Generational Differences in the Workforce
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n today’s health care environment, intergeneration-
al differences can create a challenging dynamic.
Employers are tasked with managing employees
from multiple generations in a shared workplace.
A work environment might include silent generation,
baby boomer, Generation X, and millennial counter-
parts.' In addition, Generation Z is starting to enter the
workforce with different goals and expectations than
earlier generations.” This multigenerational workforce,
with differing values, core beliefs, and preferences,
develops into distinct generational subcultures.’
These subcultures, stemming from varied socio-
economic backgrounds, genders, education levels,
and nationalities, create a unique perspective for
each generation, and conflicts can arise from these
cultural differences.* Employees and managers must
learn to effectively engage and work with each gen-
eration. Managers must bridge the gap between the
generations while benefiting from what each genera-
tion supplies to the workplace. Appreciating each
individual and acknowledging their capabilities so
that generation-specific rewards and satisfaction are
reached is important.* By ensuring individuals are
rewarded in ways that consider their needs and desires,
a healthy, productive, and flexible work environment
can be maintained and nurtured.* Coping with such
diverse perspectives can be challenging, but as each
group learns from another, respect and understanding
can develop. Each generation should focus on com-
munication while respecting other generations’ values.
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This will allow the generations to learn effectively
from each other.®

To properly focus on generational issues and pro-
vide a successful workplace culture, health care leaders
need generational diversity training and knowledge
to properly create synergy in their organization.’
Understanding the dynamic among generations and
getting them to work effectively together is important
for health care leaders to master because generational
differences, especially in a small space with close con-
tact, can potentially cause conflict.'

The generational differences among individuals in
today’s workplaces can be summarized by the attributes
that distinguish each generation. The silent generation is
seen as disciplined and conservative, while baby boom-
ers often are characterized as materialistic and fit as
much into their daily schedule as possible. Generation X
is seen as skeptical and individualistic whereas millen-
nials are commonly described as socially conscious
but cynical.” Millennials are viewed as more ambitious
and optimistic than are those in Generation X and can
be considered the first natives of the digital landscape.
Generation Z is more insecure about the future and suf-
fer from depression; they want a defined career path and
are the first generation to spend their entire lives in the
age of the smartphone, which has affected their lives.?

Silent Generation

The silent generation (born 1928 to 1945), also
called traditionalists, is the generation that has been in
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the workforce the longest. They make up approximate-
ly 2% of today’s workforce, typically work part-time,
and continue to work because they enjoy it; approxi-
mately 95% are retired.® Attributes include patriotism,
loyalty, logic, and discipline. They sometimes are
described as cautious, withdrawn, and silent. Many
companies hire employees from the silent generation
because of their strong work ethic. The silent genera-
tion tends to value experience more than technological
ability and education. Although they are slower to
change habits and adapt to new procedures than are
other generations, they strive for a stable work environ-
ment and job security.’

Individuals of the silent generation have commonly
stayed with the same company their entire career, unlike
later generations who change jobs more frequently.’ In
the workplace, they focus on the task presented to them,
adapt to technology as needed, and feel that workplace
privilege is based on seniority and tenure.’ The silent
generation tends to keep their work and personal lives
separate and focuses on going to work every day and
performing their job. Those who are working now prefer
balanced lives with flexible hours, and they see work as
an obligation.’

Baby Boomers

Baby boomers (1946 to 1964) account for approxi-
mately 25% of today’s workforce. Of the baby boomers
working today, 65% plan to work past age 65.” They
grew up in a state of economic prosperity and educa-
tional growth, with the free expression of ideas. A baby
boomer’s work ethic is centered around entitlement,
and they live to work.* They value personal gratifica-
tion, teamwork, and work-life balance, and they want to
be involved. They are described as opportunistic, opti-
mistic, and dedicated to hard work.?

Baby boomers are competitive, will learn new tech-
nology, and try to be a star at work. They are motivated
by being valued and see work as an adventure.® They
can be perceived as workaholics, consider their jobs as
central to their lives, and place much importance on
their work." They also believe that challenging work
will yield returns, are loyal to their work organizations,
and are goal and reward driven." Baby boomers desire
to have positions of responsibility."
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Generation X

Generation X (1965 to 1980) makes up approxi-
mately 33% of today’s workforce.” They are the fewest
in number of the total population but by 2028 will
outnumber baby boomers.” This generation was raised
in a nontraditional family unit; both parents worked
or they lived in a single-parent family during a time
of rapid change and increased diversity. This caused
familial, societal, and financial insecurities. They can
be untrusting and cynical because of their experi-
ences. Generation X tends to have a more individual
vs collective mentality." They seek stability and have a
group of friends that supports them." They are inde-
pendent, self-reliant, and value teamwork, flexibility,
and work-life balance. This generation is outspoken, not
intimidated by authority, goal-oriented, and does not
see things in black and white."

Generation X is competent technologically and
comfortable with diversity, change, multitasking,
and competition. They bring well-polished, practical
approaches to problem solving and believe similari-
ties instead of differences should be emphasized."
Generation X supports themselves with the philosophy
of being a team member.* They are good at time man-
agement and work well with no supervision.* Their life
experiences have created workers who value results
over procedures, and they get anxious when faced with
fixed rather than flexible deadlines.*

Millennials
Millennials (1981 to 1996), also known as Generation Y,
are currently 35% of the workforce.® In 2025, 75% of
the global workforce will be made up of millennials.®
Approximately, 15% of millennials live at home with
their parents.” Millennials are content moving from
1 organization to another for career advancement
and do not place as much value on longevity with an
employer as do earlier generations. Millennials are
motivated by feedback, mentoring, and skills training.
They value culture and want to work in a collaborative
environment, and they thrive when there is stability,
structure, and opportunity to gain experience."
Millennials place importance on diversity and
what they consider ethically and societally valuable.®
Millennials have a can-do attitude and consider money
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to be the primary reason for work.® They have been
exposed to technology since birth and are usually tech-
nologically superior to generations before them.* They
share traits with Generation X such as keeping a bal-
ance between work and home and seeking a seamless
transition. Millennials seek strong relationships with
coworkers and favor a collaborative, cohesive, team-
work approach.*

Generation Z

Generation Z (1997 to 2012) comprises approxi-
mately 25% of the U.S. population and is a larger cohort
than Generation X and baby boomers.* Despite their
large population, they make up 5% of today’s workforce
because most of them are students.® Generation Z pre-
fers to work at large companies that offer job security
and financial stability. They prefer jobs with relaxed,
informal work environments and their own personal
space. They need to bond with coworkers and wish to
freely speak their minds. They want to be mentored at
work and interact with their boss regularly.”

Generation Z places an emphasis on having a life
outside of work.” They focus on a steady job that pays
well, even if it is not in the industry they are most
interested in. They are more extrinsically motivated
to be recognized and praised and like to help oth-
ers.” They crave recognition and are focused on being
promoted and building their career.” Generation Z
has less work experience and expects to have shorter
employment spans at a particular company." In con-
trast to millennials, who like to collaborate with others
and are proficient and comfortable using technology,
Generation Z has a difficult time distinguishing when
a conversation should take place face-to-face vs via
email." This can make them socially awkward even
though they are hardworking and ambitious."

Working Together

When working with and managing different gen-
erations, their distinctive characteristics should be
considered. Managers and coworkers should understand
the different work styles. The silent generation and baby
boomers prefer not to be micromanaged. In contrast,
millennials and Generation Z workers want detailed
instructions and are accustomed to direct supervision."
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Generational values should be considered. Each gen-
eration is accustomed to a distinctive set of principles,
and tension might endanger such values. For example,
baby boomers appreciate cooperation and teamwork
whereas Generation X prefers to make decisions inde-
pendently and to work alone."

Employees should share their perceptions. Two
or more generations of employees can resolve a
workplace conflict by discussing their perceptions.
An employee from the silent generation might be
offended by a lack of formality from Generation X, but
Generation X might feel disrespected because a silent
generation coworker might appear to not value their
input and opinions."

Managers should apply generationally appropri-
ate fixes. A supervisor cannot change an individual’s
life experience, but they can adapt to the expectations
and attitudes that result from those experiences. A less
experienced millennial might look for instant feedback
or gratification that frustrates a more experienced baby
boomer. A manager could suggest that the baby boomer
mentor the millennial.”

Managers should use similarities to build cohesion.
Security and stability are important to millennials
and the silent generation. Though baby boomers
and the silent generation might be more resistant to
change, they both want training and job development.
Millennials and Generation X greatly value flexibility
in the workplace and work-life balance. Baby boomers
and Generation Z are happy with diversity and alterna-
tive lifestyles, and millennials and Generation Z are
socially conscious and adept technologically.”

Each generation can teach other generations valuable
lessons. The silent generation and baby boomers have
wisdom and clever tips from their experience that are
invaluable to later generations. Generation X is known
to be fair and adept mediators. Millennials are known
for their technological skills, and Generation Z is well
versed in future business and marketing trends."

Conclusion

Each generation in the health care workforce has
its own distinct characteristics that influence their
wants and needs pertaining to personal and profes-
sional lives. Health care leaders must be knowledgeable
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about the ethos of each generational group to move
their organization toward its core values and mission.
Properly valuing the perspective of each generational
group stems from a standard of mutual respect, and

the strengths of a health care team can be harnessed

by appreciating the diversity and contribution of each
generation and subsequently each employee. This helps
establish a rewarding work environment for all genera-
tions, which can potentially increase productivity.

Christopher Partin, R.T.(R), CRT, attends California
State University, Dominguez Hills in Carson. He is radiology
supervisor at PIH Health Downey Hospital in California.
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