Characteristics of the Four Generations

The following characteristics help define Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Gen X, and Gen Y. Keep in mind that these characteristics are generalizations and do not reflect the attitudes of every worker.

	Generation
	Characteristics
	Messages That Shaped Them

	Traditionalists
	Outlook: Practical

Work Ethic: Dedicated

View of Authority: Respectful

Leadership by: Hierarchy

Relationships: Personal sacrifice

Perspective: Civic


	Make do or do without

Stay in line

Sacrifice

Be heroic

Consider the common good

	Baby Boomers
	Outlook: Optimistic

Work Ethic: Driven

View of Authority: Love/hate

Leadership by: Consensus

Relationships: Personal gratification

Perspective: Team


	Be anything you want to be

Change the world

Work well with others

Live up to expectations

Duck and cover



	Gen X
	Outlook: Skeptical

Work Ethic: Balanced

View of Authority: Unimpressed

Leadership by: Competence

Relationships: Reluctant to commit

Perspective: Self


	Don’t count on it

Remember: heroes…aren’t

Get real

Survive—Staying alive

Ask why



	Gen Y/

Millennial
	Outlook: Hopeful

Work Ethic: Ambitious

View of Authority: Relaxed, polite

Leadership by: Achievers

Relationships: Loyal

Perspective: Civic


	Be smart—you are special

Leave no one behind

Connect 24/7

Achieve now!

Serve your community




How can supervisors motivate, manage, and engage a group of employees that represents all four generations? An effective supervisor must keep in mind that each generation is motivated by different messages in the workplace. Learning to blend the distinctive creative energies and accommodate the working styles of these four generations can create dynamic teams. Helping employees from divergent generations develop skills that allow them to appreciate their differences can greatly enhance work performance and job satisfaction. 

Bridging the Generation Gap at Work provides another summary of generational differences
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