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Ages apart

By Merge Gupta-Sunderji

How to bridge
generational
differences to
create productive
and successful
workplaces
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here has never been such a
diversity of generations in the
workplace as there is today. It is
not unusual to find each of the
four generational demographics
– Traditionalists, Baby Boomers,
Generation X-ers and Millennials – in a
single department.
Traditionalists are those born before
1946, Boomers were born between
1946 and the mid-60s, Generation X-ers
between the mid-60s and 1979, and
Millennials from 1980 to 1994. Each
generation brings its own values and
expectations into the workplace, leading
to differing perspectives on how each
views the world. Think of these as filters:
different colours of lenses mean each

generation can view an identical situation
in vastly different ways. Let me give you
an example.
Recently, a mid-sized client company
announced to their staff that they were
going to make sweeping changes in the
office environment – specifically, shift
from closed offices to open workspaces.
They felt that in today’s competitive
environment, increased collaboration
was the norm, so open workspaces
would improve productivity and results.
Reactions to this announcement varied
greatly, but interestingly, they were
similar within each generation.
“Well,” said the Traditionalists, “You can’t
put senior managers in the same office
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space as their subordinates! But, if that’s
the decision, then we’ll just have to accept
it and move forward.” Since respect for
authority and adherence to rules are key
values for Traditionalists, this response is
exactly what you would expect.
The Gen X-ers (known for their
skepticism and cynicism) had a different
perspective. “Increased collaboration
– yeah, right!” they said. “It’s likely
more about cost-cutting than it is about
improving productivity or results!”
The Boomers took the news of this
change the hardest. But if you realize that
status and personal gratification (from
work) are their key values, then it’s easy
to see how the loss of an office was, to
many, the equivalent of a slap in the face.
“Besides,” raged the Boomers, “this sort
of decision should be made by consensus,
not by unilateral proclamation!” Since
decision-making by compromise is also of
huge significance to this generation, this
response is not surprising.
The only generation that embraced
this change was the Millennials. Not
unexpectedly, since collaboration is
one of their key values. To Millennials,
open office space with central work
tables and discussion areas made perfect
sense. “In fact,” a few of them remarked,
“we probably don’t even need assigned
workspaces since some days we can work
from our home offices and use technology
to connect and collaborate.”

nevertheless offer a perspective that is
quite different from the others.
In contrast, Boomers make up
the largest employment group
(approximately 45 per cent). If the
Traditionalists are loyal, then the
Boomers are “optimistic.” Events of the
Sixties and Seventies – the civil rights
movement, the invention of television,
high unemployment, to name just a
few – have all played a part in their
collective psyche. Boomers knew that
they were going to change the world
for the better, and in the final verdict,
they did.

The Gen X-ers, however, are utterly
contrary. They watched the Boomers “sell
their souls” to their employers, and then
observed, horrified, as mass corporate
layoffs took their toll on families and
livelihoods. This made them “skeptical”
and “pragmatic.” At roughly 40 per cent
of today’s workforce, they are undeniably
“anti-institution,” and their cynicism comes
through in many an organization across the
country.
The newest entrants to the employment
ranks are the Millennials. Presently at about
10 per cent, this demographic is growing
rapidly in size and impact. In many ways,
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Inconsistent reactions to this single
situation illustrate how each generation
views the workplace through a different
filter of values, expectations, habits and
work styles. Perhaps more relevant to you
as a leader is that this example underlines
the potential for conflict.

Generational overview

So, is it possible to bridge these
generational differences to overcome
conflict and create productive and
successful workplaces? The answer:
absolutely! But before I provide some
specific ideas, it is helpful to pause for
a moment and consider a high-level
overview of the four generations.
The word “loyal” captures the essence
of Traditionalists. Wars and economic
depressions have made them practical,
and led to their firm belief in delayed
gratification. Whether it is money, work,
or fun, this generation believes that saving
today ensures success tomorrow. While
they are a fairly small component of the
total Canadian workplace (some estimates
suggest less than five per cent), they
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the Millennials combine the descriptors
of the other three, and are thus probably
best described as “realistic.” Nevertheless,
their expectations of disposable income,
instant gratification, and unlimited access
to resources, resulting mainly from their
experiences with digital technology,
child-focused marketing and mass
collaboration, cause immense frustration
to the older generations. But the
Millennials also bring a ray of sunshine to
the workplace. At a grassroots level, this
generation is unabashedly hopeful about

what the world has to offer and how they
can contribute towards making it a better
place for all.

Bridging the gap
So what are some things that you can
do to bridge the gap and capitalize on
these generational differences to create
a productive and successful workplace?
Here are three ideas.
First, don’t ignore the issue. There is
conflict between the generations and

denying it will not make it go away.
On the plus side, the conflict is often
predictable. Traditionalists find Boomers
too self-centered, X-ers disrespectful,
and often patronize Millennials because
they remind them of their grandchildren.
Boomers accuse Traditionalists of
inflexibility and over-cautiousness, brand
all X-ers as slackers, and get irritated with
Millennials who seem to crave attention.
Skeptical and pragmatic Gen X-ers
evaluate the world on its competence and
get frustrated with Traditionalists who
shy away from technology. They hate
being micro-managed by the Boomers,
and resent the know-it-all Millennials
taking over the workforce!
And let’s not forget the Millennials.
These young, brash upstarts find
Traditionalists too slow, Boomers too
uptight, and Gen X-ers too negative!
The stereotypes unfortunately are truer
than you might hope, but their very
recurrence creates an opportunity to
increase awareness and understanding
and thus work through the differences.

-

Second, seek out shared values. Despite
all the differences in working styles, there
are also areas of mutual agreement. One
way to find these areas of congruency
is to focus on the future rather than on
the past or present. For example, using
our situation from earlier, concentrating
on the outcomes of the changed office
environment is more likely to result in
points that each generation can agree
on. These are the positive aspects of the
change that should be accentuated.
Third, be a role model for understanding
and respect. Your objective as a leader
is to create a positive and productive
workplace that makes the most of what
each person excels at and holds as
significant. This begins with you. You are
a role model, and those around you look
to see how you speak and act. Learn
more about each demographic and what
motivates them and what turns them
off. Actively listen and acknowledge
differing point of views. Show people that
you respect their perspectives by asking
questions and discussing their responses.
Seek out ways to turn the differences into
competitive advantages. In a nutshell,
demonstrate that conflict can not only be
okay, but can also be beneficial.
Merge Gupta-Sunderji, MBA, CSP turns
managers into leaders. A popular speaker
and author, she gives people practical tools to
achieve leadership and communication success
and will be presenting at the upcoming
CERC Conference. Join the conversations
at www.mergespeaks.com/blog.
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