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tions necessary for people to engage in 
mission-focused work by working to en-
sure that team members at all levels:
• 	feel	in-control	and	have	choices;
• 	are	challenged	and	learning;
• 	are	 personally	 connected	 with	 people

at	work;	
• 	experience	significance	and	meaning;
• 	and	are	able	accomplish	things	they	set

their minds to. 

Generational Challenges
We are at a unique point in history where 
the	 nexus	 of	 economic,	 technological,	
medical and sociological forces have 
gathered four generations into the same 
workplaces.	 Late	 traditionalists,	 now	
in	 their	 seventies,	 and	 boomers,	 now	
in	 their	 fifties	 and	 sixties,	 can	 be	 found	
working alongside Gen Xers and millen-
nials,	who	are	the	age	of	their	grand	and	
great-grandchildren. 

Previously,	 age,	 expertise,	 status	 and	
power were well aligned in the workplace. 
Older	folks	had	more;	younger	folks	had	
less. It was an orderly system. Now it is 
more	of	a	mixed	bag	and	much	harder	to	
navigate. While older workers still possess 
a	greater	share	of	the	perspective,	context,	
and wisdom required for problem-solv-
ing,	 younger	 workers	 often	 possess	 the	
marketing and technological savvy need-
ed for current and future success. 

Though these generations have a lot 
in	 common,	 they	 tend	 to	 have	 different	
expectations,	 work	 styles,	 and	 to	 weigh	
their	 values	 differently.	 As	 result,	 they	
show	 different	 levels	 of	 engagement	 in	
the workplace.

Not Actively 
Engaged Engaged Disengaged

Millennials 28% 55% 17%
Generation X 30% 50% 20%
Boomers 31% 49% 20%
Traditionalists 38% 47% 15%

To	be	highly	effective	in	today’s	world,	
leaders need to learn the propensities of 
each	 generation,	 and	 employ	 strategies	
for engaging them in ways that reflect 
their	 expectations,	 style	 and	 priorities.	
Following is a general overview of the 
generations and recommended leader-
ship practices appealing to each one. 

Traditionalists (ages 69 - 89)
Traditionalists comprise only about four 
percent of the workforce. Some are in the 
upper echelons of the corporate world 
and	many	work	because	they	want	to,	so	
it is not surprising that this is the most 
engaged segment of the workforce. Tra-
ditionalists	 follow	 the	 rules,	 show	more	
discipline,	respect	authority,	and	are	loyal	
to the company. They are accustomed to 
working	in	hierarchical	organizations,	re-
spect	the	chain	of	command,	and	believe	
that tenure counts for a lot. 

This group is a treasure trove of per-
spective,	 wisdom,	 and	 institutional	
memory. Engagement strategies for tradi-
tionalists should focus on their needs for 
control,	 connection,	 significance,	 learn-
ing,	and	accomplishment.

Control: Traditionalists are comfort-
able	with	 a	 directive	 style	 of	 leadership,	
expect	 it,	 and	 may	 not	 respond	 well	 to	
other styles. Many are sticking around 
voluntarily,	 but	 they	 don’t	 necessarily	
want	 to	 exert	 themselves.	 Offer	 flexible	
work options such as part-time sched-
ules,	 contract	 and	 temporary	 work.	 Let	
them choose when to work and the kind 
of work they will do.

Connection: The draw of relationships 
at	work	helps	keep	traditionalists	around,	
so avoid disrupting long-standing rela-

T im was on a destructive path, wreaking havoc 

in his company and spiraling out of control. He 

met a talented leader who saw his potential 

and knew how to truly engage people. He 

hired Tim and created the conditions for him to engage 

and thrive. Corporate executives and HR professionals 

consistently say that increasing employee engagement 

is a critical priority for their organization. 

Research shows that engagement 
levels hover	 close	 to 3 0  percent	
nationwide,	 although there has been a 
minor uptick in recent years.

Engaged 30%
Not Engaged 50%
Disengaged 20%

This matters because engagement af-
fects many important business outcomes. 
It	 drives	 the	 good	 stuff	 up	 and	 the	 bad	
stuff	down!	Greater	engagement	leads	to	
more	productivity,	customer	satisfaction,	
quality	 and	 profitability	 and	 less	 absen-
teeism,	turnover	and	theft.	

Engaged	 workers	 are	 focused,	 moti-
vated,	committed,	and	creative.	They	give	
more because they want to. Those who 
are	not	engaged	are	adrift	from	their	work	
and business mission. They are compli-
ant,	 but	 require	 close	 supervision.	 Dis-
engaged people actively work against the 
employer	through	gossip,	passive	aggres-
sive	behavior,	insubordination,	deception	
and	 theft.	The	Gallup	Organization	esti-
mates	that	American	business	loses	about	
$500 billion annually to disengaged em-
ployees alone.

Engaging Employees 
of all Generations
Great companies work as hard on creat-
ing a healthy and productive work culture 
as	they	do	on	producing	great	products,	
delivering	 superb	 customer	 service,	 and	
creating value for their shareholders. 
They ensure that their leaders understand 
people at least as well as their market-
ing department. Great organizations and 
their leaders invest in creating the condi-
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tionships	 if	 possible.	 Relate	 and	 express	
appreciation to them in “old fashioned 
ways	 —	 in	 person,	 with	 handwritten	
notes,	plaques	and	awards.	

Significance and Learning: Encour-
age traditionalists to engage in two-way 
mentoring relationships with younger 
employees. Place traditionalists on com-
mittees as advisors so they can share their 
hard-earned wisdom. Be sure to clearly 
define	 their	 role,	 and	 explain	 how	 the	
team will operate.

Accomplishment: Though many are 
fully	engaged,	a	few	are	hanging	on	just	to	
collect	a	paycheck.	Appeal	to	their	sense	
of	 responsibility.	 Assert	 authority	 tact-
fully	and	sensitively,	and	explain	they	are	
still	expected	to	contribute	fully.	Tolerat-
ing	loafing	drags	the	team	down	and	sets	
a	bad	example.	

Baby Boomers (ages 50 - 68)
Though they still occupy many leader-
ship	 positions,	 early	 boomers	 are	 into	
their retirement years and many more are 
headed	there	shortly.	Despite	round	after	
round	 of	 layoffs	 and	 scandals,	 their	 in-
ner idealists yearn for the good old days 
when tenure and loyalty counted — a lot. 
Though they are known for their compet-
itiveness,	goal-orientation,	ambition	and	
work-centric	 lifestyle,	 boomers	 invented	
the	 idea	 of	 work-life	 balance.	 Now,	 20	
years	 after	 coining	 the	 term,	 many	 are	
starting	to	learn	what	it	means.	Still,	they	
expect	others	to	keep	the	pace	they	kept	
in their younger years.

Engagement strategies for boomers 
should revolve around the need for: con-
trol,	 connection,	 significance,	 challenge	
and accomplishment. 

Control: Boomers	 should	 be	 afforded	
the	 freedom	 to	 exercise	 their	 skills	 and	
behave responsibly. Give them plenty of 
freedom of supervision and the opportu-
nity to work on teams. Provide them with 
the chance to set their own hours and 
telecommute as desired.

Connection: This is the last generation 
to identify with the team and the organi-
zation. Be sure to tell them how valued 
they are and how important they are to 
the team. 

Significance: Titles,	offices	and	official	

recognition can be important to boom-
ers.	More	than	others,	they	want	jobs	that	
recognize	 their	 experience,	 offices	 that	
reflect	a	respectable	status,	monetary	re-
wards,	 and	 formal	 recognition	 from	 the	
organization.	 Acknowledge	 people	 who	
are not in formal leadership positions by 
giving	 them	 lead	 roles	 on	 teams,	 posi-
tions	 as	 technical	 advisors,	 and	 encour-
aging them to mentor younger colleagues 
— according to their talents.

Challenge: Even the youngest boomers 
have	a	tremendous	amount	of	experience,	
so it can be hard to challenge them. Meet 
with boomer employees to chart a career 
plan that focuses on what they still want 
to	accomplish.	Discuss	the	organization’s	
goals	and	challenges,	and	ask	them	what	
they would like to take on for the good of 
the organization.

Accomplishment: Boomers are an 
idealistic and goal-oriented generation. 
Appeal	 to	 their	 ideals	 and	 set	 challeng-
ing goals for them. Friendly competition 
between teams can also be especially mo-
tivating for this generation.

CAROL served the company’s 

leaders as an organizational 

development professional. 

She advised the executive 

team on critical performance 

improvement initiatives. Then 

she was transferred to a new 

department. In the transition, 

her new boss learned that 

she had been (improperly) 

classified as both a non-

exempt employee and union 

eligible. Soon after, her 

spacious office near executive 

row was give to someone else. 

Feeling dejected and betrayed, 

she swore off allegiance to the 

organization and began her 

retirement planning. 

Generation X (ages 35 - 49)
Early	 on,	 Xers	 learned	 to	 rely	 only	 on	
themselves.	They	are	independent,	prag-
matic,	 resourceful,	 innovative,	 results-
focused and thrive on challenges. They 
tend to distrust institutions and are loyal 
only	 to	people	and	results.	As	 teens	and	
young	adults,	 they	 lived	 through	corpo-
rate	 mergers,	 downsizing	 and	 scandals.	
In	response,	they	became	the	earliest	en-
trants in the free agent economy.

Engagement	strategies	for	Xer’s	should	
revolve	 around	 the	 need	 for:	 control,	
challenge,	learning	and	accomplishment.	

Control: Treat Xers as individuals and 
allow them the freedom to manage them-
selves.	Give	them	control	over	their	work,	
learning and schedule. Provide freedom 
to pursue their own interests by setting 
time	 apart	 for	 personal	 projects	 and/or	
by allowing them to choose their assign-
ments.	When	assigning	must-do	work,	be	
sure	to	explain	why	it	is	important.	

Challenge: Xers thrive on challenges. 
Since they are not as much into teamwork 
as	 other	 generations,	 try	 to	 give	 assign-
ments that allow them to shine indepen-
dently. Frame challenges in terms of their 
value	rather	than	the	benefits	to	the	com-
pany.	Give	them	lots	of	assignments,	and	
let	them	figure	out	how	to	prioritize	them.	

Learning: Xers are learners but pre-
fer	 to	 choose	what,	 how	and	when	 they	
learn.	More	than	others,	they	can	handle	
direct	constructive	feedback,	but	be	sure	
to be as direct about what to do about it. 
Point out developmental needs directly 
and ask how they plan to address them. 
They	may	need	help	in	dealing	with	office	
politics,	so	offer	coaching	and	mentoring	
in this area. 

Accomplishment: To	this	generation,	re-
sults	are	what	matter	and	they	expect	to	be	
rewarded for what they achieve. Resources 
also matter. Be sure to supply the informa-
tion and technology tools needed to get 
the	 job	 done.	They	 expect	 visibility,	 pro-
motion,	and	rewards	to	be	based	on	their	
results rather than tenure and resent “los-
ing” them to politics and tenured people.

Millennials (ages 16 - 34)
About	25	years	ago,	corporations	placed	an	
order with educators for people who could 
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work	 well	 in	 teams,	 communicate	 and	
solve	problems.	At	the	same	time,	boom-
er parents were raising a new generation 
of	kids.	The	parents	espoused	 (but	didn’t	
practice) work-life balance and decried 
the fact that businesses are no longer “loyal 
to their employees.” Now the shipment has 
arrived,	 but	 it	 appears	 that	 the	 customer	
doesn’t	know	how	to	put	it	to	use.	

Besides	 being	 “connected,”	 millenni-
als	 are	 confident,	well-educated,	 socially	
conscious,	highly	collaborative,	and	sav-
vy learners. They were taught that they 
are	valuable	and	were	 invited	 to	 express	
their	opinions.	They	want	 to	 contribute,	
and they want to do it now.

Engagement strategies for millennials 
should revolve around the need for: con-
nection,	 learning,	 significance	 and	 ac-
complishment. 

Connection: Millennials are practic-
ing the life lessons their parents espoused 
but struggled to live out. They believe 
that relationships and living a meaning-
ful	life	are	more	important	than	a	career,	
and they prioritize their lives accordingly. 
Time with friends and family are prized 
by	this	generation,	but	they	are	willing	to	
work remotely and outside the traditional 
work hours. Give them the technology 
and	freedom	to	do	so,	and	it	is	likely	that	
they will stay connected and productive 
from unusual times and places.

Millennials want to work in teams and 
expect	to	work	directly	with	their	leaders.	
Throughout life they worked alongside 
their peers and developed close relation-
ships	 with	 their	 leaders.	 Teachers,	 par-
ents,	coaches,	friends	(and	the	games	they	
played) all provided them with abundant 
and immediate feedback and encourage-
ment.	 Is	 it	 any	wonder	 that	 they	 expect	
the	 same	 experience	 in	 the	 workplace?	
Though other generations may be un-
comfortable with this kind of feedback 
and	 intimacy,	 the	 reality	 is	 that	 all	 peo-
ple need it and thrive when they have 
it. Structure work processes so that mil-
lennials	 can	 work	 collaboratively,	 make	
time in the schedule to work directly with 
them,	and	give	them	plenty	of	feedback.

Learning: This generation has em-
braced learning as a way of life. When 
they	 don’t	 know	 something,	 they	 con-

sult	 the	 Internet.	 Google,	 YouTube	 and	
countless other sites all have the informa-
tion they need. Unlike prior generations 
who realized that information is power 
and	 hoarded	 it,	 this	 generation	 knows	
that	 information	 is	power,	 so	 they	 share	
it.	Learning,	or	anything	for	that	matter,	
isn’t	confined	to	a	specific	place	and	time;	

it takes place in the moment because the 
world	is	literally	at	their	fingertips.	

Though	 they	 are	 often	 perceived	 as	
“cocky,”	 millennials	 want	 to	 learn	 from	
their	leaders	and	colleagues.	Unlike	Xers,	
they want mentors to show them the way. 
Partner	 these	 junior	 professionals	 with	
experienced	 colleagues	 on	 teams	 and	
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projects	 and	 encourage	 traditionalists	
and boomers to mentor them. This prac-
tice	will	engage	the	staff	and	help	to	meet	
critical knowledge management needs. 

Millennials are apt to point out prob-
lems	and	ask	lots	of	questions.	Don’t	mis-
take	this	for	haughtiness;	it	isn’t.	It	is	just	
what	confidant	people	do	when	they	care	
about something and believe that people 
are interested in them. Receive their in-
put	 gracefully,	 dialogue	 with	 them	 ear-
nestly	 about	 their	 ideas,	 and	 help	 them	
test their ideas.

Having watched their parents struggle 
with	an	unstable	business	climate,	millen-
nials	are	determined	to	be	in	the	driver’s	
seat of their careers. They stay in a posi-
tion	only	as	long	as	it	offers	them	learning	
and a path forward. For this reason it is 
essential to actively engage them. Enter-
tain	their	questions,	give	them	feedback,	
and teach them in the normal course of 
business.	 Involve	 them	in	complex	chal-
lenging	 work,	 but	 don’t	 leave	 them	 on	
their	own.	That’s	not	what	they	want,	nor	
are they prepared for it.

Significance: Millennials have learned 
a lot from their parents and are seeking 
to	 live	 meaningful,	 well-balanced	 lives.	
Work	 is	 an	 important	 component,	 but	
it is not THE priority in life. While they 
believe	 that	 having	 a	 well-paying	 job	 is	
important,	 millennials	 readily	 sacrifice	
money to live the life they want. 

Accomplishment: Because of their 
youth	 and	 their	 generation,	 millennials	
want	to	make	a	difference.	They	want	to	
solve problems and make the world a bet-
ter	place.	Consequently,	they	are	attracted	
to organizations with a socially minded 
mission who invest in good causes. Give 
the company mission and its societal val-
ue prominence in any communications 
and	tie	job	duties	and	special	projects	to	
that mission. 

More	than	other	generations,	millenni-
als resent being treated “as children.” They 
believe	in	themselves,	expect	to	contribute,	
and want to be challenged. Many manag-
ers are reluctant to do this because they 
have become accustomed to the Gen X 
style,	and	they	are	justified	to	feel	this	way.	
It would be unwise to apply Gen X values 
to	this	generation	because	they	often	lack	

practical	 hands-on	 know-how,	 and	 they	
don’t	 want	 hands-off	 leadership.	 Instead,	
give them what they want: challenging 
work along with coaching and leadership.

HANNAH, an event planner, 

demonstrated her commitment 

to a meaningful life when she 

took a week of unpaid leave 

to go on a mission trip shortly 

after starting a new job. “It 

was important to me, and I 

might not ever have had the 

chance to do something like 

that again. It may have both-

ered some of the people I work 

with, but that’s okay. We could 

use the money and my work 

is important to me, but so are 

other things.” 

Virtually all companies say “our people 
are our greatest asset.” Most truly believe 
it,	but	many	are	naïve	about	how	to	un-
leash	 their	 employees’	 inner	 zealotry.	
Others fail to commit fully to changing 
their culture and practicing what they 
preach.	 It	 is	 a	 significant	 effort	 that	 re-
quires	 the	 full	 attention	 of	 every	 leader,	
from	the	executive	suite	to	the	call	center.	
That	may	sound	disheartening	to	the	first	
line manager who has zero sway over cor-
porate	direction,	but	it	doesn’t	have	to	be.	
There is good news. 

Individual supervisors have more 
power over employee engagement than 
anything else. So they can change zom-
bies into zealots by ensuring that team 
members	 are	 truly	 connected	 to	 others,	
are challenged and learning while doing 
meaningful	 work,	 and	 are	 properly	 di-
rected and resourced so they can accom-
plish what they set their minds to. 

Michael Boyes is the president of Credo 
Consulting, a coaching, consulting and 
training firm dedicated to helping others build 
healthy and productive workplaces. For more 
information visit www.CredoConsulting.us.
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