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You try to find a convenient date for a staff meeting. Two people 
check their BlackBerrys®, another refers to her bulging day plan-
ner and a third heads to his office to check his desk calendar. This 
is the first time in history that four generations occupy the work-
place, and each brings a work style that has been influenced by a 
range of environmental factors. If your team includes individuals 
who could be the children or grandchildren of their colleagues, 
look at it as a terrific opportunity.

“Different perspectives enrich a workplace, and you can get 
them in different ways, from different backgrounds, life experienc-
es or ages,” says Ellen Galinsky, president of Families and Work 
Institute in New York (www.familiesandwork.org). “Central to 
fundraising is the ability to take the perspective of the people who 

Eye to Eye
How to manage

   generational differences   
              in the workplace
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are going to fund you, so it’s an advan-
tage to have a range of perspectives.”

Although generational differences 
do exist, diversity experts emphasize 
the fact that people are much more than 
“just” age, race or gender. Anita Rowe, 
a partner in Gardenswartz & Rowe in 
Los Angeles (www.gardenswartzrowe.
com), describes four “layers of diversi-
ty” that form the filters through which 
we see the world.

“Personality is at the center. The next 
layer includes internal dimensions of di-
versity over which we have little or no 
control, such as gender, age and race. 
The next layer includes outside influ-
ences, such as where you grew up or live 
now, whether you have children and 
your education and religion. The final 
layer includes aspects such as what de-
partment you are in, your level, senior-
ity and worksite in the organization.”

The time in which people grew up 
is not the only factor that affects how 
they perceive the world, but it does 
have a significant influence. Although 

you cannot assign a particular set of 
traits to every person in a particular 
generation, experts agree that many 
members of each group do share com-
mon experiences that influence their 
actions. Understanding the perspec-
tives that are typical of each generation 
will help you turn what may feel like 
a dysfunctional family into a cohesive 
multigenerational team.

The Definition of Work
Clashes among individuals of different 
ages can start with something as basic as 
their perception of what “work” entails.

“For older workers, work is a place 
you go to,” says Tamara Erickson, a re-
searcher and author in Carlisle, Mass. 
(www.tammyerickson.com). “Younger 
people tend not to say, ‘I’m going to 
go to work.’ They say, ‘I’m going to 
do some work,’ and they can do it 
anywhere—at home, at Starbucks, etc. 
They may get to the office at noon and 
feel that they’ve already put in a pretty 
big effort.”

One 31-year-old woman, who is a 
former director of development for a 
performing arts organization, differed 
with her 62-year-old boss on work-life 
balance. Like many Gen Xers, she puts 
a high priority on life outside of work. 
Although she willingly worked the 
evenings and weekends that the job re-
quired, she resented having to take paid 
time off when leaving early for a family 
or other obligation.

“If I was working on a project, but 
had an appointment or service obli-
gation 45 minutes across town at the 
end of the day, I would leave, know-
ing I could finish the project the next 
morning,” she explains. “The CEO 
thought that demonstrated a lack of 
commitment to the job, but I viewed 
it as a strong commitment to my other 
priorities. He said, ‘Look at me and 
how I manage,’ and I said, ‘My life 
isn’t like yours.’”

After numerous discussions, the 
woman realized that the CEO was go-
ing to hold firm. She capitulated and 

Millennials 
(also called Generation Y)
Born between 1980 and 2000
Formative events:
• Oklahoma City bombing
• 9/11 terrorist attack
• The Internet boom
In the workplace, Millennials:
•  Search for the individual who will help them 

achieve their goals
•  Want open, constant communication and 

positive reinforcement from their boss
•  Search for a job that provides great per-

sonal fulfillment
•  Are searching for ways to shed the stress 

in their lives

Generation X
Born between 1965 and 1979
Formative events:
• Watergate
• Fall of the Berlin Wall
• Challenger explosion
• Gulf War
• PC boom
In the workplace, Gen Xers:
•  Eschew the hard-core, super-motivated, 

do-or-die boomer work ethic
•  Want open communication, regardless of 

position, title or tenure
• Respect production over tenure
• Value control of their time
•  Look for a person in whom they can invest 

loyalty, not a company

Meet the Generations
If you think there is only one way to work with and motivate the staff on your team, you most 
likely are not seeing them at their happiest or most productive. Consider the following genera-
tional snapshots:

Source: Cam Marston, founder and president of Generational Insight  
(www.marstoncomm.com) and author of Motivating the “What’s In It For 
Me?” Workforce: Manage Across the Generational Divide and Increase 
Profits (Wiley, 2007), hardcover, 240 pages

Baby Boomers 
Born between 1946 and 1964
Formative events:
• Civil rights movement
•  John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, Martin 

Luther King assassinations
• Vietnam War
• Woodstock
• The Cold War
• Roe v. Wade
In the workplace, Boomers:
•  Believe in, champion and evaluate 

themselves and others based on their 
work ethic

•  Measure hours worked; measuring  
productivity in those hours is less 
important

•  Believe teamwork is critical to success
•  Believe relationship building is very 

important
•  Expect loyalty from those they work with










