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	Generational Differences at Work 
Can Stir the Pot
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As the Sand Creek EAP staff meets with a wide variety of work groups and asks about factors that contribute to conflict, there has been an emerging variable: generational differences. Here is an illustration of how a generational difference may play out at work: 





A 26 year old (Generation Y) employee comes to EAP because of issues he is having with his supervisor (Baby Boomer). He has gotten negative feedback because his supervisor sees him as neglecting a basic expectation. The complaints are that the employee is not at this desk enough, the supervisor doesn’t know where he is, and he is often late returning from lunch. There is no complaint about his work productivity or customer service. The employee’s perspective is that even though he is only 26, he has worked several places, has a track record of completing tasks, and he gets his work done in a timely way. His position is “what’s the problem? I’m getting the work done and doing it well. I work from home, respond to e-mails, make calls from my car…what’s the big deal about sitting at my desk? I don’t see a relevant function.”





The supervisor is seeing an employee who is not respectful of expectations, does not seem to value the accountability of time and does not “get” the fact that he cannot assume such flexibility. The employee sees a supervisor stuck in a model of supervision that is irrelevant and attached to rigid measures of work and time. He is frustrated with her not focusing on his ability to do the work.





The current range of generations in the workplace is wider than it has ever been before.  The beliefs about how work should be done, expectations of work/home balance, what types of communication are useful, and what is valued as a reward are as varied as they have ever been. Broadly speaking, different generations are seen to have a unique “peer personality” with unique characteristics, values and ways of understanding the world. These generations are formed through common age, shared world events, beliefs, and behavior. The result is different generations having different norms regarding their work style, preferred ways of learning, ways of being led, communication, approaches to problem solving, career development beliefs, and priorities. As with other differences, such as race, gender, and class, these are generalizations. The intent of looking at generational differences is not to make assumptions based on age, but to be aware of our own beliefs and judgments and that there may be a very different lens a colleague uses to view the work world.





Much of the literature has identified these basic generational differences:





Veterans (1925-1942) believe in the intrinsic value of work, obedience is valued over individualism, and duty comes before pleasure. Hierarchy is fundamental to an organization.





Boomers (1943-1960) have a sense of self that is strongly linked to career and the need to find meaning from work. There is a work-centric orientation and one “needs to pay their dues” to earn flexibility and autonomy.





(Continued on next page.)





Gen-xers (1961-1979) believe their parents “lived to work” and they want to “work to live”. There is a prevailing attitude that work is “just a job” and there is a strong value on work/life balance.





Gen Y (1980-2000) have been raised without absolutes, with a great deal of diversity, and the norm is that there is more than one answer. They do not see the need to stay within a rigid job description and prefer to keep career options open. Challenging the status quo isn’t viewed as a negative; it’s part of looking at options.





These are just a few examples of generational differences. As different generations supervise one another and relate as colleagues, these possible differences can affect perceptions of one another, especially if we make assumptions about the differences. What seems to be common among all generations at work is the desire to have a balance of autonomy and support from leaders, a desire to feel valued and perceive that one’s work contribution matters. A difference though is WHAT is valued and how it is communicated. A Gen Y employee may value total autonomy on a project with the only direction being what the end result should be. They may also be happy to have the assignment given via e-mail. Meanwhile, a Boomer may value on-going dialogue about a project and face to face check-ins.





There are strategies that can be helpful in relating to someone who has very different preferences about how they are managed, the value of functioning as a team, face to face communication vs. electronic, and expectations of the employee/supervisor roles. For example, the 26 year old employee and his supervisor in the initial example both valued a quality work product, good customer service, and quick turn-around times. What they differed on was the process of how the work could get done, whose decision it is about how the work gets done, and what needs to be communicated in the process. What was essential in this situation was that they sit down, talk about their differences, identify where things could flex or not flex, clarify the intention behind accountability, and move away from labeling one another in negative terms.





Discussing these differences within workgroups can be enlightening, fun, surprising, and educational for everyone. In the groups EAP has worked with, inevitably the beliefs behind the different behaviors become clearer and employees express surprise at how differently a colleague may view the same issue.





Working effectively with employees of different generations requires us to understand what has influenced them, what motivates them, what is valued at work, and what their assumptions are. It also requires us to look at our own influences, beliefs, motivators, and assumptions. It is another significant layer in the fabric of diversity. 





For more consultation on generational differences, give Sand Creek staff a call.


















































The Sand Paper is a quarterly newsletter produced by Sand Creek Group, Ltd.  











Sand Creek clients and customers are welcome to reprint this article. All others must first request permission by contacting:





Sand Creek Group, Ltd.


610 N Main Street #200


Stillwater, MN  55082





651-430-3383


888-243-5744





www.sandcreekeap.com


info@sandcreekeap.com











Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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