, a Generation X manager, quietly asked Steve why he came in at 8:00 if he was working until 11:30.

“Because the workday starts at 8:00 here,” he replied. “It always has. My boss has never told me I could come in later.”

Jeff, another Generation X manager, jumped in and said, “When I work in the evenings supporting Asia, I don’t come in until 10:00 the next day unless there’s a critical meeting. My boss has never said a word about it. She understands that we don’t have 8:00 to 5:00 jobs anymore.”

Steve just stared at them. “You mean you don’t come in until 10:00, and you’ve never been questioned? Then why am I still working the full day and hating my job?”

“Because you’re a Baby Boomer,” the others said simultaneously.

Steve laughed and announced to his coworkers, “From now on, I’m a Gen Xer. I’m coming in tomorrow at 10:00.” Steve got unstuck, and the whole team felt rejuvenated and reconnected. Leveraging differences helps us get the five generations working together in the places they come apart.



Work Ethic

Traditionalists

I work 9 to 5 and stay late with overtime.

Boomers

I work 8 to 6 and then take it home.

Gen X

I try to get it all done at work; I’ll take it home if I have to.

Millennials

It’s a 24/7 world, so I’m leaving at 5. I can log on tonight.

Gen Z

I know I will have to put my career first for the next ten years.

Why I Think That Way

Traditionalists

Most Traditionalists worked in industrial jobs until the latter half of their careers.

Boomers

Boomers expected work to provide excitement and achievement, and they had to differentiate themselves, so many worked long hours.

Gen X

Gen Xers don’t expect work to provide significance and excitement. They know they will work some evenings and weekends and feel it’s only fair to make some personal calls or do some personal web surfing during office hours.

Millennials

Millennials have grown up in the global, electronic age, where work never stops, and sometimes they don’t see the point of rigid office hours. They take breaks for life, fun, and other interests when convenient, even during the workday, and sometimes work after office hours.

Gen Z

Gen Zs saw the Great Recession knock the optimism out of their older Millennial relatives, and COVID-19 cost the jobs of younger Millennial relatives. That made them more cautious, expecting to earn work-life balance after proving themselves through hard work.
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CONCLUSION: Sticking Together

AS SEVERAL TOP-LEVEL MANAGERS from Cactus Feeders left my session, they realized the market for new employees had shifted. Vice President of Employee Development Kevin Hazelwood later told me, “One thing has haunted us since you talked. We would have been happy to hire Traditionalists forever. But we realized from the presentation that our company is Millennials and Gen Zs, so we need to learn to work with them now.”

Cactus Feeders is the largest independently owned cattle and swine feeding company in the world. One out of every twenty-five fed cows in the United States is one of theirs.[1] This employee-owned company cares for one and a half million animals a year on ten feed yards. They realized that for younger workers, a job in agriculture —especially production agriculture —is not one to brag about to their friends or to a potential date, no matter how impressive the company is.

Cactus Feeders changed things so the company would be a better place to work for the younger generations. First, they learned that just making more money didn’t motivate the younger Xers or Millennials. So Chairman/CEO Mike Engler and the board started exploring what their company purpose was beyond making money and providing jobs. They knew the world would be twice as hungry in twenty years as the growing middle class around the world demanded more protein. So they came to the conclusion that their purpose was to “feed a hungry world.” Of course, in order to do that, they had to make money. Their people responded. They were surprised how willing the mid-level managers were to talk about the company’s bigger purpose and how readily the employees embraced it. But what surprised them most was that all the generations came together around this common purpose. It wasn’t just the younger Xers and the Millennials who wanted a purpose more than making money.

Cactus Feeders didn’t stop there. When they determined that their purpose is to feed the world, they looked for ways to make a more meaningful contribution. They discovered that 67 percent of kids in their school districts were on reduced or subsidized lunch, and 20 to 30 percent of students in the twenty counties around where they operated were food insecure. CEO Engler put $50,000 into the Cactus Feeder Hunger Fund to feed kids and asked the rest of the organization to match it. Having a compelling purpose that translates into making a difference in people’s lives has made everyone excited about what they do.

Then it spread. Over the past seven years, the program has grown to include the Texas Cattle Feeders Association and the inclusion of beef sticks into thousands of lunches, in addition to beef donated to food pantries.[2] Production is expected to jump to two million a year in the next two years, and then four million beef sticks in the next five. They also involve the community in raising money, because for every beef stick sold, they donate one in a meal pack.[3]

In 2019 Cactus Feeders took it to another level. They funded their own charitable foundation, Cactus Cares, with almost a million dollars, and they invite each employee to get involved in their own community.

Finally, they realized that younger associates get their identity, their value, and their sense of belonging from the groups they associate with rather than from the institutions they serve or roles they play. Kevin explained this insight: “My father was an army guy; he counted on institutions for his value and sense of belonging. We Gen Xers insisted on being individuals, but we found our value and sense of belonging in the roles we chose. But the Millennials’ and now Gen Zs’ identities come from their choices and the groups they belong to who shape and validate those choices. Unless we can make them proud to tell their groups that they work here, we’ll struggle to recruit or keep them.”

So Cactus Feeders set up two kinds of groups where their new managers can connect and help each other —developmental groups for learning and functional groups for idea sharing and support. They believe it’s not enough to call someone a manager or give someone a role, even in a company that’s employee owned. Two acquisitions slowed down the developmental groups for a few years, but they are being reactivated.

Until they understood, Cactus Feeders fought generational changes. Now they believe they are positioned to take advantage of the generations’ differences. They’re adamant that they don’t have it all figured out. But Kevin told me, “We used to say, ‘What’s wrong with that kid?’ But now when I hear a supervisor say that, I think, This guy just doesn’t know what motivates them. If you figure that out, the kid will work his butt off.”

Kevin pointed out in a conversation in 2020 that they are seeing two trends covered throughout this book. “I remember your slide from the presentation a decade ago that said that when Millennials get into the workplace, they will resent other Millennials who give their generation a bad name.” He said they have seen that conflict as a growing problem the past five years with morale and conflict, especially for “blue collar” workforces like theirs. Hardworking Millennials resent those who resemble the worst stereotypes of their generation, and it can create divisions that used to exist between older and younger generations. He thinks focusing on life stage as well as generations will take the edge off for those Millennials who do not even want to hear the name because of the baggage.

Additionally, their supervisors are noticing that Gen Z is more like their grandparents than the Millennials. But Gen Z still appreciates a clear purpose and meaning. Cactus Feeders has recognized that they must adjust again for a new generation in an industry perpetually competing for talent.

Cactus Feeders certainly demonstrates that when we don’t get generational differences, we will react to the small things, ignore the big things, and propose the wrong things. But they also show how quickly we can figure out practical ways to change our business once we understand why the generations see things differently.

With five generations in the workplace and at home, sticking points are inevitable, but getting stuck is avoidable. When Cactus Feeders quit trying to manage the generational differences and started leading, they put the five-step process to work and turned the corner. What they came up with works better for everyone, not just the younger generations they were trying to accommodate.

You Can Do It

Sticking points are inevitable, but the same generational conflicts that get teams stuck can cause teams to stick together. You’ve learned how to spot generational sticking points and what to do about them, and you can do it. You can turn stuck to sticking together with your teams, organizations, and families.

And you can also use the five-step process when you’re stuck around generational differences with individuals. Who don’t you get along with? Are generational differences playing a part in the tension? The most powerful impact of learning about generational sticking points for most people is that they realize those differences play a part in the frustrations they have with coworkers or family members.

If you’re seeing generational sticking points in your relationships, put the five-step process to work. Take a moment and acknowledge that you’re stuck. Above all, get curious instead of judgmental, figure out what needs the other person is trying to meet and why he or she sees things that way. That will give you some ideas about how you can flex to better accommodate the other person’s generational preferences. Instead of getting irritated, look for ways to leverage generational strengths rather than getting stuck around the differences. Then you can figure out how you’re going to resolve the tension, how you will do things differently.

Notice I’ve said nothing yet about talking to the other person. Use the five steps on your own first, then try talking to the other person. You have a new understanding of the whys behind generational differences, so you can bring up the topic in a much less judgmental and much more productive way. Remember these two things, and you’ve got this:


	Don’t take it personally; the other person doesn’t mean it personally.

	Speak the other person’s generational language.



You already know more about how to speak other generations’ languages than you realize. This book has merely helped you tap into it.

So call your mom. She’ll appreciate a text, but she really wants to talk to you.

Or quit complaining that your kids never call. Send them a text message or a Snap[4] about something funny that happened to you today. Get the conversation going.

I bet you they’ll ping you back.


[1] “Our Purpose,” Cactus Feeders, https://www.cactusfeeders.com/purpose-details.html#accessibility.


[2] Texas Cattle Feeders Association, https://www.tcfa.org/give-back.html.


[3] You can purchase them at https://www.clintandsons.com/collections/snack-sticks/products/sp4k-beef-stik or use them as your organization’s fundraiser at https://www.sp4k.org/sp4k-beef-stik/fundraiser.


[4] Calling it a Snapchat is so 2017.
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