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The Generation Gap at Work: Myth or Reality?

veryone is familiar with the ste-
reotypes people have of differ-
ent generations—Generation

ers are disloyal jobhoppers who
ook out for themselves and Baby
oomers are loyal team players, but
et in their ways, afraid to learn
nything on computers, to name just
wo examples.

But are these stereotypes true?
re Gen Xers really less loyal than
ther generations when they were
he same age? Are Baby Boomers
eally set in their ways, afraid of
echnology? Isn’t there always going
o be conflict between a group of peo-
le who have power and those who
ant it? Or are generational differ-
nces being blamed for bad behavior
hat exists in every generation? Ac-
ording to Jennifer J. Deal, PhD, a
esearch scientist at the Center for
reative Leadership (CCL) in San
iego, CA, and author of Retiring

he Generation Gap: How Employees
oung & Old Can Find Common
round, her research on the gener-
tion gap proves that in reality, the
eneration gap does not exist. In
act, there are more similarities
mong generations than differences.
he and her research team have for-
ulated 10 basic principles on gen-

rational similiarities:

1. All generations have similar
values. The most striking result
from CCL’s research is how simi-
lar the generations are in their
values priorities. Family is the
value chosen most frequently by
people of all generations. Other
values named to the top 10 by all
generations included integrity,
achievement, love, competence,
happiness, self respect, wisdom,
balance, and responsibility (1).
People think the values of differ-
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ent generations are so varied be-
cause even though the values are
the same, the behaviors that go
along with those values may be
very different.

2. Everyone wants respect. They
just don’t define it the same way.
Older people primarily think of
respect as having their opinions
given the weight they believe is
deserved and when people do
what they tell them to do.
Younger respondents character-
ized respect as being listened to
and having their ideas and talent
respected (1).

3. Trust matters. The different
generations have similar levels of
trust in their organization and in
upper management, which is to
say, not much. People of all gen-
erations and at all levels trust the
people they work with directly
(bosses, peers, and direct reports)
more than they trust their orga-
nizations. And people trust their
organization more than they
trust upper management (1).

4. People want leaders who are
credible and trustworthy. It
turns out that age does not ap-
pear to matter much. People of all
generations want their leaders to
be credible, to be trusted, to listen
well, to be farsighted, and to be
encouraging (1).

5. Organizational politics is a
problem—no matter how old
or young you are. People from
all generations are concerned
about the effects of organizational
politics on their careers, on being
recognized for the work they are
doing, and for getting access to
the resources they need to do
their job. Even if they don’t like it,
employees know that political
skills are a critical component in
being able to move up and be ef-
fective at higher levels of man-
agement (1).

6. No one really likes change.
The stereotype is that older peo-

ple dislike anything about their

ion Journal
workplace being changed and
that younger people love change.
These assumptions are not true.
In general, people from all gener-
ations are uncomfortable with
change. Only 12 people in the
study said they actually liked
change (1). Resistance to change
has nothing to do with age; it is
all about how much one has to
gain or lose with the change.

7. Loyalty depends on the con-
text, not on the generation.
It’s often said that young people
today are no longer loyal to their
organizations in the way that
young people were in the past.
CCL’s research shows that
younger generations are not
more likely to job-hop than older
generations were at the same
age. In addition, people of all
generations don’t necessarily
think that being loyal in the old
sense is good for their careers.
The perception that older people
are more loyal is, in fact, associ-
ated with context, not age. For
example, people who are closer
to retirement are more likely to
want to stay with the same or-
ganization for the rest of their
working life, and people higher
in an organization work more
hours than do people lower in
the organization (1).

8. It’s as easy to retain a young
person as it is to retain an
older one—if you do the right
things. Just about everyone feels
overworked and underpaid. Peo-
ple of all generations have the
same ideas about what their or-
ganization can do to retain them.
Among other things, they want:
● opportunities to advance within

their organization;
● learning and development;
● respect and recognition;
● better quality of life; and
● better compensation (1).

9. Everyone wants to learn—
more than just about any-

thing else. Learning and devel-
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opment were among the issues
brought up the most frequently
by people of all generations. Ev-
eryone wants to learn—people of
all generations want to make sure
they have the training necessary
to do their current job well. They
are also interested in what they
need to be learning to get to the
next level in their organization.
Five developmental areas have
made it onto every generation’s
list: leadership, skills training in
their field of expertise, problem
solving and decision making,
team building, and communica-
tion skills (1).

0. Almost everyone wants a
coach. We’ve heard that younger
people are constantly asking for
feedback and can’t get enough of
it. We’ve also heard that older
people don’t want any feedback at
all. According to CCL’s research,
everyone wants to know how he
or she is doing and wants to learn
how to do better. Feedback can
come in many forms, and people
of all generations would love to
receive it from a coach (1).

EEING PAST THE MIRAGE
f the generation gap is more an ap-
earance instead of reality, what can
rganizations do to at least reduce
hat appearance? “Helping people un-
erstand this is the first step,” Deal
ays. “When people understand this is
mirage, that it’s obscuring what is

eally going on, people will be better
ble to act on the real differences that
ause conflicts and stop paying atten-
ion to the mirage.” According to Deal,
hen you see the conflict between the
enerations, you’re often seeing a
ockeying for position, social author-
ty, and clout. Conflicts have less to do
ith age and more to do with clout—
ho has it and who wants it. Conflict
etween the generations comes from
ne group believing it gets to make
he rules and that the other group has
o follow those rules. Simply put, the
onflict comes when Group A believes
t gets to make the rules and that
roup B has to follow them. Con-
ersely, Group B also believes it gets
o make the rules. “There’s a funda-
ental difference in that way, but

hat’s not a generational issue—
hat’s been going on for thousands of

ears,” Deal says. g
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To reduce this conflict, many orga-
izations try to “flatten” themselves
o get rid of authority structure. What
eal’s research team found, though,

s that when there is no authority
tructure, people have to figure out on
heir own “who trumps whom” in the
ork group. “People look to different

ocial attributes for clout,” she says,
and experience and age are two that
ork.” The good news is that when
eople realize that what’s going on is
erely jockeying for position, they

an deal with the issue directly, in-
tead of indirectly, such as complain-
ng about generational differences.
he bad news is that when an orga-
ization doesn’t see through the mi-
age, people spend more time in
truggling for power instead of get-
ing work done.

HAT GETS IN THE WAY
It’s a heck of a lot easier for people
nd organizations to blame a group
or bad behavior,” Deal says. “It’s not
he most accurate or productive way,
ut it’s a lot easier to dismiss some-
ody because they’re old or they’re
oung than it is to actually deal with
he real issues that are going on.”
gain, clout is important: dismissing
group is not only easy, it also in-

reases the clout of the person who is
oing the dismissing because people
ssume that person is not part of the
roup being dismissed.
How well organizations deal with

he generational issue depends on
ho you ask. Many organizations fo-

us on the stereotypes and myths as
eal issues that need to be addressed.
owever, Deal says, other organiza-

ions do an excellent job of telling peo-
le that generational differences,
hen “looked at it in a real and rigor-
us way, don’t actually exist. Let’s sit
own and think really seriously about
hat is going on and what we need to
o about it.” By and large, she says, if
ou treat everybody well in the work-
lace, there are going to be conflicts
mong the generations, just like there
re conflicts between people of all
orts of different perspectives, but if
orkplaces treat everybody well,

hat’s as far as it’ll go. “If you treat
verybody well, there’s not going to be
problem with retention. It’s when

ou say, ‘we have to treat this partic-
lar group better than this other

roup because they want it,’ that you
et into trouble both socially within
he workplace and frankly in some
ases, legally.”
When asked if there are genera-

ional issues particular to the health
are industry, Deal replied that they
ave worked with hospitals and
urses’ organizations and the results
re consistent with other industries.
One of the most interesting things to
e in doing this research is how con-

istent these issues are, across indus-
ries and across countries and cul-
ures,” she says. “These are general
ocial issues that appear to cross in-
ustry lines, professional lines, cul-
ural lines, and national lines.”

All this should be encouraging
ews because if the generational con-
icts are addressed properly, people
on’t have to scramble as much for
hat they believe is theirs. But what

his also means is that you should
anage well for everyone. Basically,

f the organization is a good place for
ne generation to work, if learning is
ocused on what people need to better
erform their jobs no matter their
ge, the organization will be a good
lace to work for all generations. Ac-
ording to Deal, “All [human re-
ources] people know these things.
e all know how to make the work

lace a good place. We just often
hoose not to, for whatever reason.”
hile generational conflict may never

ompletely disappear, if it’s managed
orrectly, it won’t cause your organi-
ation to lose people. “What’s going to
ffect your retention, learning, ad-
ancement, and acceptance of change
nd trust are the bedrock fundamen-
als that work equally well for all gen-
rations.”
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