Book Review 

WHEN GENERATIONS COLLIDE

By Carolyn Denney

20 October 2004

Authors:  Lynne C. Lancaster and David Stillman

Publisher:  HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

Publishing Date:  2002

If you have ever wondered why there are hiring challenges, increasing turnover rates, increasing communication challenges and low morale in your workplace, this is a must read book for you.  Ms Lancaster and Mr. Stillman give great insight to these issues that organizations are facing and what we must do to create a work environment that meets the needs of the four generations represented in the workplace of today.

We have all heard of the generation gap, and in today’s workforce it is wider than it has ever been before. Life expectancy in 1900 was 47.  Today it is almost 80!  So, all of a sudden we have the possibility of four generations sitting around a conference room table instead of one or two trying to come to agreement on business decisions.   

The four generations are known as the Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, X-ers, and Nexters or Millinials.  The major challenge is that each one of the generations bring their own set of values, beliefs, life experiences, attitudes and idea of what a reward for a job well done is and this is where the generations collide.

As I delved into this book I had several “ah-ha” moments.  I had been use to working in an office with all baby boomers and I suddenly realized our new personnel are from two younger generations; Nexters and Millinials.  I became aware that some of the new challenges we are facing may be due to the generational differences.  I found it both exciting and very fascinating to finally put a name to it. 

I want to share with you a small list of differences and preferences from each of the four generations.  I think you will quickly see why some of your own workplace challenges may be contributed to generations colliding:

Traditionalists – The key word for this group is loyal.  They grew up in the shadow of the Great Depression and felt lucky just to have a job.  They tend to be patriotic, hard workers and they respect leadership. It was important for them to be seen on the job.  Spending long hours at work and having face time with the boss is very important.  They feel by doing this it shows what a good job they are doing. Having the opportunity to work at a job for many years with life insurance, health care disability and a 401K is reward enough for a job well done for this group. They value job security.

Boomers – Their key word is optimistic.  They tend to be idealist and very competitive, because they have had to compete with 80 million peers through-out their careers.  Raised by parents who convinced them that they could make the world a better place and they came to the workplace wanting to put their mark on things.  They know they will make more money than their parents. Boomers link “sacrifice” with “success.”  Rewards for this group is money, title, better shift, corner office, the up-front parking spot or anything to let others know how they are doing.  It is starting to shift however to the value of time.

X-ers – This generation’s key word is skepticism.  They have grown up seeing the downsizing and merger and fall of many large companies.  The have seen every major American institution called into question from the president to organized religion to corporate America.  They put very little trust in any one thing.   They have seen tremendous media inventions from cable TV, micro-waves, video games pagers, cell phones and the list goes on with the most significant being the personal computer.  For the first time, a generation was not expected to have as much income as their parents.  The ultimate reward is FREEDOM for this group.  That translates into not feeling trapped and feeling more turned on. They want flexible leave policies, paid time off, accelerated career paths, relaxed dress codes, and continuous training.
Nexters/Millinnials – This generation is smart, practical, techno-savvy and companies are trying to figure out how to attract them.  They are just coming into the workforce and it is a little too early to really know what they will bring to the workplace and boardroom.  They have had access to the pagers, cell phones and computers since they were in diapers.     They have been raised by idealist boomer parents and feel empowered to take positive action when things go wrong.  In a recent poll, millinnials said personal safety is there number one workplace concern.  Reward for this group is making them feel engaged in their work and that it has meaning.  They need to know that what they are doing is making a difference.  

This is just the beginning of differences between the generations facing off in the workplace today.  Is it any wonder we are dealing with hiring challenges, increasing turnover rates, increasing communication challenges and low morale?   If an organization is going to survive, they are going to have to recognize and embrace the differences ”When Generations Collide”.  

This book is a “must read” for everyone who truly wants to understand the dynamics of today’s workforce.

