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We dedicate this book to our spouses, Allan and Sharon. Without your
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AUTHORS NOTE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION





When our book, When Generations Collide, was introduced in February 2002, we didnt know what to expect. To us, as first-time authors, the start of our book tour felt more like the first day of school than anything else. What do we wear? How serious do we have to be? And will the reporters really be interested in talking about the generations?


We shouldnt have worried. At media outlets, from CNN to Time magazine to the local news stations in every market, we encountered the full range of generations, from Millennial interns to Traditionalist anchors. And everyone wanted to discuss their generation gaps at work. But a nagging question still remained. Given the deepening recession, the events of 9/11, and the level of political tension, would their readers and viewers be concerned about what happens when the generations collide?


The answer was a resounding yes! Since the book was published, weve received calls, mail, and e-mails galore from members of every generation. The best thing has been that people seldom write or call to complain about the generationsthey almost always want to tell a story or find solutions. I am a Gen X manager, and I need to know how to deal with employees who are older than I am. Im a Traditionalist business owner and we cant seem to retain Millennials. Im a Boomer, and Im afraid Im going to be replaced by one of the more techno-savvy Xers on my staff.


It seems just about everyone has a question or anecdote about generation gaps at work. As Traditionalists stay healthy and work longer, as Baby Boomers postpone retirement and branch into new careers, as a much smaller population of Generation Xers move into management positions, and as the next great boom, the Millennials, emerge on the work scene, the potential for the generations to collide is intensifying. And its not just the older generations who say we have helped them learn about younger workers; Generation Xers have recognized the need to understand the older generations and have embraced the book as well.


We have realized that every industry has been touched by generational challenges in hiring, retaining, or motivating employees. Weve heard from lawyers and government employees, from teachers and psychologists, from high tech and heavy manufacturing (were very big in pulp and paper!). Bill Sullivan, a police chief from Oakdale, Minnesota, and a college teacher, wrote to say that he was making the book required reading in every organizational management course he teaches in the future. A Lockheed employee e-mailed to say she had given the book to her boss and the result was a meaningful discussion about the way they work together. A retailer from Seattle wrote to say he was buying copies for every one of his supervisors. While the scenarios might be different, the objective is the same: people want to know how to work shoulder to shoulder with four distinct and demanding generationsand have a rewarding and enjoyable time while doing it!


Some of the response to When Generations Collide has come from people whose industries are struggling. The book was written as the U.S. economy peaked and companies were scrambling to find enough qualified workers. But it seems the message is timeless. When the economy is sagging and the bottom line is in trouble, its more critical than ever to know how to motivate and engage multiple generations of employees. At the same time, some industries like education, health care, and the military are expanding and having trouble hiring enough workers. For them, understanding generational issues is one of the best new tools in their arsenal for recruiting up to four generations at one time. Other readers appreciated the solutions for day-to-day challenges like handling feedback, dealing with performance issues, and assigning rewards. Weve figured out how to recruit the younger generations, one government employee told us. But I realized from your book that were not going to be able to retain them. Thanks for the wake-up call.


As much as our book focuses on workplace solutions, the discussion during interviews and book signings always evolved from talking about work to talking about family. We had hoped it was possible to write a business book that also had relevance for the readers personal lives, and this proved to be the case. Everyone wants to understand a loved one better, and to be better understood. I see my son/daughter in a new light was a common refrain. We have been deeply touched by our readers willingness to take what they are learning about their employees and co-workers and put it to work within their families.


Finally, we have been very gratified to have had the opportunity to share information about this topic with people from every generation. Your input keeps us fired up to continue finding solutions for bridging the generation gap at work. If you have a story, a solution, or some good information to share, please contact us via our Web site at www.generations.com. Wed love to hear from you.


Going forward, we are continuing our research on the generations and will give speeches and workshops for organizations on what happens when generations collide. We hope you will keep on getting to know the generations and bridging the gaps!


Lynne Lancaster and David Stillman
 August 2002
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FOREWORD


BY HARVEY MACKAY





People go around all their lives and ask, What should I buy? What should I sell? Wrong questions. The right questions are: When should I buy? When should I sell? In short, timing is everything. And When Generations Collide is exceedingly well timed.


With the U.S. economy in flux, theres never been a more important time to be supersavvy at recruiting and retaining the best and the brightest, because they are your greatest assets. Plus, companies that are heavy on Baby Boomers and old grizzlies need to be building bench strength now and for the future.


The information in this book is something every leader or manager needs to know, because at the heart of every company and at the root of everything are people. The generation gap is widening at work, and to be successful, you need to recruit, retain, manage, and motivate people. You need to relate to all generations and bridge the gaps.


Ive known Lynne Lancaster professionally for fifteen years. Shes served as a valuable resource to me for all five of my books, including Swim with the Sharks without Being Eaten Alive. Ive spent a zillion hours with her because shes also my speech coach. Her wit, wisdom, and business sense have been invaluable to me. Ive gotten to know David Stillman more recently and have been impressed by his smarts, his straight talk, and his perceptive read of people. He is one of the few Generation Xers I know who can relate to all generations at all levels of a company, from the boardroom to the mailroom. Their company, BridgeWorks, has taken off like a rocket. Theyve helped hundreds of organizations and associations understand the causes of generational clashes and bridge generation gaps to reduce turnover, control costs, improve sales, and boost morale.


Now theyve put this valuable information in the book you are holding, subtitled Who They Are. Why They Clash. How to Solve the Generational Puzzle at Work. Youll learn about Traditionalists like myself, Baby Boomers like Lynne, and Generation Xers like David. Plus youll get the scoop on the Millennials like my grandkids, whom I cant wait to encounter in the workforce.


When Generations Collide is sharp, well researched, funny, and practical. Its loaded with take-home tips and techniques that you can put to use immediately.


For example, many of us dont realize there are now forty-six million Generation Xers in the workforce. Those of us who were relieved to see our Generation X kids leave the nest are shocked to find them sitting across the desk from us. Management has been slow to figure out that its employee base is changing. And everything we didnt learn about managing them before is back to haunt us now.


What do we need to know about Xers? When asked in a recent survey to rank the ten most significant attributes they looked for in a job, Gen Xers ranked compensation seventh out of ten! More significant to them were recognition and praise, opportunities to learn, time spent with mentors, developing marketable skills, and fun at work.


What turns them off? When Generations Collide tells us Generation Xers dont like to hear about the past, especially ours. They also resent inflexibility in scheduling, being micromanaged, feeling pressured to conform, and being viewed as lazy or unambitious. In other words, a lot of the standard carrot-and-stick approaches to management that worked for the Baby Boomers are a bust with this crowd.


What can we do about it?



Lynne and David tell us to question the way we manage and reward people. Every generation very much wants to succeed. Ask them questions. Listen. Rethink your concept of motivation. Not everyone in the workplace is motivated by the same things anymore. To get the most out of each generation in the workforce, you have to be willing to be more flexible. When managers and companies learn to do this, it will be incredibly rewarding.


I would strongly recommend that you dont just read When Generations Collide. I recommend you study it! Youll definitely understand your employees, bosses, and co-workers better; but beyond the workplace, this book holds the key to understanding yourself, your family, and your friends better today and in the years to come.


After all, at the heart of everything are people.












INTRODUCTION


HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE





Whenever audiences attend one of our keynote speeches or workshops, one of the first questions we get asked is, How did you two meet, and how did you end up in a business that focuses on generational differences? They could see how much we enjoyed each other, they obviously found the eleven-year age difference interesting, but they couldnt quite figure out the nature of our business partnership. That should have been our first clue that intergenerational friendships are a lot less common than you might think.


When we met, Baby Boomer Lynne Lancaster was in her late thirties and had been working for over a decade as a corporate communications consultant and coach to senior executives and CEOs. Her client list was impressive and included work with author and CEO Harvey Mackay that resulted in five New York Times bestselling business books.


Generation Xer David Stillman was in his mid-twenties and was working as the creative director for an interactive multimedia company. Because David was doing pioneering work in the field of computer-based training, he had been asked to speak at a CEO conference about what companies should know to prepare for the learning environment of the future.


Davids boss had some concerns that the CEOs might be a bit alarmed when presented with a keynote speaker the age of their grandchildren, and he politely suggestedokay, insistedthat David get some speech coaching. He also offered to foot the bill. After a conversation with Lynne, the appointment was made.



HOW THE ISSUES AROSE


At our first meeting, we drove each other nuts. As Lynne gave proven speaking tips and techniques that any Boomer would have been grateful to have, David was skeptical of the tried-and-true approach and pushed to do things his own way. Even though he was her youngest client ever, and shed been coaching high-level presenters for over a decade, David felt free to question her credentials and challenge her methodology. (We wont even get started on Davids ponytail and frayed jeans, other than to say that at one point Lynne furrowed her brow and said, You do own a business suit, dont you?)


Lynnes attempts to get David to come up with a logical outline that began with A and transitioned smoothly to B, and so on, fell flat. Although the idea of the Aristotelian outline had worked superbly since the time of, well, Aristotle, David wanted to structure things his own way and didnt see why the audience wouldnt just go along with it. While Lynne was considering knocking him on the head, David was pulling out his hair at how rigid Lynne seemed and how quick she was to dismiss his suggestions just because he was new at this. Why couldnt he think and create outside the box, and why shouldnt this very senior audience be willing to go along with him? David felt as if he were being coached for the State of the Union address when what he wanted to do was get these executives to loosen up and play Jeopardy. (Of course, it didnt help our connection that Lynne was actually dressed for the State of the Union. At one point David furrowed his brow and asked, Are you even comfortable in that?)


Over the course of several meetings, we clashed. At the time, neither one of us would have dreamed that five years later we would be partners in a successful business focused on the generations. (Or that David would become great friends with Lynnes Traditionalist husband, Allan. Or that Lynne and Allan would become godparents to David and Sharons two children.) But over time, a mutual respect developed. We began to explore the values and beliefs that we shared about work and where they diverged. Gradually we realized that each of us had a compelling perspective and that if wed had to fight so hard to find common ground, perhaps others were experiencing the same challenge at work.


Well never forget the defining moment when David delivered his keynote address. Made up of part Boomer logic, persuasion, and protocol and part Gen X irreverence, flash, and fun, the speech proved irresistible to the audience. As David focused on establishing credibility for his points and himself, he acknowledged that Lynne had been right. The Traditionalists and Boomers in the audience started connecting with him better. And as Lynne looked around the room and saw CEOs, CFOs, and COOs having a ball playing an interactive game show that was way outside the realm of the typical presentations they attended, she acknowledged there was definitely more than one way to get from A to Z.


While we were bridging our own generation gap, we were also noticing the generational issues that existed in our respective lines of work. As Lynne continued to coach corporate leaders, she saw that their audience demographics were changing. Many of her clients were now faced with up to four generations in a single room and were becoming more and more unsure of their ability to get their messages across to all of them. The only way to do it was to explore who these generations were and design messages that would connect with them.


As the world of computer-based training expanded, David was colliding with top decision makers who were asking him to design training programs targeted to his peers. But whenever they described the typical Generation X audience, David couldnt believe how off the mark they were and how pervasive the stereotypes about his generation seemed to be. He realized that he needed to become an advocate for Gen X, translating their views of the workplace into language and techniques managers could use.



A BUSINESS IS BORN


One thing that came out loud and clear during our discussions was the level of resentment that existed between the generations. Loaded words like respect, loyalty, and fairness were being tossed around by all the generations, often in angry, accusing tones. For example, we heard Traditionalists complain about how the younger generations expected to be given so much so fast without having to pay their dues. We listened to Boomers complain how they had given years to a company only to be passed over or laid off in favor of younger employees who were more knowledgeable about technology and cost less money. We heard Generation Xers protest how tired they were of being treated like lazy slackers and ask why the other generations didnt seem to like them. We spoke with Millennials who told us they couldnt stand being put in the same category with Generation Xers and wanted to be judged on their own merits. The painful collision points went on and on, and there didnt seem to be too many points of connection. We knew we were on to something.


On January 1, 1997, we started a company called BridgeWorks, whose mission is



to bridge the gap between generations by helping people look beyond their own perspectives to understand the events, conditions, values, and behaviors that make each generation unique.



Five years later, not only has our company grown, but so has our understanding of what makes the generations click and collide. Weve come to see generational issues as the newest and hottest form of diversity on the business scene today, and we continue to be amazed by how many major business issues, like recruiting, retaining, managing, and motivating employees, are directly affected by generational collisions.


While its easy to think that generational diversity consists mostly of listening to quaint anecdotes about how another generation did things twenty years ago, in reality it is a burning bottom-line issue for many organizations. We were determined to go beyond the anecdotes and prove its impact. Over the past five years, we have conducted countless small-scale surveys that show how generational differences are getting in the way of companies success in recruiting employees and, ultimately, retaining and managing them. In 2000 and 2001, we conducted a larger-scale, Web-based survey that involved over four hundred respondents from a range of ethnic backgrounds, from a cross section of industries, and from all parts of the country. The BridgeWorks Generations Survey helped us prove whether many of our hypotheses had merit (some did, some didnt) and to quantify just how different the generations were in their beliefs and behaviors at work. Along with the surveys, we have led numerous focus groups and consulted with companies big and small in all different sectors of the economy. They have shared with us their stories of how generation gaps have caused costly mistakes and what it has taken to bridge them.


In this book, we offer numerous examples of what we call ClashPoints. Like those military flashpoints we all hear described on the national news, ClashPoints are those trouble spots where generational conflicts are most likely to explode. We talk about why they arise and what organizations and managers can do to defuse and even capitalize on them.


We based our structure for this book on the areas where we believe companies can derive the biggest bang for the buck by addressing intergenerational issues. While its nice if people get along, its absolutely essential that they are able to recruit, retain, motivate, and manage one another on a day-to-day basis.


Above and beyond all the tactical solutions included in this book, we believe that learning about generational differences will shed light not only on the individuals sitting across the conference table at work, but also on those individuals sitting across the dinner table at home. We hope you reap the rewards we have in getting to know what happens when the generations collide and what you can do to bridge the gaps.















SECTION I


WHO ARE THE GENERATIONS AND WHY DO THEY COLLIDE?















1


GENERATIONAL TURBULENCE


THE WIDENING GENERATION GAP AT WORK





You two do that for a living? asked Davids seatmate with a disapproving raise of the eyebrow.


Lynne observed Davids reaction from across the aisle and hoped he wouldnt say something flippant. However, recognizing that this was a 3 -hour flight and we had just leveled off, David settled down and took a deep, cleansing breath.


The mans name was Paul. He was a craggy, sixty-five-year-old Traditionalist and the CEO of a national warehousing and distribution company. He liked the aisle seat, a vodka and tonic with no ice, and an extra pillow. He was probably wondering what two upstarts like us were doing in first class, but he was too polite to let on. Instead, he kept probing.


So tell me, what exactly does a generational expert do? he asked with a patronizing but unmistakably curious tone.


Lynne jumped in: We help employers and employees understand the differences among the generations, and we coach them in how to recruit, motivate, manage, and retain the generations more effectively.


As Paul pondered this information, we wondered if he, like so many successful leaders, had ever thought about generational differences as one of the fundamental reasons American companies are experiencing hiring challenges, skyrocketing turnover rates, increasing communication conundrums, and plummeting morale. Had he ever recognized that clashes among Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Generation Xers, and Millennials at work could take a direct toll on his bottom line?


Paul fixed David with a thoughtful gaze. When I was young, I didnt see eye to eye with my dad. Now my sons in the business and we butt heads all the time. Havent there always been generational conflicts in the workplace?


Sure, David responded. The generations have always clashed. But the generation gaps in the workplace today are wider than ever and of greater strategic importance. Think about it. Americans are living and working longer. The average life expectancy at birth in the year 1900 was forty-seven. Today its closing in on eighty. Suddenly, four generations are facing off across the conference table instead of just one or two.


Okay, Paul replied, but whats the problem? As I see it, more generations mean more available workers.


Thats a good point, David responded. But what most people overlook is that each generation brings its own set of values, beliefs, life experiences, and attitudes to the workplace, and that can be the problem. Take your generation, the Traditionalists. You grew up under the shadow of the Great Depression and felt lucky to have jobs. If we have learned one thing in our research, it is just how strong Traditionalists beliefs are when it comes to patriotism, hard work, and respect for leaders, among other values they bring to the workplace.


Paul nodded.


Now, compare that to my generation, David continued.


Paul eyed Davids T-shirt and parachute pants travel ensemble. Hmm, and exactly what generation would that be? he queried with a raised eyebrow.


Generation X, David responded proudly. We grew up seeing too many businesses downsize or merge, and we learned that the last thing we could trust was the permanence of the workplace. Lets face it, by the time we hit the job market, the employer-employee contract was already out the window and Social Security was headed down the toilet. And it sure didnt help that weve always been told we would never do as well as our parents had. As a result, we need to be recruited, rewarded, and managed differently from your generation if you hope to make us a contributing, loyal part of your workforce.


Paul turned back to Lynne. I assume youre an Xer, too?


I must admit to actually being a Baby Boomer, she responded, blushing. David rolled his eyes and wanted to grab an airsickness bag.


So, Boomer, whats your story? Paul demanded.


Well, answered Lynne, My generation is different from yours and Davids. When youve had to vie with eighty million peers every step of your career, youre bound to be competitive. We were raised by parents who convinced us we could make the world a better place; as a result, we tend to be idealists. We came to the workplace with a strong desire to put our own stamp on things.


Yeah, Ive definitely locked horns with a few of you in my workplace, Paul confirmed with a nod of his head.


Lynne continued: You have to put the generations in an economic context. The long economic expansion of the 1990s created a situation of almost full employment in the United States. Davids generation was promoted rapidly and was offered more financial and job growth opportunities than ever in history. Rather than paying their dues for a number of years, theyve been able to demand that companies adapt to their ways of doing things. This has created both a culture clash and a resentment backlash as the generations collided around issues of fairness and opportunity.


At the same time, low unemployment levels created major staffing problems. For example, one of our clients who owns a box factory in Catawba City, North Carolina, complained to us in 2000 that his towns unemployment rate had dropped to .8 percent! Imagine trying to recruit a workforce to operate a noisy plant that smells like diesel fumes and rotten eggs when the same workers can find jobs at an air-conditioned mall for the same moneyand enjoy the scent of Mrs. Fields cookies!


Now hold on there, Paul interrupted. Lets face it, as soon as our economy takes a nosedive, the younger generations are going to have to come begging for jobs.


But thats only part of the picture, David countered.





Theres a talent war out there. Because Generation X is just a little over half the size of the Baby Boom, regardless of what happens with the economy, fewer workers will be available in the age group thats currently poised to move into the management ranks. At the same time, a large number of Boomers will become eligible to retire over the next few years, leaving a leadership gap in the upper echelons of organizations. Many Traditionalists will be able to afford to leave the work world at relatively young ages, and the bulk of the Millennials are still a decade or two away from filling management gaps. The result is that businesses will have to fight harder to recruit and retain the best and brightest employees.


We help organizations understand how demographic shifts can affect their recruiting and succession planning, which gives them a distinct competitive advantage, Lynne explained, then offered some hard-core proof: Consider this, Paul. In their recent war for talent study, McKinsey and Company estimated that over the next thirty years, the demand for bright, talented thirty-five-to-forty-five-year-olds will increase by 25 percent, while the supply is predicted to decrease by 15 percent. We are facing tangible worker shortages that are expected to continue for some time. Companies have to start preparing for a mass exodus of know-how and experience that theyre going to have to replace from a much smaller pool of talent that comes with a very different set of values and expectations.


So were headed for a sort of talent war and a culture clash, Paul summarized, waving at the flight attendant for another drink.


Be glad youre not in the same boat as one of our Fortune 500 manufacturing clients, Lynne offered. According to their head of human resources, the companys strategic plan calls for recruiting thirty thousand new people over the next ten years into a traditional company thats not exactly known for its high-tech bells and whistles. Companies like that are going to face huge hiring challenges!





Turnover rates are increasing, too, David added. Every industry is reporting higher turnover, the costs of which include tangible expenses like those of recruiting, hiring, and training new workers, as well as intangibles like reduced morale and decreased efficiency. Not to mention the brain drain that occurs when the most skilled employees walk out the door. What companies must realize is that culture clashes among the generations directly affect turnover. A culture that has been shaped by the values, standards, and policies of one generation isnt necessarily going to be compatible with the next generation that comes through the door. When generation gaps open up at work, employees who dont feel they fit decide to leave.


Lynne jumped in: Its not just the Xers who feel out of place. Human resources managers tell us they are losing too many Traditionalists because theyre feeling outmoded, and Boomers who are opting to become free agents. We often have to help companies find ways to get their valuable senior workers to stay. Organizations that can understand and bridge generation gaps have a real competitive edge in the retention game.


Then theres also the fact that the accelerating pace of change over the past century has made it increasingly difficult for the generations to find common ground. A few decades ago, three or four generations might have gathered together to listen to The Shadow on the radio. Now we hear a Traditionalist complaining theres nothing decent on television since Murder, She Wrote went off the air, a Boomer still lamenting the demise of thirtysomething, an Xer reminiscing about the tawdry goings-on at Melrose Place, and a Millennial waxing lyrical over My So-Called Life. As a result, its no longer possible to assume that a multigenerational group of employees standing around the water cooler has the same life experiences and cultural touchstones in common. This can translate into communication challenges and a breakdown of the bonds that hold companies together.


The technological revolution has exacerbated the situation. The advent of the Internet, supercomputers, and high-speed connections is driving massive change in the ways companies do business. This has put a greater divide between the generations who grew up with technology and the ones who are playing catch-up.


Okay, Paul said decisively as he brought his seat into the locked and upright position in preparation for landing, how do we make this problem go away?


We both felt a little sorry that we had to tell him that it wont just go away. While many hope that Traditionalists will eventually retire, that Boomers will relax and get a life, that Xers will quit challenging the status quo, and that Millennials wont present a whole new set of challenges when they arrive on the scene, the fact is that generational differences are here to stay.


While economic slowdowns are likely to make the job market tighter, it doesnt change the fact that different generations of employees wont become more alike with age. They will carry their generational personalities with them throughout their lives. In fact, when hard times hit, the generations are likely to entrench themselves even more deeply into the attitudes and behaviors that have been ingrained in them.


As the plane began a gentle descent, three generations quietly stowed their tray tables.


Well, Paul said gruffly, breaking the silence. I guess we have to stop trying to figure out which generation is right and which one is wrong, and instead figure out how to manage them appropriately.


He paused. You know, this isnt really an obstacleits an opportunity, a tool in the arsenal that somebody like me can turn into a competitive advantage. As I see it, if we figure out the generations and make the adjustments needed to recruit, retain, and manage them, then its just one more way to run our competitors into the ground, right?


We both nodded, because we couldnt have said it better ourselves.


The plane touched down. Paul grabbed Forbes and Fortune from the seat pocket in front of him. David hid his People magazine under his coat. Lynne picked up her untouched copy of American Demographics. After all, it was way more fun to connect with the generations than to read about them, anyway.


Paul thrust out a hand holding his business card. Lets stay in touch, he offered. We might just have the need for another conversation.


We thanked Paul in unison, and he exited through the forward door with a wave. Just a few hours earlier, we werent so sure Paul relished his seat between the two of us. Now we all felt like a million bucks. A good conversation resulting in a multigenerational connectionwhat more could you ask for?
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FROM WORLD WAR II TO THE WORLD WIDE WEB


TRADITIONALISTS, BABY BOOMERS, GENERATION XERS, AND MILLENNIALS AT WORK





Not too long ago, David phoned Lynne, sounding really ticked off. When she asked him what was wrong, he admitted that he had just been reprimanded by one of our biggest clients. Lynne was amazed. Although the client companys leadership team consisted of high-level Baby Boomers and Traditionalists, and David was one of the youngest consultants they had ever hired, they had an excellent rapport with David and liked his work.


I dont get it, Lynne said. What on earth could you have done to have earned yourself a reprimand?


And David explained that in order to kick off a new project, he had typed up a memo outlining the process, put the names of all the recipients at the top of the page, and sent it out to everyone. Fine, so hed thoughtuntil a few days later, when he received a very curt voice mail from a vice president.


Uh, David, I received your memo and you neglected to alphabetize the list of recipients at the top of the page. If this project is going to succeed, youre going to have to pay attention to details! Im sure this wont happen again. Click.


David was stupefied. Spelling and grammar in a formal memo he could understand, but alphabetizing? He didnt get it. So he immediately called Lynne, hoping that as a Baby Boomer she could explain this confusing outburst.


The first words out of her mouth were, David! I cant believe you didnt alphabetize the list of recipients at the top of the page!


After she calmed down, she explained that the client team in this large, multinational company was a competitive group of high-achieving Boomers and Traditionalists who had had to fight and claw their way into the positions they held, and to them it was extremely significant where the names appeared at the top of the memo.


A few days later, just as Lynne was feeling really good about having explained a bit of intergenerational business etiquette to a Generation Xer, she received a voice mail from our extreme Generation X video producer. It sounded exactly like this:


Uh, dude, Im a little concerned about the middle montage, its looking radically raw. Not to worry, were doin it digital, we can slice and dice and mix and match, its gonna look stellar, but hook me with the 411 if you have any questions or Ill just assume youll call me at three bells. Click.


To David, the expression on Lynnes face when she listened to this message was priceless. He relished every time he had to replay it so he could actually translate some of the words for her. Meanwhile, all she could say was, How much money are we paying this loser!


So now David was feeling really good about having decoded Generation X language for a Baby Boomer, until he found himself a couple of weeks later driving a fifteen-year-old Millennial baby-sitter home. She asked him where he and Sharon had gone for dinner that evening. With two children under the age of four at home, he and Sharon dont get out much, but that night they had gone to Caf Brenda, one of those healthy, hip, and trendy restaurants in the warehouse district of Minneapolis where every other dish is served with pine nuts or arugula.


Well, he announced just a little pompously, we actually ate at Caf Brenda.


Oh, I love that place, its so fat.


Really? David replied. That surprises me, because they pride themselves on low-fat cooking!


She then explained very slowly and patiently to David that she had said phat, which to the Millennials means cool, at which point he realized he definitely was not.


What just happened here? Clearly the Traditionalists at our client company just assumed David, a Generation Xer, understood their rules of etiquette. Lynne, a Boomer, just assumed that Video Dude would know how to speak her language. And David, our ohso-hip-and-cool Generation Xer, just assumed he knew how to connect with any Millennial!


Kaboom! Three generational collisions at their finest.


ACROSS THE GENERATIONAL DIVIDE


These types of generational misunderstandings happen all the time on the personal level, and they can be extremely painful. But think for a moment about how costly they can be at the institutional level when companies have to set policies, develop procedures, and create everything from corporate cultures to compensation and benefit plans. And think how challenging these collisions can be for managers who are charged with recruiting, retaining, managing, and motivating up to four generations in the workplace at once.


From the public to the private sector, from the large, multinational corporation to the corner mom-and-pop shop, a conflict of earth-shattering proportions is unfolding right before our eyes. The American business scene is being rocked by a series of generational collisions at every turn.


The ramifications of these generational collisions at work include everything from reduced profitability to the loss of valuable employees, higher payroll costs, poor customer service, derailed careers, wasted human potential, and even potentially serious health problems caused by stress. Corporate cultures are being shaken to the very core as the cost of human capital spirals ever upward.


For years people have analyzed factors like age, life stage, gender, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, religion, educational background, thinking styles, Myers-Briggs profiles, and even signs of the zodiac to find ways to understand each other better. Yet somehow weve failed to recognize the form of diversity that affects every human being on a daily basisgenerational differences.


AGELESS THINKING


For the first time in our history, we have four separate and distinct generations working shoulder-to-shoulder and face-to-face in a stressful, competitive workplace.


The Traditionalists, born between the turn of the last century and the end of World War II (19001945), combine two generations who tend to believe and behave similarly and who number about seventy-five million people. The Baby Boomers (19461964) are the largest population ever born in this country and number about eighty million. The Generation Xers (19651980) are a smaller but very influential population at forty-six million. And the Millennials (19811999) represent the next great demographic boom at seventy-six million.


While many generational experts have laid out age ranges to define the members of the generations, we believe these are just guidelines. There really is no magic birth date that makes you a part of a particular generation. Generational personalities go much deeper. To understand who the generations really are and what makes them tick, one needs to adopt an ageless thinking attitude and look at how each generation shares a common history. The events and conditions each of us experiences during our formative years determine who we are and how we see the world. As a result of these events and conditions, each generation has adopted its own generational personality.


Icons can be people, places, or things that become reference points for a generation. For example, Martin Luther King Jr., Selma, Alabama, and the image of an empty bus are all icons of the Selma bus boycott of 1965. Icons can also be actual events, such as the assassination of a president, D-Day, or the explosion of the Challenger space shuttle.


Conditions are the forces at work in the environment as each generation comes of age. The cold war was a condition that permeated the youth of many Boomers, while Millennials born after 1989 will never know a world in which there were two different cities called East and West Berlin. Economic upheavals are conditions that profoundly affect the wealth and health of our citizens and permanently shape our way of looking at the world. Those who lived through the Great Depression, or who were raised by parents who did, were changed forever by the fear of not being able to put food on the table. Large-scale upheavals in the family, such as major changes in the divorce rate, the marriage rate, or the number of single-parent families, can all play a role in shaping the generations identities.


As these icons and conditions play out in the lives of each of the generations, they shape the attitudes, values, and work styles that the generations bring with them when they come to work every day. These differences create the generation gaps that companies of all sizes across all industries are struggling to bridge.


Too many employers and employees ignore these differences because they assume that since we all experience the same life stages, we are bound to see them the same way. Dont we all have to be born, be educated, find work, find partners, create families, age, retire, and eventually die? And dont we perform these functions pretty similarly?


The answer is yes, and no. Yes, we all have certain life stages in common, but no, the different generations do not approach them the same way. According to the BridgeWorks Generations Survey, for example, the majority of Boomers plan never to retire. They intend to keep working in some form or another for as long as they can be productive. The majority of Traditionalists, on the other hand, view retirement as a well-earned reward and look forward to the days when they never have to punch the time clock again. In this case, retirement is a life stage the generations have in common, but the way each generation approaches it is going to look very different. Can you imagine what retirement will look like to an Xer or a Millennial?


BEWARE OF AV TECHS IN SUPPORT STOCKINGS





After a long, hard week on the road, we stepped into the heavily paneled lodge in northern Minnesota to give one last presentation before heading for home. David had somehow contracted food poisoning along the way and was looking green and shaken as he stood under an imposing moose head. Lynne, who was now seven time zones from where she had begun her day, was staring dazedly at a lamp made from a caribou hoof. It was very late; our speech was scheduled for early the next morning, and only the audiovisual check stood between us and our waiting hotel rooms. Both of us were thinking exactly the same thing: Please, God, just give us a techno-savvy Xer with an attitude wholl knock this AV setup together in about ten minutes and get us out of here. When you do a lot of speaking, its amazing how dependent you get on the people who run the cable and make the lights, sound, laptops and projectors all come alive. Wed gotten pretty good at spotting the winnersor so we thought.


From around the corner we heard the AV cart rattling over the rough pine floors, our cue to swing into action. The cart hove into view followed by ourAV guy? It was Edna. Gray hair, thick glasses, corrective shoes, support hose, and a print cotton dress. Our hearts sank. She looked nice enough, but not like anybody who could adjust a mixer. Our hopes of getting this over with any time soon looked dim. But Edna fixed us with a friendly gaze and said, You two look pooped. Lets make this quick and get you off to your rooms. Are you using a VCR or running MPEG video right off the laptop?


Are wehuh? David murmured, stunned, like a deer caught in headlights.


Edna peered at us pityingly over her glasses, then whipped her cart around and headed for the conference hall. Lets go, dears. Dont worry, well get you all figured out.


And she did. Edna was the fastest, most efficient, well-organized, and professional AV person we encountered that year, bar none. And she did it without once calling for backup, swearing, or making us feel like idiots.


But of course we did feel like idiots. Because at the moment of our first glimpse of Edna, we had both assumed based on her generation and her looks that she wouldnt be able to do the job.






Now if we find ourselves stereotyping a member of another generation, when we spend all day every day thinking about the topic, we can only wonder whats going on out there in the rest of the business world. How often are all the generations being stereotyped, and what can we do to put a new face on the way the generations see each other?


Weve all been exposed to too many media images of the annoyingly precocious Millennial kid, or the tattooed Generation X slacker, or the guilt-ridden, workaholic Boomer, or the lifeless retired Traditionalist leaning back on the porch swing. The media puts negative images into our minds, and these affect how we view each of the generations. And we do look at each other negatively. In our BridgeWorks Survey, when we asked the generations to respond to the statement My generation is viewed positively by the other generations, 30 percent of Baby Boomers and 24 percent of Traditionalists answered, No. The problem was even greater for Generation X. Over 60 percent of Xers said they feel they arent seen in a positive light.


Stereotypes also arise from resentment. Xers resent Traditionalists for being resistant to change and unwilling to hand over the reins. Boomers resent Xers for finding it so easy to change jobs whenever they feel like it and for demanding balance in their lives the Boomers would never have thought to ask for. Traditionalists resent Millennials for their entitlement mentality when Traditionalists had to work for everything theyve gotten. Millennials resent the Boomers for leaving the planet a mess when they were supposed to be the ones to clean it up. And on it goes. The resentment becomes worse at work, where the generations are competing for the same turf and fairness is on the line.


The only way well ever build bridges is to stop stereotyping and get to know who these generations really are and why they are that way. As we describe the generations below, please take this as an opportunity not to stereotype the generations, but to learn something about them you might not have known before.


WHO ARE THE PLAYERS?


The advent of the new millennium made many of us pause and look back before launching ourselves into a new century. Books such as Tom Brokaws The Greatest Generation have reminded us of some of the amazing contributions of the matriarchs and patriarchs of many of our families. More fun-loving books like Growing Up Brady have taken a look at the clothing, hairstyles, and phrases of a particular generations growing-up years. Our goal here isnt to bog you down with so much detail that your high school history textbook starts to sound fascinating, but to give you a snapshot of some of the people, places, things, and events that influenced the generations in their formative years.


TRADITIONALISTS (BORN 19001945)


The Traditionalists (about seventy-five million strong) were influenced by a host of people, some heroic, some villainous, some entertaining, and some patriotic. These were people like Joe DiMaggio, Joe Louis, Joe McCarthy, Dr. Spock, Alfred Hitchcock, the Rat
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