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Today we’re going to talk about generations, why each is named, what values and attributes are present 
with each generation, and what can be done to blend these characteristics into a harmonic working 
environment. 
 
With each generation comes someone’s insistence that its members have a name.  In the beginning of the 
20th Century, the G.I. generation came about, followed by the Silent or Traditionalist Generation, and next 
was the Baby Boomers, Generation X, and now the Millennials. 
 
So let’s set the stage with a brief overview of each generation and then we’ll key in on the newest 
generation entering the workforce,  Gen Y or often referred to as The Millennials. 
 
For the two generations born between 1901 and 1940, the G.I. Generation (born 1901-1924) and the Silent 
or Traditionalist Generation (born 1925-1944), the defining events were wars, economic struggles, the silver 
screen (that would be the cinema or movie theaters for those you not in these generations!) and television.  
Their core values tended to be dedication, law and order, sacrifice, and patience.  They grew up with slogans 
like “loose lips sink ships”, they were taught to say hello to the Chairman of the Board.  They prize loyalty 
and experienced a top-down approach to management.  They view information as something that should be 
provided on a need-to-know basis. 
 
The Baby Boomers 
Their Baby Boomer children were raised to inherit the earth.  Boomers are optimistic and were the “Thank 
God it’s Monday” group.  They are characterized by their optimism and idealism.  They achieved success by 
challenging authority and creating open lines of communication.  Baby Boomers tend to view those who 
entered the job market since the late 1980’s as lazy, disloyal, know-it-alls, who don’t want to pay their dues.  
On the flip side, some of the Gen X and Gen Y folks say senior employees are stodgy and resistant to change. 
 
Gen X 
Gen X’ers (born 1945-1960) are often referred to as the Latch Key Kids because they spent less time with 
their hard-working Boomer parents.  Gen X’ers typically do not subscribe to the loyalty-based, workaholic 
creed of the Baby Boomer generation.  Inflation, layoffs, and a poor job market influenced Gen X’ers, so they 
want to have fun at work and think about the job, not about the hours.  So the Gen X’ers seek balance in 
their lives and time for themselves, opting for “the killer life” over “the killer job” according to Yankelovich 
Partners.  Gen X’ers tend to be more skeptical than members of other generations.  Many were latch key 
kids or products of broken homes and grew up in a time of political and corporate scandals.  As a result, they 
often distrust institutions and prize individualism. 
 
The common thread is that all three generations are living through profound changes in the business world.  
According to Bruce Tulgan, author of Managing Generation X – “each generation just experiences changes in 
business differently  - the older you are, the more disruptive it is.”   
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To fully understand the depth of the generational impact on business, we need to look at the current 
population composition of the more seasoned generations. 
  
According to census data, 15% of the population are age 65 and older – by 2030, 20% of Americans, or about 
70 million, will be over 65.  The population age 85 and above is the fastest growing segment of the older 
population. 
 
Challenges every employer is facing 
 
Today, US employers are being faced with a new generation of employees who influence will be greater than 
that of the two previous generations combined!  Whether they are called Generation Y or the Millennials, or 
echo boomers, the members of this demographic group have the potential to significantly shape the 
workplace over the next decade as they embark on their careers. 
 
Who is part of this new workforce?  What are the forces that are shaping it? 
 
What will this workforce contribute to the workplace and what will it demand in return? 
 
How can employers smoothly integrate Gen Y’s into their operations? 
 
The answers are why we are here today – let’s take a glimpse into the new workforce. 
 
Clearly, not all members of Gen Y’s are alike and there are dangers in generalizing about any large group of 
people.  Still, physical, social, and cultural forces undeniably shape the mindsets of different generations.  
Age diversity, like any diversity issue, creates conflicts that are based partly on stereotypes and 
generalizations about the entire demographic.    
 
Like previous generations, Gen Y’s have also been shaped by forces unique to the era in which its members 
grew (or are growing) up.  While no characteristic will apply to everyone in Gen Y, certain patterns of 
behavior are evident.  This generation recognizes that not only will they change employers several times 
throughout their career, they will change careers several times.    
 
Neil Howe and William Strauss, authors of a book Millennials Rising, say “growing up in tranquil times has 
created a more upbeat group.  In attitudes and behaviors, they’re striking out in new and distinctly un-X-like 
directions.”  In recent years, nearly every youth indicator has taken a strikingly positive turn.  The old youth 
angst, cynicism, and alienation are giving way to new confidence about the future and a new trust in parents 
and authority figures. 
  
To a large extent, this new attitude has emerged because Generation Y can’t really recall any bad times.  
Teenage Research Unlimited (TRU), an organization that collects marketing data on US teens, says that to 
this generation, inflation, recession, and unemployment are foreign words. 
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Their exposure to war has come in the form of peacekeeping missions and the only shortage with which they 
are familiar is the labor shortage, a situation that merely makes them more confident in their ability to find 
rewarding, highly compensated work. 
 
And unlike the stereotype of Generation X, the new generation will manifest a wide array of positive social 
habits that older Americans no longer associate with its youth.  This includes a new focus on teamwork, 
achievement, modesty, and good conduct.   
 
In the early 1970’s, about 33% of Baby Boomer teens planned to attend a 4 year college.  This figure grew to 
54% for the Gen-X teens and in that figure is at 71% for the Millennials. 
 
The Baby Boom Generation, (born between 1946-1960), have long commanded the attention of researchers 
due to their sheer numbers – 76 million.  During this decade, a baby boomer turns 50 every 6 seconds.  The 
oldest of the Baby  
 
Boomers, now in their 60’s, are poised to redefine the word retirement.  A research initiative conducted by 
the AARP and Roper Starch Worldwide Inc., found that 80% of the Baby Boomers say they plan to work at 
least part-time in retirement mainly for the income.  And while 84% concluded that they need more money 
than their parents’ generation to live comfortably, 70% said they did not want to depend on their children 
during retirement. 
 
Why is the important to the workplace?  
 
This shift to a ‘”working retirement” is a Baby Boomer phenomenon, and it may be the biggest legacy that 
they bring to the concept of retirement.  The overwhelming projection of working during retirement 
suggests a very different idea of retirement than that of previous generations.  It also foreshadows 
opportunities and challenges for society, particularly in the workplace, as a long-term labor shortage in need 
of experienced workers runs up against cash-strapped retirement and health care systems. 
  
At the same time, members of Generation X, a much smaller group defined as being born between 1961 and 
1980, are taking their place in management positions, redefining notions of work with a more balanced 
approach to work/life issues and a more individualistic view of employment.  Additionally, members of Gen 
Y, a group as large as the Boomers, are just starting to enter the workforce, bringing their own values, such 
as total comfort with technology and a more global and tolerant outlook, into the mix.  The interplay 
between all these generations is a challenge and stretch workplace policies as employers grapple with trying 
to manage employees with vastly different needs and desires. 
 
The tight labor market, technological advances, and changes in generational attitudes regarding work will 
increase the numbers of non-fulltime workers, and is therefore changing the concept of the 
employer/employee relationship. 
 
Definitions and numbers for alternative staffing arrangements, including part-time workers, temporary 
workers, project workers, and independent workers vary greatly.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates 
that there are 12.2 million “non-traditional workers” including 8.2 million independent contractors; 2 million 
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on-call workers, and 1.2 million temporary workers.  An additional 769,000 were considered “workers 
provided through contract firms.  
 
While there are differing definitions as to what constitutes a non full-time employee and how many workers 
should be included in what categories, the reasons for workers and employers opting for non-traditional 
methods of work seem to be crystallizing. 
 
Amidst this menagerie of employment conditions, the nature of full-time work is also undergoing a 
significant change as flexible work schedules and global teams create work places where few workers in a 
workplace are full-time employees.  According to the International Telework Association and Council, there 
are roughly 25 million regularly employed tele-commuters in the US who tele-commute at least one day per 
month and are at least 18 years old.  And tele-commuting is often seen as a move towards other alternative 
work arrangements.  Technology, globalization, and labor mobility are also creating virtual workforces 
spread in different locations, further throwing the concept of unified workplaces into chaos.   
 
Some researchers predict that technological advances may alter the structure of the workforce to include a 
third to a half of workers who are independent workers, and that the notion of the workplace that grew out 
of the Industrial Revolution will become obsolete, replaced by a marketplace where skills are sold as 
commodities.  If even partly true, these predictions signal radical changes for the workplace and for 
employers.  Employers will find themselves squeezed between competing demands to increase retention 
and employee loyalty and the movement for workers to leave the confines of “traditional” employment to 
seek more flexible contract work. 
 
Generation Y – They are Here – are you ready?  
 
Gen Y or the Millennials?  
 
Research shows they are more numerous, more affluent, more confident, better educated, more ethnically 
diverse, less violent, less sexually charged and less vulgar.  Additionally, they are optimistic and have a sunny 
outlook.  They are the most educated, technologically savvy generation and enthusiastic about learning. 
 
Many experts predict individuals born between 1980 and 2000 are unlike any other youth generation in 
living memory.  To start with, Generation Y is a huge demographic group.  Baby Boomers produced 
numerous offspring AND immigration has also contributed to the ranks of Gen Y.  About 25% of new 
immigrants to the US in the 1990’s were under the age of 19, according to the U.S. Census Bureau.  As a 
result of these two forces, Generation Y, with more than 80 million members, outnumbers the Baby Boom 
generation by more than 3 million people. 
 
Our workforce is morphing – they are not like you, and they never will be.   
 
Another name for Generation Y is Generation “WHY”.  That’s because often their responses are a question 
beginning with why –  
WHY do I have to follow the rules? 
WHY do I need to learn that? 
WHY should I work hard? 
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Members of Generation Y share some personality traits that members of earlier generations may not find so 
appealing.  For example: 
 
 They are impatient.  They want what they want now 
 They are disengaged  
 Their thinking is mosaic – all over the map rather than linear 
 They are image-driven  
 They want to brand themselves.  Body piercing and tattoos are popular. 
 They are expressive.  They believe in speaking their minds without holding back. 
 They are skeptical.  Raised in the shadow of the Clinton presidency, they’ve learned not to trust 

politicians.  They’ve been lied to so often that they have a giant “BS” detector on their forehead. 
 
On the other hand, members of Generation Y also are adaptable and innovative.  They learn fast.  They are 
efficient multi-taskers, and they are resilient, tolerant, and committed. 
 
Recruiting Generation Y into the workplace presents many challenges.  “WHY” members have the tools and 
talent to be successful, but employers must meet them on their own ground.  That’s why, for example, 
McDonald’s has started printing job application forms on its carryout bags.  “If you have a McCrayon, you 
can have a McJob.” 
 
Gen Y has grown up in an environment more diverse than previous generations ever could imagine.  A TRU 
survey shows that almost 40% of teenagers attend schools in which many of the other students have 
different racial or ethnic backgrounds from their own.  Almost 66% say they have at least one close friend 
who is from a different racial or ethnic group. 
 
In addition to interactions with diverse groups of people at school or in the neighborhood, the youngest 
children in Gen Y also are more frequently exposed to different people and cultures through the media.  
Unlike many evening TV programs, which are perpetually under fire for lack of casting diversity, children’s 
programming tends to better reflect the changing demographics of the country.   
 
In addition to greater exposure to multiple racial and ethnic groups, the family life of Gen Y is considerably 
different from that of previous generations.  One out of four members of Gen Y lives in a single parent 
household and three out of four have working mothers.   
 
For employers, the diverse experiences and cultures of those making up Gen Y may smooth the process of 
accommodating differences in the workplace, thus, reducing the potential for discrimination claims. 
 
Gen Y is used to making – and spending – money.  According to the Gartner Group, American teenagers 
were directly responsible for $126 billion in sales and indirectly responsible for more the $202 billion in 
2004. 
 
What does this mean for employers?  Increased salary pressures from workers looking for compensation 
packages that will allow them to retain their financial influence. 
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A recent article in Information Week suggests that Gen Y distrusts most marketing claims and prefers to 
independently research products themselves.  For employers, this means that information conveyed by 
recruiters and interviewers will not necessarily be taken at face value.  Company materials, including 
websites, will need to offer potential hires easy, independent access to the types of information necessary 
for evaluating employment offers, including current company financials, innovative human resource 
practices and the organization’s long-term business strategy. 
 
Although they may be skeptical of advertiser’s claims, Gen Y loves brands.  They may look upon advertising 
with disdain and they love branded content.  They’re so image conscious that if a brand doesn’t represent 
who they are, they’ll dismiss it.  Employers should take note – attracting members of Gen Y will require 
organizations to project images of themselves as cool, hip, fun, popular places to work.  Establishing a strong 
brand identity as an employer of choice will be crucial. 
 
TRU says mass production is okay with Gen Y as long as the products or service can be customized to fit their 
individual needs.  From burning their own CD’s to selecting the color of their laptop, Gen Y’s have rejected 
the idea of one-size fits all.  This puts pressure on employers to come up with personalized compensation 
and benefits packages, career tracks, work schedules, and job assignments.  The US Army has recently 
changed its slogan in recruiting advertising from “Be All You Can Be” to “An Army of One.”  
 
The employees entering the workforce in the next few years are the same individuals who were ferried 
around in cars adorned with “Baby on Board” signs and “My Child Made the Honor Roll” bumper stickers.  
Frequently, those cars were going to soccer practice, dance lessons, language class, and other extracurricular 
activities. 
 
While Gen X was characterized by latchkey kids left to fend for themselves, Gen Y is populated by individuals 
who have occupied the center of their parents’ universes.  With the proliferation of cell phones, e-mail, 
Nanny cams, and other technological gadgets, parents and children are never far from one another. 
 
This trend could have negative consequences in the workplace if members of Gen Y have trouble adjusting 
to an environment that does not revolve around their needs and concerns.  It also suggests that work and 
family issues will remain high on the list of employee priorities – flexible work environments that allow 
strong family connections will continue to be highly valued. 
 
Generation Y has been operating under pressure to excel their entire lives.  The demands on Gen Y to excel 
in school, sports, the arts, and other activities are intense.  It is no longer enough to aspire to go to college; 
instead students must go to the best colleges.  Merely playing in the band is not an acceptable 
extracurricular activity, students must strive to become “first chair” or to be offered a solo.  
 
The fierce competition to get into Ivy League and other top university programs, coupled with parent’s 
burning desire to give their children access to the tools they need to land high-paying jobs, has created an 
extremely competitive atmosphere for many students.  Medical professionals report increased incidences of 
stress-related illnesses and diseases among US teens, brought on by the pressure to aim higher, do better, 
and achieve more.  This attitude is likely to spill over into the workplace leading to demands from Gen Y 
members for constant feedback, lofty goals, and significant rewards. 
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While Gen Y has had the benefit of excellent medical care, it may become one of the least healthy 
generations.  The largest percentage of cigarette smokers, for example, are between the ages of 18 and 24 
according to the Centers for Disease Control.  In addition, members of Gen Y are far less physically active 
than previous generations - 33% does not participate in any regular, vigorous physical activity. 
 
This does not bode well for employers.  The Medstat Group has completed a recent study showing that 
nationally, employers of all sizes, will spend close to $250 Billion annually for medical care related to 
unhealthy habits and modifiable health risks.  As a result, wellness and disease management programs may 
be increasingly important for holding health care costs in line as Gen Y enters the workplace.    
 
According to TRU, Generation Y is more comfortable with technologically advanced products and services 
than is any other age group.  Not only did many of the toys Gen Y’s first play with as children involve 
computer chips or keyboards, students were taught in elementary school how to use a computer.  The Gen 
Y’s are the ‘techies’ of their households.   
 
The difference between the techno-savvy Gen Y as compared to Gen X, (a group that also was exposed to 
computer technologies during is formative years) is one of degree, but it is still profound.  Gen Y has grown 
up amidst more sophisticated technologies and has been exposed to them much earlier than members of 
Gen X ever were.  As a result, employers can expect new entrants to the workforce to be technologically 
adept as well as technology-dependent.  This is a group that grew up with e-mail, not US mail, and they will 
be attracted to employers that expose them to new technologies as they are developed. 
 
Gen Y’s comfort with technology makes multi-tasking easier for them.  The good news for employers here is 
that Gen Y will be good at engaging in multiple tasks, filtering our distractions, and juggling numerous 
projects.  The bad news?  Short attention spans, the constant need for stimulation/entertainment, and a 
blurring of the lines between work and leisure time while on the job will present challenges to the employer. 
 
Gen Y will be the generation best prepared for globalization.  They have always been exposed to the CNN 
world.  As a result, they do not know a time when world news was relegated to a few short minutes on a 
nightly newscast. 
 
In addition, Gen Y is coming of age during a time when global tastes are harmonizing.  McDonald’s 
restaurants can be found in more than 30 countries.  Pokémon cards from Japan were all the rage in recent 
years.  The same cultural influences that are shaping members of Gen Y in the US are shaping members 
across the globe.  These shared experiences will promote understanding and cooperation as Gen Y becomes 
involved with international commerce. 
 
The ability to reach across countries and cultures via technologies such as the Internet also is creating a 
more globally aware generation.  For employers, Generation Y’s exposure to and comfort with a global 
culture will be extremely helpful as business becomes less domestically focused.  Respondents to a survey by 
the California-based Center for Global Assignments reported that by 2005, they expect at least 50% of their 
business to be conducted in non-US markets.  To succeed in this environment, organizations will need 
employees who can recognize global business opportunities and mobilize organizational resources to 
capitalize on them, two skills Gen Y just may bring to the table. 
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Employers already are seeing the oldest members of Gen Y enter the workforce.  According to the National 
Association of Colleges and Employers, 20% of the job offers extended in the US this year are going to Gen 
Y’s. 
 
This introduction of Gen Y into the work force will raise the possibility of both intergenerational cooperation 
as well as conflict.  Gen Y is entering the workforce as boomers are beginning to wind down their careers.  
During this overlap tenure, knowledge, and skills will need to be transferred through formal mentoring 
programs and informal learning.  In contrast to Gen X’ers, Gen Y is less likely to chafe at this process because 
they do not perceive the Boomers as competitors blocking them from advancement. 
 
In addition, Gen Y may be more accustomed to viewing older Americans as authority figures.  According to 
the US Census Bureau, the number of children under 18 living in households headed by a grandparent 
climbed from 2.2 million in 1970 to 3.9 million in 1997.  In 75% of the households in which grandparents and 
grandchildren live under the same roof, the grandparent is the head of the household.  Employers can take 
advantage of the warm feelings between the two generations to facilitate the transfer of institutional 
knowledge the boomers will otherwise take with them when they retire. 
 
Unfortunately, employers probably can’t expect the same peace between Gen Y and Gen X – at least initially.  
Already there is talk of Gen X’ers viewing the workplace newcomers negatively; for example, Gen Y’s not 
wanting to perform entry-level assignments.  Employers may be able to mitigate some of the tensions by 
pointing out to X’ers that the stereotypes they are applying to Gen Y were, at one time, also leveled at Gen 
X’ers.  While real differences between the generations do exist, the displeasure with new hires’ attitudes is 
an age-old phenomenon. 
 
One note of caution, however.  While generational conflict has always existed in the workplace, the arrival of 
Gen Y puts Gen X in a tenuous position – with two powerful groups on either side of it, the concerns and 
issues unique to Gen X may be overlooked or dismissed by employers seeking to satisfy their largest 
constituencies.  And, if Gen Y does form strong bonds with Baby Boomers, it may try to capitalize on these 
ties to leapfrog over Gen X’ers into positions left vacant by retiring Boomers. 
 
In addition to generational issues, high expectations among Gen Y’s may be problematic.  There is a general 
sense of entitlement among Gen Y’s which comes from them knowing that it is a strong job market – if they 
don’t get the job they want, they will freelance.  They all want to be challenged immediately and expect 
opportunities for international travel.  Helping Gen Y’s manage their expectations will be a challenge for 
employers who may not be able to compensate or advance workers at the pace they demand.  
 
Gen Y is the first generation to have multiple educational choices beyond public schools or private schools.  
The proliferation of new educational options, including home schooling, online schools, charter schools, 
school vouchers, and bilingual schools, to name a few, will make the hiring process more challenging for 
employers.   
 
Employers accustomed to evaluating candidates based on traditional schooling may find appraising the skills 
and knowledge of candidates with non-traditional educational backgrounds difficult.  They increasingly will 
find themselves with resumes and applications that list degrees, certificates, and coursework completed 
through unfamiliar programs.  And because many of these educational options are relatively new, employers 
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will have no experience with previous graduates to use as a guide.  What will be the solution?  Watch for 
more emphasis on skills-base testing and increased focus on the accreditation and certification of both 
individuals and educational programs. 
 
Having spent most of my corporate career in Advertising, I was privy to the work and effort that goes into 
targeting the market – what audience is the product talking to?  Enormous quantities of research is 
published annually on demographics – which advertising agencies use as the benchmark when “branding a 
product.”   
 
During the boom in the late 80’s and into the 90’s, advertising agencies, as most businesses, were competing 
for talent – not unlike competing for the consumer dollar.  In light of that, we began applying the target 
audience principles to recruiting.  To attract and retain the talent, we had to define the target, know the 
audience, and talk to their needs.  This trend has become even more pronounced with Gen Y entering the 
workplace. 
 
An icon in the Advertising industry once said, “There are no bad commercials – you’re just not the target 
audience.”  So as employers, how can you target in on the Gen Y audience? 
 
First, and foremost, know your audience.  For example, according to a recent survey conducted by 
Jobtrak.com, more than 89 % of the survey respondents said that it would take 10 years OR LESS to achieve 
their goal.  Nearly 60 % of the respondents said they would achieve their goal is five years OR LESS!  The 
results of this poll reinforce the rather short-term career-planning horizon that most college graduates use 
as they start their professional careers. 
 
They expect quick and immediate successes, promotions, and salary increases and use these high 
expectations as they evaluate potential employers and opportunities.  It further turns the heat up under 
employers to make sure they communicate both the short-term as well as the long-term growth potential of 
entry-level positions. 
 
So what, as employers, can you do to attract your target employees and retain them? 
 
Open the door and turn on the light.  Generation Y workers want their jobs to be fun, so let them know that 
good things are happening in your company.  Explain to new hires how their work contributes to the success 
of the organization. 
 
Tell them the truth.  Remember they can spot a lie a mile away.  Gen Y, while optimistic, is also skeptical.  If 
something doesn’t ring true, they will use all their resources to determine the real story.  Remember that BS 
detector.  This group values fairness and ethical behavior and some demographic experts believe it may be 
open to unionization if it grows disenchanted with corporate behavior. 
 
Tune in to their frequency.  An example is the Ford Motor Company.  The biggest selling car in America today 
is the Ford Focus, because Ford is marketing this car to 16 year olds.  Gen Y is used to having its opinion 
heard (and acted upon) by companies trying to sell products.  Gen y employees expect no less from they 
employers. 
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Provide access to innovative technology.  Organizations need to stay abreast of current technology 
developments in order to attract and retain Gen Y’s.  Constant enhancement of technology-based skills will 
be a priority for this group and they will gravitate toward organizations that can provide it. 
 
Consider new benefits and compensation strategies.  Customization is the key when it comes to satisfactory 
pay and benefits.  They want to feel they are being rewarded for their performance, not the performance 
associated with the job title or function.  In addition, benefits that they do not use will not mean much to 
them – cafeteria-type, flexible plans will be much more appealing. 
 
Create customized Career paths.  Gen Y likes to feel as if it is in control of its own destiny.  Creating 
customized career paths will provide members of Gen Y with a sense of control as well as a better 
understanding of the timing of their potential promotions and growth opportunities. 
 

### 
 
If you would like additional information on this fascinating subject, please visit my website at 
www.SusanBock.com 
 
Or call me 
714-847-1566  
 
Or send me an email 
Susan@SusanBock.com 
 
A special thank you to my editor who consistently provides me with encouragement, inspiration, and 
opportunity to laugh at myself. 
 
Susan Bock 
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