
TIPS AND TRAINING FOR MANAGERS 


Playbook: Dealing With Generational Crosstalk 


In the generational 

game of he said

she said, "what you 

said" is not "what 

I heard." 

By Karen Arnold 
and Kevin Williams 

n our generational workshops we 

constantly hear about how lazy 

young people are and how older 

people are unwilling to change. 

These comments can cause fric

tion in the workplace that serves no one 

and reduces productivity. To better un
derstand the communication discon

nects that occur in your workplace, it is 

important to recognize why each gener

ation communicates as it does. 

To help facilitate this understanding, 
let's review each generation and the 

influences impacting individuals during 

their formative years: 

Traditionalists (born before 1946). 
This generation was influenced by the 

Great Depression. Traditionalists be
lieve in saving for a rainy day. They be

lieve that employees should stay with an 

organization through thick and thin 

and exhibit extreme loyalty to leader

ship. 

They are loyal, hardworking, finan
cially conservative, and faithful to insti

tutions. Representing about 4 percent of 

the workplace, this generation is most 

comfortable with face-to face commu

nication. 

Baby Boomers (born 1946-1964). 
Influenced by President Kennedy's as

sassination, the Vietnam War, and the 

birth-control pill, Baby Boomers have 

always felt compelled to change the sys

tem. As a result, they are responsible for 

many of the rights and opportunities 

now taken for granted. 

Because of their large numbers, 

Boomers faced great competition for 

jobs. They all but invented the 6O-hour 

work week, figuring that long hours 

and hard work were ways to rise above 

the pack and get ahead. Their sense of 

who they are is deeply connected to 
their career achievements. 

Boomers are now looking to change 

their careers and do something else as 

they move toward what in the past has 

been traditional retirement age. 

Generation X (born 1965-1980). Gen

eration Xers were influenced by divorce 

rates that tripled when they were chil

dren, both parents working, and being 
the [U"st latchkey kids . They are techno

logically savvy, ushering in the era of 

video games and personal computers 

during their formative years. 

Witnessing their parents being laid 

off after years of dedicated service 

instilled a sense of distrust of institu

tions. Because they do not expect 
employer loyalty, they see no problem 

changing jobs to advance professionally. 

In contrast to Boomers' overtime 

work ethic, Generation Xers believe that 

work is not the most important thing in 
their lives. They are resourceful and 

hardworking, but once 5 0'clock hits, 

they would rather pursue other inter

ests. 

Generation Y (born 1981-1999). Many 

in this generation are still in school, but 

the oldest y's are just now entering the 

work force. This generation has had 
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access to cell phones, pagers, and per

sonal computers all their lives. They 

have also been influenced by viewing 

natural disasters, riots, and other 

tragedies occurring all over the world, 

live and in color, right from the comfort 

of home. 

Generation Y's are eager to learn and 

enjoy questioning things. They are con

fident and have high self-esteem. They 

are collaborators and favor teamwork, 

having functioned in groups in school, 

organized sports, and extracurricular 

activities from a young age. 

They reject the notion that they have 

to stay within the rigid confines of a job 

description. Generation y's will think 

nothing of making career changes or 

building parallel careers. 

If you call them instead of e-mailing 

or text messaging, you are wasting their 

time. These folks are excellent at multi 

tasking; keep them busy with multiple 

activities, and they will perform. 

Given these generational differences, 

"one-size-fits-all" communication and 

leadership is not effective in today's 

workplace. Both you, as an employer, 

and your employees need to understand 

and value the communication style of 

each generation. 

Here are some tips for effectively 

communicating with and leading each 

generation: 

Traditionalists 
Acknowledge experience and 

expertise. 

Provide opportunities to mentor 

younger employees. 

Discuss how their contributions 

affect the organization. 

Focus on the personal touch and one 

on-one communication. 

Boomers 
Discuss how they are making a 


difference. 


Assign challenging projects. 


Provide public recognition and perks 


for performance. 


This is the "Sandwich Generation"; 


you need to support them with their 


diverse family responsibilities. 

Phone and one-on-one communica

tion best suits this generation. 

Generation X 
• 	 Do not micromanage. 

Give candid, timely feedback. 

Encourage informal, open commun

ication. 

Use technology to communicate, 

such as e-mails and text messaging. 

• 	 Provide learning opportunities and 

mentoring. 

Generation Y 
• 	 Provide good supervision and 

structure. 

Communicate clear objectives and 

expectations. 

Emphasize their ability to make a 

difference. 

Use technology to deliver informa

tion. 

• Assign work that is interesting, 

meaningful, and important. 

• 	 Assist them with career planning. 

When facilitating our workshops, we 

are consistently impressed with the fact 

that most participants are moved by the 

influences that have shaped the other 

generations. We also find that once 

informed of generational influences 

and differences, participants are willing 

to modify their style to better meet the 

needs of others. 

The most successful organizations 

find ways to let every generation be 

heard, recognizing that no one has all 

the answers. This appreciation of gener

ational diversity allows each group and 

individual to contribute and be a part 

of the growth of the organization . 

Once leadership understands this, 

it can help open up communication 

at all levels. 

Karen Arnold and Kevin Williams are 

partners in FutureDecisions, a company 

that provides cutting-edge workforce and 

succession planning programs, training, 

and transition services. E-mail: info@ 

futuredecisions .com. 

-We've had arelationship with 
Miracle since the mid-1960s. 
Today, our pm is 32 acres 
in size, so we put in three 
separate Miracle playgrounds. 
Kids really enjoy it and 
the parents love iW 
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