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INTRODUCTION 

With a major shift of demographics (Mesiter & Willyerd (2010), there are more 

generations in the workplace than ever before. The generations in today’s workforce are: 

Traditionalist, Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. Grubb (2017) reports that "By 

2020, 25 percent of the labor force will be over the age of 55—and they're not retiring any time 

soon” (p. xiii). Also by 2020, the newest generation—Generation Z—will start to emerge in the 

workplace. Deyoe (2012) found almost 60 percent of HR managers have reported conflict 

between the younger and older generations, while Bennett, Pitt, & Price (2012) point out that 

every generation “holds different values, morals, dreams, desires, ambitions, and styles of 

working” (p. 278). Zemke, Raines, and Filipczak (2013) found the problem is “of values, 

ambitions, views, mind-sets, demographics, and generations in conflict” (p. 9) and Hillman 

(2014) found “intergenerational conflict in the workplace is rooted in different work ethics and 

life experiences among the generations” (p. 241). The life experiences that each generation lived 

through sets the tone for their worldview and perspective. Glass (2007) notes “everyone’s life 

experiences shapes who they are—whether man or woman, and across all races, ethnicities, and 

religions” (p. 98). The author continues by addressing the obvious, “it is no surprise, therefore, 

that employees who grew up in different time periods would have different world views, 

expectations and values, resulting in preferred methods of communicating and interacting with 

one another” (p. 98). 

Leaders in the workplace must understand how each generation differs and what conflict 

this can create (Lyons & Kuron, 2014). Hillman (2014) suggested that if “management fails to 

address generational work-value differences, it has been shown to result in low organizational 

morale, increased turnover, and reduced profits” (p. 241). This paper seeks to identify the 
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different generations represented in the workplace, how those difference lead to conflict. It will 

highlight a theory, in which can be applied to this conflict and then address solutions for solving 

workplace conflict among the generations.  

GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES 

There are various definitions of a generation, but Glass (2007) defines one as “a given 

cohort group, in which all members are born in a limited span of consecutive years, 

approximately” (p. 98). The four generations this paper will address are the Traditionalist, Baby 

Boomers, Generation X (Gen-Xers), and Generation Y (Millennials). In this section, defining life 

experiences will be pointed out, as well as stereotypes that go along with the generation. 

According to Deyoe & Fox (2012), Traditionalist were born before 1945. In their lifetime, they 

experienced historical moments such as the Great Depression, World War II and the Korean 

War. Stereotypes of Traditionalists include their intense loyalty to employers, their strong work 

ethic, and their conservative views, especially around finances. There are approximately 50 

million still in the workforce today.  

According to Deyoe & Fox (2012), Baby Boomers were born between 1945-1964. In 

their lifetime, they have experienced the Vietnam War, the Civil Rights and Women’s Rights 

movements, and the landing on the moon. Stereotypes of Baby Boomers include their idealistic 

mindset that drives their work ethic, their tendency to be micro-managers who hate laziness and 

their political views. Sanner-Stiehr & Vandermause (2017) also found that “common perceptions 

of Baby Boomers often include their self-appointment as moral authorities….in the workplace, 

boomers are advocates for being ‘team-players’, a value on physical presence at work and strong 

organizational commitment and loyalty. (p. 104). There are approximately 85 million Baby 

Boomers still in the workforce today.  
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According to Deyoe & Fox (2012), Generation X was born between 1965-1979. They are 

known as the smallest generation because of the availability of birth control. Gen Xers most 

likely had two working parents, so they spent a lot of time at home alone—which is where they 

received the term latchkey kids. Their lifetime experiences were framed by the AIDs epidemic, 

the Challenger disaster, and the Los Angeles riots. Stereotypes of Gen Xers include feelings of 

alienation, disloyal, and more likely to change jobs to improve work skills. Sanner-Stiehr & 

Vandermause (2017) found that “Gen Xers are known to be self-reliant, adaptable, pragmatic, 

and resourceful, both in life and in the workplace. Gen Xers in the workplace are perceived to be 

adaptable, effective managers, and value work-life balance” (p. 104). Gen Xers were the first to 

introduce the idea of work-life balance. There are approximately 50 million in the workplace.  

According to Deyoe & Fox (2012), Millennials were born between 1980-1999. Millennials’ life 

experiences are shaped by the Columbine shooting, the digital age of the 21st century, 9/11 and 

reality television. Stereotypes of Millennials are that they are the more confident generation, they 

are entitled and have poor communication skills. Sanner-Stiehr & Vandermause (2017) found 

that  

Millennials were born, denoting a shift in society that held children in high 

esteem…Millennials are often perceived as ladder jumping in the workplace expecting 

promotions, without the years of work and experience that Boomers and Gen-Xers 

amassed, in order to climb the professional ladder. (p. 104) 

Millennials are known to hop from one job to the next hoping they find one which suits them 

best. They are digital natives—understanding technology the most, while also being the most 

educated and ethnically diverse generation. There are approximately 76 million in the workforce 

today. Even though there many difference among generations, a pair of researchers found 
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similarities between generations. Wesner & Miller (2008) found that Baby Boomers and 

Millennials were similar during their respective times. Both Baby Boomers and Millennials were 

more educated than their predecessors when they entered the workforce and they both questioned 

authority, unafraid to blaze their own paths. Both embraced technology and both were more 

willing to change jobs, wanting meaningful work and the ability to create a better environment”  

When talking about how generations adjust to change, Lipman (2017) pointed out “Generations 

X and Y often view change as a vehicle for new opportunities” (para. 7).  

SOURCES OF CONFLICT 

 There are many sources of conflict, when it comes to generational conflict in the 

workplace. This paper focuses on how work values are the foundation of most work conflict.  

Parry and Urwin (2011) cite that “there is a wealth of evidence that work values are important 

influences in the workplace, having an impact on employee’s job satisfaction, commitment, and 

general attitudes to work (p. 85). Each generation values time management, communication, 

feedback, authority, and work-life balance differently. Sanner-Stiehr & Vandermause (2017) 

identified  

These differences can be beneficial, enriching the workplace with complementary skills, 

but they present challenges as well. For instance, employees may experience lack of 

relatability, resentment, decreased communication among different generations, and 

ultimately decreased productivity, problematic for employers concerned about financial 

stability. (p. 103) 

A common workplace conflict is time management (Wesner & Miller, 2008), but one of the 

biggest conflicts is communication. Glass (2007) found that “communication modalities also 

pose problems between the generations. Baby boomers highly value face-to-face communication, 
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and have no problem getting up to walk to another office location to ask a colleague a question. 

Gen Xers, will use whatever communication form is the most efficient. The younger millennials, 

favor instant messaging, text messaging, and emails” (p. 100). The way the four generations give 

and receive feedback also differ, which can cause conflict at work. Schawbel (2013) pointed out 

"We all know the members of Gen Y are accustomed to constant, immediate feedback. Forget 

annual reviews; they want weekly or daily check-ins with their supervisors. And we know they're 

used to that feedback being overwhelmingly positive." (p. xiii). What author doesn’t point out is 

how the older generations tend to work without feedback, like Millennials—they can be given an 

assignment and complete their task and move on to the next assignment without knowing if they 

did a good or bad job. Traditionalist and Baby Boomers prefer top-down management styles, 

whereas Gen Xers and Millennials relate to authority in a different manner. As stated earlier, 

Gen Xers have a distrust of authority, while Millennials don’t know how to relate to an authority 

figure (Espinoza & Ukleja, 2016).  

 Work-life balance is a more recent idea in the approach to an employee’s work and life. 

Bennett, Pitt, & Price (2012) found that “shifting values, and cultural and social norms 

throughout the twentieth century have impacted on people in many different ways leading to a 

whole array of attitudes and perceptions about work and life” (p. 280). Gen Xers were the first to 

want a strong work-life balance, after experiencing the absence of their parents because of work 

obligations. Millennials work-life balances even looks different from Gen Xers. Lipman (2017) 

noted that “For years employers complained about how the work styles of millennials were 

disrupting the workplace…we now know, however, they simply have different outlooks, and the 

resulting changes from employees, such as new communication methods and enhanced work-life 

balance offerings, have benefited companies and employees alike” (para. 9).  
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SOLVING THE CONFLICT 

 How does a manager go about solving these workplace conflicts? First, the manager must 

be aware of the potential conflict. Second, the manager must be adaptable. Glass (2007) 

identified that “overcoming generational conflict at work and ensuring that mixed demographic 

workplaces can service and thrive—changing human resource policies, ensuring an environment 

of effective communication, incorporating collaborative decision making, and developing 

internal training programs that focus on the differences” (p. 101). Creating effective lines of 

communication is a number one priority of managers. Wesner & Miller (2008) suggest providing 

clear communication and expectations from the start. The authors also suggest “having candid 

talks without hype and with a sense of humor, movement toward cultural openness and 

transparency, and investing in programs which encourage teamwork and flexibility. Roles and 

responsibilities should be well defined and written for all generations, especially Millennials” (p. 

7). Finding ways to involve all generations, means change for every generation as well. Hillman 

(2014) suggested managers to depend on Gen Xers and Millennials to collect internet-based 

information, while Traditionalist and Baby Boomers are more effective with projects that acquire 

face-to-face tasks, and finally to provide mentoring for all generations.  

 Millennials have somewhat caused a problem in the workforce—the way they function is 

vastly different from any other generation, however, Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance 

(2010) found “to most effectively attract and manage this new cohort of employees, 

organizations need a clear understanding of the work values of the new generation and how they 

may differ from the values of previous generations” (p. 1118). To bridge the gap of differing 

values is the emphasis of support and mentoring as a two-way relationship. Bennett, Pitt, & Price 

(2012) found that “older generations must embrace technology and harness it. In order to achieve 
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this, they require support from the younger generations” (p. 282). For managers, these tasks will 

not be easy. Tolbize (2008) suggested to “use aggressive communication to create a successful 

intergenerational workforce, as this method pre-empts and uncovers generational conflicts and 

other potential conflicts” (p. 13). These are small steps, managers can take to identify any 

generational conflict that could be alive in the workplace. Wagner (2007) points out that 

“everyone brings something really important to the workplace. If you could take all four of these 

[generations’] value systems and absorb them into one culture at the workplace, you would have 

much happier and productive workers” (p. 30).  

CONCLUSION 

 Today’s work environment is unchartered territory. Bennett, Pitt, & Price (2012) found 

that “the touch economic climate of the recent past has demanded one of the largest shake-ups to 

organizations not seen in decades. Some organizations have been slow to adapt to change while 

others have used it as an opportunity and embraced it immediately” (p. 279). The change the 

authors are speaking of, are that of these generational adaptations in the workplace. Change is 

always hard, but if managers strive to make their employees get along and understand each other, 

hard work will have to be put in. Murphy, Gibson, & Greenwood (2010) points out,  

The remedy is better understanding of what the different generations want and need. 

Understanding such differences can help managers design motivation systems, reward 

and compensation programs, and leadership approaches that recognize their associates’ 

fundamental value structures. (p. 42) 

In a few years, another generation will be added to the workplace. Companies and organizations 

should take the time now to figure out how to understand and work together, for good. Lyons & 

Kuron (2014) stated that the “better understanding of the generations cohabiting the workplace 
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can lead to better recruitment, retention, succession management, communication, employee 

engagement, and conflict resolution” (p. 139). A company’s focus is usually to make a profit in 

their field—the companies who are the most profitable are those that have employees who trust 

each other, are committed to each other—despite age, gender, or work experience differences.  

Bennett, Pitt, & Price (2012) found “organizations must seek to optimize the talents and of all 

age groups, reconcile differences in the workplace, educate and develop employees to utilize this 

diversity for individual and organizational advantage, and create new organizational cultures that 

value, and optimize, generational diversity” (p. 280). Our world will only get more diverse, 

which can be an advantage, if every person in the organization is bought into working together, 

despite their differences. Glass (2007) found that “despite the differences between each 

generation, people in all age groups can learn from one another. Being more open-minded about 

possible generational influencers is a lot like diversity training. Everyone needs to have empathy 

for one another; being direct, honest, and sensitive is key.” (p. 102). In the Bible, when the 

disciples weren’t getting along, Jesus reminded them to be like children. Jesus knew there would 

always be conflict among his disciples (and his people), yet this simple example of putting 

oneself in another’s shoes, and remember the simplicity of being a child can be a perfect 

example of how intergenerational conflict can be reduced to a minimum in the workplace.  
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