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THE NEW GENERATIONAL
LANDSCAPE

No matter what your job or your industry, no matter 

what your generation, you are part of the biggest 

demographic shift the workplace has ever seen.

At this moment: 

• Millennials outnumber Boomers in the workplace. The margin is slim (3%) but 
growing rapidly.

• Three generations, Baby Boomers, Gen X and Millennials, vie for influence 
without consensus about work ethic or efficiency. 

• Age and experience no longer indicate role. One in 3 employees reports to 
someone younger. One in 7 reports to someone a full decade younger.

• A whole new generation, Gen Z, is entering work at a rate of 4.5 million  
each year. 

In this dynamic setting, how do the generations actually relate? Which generations work 
together well, and which are conflict-prone?  Finally, how do these shifts impact you? Those 
are the questions we set out to answer as we designed the Generational Edge Profile, a 
tool to help individuals and companies identify roadblocks and opportunities in this new 
generational landscape.**
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In each case, there is good news and bad. Each reality has the potential to foster both cross-
generational collaboration and, if managed poorly, cross-generational conflict. (Just for the 
record, we’re rooting for collaboration.)

* At present, Gen Z is also called GenEdge, iGen, Homelanders, Founders and many other names. We’ll use 
Gen Z in this report for simplicity’s sake, but we expect a more useful, descriptive name to come into common 
use soon. 
**There’s more about how we designed the Profile at the end of this report. If you’d like to complete the Profile, 
it is available at www.GenerationalEdge.com.

Boomer-shaped workplace culture is
dissolving rapidly as 21st Century values take hold.

Generation Xers remain outliers at work. 
Their biggest challenge is working with Millennials. 

Millennials and Boomers are surprisingly similar,
except around technology. 

Over six months’ time, 1100 respondents from 10 industries completed the profile. The result 
is a snapshot of generational dynamics as they are today.  We summarize our findings as 3 
New Generational Realities.
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NEW REALITY

#1
Boomer-shaped workplace culture is dissolving 

rapidly as 21st-Century values take hold.

Each question on the Generational Profile requires respondents to choose one of four 
statements, each of which reflects the values of a particular generation. Quiz outcomes reveal 
the respondent’s compatibility with each generation at work.  Nearly half of respondents are 
most comfortable working with Boomers rather than with other generations, and nearly one 
third are most comfortable working with Millennials. 

Aspirational Answers
Why the win for Boomers? Perhaps because Boomer culture is so familiar. In this context, 
aspiration plays a role. Throughout the survey, options reflecting Boomer values act like 
magnets, drawing Millennials, Gen X and Boomers themselves in high numbers. This may be 
because respondents complete the profile in work settings where they are keenly attuned 
to the course of their careers. As a result they choose the responses most likely to result in 
success in a Boomer-centric workplace. 

most comfortable working with Boomers.

most comfortable working with Millennials. 

most comfortable working with Gen X.
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Compromise Answers
But consider this. Boomer answers represent the middle ground between a hard-edged Gen 
X perspective and an egalitarian Millennial mindset. At this point in history, compromise 
responses may indicate an emerging group-oriented mentality, a striving for harmony during a 
time of rapid change and uncertain economies. For all the reasons above, Boomers walk away 
as the clear favorites today. But this is shifting. Note the 31% of respondents who already 
work best with Millennials, even in predominately Boomer-shaped and Boomer-led settings.

 

No matter what your role, learn to 
work with Millennials. They dominate 
emerging workplace culture. 

By 2020, 13 million more Boomers will have retired, Millennials will dominate the workplace in 
terms of sheer numbers, Gen X will own the C-suite, and 30 million Gen Zs will have come to 
work. We are watching the workplace and the work ethic shaped by Boomer values dissolve 
rapidly as Millennial values take hold.

CONFLICT & SOLUTIONS

Conflict:  “Who owns my time?”

Boomer answer: The company or the job owns my time, at least during work hours. 

Millennial answer:  I’m happy to work hard, so long as I have a sense of owning my 
time. If I have to be on site, I want as much say as possible over my hours there. The 
concept of “work hours” is outdated because I use my phone to integrate work and 
life, and because so much work can be done from a distance.

How This Shows Up
Gamesmanship in which employees find ways to control their time and managers find ways 
to accommodate them. Absenteeism. Arriving late, leaving early. Turnover. Employees who 
perpetually maintain high negative attendtance points, almost but not quite provoking a 
firing. Growing sense of unfairness as some employees determine their schedules and others 
don’t. Disengagement, including use of social media to a point that it affects productively. 
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Solution: A Sense of Control Over Time. 
(Not working less, but working differently.)

Work must be done. Lines have to be staffed, clients have to be billed and projects have to 
be finished. The question is not what must be done. The question is how. 

Every workplace is different, as is every industry, but in our work with clients, we find that 
changes, even small ones, that give employees a sense of control over their time, can end 
conflict and gamesmanship. 

Sample Solutions. Which of these will work for you? 

Self-scheduling teams. Managers who say, “Here’s what we have to do. Here’s 
the level to which we must do it. Now, how shall we get it done?”

Personal Time Off. A set number of days away (paid or unpaid) which the 
employee schedules ahead of time, but does not have to explain or justify. 

Flexible or at-home schedules based on job titles, not individuals. 

Trial periods for distance work, with measured results. Employees essentially 
earn the right to work from home.

Technology that allows for seamless onsite-offsite communication.

Regular all-hands huddles or meetings everyone must attend either online or 
in person.

My Days programs in which attendance and/or team results are rewarded with 
PTO, financial rewards, lunch with leadership or other perks. 

Schedules that allow everyone 3-day weekends on a regular basis.
 
Job sharing. Sabbaticals. Part-time roles.
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Conflict:  “What am I loyal to?”

Boomer answer: I want to be loyal to my company and my team, and I will be if they 
are loyal to me with a pay raise and a promotion every few years.

Millennial answer:  I’m loyal to my quality of my life, and I’m loyal to my career. If I can 
always see the next career step or the skill level, and I know it’s achievable within six 
months or so, you earn my loyalty. Stall my forward movement, and you lose it.

How This Shows Up
Short job tenures. High turnover costs. Long-term employees who insist that new employees 
pay their dues. Young employees who expect frequent promotions. Promotions based on 
tenure, not skill. Employees who leave and take talent with them, or return to raid your ranks. 

Solution: Focus on Employee Development 
Every workplace is different, as is every industry, but in our work with clients, we find that 
changes giving employees opportunities to grow their skill sets or leadership abilities result in 
more loyalty. 

Sample Solutions.  Which of these will work for you?   

Pay for Skills programs with incentives for mastering new skills or reaching 
new levels of productivity. 

Self-directed, online training opportunities that encourage employees to take 
responsibility for driving their own careers. 

Investment in employee education. Paying for, or helping employees pay for, 
tech school, college courses or graduate work. 

Not just Mentors, but also Advocates for employees in the early phase of their 
careers. 

Small multiple promotions based on skills achieved and maintained, rather 
than infrequent, big-step promotions.  For example, an Operator A becomes 
an A1, A2, A3 and so forth before advancing to Operator B.

Transparency around promotions, recognition and celebration of employee 
promotions

Teaching the business, not the job. Saying, “We will move you within the 
company every six months until you find the area where your skills fit best.”
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Paths for specialists. Train employees with tech talent to become 
troubleshooters and specialists rather than moving into management. 
 
Hello, goodbye, hello again. When young talent leaves for what looks like 
greener pastures, celebrate their success. Then keep them in the loop. If you 
want or need them back, invite them to events, make them part of an alumni 
group and send them job offers when opportunities open. 

High Potentials programs (retreats, classes and learning opportunities) for 
high achievers who are still early in their careers. 

Be a Star. Contact Amy for keynotes that help you create solutions that Harness the Bang of Change. 

http://www.generationaledge.com/contact/
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NEW REALITY

#2
Gen Xers remain outliers at work. Their biggest 

challenge is working with Millennials.

Gen X is known for prove-it-to-me pragmatism and healthy skepticism. But Gen X skepticism 
is an uneasy fit in a predominantly optimistic Boomer culture. Perhaps that is why Gen X 
respondents hesitate to choose survey responses tailored to reflect the independence and 
efficiency of their generation. In fact, Xers choose typical Gen X responses only 27% of the 
time, and opt for Boomer values 37% of the time.*  If there is a generation uncomfortable in 
its own skin, it is X. 

Gen X is an island of self-reliance in a sea of 
relational Boomers and Millennials. Xers must 
focus on consensus in order to lead.

Gen X and Millennials have to work at getting along. 
Among Millennials in our survey, only 27% are comfortable working with Gen X, and the 
feeling is mutual. Only 32% of Gen X respondents are comfortable working with Millennials. 
However, Gen X is destined to work with and to lead Millennials for the next 20 years or more. 
It will take effort to bridge the gap. 
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CONFLICT & SOLUTIONS

Conflict:  “Do I need your input?”

Gen X answer:  Not very often. Leave me alone to get my work done and I’ll leave 
you alone to do yours. When we talk about every little thing, nothing gets done.

Millennial answer:  Absolutely. When everybody gives input, the best ideas emerge. If 
I don’t have input, how can I be invested in the outcomes? 

How This Shows Up
Gen X managers who say, “Stop talking about it, and just do it.” Millennials who feel out of 
the loop and disengage. Turnover among Millennials. Gen Xers who feel harried by Millennial 
questions and suggestions, especially about decisions that have already been made. Xers who 
expect to find Millennial employees working solo in assigned workspaces (not happening). 
Falling productivity, absenteeism and, in fields like manufacturing and construction, safety 
issues.  

Solution:  Structure Collaboration 
Our research results provide a clue to solving the problem. The most definitive examples 
of cross-generational affinity in our survey are questions related to open communication. 
For example, the words “consensus” “supporting member” or “team” trigger significant 
crossover among all generations, even Gen X. Everybody wants more collaboration; Xers just 
want it to be more efficient. 

Every workplace is different, as is every industry, but in our work, we find that changes, 
even small ones, that provide opportunities for frequent, structured input help bridge gaps 
between Gen X and Millennials. 

Sample Solutions. Which of these will work for you? 

Fix-its, in which a particular problem is attacked by the whole team for a set 
period of time. 

Clear time limits on input, and clearly defined decision deadlines.

Quick, daily check-ins with individual Millennial employees, especially by X 
managers.

Set-aside time when Xers work alone.
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Regular, scheduled all-hands meetings where Millennials can ask questions 
and pose ideas.

Sharing all news, good and bad, both face to face and online on team/
company sites or pages.

Online team or department pages where Ms can comment and where Gen X 
managers read and respond (quickly.) 

Submission of ideas for “making our work better” as part of the job 
description, and regular competitions for and implementation of the best 
ideas.

Actual awards for “Best Ideas That Didn’t Work.”

Dynamic Dozen or Top Ten group of Millennials who meet regularly with Gen 
X leadership to pose problems and brainstorm solutions. 

Meeting while standing rather than sitting. (This changes the dynamic of the 
meeting.)

*Question 5 is a good example. The Gen X response “There weren’t many heroes when I was growing up. The 
times were too complicated for that” drew only 12% of Generation X respondents. Instead, Xers gravitated to 
the Boomer response “When I was growing up my heroes were passionate and visionary” and the Millennial 
response “My heroes are my parents and other adults I know” at 38% and 33% respectively.

Be a Star. Contact Amy for keynotes that help you create solutions that Harness the Bang of Change. 

http://www.generationaledge.com/contact/


14 3 New Generational Realities   |   Amy Lynch

NEW REALITY 

#3
Millennials and Boomers are surprisingly similar, 

except around technology.

Millennials answer like Boomers. Boomers answer like Millennials.
In our research, Boomers and Millennials often co-opt each other’s answers.* Boomers choose 
their own gen-based responses 39% of the time and choose responses reflecting Millennial 
values 31% of the time. Millennials choose Millennial-based responses 30% of the time and 
Boomer-centric responses 35% of the time. They actually choose Boomer-centric answers 
more often than their own.

If not Millennial, then Boomer. If not Boomer, then Millennial.
Tracking the analytics on this study is like watching a polite tennis match.

Boomers say yes to the Millennial mindset. 
These answers appear to be aspirational for both groups. Boomers who came of age in a top-
down workplace may choose responses that describe the way they want to work and lead. On 
the other hand, Millennials may be influencing Boomers to challenge top-heavy management 
models. Either way, the Boomers in our survey aspire to work collaboratively. 

Meanwhile, Millennials may elect Boomer-centric responses because they want to live up to 
Boomer expectations. In any case, each group is making an effort to relate to the other. 

Both Millennials and Boomers aim to collaborate, 
but don’t always communicate. The breakdown 
is often digital. 
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What can go wrong? Tech.
Millennials and Boomers share many values, but their abilities around digital technology tend 
to be vastly different. Boomers are best described as Digital Adaptives who adopted digital 
tech in adulthood. Most Millennials used computers in middle school.

As a result, tech usage and preferences vary widely. Communication can break down. 
For example, the average number of texts (42) sent or received per day by 25-34 year 
olds (Millennials) is more than four times the number (9) for texts among 55-64 year olds 
(Boomers). Further, 43% of Boomers report not being comfortable with the technology they 
need to use at work. 

CONFLICT & SOLUTIONS

Conflict:  “How do you define ‘talk’?” 

Boomer answer: Email is good, so is text, but they are not talking. When we have 
talked about something in person, onscreen or on the phone, I am more certain of our 
direction and our goals.

Millennial answer:  When the stakes are high, face-to-face is good. But texting works 
really well most of the time. Email, too. If you want a face-to-face or a phone call with 
me about everything, I think you’re micromanaging or that you don’t know how to use 
the tech.

How This Shows Up
Boomers who appear to resist change because they are uncertain about the tech. Millennials 
who think Boomers waste everybody’s time with talk.  Role confusion. A lot of “I told you 
that.” and “No you didn’t.” Conflict around multitasking. Urgent messages missed (A Boomer 
called, a Millennial texted, the other didn’t pick up). Innocuous questions posed online that 
cause misunderstanding or resentment. Boomers who don’t communicate enough online and 
end up out of the loop. Millennials who don’t do enough face to face and end up out of the 
loop. Online messages used to avoid bad news or difficult conversations. Boomers whose 
work becomes irrelevant because they aren’t comfortable with the tech. 

Solution: Taming Tech
Every workplace is different, as is every industry, but in our work, we find that clearly defining 
how teams “talk” can bridge the gaps. 
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Sample Solutions. Which of these will work for you? 

Agreed upon guidelines about what kinds of messages are sent via text, 
email, shared pages, phone calls, screen time or face-to-face (“I’m late” is a 
text. “I quit” is face-to-face.)

Agreed upon standard response times to various types of communication 
within the team.

Email as default and backup for essential communication (because it is 
generally comfortable for all generations.)

Tech training for Boomers grounded in the ways Bs learn best (linear and big 
picture first, then experiential.)

Two-way, on-call mentoring. Millennials on call to help Boomers with tech, and 
Boomers on call to help with skills like negotiating and positioning ideas so 
they are heard by management.

Frequent update meetings (10 minutes) when a checklist of essential info is 
shared.

Meeting breathers.  These are frequent, brief pauses (10 seconds or so) 
created by Booms in a meeting. The Boomer says, “So here’s where we are 
on this . . . . .” These are necessary when Millennials are collaborating and 
incorporating tech in the process. A breathert synchronizes the group. 

*Question 4, about the beginning a project, is a good example. The characteristically Millennial response “Let’s 
start by getting everybody together and putting all our ideas out there. The more the better” is the clear winner 
among Boomers. In fact, in this case Boomers chose the Millennial response significantly more often than the 
response designed to appeal to their own cohort (41% versus 26%). Meanwhile Millennials crossed over 30% 
of the time to adopt the Boomer response “The best way to start a project is by talking with people so that 
you know where your supporters are and what the consensus is.” Millennials chose their own Millennial-centric 
response only slightly more often (34% of the time). 

Be a Star. Contact Amy for keynotes that help you create solutions that Harness the Bang of Change. 

http://www.generationaledge.com/contact/
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THE BOTTOM LINE: 
How Much Does Generational 

Conflict Cost You? 

Generational conflict has a cost, 

and it is often higher than we realize. 

To get an idea of what’s happening to your bottom line when generations don’t work together 
well, put numbers on the following costs. 

Hard Costs
Turnover: The cost of losing an employee due to generational conflict varies widely, 
but there’s a dollar amount associated with the cost of hiring, processing, and training 
every new employee. To determine your loss on an employee who has been with you 
for one year, multiply the employee salary by 1.4 (140%) as the investment you have 
in the employee. Multiply by 1.5 (150%) as the cost of replacing the employee. If the 
employee has been with the company for 2 years or more, multiply by 2. (200%)

Absenteeism: How often do employees take unscheduled personal days or sick days 
to avoid generational conflict? Look at teams with high conflict levels and compare 
their absenteeism rates with well-run teams. What is the difference? How much of the 
conflict is generational? Put a number on those days and multiply by the employee 
compensation for those days.

Wasted time: On average, employees spend 2.8 hours each week avoiding conflict. 
That’s 17 days per year. If conflict is generational, you can measure those hours and 
multiply by compensation costs to calculate your loss.

Reduced productivity:  When multiple generations are not communicating well while 
working on a project, roles get confused, the job takes longer and quality falls.  
Can you measure how output, speed or quality has fallen during a period of 
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generational conflict? In one study 10% of employees reported project failures due to 
team conflicts. If the conflict is generational, it is a measurable money drain.

Legal costs: If a lawsuit is filed by an employee, you spend money on legal fees and 
wages for all the employees who are addressing the court case. If a client files because 
of missed project deadlines, legal fees and fines rob you of money that could have 
gone toward productivity, innovation or new sales.

Soft Costs 
On the surface, soft costs may not seem measurable or easily assigned a specific dollar 
amount, but they still affect your bottom line. These include loss of corporate knowledge and 
know-how and diminished innovation and problem-solving ability. Morale is affected when 
existing employees have to do more work when others leave or don’t do their share due to 
generational differences. Decreased customer service, damage to company reputation and 
lost opportunities also drain money from the organization.



19 3 New Generational Realities   |   Amy Lynch

ABOUT THE RESEARCH

Design & Creation
The Generational Edge Generational Profile was designed to 

• Identify the generation respondents lead and work with most comfortably,
• Identify the generation respondents lead and work with least comfortably, and
• Suggest specific behaviors respondents can use to lead and influence the generations  

they relate to least. 

To create the profile we first identified generational traits and attitudes that cause conflict in 
the workplace. Those areas of friction include loyalty, feedback, collaboration, leadership, 
authority and transparency—the problem areas Generational Edge clients site as problems 
most often. * 

For each area of friction, we composed four statements, one reflecting the attitude or 
generational personality of each generation in the workplace. In broad strokes, responses 
were written that represented 

Millennials as Purpose-Driven Collaborators,  
Generation X as Independent Skeptics,
Boomers as Competitive Idealists, and
Silents as Resourceful Realists**

As mentioned above, the profile determined which generation the respondent was 
most comfortable with at work. Comfort level was determined by the number of times 
the respondent chose responses tailored to appeal to or reflect the values of a specific 
generation. A high number of responses keyed to a specific generation indicated a high 
likelihood of comfort working with that group. 

While each statement was tailored to reflect the mindset of a specific generation, respondents 
were instructed to choose the statements they resonated with most strongly. Naturally, they 
sometimes chose statements outside their generational category.  In fact, this was the crux of 
our research. Cross-generational responses signaled the points at which generations are most 
open to collaboration and mutual support.
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Results & Analysis
Respondents were from four generations—Boomers (35%), Generation X (41%), Millennials 
(24%) and Silents (less than 1%)—and from multiple industries including construction, 
accounting, manufacturing, engineering, nonprofits, insurance, law and government.

Careful Deliberation 
Respondents weighed their answers carefully. To make the tool appealing and practical, we 
designed it as a quick quiz. 

We directed respondents toward immediate, intuitive responses. Instructions read:
For each question select the statement you agree with most strongly.
Don't overthink the questions. Your first impulse is usually the most accurate.

In effect, we said, “Trust your gut. Just react.” But that was not the behavior we observed. 
While some respondents finished the quiz in as little as seven minutes, others took as long as 
40. Responses resulted from considerable deliberation. While this behavior was unexpected, 
it encouraged us to trust and extend our research. In fact, a refined and updated survey that 
reflects new technology and includes Gen Z is now available at www.GenerationalEdge.com

* We added a question about nonprofit participation, but it was deemed unstable and discarded in our 
final analysis.

**Silents were born prior to 1946. Our sample population in this study was too small for accurate analysis. 

http://www.GenerationalEdge.com
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