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Foreword
Paul Allen, Co-Founder of Ancestry.com 
and CEO of Soar.com

As the co-founder of Ancestry.com, I know firsthand the power of age 
diversity in a venture. I was twenty-nine years old when the idea of 
digitizing all the world’s genealogy records and putting them on the 
internet first struck me. At the time, I knew little about genealogy—I 
was just a tech entrepreneur with an idea. However, I knew I needed 
help. I asked a seasoned university librarian, nearing retirement, about 
genealogy—who the reputable and well-known publishers were and 
where I could find the top five genealogy books of all time. She guided 
me to a Salt Lake City–based genealogy publisher named Ancestry. We 
first partnered with Ancestry and then later acquired its print business.

From the beginning, the company and our team intuitively recog-
nized the importance of harnessing different knowledge and experi-
ence. The vision of young, tech-savvy entrepreneurs combined with 
the in-depth subject-matter expertise of people decades our senior is 
what brought Ancestry.com to life. Lou Szucs, one of our most senior 
executives, had been one of the most beloved figures in the genealogy 
industry for many years. She opened doors everywhere for us, and her 
wisdom and knowledge were of vital importance. Ancestry would never 
have become what it is today without her.

While I didn’t realize it at the time, the founding of Ancestry 
.com was a real example of Gentelligence in action. We combined our 
complementary skills to generate creative solutions. We felt supported 
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x F o r e w o r d

by our team members, which empowered us to produce innovative, 
original work. In an effort to help others discover, preserve, and share 
their family history, we learned how to unlock the potential of an in-
tergenerational team and how connecting to the generations before us 
can give us perspective and wisdom. We saw that every generation has 
something to teach and to learn. 

Connecting to our ancestors can be a powerful experience. It can af-
fect your own identity and purpose in powerful ways. Through this ven-
ture, I have learned, as have millions of others, that connecting to those 
from other generations can make us better human beings ourselves. 

*    *    *
I first met Megan Gerhardt, the lead author of this phenomenally 
important book, through our shared interest in the work done within 
the Gallup Organization. We were drawn to Gallup’s mission to con-
nect people by helping everyone see each other’s strengths and talents. 
We discovered that we have identical top Gallup talent themes (a rare 
occurrence), and this connection allowed us to forge a unique bond. 
What this means is that our natural patterns of thinking, feeling, and 
behaving are very similar. We share a fascination with ideas, deep 
thinking, and continuous learning. You might say Megan and I are 
two peas in a pod or birds of a feather. In my experience, it is easy for 
birds of a feather to flock together. While we have used our talents for 
different pursuits, we share mutual respect and similarity in how we 
see and engage with the world. 

As Megan and I have experienced through our own interactions, 
we tend to gravitate toward people like us. It’s fantastic to find people 
who think in similar ways and who share your way of viewing things. It 
seems to make things easy. Yet often the most crucial and transforma-
tive growth (as organizations or individuals) occurs when we can look 
past perceived differences to learn from those who on the surface seem 
incredibly different from ourselves. 

With this book, Megan and her coauthors invite young and old 
alike to connect, communicate, and collaborate with people who see 
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F o r e w o r d  xi

the world through a different lens in every workplace and community 
worldwide. Rarely do books come out when needed the most, but Gen
telligence is needed now more than ever. 

The generational wars are alive and well both within and outside the 
workplace. This book directly and accurately ties these workplace ten-
sions to the roots of the problem: a lack of understanding of those who 
have grown up before or after us, as well as our deeply rooted percep-
tions about age in the workplace. Thinking back, the impact of my own 
age has always been in the back of my mind. When I was a young adult, 
I wanted to look and be older. I’ve always had a sort of boyish face, and 
when I became an entrepreneur, I worried that people wouldn’t take me 
seriously. I couldn’t wait to turn thirty. My expectations were met (and 
exceeded) when my thirties and forties were marked with success as my 
ideas sprang to life and my businesses soared. 

As I approached the mid-century mark, I absolutely dreaded getting 
older. Would I have the health, energy, and vitality to be productive and 
successful? I had enjoyed a wonderful career for nearly three decades, 
working on big, inspiring ideas—digitizing the great books of the world, 
putting the world’s genealogy records online, connecting millions of 
families on the internet—but I seriously wondered, “Will my ideas still 
matter? Will I fade into irrelevance and obscurity? Will I soon be, as 
they say, ‘over the hill’?” 

I’m now looking at age differently. I’ve started to recognize that my 
various life stages (younger and older) have brought me different knowl-
edge and perspectives. This fact was clearly demonstrated to me when 
Google invited me to speak to five hundred employees about personal 
leadership development outside Dublin, Ireland. I was especially excited 
about the opportunity because the speech took place near the home of a 
hero of mine, Charles Handy. Now in his late eighties, Handy is one of 
the most influential thinkers of our time, specializing in organizational 
behavior and management. He has published many books, created the 
graduate business program at the London School of Business, and was 
featured on the radio for more than twenty years. His work helped me 
discover the benefits of age in the workplace and, like Gentelligence, 
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xii F o r e w o r d

reveals the opportunities in different life stages: wisdom, perspective, 
social networks, pattern recognition, knowledge, enjoyment. 

Handy is sometimes called the “Peter Drucker of the UK,” and I 
expected many young audience members to know of his work. When 
I asked about him, I was shocked to discover that not a single Googler 
had even heard of Handy. While small, this exchange made it clear to 
me that the wisdom of our past generations and our older leaders was 
not being passed down as it should be and was in danger of being lost. 
I have reflected on this realization again and again. For a while, I told 
people the two most shocking things about growing older for me are (1) 
how little young people (including my own kids) know about the great 
thinkers and influencers of my generation and (2) that it is my fault.

The same trend can be found in reverse: It’s equally true that older 
people often know little about young people’s lived experience—digital 
natives who use modern technology as easily as speaking a native tongue. 
The pace of technological innovation has accelerated to the point that 
people born just a few years apart can have a significantly different lived 
experience. In 2008, an older friend told me he would never send a text 
message—he thought it was ridiculous. He had a large family and more 
than a dozen grandkids already, so I told him, “Texting is the language of 
your grandkids, and if you don’t text them, you’ll miss out on so much.” 
He immediately started texting and later thanked me profusely for how 
much it had positively impacted his relationships with his family. 

Gentelligence is about what I realized through both of those experi-
ences: We all can make efforts to foster connection and understanding 
across age groups to make our relationships and our organizations much 
stronger. The world is better when people of all ages can communicate 
and collaborate, whether it’s connecting with our ancestors’ stories or tak-
ing an extra minute with a co-worker from a different generation. 

Many books change minds and hearts, and some books launch move-
ments. I believe Gentelligence will do just that. With a timely and pow-
erful invitation to people of all ages to have a profound positive impact 
on individuals and organizations, this book has the power to improve 
organizational life drastically. I’m thrilled that it is now available to you.
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1

Introduction

Each generation imagines itself to be more intelligent than the one 
that went before it, and wiser than the one that comes after it.

—George Orwell

In March 2019, I (Megan) wrote a provocative editorial for Business 
Insider, declaring that we had failed in leading and managing our 
Millennials:

We blew it with the Millennials.
From the start, we viewed them as adversaries. They were confident, 

bold, and startlingly different from any generation we had seen before. 
When they entered our classrooms and our boardrooms with a new 
perspective on how things could be done, we had to make a choice: to 
welcome them as partners in navigating our changing world or resist 
them, viewing them as a threat to the way things had always been. We 
most definitely chose the latter, and there’s a price to that choice.1

Reactions to the op- ed were predictably mixed. Millennial readers 
loved it, posting and sharing on social media. I received several posi-
tive messages from Baby Boomers and Gen Xers like me, agreeing with 
the perspective and encouraging me to continue the push toward more 
progressive and open views toward generational diversity. Of course, 
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2 I n t r o d u c t I o n

not all reactions were that supportive. Several businesspeople (across 
multiple generations) reached out to say they wished they shared my 
positive view of Millennial potential, but, sadly, they did not. The most 
negative reaction came in the form of an anonymous email I received a 
few days after the op- ed was published:

I’m not a professor of business, but all I could do was sit there shaking 
my head the whole time I read your article. As a small business owner 
myself, I can’t imagine ME changing what I believe to know and work, 
to accommodate a young professional who has different values than I do. 
I think you underlined the whole issue some of us old geezers have with 
the new generation. “Hey old guys, accept us for who we are, not what 
you think we need to be to succeed (or help your business succeed).” 
—Frank Leeput

Our anonymous friend, Frank Leeput (get it?), probably didn’t 
expect his reply to be encouraging, but it was. His entire message is a 
perfect illustration of the mindset that continues to fuel my passion for 
generational diversity and inspires me to be a champion for the power 
that comes with it. Frank’s view is one I often see when I speak across 
industries: an us- versus- them mentality, a belief that he shouldn’t have 
to change just because people of other generations have different per-
spectives, and a firm conviction that he knows what works and “they” 
do not. Is it just a case of the old not wanting to make way for the new? 
Surprisingly, no. This mindset is not limited to older generations who 
don’t want to adapt to the ideas of younger colleagues—it is also very 
present in Millennial and Gen Z employees I work with. They assume 
all of their older colleagues are resistant to change and are quick to 
equate newer with better.

My editorial was only seven hundred words, and it did what it was 
intended to do—spark a conversation. However, it wasn’t long enough 
to speak to the potential power inherent in all forms of generational 
diversity. While openness to the ideas of Millennials and Gen Zers is an 
important part of the puzzle, it is also about how to engage and learn 
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I n t r o d u c t I o n  3

from the experience and knowledge of older generations. It is about 
seeing the potential of generations as a necessary and powerful form of 
diversity of thought and approaching them in a smarter way—one that 
allows us to see them as an opportunity, rather than a threat. It’s about 
developing what we call Gentelligence.

We’re not talking about simply another strategy for dealing with Mil-
lennials. Gentelligence champions every generation and is born from 
intergenerational curiosity. It’s a willingness to understand how people 
who have grown up under different times view things in different and 
meaningful ways. By viewing generational differences through a new 
lens, we can start to understand how they can be leveraged effectively.

Gentelligence pushes back on the idea of generational competition, 
replacing it with the idea that people of all ages can benefit from the po-
tential of intergenerational power. The perspective of seeing other gen-
erations as a threat is not new. In fact, these tensions have been around 
so long that many leaders have accepted them as normal, assuming that 
nothing can be done to ease them. With an escalation in the speed of 
change and the increase in global competition, the cost of this tension 
is now greater than ever before. Ignoring this conflict negatively affects 
key business outcomes, including attracting the best talent, developing 
diverse teams, filling the leadership pipeline, and creating adaptable 
cultures for the future of work.

tHe BIrtH oF gentellIgence

In 2009, there was a knock on my office door at Miami University 
(where I work as a professor of leadership). It was an administrator 
from the dean’s office. He had gotten a call from a company looking 
for an expert on generational differences to come speak about how to 
manage and lead Millennials, and he thought of me. To this day, I am 
still not sure why. I was a thirty- two- year- old professor at the time, re-
searching employee motivation and individual differences, but nothing 
I did was focused on generational differences. However, my work did 
look at differences like gender and personality and the impact they had 
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4 I n t r o d u c t I o n

on workplace dynamics, so, in some ways, I did fit the bill. I was also one 
of the younger faculty members in the school at the time, so perhaps he 
thought, “She must know something about this.” I was game to give the 
opportunity a shot.

I dug into the research on generational differences prior to meeting 
with the group and put together some slides on how to lead a generation 
that seemed to be making managers pull out their hair. When I finally 
held the session, the room was filled primarily with managers from the 
Silent and Baby Boomer generations, but it also had a few Gen Xers 
and Millennials in attendance. When we turned to the Q&A part of my 
talk, the managers in the room eagerly shared stories of the confusing 
attitudes and behavior of their younger employees.

One such conversation focused on how several managers from the 
Boomer and Silent generations felt their Millennial employees had 
unrealistic expectations. When I pressed for an example, one Baby 
Boomer manager shared how she had recently received an email from 
a Millennial employee, outlining his ideas for a new way to approach a 
long- standing process. When several days passed without her sending a 
response back to him, she received a follow- up email. She found many 
things about this experience irritating: first, that this young employee 
felt “entitled” to suggest ideas to his manager after being at the company 
just a few months and, second, that he was bold enough to presume his 
email warranted an immediate response from his very busy boss.

I asked the manager if the suggestions made had been good ones. 
She seemed taken aback by my question: “Well . . . possibly. But that’s 
not the point. He just got here. Why does he think he can tell us how 
things should be done? He doesn’t know enough yet.” I pointed out that 
it seemed like her perspective included several assumptions about her 
relatively new coworker’s behavior. While the young employee did lack 
organizational experience, was it possible he did have experience with 
the process improvements he had suggested? Could he have learned 
about a new approach in school or been taught it in an internship? And 
regardless, if there was potential value in the new ideas, why did it mat-
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I n t r o d u c t I o n  5

ter how long he had worked there? Was the length of tenure a require-
ment for trying to add value to the organization?

Our conversation revealed several important issues that influenced 
her perspective and behavior. The manager shared that during her 
early career, it was unheard of for young employees to do such a thing. 
The norm was to keep one’s head down and pay their dues, working 
their way up the ladder and waiting their turn. In other words, she had 
not been allowed to enact change at that age, and she was continuing 
to uphold that tradition. In short, she believed her young employees 
were entitled—expecting things they had not yet earned a right to 
have because she had not been allowed to have them. Whether the 
ideas had merit, or could benefit the organization, seemed secondary 
in importance.

The next issue—one of her young employees expecting an “im-
mediate” response—was also intriguing to me. I thought it might 
be interesting to try an experiment. I asked everyone in the room to 
imagine they had just sent an important email to someone else in the 
company—one that invited the recipient to give feedback. I asked ev-
eryone to jot down what they considered a “reasonable” length of time 
for receiving that response.

The results were eye- opening to everyone in the room. The Baby 
Boomer managers had all noted somewhere close to a week as an ap-
propriate length of time. The Gen Xers had a slightly shorter timeline, 
somewhere between three to four days. The Millennials? Twenty- four 
hours. In that one room, we had a microcosm of different expectations, 
setting the stage for misunderstanding, frustration, and resentment in 
every direction. It would be easy for any of those people to assume their 
expectation was the “right” one, but doing so wasn’t going to solve their 
problems.

I shared with them a story of my then- four- year old, who had re-
cently written a letter to his grandmother, who lived several states away. 
We had put it in the mailbox at the post office one morning on the way 
to preschool. When I picked him up that afternoon, he was excited to 
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6 I n t r o d u c t I o n

check the mail on our way home to see whether she had written him 
back yet. “Not yet, buddy,” I told him. “It takes a little longer than that.” 
But this answer made little sense to him—in part because he was four, 
but also because he was growing up in a time when it wasn’t unheard 
of to get response from a letter in just a few hours (though, granted, it 
would have needed to be through email, rather than the U.S. Post Of-
fice!). His expectations were shaped by the time in which he was grow-
ing up, as all of our expectations are.

The Millennials in that room had become accustomed to quick 
feedback because our technology had evolved to make that possible. 
The Boomers were comfortable with the switch to email, but less on 
board with the assumption that it meant they had a responsibility to 
respond faster just because it was possible to do so. Neither view is 
wrong—they are simply different. As a result, they needed to uncover 
and understand these kinds of differences and work together to deter-
mine the shared organizational norms that would help prevent such 
conflict in the future.

This conversation and experience sparked my interest in helping 
managers better understand generational differences, and ultimately 
the creation of the term Gentelligence. My research began to explore 
generational dynamics from the academic side. However, that first 
company I had worked with told other companies, and I began to get 
more requests to help managers understand “those Millennials.” Over 
time, I became a generational consultant. With every engagement, I re-
alized that I understood something that many others did not: working 
with those from different generations, while sometimes confusing and 
frustrating, is fascinating and valuable on both ends of the age spectrum.

One year later, I had my own leadership experience that taught me 
firsthand about the importance of leveraging generational diversity. I 
stepped into a new role in co- directing an undergraduate leadership- 
development program for our business school. The current program 
was dated, with dwindling membership and a circa 1990s website. I 
jumped in head first, coming up with new ideas for programming and 
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submitting an urgent request to IT for website updates. I was told it 
would be put on the list, but due to the backlog, it would likely be six 
months before anyone could make any changes to the site. Undaunted, I 
presented my new ideas to the current program members (ages eighteen 
to twenty- two) and met with a less- than- enthusiastic response.

My ideas just weren’t resonating with them—and it occurred to me 
that I hadn’t even thought to ask them what they wanted or needed in 
order to accomplish that goal. I realized I needed their help to under-
stand how to build something that would appeal to them and meet their 
needs. Frustrated, I invited a few student members of the program to 
meet for coffee to discuss how to move forward. I asked whether they 
would be willing to work with me to brainstorm a new shared vision for 
the program that would be inspiring to all of us.

The table lit up with energy and ideas. I listened, but I also guided. 
Some of the suggestions weren’t aligned with what I knew our univer-
sity wanted from the program; some were beyond our resources. Rather 
than shut down the ideas, I tried to ask questions: How would we do 
that? What challenges would we encounter if we tried that? By the end 
of the day, we had created a new vision statement and were all brim-
ming with anticipation of what we could build together. As we were 
leaving, I joked, “Now, if only we could do something about that 1990s 
website.” One of the students turned and casually asked, “Did you want 
me to build us a new one?” Taken aback, I said, “You can build us a 
website? When could you do this?” And he said, “Tonight?” And he did. 
The next day (literally), we had a beautiful, modern website, with our 
new shared vision statement displayed proudly across the top.

And without realizing it, I had just experienced firsthand the power 
of Gentelligence. The students took shared ownership of the pro-
gram—not just the website but also the leadership and the learning. I 
acted as a guide, a voice for the university when their ideas lacked con-
text or needed revising, and was a sounding board and mentor. I led 
the program by empowering those whom the program was actually 
designed to help. The result was an engaged organization, one where 
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the input and contribution of all of us really mattered. This experience 
became the focus of my 2017 TEDx Talk: “Why I Love Millennials  
. . . and You Should Too.”

In my work as a professor, I work closely with our younger gen-
erations every day—not just in the classroom but also in my work 
co- directing our Center for Business Leadership. I work with teams of 
amazing students to tackle leadership challenges, and barely a day goes 
by when I don’t ask one of them for ideas on how to solve a problem. I 
respect their unique kind of wisdom, and, in turn, they are more open to 
my more seasoned guidance. They seek out my input on the organiza-
tional hurdles that often stand in their way and ask my advice when they 
run into challenges they have not encountered before. By empowering 
them and valuing their perspective, the entire organization is stronger. 
It is our organization—one where everyone has a voice, regardless of 
age, and that should be the goal for every leader.

tHe Book

This book is designed to help all organizations join the Gentelligence 
movement, leading in ways that empower all generations and create 
workplaces that view and leverage generational diversity as a strength. 
We first explore the current reality in business: workplaces full of in-
tergenerational tension and conflict. Chapter 1 reveals that generation 
shaming is not a new phenomenon, but one that has been newly fueled 
by changing demographics in the workplace. In the second chapter, 
we outline both common generational clichés and important shared 
generational experiences, revealing the complexities of understanding 
generational identity. We conclude our exploration of the problem in 
chapter 3 by identifying the roadblocks that prevent Gentelligent lead-
ership, including generational scapegoating, ageism (and reverse age-
ism), and perceived misalignment in values and knowledge.

In chapter 4, we then present the Gentelligence solution: how to 
champion the potential of all generations and use this diversity of 
thought to create stronger workplaces. We discuss the four key practices 
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of Gentelligence: breaking down biases by (1) Resisting Assumptions 
and (2) Adjusting the Lens; and building strength by (3) Strengthening 
Trust and (4) Expanding the Pie. In subsequent chapters, we apply these 
practices, using real business examples to illustrate how Gentelligence 
is already successfully helping leaders overcome challenges ranging 
from acquiring and retaining talent to creating strong intergenerational 
teams and leadership to building culture and navigating change.

BuIldIng our own gentellIgent teAm: meet tHe AutHors

In writing this book, it was vital to have some generational diversity 
represented in our author team as well. While I am a member of Gen X, 
my two coauthors (Josephine Nachemson- Ekwall and Brandon Fogel) 
are both Millennials and former students of mine, now working across 
different industries. Throughout this book, we will often use first person 
when referring to examples from my generational consulting, research, 
or teaching. However, at other times we will use we to refer to the views 
of our author team. Regardless of pronouns, this book has been a col-
lective, intergenerational team effort from start to finish. My coauthors 
have provided invaluable insight, different perspectives, and hard work, 
as well as needed motivation throughout the process. Over time, the 
book has gone from starting with my vision to becoming a product of 
our shared vision. As such, this book is a product of Gentelligence.

Our intergenerational chemistry has brought a unique perspective to 
the project, and I am confident it’s better as a result. Over the course of 
our research for this book, we saw the same effect emerging from the 
stories and cases of intergenerational learning around the world: the 
willingness to integrate intergenerational views led to better programs, 
marketing, and decisions, not to mention stronger organizations.

As this book will explore, the history of generational differences is 
flush with misunderstandings and tension. While we do not have all the 
answers for these issues, together, we present a powerful set of Gentelli-
gence strategies to not only move past current challenges but also utilize 
these differences to improve the culture and success of our workplaces.
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1

Blame 60 Minutes
How Morley Safer Fueled  
the Generation Wars

A new breed of American worker is about to attack everything you 
hold sacred: from giving orders, to your starched white shirt and tie. 
They are called, among other things, “millennials.”

—Morley Safer, 60 Minutes1

In 2007, 60 Minutes introduced Millennials to the world with the news 
story “The Millennials Are Coming,” framing this generation as some 
sort of plague humanity would have to survive. Host Morley Safer 
referred to the brewing generational showdown in the workplace as 
a “psychological battlefield.”2 The gauntlet was thrown—the business 
world as we knew it was being turned upside down by these Millen-
nial intruders, and it was up to the older generations to protect it. The 
Millennials were convenient scapegoats for the strain and chaos that 
twenty-first-century technology introduced, and this resentment has 
now raged on for over a decade. Just for fun, do a Google search on 
things Millennials have killed. The last time we checked, the popular 
press had blamed them for the end of golf, bars of soap, casual dining, 
napkins, and American cheese.

Every war has casualties. In the case of generational conflict, the 
loss is one of talent potential. The ongoing and strikingly one-sided, 
negative narrative around the multigenerational workforce has led each 
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generation to play into this war. The danger with this mindset is that 
we overlook potential benefits that come from bringing together people 
with a diversity of thought and experience. Failing to consider the pos-
sible advantages, we have largely squandered the opportunities right 
in front of us, including the chance to utilize generational diversity to 
increase innovation and improve problem-solving and to realize how 
generational understanding can help improve organizational perfor-
mance in significant ways.

tHe loss oF tAlent PotentIAl In generAtIonAl wArs

Companies across a wide range of industries are experiencing the 
consequences of generational wars. The damage they bring to organi-
zational cultures by creating unhealthy competition and sowing mis-
trust is evident, and the seemingly endless generational tensions have 
a long-term effect. The road toward intergenerational cooperation has 
narrowed and is now full of steep terrain.

While the trend of Millennial shaming has received by far the most 
energy and media attention of any generation to date, this phenomenon 
began well before Safer’s piece on 60 Minutes. Frustration about the at-
titude and behavior of youth dates back thousands of years. In 11 BC, a 
writer named Peter the Hermit remarked, “The young people of today 
think of nothing but themselves. They have no respect for their par-
ents or old age. They are impatient of all restraint. They talk as if they 
alone know everything and what passes for wisdom in us is foolishness 
in them.”3 At the end of the eighteenth century, French philosopher 
Auguste Comte noted that change in society comes with a change in 
generations, as it is the conflict between generations that creates unhap-
piness with the status quo.4

We have seen this in our own times as well. Baby Boomers were 
seen as too revolutionary for the Traditional generation. Gen Xers 
were labeled “slackers” for their unwillingness to adopt the workaholic 
tendencies of the Baby Boomers. Millennials were called “entitled” for 
expecting opportunities at a younger age than those who came before 
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them. Gen Zers, the first of whom just graduated college in 2019, were 
labeled overly sensitive “snowflakes” even before entering the workforce.

In March 2020, the New York Times published an article titled “How 
Outdoor Voices, a Start-Up Darling, Imploded.” Founded in 2014, the 
athletic apparel brand became a sensation as it carved out space for 
itself among other major brands like Nike and Lululemon by focusing 
on everyday people and a mission to “get the world moving” as a way 
to stay happy and healthy. Yet signs painting a gloomier picture of the 
company soon emerged, including a portrait of a deeply rooted conflict 
between its young Millennial founder and the older, more experienced 
executive team. Ultimately, following a head-on crash with the execu-
tive team, the founder was ousted.5 This example, and the continuing 
struggles the company is facing, remain a powerful, cautionary tale of 
what can happen when the generational divide remains unmanaged.

Outdoor Voices is not the only company that has publicly struggled 
to manage the generational divide. In March 2020, PwC agreed to pay 
$11.625 million to settle an age-discrimination case that alleged that the 
company recruited only at colleges for associate-level positions, making 
those positions unavailable to older workers. Among the settlement 
conditions, the company agreed to hire age-inclusivity consultants to 
train those involved in recruitment and hiring.6 Since February 2018, 
IKEA has faced five separate lawsuits that alleged the company dis-
criminated against older employees and that the company had created a 
corporate culture of age bias. The most recent lawsuit in 2019 by a forty-
eight-year-old former employee claimed that four employees in their 
twenties had been given a position he had been denied. The plaintiff 
alleged that when he asked an IKEA manager why he had been passed 
over for another promotion, she “told him that the role he applied for 
was new and required an external candidate who could come up with 
‘new and innovative ideas.’”7

Companies from every industry—including Google, IBM, R.J. Reyn-
olds, WeWork, Citibank, and Marriott—have all been sued for age 
discrimination in recent years.8 While these stories represent anecdotal 
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evidence of an ongoing age and generational war in the workplace, 
research has found additional evidence to support the rage. More than 
half of employees report they aren’t likely to get along with a coworker 
from another generation.9 As with any war, there will be fallout as a re-
sult. Until we create a sustainable way for generations to not just peace-
fully coexist but also learn from one another, we will not be able to stop 
the loss of valuable talent potential or benefit from its many promises.

tHe generAtIons strIke BAck

Most organizations have remained on the sidelines during the genera-
tional battle, ignoring (or at best tolerating) the tension it has produced. 
While the worst-case scenarios involve managerial frustrations and 
generational blaming, the best case for many organizations currently 
seems to be having multiple generations working side by side in a frag-
ile peace. Neither instance leverages the possibilities that generational 
and age diversity can bring. This means there is an immense amount of 
untapped potential being left on the table as this war rages on.

Left to navigate the struggle on their own, employees have started to 
find ways to respond, with each generation reacting in their own time 
and way. Millennials and Gen Z, in particular, have started to openly 
defend the validity of their perspectives as generational conflict and 
tension actively continue around them.

“tHose mIllennIAls” Are now rAIsIng tHeIr VoIces

The unflattering narrative around Millennials started as soon as they 
entered the workforce and has continued ever since. This generation 
has grown up, and they are now fighting back. As the oldest of that 
generation (age thirty-eight as of 2020) settles into positions of middle 
management, their response to being framed as the workplace enemy 
has been sharp. In 2016, Millennial author Caitlin Fisher published a 
blog post titled “The Gaslighting of the Millennial Generation.” Her 
message went viral and was read by millions, addressing the provocative 
question: “If millennials aren’t a bunch of spoiled brats with an entitle-
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ment mentality who needs [sic] a trophy just for putting on pants in 
the morning, who are they?” She argued that who the Millennials really 
“were” could be seen through both data and the personal narratives of a 
generation that is greatly diverse, under a great deal of pressure, plagued 
with significant student loan debt, and driven to improve the world they 
are inheriting, commenting, “Generations before us completely drove 
the bus into a lake and it’s somehow our fault everybody’s drowning.”10

While the Millennials waited until they were relatively safe in posi-
tions of middle management to strike, Gen Zers, the first of whom just 
graduated college in 2019, have already decided to push back.

“ok Boomer”—gen Z HAs sometHIng to sAY

The “OK Boomer” trend was born on the social media platform TikTok 
in fall 2019. The phrase was a proactive response by Gen Z targeting 
older generations following their initial attempt to mark this generation 
as overly sensitive “snowflakes.” In the inaugural OK Boomer video 
debut, an unnamed white-haired man, donning a purple polo shirt and 
a baseball cap, begins to preach in a confident tone, “The Millennials 
and Generation Z have the Peter Pan syndrome. They don’t ever want 
to grow up. They think the utopian ideals of their youth are somehow 
going to translate into adulthood.”11 On a split screen, those Gen Zers 
and Millennials responded to this rant en masse with a simple, dismis-
sive comment: “OK Boomer.” The phrase quickly went viral on the plat-
form, spawning a variety of memes and even its own song. The Society 
of Human Resource Management has equated the phrase to a “digital 
eyeroll,”12 and Taylor Lorenz of the Times explained, “‘OK Boomer’ 
has become Gen Zers’ endlessly repeated retort to the problem of older 
people who just don’t get it, a rallying cry for millions of fed up kids.”13

Millions of fed-up kids, indeed. With their immense social media 
prowess, Gen Z has spread the rallying cry much faster than Morley 
Safer ever could with his 60 Minutes warning about those Millennials. 
The phrase spread across the globe, even showing up in a New Zea-
land courtroom, where Chloë Swarbrick (a twenty-five-year-old New 
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Zealand Green Party politician) used it to respond to heckling from 
an older colleague in Parliament during her speech on climate change.

While almost every media outlet across the world has published their 
take on the “OK Boomer” phenomenon, one article in particular stood 
out to us. In the fall of 2019, the New York Times ran the headline “‘OK 
Boomer’ Marks the End of Friendly Generational Relations.” (We’re not 
sure when those friendly generational relations occurred, but it seems 
they are already over.) The subtitle to the article proclaimed, “Now It’s 
War: Gen Z Has Finally Snapped over Climate Change and Financial 
Inequality.” Generational war had apparently been declared, and all 
over two seemingly harmless words.

But were the words harmless? While the phrase has been criticized by 
many as ageist,14 Millennials and Gen Zers have been quick to defend it 
as decidedly not ageist, maintaining that this particular use of the word 
“Boomer” isn’t tied to any specific age group. John Kelley, a researcher 
at Dictionary.com, explains to NBC News:

We’re not using “boomer” per se to take down people who were born 
after World War II in the baby boom. We’re using it in an ironic, often 
humorous, though sometimes malicious way as a catchall or stand-in for 
a set of attitudes. A “boomer” [in this case] is an older, angry white male 
who is shaking his fist at the sky while not being able to take an insult. 
They have close-minded opinions, are resistant to change—whether it’s 
new technology or gender inclusivity—and are generally out of touch 
with how their behaviors affect other people.15

That remark—that a generational name was now synonymous with 
an insult—set off more alarm bells for us than any of the cheeky memes 
we had seen on social media. Society had officially reached the point 
where the name of an entire generation was being used as a sweeping 
attack. Yet there was a degree of irony in this realization as well, as many 
of the “Boomers” now being attacked had not had such qualms about 
using the term “Millennial” in a similarly disparaging way, referring to 
any young person they perceived as entitled.
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In response, I wrote my own article for NBC News, voicing my con-
cerns regarding the “OK Boomer” trend, as well as the dynamics that 
had led up to it. I commented,

In many ways, these two feisty words represent Gen Z pushing back on 
the attempts they expect will be made to label and belittle their own gen-
eration as they take the place of millennials at the bottom of the pecking 
order. But in the process of defending themselves, they are unfortunately 
perpetuating the very age-oriented stereotypes they themselves don’t 
want to be labeled by.16

In other words, it might be clever, and it might seem justified, but it’s 
definitely not going to improve generational cooperation. Just as this 
kind of generation bashing isn’t productive when we do it to the Mil-
lennials or to Gen Z, the “OK Boomer” retort is definitely not going to 
make older generations more likely to respect and listen to the perspec-
tives of younger ones. Workers have locked horns in a fight no one is 
going to win as they continue to paint other generations as enemies in 
a generation war, rather than as allies.

tHe BusIness cAse For endIng tHe generAtIonAl wArs

A few years ago, I had given an assignment to my class to think about 
how increasing diversity might add strategic value to an organization 
they had worked for in the past. One young woman raised her hand to 
report that she had chosen to write about her family’s agricultural ma-
chinery business in her rural southern hometown. She commented that 
while her family’s business was open to hiring more diverse people, the 
community they lived in simply did not have much diversity at all, and 
the people interested in working in that area of agricultural machinery 
seemed to be an even narrower group in terms of demographics. She had 
concluded that using diversity as part of her family’s business strategy 
was not realistic. I asked her to describe their current workforce, and she 
shared that they had about twenty employees, all white males. I asked her 
how old they were. “Anywhere from seventeen to seventy,” she replied.
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Seventeen to seventy!? While their employees did not represent 
diversity in terms of other important aspects like gender, race, or eth-
nicity, it seemed that she had quickly overlooked what did make them 
diverse in one significant way. I asked her whether a seventeen-year-
old and a seventy-year-old view farming in similar ways. This question 
alone led to several great stories and examples of how different gen-
erational perspectives were making waves in their company—from the 
younger people advocating for the use of drones in farm management 
to older people sharing best practices for navigating climate conditions. 
By the end of the conversation, we had uncovered several ways the 
seventeen-year-olds could learn from the seventy-year-olds, as well as 
how the seventy-year-olds could benefit from the insight of those who 
were just seventeen (and everything in between).

There are many workplace stories just like this one, many of which 
will be shared in the chapters to come. The benefits of successfully 
managing diversity (broadly defined) are impressive. Companies with 
stronger diversity and inclusion efforts experience greater market share, 
enjoy better success in new markets, and have stronger team collabora-
tions and lower turnover.17 When it comes to increasing workforce di-
versity, according to the World Economic Forum, “The moral argument 
is weighty enough, but the financial impact—as proven by multiple 
studies—makes this a no brainer.”18 Countless studies have confirmed 
that investing in well-managed diversity can lead to more creativity, 
resilience, effectiveness, and profitability when compared to organiza-
tions that don’t make such investments.

So where do these positive outcomes come from? It’s called the 
“value-in-diversity hypothesis.”19 When dissimilar people (in our case, 
it would be those from different ages and generations) work together, 
everyone ends up with increased access to new kinds of valuable infor-
mation and perspectives. The Boston Consulting Group argues that this 
kind of outcome means diversity is “not just a metric to be strived for, it 
is an actual integral part of a successful revenue generating business.”20 
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When it comes to generational diversity, most organizations are far 
from realizing the value potential.

cHAngIng tHe mIndset: From generAtIonAl comPetItIon  
to IntergenerAtIonAl cooPerAtIon

Instead of participating in the endless generational battle, companies 
need to take action against the very mindset that allows it to continue. 
It’s time to create organizational strategies to foster intergenerational 
cooperation, allowing them to unlock talent potential rather than per-
petuating endless wars over it. Talent is a key source of competitive 
advantage for almost every organization, one that is increasingly scarce 
as the struggle over skilled talent intensifies. Forbes estimates that em-
ployee recruitment alone is a $200 billion worldwide market.21

Employees across generations are currently elbowing for genera-
tional relevancy, rather than feeling secure in the value they bring to 
their organizations. Some of the oldest, most experienced members 
of our workforce are feeling marginalized and undervalued compared 
with tech-savvy, quick-to-adapt younger employees. Millennials are 
now beginning to be replaced as the new kids on the block by Gen Z. 
Our youngest generations of employees are striving to have their voices 
heard despite their young age and limited expertise. The Society of 
Human Resource Management explains, “Consider it a major discon-
nect in hiring: On the one hand, many recruiters put a premium on 
‘high-performers’ with ‘proven experience,’ while on the other they are 
increasingly looking for ‘digital natives’—members of the demographic 
raised in the age of online technology and thus by definition too new 
to the workforce to have proved much of anything.”22 This dynamic 
can result in a competitive generational gridlock—and navigating these 
workplace tensions often requires delicate negotiation.

To successfully create a powerful intergenerational talent strategy, 
we argue that organizations need significant disruption in how they are 
defining diversity to include the vital aspects of age and generational 
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identity. It’s time for an increased focus on how these differences can 
bring value to the workplace, rather than repeating conversations about 
how they are a headache. The disruption in diversity strategy needs to 
focus not just on attracting an intergenerational workforce but also 
on understanding how to develop and retain it. Development and 
retention require attention to create inclusive organizational cultures 
where all generations are given a voice and expected to learn from each 
other. Chip Conley, strategic advisor for hospitality for Airbnb, states 
in his book Wisdom @ Work, “This unprecedented age diversity in the 
workplace can be confusing as we may have drastically different value 
systems and work systems at play. But also it can be a wellspring of op-
portunity that the world has never experienced.”23

In the end, the existing win-lose perspective creates a mindset of scar-
city—one that destructively assumes a finite amount of resources (e.g., 
opportunities or recognition) and that for one to win, another must lose. 
This mentality must be debunked and replaced with the idea that work-
ing collaboratively together can lead to providing additional resources 
for everyone. Like most types of organizational change, threats can also 
become opportunities with the right leadership strategy. JoAnn Jenkins, 
CEO of AARP, remarked in 2016, “A workplace with Millennials, Gen 
Xers, Baby Boomers, and the Silent Generation offers a unique opportu-
nity for varied perspectives and approaches to day-to-day work.”24 Now 
that Gen Z is entering the workplace, we have even more significant 
input and potential for success—if there is a method to harness and in-
tegrate the advantages that each cohort brings to the table.

From tHreAt to oPPortunItY: unlockIng tHe PotentIAl

Effectively managing generational diversity is a significant leadership 
challenge. We have long known that simply having a diverse workforce 
without taking steps to manage it effectively is a recipe for disaster, and 
the same is true when that diversity involves generations and age. The 
notion that we can simply expect diverse individuals to seamlessly work 
together without proactive leadership is not realistic. With other types 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   20 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



B l A m e  6 0  M I N U T E S  21

of difference—such as race and gender—in the workplace, this fact has 
already been made clear.

Without intervention, managers often opt for the strategy that 
requires the least effort: hiring diverse employees and hoping the dif-
ferences sort themselves out over time.25 While working around dif-
ferences might mean less conflict, it doesn’t create the innovation and 
creativity that is possible. To realize the benefits, a bolder approach 
is needed—one that involves promoting equal opportunities, valuing 
cultural differences, and allowing these differences to have a positive 
impact on organizations and those who work within them.26

Easier said than done. While best practices have advanced when it 
comes to dealing with many types of differences, when it comes to tak-
ing a proactive strategy to generational differences, there is little existing 
guidance on how to do so effectively. What we do know is that taking an 
approach that assumes any one generation will (or should) adapt to the 
norms and preferences of another will not be successful.

This lack of best practices in generational leadership may be why 
early research has shown conflicting results about the benefits of gen-
erational and age diversity in the workplace. Left to their own devices, 
different age groups often refrain from interacting, preferring instead 
to work with those they perceive as more like themselves. These kinds 
of divisions can be counterproductive and result in lower productivity. 
However, when companies take steps to promote and support vari-
ous age groups working together, age diversity can result in increases 
in productivity. This is particularly true when the work is complex, 
because of the increased potential of tapping into the knowledge differ-
ences of intergenerational talent.27 This is why the Gentelligence strate-
gies presented in this book are so important, as they provide specific 
tools leaders can use to promote healthy and productive intergenera-
tional collaboration.

We argue that Gentelligence, which we define as viewing generational 
differences as a unique source of diversity of thought, is the strategy that 
will allow organizations to effectively realize these opportunities. With 
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this mindset, a clever contribution from a Gen Z employee doesn’t 
undermine the experience of a seasoned Baby Boomer, instead enhanc-
ing it. Ideas are improved by combining the innovation and wisdom of 
younger and older employees; the result is something no one employee 
(or generation) could create alone.

Gentelligence is a movement that encourages intergenerational 
learning and collaboration. This approach paves the road for younger 
employees to collaborate with older generations to innovate and solve 
problems. To successfully turn intergenerational discord into opportu-
nity, the unique identity of each generation must be well understood, and 
the insight of every generation must be utilized to its fullest potential.

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   22 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



23

2

Our Generational Identities

A generation is the creation of shared experiences, the things that 
happened, the things you all did and listened to and read and went 
through and, as important, the things that did not happen.

—Rich Cohen, Vanity Fair1

People belong to a particular generation based on the year they were 
born; yet this alone does not fully represent who they are, what they 
believe, or why they act the way they do. To assume it does is to mis-
understand and mischaracterize the role of generations. Generational 
membership is one element of a person, and how much it impacts who 
one is depends largely on the individual. The idea is not to pigeonhole 
or label generations, as one’s age cohort is a single ingredient in the 
complex chemistry that makes up human behavior at work. However, 
generational identity is an essential element of who people are at work, 
and a deeper understanding of different generational characteristics is 
vital to creating Gentelligent workplaces.

Twentieth-century Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset called 
the idea of generations “the most important conception in history” 
and the “vital sensitivity” of society—a “pulsation of its historical en-
ergy.”2 In 1952, the German philosopher Karl Mannheim wrote a dense 
chapter called “The Problem of Generations,” asserting that we are all 
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strongly impacted by the context of our youth.3 Fundamentally, genera-
tions were invented as a way to categorize and help us better understand 
the phenomenon and impact of broad age differences. In this way, they 
are slightly artificial in their separation but comparable to other created 
categories of division like political party or religion. As generational 
researchers Neil Howe and William Strauss write,

Like most other social categories—religion, political party, income, oc-
cupation, race—generations can be imprecise at the boundaries. We 
define generational boundaries by the calendar year—and of course, 
some people born just on one side may belong on the other. But a little 
ambiguity does not keep us from distinguishing Catholics from Protes-
tants, Democrats from Republicans.

Generations are simply one layer of identity. Just as knowing where 
people grew up can help to explain why they hold particular perspec-
tives, knowing which generation they belong to can illuminate their 
points of view.

wHo decIdes A generAtIon?

The criticism that generations are artificial comes from their seemingly 
arbitrary boundaries. For example, the Traditional and Baby Boomer 
generational boundaries span nineteen years each, while Gen X and 
the Millennial generations each bridge only sixteen years. While such 
groupings may seem random, several factors determine when one 
generation ends, and another begins. A generation tends to span the 
length of approximately one “phase of life” (e.g., childhood), and when 
the oldest members of an age cohort begin to move into the next phase, 
a new generational division is created for the subsequent cohort being 
born. Because the length of a phase of life is somewhat influenced by 
social factors (e.g., at what age society considers an individual to be an 
adult), this definition fluctuates a bit for each generation but tends to 
range between fifteen to twenty years.
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Social factors are the next element that contributes to the boundar-
ies of a generation. For example, the beginning of the Baby Boomer 
generation in 1946 was determined by the explosive population 
growth following World War II. The cutoff for this generation oc-
curred when birth rates plummeted again in 1964. The subsequent 
generation was initially called the “Baby Bust” generation for this 
reason. However, this name was soon pushed aside in favor of Gen-
eration X.4 The start of the Millennial generation was determined by 
considering what birth years would result in the first individuals com-
ing of age in the new millennium—from this, a start date of 1981 was 
established. When deciding where the Millennial generation should 
end and Gen Z should begin, formative events and cultural factors 
once again were taken into consideration.

Formative events are defined as “distinct historical events that shape 
a generational identity through collective memories.”5 For example, it 
was decided that 1997 would mark the end of the Millennial generation 
because, according to the Pew Research Center, “Most Millennials were 
between the ages of 5 and 20 when the 9/11 terrorist attacks shook the 
nation, and many were old enough to comprehend the historical sig-
nificance of that moment, while most members of Gen Z have little or 
no memory of the event.”6 The shared history of a generation results in 
what is called a “peer personality”—a story representing an age cohort 
that results from being born during a common period in history and 
experiencing significant events and phenomena at common life stages.7 
This peer personality further reinforces the generational groupings, 
contributing to a stronger and cohesive bond among its members.

The coronavirus pandemic of 2020, for example, affected every gen-
eration, but, depending on the life stage, it impacted them differently. 
For school-aged children and college-aged young adults, it meant un-
precedented weeks off from school and immersion in remote learning. 
For many Millennials, Gen Xers, and some Baby Boomers, it meant 
an overnight transition to remote workplaces. For older Boomers and 
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Traditionals, the potential threat of the virus on their health meant a 
strong focus on limiting their social interactions. The long-reaching 
consequences of this event on different generations remain to be seen, 
but as this event occurred during Gen Z’s formative years, it will likely 
have an outsized influence on how they live and work in the future and 
create a strong bond among members of this generation.

Ultimately, generational groupings help us understand how these 
historical events influence the attitudes and behaviors of people of a 
similar age. Growing up, a generation has access to particular knowl-
edge, experiences, and opportunities during its most formative years 
that prior and future generations do not.8 Millennials, for example, are 
often referred to as the first generation of digital natives. This age cohort 
was the first to have frequent and widely available access to the internet 
and personal computers as it grew up, creating a significantly different 
educational and development experience from that of Gen X (the ma-
jority of whom experienced most, if not all, of their education without 
the internet). As José Ortega y Gasset writes, “Unable to find lodging 
among the philosophies of the past, we have no choice but to attempt 
to construct one of our own.”9 As the world and its demands shift, each 
generation adapts its approach to life and work.

As one of the youngest members of Generation X, technology was 
still a rare part of my education. Videos occurred on days when we had 
a substitute teacher, courtesy of a film projector and later a TV/VCR 
rolled down from the school library on a cart. I have vivid memories of 
dial-up internet emerging when I started college (1994), the same year I 
hauled my portable word processor to my dorm room to crank out term 
papers (some of these terms are even confusing to my Millennial coau-
thors, who had to Google “word processor”). I saw my first PowerPoint 
presentation as part of my last semester of college in 1998. While this 
differential access to computers as part of one’s education may not seem 
monumental, it significantly impacts how generations view the purpose 
of technology as part of school and work. While younger generations 
don’t think twice about pulling out a laptop during a meeting to take 
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notes or access needed information, many older individuals equate 
technology with distraction and entertainment. This relatively simple 
example illustrates one of the reasons generational narratives are im-
portant to building understanding, as these attitudes stem from which 
historical periods employees grew up within and have a significant and 
lasting impact on how they live and work.

Throughout the rest of this chapter, we identify a shared narra-
tive for each generation and pinpoint each cohort’s likely collective 
experiences. We discuss how these tend to lead to certain internalized 
attitudes and beliefs and how those subsequent attitudes and beliefs 
may surface as workplace behaviors, and how understanding these 
identities helps leaders stay away from painting generations with a 
broad brush based on assumptions.

A word ABout generAtIonAl stereotYPes

Before we go further, we want to talk about the difference between 
stereotyping and understanding a generational narrative. Stereotypes at 
their core are shortcuts in decision making, leading people to assume 
that all people in a particular group have a set of common characteris-
tics. When it comes to generations, there are interesting and important 
behaviors and perspectives that tend to be shared by an age cohort 
due to the shared period of time in which the group was born and 
raised. While leaders need to understand how the life experiences of 
different generations may have influenced their viewpoints, they must 
also remember that generational conversations are rife with clichés, 
unfounded assumptions, and generalizations that can lead to labeling, 
judgment, and deep misunderstandings about employees.

Understanding patterns or tendencies unique to particular genera-
tions without stereotyping can be challenging, and talking about genera-
tional differences without heading down a slippery slope of stereotyping 
is a conversation that leaders must navigate skillfully to allow employees 
to achieve their best and communicate effectively across generations. 
Ironically, many age-based stereotypes toward both younger and older 
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employees are often reinforced in generational training programs in 
organizations. In other words, training on stereotypes means that work-
place education meant to ease any tension between generations ends up 
making it worse. When done well, such training can instead discuss the 
increased frequency of certain kinds of behaviors or attitudes among 
different generations and why they may exist (but is cautious about 
stereotyping all members of a particular generational group).

Today, many generational labels are familiar to both managers and 
employees, and they affect interactions between co-workers. If genera-
tional stereotypes run unchecked, the resulting assumptions prevent a 
Gentelligent mindset. Instead, they create workplace tensions and can 
produce a climate that tolerates discriminatory behavior. An article 
written for Work, Aging, and Retirement notes, “Whether objective 
intergenerational differences are myth or reality, stereotypes persist 
and have the potential to influence individual perceptions and actions, 
which may ultimately lead to group conflict in organizations.”10 A Gen-
telligent mindset suggests that generational identity be used as a valu-
able lens of understanding: it can help provide important context for 
different behaviors or higher frequencies of particular attitudes when 
we compare one age cohort to another. However, Gentelligence pushes 
back against universal labels and assumptions that all members of a 
generation are always a specific way.

So, what is the difference between a generational stereotype and a 
generationally intelligent perspective? Stereotyping an individual based 
solely on one’s generational identity is lazy and fails to consider other 
elements that impact an individual’s identity and point of view. Within 
any generation, there are myriad individual differences that influence 
one’s experiences, opportunities, and perspectives. Such elements 
include nationality, socioeconomic status, race, gender, and even age 
(being born at the beginning versus the end of a particular generation).

While a deep exploration into the impact of all of these differences is 
beyond the scope of this book, we do feel they are vital to mention. As 
such, when individuals do not feel the narrative of their generation par-
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ticularly applies to them, this disconnect is often rooted in other aspects 
of their identities. For example, while Millennials are often described 
as being entitled due to the attention and resources they received as 
children, this is much more true for those who grew up in higher socio-
economic classes than those with fewer resources to spare, who would 
not have had the luxury of such additional opportunities. Consequently, 
individuals born on the cusp of a generation may not see themselves in 
the typical narrative for their generation, perhaps finding more connec-
tion with the neighboring cohort.

We suggest that generational identity is most useful when viewed as 
just one of many elements of a person, and a lens to help us understand 
differences rather than as an excuse for stereotyping, which more often 
than not extends generational divides. While we provide some of the 
usual insights surrounding generationally formative events, we aim to 
extend the conversation by establishing generational narratives that 
explore how and why generations matter.

generAtIonAl lenses: understAndIng tHe storY  
oF eAcH generAtIon

traditional and silent generations

Our two oldest living generations are the Traditional genera-
tion (born between 1901 and 1927) and the Silent generation (born 
1928–1945). While most are no longer active in the workforce, their 
generational experiences provide important context for understanding 
current generational contrasts. These generations grew up during the 
Great Depression and its aftermath and were influenced by America’s 
participation in World War II and its resulting chaos on family life, the 
economy, and society as a whole.11

To illustrate the cause-and-effect pattern that builds the peer per-
sonality of a generation, consider what values would be important 
and constructive for individuals growing up experiencing particular 
significant events in their first few decades of life. What attitudes 
would be emphasized at home and promoted in society in order for 
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this generation of young people to not only survive but also thrive in 
the future? Surging levels of such values help to give a generation its 
shared persona.

For example, research shows both the Traditional and the Silent 
generations possess fierce loyalty. This devotion to one’s country, 
family, and organization is logical given the challenges existing during 
the early years of these generations. Similarly, the emotions and chal-
lenges brought by World War II sparked great national loyalty. These 
generations made and witnessed extreme sacrifice for their country, 
and, as a result, a collective national pride emerged.

For those experiencing the economic turmoil of the Great Depres-
sion, gratitude deepened toward companies that did not lay off their 
employees or those that gave unemployed workers jobs after long 
periods without work. Many believed they owed these businesses their 
loyalty for a lifetime, committing to spending their careers with one or-
ganization, working their way up the ladder and remaining devoted to 
them until the day they were ready to retire. The Traditional and Silent 
generations are also known for their conservative tendencies toward 
resources. This is thought to stem from the fact that they grew up with 
a national collective need to “make do” and “use what you have.” Many 
in these generations also believe in setting aside individual wants for the 
greater good—a spirit that was necessary to survive and rebuild during 
and following both the Great Depression and World War II.

Understanding these generations’ norms of conformity is also im-
portant to appreciate the leadership style of many in the Traditional and 
Silent generations. As many served in the military and saw firsthand 
the need to follow the orders of a superior, the idea of “command and 
control” leadership became embedded in their generational conscious-
ness. Many of the job opportunities of this era were in the manufactur-
ing industry—a place where following directions, rules, and regulations 
was vital to success. It makes sense that this top-down approach to 
leadership was what these generations aspired to and had a substantial 
influence on their subsequent leadership behaviors.
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Baby Boomers

Baby Boomers, born from 1946 to 1964, belong to the only genera-
tion officially recognized by the U.S. Census Bureau.12 This age cohort 
earned its name from the flood of births following World War II, mo-
tivated by a nation anxious to rebuild and reversing an ongoing down-
ward trend in America’s birth rates that had endured since the 1700s.13 
Baby Boomers were a force to be reckoned with for many reasons, 
including their sheer numbers (more than 76 million people) when 
compared to the generations that came before and after. The end of 
the Baby Boomer generation came during the year population growth 
dropped for the first time since 1946.

The Boomers represented a new hope for America, symbolizing the 
victory of the Traditional generation over economic peril and global 
conflict. As stated by Ron Zemke, Claire Raines, and Bob Filipcza in 
Generations at Work, “The Boom Babies were cherished by parents who 
had sacrificed and fought a war for the right to bear them, raise them, 
indulge them, and dream of a new Eden for them to live out their days 
in.”14 The Baby Boomers grew up in a time of great economic growth 
and infinite possibility. In 1969, when the oldest Baby Boomers were 
twenty-three and the youngest were five, a man landed on the moon for 
the first time in history. The United States was focusing on rebuilding, 
expansion, and growth to accommodate its bursting population.

Growing up during such a time embedded a sense of optimism and 
idealism in much of the Baby Boomer generation, and its role as the new 
hope for a nation was internalized. Time magazine even awarded its 
coveted “Man of the Year” designation to the Baby Boomer generation 
as a whole in 1967.15 The idealism and optimism of the Baby Boomers, 
combined with the magnitude of their age cohort, resulted in several 
notable progressive shifts and important events in society during their 
formative years, including the March on Washington, the Vietnam War 
and protests against it, the passage of the Civil Rights Act, and the wom-
en’s movement. These events fed the ambition of this generation, whose 
members took this drive and energy with them in their early careers.
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The opportunities available for the Baby Boomers were unthinkable 
to their parents’ generation, and they took full advantage of them, fo-
cusing on their ascent up the corporate ladder and determined to make 
good on the promise they had represented in their youth. Baby Boom-
ers popularized the sixty- to seventy-hour workweek, in some cases 
doubling the previous work-hour norms. The word workaholic was 
invented in the 1970s but became increasingly popular as the Boomers 
hit their career stride, capturing their exhaustive dedication to work 
success. The newly established rights for women created another dy-
namic in the Baby Boomer work-family balance. A surge of dual-career 
households, as well as single-parent households (as a result of increased 
divorce rates), meant greater complexity when it came to childcare 
responsibilities at home, and the popularity of sixty- to seventy-hour 
workweeks for both men and women increased this tension.

The Baby Boomers’ relationships with leadership are also compli-
cated and a bit of a paradox. While their parents’ generation had been 
content to accept the direction and authority of its government and 
leadership during the trying times of the Depression and World War II, 
the Baby Boomers did not follow suit when they faced the impending 
Vietnam War. Rather than readily accept the U.S. government’s posi-
tion that involvement in the war was necessary, many Baby Boomers 
openly protested American military action. Those who served came 
home without the heroes’ welcome that World War II soldiers had 
received. Many veterans were left severely impacted (physically and 
emotionally) by the Vietnam War with lingering distrust in their gov-
ernment’s decision making.

While Baby Boomers established an identity early on as “anti-estab-
lishment” and demonstrated a strong willingness to buck the status quo 
in favor of progress and change, they were working for bosses who came 
from the Traditional generation and favored the command-and-control 
bureaucratic style of leadership. Many Baby Boomers succeeded under 
such leaders, and while they still admired the more egalitarian, anti-
authority ideals of their youth, they had worked hard to achieve their 
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career success and wanted to enjoy the power and authority tradition-
ally resulting from such a climb. This resulted in many opting not to 
challenge the leadership status quo inside the organizations where they 
had built their careers.

generation X

In 1965, the birth rate in the United States fell for the first time since 
1946, bringing the Baby Boom to a close and marking the beginning of 
a new age cohort: Generation X. Gen X was temporarily called “the 13th 
Gen” (officially due to its status as the thirteenth generation since the 
colonization of the United States) until Douglas Coupland’s 1991 book 
popularized the label “Generation X,” and the name stuck.16 Ron Zemke 
and colleagues wrote of Gen X in their 2000 book Generations at Work 
that Gen X is defined more by “what it’s not than by what it is.” Journal-
ist Alex Williams of the New York Times concurs:

What is an X? An empty set, a placeholder, a nothing that fills a void until 
an actual something comes along. . . . To the extent that we were defined, 
we were defined in the negative—the first generation in American his-
tory to be written off before it had a chance to begin.17

If the Boomers were born into an era of optimism, Generation X was 
born into one of caution and skepticism. While Boomers saw a man 
land on the moon during their childhood, Generation X saw the explo-
sion of Challenger. The Boomers experienced free love and Woodstock; 
Gen X was warned about stranger danger, “just saying no” to drugs, and 
safe sex in the wake of the AIDS epidemic.

While formal cautions abounded, many Gen Xers grew up with 
relatively high amounts of independence. This cohort largely com-
prised the children of Boomers (and the youngest Traditionals) and 
consequently faced a very different childhood reality. Gen X was 
raised by the first generation of parents navigating dual-career or 
single-parent households at a much higher frequency than before. 
The women’s liberation movement had successfully opened doors for 
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many women to pursue their career goals and become more indepen-
dent. Divorce rates doubled during the childhood of Gen X compared 
to that of Boomers.18 With many Baby Boomers investing heavily in 
their careers to provide opportunities for their families, those sixty- to 
seventy-hour workweeks became a norm in some industries. These 
domestic and workplace trends led to the creation of yet another new 
term: latchkey kids. Before daycare was widely available (and certainly 
before it was available in the workplace), many school-aged Gen Xers 
let themselves into empty houses after school for a few hours until 
their parents came home from work.

Such circumstances simultaneously gave this generation a sense 
of independence and self-reliance, but also a sense of disillusionment 
and disengagement from the forces that motivated their parents. See-
ing many of their parents define success as a job title, Gen Xers came 
of working age with the opposing philosophy that one should “work 
to live, not live to work,” pushing back on the norm that work should 
occupy such a central focus in life. While the Traditional generation 
believed in loyalty to one employer and the Boomers defined success in 
terms of their careers, Gen X rebelled against these conventions. This 
was the first modern generation to experience firsthand the potential 
downside of strong parental ambitions at work, which led to the in-
ternalized attitude that success could mean more than just career ad-
vancement. Carrying the independence forged in their childhoods into 
adulthood, Generation X members demanded greater levels of balance 
between their work and private lives. Their Traditional and Boomer 
managers often perceived this set of reoriented priorities as laziness, 
quickly rebranding Gen X as the slacker generation.

What has this situation meant for Gen X in the workplace? It’s a 
generation that has stayed largely under the radar, stuck between the 
overwhelming force of Boomers who have remained in the workplace 
much longer than expected and the Millennials who have dominated 
media and employer energy and attention for the last decade. Genera-

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   34 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



o u r  g e n e r A t I o n A l  I d e n t I t I e s  35

tional researcher Mary Donahue states, “Gen X is the most misunder-
stood group in the workforce today. They have been ignored because 
of the brilliant boomers before them and the magnificent millennials 
who followed them. Gen X is exhausted. If this were 1950 and a Gen 
X walked into a doctor’s office, he or she would be hospitalized over 
their stress. Gen X has to manage both Boomers and Millennials, and 
they are getting really tired.”19

The forces squeezing Gen Xers from multiple directions have led 
to a complex dynamic in terms of organization leadership pipelines. 
Currently, Boomers are starting to retire after longer-than-expected 
tenures, and the go-getter Millennials are more than ready to take 
their places in key leadership roles, meaning Gen Xers are once again 
caught in a void. As of 2020, Gen X is between forty-one and fifty-five 
years old and in prime earning years. Despite this, recent data have 
shown that Gen Xers are less likely to receive promotions than both 
Millennials and Baby Boomers, suggesting they may be getting passed 
over for opportunities.20

the millennials

The Millennial generation includes those born from 1981 to 1996. 
Millennial childhoods were marked by a prevalence of technology and 
the dot-com era, giving this cohort the moniker of “digital natives.” 
They were parented by younger Boomers who wanted more for their 
children, nurturing their self-esteem and development from an early 
age. Early opportunities for enrichment and education began to trend, 
from Mommy and Me classes to foreign language, sports, and music 
lessons for kids younger than school age. Parenting, especially among 
higher socioeconomic classes, became somewhat competitive, with 
parents investing the same level of drive they had given their careers 
in their children’s development. As San Diego State psychology profes-
sor Jean Twenge states, they are “a generation of soaring expectations, 
raised on [the] mantra of ‘you can be anything you want to be.’”21
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From this well- intentioned parenting style came a flurry of labels, 
including the “Trophy Kids” and “Generation Me.” Compared to gen-
erations before them, Millennial children were the focal point of the 
family dynamic. While their predecessors were raised with the long-
standing philosophy of “children should be seen and not heard,” Mil-
lennials were the heartbeat of their families, with their busy schedules 
often dictating the family plans as children were taxied to and from 
activities and arranged playdates, rather than wandering neighbor-
hoods looking for pickup games of kickball or impromptu bike rides 
with friends, as had been done by several generations before them.

In addition to Millennials exerting influence on their family dynam-
ics, research shows that parents were much more likely to be involved 
in their Millennial kids’ lives. The long- range study Monitoring the 
Future (which, coincidentally, I participated in as a child) reveals sev-
eral trends that show a change in the direction of the formative years of 
the Millennials as compared to Generation X.22 In 1991, 76 percent of 
kids in eighth grade (the tail end of Gen X) reported regularly spending 
time at home alone with no adult present; by 2014, this percentage had 
fallen to below 70 percent. Research reveals Millennials were less likely 
to engage in many independent rites of passage during their teen years 
than any generation before them, including being less likely to go out 
without their parents, get a driver’s license, or hold a part- time job in 
high school.23

While Gen X had resulted in the new phrase “latchkey kids,” Millen-
nials’ parents were referred to as “helicopter parents.” As Millennials 
were attending school and participating in afterschool activities, their 
parents were often deeply involved in both—regularly interacting with 
the teachers, coaches, and other adults involved. With such heavy in-
vestment and high expectations for their Millennial children, parents 
increasingly made decisions with (or for) them. This trend set the stage 
for the outcries of frustration from both college professors and employ-
ers when Millennials attended college and started jobs while still closely 
connected to their parents, relying on them for advice and intervention 
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on their behalf. It was not unusual for professors I knew (or for me) to 
be contacted by parents of our students, requesting that their son or 
daughter be moved out of an early class section (“Madison can’t have 
an 8:30; she needs more sleep than most people, or her health will be 
at risk”) or inquiring whether exam dates might be moved to accom-
modate an early departure for a family trip over Thanksgiving break. 
In many of my workshops, HR managers would share stories of being 
contacted by the parents of Millennials who had received job offers, 
wanting to negotiate on their behalf.

Millennials emerged from childhood as the most highly educated 
generation ever in the United States, but also the most dependent on 
adults at a stage in life when society expected them to operate indepen-
dently. Managers criticized them for lacking self- direction and requir-
ing too much hand holding, but, ironically, many of those managers 
were Baby Boomers who had also raised their own Millennial children 
to behave the same way. Having been raised at the center of their fami-
lies’ conversations, Millennials often entered the work world expecting 
that their voices would matter to the same extent for their bosses, earn-
ing them the unflattering reputation of being entitled. From one per-
spective, this generation seemed indulged and sheltered; from another, 
Millennials appeared proactive with high expectations for success.

In terms of development, experiences, and education, they were of-
ten significantly ahead of where previous generations had been as young 
adults, often confident that they might be ready for more responsibility 
at an earlier age. Yet their Traditional, Boomer, and occasionally Gen 
Xer managers frequently believed that Millennials needed to put their 
heads down and wait their turn, just as the preceding generation had.

gen Z (the Zoomers)

The generational identity of Generation Z is still a work in progress. 
The oldest of Gen Z were born in 1997, with an end date not yet formally 
established for this generation. (The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 has 
emerged as a key factor in when to draw the line for the end of Gen Z, 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   37 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



38 c H A P t e r  2

with arguments being made that those too young to have firsthand mem-
ories of the pandemic should not be considered part of this generation.)

As the first of Generation Z graduated college and entered the work-
force in 2018, the trends that shaped their childhood narrative were also 
beginning to become evident. Since that time, profound events such 
as school violence; the educational, social, and workplace turmoil sur-
rounding the global pandemic caused by the coronavirus; and the ac-
tivism of the Black Lives Matter movement have continued to make up 
the formative landscape of this generation. Social media has exploded as 
the primary form of communication for Gen Z, with many kids having 
their own smartphones before they turned ten (and helping their par-
ents learn to operate their own). While there is great concern that the 
“always- on” Gen Z will lose the ability (or desire) to communicate face- 
to- face, research surprisingly has shown that this generation prefers 
face- to- face communication over any other form, including texting.24

The majority of Gen Z were still school age when COVID-19 forced 
a drastic transition to remote learning almost overnight. During a 
worldwide quarantine, traditional classrooms were suddenly replaced 
by online learning, and the face- to- face communication Gen Z craved 
with classmates and friends was ironically only possible via online 
technology tools such as FaceTime and Zoom. This reality, along with 
the rapid pace of technological change being experienced by Gen Z 
during their formative years, has led me to suggest the formalization 
of “Zoomers” (a name that had been used occasionally up until that 
point) as the official name for Gen Z.25

The Great Recession hit as the first members of this age cohort 
were entering middle school, with many witnessing firsthand the ef-
fects of this economic turn in the form of relatives and family friends 
losing jobs and the bursting of the housing bubble. For some, the 
recession drained their college funds, impacting their future college 
plans as well as their career goals. The price of college also went up 
dramatically for Gen Z compared to the cost for Millennials just ten 
years prior, rising 79 percent from 2003 to 2013.26 The Millennial 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   38 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



o u r  g e n e r A t I o n A l  I d e n t I t I e s  39

child- rearing mantra of “being whatever you want to be” gave way to 
Gen Z’s parental advice to their kids to tread carefully when choos-
ing a path with greater stability and minimal risk. The impact of  
COVID-19 added a new layer of importance to the risk factor for Gen 
Z, with many seeing job offers and internships disappear into thin air 
in the economic aftermath of the pandemic.

However, the invention of the gig economy has presented Gen Z 
with an entirely new option, redefining what it means to have a career. 
With its social media and digital prowess, this generation has already 
spawned countless opportunities to build wealth earlier and earlier in 
their lives. On TikTok, fifteen- year- old Charli D’Amelio, who became 
famous for her dancing skills, is about to earn $23,000 per sponsored 
post and has been able to use this fame to make appearances on Jimmy 
Fallon.27 In two years, nineteen- year- old Emma Chamberlain built a 
strong following of eight million subscribers on YouTube and has com-
pletely changed vlogging through her editing style. Estimates claim she 
makes around $2 million from her videos plus additional advertising 
income.28 Thanks to technological advances, options for young people 
to pursue their interests as entrepreneurs are exploding. While starting 
a business used to be a long- term dream reserved for those who had 
achieved financial stability and found investors, today it can require 
nothing more than a good idea and a solid Wi- Fi connection. How-
ever, given the formative experiences brought by the Great Recession 
and COVID-19, Gen Z members are learning how to balance pursuing 
their passions via the gig economy with minimizing risk and securing 
financial stability.

generAtIons Around tHe world: A gloBAl glImPse

It is important to note that most of the formative events for generations 
mentioned thus far are rooted in American culture. The Great Depres-
sion, the civil rights movement, the Challenger disaster, 9/11, and the 
Great Recession are often cited as significant influences on each of our 
current generations, respectively. However, other global cultures also 
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manifest the challenges and opportunities of generational differences 
and would point to somewhat different collective experiences as influ-
ential in shaping generational identities. Journalist Salvatore Babones 
puts it best in an article for Foreign Policy when he writes, “Indeed, 
every country has a different demographic profile, although that doesn’t 
seem to change the fact that intergenerational conflict is as close to a 
universal phenomenon as human society gets.”29

There is surprisingly limited work published on how different global 
cultures view the concept of generations. What has been done has 
primarily looked at how those born during the birth years associated 
with Baby Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, and Gen Z differ in terms of 
attitudes around the world.30 While this is a start, it still uses a U.S.-
centered lens to evaluate and analyze generations around the globe.

This limitation of perspective was obvious when the “OK Boomer” 
trend recently went viral. As discussed, the very term Boomer gets its 
name from the sharp increase of births in the United States after the 
end of World War II. While several other Western countries around the 
world also experienced a spike in birth rates after the war, many other 
cultures did not. Perhaps it is not so surprising that after pieces I wrote 
for NBC News on “OK Boomer” were published, several news outlets 
from around the world reached out with requests for interviews to learn 
more about what a “Boomer” was and also to discuss what connection 
and relevance it might have for their audience.

The first such request came from Sweden. Dagens Nyheter, a morn-
ing daily newspaper and one of the largest newspapers in Sweden, 
wanted to know more about this phenomenon. Although it is more 
common to refer to people by the decade of the birth year in Sweden, 
the journalist seemed intrigued by how formative experiences and cul-
tural events drive the creation of a generational peer personality. While 
the American definitions often prevail in Swedish media, the events 
and experiences that led to the collective memory most likely differ 
for generations in Sweden. The journalist indicated that while Sweden 
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shares some historical moments with the United States, distinct histori-
cal events in Sweden would likely paint a more nuanced picture of the 
various generations in Swedish society today.

Morning Wave, a South Korean radio show, reached out next. They 
shared that while Boomer is not a word used in Korea, they do have a 
phrase used to describe the “Boomer” generation: 꼰대, which loosely 
translates as a “condescending older person.” These conversations 
sparked our interest in learning more about how various countries define 
generations, as well as where they draw the lines for birth years and why.

What we found reinforces the importance of social, economic, po-
litical, and cultural factors in generational identity. While a complete 
overview of generational history around the world would require its 
own book, here’s a sampling of some of the interesting global views on 
generations we discovered:

 ■ Sweden: Generations are most commonly referred to by the decade of 
birth year. Köttberg, or “meat mountain,” is a term sometimes used in 
Sweden to refer to the Baby Boomer generation (or those born in the 
1940s), who are seen as in the way of the available jobs. The term was 
coined by former minister of finance, Per Nuder, in 2004.31

 ■ Germany: Those born in the 1940s are called “Generation 68” because 
of the German student protest movements during the 1960s that 
peaked in 1968. This era of activism was seen as a rallying against 
Germany’s past and today is said to have laid the foundation for Ger-
many’s modern democratic society.32

 ■ South Africa: Apartheid ended in 1994, and people born after this date 
are commonly referred to as the Born- Free Generation, or the “Born 
Frees.” Those born into this generation are now young adults.33

 ■ Zimbabwe: Zimbabwe experienced a “baby boom” of its own (with 
families having an average of eight children) after it declared indepen-
dence in 1963, and this generation is called the “Uhuru Generation,” 
which translates to “freedom.”34
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 ■ Latin America: About 20 percent of those born from 1996 to 2005 
now belong to what has been called “Generation Ni/Ni” (“no work, 
no study”). These young people are neither employed nor in school.35

 ■ Australia: Australia has similar names to the United States for their 
generations, including Boomers, Gen X, Gen Y, and now Gen Alpha. 
Emerging nicknames for Generation Alpha include “upager,” mean-
ing they are maturing faster than past generations. Other proposed 
nicknames for this generation include “screenagers” or “Generation 
Glass” because the glass that they interact on in terms of computers, 
phones, and watches.36

 ■ China: The generation born after China implemented their one- 
child policy in 1979 have become known as “Little Emperors” due to 
their only child status. They were the sole focus of attention (and in-
dulgence) of parents and grandparents in a family and have earned 
a reputation for high self- esteem and confidence.37 The generation 
following the Little Emperors is known as “Precious Snowflakes” for 
similar reasons.38

As the world becomes more connected, more and more events are 
experienced globally, rather than just locally. Researchers Eddy Ng, 
Sean Lyons, and Linda Schweitzer explore this idea in their book Man
aging the New Workforce: International Perspectives on the Millennial 
Generation, compiling an initial set of interesting global comparisons 
of how Millennials are both similar and different in countries such as 
Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, South Africa, and Singapore, con-
cluding, “We have merely scratched the surface in our understanding of 
the Millennial generation as a global phenomenon.”39 Some researchers 
have argued that as the world becomes more connected, it will eventu-
ally result in what has been called a “global youth culture,” where mem-
bers of particular birth years will become more universally impacted by 
similar formative events.

While the specifics of each country’s generational breakdown are 
different, the ideas behind them still stand. Generations serve as a pow-
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erful tool to better understand how people from a specific age cohort 
may view the world, and generational stereotypes will still spring up and 
make working across cohorts more difficult.

generAtIons And lIFe stAges

Each of the generational snapshots described above is simply a nar-
rative that captures the events, trends, and forces at work for a group 
of people born and coming of age during a particular period in time. 
While many people outside of these age cohorts lived through these 
same events and dynamics, research shows that such forces have the 
most impact on those who experience them early in life. Generations 
experience such things together, forming impressions, attitudes, and 
memories unlike those of others who were already adults, resulting 
in what has been called a “distinct consciousness.”40 For example, 
research found that the 1963 assassination of JFK was recalled as “es-
pecially important” most often by those who were eighteen years old 
that year, followed by those who were twenty- three, then those who 
were thirteen, followed by those who were eight years old at the time. 
Both those beyond their twenties and those who were not yet born at 
the time of the assassination rated the event as less important. A similar 
pattern prevailed for memories of World War II, the Vietnam War, the 
end of Communism, and the 1991 Gulf War.

One of the great debates in generational research is what impor-
tance (if any) should be given to the impact of age or life stage. Many 
generational studies are criticized for focusing only on generational 
identity and ignoring the impact of life stage, or confusing generational 
norms with age- related ones. Admittedly, these are very complicated 
influences to dissect. Throughout this book, we at times will discuss 
generational and age diversity as interconnected. The rationale for this 
lies in the notion that every generation has a “shared age” and life cycle 
they progress through together. Similarly, at any given time, the identity 
and challenges of a given generation are evolving in relation to their age 
and stage. If a “freeze frame” of the workplace were taken today, for 
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example, the advantages as well as the challenges of the Boomer genera-
tion would be intertwined with their current status as some of the most 
experienced members of the workforce, in addition to the reality that 
members of that generation are quickly approaching retirement age. 
Similarly, Gen Z is currently impacted by their life stage and status as 
organizational newcomers with less workplace experience. As time goes 
by, each generation will move together through different phases. Older 
generations will exit the workforce, and new generations will come 
along to add to the dynamics.

So, while we have consciously chosen to use a snapshot of today’s 
workplace and its current generational realities as the context for this 
book, Gentelligence itself is a timeless concept. It focuses on seeing the 
potential in the rich diversity that comes from different generations 
collectively passing through life stages at different points in history. It 
provides a perspective on how to navigate not just the current genera-
tional dynamics in the workplace but also any future ones.

Ultimately, our generational identities are just one part of who 
we are, but they are an interesting and important element. The peer 
personalities resulting from the collective consciousness of a genera-
tion bring differences in perspective, attitudes, and behaviors. Such 
differences can be a source of frustration if we don’t understand their 
origins and if we are unwilling to view such perspectives as opportuni-
ties to learn and innovate. To unlock the potential diversity that gen-
erational identities bring, we need to create Gentelligent workplaces 
that proactively work to create intergenerational social capital. So, 
what is standing in the way?
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Mind the Gap
Roadblocks to Closing  
the Generational Divide

Be curious, not judgmental.

—Walt Whitman

Generational and age diversity have the power to improve performance 
and strengthen organizations, but it is not a phenomenon that occurs 
easily or naturally. To realize the potential, it is necessary to first explore 
the roadblocks that frequently get in the way. According to Inc. Magazine,

With generations being one of the greatest diversities that divide em-
ployees, leaders must act intentionally to unite generations to reap the 
benefits of generational diversity. Fostering an environment of respect, 
inclusion, open communication, and freedom to create and implement 
ideas will help organizations capitalize on their generations diverse 
cognitive power.1

Diverse cognitive power? Yes, please! But to access this power, we 
need to create Gentelligent workplaces that have positive age climates 
and cultures that develop intergenerational social capital. Unfortu-
nately, there are a number of daunting barriers that stand in the way 
of this important goal. We have identified four major roadblocks that 
prevent the development of Gentelligence: generational shaming, age 
biases, value perceptions, and knowledge differences.
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gentellIgence roAdBlock #1: generAtIonAl sHAmIng

An overwhelming number of diversity and inclusion programs have 
not yet embraced the importance of including generational diversity as 
a critical component. The most recent data show that only 8 percent of 
companies include age as part of their diversity efforts,2 meaning most 
companies and employees lack insight into how to productively address 
age differences. As a result, multiple generations are attempting to work 
together without a solid understanding of their age- related differences, 
leading to conflict, miscommunication, and frustration. This confusion 
can rapidly snowball into the generational shaming that seems all too 
common these days.

One of our recent hobbies is collecting really terrible generational 
headlines. This pastime keeps us fairly busy, as barely a day goes by 
without a spiteful clickbait headline making its way across our news-
feed. The media has taken an active interest in egging on a war between 
the generations, as evidenced by some of these recent articles:

“OK, Millennial: Boomers Are the Greatest Generation in History” 
(Newsweek, March 2020)

“Gen X Is a Mess” (New York Times, May 2019)

“Actually, Gen X Did Sell Out, Invent All Things Millennial, and 
Cause Everything Else That’s Great and Awful” (New York Times, 
May 2019)

“Time’s Up, Baby Boomers. It’s Gen X’s Turn Now” (Washington 
Post, April 2019)

“Back Off, Millennials: Boomers Still Belong at Work” (Financial 
Times, December 2018)

“Why Do Boomers Hate Millennials but Not Gen Z Kids?” (IGN.
com, December 2018)

“How the Baby Boomers—Not Millennials—Screwed America” 
(Vox, November 2018)
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“It Isn’t That Millennials Hate Boomers: It’s That Every Generation 
Hates Everyone Else” (The Wire, May 2018)

“Millennials Are Struggling. Is it the Fault of the Baby Boomers?” 
(Guardian, April 2018)

“Gen Z Is Coming and Millennials Aren’t Too Happy about It” (Mac
lean’s, December 2017)

“7 Bad Workplace Habits Millennials Need to Stop Making” (Entre
preneur.com, October 2017)

“Gen X Needs to Save America from the Millennials” (New York 
Post, 2017)

“The Real Reason People Hate Millennials” (Forbes, May 2017)

“Millennials Don’t Suck, You’re Just Old and Hate Change” (Insider, 
June 2016)

“Millennials: Are They Really the Worst?” (Dayton Daily News, Feb-
ruary 2016)

If just an article’s  worth of generation blaming isn’t enough to satisfy, 
popular recent book titles can also provide support for the trend:

The Gaslighting of the Millennial Generation: How to Succeed in a 
Society That Blames You for Everything Gone Wrong (Caitlin Fisher, 
May 2019)

Zero Hour for Gen X: How the Last Adult Generation Can Save 
America from Millennials (Matthew Hennessey, September 2018)

iGen: Why Today’s Super Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Re
bellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy—and Completely Unprepared for 
Adulthood—and What That Means for the Rest of Us (Jean Twenge, 
September 2018)
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A Generation of Sociopaths: How the Baby Boomers Betrayed America 
(Bruce Cannon Gibney, March 2018)

Not Everyone Gets a Trophy: How to Manage the Millennials (Bruce 
Tulgan, January 2016)

Passed Over and Pissed Off: The Overlooked Leadership Talents of 
Gen X (Mia Mulrennan, July 2015)

Generation Me—Revised and Updated: Why Today’s Young Ameri
cans Are More Confident, Assertive, Entitled—and More Miserable 
Than Ever Before (Jean Twenge, September 2014)

The Pinch: How the Baby Boomers Took Their Children’s Future—
and Why They Should Give It Back (David Willetts, May 2011)

The titles listed above send the signal to leaders that it’s socially 
acceptable to disparage an entire group of people based on their gen-
erational identity and that if we are frustrated that things are changing 
too much (or not enough), we need to look no further than a particu-
lar generation to know whom to blame. This mindset creates an un-
productive dynamic, one where the difference is viewed as something 
negative, rather than a potential asset to new ways of thinking and 
solving problems.

In 2017, the Wall Street Journal made a bold but savvy move and 
claimed that it would no longer use disparaging Millennial stereotypes 
in its publication: “‘Millennials’ has become a sort of snide shorthand 
in the pages of The Wall Street Journal,” the editors explain. Quartz 
celebrated the change in its subsequent article titled “The Wall Street 
Journal Says It’s Done Being Snarky AF about Millennials.”3 Clearly, 
others are fed up with the blame game, too. While the Wall Street Jour
nal acted swiftly, others have not, and by reinforcing the idea that our 
generations are engaged in some kind of ongoing battle, generational 
shaming stands in the way of creating Gentelligent workplaces. After all, 
these existing attitudes assume that others must lose so that another can 
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ultimately “win,” whether the prize is relevance, power, or resources. 
Instead, intergenerational collaboration, while complex, can increase 
the number of resources available, but it must be based on a foundation 
of trust rather than competition.

The Society for Human Resource Management notes that intergen-
erational conflict is increasingly significant and has implications for 
a wide range of issues in the workplace.4 Generational tensions can 
substantially weaken workplace engagement and negatively impact 
turnover, career development, knowledge transfer, leadership effective-
ness, and succession planning. Research has found that age differences 
at work can be related to increased levels of conflict. Shared life experi-
ences (or even the perception of shared experiences) tend to create as-
sumptions of common values and viewpoints among those in the same 
generation, but can also create distance between different age groups, 
leading to conflicts that can be tricky to manage.5

With the addition of Gen Z to the workplace generational mix, the 
growing workplace tension that was reinvigorated by Millennials stands 
to become even more intense. According to Mike North, a professor at 
the Stern School of Business, “Generational tensions clearly foster more 
discrimination, and vice versa. The main difference [is that] the percep-
tion of generational tension appears to be greater than at any point in 
recent memory.”6 The forces will continue to rise unless action is taken 
to deter them.

gentellIgence roAdBlock #2: Age BIAses

Ageism appears to be one of the last socially acceptable biases, with 
people of all ages freely using age and generational identity as a form 
of insult. Today, biases around other types of difference such as gender 
and race are most definitely taboo, but biases around age and genera-
tion seem to be freely and openly tolerated, whether it be an off- handed 
comment regarding a Boomer’s lack of tech savvy or a broad- brush 
characterization of Millennials’ entitlement. According to Libby DeLana, 
co- founder/creative director of strategic creative agency Mechanica,
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Despite growing mindfulness around the importance of diversity and 
inclusion in the workplace, one very toxic form of discrimination is often 
left out of the conversation: ageism. From recent graduates who are “too 
young to have an opinion,” to those who are “too old to be innovative,” 
ageism in the advertising industry is pervasive. It’s damaging to both the 
people within our agencies, and the work we put out.7

We are in no way insinuating that discrimination by gender, race, 
sexual orientation, religion, or any other category is eradicated. One 
only needs to watch the news for a few short minutes to see national 
cases where people are discriminated against for one of these catego-
ries in some part of their life. Rather, we are struck by how ageism in 
the workplace seems to be more widely accepted and tolerated when 
compared to other types of discrimination. While ageist attitudes 
seem to lack the social stigma of other kinds of bias, the effects of 
all types of workplace discrimination have been widely documented, 
and the consequences include a negative atmosphere and decreased 
employee productivity.8

Like other forms of bias, ageism exists in varying degrees and at 
all levels of awareness. It can be direct and blatant, such as denying 
someone a position based on their age, or more subtle, such a snide 
comment suggesting someone is less capable, innovative, or credible 
based on their age or generational identity. According to Harvard’s 
Project Implicit, “An explicit stereotype is the kind that you deliberately 
think about and report. An implicit stereotype is one that is relatively 
inaccessible to conscious awareness and/or control.”9 For example, an 
implicit bias can be a stereotype that characterizes older workers as less 
adaptable to change, which would influence decisions regarding their 
work assignments, promotions, and other opportunities. Even though 
it may not be explicit, this type of discrimination is just as (if not more) 
damaging. Whether it be a stereotype or a “harmless joke,” all forms of 
age bias are dangerous and unproductive. The remaining portion of this 
section will look at ageism and reverse ageism in the workplace.
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Ageism in the workplace toward older People

Brian Reid, an engineer at Google, was fired in 2004 after being told 
by members of the organization that he wasn’t a “cultural fit” and that 
he was “too old to matter.” Reid was only in his early fifties at the time, 
and he subsequently sued Google for age discrimination. The Supreme 
Court of California ruled in favor of Reid, setting precedent that even 
off- the- cuff ageist remarks can be used as evidence for age bias in the 
workplace.10 Creating a workplace that fosters intergenerational coop-
eration is impossible as long as age discrimination exists.

Age discrimination is most often thought of as a threat to older 
workers, and there are many common biases about older workers that 
researchers have found exist in the workplace. Such common labels in-
clude being rigid, averse to change, less motivated, harder to train, and 
tech resistant. A survey on age perceptions in the workplace found that 
more than half of Millennials, for example, believe that older workers 
are too rigid or set in their ways, while 44 percent think they aren’t as 
skilled with technology, and 36 percent believe older workers are less 
interested in training than their younger colleagues.11

Surprisingly, these kinds of negative perceptions are not just a mat-
ter of younger people being biased against older people. Research has 
also found that older individuals are the most likely to hold negative 
attitudes about other older people.12 While the reasons for this phenom-
enon are not yet clear, researchers suspect it may be that older workers 
are keenly aware of the ageist views that exist in their organizations and 
take on these attitudes as a way to fit in.13

For every perceived bias about older workers, there’s correspond-
ing research that invalidates it. For example, it’s trendy to lament 
Boomer dinosaurs and their unwillingness to use social media along 
with their fumbling, unhip lack of digital savvy. However, research has 
found Boomers to be just as technologically capable as younger work-
ers but without the natural confidence in those skills that are second 
nature to younger employees.14 Boomers also tend to view technology 
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as a tool and a means to an end rather than a constant part of their life-
style. As such, they may not be up to speed on the latest tech but can 
hold their own among workplace mainstays such as Microsoft Word 
and PowerPoint. Though the stereotypes about older workers are 
largely unfounded, their impact can be profound. Research has found 
that even the use of the term Baby Boomer promoted discrimination.15 
Recently, as many as two- thirds of workers between ages forty- five 
and seventy- four indicated that they have experienced age discrimina-
tion at work, suggesting that Brian Reid, the engineer at Google, is not 
alone in his experience.16

Ageism in the workplace toward Younger People

True or false: In the United States, all employees are protected from 
age- based discrimination in the workplace. The answer is false. Accord-
ing to the federal Age Discrimination Employment Act of 1967, only 
those over the age of forty are considered a protected class. In practical 
terms, this means age discrimination against anyone over forty in any 
employment decision is prohibited, but there are no federal legal pro-
tections for anyone under forty. Not only does this make for an excel-
lent exam question in my “Introduction to Management” course, but it 
also generates disbelief and outrage when those students realize this law 
wasn’t designed to protect them.

Ageism is often assumed to apply exclusively to discrimination 
against older workers. While the term ageism was originally used only 
to refer to prejudice against older people, it technically refers to bias 
against anyone based on age. A Gen Z employee, therefore, can be a vic-
tim of ageism just as a Traditional or Baby Boomer can. Ageist attitudes 
about younger generations are widespread and can be just as damag-
ing. A study published in the Human Resource Management Journal 
found that discrimination for being too young is at least as prevalent as 
discrimination for being too old,17 and reports have found that over 75 
percent of hiring managers see younger employees as less reliable than 
older employees.18
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Notably, even those over forty lack protection if they feel someone 
older is being favored in the workplace based on more advanced age: 
In 2004, a U.S. Supreme Court case known as General Dynamics Land 
Systems Inc. v. Cline took on the question of whether even those over 
forty could claim they had been discriminated against in favor of a col-
league older than themselves. The final ruling declared that even those 
over forty could not claim this as age discrimination, meaning, “The 
Supreme Court held that statutorily protected workers older than 40 
may not file an ADEA claim alleging that their employer discriminated 
against them in favor of older employees.”19 The Court observed that “if 
Congress had been worrying about protecting the younger against the 
older, it would not likely have ignored everyone under forty.”20

With no current federal U.S. legislation protecting workers under the 
age of forty (or even for those over forty who claim that they have been 
discriminated against in favor of an older colleague) from discrimina-
tion based on age, younger workers don’t have any formal protection 
from ageism. This arrangement leaves reverse age bias tolerance and 
policy largely up to individual states and individual organizations. For 
example, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, and Oregon have all passed 
laws preventing age discrimination for those under forty. In Maryland, 
all age discrimination in employment decisions is prohibited, regardless 
of the age of the person in question.21 The wisdom of formally protect-
ing only the older members of our workforce from age- based discrimi-
nation remains a topic of debate.

While there is little in the way of protections for younger work-
ers, when it comes to stereotypes about younger workers, there are 
quite a few. Younger employees have been labeled as disloyal, entitled, 
narcissistic, selfish, demanding of praise, unable to handle criticism, 
disrespectful of authority, and lazy, among others. Research has found 
a majority of Boomers believe that younger workers feel more entitled, 
while just under half think that younger workers “are not as profes-
sional in an office.”22 What Gen Z and Millennials themselves may 
see as proactive behavior is often seen by those in older generations 
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as entitled. Since they entered the workforce, the view that Millennials 
are lazy seems to have persisted, despite little to no evidence to support 
this. Because Millennials are more outspoken than prior generations 
about what they want from work, especially when it comes to jobs that 
align with their interests and skills,23 this is often interpreted by older 
colleagues as an unwillingness to do work that doesn’t fit that vision.

A 2016 report by the Society for Human Resource Management 
explains:

Stereotypes about Millennials often lead to misinterpretations about 
this cohort. Their confidence and idealistic and ambitious outlook are 
frequently mistaken for arrogance and egotism. Given today’s advance-
ments, Millennials may be achieving milestones more quickly than their 
generational counterparts and, therefore, less willing to stay put for 
extensive periods of time without promotion. Arguably a bit impatient, 
Millennials are, in reality, eager to contribute and want to be involved, 
but their attitude is repeatedly frowned upon.24

Who wants to stay in an organization where their desire to contribute 
is “frowned upon”?

gentellIgence roAdBlock #3: VAlue PercePtIons

Gentelligence requires balancing two realities; failing to do so is a bar-
rier to unlocking its potential. First, even those who grew up during 
remarkably different periods of time share several fundamental values, 
and second, generational identities can sometimes give us unique and 
different perspectives on behaviors. While these may seem like mutually 
exclusive claims, we assure you they are not.

The good news is that despite what many people believe, we actually 
have a number of values that are shared across generations. These areas 
of value similarity can set the stage for building Gentelligent work-
places, as they demonstrate that in the end, we are all more alike than 
we are different. Four workplace values have been found to span all gen-
erational boundaries: (1) respect: a desire to feel valued and vital to the 
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organization; (2) competence: being perceived as knowledgeable and 
skilled; (3) connection: collaborating with colleagues and experiencing 
mutual trust; and (4) autonomy: having the freedom and independence 
to exercise judgment and make sound decisions.25 While people of all 
ages tend to share these core values, they may end up expressing those 
values in ways that other generations may not recognize or understand.

1. Respect: Consider a Millennial employee and her Baby Boomer col-
league. Both want to meaningfully contribute to their company. 
However, the Baby Boomer (having begun her career during a time 
when organizations were more hierarchical) may believe respect 
comes from paying one’s dues and putting in the time to eventually 
earn a position that will allow one to enact change in the organiza-
tion. The Millennial, growing up in an era when parenting styles 
favored protecting children’s self- esteem and affirming how children 
were each unique and special, might believe that speaking out and 
challenging the status quo early on is the most impactful way to earn 
respect. Both employees want to be seen as adding value to their 
company but may have very different ideas of how that looks.

2. Competence: While a Gen Xer and a Millennial both want to be 
seen as skilled and knowledgeable employees, the way they seek 
validation of competence might manifest quite differently. Gen X 
was the first generation that grew up after both the civil rights era 
and the women’s liberation movement, resulting in a sharp increase 
of single- parent families as well as dual- career families among this 
cohort. These circumstances led to a higher level of independence in 
Gen X than in prior generations; thus, a Gen X employee may be-
lieve that being granted freedom in her work is the most important 
signifier of her competence. A Millennial employee also cares about 
being seen as capable but grew up with continual feedback and re-
inforcement from her teachers and parents. As such, the Millennial 
employee may seek out higher levels of affirmation and approval of 
her work as validation of her competence.
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3. Connection: While the value of connection is shared, the definition 
across generations may be different. A Baby Boomer may define 
connection as having an open- door policy for her direct reports or 
making a point to know some key facts about her colleagues that 
help her strike up a conversation during a lunch or company social 
event. While a Gen Z employee may also appreciate these behaviors, 
connection for her may mean utilizing multiple channels to interact 
with her coworkers even when she isn’t at work. She may connect 
with a new team member on LinkedIn as well as share her cell phone 
number, opening up numerous ways to communicate. The Gen Zer 
may freely send work- related texts to a colleague after work hours 
and expect a quick response. For younger generations, connection 
may mean a level of informality that is uncomfortable for older 
generations. Nevertheless, all employees are striving for connection, 
even though they go about it in different ways.

4. Autonomy: No one likes to be micromanaged, so perhaps autonomy 
as a generationally shared value is not much of a surprise. For this 
example, let’s consider the Gen X employee, from a cohort with 
more two- parent working families and less parental oversight, and 
a Millennial employee who grew up as the center of their family’s 
life. Watching their Boomer parents work long hours and dedicate 
themselves to their companies led many Gen Xers to shift to more of 
a “work to live” attitude (as compared to the “live to work” philoso-
phy that was popular among the Boomer generation). As such, our 
Gen X employee might define autonomy as having flexibility in her 
work/life balance and having ownership over her time. In contrast, 
our Millennial employee is a member of the most highly scheduled 
generation, growing up at a time when parents were dedicated to 
investing significant resources into the interests and potential of 
their children. For many, this situation meant extensive lessons after 
school, athletic games on the weekends, and structured playdates to 
make friends. This lack of free time and increased involvement of 
so- called “helicopter parents” resulted in Millennials being much 
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less comfortable with self- direction than their Gen X predecessors. 
Therefore, our Millennial employee may very much value autonomy 
but may seek more assurance and direction than a Gen X employee 
before feeling comfortable enough to act independently.

These examples all illustrate how generationally shared values may 
manifest in slightly different ways and impact work- related attitudes 
and behaviors. At the core, we share many common values, and with a 
bit of work, we can develop a greater understanding of how these values 
may show up differently in our colleagues across generations. While 
understanding shared values is essential, it is also vital to appreciate the 
different values that researchers have found salient across generations.

Dr. Jean Twenge, author of Generation Me and iGen, has identified 
several value differences between older and younger generations. Older 
employees view work as more central to life as compared to younger 
employees; they also possess a stronger self- reported work ethic. In con-
trast, younger employees put a stronger value on leisure time as well as 
individuality in the workplace.26 These are important value differences 
that can clarify cohort- related priorities, but even these supported dif-
ferences need to be carefully considered to avoid risks of stereotyping.

For example, although younger employees self- report valuing leisure 
more than older ones, this does not necessarily equate to a reluctance to 
work hard. Recent research27 has examined the workaholic tendencies of 
young Millennials and their risk for early career burnout, which directly 
counters the long- held assumption that this generation is lazy. Alarm 
bells have sounded about Millennials being afraid of taking lunch breaks 
or sick days in order to prove themselves to their leaders. While Boom-
ers may assume “valuing leisure” means sitting on the beach or taking 
a nap, leisure may be defined by Millennials or Gen Zers as having time 
to exercise after dinner, with plans to work afterward until late at night. 
Constant access to technology has created the ability to be continuously 
connected to work (for better or worse), and for a younger employee, 
leisure may mean being able to work on a presentation from their couch 
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rather than from a cubicle. In other words, even when we consider 
research- validated generational differences in values, we must be careful 
not to make assumptions about how those value differences might trans-
late at work and manifest within the individual employee. Failing to both 
understand and appreciate the shared values and meaningful differences 
that exist between each generational cohort obstructs any attempt to 
create Gentelligent workplace environments within our organizations.

gentellIgence roAdBlock #4: knowledge releVAnce

In 2007, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg famously said, “Young peo-
ple are just smarter.”28 The quote hit a nerve, unleashing a debate about 
the kinds of knowledge twenty- first- century businesses need most. Did 
the wisdom of youth now trump decades of experience? In his article 
“Why Ageism Never Gets Old,” journalist Tad Friend captures this 
phenomenon:

This sharp shift in the age of authority derives from increasingly rapid 
technological change. In the nineteen- twenties, an engineer’s “half- life 
of knowledge”—the time it took for half of his expertise to become 
obsolete—was thirty- five years. In the nineteen- sixties, it was a decade. 
Now it’s five years at most, and, for a software engineer, less than three. 
Traditionally, you needed decades in coding or engineering to launch a 
successful startup: William Shockley was forty- five when he established 
Fairchild Semiconductor, in 1955. But change begets faster change: Larry 
Page and Sergey Brin were twenty- five when they started Google, in 1998; 
Mark Zuckerberg was nineteen when he created Facebook, in 2004.29

This shifting dynamic has bred tension between generations, as it 
threatens our shared core values of competence and respect. If the rules 
of the game are changing, does someone have to lose?

Once again, generations have found themselves locked into that 
fixed- pie mindset, believing that if one generation has highly valued 
expertise, the other clearly cannot. Unproductive competition and 
generational struggle create invisible barriers between generations and 
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prevent any knowledge from being exchanged between the age cohorts. 
The missing variable in this standoff is the acknowledgment that even 
in the twenty- first century, different kinds of knowledge are needed for 
organizational success.

The truth is that Mark Zuckerberg should have known better when 
he made that comment. By working with Sheryl Sandberg, someone 
from a different generation with years of experience leading multiple 
organizations, he has seen firsthand that older people are every bit as 
smart, just sometimes in different fields. Many of these kinds of exper-
tise complement each other—a new, revolutionary idea from a Gen Z 
employee still needs to receive feedback and navigate the organizational 
landscape to have its intended impact. Sophie Nachemson- Ekwall, a re-
searcher at the Stockholm School of Economics, enjoys partnering with 
age- diverse individuals on projects, explaining, “I know I have to listen 
to the youth to understand how they see the world. They don’t always 
have the knowledge or the experience to do something ‘productive’ with 
what they see but combined with my knowledge and experience, I know 
we can create something new together.”30

Knowledge in the workplace can take many shapes. There are five 
different types of knowledge that can be valuable to an organiza-
tion: know what, know how, know when, know why, and know whom. 
Know what is considered declarative knowledge, related to facts or 
information. Know how is procedural in nature, giving us insight into 
method or approach. Know when is also called conditional knowledge, 
or insight as to when the timing is right to use certain skills or facts. 
Know why provides insight and reasoning into causes and explanations. 
Finally, know whom is a relational kind of knowledge that focuses on 
insight into communication and connection.31

This framework is useful in understanding how a range of knowledge 
may show up in different ways for employees across generations and 
how they can be used together productively. In table 3.1, we have pro-
vided additional examples of the ways both older and younger workers 
may contribute to all of these types of knowledge.32
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table 3.1. Application of knowledge by Age groups

Types of 
Knowledge Older Workers Younger Workers

know- what Job- specific knowledge of older 
and retiring workers; knowledge 
about the industry, customers, and 
products and services 

Digital and technological 
knowledge of emerging 
tools and trends

know- How Knowledge that is needed to 
perform well at a given task, such 
as problem- solving skills as well 
as social and communicative 
competencies 

Digital native natural 
technology skills, talents 
at social media, advanced 
views on diversity

know- when Organizational culture and red 
tape, timelines, and the general 
functioning of the organization

Awareness and 
adaptability to change 

know- why Knowledge about the development 
of and reasoning behind existing 
organizational processes and 
systems 

Ability to match new 
solutions to existing 
business challenges

know- whom Awareness of organizational 
politics, internal and external 
social networks

Extensive virtual social 
networks with broader 
global and cross- industry 
reach 

By realizing the importance of different forms of insight, one kind of 
knowledge can start to be seen as a complement rather than a threat to 
the importance of any other. This opens the doors for intergenerational 
knowledge exchange.

Airbnb executive and author Chip Conley has popularized the con-
cept of a modern elder, suggesting that older generations can exchange 
their emotional intelligence for the digital intelligence more inherent to 
younger employees. He argues that now more than ever, older genera-
tions can play a crucial role in organizations if they are empowered to 
do so, bringing mentorship and wisdom to younger employees. While 
younger generations are hungry to disrupt and innovate, Conley speaks 
to the power modern elders have in providing deep and necessary orga-
nizational knowledge to these younger employees, giving them context 
that explains the current realities.
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Regardless of age, people differ in their willingness to share and 
transfer their knowledge. Failing to consider these differences in moti-
vation might result in the loss of valuable insights currently hidden in a 
generationally diverse workforce. Some older employees are highly mo-
tivated to mentor younger colleagues, and others are more protective of 
their accumulated expertise and wisdom. While it’s tempting to get out 
that broad brush and paint all older workers as natural sages and willing 
mentors, research shows that some are more comfortable with that role 
than others. In his popular TED talk “Good Leaders Make People Feel 
Safe,” Simon Sinek argues that leaders and organizations must create 
feelings of security and appreciation for their employees and cultures to 
facilitate mutual wisdom and idea sharing in the workplace.33

If older workers feel threatened and undervalued by younger ones, 
they will be far less likely to share their vast organizational wisdom in 
the latter stages of their careers. Baby Boomers are now eligible to re-
tire at a rate of ten thousand employees per day. This situation means 
vast amounts of organizational experience stand to be lost if leaders 
do not encourage the passing down and transfer of certain kinds of vi-
tal knowledge. Once it is gone, it cannot be replaced. Recognizing the 
need for generationally positive atmospheres in the workplace is also 
needed for younger workers to be willing and interested in transfer-
ring their unique knowledge, as well as for them to be open to learning 
what older generations have to teach.

In his book Originals, Adam Grant discusses the idea of young 
geniuses and old masters. While young prodigies and twenty-year-old 
entrepreneurs tend to be more newsworthy, Grant highlights impor-
tant creative value that older employees contribute.34 For example, 
older employees submit more and higher-quality ideas to suggestion 
boxes (which raises the question of whether younger employees are 
paying as much attention to “suggestion boxes” as they might to 
newer ways of collecting feedback). Many famous artists, scientists, 
and other great thinkers contributed their greatest work in the latter 
part of their careers. Just as important, there are extensive examples 
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of young entrepreneurs and innovators who have disrupted industries 
with their new ways of thinking. Gentelligence acknowledges and ap-
preciates the value of a young genius and an old master (and every-
thing in between) but is particularly interested in what happens when 
the two sit down at a table and share ideas together.

With no end in sight to the impact generational differences are mak-
ing in our workplaces, it’s time to change how we are viewing this dis-
ruption, moving our perception from one of a threat to one of immense 
opportunity for growth, innovation, and learning. With a clear set of 
best practices to follow, we believe Gentelligence can improve how or-
ganizations approach talent strategy, fundamentally shift the dynamics 
of teamwork, change how we define leadership, and transform capabili-
ties to navigate change for the future of work.
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4

The Gentelligence Solution
Four Key Practices

The question is not what you look at, but what you see.

—Henry David Thoreau

Let’s return to the year 1974. Baby Boomers were then the dominant 
generation in the United States, overwhelming any other with a stagger-
ing 78.8 million members.1 A sociologist and American media studies 
instructor at New York University named Jib Fowles (who was not a 
Baby Boomer but a member of the Traditional generation) penned an 
article for a little-known magazine named Futures. In his article, he de-
scribed a persistent human tendency he called chronocentrism: the belief 
that “one’s times are paramount, that other periods pale in compari-
son.”2 Inherent in this belief, journalist Tom Standage later explained, 
is “the egotism that one’s own generation is poised on the very cusp of 
history.”3 While Fowles’s term caught on in small circles, it never quite 
took off, but now might be the right moment to return to it.

Gentelligence, or the deep understanding and appreciation for the 
value in meaningful differences between generations, is the antithesis of 
chronocentrism. Every era of history has important value, as do the per-
spectives of those born and coming of age during those periods. Chro-
nocentrism, like any other kind of bias, is dangerous and stems from 
the idea of ethnocentrism, or the sense that our way of doing things is  
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the right one and superior to others. Discounting a different generation 
as wrong simply because it is not our own is misguided and suggests 
the damaging and unproductive “us versus them” mentality that can 
damage our relationships and organizations long term. Contrary to 
chronocentrism, Gentelligence champions every generation and is born 
from intergenerational curiosity. It is a belief that prevails over the sense 
that one way of doing things is the right or only way; it is the product of 
two broad goals that can, if achieved, unlock immense human potential.

tHe goAls oF gentellIgence

Gentelligence is the result of achieving two broad goals: the first is to 
break down the barriers of generational tension and bias, and the sec-
ond is to build up the capacity to leverage intergenerational strength 
and power. The first goal focuses on eliminating existing biases, includ-
ing the roadblocks of generational shaming, age bias and stereotypes, 
value perceptions, and knowledge relevance discussed in the previous 
chapter. These mental roadblocks can result in a competitive mindset, 
resulting in a view that operates from a perception of scarcity. Those 
who cling to this perspective tend to be defensive, not wanting to con-
sider the input of other age cohorts. This belief also leads to lack of 
interest in sharing knowledge or resources and a general unwillingness 
to help those older or younger to succeed. Ultimately, the barriers of 
generational tension and bias limit the vision of what is possible by cast-
ing colleagues as generational adversaries. To move companies forward, 
these roadblocks of bias and misunderstanding must be eliminated.

Once the breaking down of barriers is accomplished, the focus can 
turn to building up the capacity to leverage intergenerational strength 
and power. To do so, organizations must actively focus on creating 
cohesion and cooperation across generations.4 To realize the potential 
in generational diversity in the workplace, employees of all ages must 
believe that they have more to gain than lose by partnering with those 
across generational gaps. This task demands that organizations devote 
resources and attention to strengthen the abilities and potential of those 
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from all generations and create opportunities for mutual learning and 
benefit. Ultimately, the successful transfer of knowledge and insight 
from older to younger, and vice versa, requires a specific set of best 
practices designed to minimize conflict and encourage collaboration 
between generations.

We have developed four key practices (as seen in textbox 4.1) to help 
achieve the broad goals of Gentelligence: Resist Assumptions, Adjust 
the Lens, Strengthen Trust, and Expand the Pie. Breaking down biases 
can be accomplished through Resisting Assumptions and Adjusting the 
Lens, whereas the building up of intergenerational power is the result of 
Strengthening Trust and Expanding the Pie. By using these four prac-
tices, Gentelligence can be established at all levels of an organization.

gentellIgence PHAse I: BreAk down BArrIers

We have already discussed several roadblocks that stand in the way of 
seeing generational diversity as a source of strength and opportunity. 
Recognizing these biases and misunderstandings, and actively taking 

T H E  F O U R  P R A C T I C E S  O F  G E N T E L L I G E N C E

To break down barriers of intergenerational tension and bias:

1. Resist Assumptions

2. Adjust the Lens

To build up the capacity to leverage intergenerational 
strength and power:

3. Strengthen Trust

4. Expand the Pie 

TEXTBOX 4 .1
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steps to dissolve them, is a critical first step in becoming Gentelligent. 
There are two essential practices needed to help break down such gen-
erational barriers: Resist Assumptions and Adjust the Lens.

gentelligence Practice #1: resist Assumptions

To begin breaking down the bias and misunderstanding that cur-
rently exist between generations, it is essential to consciously Resist As-
sumptions. Resisting Assumptions means pushing back against human 
tendencies to draw automatic connections based on stereotypes about 
someone’s generational identity. While this may seem straightforward, 
most assumptions are made at an unconscious level, meaning most 
people may not even realize they are falling into the habit. As a result, 
preventing them can be difficult. Assumptions are a part of human na-
ture (and a kind of unconscious bias) and help people process the mass 
amounts of information encountered in everyday life. In short, these 
automatic connections are a shortcut in decision making that allows us 
to draw conclusions about people based on their membership in par-
ticular groups. Furthermore, it is also true that our subconscious mind 
prefers familiarity over the unknown and any form of uncertainty. As Jib 
Fowles (the man who coined the term chronocentrism) would remind us, 
members of a particular generation carry with them a set of comfortable 
norms about what is “right,” just as people do regarding, for example, 
their home culture. Associating what is familiar as “right” and what is 
unfamiliar as “wrong” is a deeply ingrained human tendency, and one 
that becomes evident when working with other generations.

As we’ve discussed already, ageism is one example of common biases 
standing in the way of becoming Gentelligent. One of the most danger-
ous parts of ageism is that it can operate without conscious awareness.5 
One might, for example, assume that all Baby Boomers hate change 
or that all Millennials are entitled. A scroll through daily headlines 
often reinforces these connections. For example, when the phrase 
“OK Boomer” began trending online in 2019, it soon was the title of 
hundreds of articles, perpetuating many negative stereotypes about 
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Boomers. The prevalence and popularity of this expression suggested 
an immediate linkage between being a Baby Boomer and being out of 
touch with current times. Similarly, the popular press has worked to 
make the term Millennial synonymous with entitled for over a decade, 
using “Generation Me” and the “Selfie Generation” as synonyms for 
this younger cohort. Each time one of these articles seems accurate or 
relatable to someone in real life, they push us toward conclusions about 
a person before developing a more complete picture. These automatic 
connections are trusted, and therefore any indications that suggest they 
may be incomplete or unfair are ignored.

Gentelligence requires an active effort to suspend such hasty judg-
ments. To push back against these kinds of damaging conclusions and 
successfully Resist Assumptions regarding generational differences, 
several key strategies can be used to raise awareness (both our own and 
those around us) and become more conscious of judgments being made.

Strategies to Resist Assumptions

To break the habit of making automatic assumptions, it is neces-
sary to pause and analyze what unconscious connections might be 
being made. When it comes to age or generational identity, is there an 
automatic assumption that the Baby Boomers in the office won’t have 
innovative ideas? Is it assumed Gen X (slacker) employees won’t be 
interested in putting in the extra work needed for a promotion? Are 
younger coworkers’ ideas in meetings dismissed because they have 
fewer years under their belts? Recognizing, calling out, and replacing 
these assumptions is a first step in breaking down biases that prevent us 
from being more Gentelligent.

1. Conduct an Assumption Audit

To raise awareness of these unconscious biases, we suggest conduct-
ing a self-study throughout the day. When attending meetings, reading 
emails, or even in casual interactions around the office, pay attention 
internally to the automatic connections that might be occurring. Take 
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notes on the connections being made. Notice what patterns begin to 
emerge over time—are certain thoughts more frequently associated 
with interactions with older or younger colleagues?

My work as a university professor has allowed me to regularly inter-
act with those both younger and older than I am, and such regular in-
teractions have proven invaluable in pushing back against generational 
stereotypes. By becoming aware of the automatic associations you’re 
making, you can begin pushing back against your own generational 
stereotypes, as well as bringing attention to when others are making the 
same mistake. For example, when I do an industry workshop on leading 
across generations, it’s common to hear older managers complain about 
how Millennial or Gen Z employees don’t want to work hard. Every day 
I see evidence to the contrary, with my students taking on heavy course 
loads, part-time jobs, extensive extracurricular activities, and multiple 
internships to learn as well as expand their career opportunities.

My role also allows me a forum to push back against stereotypes in the 
other direction. Students often enter my classes with preconceived ideas 
about the “old-school nature” of the decisions made at our university or 
in their internships, convinced that older people in charge are not open 
to new or different ways for things to be done. Whenever possible, I try to 
pause to dig deeper, helping them to Resist Assumptions, by asking them 
to consider other possibilities and sharing my own experience.

When I provide these contrary examples as a way to call out assump-
tions that are being made, it prompts managers and students to think 
about why they make generalizations in the first place and helps us ex-
plore the challenges and hurdles people face when trying to collaborate 
effectively with coworkers from other generations. Raising awareness 
of automatic associations (ours and those we see from others) is a habit 
vital to master the first Gentelligence practice of Resisting Assumptions.

2. Replace Assumptions with Personal Connections

In her TED talk “The Danger of a Single Story,” world-renowned  
author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie states, “The problem with stereo-
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types is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They 
make one story become the only story.”6 To Resist Assumptions, we 
need to go beyond the “single story” that has been told regarding a par-
ticular generation. An effective strategy to accomplish this is to reach 
out to family members or friends who belong to different generations. 
Ask them what misperceptions exist about their generations and what 
they wish others understood. Also ask them for “untold” or forgotten 
stories about their generation to paint a dynamic picture that goes be-
yond the “single story.”

Starting with the relative safety of family and friends is a low-risk 
way to realize our unconscious biases and automatic assumptions. 
From here, try to get to know younger or older colleagues at work on a 
one-on-one basis. Research shows that having personal familiarity with 
individuals is a powerful way to break down and reject the automatic 
assumptions we may otherwise be tempted to make. The more op-
portunities an organization has for intergenerational communication, 
the greater the likelihood that stereotypes can be successfully broken 
down.7 It’s human nature to gravitate toward people of similar age, 
limiting our opportunities to spend time with coworkers from other 
age cohorts, but by creating these relationships, you’ll begin to replace 
assumptions about an age cohort with personal connections.

The importance of familiarity in breaking down bias was recently 
demonstrated in an American Scientist study titled “Scientists Who 
Selfie.”8 To break down a common stereotype that scientists are knowl-
edgeable but not particularly warm or friendly, thousands of scientists 
uploaded selfies on social media with the hashtag #scientistswhoselfie, 
giving (smiling) faces to the unfamiliar and often-misunderstood world 
of science. Even this small action helped to broaden the perception of 
scientists, as every individual we know in any particular cohort makes 
it harder to broadly generalize about an entire group of people. In their 
book The Gen Z Effect, Thomas Koulopoulos and Dan Keldsen state, 
“Define community by your age, and the generational gap will be very 
wide. Define it through a deep understanding of people’s interests and 
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behaviors, and it will be far narrower.”9 Getting to know those older and 
younger can help shatter the single story about a generation and instead 
reveal valuable perspectives hidden among the people around us.

gentelligence Practice #2: Adjust the lens

Learning to Resist Assumptions is key to becoming Gentelligent, but 
it’s just a first step to building our understanding. The next practice, 
Adjust the Lens, aims to better illuminate the intent behind the actions 
and behaviors of those from other generations. It is not meant to deter-
mine which workplace behaviors are acceptable as much as it is to un-
derstand why colleagues may behave in particular ways in the first place.

In many ways, generations simply represent a unique kind of cul-
tural difference. Just as travel can bring challenges in correctly under-
standing language, norms, and behaviors, interacting and working 
productively with those from other generations can be similarly con-
fusing. Imagine someone from the United States walking into a café in 
Italy. She enjoys a coffee and waits patiently for the server to bring the 
check. Minutes pass. The server walks by her table multiple times. Soon 
she becomes irritated that the server isn’t dropping off the bill. After 
more time goes by, she begins to make assumptions about her server’s 
behavior: he must dislike Americans; he’s giving preferential treatment 
to local patrons. Eventually, the customer catches the waiter’s eye and 
asks for the bill. The waiter brings it promptly. Now imagine an Italian 
tourist sitting down at a coffee shop in the United States. He orders his 
coffee, and before he can even take a sip, the server sets the bill on his 
table and rushes off to serve other customers. The Italian is offended. 
Is the server trying to rush him out of the café? Is he not welcome to 
sit and enjoy the coffee?

This is a common scenario of misunderstanding and frustration for 
most people who have traveled abroad. In both cases, the travelers are 
interpreting the behavior of their servers using their own cultural norms 
and preferences. In Italy, as with most places in Europe, it is typically 
considered rude to bring the bill before it has been requested. Food and 
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drinks are often savored and enjoyed with friends and family for as long 
as one likes. Conversely, Americans tend to be much more rushed and 
expect the bill to be available whenever they are ready to leave. Servers 
often leave the check after the customer has ordered so it is there when 
they want it. Neither practice is wrong; they are just different.

While cultural intelligence is most often thought of in terms of in-
teracting with those from different geographical regions, the concept 
has been used to help improve interactions across many kinds of differ-
ences.10 When applied to generations, cultural intelligence means that 
the norms and behaviors of colleagues from other age cohorts could be 
better understood with a new frame of reference. Developing cultural 
intelligence involves having the drive, knowledge, and tools to more 
effectively interact and work with those different from ourselves.11 Re-
search shows that cultural intelligence is greatly needed when it comes 
to understanding those in other generations, with a startling one-third 
of research respondents reporting that they have been offended “often” 
or “a lot” by what someone from another generation does or says.12 To 
enhance our understanding of others, we must apply actionable strate-
gies to help Adjust the Lens to see more clearly where others may be 
coming from and increase our ability to relate to their experiences.

Strategies to Adjust the Lens

We have long known that the interest and ability to both understand 
and adapt when interacting with those from different global cultures is 
essential to developing business relationships and learning how to work 
together effectively. Researchers refer to this ability as “cultural strategic 
thinking” and argue that, over time, it can significantly improve our 
interactions with others.13 The same kind of insight is needed when we 
are working to bridge generational divides.

1. Use the DIE Approach

The DescribeInterpretExplain (DIE) exercise is often used when 
training employees to work abroad, but it can be used to develop the 
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habit of Adjusting the Lens as well. It helps strengthen our ability to 
recognize subjective interpretations (assumptions) to objective behav-
iors and consider other explanations (lenses) for the actions of others.14 
In the example of the Italian server, it would look something like this:

 ■ Describe the behavior: The server isn’t bringing the check, even 
though I have been done eating for quite a while.

 ■ Note the automatic interpretation: He is ignoring me because this 
restaurant doesn’t like Americans.

 ■ Consider alternative evaluations for what is being experienced: Maybe 
I need to signal the waiter and specifically ask for the bill. Now that I 
look around, no one else seems to have their checks brought without 
requesting them either.

Now let’s apply the DIE pattern to a common workplace behavior 
that causes generational conflict:

 ■ Describe the behavior: Olivia is pulling out her laptop and typing, 
even though we are having a team meeting right now.

 ■ Note the automatic interpretation: She’s being rude. She isn’t paying 
attention to what’s going on and is probably working on something 
else instead.

 ■ Consider alternative evaluations for what is being experienced: She 
does seem to be engaged in the meeting—she’s asking questions and 
offering input. She seems to type when others are talking. Maybe she’s 
taking notes to use later.

By working to better understand the intentions behind the actions 
of others, miscommunication and misunderstanding are far less likely 
to occur. Using the DIE exercise regularly can help strengthen the habit 
of Adjusting the Lens, replacing the ingrained tendency to use only our 
own norms as a frame of reference.
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2. Understand the Disconnect

Working to Adjust the Lens represents a personal motivation to un-
derstand those who are different from ourselves and to discover what 
might currently be misunderstood between them and us. It is easy to 
lack awareness that our own behaviors and preferences are confusing 
or frustrating to others, as they make perfect sense to us. One effective 
strategy is to gather a group of colleagues of mixed ages and genera-
tions together to discuss everyday workplace actions and behaviors that 
trigger different associations depending on age cohort. Consider the 
following actions, and individually write down what your typical initial 
reaction would be to each:

 ■ Typing on a laptop during a presentation
 ■ Insisting on hardcopy documents
 ■ Receiving a work-related text from a colleague after hours
 ■ Leaving a voicemail rather than sending an email
 ■ Questioning the decision of a manager
 ■ Insisting on keeping personal pictures of family and friends on the desk

After individually recording the responses, share those reactions 
within the group. Without commenting, pay attention to the places 
where reactions to everyday actions are notably different. These are 
all actions that are neither inherently “good” nor “bad” but tend to be 
evaluated differently across generations. Some of these disagreements 
may not follow generational divides, while others may clearly reveal a 
split between older and younger colleagues.

After reactions have been revealed and recorded, there is still more 
work to do.

Adjusting the Lens involves going further to explore the intent 
and meaning of others’ actions by asking questions. The goal is to 
understand the underlying “why” behind the initial responses that 
were split among generational divides. For example, in the case of the 
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colleague insisting on hardcopies of documents, asking him why this is 
his preference can reveal important insight beyond the initial assump-
tion that “he isn’t comfortable with technology.” Pose a simple, non-
accusatory question: “Jim, I noticed you have a preference for printed 
documents versus electronic ones. Why do you think that’s the case?” 
Many people, regardless of their age or comfort with technology, find 
that reading hardcopy documents allows them to focus more without 
distractions that can occur when working on a computer (including 
the lure of incoming emails), resulting in better-quality feedback or 
reactions to the materials being shared.

This strategy of asking questions nudges colleagues to think more 
deeply about interpretations being made by themselves as well as others. 
Cultivating a habit of asking questions regarding actions or attitudes 
that differ from our own can develop intergenerational curiosity and 
can also help us create a set of shared norms through a better under-
standing of why particular preferences exist. The example below is 
relatively long but provides deep insight into the power of Adjusting 
the Lens and represents one of the most valuable and rewarding experi-
ences I have had as a generational consultant to date.

A few years ago, I was conducting a Gentelligence workshop 
with a group of emergency department physicians and nurses. They 
had reached out to better understand the many ways Millennials 
had turned the healthcare industry upside down, from patients who 
seemed to expect a higher degree of customer service during their 
emergency room visits to doctors and nurses who were pushing back 
on the long-standing expectations to work nights and holidays and 
for extended shifts. The nursing director who originally contacted me 
summed up these challenges by stating, “This is an emergency depart-
ment. I’m not sure what they thought they were signing up for, but this 
is how we do it here.”

After our initial discussion about Gentelligence, I divided the crowd 
up into smaller groups and passed out some common workplace sce-
narios. Each group was instructed to read them aloud and talk about 
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how each member would likely react. The examples include calling a 
supervisor by a first name, engaging in a conversation with colleagues 
about salaries, opting to work at home, and taking out a laptop during a 
meeting—all common workplace situations that can produce different 
reactions across generations.

One group was discussing the scenario of a colleague pulling out a 
laptop during a meeting, and the conversation turned quickly to Gen Z 
and Millennial patients using their cell phones in the exam room while 
they were meeting with doctors and nurses. I eavesdropped on the 
table’s exchange. When we came back together as a large group, I asked 
them to share what they had discussed.

One of the women at the table (a Baby Boomer) began, “It drives me 
crazy. Millennials take out their phones and don’t pay attention when 
we are trying to talk with them about important things—their diagnosis, 
instructions for aftercare. It’s just disrespectful.”

I stopped her. “Okay, I think we can all agree young people are fre-
quently on their phones. But why are you assuming that means they 
aren’t paying attention?” She looked at me, surprised by the question, 
and contemplated her answer. To her, those things automatically went 
together. But is that necessarily the case? I asked the group, “Can any-
one think of something a patient (Millennial or not) might be doing on 
their phone that might be helpful to the situation?”

A hand shot up in the back of the room. It was another nurse (who 
also happened to be a Millennial): “They could be taking notes on the 
conversation on their notes app on their phone, so they don’t forget the 
instructions.” More hands were raised: “They could be checking the 
hours of the nearest pharmacy.” “Texting their roommate to let them 
know they were contagious.” “Texting their parents or significant other 
to give them an update on their diagnosis.” “Googling their condition.”

I returned to the table that had started the conversation. Admittedly, 
some patients might be disrespectful and inattentive to the doctors and 
nurses by being distracted by their phones, but there did seem to be 
other possibilities that were equally valid. I then asked the group what 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   75 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



76 c H A P t e r  4

other challenges the tech-savvy Gen Z and Millennials had brought to 
the healthcare field. One gentleman at a table in the front of the room 
spoke up: “WebMD. I hate WebMD.”

I asked him to tell me more. “Young people come into the exam 
room already sure they know what is wrong with them because they’ve 
spent twenty minutes on the Internet. I spent nine years in medical 
school, and they are sure they know more than I do. It drives me crazy.”

A hand went up in the back of the room. It was an emergency room 
doctor (also a Millennial): “I love when my patients have been on 
WebMD and tell me what they think is wrong with them. It helps me 
know where to start in terms of explaining my decision making. Most 
patients come in thinking they know what’s wrong with them—Millen-
nials are just more likely to tell you their opinion. I’d rather know their 
assumptions from the beginning, so I can engage them in the discussion 
and help them understand why I have come to a potentially different 
conclusion than they did.” This was a perspective many in the audience 
had not considered before and was a powerful example of our second 
Gentelligence practice. I stepped back and let the conversations among 
colleagues continue. This was an opportunity to witness the impact of 
Adjusting the Lens unfold.

gentellIgence PHAse II: BuIld uP IntergenerAtIonAl Power

When it comes to generational relations, there are two schools of 
thought: one that believes competition between generations is inevi-
table, and another that alternatively believes generational cooperation 
will lead to greater benefits for all involved. A person’s mindset is an 
essential factor and plays a critical role in the outcome of generational 
cooperation. The competitive belief will never result in Gentelligence, 
while the cooperative one is truly crucial to its success.

According to the management journal Academy of Management 
Review, “A distinguishing element of intergenerational interactions 
lies in the potential for transmitting skills, knowledge, experiences, 
and resources that one generation develops in virtue of its location 
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in a chronological order. However, the successful transfer of these re-
sources across generations cannot be taken for granted.”15 Once steps 
have been taken to break down the barriers, age diversity must then be 
proactively leveraged for mutual advantage. When this happens, such 
generational diversity can benefit productivity and improve outcomes. 
To accomplish these goals, we must learn and master both practices 
in phase II of creating a Gentelligent organization: Strengthen Trust 
and Expand the Pie.

gentelligence Practice #3: strengthen trust

To help others understand the importance of team trust, I often ask 
them to think about a favorite toy from childhood. Maybe it was Legos 
or a favorite doll (the answers alone can reveal some great generational 
differences among coworkers; I once had a Gen X workshop participant 
say her favorite childhood toy was a Monchhichi, much to the con-
fusion of her Millennial and Gen Z coworkers). When heading to a 
friend’s house, we had to decide whether we would take that beloved toy 
with us to share with them. If our friend understood how much it meant 
to us, he or she was careful with it, and together we might have had even 
more fun playing with it than we would have alone. But if instead our 
friend smashed our Lego creation or dropped our Monchhichi on its 
head, that was probably the last time we took those toys over to share. In 
other words, we want to make sure our workplace is one where people 
are confident they can share their valuable perspectives without fear of 
having them stomped all over.

The third Gentelligence principle, Strengthen Trust, is vital to help-
ing people at all levels in an organization see the potential in depending 
on and collaborating with those across the perceived generation gap. 
When we work with people we perceive as being different from our-
selves (generationally or otherwise), we tend to view them as adversaries 
whose ways of doing things threaten our own goals and survival rather 
than seeing them as dependable partners. Ultimately, teams composed of 
members who view themselves as different in incompatible ways (such 
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as Baby Boomers with a great deal of organizational experience and Gen 
Zers with very little) struggle with building mutual trust and respect. 
Older generations may have a difficult time believing that younger 
employees have enough experience or insight to fully understand orga-
nizational challenges. Younger generations may wonder whether older 
colleagues are serving the best interests of the future of the organization, 
or if they are offering advice instead in defense of self-preservation and 
protecting the old ways of doing things.

Trust stems from positive expectations about someone’s actions: be-
lieving that what they say and do will be in the best interest of everyone 
involved, including ourselves. Demographic differences often create 
fault lines within a team that naturally form around similar characteris-
tics such as age.16 As a result, when it comes to working with colleagues 
from other generations, trust between generations does not come natu-
rally, which is why leaders must intentionally invest in developing it 
within their teams and organizations.

I hear these concerns again and again in my workshops: “Why in 
the world should I listen to some twenty-five-year-old kid who knows 
nothing about our business?” or “What they are saying might have 
worked twenty years ago, but it’s not going to work today!” These 
negative attitudes signal doubt that others have something valuable 
to offer. As Cornell professor Michele Williams states, “When people 
believe that they are not trusted or think that they are under evaluative 
scrutiny, they dedicate time to ruminating over this lack of trust and are 
more likely to interpret ambiguous behaviors as sinister acts.”17 When 
a member of the team holds such beliefs, that individual may become 
increasingly wary of any action taken by a teammate, further eroding 
those relationships.

Therefore, trust is vital for teams to flourish. Not only does a high 
level of trust positively correlate with team performance and satisfac-
tion, but it’s also linked to lower levels of stress and better problem solv-
ing.18 To foster and strengthen this feeling, it’s necessary to believe our 
colleagues don’t mean us harm. While older and younger employees 
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often sense they are striving for scarce resources in the workplace, in-
cluding opportunities, attention, and recognition, strategies can be de-
ployed to navigate these roadblocks and proactively Strengthen Trust.

Strategies to Strengthen Trust

Using the strategies below, leaders can create environments where 
employees across age groups can learn to depend on one another. By 
providing specific opportunities for employees from different age co-
horts to spend time together in the context of accomplishing a shared 
task, colleagues of different generations can connect beyond the sur-
face level and discover the different complementary strengths they 
bring to the table.19

1. Measure and Build an Intergenerational Psychological Safety Zone

To Strengthen Trust between colleagues across generations, organi-
zations must develop what Harvard professor Amy Edmondson calls 
psychological safety, defined as “a climate in which people are com-
fortable being and expressing themselves.”20 To Strengthen Trust, we 
suggest first measuring the current levels of psychological safety in the 
team, department, or organization to obtain a baseline and snapshot of 
the current reality. One valuable open source for these tools is Google’s 
re:Work website, which provides customizable surveys on psycho-
logical safety, as well as other important team dynamics. Sample survey 
questions are also available to begin creating such a measure, including 
items that employees from different generations may find particularly 
relevant. Examples of such survey questions include “People on this 
team sometimes reject others for being different” and “Working with 
members of this team, my unique skills and talents are valued and uti-
lized.”21 Psychological safety comes from feeling comfortable sharing 
ideas and perspectives and believing they will be fairly considered.

While the first goal of this strategy is to obtain a current-state snap-
shot of trust and safety levels in the organization (and how those may 
differ by generation), there’s more to be done when the baseline has 
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been created. Once this snapshot has been taken, the group-level results 
should be shared with all involved as a way to encourage further dis-
cussions and open up the conversation regarding the importance of an 
environment where everyone, regardless of age, feels comfortable and 
confident to contribute. Building strong psychological safety is vital 
for sparking innovation and encouraging risk taking, and it can drive 
higher levels of performance for everyone on the team.22

I experienced a powerful example of this early in my career. I joined 
the Department of Management faculty at Miami University at the age 
of twenty-six. After introductions at our first department meeting, one 
of the senior faculty turned to me and the other new junior professor 
joining the department and said, “We want you to know that this is not 
a place where we only care about the input of the older members of the 
department. Please speak up with any ideas or perspectives you have—
they are important to us, and we want to hear what you have to say.”

While I’m not sure he would even remember saying it, his comment 
had a profound impact on my confidence to contribute to discussions 
and decisions from the very beginning of my time at the university. 
He was a well-respected member of the department, and his message 
was important for both the younger and the older faculty, as it clearly 
signaled what kind of culture we wanted to have: one of mutual respect, 
regardless of age or tenure.

2. Establishing Shared Goals and Complementary Roles

Leaders are powerful change agents when it comes to modeling 
desired behaviors, and when they show interest in working collabora-
tively across generational boundaries, it begins to create a norm and an 
example for others to follow. To continue to Strengthen Trust, we sug-
gest building initial levels of trust by engaging in deeper-level discussion 
on shared goals and complementary roles. The Gallup Organization 
suggests asking four specific questions to move these conversations 
forward and strengthen a culture of trust23:
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 ■ What can we count on each other for?
 ■ What is our team’s purpose?
 ■ What is the reputation we aspire to have?
 ■ What do we need to do differently to achieve that reputation and 

fulfill our purpose?

This strategy requires leaders to serve the role as facilitator, grounding 
the discussions in the challenges at hand and helping build agreement on 
a collective goal. The subsequent discussion aims to generate the widest 
range of ideas possible and exchange information within the team.

Once a shared goal has been established, discussions around comple-
mentary roles can then occur. The aim of this process is to raise aware-
ness of how each person’s individual knowledge and expertise can allow 
them to add unique value and play a vital role. It’s vital during this stage 
to be careful to avoid the pull of generational stereotypes. (This means 
not automatically assigning social media responsibilities to the Gen Z 
team member or delegating client interaction exclusively to the oldest 
team members on the assumption that they are most comfortable or 
well suited for that role.)

Rather, the leader should ask who feels most adept or prepared for 
particular roles, allowing the rest of the team to hear why each person 
is stepping up for different tasks. Hearing that an older colleague has 
a great deal of experience interacting with start-ups or that a younger 
coworker has recently completed a class on a new analytic technique 
can demonstrate what value others can bring to the collaboration. Some 
of the skills may exist in spite of generational identity, and other values 
may thrive because of it.

Whether it’s role modeling from leadership that demonstrates that 
the organization values the input of employees at all levels across gen-
erations or a formal strategic commitment to leveraging age diversity to 
meet the company’s goals, workplaces must convey that intergenerational 
cooperation is both expected and in the best interest of the organization. 
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Intergenerational power can only be unlocked once a strong foundation 
of mutual respect and rapport spanning across generational boundar-
ies occurs. By showing support for and interest in members’ skills and 
knowledge (regardless of generation), leaders can initiate the develop-
ment of the trust that is needed for Gentelligence.

gentelligence Practice #4: expand the Pie

There’s an amusing T-shirt slogan that states, “Equal rights for oth-
ers do not mean fewer rights for you. It’s not pie.” It is on this note we 
introduce the last of the Gentelligence practices: Expanding the Pie. It’s 
a term we shamelessly swiped from the field of negotiations, which uses 
it to describe two parties creating a win-win solution from what was 
previously seen as a win-lose situation. To do this (in negotiations or 
anywhere), we must resist the notion that we are competing with one 
another and instead trust that effective collaboration might produce 
more pie for everyone involved. And who doesn’t like more pie?

According to negotiation expert Max Bazerman, “The mythical fixed 
pie mindset leads us to interpret most competitive situations as purely 
win-lose. For those who recognize opportunities to grow the pie of value 
through mutually beneficial trade-offs between issues, situations can be-
come win-win.”24 By encouraging two-way knowledge sharing and bal-
ancing the natural strengths of one generation against the weaknesses of 
others, organizations can frame problems through a collaborative focus 
on collective success. Ultimately, successfully Expanding the Pie requires 
cooperation and reciprocity, as well as a belief that we can build some-
thing greater together than any generation is capable of on their own.

Strategies to Expand the Pie

To Expand the Pie, it’s important to cultivate the habit of proactively 
searching for those win-win opportunities. In other words, there must 
be a way to identify opportunities where a gain for one person might 
also mean a gain for another. At first, both older and younger employ-
ees may be skeptical that such opportunities exist, but we have found 
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that once people experience the benefits of such an interaction, they are 
eager to seek out ways to create that synergy again.

1. Focus on Interests for Mutual Gain

One effective strategy for this search comes again from the area of 
negotiations: focus on interests rather than on positions.25 For example, 
if a younger employee tells her older boss that she feels like she is stuck 
in her current role, and her more senior boss responds by pointing out 
the company timelines for promotion, both are focusing on their indi-
vidual positions that seem to have no common ground and are headed 
toward a stalemate. To change this dynamic, each person should shift 
to share the interest behind their position.

The younger employee could instead say, “I really want to learn as 
much as I can during these first few years of my job. I feel like there is so 
much I don’t know yet.” The result? This reveals to her older boss that 
she is less concerned about getting a promotion and more interested in 
opportunities to grow her experience and knowledge about the busi-
ness. In turn, her boss could respond, “I’d love to teach you more about 
the way some of these areas of the business function, so when the time 
comes, you are ready to take the next step.” In other words, the boss 
is happy to teach her younger employee now that she understands her 
employee’s primary interest is to learn as much as she can, and, in fact, 
the boss enjoys passing on her knowledge. Focusing on interests allows 
people from different generations (who may be more likely to misinter-
pret one another’s positions) to find common ground for mutual benefit.

2. Encourage Intergenerational Learning: The “Ask Me About” Exercise

To further Expand the Pie, we recommend the strategy of trying 
an easy icebreaker designed to create a conversation about areas of 
unique expertise, known as the “Ask Me About” exercise. This activity 
prompts each person (ideally in a room of organizational colleagues 
from across departments, levels, and ages) to identify a unique kind of 
expertise they possess and welcome others to ask them about. While 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   83 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



84 c H A P t e r  4

valuable for intergenerational learning, this approach can be a great 
way to reveal different kinds of knowledge than what we tend to as-
sociate with a generation.

There are two ways this exercise can be done. One option is to leave 
the instructions wide open (if so, expect to learn that Bob from Ac-
counting has tried all the flavors of Ben & Jerry’s and Janet from HR 
is an amateur magician). The other option is to guide the discussion 
toward more work-relevant expertise. Because our goal is to build trust 
and encourage learning across the organization, we recommend follow-
ing up on the sharing of areas of expertise with a discussion question: 
How might sharing this expertise help our organization?

I used the “Ask Me About” exercise in one of my recent work-
shops. Within the first half hour, everyone learned that one employee 
could teach how to double one’s Twitter followers in less than a 
week, another employee had a tried-and-true technique to close even 
the toughest sale, and yet another enjoyed doing virtual-reality pro-
gramming in her spare time. While the technique to close a sale, for 
example, might seem like a fun party trick, the opportunity to hear 
about his method ended up Expanding the Pie: several workshop 
participants asked whether the employee would share his technique 
with them, many of whom were younger employees still developing 
their sales skills. Furthermore, the exchange made the man who had 
mentioned it feel respected and needed by his younger colleagues. By 
the end of the session, they had set up a time to meet later in the week 
over coffee to hear his approach.

The “Ask Me About” exercise can lead to all kinds of unexpected 
win-win opportunities. While some organizations might discover that 
one of their own could help them double their Twitter followers, help-
ing fill a need for greater outreach and communication, other compa-
nies may be anxious to pick the brain of the newly discovered virtual 
reality expert as they work to understand how such technology might 
benefit their business. At a minimum, everyone in the room can ap-
preciate the wealth of interests and expertise around them, and in the 
best-case scenario, it exposes new opportunities for intergenerational 
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learning and collaboration that will strengthen relationships and lead 
to organizational growth.

A more formal, long-term version of the “Ask Me About” exercise 
can occur by creating a living database within your organization that al-
lows employees to identify their areas of strength and expertise. The Eu-
ropean Agency for Safety and Health recommends creating a catalog of 
skills and experiences across employees of all ages as a tool to promote 
knowledge transfer.26 Such a resource highlights the unique experiences 
and abilities of employees at all levels, and it also signals their interest 
and willingness to share their expertise with others interested in learn-
ing from them. This can be a transformative workplace investment that 
can continue to reveal opportunities for intergenerational learning and 
win-win collaborations.

How gentellIgence enABles lAstIng  
orgAnIZAtIonAl success

Together, the four practices of Gentelligence can move individuals 
and organizations from a generational battle toward intergenerational 
cooperation, an approach to work and life that views each genera-
tion as equally important. Striving to bring together different age co-
horts builds respect, promotes understanding, and encourages mutual 
learning.27 By creating habits to Resist Assumptions, Adjust the Lens, 
Strengthen Trust, and Expand the Pie, leaders and organizations can 
transform their multigenerational talent into a strategic competitive 
advantage, by minimizing conflict and maximizing the potential for 
collaboration and growth.

Subsequent chapters will explore further how to build and apply 
these Gentelligence practices across all aspects of work. We demon-
strate proof of concept and share stories of leaders across industries who 
use these strategies to tackle current challenges in filling the leadership 
pipeline and enabling effective intergenerational leadership, creating 
strong teams, attracting and retaining top talent, and transforming 
organizational cultures. Beyond this, we discuss how a Gentelligent ap-
proach can help prepare organizations to succeed in the future of work.
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5

Filling the Pipeline
Leading Up (and Down)

Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other.

—John F. Kennedy1

Mark Zuckerberg is everyone’s go-to example for the changing age of 
leadership. Kylie Jenner was named the youngest self-made billionaire 
by Forbes in 2019. Evan Spiegel, the founder of Snapchat, made his first 
billion at age twenty-one. At age forty-five, Stefan Larsen had already 
served as CEO of the Ralph Lauren Corporation, global president of 
Old Navy, and then as head of the parent company of Calvin Klein and 
Tommy Hilfiger. Those leaders are impressive, no question. But our 
favorite wunderkinds make that group appear wrinkled in comparison: 
Mikaila Ulmer, CEO of Me & the Bees Lemonade, made an $11 million 
deal with Whole Foods when she was just eleven years old; Shubham 
Banerjee invented an affordable 3D braille printer and became CEO of 
Braigo Labs at age thirteen; Moziah Bridges of Mo’s Bows launched his 
company at age twelve and recently landed a seven-figure licensing ar-
rangement with the NBA for his bespoke bow ties.

These examples make it easy to conclude that the future of leader-
ship now belongs only to the young. Taking a closer look, the story of 
age and leadership is less clear. Despite great examples of innovative 
young leadership, the average age of a CEO in the United States is 
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increasing, climbing from forty-five in 2012 to fifty years old in 2017.2 
Leadership responsibilities are not universally transferred to the young 
and hip, nor are they solely held by the older and more seasoned. Re-
gardless, perceptions of age do impact leadership dynamics in many 
important ways. Research has found that age cues, or the assumptions 
about someone based on their age, influence how we view them as 
leaders. According to Leadership Quarterly, “Age is one of the most 
basic and easily accessible cues of face perception. It can be assessed 
fairly accurately at first glance, and it has major consequences for a 
range of social goals such as collaboration, competition, leadership, 
and successful organizational behavior at large.”3 To become Gentel-
ligent leaders (and followers), we have to acknowledge the reality and 
the attitudes that exist around age and leadership.

Years ago, when I was a young faculty member, I found myself in a 
committee meeting where we were making decisions about which ap-
plicant to hire to teach a class. All of the final candidates had come in 
to teach a short sample class, and one in particular impressed us all. It 
seemed like a clear choice to me, but then one of the committee mem-
bers commented, “I just wish he looked older.”

He didn’t say, “I wish he was older.” He said, “I wish he looked older.” 
I found this comment both horrifying and fascinating, and I couldn’t 
help asking out loud why his appearance mattered. My colleague re-
plied, “I just don’t think our students will see him as an authority figure. 
He looks about eighteen.” Now, perhaps because I was about twenty-six 
at the time (and was mistaken for a student myself at least once a week), 
I took personal issue with the statement. Was I viewed as less of an au-
thority figure because I was much younger than many of my colleagues? 
Probably so. But by whom? Only by students? By my coworkers? My 
boss? Questions abounded.

Did my students (early Millennials at that time) factor in age when 
considering whether they should listen to someone? I doubted it. I 
could see age cues mattering more in prior generations but found it 
hard to believe that my Millennial students were equating advanced 
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age with expertise or respect. Many of them felt confident in their own 
knowledge and expertise at their young age, and I suspected they would 
take even more of an issue than I had with the comment about someone 
needing to look older to convey authority.

I honestly believed that although my youth, and that of our job can-
didate, might initially have given some of our students pause, once we 
demonstrated our competence and expertise, whether we looked like 
the stereotypical professor would cease to matter. Yet hearing an older 
colleague express concern that looking young could undermine one’s 
perceived authority opened my eyes to the importance of age cues in the 
workplace and also introduced me to the generational differences that 
exist in the importance we assign to one’s age.

The importance society has traditionally placed on age cues can 
be traced back to the days when tribes had to decide who they should 
follow in order to survive.4 When seeking out a safe place to shelter or 
deciding how to protect themselves from the threat of predators, the 
older members of the tribe had more experience, and following them 
seemed like a more reliable bet. However, younger members of the 
tribe had more energy and were more willing to take risks, meaning 
followers looked to them if the challenge was about where to explore 
or ways to invent something new. A wrong choice about leadership 
had dire consequences. Research published in Leadership Quarterly 
in 2014 summed it up as follows: “[F]ollowers prefer younger faces 
for leadership in the context of change, and older faces in the context 
of stability.”5 Historically, who we chose to follow depended on what 
challenges we faced: Did we need to stay put and use our resources in 
a wise and time-tested way? Or did we need to make a change and seek 
out something new to survive?

tHe eVolVIng nAture oF orgAnIZAtIonAl leAdersHIP

As the world has changed, advanced age (or the appearance of it) con-
tinues to be a reliable cue for some types of experience. However, it 
is now a less reliable proxy for others, mainly the types of digital and 
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technological knowledge that younger generations have grown up with 
that older generations have had to intentionally master later in life. For 
example, the advent of the internet has forever changed the way we find 
information and whom we need to rely on to access it. My students 
no longer need me to be their sole source of information in the class-
room—they can Google the answer to any question they might have 
faster than they can ask and receive a response from me. As a result, age 
alone is no longer the reliable cue to determine who has access to the 
needed expertise that it once used to be.6

Faced with unprecedented and even unknown challenges, leader-
ship in the twenty-first century belongs to every generation. Conven-
tional norms about who should lead and when are being challenged 
at every turn, with recent data revealing that at least 40 percent of 
employees report to a boss who is younger than they are. This phe-
nomenon is known as “leapfrogging”—when younger individuals 
jump over those older to assume an organizational leadership role.7 
Two factors can explain this role reversal.

The first factor is the staggering number of Millennials paired with 
the relatively low amount of Gen Xers in the workplace. In 2016, Mil-
lennials took over as the largest generation in the workplace,8 while Gen 
X has always paled in comparison to both Boomers and Millennials, 
often referred to as the “sandwich generation” or the “middle child.” 
As these labels imply, Gen Xers are stuck between two generational gi-
ants and overshadowed by the attention and interest in both. There are 
simply not enough Gen Xers to replace retiring Boomer leaders, even if 
it were just a numbers game. In March 2019, the Washington Post cau-
tioned, “In many industries, employers also face significant uncertainty 
as to who or what will replace a retiring Boomer.”9

The second factor contributing to the new leapfrogging leadership 
phenomenon is rooted in generational reputations. As we’ve discussed, 
those Gen Xers grew up witnessing the long hours and steadfast or-
ganizational loyalty of their Boomer parents, leading to an increased 
interest in making their own rules and living life on their own terms. 
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The Boomers viewed Gen Xers’ desire for independence as a sign that 
they were going to be succeeded by a generation of slackers, which has 
resulted in Boomers perceiving that Gen X won’t want to lead once 
they exit. For some Gen Xers, this assessment is accurate; fewer people 
in this generation equate leadership positions and status with success 
to the same degree that prior generations did. Yet for other Gen Xers, 
being independent might result in a desire for leadership roles, allowing 
them to write their own rules and foster a different kind of organiza-
tional culture. Unfortunately, the long-standing reputation of Gen Xers 
may preclude their consideration for open leadership roles. Gen Xers’ 
promotion rates have been 20–30 percent slower than Millennials’. The 
latest data show that Gen Xers hold about half of the leadership roles 
in the United States, which should arguably be much higher given that 
this cohort is currently in the mid to latter stages of its working life.10

In contrast, the Millennials, long labeled as entitled and hungry for 
advancement, are perceived as eager to jump into leadership roles as 
soon as they have the green light. This generation took on internships 
to gain experience before graduating from college, with many feeling 
ready to lead from their first day in the office. Millennials were raised 
with a strong emphasis on the importance of completing higher levels 
of education and an increased emphasis on internships during their col-
lege years, leading to the potential for this generation to “feasibly rise to 
positions of power in organizations more quickly than others have in 
the past.”11 Fueling this trend is a substantial amount of media attention 
on Millennials, causing many companies to invest heavily in attracting 
and retaining this generation, including the invention of leadership-
development rotations and programs designed to fast track Millennials 
into the advanced roles they supposedly crave.

This perfect storm of demographic and generational forces has 
changed the leadership dynamics in many organizations, a shift that has 
been called a “new organizational order” where more and more older 
employees are being led by younger ones.12 Despite these changes, the 
fundamentals of effective leadership remain the same: leaders of any age 
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must find ways to successfully establish leader-follower relationships on 
a foundation of mutual trust and credibility. Building this trust may re-
quire a different approach for those who oversee employees older than 
themselves as opposed to the more familiar dynamic of older leaders 
guiding younger workers. In all cases, the end goal is the same: regard-
less of age, leaders and followers need to work together to find ways 
to accomplish their goals. Gentelligence can create awareness of the 
strengths different generations may bring to leadership roles, as well as 
the unique challenges they might need to overcome.

tHe leAder-Follower dYnAmIc

For almost seventy-five years, researchers and managers alike have 
searched for the magic recipe for leadership success. Is it a set of certain 
personality traits? Specific behaviors that we can teach anyone who 
wants to lead? Both of those suggestions have proven too simple—there 
is not a one-size-fits-all approach to leading effectively. Successful 
leadership requires that one be selfaware enough to understand their 
strengths and weaknesses and socially aware enough to understand 
the strengths and weaknesses of their followers. Beyond this, effective 
leadership requires adapting one’s approach to the needs of their fol-
lowers and the environment in which they are leading. Understanding 
those needs has become much more complicated in a workplace filled 
with multiple generations.

Gentelligent leadership in the twenty-first century is about empow-
ering followers from every generation to achieve something extraor-
dinary together that cannot occur alone. Leader-follower trust can be 
further complicated by age, generation, and status. It is not uncommon 
for leaders to prefer people just like them as their followers, resulting 
in age polarization (as discussed in chapter 6). Those not part of our 
in-group (or “inner circle”) find themselves on the sidelines, and over 
time, the lack of closeness with and attention from the leader tend to 
result in lower levels of satisfaction and performance and, in the worst 
cases, result in the employee leaving altogether. Gentelligent tools and 
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strategies are needed to create the mutual trust necessary to overcome 
these kinds of natural biases that can occur between leaders and follow-
ers from different ages and generations.

We have identified two key relationships where Gentelligent strate-
gies are now needed more than ever: the “Younger Leader–Older Fol-
lower” dynamic and the “Older Leader–Younger Follower” dynamic. In 
figure 5.1 and in the remainder of this chapter, we highlight the unique 
challenges that must be overcome for each of these roles, as well as 
the value-added opportunities that may be present for these pairings, 
providing advice for both leaders and followers navigating these com-
plicated generational waters.

tHe Younger leAder–older Follower

Years ago, I was invited to speak at a board chairman’s retreat. When I 
walked into the room, I realized that I was, by far, the youngest person 
there. The average age of the attendees was close to sixty-five, and I was 
in my late thirties. While everyone was polite, I sensed that many of them 
were wondering what in the world I could teach them about leadership; 
they had most likely held leadership roles before I was even born. Yet 

FIGURE 5.1.
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in that room, I was the expert on the particular leadership topic I was 
speaking about, and I was confident that I had interesting and valuable 
perspectives to share with them. My approach to speaking is always 
interactive, but in this particular case, I decided to engage the audience 
even more than usual. After my introduction, I immediately called out 
the elephant in the room by noting how many years of combined experi-
ence were in the place and letting them know how much I was looking 
forward to learning more about their industries. I gave them some back-
ground on my expertise and told them I wanted to hear how the issues 
and challenges we would be discussing were impacting their businesses. 
In other words, I invited them to partner with me in a shared learning 
experience, one that reflected my expertise but also respected theirs.

While this represents a success story, research has found that the 
outcomes of this particular leader-follower dynamic are often problem-
atic.13 Because the younger leader–older employee dynamic is a new 
phenomenon, its success requires a new approach. Below, we identify 
the unique challenges of leading those who are older and outline how 
the opportunities that exist in this dynamic can enable a younger leader 
to overcome these challenges.

the Younger leader

For younger leaders who find themselves in charge of older col-
leagues, the role can feel awkward. Research in the journal Human 
Resource Development Quarterly summarized the tension by explaining,

Older workers feel uncomfortable taking instructions from supervisors 
the same age as their children or grandchildren. Younger supervisors are 
reluctant to give orders to workers as old as their grandparents. Similarly, 
younger supervisors with older subordinates may contradict status and 
age norms that suggest older, more experienced supervisors should su-
pervise younger, less experienced subordinates.14

The traditional workplace norm assumes that leadership belongs to the 
oldest and most experienced members of the organization, and the role 
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reversal can initially be uncomfortable. By approaching this relation-
ship through a Gentelligent perspective, young leaders can become 
more aware of the inherent challenges, as well as work toward proactive 
and constructive solutions.

The Current Challenges

The role of the younger leader who is guiding and managing employ-
ees who are older than them is daunting. Given this is a relatively new 
phenomenon, there hasn’t been much of a roadmap provided in terms 
of potential pitfalls. If a Gen Xer learns his new manager is a Millennial, 
what baggage does that bring before that leader has a chance to even 
walk in the room? Any negative perceptions about a generation make it 
difficult for members of that cohort to earn workplace respect and cred-
ibility from their generationally different coworkers when stepping into 
leadership positions. These negative perceptions make it challenging 
for Millennials to earn the respect they crave from their generationally 
different coworkers.15

While research in this area is relatively new, early evidence shows 
that overcoming negative perceptions can be a challenge for a younger 
leader. Older workers often perceive younger leaders as not possessing 
the needed wisdom and experience. As a result, younger leaders believe 
older employees show them less loyalty and are less willing to make 
contributions.16 The problematic perceptions don’t end there. While 
effective leadership hinges on mutual trust, younger leaders lack the 
automatic confidence that older leaders often enjoy and find their judg-
ment more often questioned. This skepticism also translates to younger 
leaders, particularly those under the age of thirty, not being perceived 
as role models.17

To Strengthen Trust, a leader must be authentic, and this is particu-
larly true for young leaders. Authenticity requires a high degree of self-
awareness. Part of this awareness requires identifying one’s strengths, 
including how one earned this position of leadership. If a leader lacks 
self-assurance, her subordinates—especially those who are older—will 
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lack confidence in their abilities. However, being confident is not the 
same as being cocky. Younger leaders often overcompensate for their 
age or inexperience by pretending to know more than they do, which 
can, in turn, create distrust and resentment among older employees.

The Gentelligent Opportunities

While the challenges can be daunting, the unique value younger 
leaders can bring to their role creates immense Gentelligence oppor-
tunities as well. Before things get too discouraging, keep in mind that 
particularly in today’s business world, younger leaders possess a great 
deal of valuable insights that organizations desperately need. These op-
portunities can also be harnessed and become natural strengths that can 
be leveraged to overcome the challenges ahead.

Youth does bring with it a certain number of age cues and assump-
tions, some of which might work in a young leader’s favor. When it 
comes to age cues and leadership perceptions, younger leaders are as-
sumed to be innovative and energetic with a take-charge style. Younger 
bosses are believed to be more enjoyable to work with, more strategic, 
and more persuasive.18

Younger leaders tend to also embrace change, a critical talent in the 
rapidly evolving twenty-first-century business landscape. Their com-
parably shorter organizational tenure can become an asset in terms of 
challenging outdated processes and nudging the business ahead. Young 
leaders are more optimistic than older ones, for better or worse, and, 
as such, they tend to take on the crucial role of change champions and 
advocates for continuous improvement.19

Another critical opportunity for young leaders is to take advantage 
of feedback and ask for insight from colleagues as well as followers in 
areas where they may lack experience—something younger leaders are 
much more open to compared to older ones. Traditionally, older lead-
ers believed that having a leadership role meant they were expected to 
know everything, or at least present the appearance of it. However, this 
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notion that the leader knows all—and therefore knows best—is not an 
effective way to gain respect or motivate followers.

Brene Brown’s groundbreaking research on vulnerability in leader-
ship supports the impact of a leader admitting that he or she is aware of 
the areas where they need help and the power of being willing to ask for 
it.20 Young leaders need to Resist Assumptions that their lack of years of 
experience is necessarily a weakness and instead view this as a vulner-
ability that can be a source of strength. Whether it’s an issue such as lack 
of experience with a particular client or matter, or a general area where 
the leader would value input from someone with more organizational 
context, when a younger leader acknowledges what she does not yet 
know and communicates an openness to learning to her team, she cre-
ates openings for her employees to step up and help. Adjust the Lens to 
view your older employees as vital partners, not as followers. This strat-
egy empowers them to be part of a shared vision rather than merely do-
ing what they are told without investment in the process. Vulnerability 
is a powerful leadership tool regardless of age but especially important 
for younger leaders—it demonstrates to a team that their leader knows 
both her own limitations and the strengths of others.

To Expand the Pie, leaders need to focus on identifying team 
strengths. In the case of younger leaders with older employees, think 
about how the experience of older employees could be a valuable asset. 
Where might that knowledge and wisdom be valuable? When leaders 
acknowledge that older colleagues bring unique value to the team and 
ask them for help or advice that is genuinely needed, older employees 
can become valuable allies as well as more productive team members. 
Tobius Lucke, the thirty-seven-year-old founder and CEO of Shopify, 
says he directly told his board, “I am not going to pretend to know 
things I don’t know, and I really hope you are going to help me in this 
journey.”21 While this approach may seem risky, the balance of confi-
dence and authentic vulnerability creates a powerful leadership impact, 
especially for younger leaders.
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the older Follower

When someone with more experience learns that she will have a 
younger boss, it can hit a nerve and raise questions about process and 
fairness. The entire notion of being led by someone younger is known as 
“status incongruence,” and it represents a violation of career norms that 
can be difficult, especially from the perspective of the older employee. 
Traditionally, status congruence is considered intact when the oldest 
members of an organization are paid the most and have the highest 
positions in the organizational chart. When this is not true, a feeling of 
status incongruence occurs, which can result in a wide range of poten-
tial difficulties in the workplace.

The Current Challenges

Research shows older employees working for younger bosses are 
more likely to report higher levels of anger and fear.22 Questions of-
ten surface regarding the validity of a younger leader’s readiness and 
qualifications to lead. According to research from Human Resource 
Development Quarterly, “Older subordinates with a younger supervi-
sor often feel their supervisor does not have the knowledge, experi-
ence, or training to lead and mentor. Even when younger supervisors 
have advanced education, older subordinates believe they lack experi-
ence and, as a result, support them less.”23 This combination of doubt 
and negativity can breed resentment that becomes toxic to the leader-
follower dynamic over time.

Adding to the challenges for older employees is the potential mis-
alignment of preferred workplace norms in critical areas like commu-
nication channels, speed of response, and preferred levels of formality. 
While such differences are relevant regardless of whether an employee 
is older or younger than their leader, for an older employee needing to 
make a good impression on the boss, such differences need additional 
attention. Examples of such disconnects include preferred titles (call-
ing your boss “Ms. Smith” when she prefers informality and would 
rather you call her Alison) and modes of communication (calling 
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versus texting). Several unexpected generational conflicts tend to arise 
regarding speed and timing of expected response, especially in the 
younger leader–older follower dynamic. If a younger boss messages 
after regular work hours and expects an immediate response, older 
employees may react negatively, as they are often less comfortable 
with being contacted at home when they are “off the clock,” particu-
larly through something like a text message.

Regardless, any instances of misalignment such as these can cre-
ate tension and frustration for both leader and follower. Addressing 
these issues head-on is vital. Working together to establish practical 
norms can go a long way to smoothing the road. Resist Assumptions 
that younger leaders will automatically prefer certain types of com-
munication, and make it a point to ask them what they would prefer. 
While some may love the informality of texting or want all employees 
to embrace Slack for teamwork, some young leaders may prefer to 
pick up the phone for a quick call. Just as older employees don’t want 
to be stereotyped as unwilling or unable to adapt to new ways of com-
municating, younger leaders run the gamut in their preferred methods 
of reaching out as well.

Finally, one of the most significant challenges for an older employee 
working for a younger leader is the temptation to offer unsolicited ad-
vice. While such input is usually well intentioned, having an employee 
provide his or her two cents on how a younger leader “should” handle 
an issue is likely to come across as condescending. While strong leaders 
(of any age) will reach out to their team for input, offering it without 
being asked lacks Gentelligence and suggests to the leader that they are 
not seen as capable in their role.

The Gentelligent Opportunities

Given the increasing frequency of the younger boss–older employee 
reality, what role can older employees play in changing this dysfunc-
tional dynamic to one that is more productive? While the older em-
ployee may feel like it is not his or her job to help solve these challenges, 
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keep in mind that doing so can be mutually beneficial for the perfor-
mance and relationships of both the leader and the follower involved.

To seize the Gentelligent opportunities of this dynamic, first Resist 
Assumptions about why and how the younger boss obtained her lead-
ership position, especially when those assumptions may lean toward 
presuming she doesn’t deserve the role. While she may be leading at 
a younger age than was typical in the past, try to objectively evaluate 
the skills and talents that may have led to that decision. Adjusting the 
Lens in this kind of dynamic might mean considering the potential dif-
ferences in pre-career and early career opportunities that the younger 
leader may have experienced, and how such experiences may have 
helped her develop and prepare for the current role. For example, mul-
tiple internship experiences during college have now become the norm 
for many students, allowing them to gain experience in their chosen 
field before they even graduate. Additionally, leadership-development 
programs have become popular only in the last decade, providing ac-
celerated exposure to multiple areas of business during the first years of 
one’s career. While such programs are not a substitute for years of or-
ganizational experience, they provide alternate ways to acquire essential 
knowledge and skills.

Another opportunity for older workers is to express interest in new 
learning opportunities. While organizations often invest resources into 
training for early career employees, less attention has traditionally been 
given to continuous learning for those in later stages of their careers. As 
we will discuss in chapter 7, reskilling and upskilling are becoming vital 
at all career stages. An older employee who is proactive in approaching 
their leader about ways to learn new skills and competencies will stand 
out as someone invested in continuous improvement.

Gentelligence can also help turn the younger boss–older worker 
dynamic into a powerful partnership. To Strengthen Trust, seasoned 
colleagues can share their experiences while being thoughtful about 
how and when to do so. A friendly offer to talk through a situation 
over coffee signals respect for a superior’s role and a willingness to be 
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helpful. Providing unsolicited advice in front of colleagues, in con-
trast, can come across as an attempt to undermine leadership, and too 
many trips down the organization’s memory lane can start to feel like 
an unwelcome history lesson. To avoid coming across as stuck in the 
past, older followers should focus on supporting the organization as 
it moves into the future by productively empowering and helping the 
team and their leaders.

To Expand the Pie, think about the mutual benefits possible when an 
older employee views his younger boss as an ally rather than a threat. 
According to John Boitnott of Entrepreneur magazine,

Both you and your manager have relevant knowledge that is more valu-
able when put together. You probably have accumulated wisdom from 
on the job experience, and your manager might have a fresh perspective 
or innovative new ideas. Together wisdom and innovation can form a 
valuable pair that propels both you and your manager to success.24

By focusing on the potential benefits of learning from a younger col-
league, older employees can gain valuable skills to propel themselves to 
leadership positions of their own.

tHe older leAder–Younger Follower dYnAmIc

Several years ago, I conducted a workshop with a group of finance em-
ployees in Indiana. When I arrived for the event, the older gentleman 
who hired me met me at the door. He pulled me aside and said, “My 
biggest issue with these young people is that they all keep calling me by 
my first name. I never invited them to call me by my first name. Is this 
something you can fix?”

I’m reasonably confident that his young employees did not intend to 
be disrespectful. It seems unlikely they had gotten together and crafted 
a malicious plot to call him Bob when he preferred to be called Mr. 
Jones. However, Millennials have grown up with much less separation 
between themselves and authority figures than prior generations. Both 
Millennials and Gen Zers likely have had relationships throughout their 
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lives with adults who encouraged them to call them by their first names. 
As such, these younger generations considered the informality accept-
able and inoffensive. In contrast, the Indiana boss viewed this behavior 
as disrespectful, which affected his willingness to build relationships 
with these young employees. This mutual misunderstanding of genera-
tional norms and practices led to conflict and resentment within their 
organization. They needed some Gentelligence.

the older leader

Research shows that based on nothing more than a number, people 
are more likely to perceive an older leader as calm, collected, and 
even keeled, as well as more structured and more conservative than a 
younger leader. Older leaders are also assumed to be more cooperative, 
empathetic, and possessing greater respect for authority.25 Yet there are 
assumptions around advanced age in leadership that can be considered 
barriers as well.

Traditionally, many firms have placed age limits on their top execu-
tives, suggesting that age can become a detriment to effective leadership 
at some point. According to Jeffrey Sonnenfeld, senior associate dean 
at the Yale School of Business, “We’ve reset the clock on the chrono-
logical age barriers in all sectors.”26 A majority of companies in the S&P 
1500 require their CEOs to retire at age sixty-five, including General 
Electric and Intel.27 However, fewer and fewer companies still adhere to 
this rule. In 2017, 3M eliminated the mandatory retirement age for its 
current CEO, and pharmaceutical company Merck eliminated its own 
in 2018. Companies cite many reasons for this mindset shift, including 
evolving perceptions about when people should retire.

The Current Challenges

Leadership has traditionally been the privilege of the oldest mem-
bers of an organization, meaning it may seem counterintuitive that 
there are now new challenges to such a role. The oldest members of 
the workplace are today primarily Baby Boomers, who are bucking past 
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organizational trends and remaining in their leadership roles (and their 
jobs overall) much longer than prior generations did. The increased 
longevity of Boomers, the impact of the Great Recession on their retire-
ment accounts, and the high levels of importance they have placed on 
building their careers have combined to create a bit of a bottleneck in 
terms of the leadership pipeline, and not everyone is happy about it. 
This tension can create a challenge for older leaders.

Younger employees who desire leadership roles are frustrated by the 
Boomers’ lack of interest in retiring, as they perceive them as wearing 
out their welcome. Gen Xers, Millennials, and Gen Z may also ste-
reotype Boomer leaders as “coasting”—enjoying their paychecks and 
merely biding time until they decide to retire, rather than being neces-
sary change agents or long-term visionaries. Baby Boomer leaders who 
are met with these kinds of assumptions from their followers may find 
themselves struggling to prove their commitment and interest in the 
long-term health and vitality of the organization.

Age barriers have changed, and so have the norms about what it 
means to lead. Boomers grew up in an age when holding positions 
of leadership meant you received unquestioned respect. But younger 
generations are less likely to listen to someone simply because they 
have a title, and this dynamic has led to many older leaders feeling 
frustrated by what they perceive as a lack of respect for authority and a 
lack of understanding of workplace norms. In today’s multigenerational 
workforce, older leaders are challenged by younger workers who have 
differing workplace attitudes and norms, and these clashes can impact 
the ability to build necessary trust with their followers.

Through my own research, I found the same result. In a study I pub-
lished in Studies in Higher Education in 2016, I dug into how individuals 
of different generations determined whether a leader was “credible.” I 
found that regardless of generation, people considered competence and 
character relevant to overall leader credibility.28 Competence comprises 
intelligence, training, and expertise, whereas character consists of hon-
esty and trustworthiness.
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Millennials, however, placed a significantly higher value than Gen X 
and Boomers on leader sociability (talkativeness, friendliness, and good 
nature) when determining whether a leader was credible. This finding 
means that younger employees may be more likely than older ones to 
view a leader’s social interaction and willingness to personally connect 
with them as critical parts of whether they respect and trust a leader. 
Once again, this finding stems from the impact of the time in which 
Millennials were raised, including parental styles that promoted a more 
participative approach to family decisions, and the constant presence 
of technology that allowed for quick and endless amounts of feedback. 
As a result, Boomers may experience unexpected difficulties if they as-
sume respect from younger colleagues is guaranteed based only on their 
leadership position.

Another challenge for older leaders is their own assumption that 
there’s not much they have left to learn, especially from younger 
employees on their team. However, this presumption is just as dan-
gerous from an older leader as it is from a younger employee, as it 
can prevent exposure to new ideas and lead to a resistance to change. 
Research in this area shows a negative relationship between CEO age 
and risk taking and innovation, which can be particularly damaging 
in today’s rapidly changing business landscape.29 Regardless of their 
years of experience, older leaders should be proactive in seeking out 
new learning opportunities.

The Gentelligent Opportunities

While older leaders likely have the upper hand in organizational 
experience, staying open to things they may not know or understand as 
well as younger colleagues can be a powerful leadership tool. It doesn’t 
have to be as cliché as asking a younger employee how to use the latest 
social media—though I will admit this is how I learned to use Twitter 
and Instagram. Older leaders may be hesitant to ask for help directly, as 
doing so violates more traditional notions of leading. Instead, we sug-
gest using one powerful question: “How would you do it?”
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With this one question, leaders demonstrate their interest in new 
and different viewpoints, and respect for the ideas of their younger 
colleagues. Empowering younger employees signals enough confi-
dence to share power and enough self-awareness to seek help where 
it’s needed. Beyond all else, sharing power demonstrates valuing 
employees and trusting in their abilities. In turn, they begin to in-
ternalize that their leader is acting in their best interests and for the 
good of the business. At the very least, being willing to ask younger 
employees how they would approach tasks helps to Strengthen Trust 
and mutual respect. In the best cases, this approach strengthens the 
leader-follower relationship and Expands the Pie by creating innova-
tive approaches to solving problems.

Younger generations value strong connections with their leaders, 
which can subsequently open up lines of communication to allow for 
two-way exchange and learning. After younger colleagues suggest ideas, 
leaders can ask them to think through potential challenges and offer 
suggestions. If the idea has merit, they can continue to work with the 
younger employee to strengthen its potential. Asking for input also al-
lows the older leader to provide needed coaching and development that 
younger generations crave.

For example, take the situation of a Gen Z employee questioning his 
Gen X boss about a work assignment he was given. On the surface, it 
would be easy for the Gen X supervisor to interpret that behavior as in-
subordinate, entitled, or disrespectful, especially if that Gen Xer would 
never think to question her own boss when given a work assignment. 
However, after Resisting Assumptions, learning to Adjust the Lens al-
lows the boss in this scenario to engage with her employee to better 
understand why he was asking the question.

To be more Gentelligent, the supervisor could say, “Tom, I asked you 
to enter this data for all of our accounts this month and send me a sum-
mary of the results. You’ve asked me repeatedly if this needs to be done 
each month. Help me understand your concerns.” The phrase “help 
me understand” does not mean the boss is condoning her employee’s 
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actions; it means she is willing to take the time to explore the meaning 
behind Tom’s statement. It might be that Tom shrugs, apologizes, and 
puts his head down to do what he was asked, suddenly realizing that re-
gardless of whether he likes it, he needs to complete the work. Or imag-
ine this response: “I know it’s important we have these reports available 
whenever you need them. I was just wondering if it might work better if 
I created a program that automatically connected to our database, so we 
didn’t have to enter the information manually every month. Then if you 
wanted the reports more often or needed them on a moment’s notice 
for a client, I would be able to run them a lot faster for you.”

Tom could have been lazy and thought he knew better than his boss, 
hoping to get out of the work he was being given, or he could have very 
much understood what his boss needed. In this case, his desire to be seen 
as competent and gain respect had generated an idea that he thought 
might be even more helpful to her and the company moving forward. 
By stopping to adjust her lens to consider the possibilities, Tom’s boss 
demonstrated that she is open to understanding where he is coming from 
and showed Gentelligence. If she agreed with the intent of his actions but 
not necessarily the way they were communicated, she has now opened the 
door to coach and mentor him on a different way to get his ideas across.

Because many older leaders have decades of leadership experience 
and career success behind them, the purpose of their leadership can be-
gin to evolve to become more about mentoring and developing others. 
Research in the journal of Psychology and Aging found that the key to 
success for older leaders was a phenomenon called “generativity.” Gen-
erativity is leading to guide and develop members of a younger genera-
tion, with less focus on one’s own gain from the relationship.30 Research 
has shown that older leaders who practice generativity are considered 
more effective than those who do not. Younger employees expect more 
experienced leaders to be willing to mentor and share their wisdom.

The idea of generativity is also vital for older leaders in terms of pur-
suing their values of meaning and connection. Boomers can conceive of 
mentorship and their subordinates’ development as ways to find con-
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tinued meaning in their work and to connect with future generations 
of leaders. Studies have also shown that practicing generativity leads to 
stronger feelings of well-being and happiness. Dan McAdams, a profes-
sor of psychology at Northwestern University and the leading expert on 
generativity, says that it comes out of the desire of human beings to do 
good. McAdams believes the generative mindset is important for all: “I 
would say that one should not wait until the latter part of a career to be 
generative. I would say that it is a moral challenge as well. It involves 
deciding if you are going to live your life for trivial and selfish reasons 
or if you are going to try to make a positive difference in some way.”31

For some leaders, moving to a generativity mindset may require a 
shift in priorities. During the latter part of their careers, leaders may 
find that personal career accomplishment is not as essential or motivat-
ing as it once was. Focusing on generativity will allow them to engage 
more effectively in their work and leadership roles with a renewed 
sense of purpose and meaning. According to Marc Freedman, author 
of How to Live Forever: The Enduring Power of Connecting the Genera
tions, generativity has profound effects in “engagement with others that 
flows down the generational chain will make you healthier, happier, and 
likely longer-lived.”32 Rather than feeling that their careers are waning, 
older leaders should instead focus on how to pass along their valuable 
experience and organizational wisdom in a way that will strengthen 
their company and those who will someday be charged with its success.

the Younger Follower

Years ago, I conducted a workshop with eighteen- to twenty-one-
year-old students to raise awareness on how managers were struggling 
to manage Millennials. I put up a few slides describing common sce-
narios we see these days in a university setting and asked them how they 
would react and respond. The first example involved taking an exam 
for a course that they felt was confusing and tricky and receiving a low 
grade. I asked what action they would take in that situation. Responses 
ranged from a few who suggested they would “go ask the professor how 
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to better prepare for the next exam” to the overwhelmingly popular an-
swers of “go to the professor’s office and tell her the exam was confusing 
and tricky” or “see if I can negotiate for a better grade.” I have person-
ally seen all of those responses after a difficult exam. I asked them what 
they thought the professor’s reaction might be to a student criticizing 
his or her test and received responses like “I think she would want to 
know! It’s doing her a favor to tell her it’s confusing!”

I paused, trying to process the responses. They weren’t necessarily 
wrong, but they also weren’t necessarily correct. Student participants 
were simply considering the scenario using the lens they had grown up 
with: Go after what you want. Speak up—your voice matters. However, 
I wondered if they realized that prior generations had not grown up be-
lieving they had the right to challenge authority (even respectfully). Did 
they know this behavior was new? That the professor they were going to 
see most likely would never have spoken up about a difficult exam when 
she was a student? Was that the right way? Not necessarily, but every 
generational cohort has its own sense of acceptable protocol. I asked 
that group of students what percentage of their parents they thought 
had challenged a professor or teacher about a grade when they were in 
school. They guessed 90 percent.

Many had never thought about it before, and when they did, they 
failed to Adjust the Lens and instead assumed prior generations were 
just like them. We had a great discussion on the shifting norms involv-
ing questioning authority, and many admitted to me afterward that 
they had never realized their behaviors were unique or considered how 
someone with a different life experience might interpret their actions. 
Now, this was a student sample, but every single one of those eighteen- 
to twenty-one-year-old participants is now someone’s employee—a 
boss has replaced their professor.

The Current Challenges

Younger employees won’t be surprised to have leaders who are 
older than they are. Still, Millennials and Gen Zers in particular may 
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be surprised that an older leader can misinterpret their more proactive 
approaches to work as being entitled, pushy, or disrespectful. Because 
these younger generations have been raised to speak up and express 
their opinions and ideas to parents and teachers, these behaviors are not 
likely to switch off once they reach the workplace. However, for older 
leaders who believe it’s important for an employee to pay his or her dues 
before being allowed input, this kind of bold behavior on the part of a 
young employee can trigger alarm bells.

This disconnect represents a significant challenge for young em-
ployees who are working on standing out and making a difference in 
the early days of their careers. They want to be heard and often feel 
their older bosses are uninterested or dismissive of them, leading to 
frustration and, in the worst cases, leading them to leave their organi-
zations in the hope of finding a place where their voices will be heard. 
We also hear from older leaders who are taken aback at the “presump-
tuousness” of young employees, offering ideas and suggestions for bet-
ter ways to approach work.

In other words, while younger generations are motivated by a 
strong drive to contribute and make an impact, they may risk step-
ping on the toes of older leaders in their quest to do so. What younger 
employees view as proactive behavior can be interpreted as entitle-
ment by their older boss, and this kind of misunderstanding can erode 
relationships quickly. From the perspective of the employee, she may 
feel her input is not valued and that the company is not interested in 
engaging her in meaningful work. These are issues that are significant 
for younger generations and often lead them to start looking else-
where for employment.

A related challenge for employees working for older leaders is 
feeling stifled by requirements to approach their work in ways those 
younger generations may feel are outdated or inefficient. For example, 
younger employees who have grown up being able to complete work 
from everywhere at any time may balk at the insistence of their older 
manager that they log a certain number of physical hours at their desk. 
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While this kind of “face time” has traditionally provided managers 
with the assurance that their employees are present and accounted 
for in terms of their commitment to work, younger employees may 
feel they are not as productive behind a desk in an office as they may 
be elsewhere. This requirement to do things the way they have always 
been done even when employees feel it is ineffective can erode the 
older leader–younger employee dynamic.

The Gentelligent Opportunities

Older leaders often feel the younger generations haven’t taken the 
time to look into relevant organizational history and context before 
presenting new ideas. It’s the same problem that many companies have 
with consultants coming in to fix a problem. How can we trust that 
these new or young people understand the specific situations at our 
organization? Gaining that context takes research and respect for what 
came before you. Regardless of age, it’s essential to have respect and 
understanding of what has been done before. Consider Adjusting the 
Lens to ask why things are the way they are, rather than presuming that 
no one has thought of those ideas before. It very well may be the case 
that the ideas are novel and revolutionary, but it’s tough to know that 
right out of the gate, and it’s not wise to start with this presumption.

We have found more often than not that it’s more of the presump
tion that’s considered entitled than the ideas themselves. That’s why it’s 
crucial to do the homework. Talk to mentors and leaders, and ask about 
the history of a practice and what has been tried in the past. If those 
are productive conversations, it will demonstrate a level of interest in 
really making a substantive change. Refine thoughts and communicate 
with others before announcing an idea. Doing this goes a long way to 
Strengthen Trust and earn respect from older colleagues. Along the 
way, those people that have been consulted can potentially become ad-
vocates to help you move those ideas forward.

Let’s imagine that a Gen Z employee has a new idea for how to 
handle company records more efficiently. Despite several emails and 
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even popping her head into her boss’s office to try to move this idea 
forward, her attempts have fallen flat. Her boss has been polite but not 
encouraging. Before casting blame on an older boss for not being recep-
tive to new ideas, Gentelligence would suggest she stop and think more 
about why her manager might not be reacting to her thoughts in the 
way she hoped. When her boss was at her same career stage, what were 
the norms around younger employees giving unsolicited input? (If she 
isn’t sure, reaching out to a mentor, family member, or friend who may 
be able to provide context can be helpful.)

Another key question to consider is what organizational history may 
already exist around the issue at hand. It’s possible that her idea has 
been tried before or that there is a charged history around the topic that 
she isn’t aware of given the brief amount of time she has been work-
ing for the company. Asking coworkers who have longer tenure at the 
organization may provide necessary background. Discovering what she 
doesn’t know or understand can be key to not only gathering valuable 
context but also earning the buy- in of others.

Frustrated young employees can often interpret generational dis-
connects in norms and work attitudes as negative attributes to an 
organizational culture, leading them to consider finding other places 
to build their careers. Gentelligence requires a change in perspective 
and a realization that such disconnects are possible in any organization. 
Rather than seeing such roadblocks as a sign to immediately jump ship, 
finding ways to navigate these initial disconnects can be a much more 
productive and successful strategy for long- term success.

towArd gentellIgent leAdersHIP

Years ago, I had a participant in one of my workshops provide a de-
ceptively simple definition of the word leadership. She defined it as “the 
process of getting people from point A to point B.” I’ve returned to that 
definition again and again because it is both simple and complex. While a 
useful definition, it does not mention how leaders do this. Explaining how 
to be a productive leader is a critical component in effective leadership.
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Gentelligence suggests that the “how” of effective leadership now 
requires a high degree of awareness of the role that age and generational 
dynamics may play in vital elements such as communication, learning, 
and decision making. Beyond this, both leaders and followers must 
practice Gentelligence to overcome the barriers of bias and misunder-
standing that may erode trust and look to the unique opportunities 
inherent in a multigenerational leader- follower dynamic. Such oppor-
tunities take on a new dimension when they involve leading multigen-
erational teams, as we will explore in our next chapter.

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   112 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



113

6

The Secrets of  
Gentelligent Teams

None of us is as smart as all of us.

—Ken Blanchard, The One- Minute Manager1

This book is co- written by three people. Two of us are Millennials; one 
is a Gen Xer. While many of the stories are written in the first person, 
the work is the collective product of hundreds of hours of debate and 
discussion among three people with a sizable age gap between them. 
When I decided to write this book, I thought a lot about the best ap-
proach. It immediately became clear that writing a book about the 
power of intergenerational diversity by myself or with an author team of 
colleagues with similar ages and experiences would be hypocritical. So, 
despite a twenty- year age gap between myself and my two coauthors, we 
decided to give it a try. In the end, this book itself is a case study in the 
power of Gentelligence.

When looking at research on team diversity (other than age), the 
results tend to be positive. A recent analysis revealed that companies 
in the top quartile for ethnic and cultural diversity on their executive 
teams were more likely to experience above- average profitability.2 How-
ever, to date, research on age- diverse workplace teams is scant, and the 
research that has been presented suggests a divided view of the potency 
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of age- diverse teams within organizations. We strongly believe that in-
tergenerational teams are an untapped source of this valuable cultural 
diversity within companies today. Deborah DeHaas, chief inclusion 
officer and national managing partner of Deloitte, commented on the 
opportunity to create intergenerational teams and increase age diversity 
in the workplace in an article published in the Wall Street Journal a few 
years ago: “There is a great and largely untapped opportunity for boards 
to seek younger directors to gain perspectives of a generation that is re-
defining technology, consumer preferences, business strategy, business 
models, and even business risk.”3

Companies across industries are just beginning to implement 
programs that leverage the potential of age diversity to facilitate real 
intergenerational learning, creativity, and problem solving. By actively 
preparing for a generationally diverse workforce, organizations can 
ensure that age- diverse prospective employees are interested in their 
organizations. But how do they guarantee the same level of openness 
once these people become employees? By creating intergenerational 
teams to leverage the strengths of each member. But creating inter-
generational teams by leveraging the principles of Gentelligence re-
quires more than launching a new program; while it may seem simple, 
this task demands that we change how teamwork is executed daily, on 
every project, and in every team.

tHe teAm eFFectIVeness trIFectA

We have identified three key ingredients of effective team collaboration: 
support, structure, and significance. This trifecta of elements matters 
for all types of teams, regardless of age or field. They allow employees 
to feel secure in their contributions, clear in their direction, and valu-
able to the collective work of the group. These three elements push team 
members to take necessary risks, work efficiently toward shared goals, 
and realize the collective power of creating something together that 
could not be achieved by an individual.
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structure

Years ago, I was running a team workshop for a group of early career 
professionals. At the start of the day, I asked how many people enjoyed 
working in teams. One woman had a conflicted look on her face, ten-
tatively raising her hand partway only to put it down again. I asked her 
what was behind the hesitation: “Well, I would like working in teams . . . 
if people would just do things the right way.” Amused, I asked her what 
the “right way” was. As you might have guessed, she defined the “right 
way” as her way. This is one of the biggest hurdles to building effective 
teams: agreeing upon how members will work. Whether it’s about when 
to meet, how to communicate, or what processes and deadlines to use, 
people cling to their own tried- and- true methods that work for them, 
and it would be wonderful if those techniques were exactly the same 
ones that worked for others on their team. Rarely is this the case, which 
then leads to frustration and sparring about whose way is the best way 
and who will eventually give ground in the interest of moving forward.

A well- structured team, in contrast, invests in developing a set of 
clear operating procedures, creating a scaffold to minimize confusion 
and mixed messages about how to collaborate. While the temptation 
may be to jump right into discussing ideas, teams that first establish 
how their members will work together end up saving themselves a lot of 
headaches down the road. Discussing individual roles, agreeing on how 
everyone will communicate (e.g., email, Slack, group texts), and setting 
up norms for decision making all create a clear path to and higher likeli-
hood of team success.

support

Successful teams are built on collective trust and a feeling of support 
from their members. As mentioned in chapter 4, psychological safety 
creates an environment that makes it easier for teammates to share 
ideas freely, take risks, and put in the time that is critical for teams 
to produce innovative, original work.4 A revolutionary study done at 
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Google, known as Project Aristotle, found that the most effective teams 
had little to do with who was on the team. Instead, success was the prod-
uct of how that team worked together. What factor was most directly 
tied to those effective teams? Psychological safety.5

Teams bring a kind of forced interdependence, raising questions 
about whether members can count on others and whether they want 
their successes tied to their colleagues’ willingness to work hard. Be-
cause continuous, effective teamwork requires a more significant in-
vestment of time and energy than individual endeavors, team members 
need to believe that putting in the extra energy is going to benefit both 
the process and the performance. Coworkers need to be able to count 
on their team members to behave as dependable contributors. There-
fore, dependability is a critical component of team effectiveness and 
signifies that team members will reliably deliver the work they promise 
to produce, on time, and at a high quality. The assurance that others are 
putting in similar degrees of effort and energy makes one’s own invest-
ments seem worthwhile. In short, all members of the team need to feel 
like they are getting an emotional return on their investments.

significance

We’ve established the universal need every employee has to be re-
spected. Teamwork gives us a front- row seat to where others shine and 
where they are vulnerable in terms of knowledge, skills, and abilities. 
The team context also creates the possibility of getting lost in the crowd 
and that individual contributions won’t be acknowledged or appreci-
ated. The most productive teams find opportunities for all members to 
utilize their complementary talents and share leadership. By providing 
opportunities for teammates to contribute in their own way, the team 
builds what we call significance.

Significance represents the purpose people find in their work, allow-
ing for the full and varied range of how individual team members may 
define this concept for themselves. Some may value the opportunity 
to speak for the team to an outside audience. Others may be energized 
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by seeing their ideas brought to fruition through the collective effort 
of their colleagues. When teams give their members opportunities to 
contribute and develop in the areas of their interests, those coworkers 
become more invested in helping the overall team achieve its goals.

Believing one’s contributions are impactful and seeing how team-
work matters to the organization are also essential to building sig-
nificance. If employees feel that their roles are negligible or that 
teammates view them as replaceable, it undermines their internal 
motivation to put in the work required. Subsequently, the extra effort 
needed for a high- performance team may no longer seem worth it. As 
such, a team must understand how the work it is being asked to do fits 
into the bigger picture.

These elements of structure, support, and significance are vital for 
all teams. When it comes to diverse teams, and age- diverse teams in 
particular, there are a few more secrets to success we want to share. 
Today’s workplace teams have greater age diversity than ever before, 
increasing the likelihood of intergenerational challenges while also 
Expanding the Pie with the possibility of innovative and transformative 
team collaborations.6

tHe PArAdoX oF IntergenerAtIonAl teAms

Diverse teams, in general, can be a bit of a double- edged sword. Ac-
cording to the Harvard Business Review, “Diverse teams are prone to 
dysfunction because the very differences that feed creativity and high 
performance can also create communication barriers.”7 Our promises 
throughout this book regarding the potential of age diversity, and now 
age- diverse teams, might sound idealistic to some, especially to those 
who have been frustrated with past intergenerational collaborations. 
In fact, existing research presents a divided view of the efficacy of 
age- diverse teams. Some of this research confirms what many read-
ing this book may have already experienced: many age- diverse teams 
aren’t successful. One explanation for this failure is that increased age 
diversity within teams can lead to more age discrimination, significant 
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team conflict, and ambiguity in expectations and roles.8 However, other 
research has shown the opposite effect due to increased perspectives, 
an extended pool of talent, and greater potential for creativity and in-
novation.9 Ultimately, intergenerational teams are a paradox. They can 
be an utter disaster, or they can be a transformational breakthrough in 
the diversity of thought (or somewhere in between) depending on how 
these teams are led and managed.

To help steer the leadership of these teams in the right direction, we 
need to understand what drives this paradox. Underlying the dynamics 
of intergenerational teamwork is a phenomenon known as age polariza-
tion. This term describes peoples’ preferences to associate with those 
who are similar in age. This concept stems from the idea of similarity- 
attraction, where people assume that those close to their own age will 
share attitudes, opinions, behaviors, and shared experiences; as a result, 
there is a comfortable familiarity in sticking to their age cohorts. In 
doing so, in- groups are naturally formed and become a source of ease, 
because people tend to interact with other in- group members regularly. 
People prefer their in- groups so much that they often distance them-
selves from those in the resulting out- group.

This tendency is deeply ingrained, particularly in American society. 
According to Dr. Elizabeth Lokon of the Scripps Gerontology Center at 
Miami University, multigenerational interaction used to be much more 
common. Over time, our societal structure has changed to become 
more segregated by age. Our schools divide people into age categories, 
and older adults are separated and often live together in retirement 
homes. As a result, people have gone from interacting with different age 
groups daily (we lived with our grandparents and attended school with 
students of many different ages) to rarely interacting with people from 
other generations. The long- term effect of this age segregation is in the 
subsequent inability to understand, relate to, and interact with people 
from different generations both in and beyond the workplace.10 This 
separation means colleagues from different generations tend to lack 
regular interactions, which impedes their abilities to Strengthen Trust 
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and Expand the Pie, and leads us back to that problematic us- versus- 
them dynamic that precludes Gentelligence.

IntergenerAtIonAl teAm cHAllenges

The secret to a successfully Gentelligent team, therefore, is to effectively 
reduce age polarization. Leaders can accomplish this task by proactively 
considering how the elements of structure, support, and significance 
can ensure that team members from different age cohorts interact in 
meaningful and constructive ways. Intergenerational teams must fully 
understand how to create effective team dynamics with Gentelligent 
tools and insights that allow colleagues to navigate the potential pitfalls 
of team generation gaps. To fully understand these dynamics, let’s look 
at some common challenges of age- diverse teams.

team challenge #1: the Power struggle

Power struggles play out in all aspects of our lives: between a par-
ent and a child, across various political parties, among our organiza-
tions, and, of course, within teams. In our quest for significance, team 
members must recognize individual members’ value and respect what 
they bring to the table. Jennifer Deal, a researcher at the Center for 
Creative Leadership, argues that most intergenerational struggles can 
be tied back to a concept known as clout, which represents power, 
authority, control, and position—all issues that are magnified when 
working in a team context.

According to Deal, “Most conflicts have to do with the natural de-
sire of older people to maintain their clout and the desire of younger 
people to increase theirs. As organizations increasingly promote 
younger people over older people, elders naturally work to maintain 
the balance of power—in their favor—by appealing to their greater 
experience.”11 Consequently, instead of working together, the desire 
to maintain or acquire power divides teams. Separations between 
age cohorts can create subgroups within organizations (or age po-
larizations). Eventually, these dynamics trigger in- group/out- group 
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behaviors, preventing psychological safety and trust from developing, 
dividing age cohorts from each other, and obstructing any chance for 
true collaboration. In some cases, this kind of age polarization can 
lead to conflict and age- based discrimination.12

These team dynamics are even more challenging in the context of the 
organizational change prevalent across companies that are preparing 
for the future of work. The perception that organizations have changed 
and are readying for a new, more technologically savvy workforce 
has left some Baby Boomers feeling that their previously secure posi-
tions might be imminently vulnerable. However, younger generations 
perceive the Baby Boomers staying longer in their jobs as obstacles to 
reaching their own full potential and advancing in rank. The natural 
response for both of these groups is to dig in their heels and stand firm, 
either asserting that experience is the most valuable asset or seeking a 
promotion because change is coming. In this generational sparring for 
clout and power, team trust and the essential element of support is dam-
aged. Uncertainty and change increase the pressure on individuals and 
cause emotional stress among team members. Rather than Expanding 
the Pie, the us- versus- them mentality kicks in as a survival mechanism 
in the fight for relevance.

To address this counterproductive dynamic, leaders can proactively 
build the structure, support, and significance necessary for a successful 
intergenerational workplace. Before diving into a new team assign-
ment, leaders can provide opportunities for teams to discover each 
contributor’s strengths, how they add value to the team, and why no 
team member is replaceable. It is essential to emphasize why teamwork 
matters to the organization and why everyone on the team is vital to 
the desired outcome. Leaders should articulate how particular work fits 
into a broader context and overall organizational strategy. Team leaders 
should also work to create psychological safety.

As mentioned previously, creating psychological safety is essential 
for intergenerational teams to Strengthen Trust and do their best work. 
Aaron Hornbrook, customer service manager and vice president at 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   120 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



t H e  s e c r e t s  o F  g e n t e l l I g e n t  t e A m s   121

Wells Fargo, builds team safety by holding monthly meetings to bridge 
generational perspectives among his team members. According to 
Hornbrook, “These create opportunities to regularly bring together 
a diverse cross- section of team members to talk about a variety of 
workplace topics. It also serves a purpose that isn’t obvious to most at-
tendees. These meetings illuminate common ground when members of 
multiple generations can talk about their viewpoints or interpretations 
of the same issue.”13 As a leader, Hornbrook guides discussions and 
helps team members understand why one colleague might interpret 
the same thing differently from another. As a result, the contributions 
of all intergenerational members are viewed as equally valid, reducing 
the perception of threat and insecurity and replacing the quest for indi-
vidual clout with greater team cohesion.

team challenge #2: the struggle of managing team needs

Recently, I worked with an intergenerational team to resolve con-
flicts and underlying tensions to address counterproductive dynamics. 
I conducted one- on- one working sessions to understand the root causes 
of the tension and how the team could come together to overcome it. 
One team member told me that the team leader had put all the project 
goals on the table in front of the team and said, “This is what needs to 
get done. It matters less to me how you do it.” Then he walked away, 
leaving half of the team blankly staring into the room and unwilling to 
raise their hands, afraid that the team leader would think less of them 
if they questioned his minimal direction. In some cases, such hands- off 
leadership can empower team members by giving them autonomy to 
make decisions without the need to jump through hierarchical hoops 
before moving ahead. However, the hands- off approach that appeals 
to some members can create confusion and discontent in others. This 
outcome is especially common for an intergenerational team represent-
ing a wide range of expertise and experience.

Imagine a Baby Boomer, now a senior leader, who found success 
managing Gen Xers through a more hands- off leadership style. This 
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autonomous approach likely developed over time as the Baby Boomer 
adjusted to Gen X employees expressing their need for flexibility and 
independence. Now that same Baby Boomer is leading a team of both 
Gen X and Millennial members. The Millennial colleague has quickly 
risen in rank and has a reputation for “getting things done,” always busy 
but adamantly moving on to the next action item as soon as one task on 
the to- do list is complete. She doesn’t shy away from going into the of-
fice on Saturday mornings to get ahead. Occasionally, the senior leader 
reminds her that she doesn’t need to go into the office on Saturdays, but 
the Millennial shrugs her shoulders, telling herself that the team leader 
doesn’t understand how much work she has on her plate. At the same 
time, a Gen Xer on the same team is getting frustrated. What is this 
Millennial doing? Why is she involved in everyone’s work all the time? 
Is she trying to make the rest of them look bad?

Almost as soon as they reached adulthood and full- time employment, 
Millennials have been leapfrogging into leadership positions. Their 
execution- oriented and results- driven approach may cause distress 
within a team, especially when the team leader is not involved in day- 
to- day activities. Without a clear leader to provide structure, guidance, 
and feedback to the team members who need it, lines between indi-
vidual job responsibilities become blurred. Consequently, a potentially 
empowering, autonomous type of leadership may backfire within an 
intergenerational team. With so many different work styles, motivations, 
and priorities, a lack of structure can expose the group to vulnerabilities, 
resulting in individual team members overlapping into others’ responsi-
bilities, potentially leading the team to fatigue and disintegration.

This example captures a number of the valid generational differences 
that can cause headaches for age- diverse teams (and their leaders). As 
discussed in chapter 3, Dr. Jean Twenge, a professor at San Diego State 
and author of Generation Me and iGen, has found that generations 
show significant differences in how they prioritize work, work ethic, 
and individuality at work.14,15 These differences, if not actively man-
aged, can trigger undesirable behaviors among team members, resulting 
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in team dysfunction. Once fault lines appear, team culture can still be 
rebuilt if the appropriate steps are taken. A team member may need to 
seek out the “hands- off” leader to let him know that while the group 
appreciates his faith in the team, its members would work more ef-
fectively if they could develop clear roles and task ownership. Activities 
shouldn’t be shared unless the team establishes operating procedures 
for how work will get done.

Team leaders must address the issue head- on. Ultimately, the goal 
of any team should be to successfully share responsibilities as well as 
leadership, which only happens after the team has the necessary struc-
ture, support, and significance in place. A Gentelligent team discusses 
norms that go beyond defining the team’s mission, scope, key objec-
tives, and time frame by also considering individual working styles, 
personal preferences, and needs. The potential of intergenerational 
teams can be realized by providing autonomy and leading at a distance, 
as long as team members know where to find their leaders when they 
need additional support.

team challenge #3: the struggle of decision making

As a child, your parents probably set the rules in your home. And 
if you’re reading this book and are a parent, perhaps you try to create 
rules to protect your children from hurting themselves. If you have 
siblings, you probably remember the oldest being allowed to make 
certain decisions. These relationships influence how we tend to ex-
perience decision making in our lives. In both of these examples, the 
oldest person has the final word. For intergenerational teams, auto-
matically conferring authority to the oldest team members can quickly 
lead to team dysfunction.

Intergenerational workplace conflicts are often rooted in “one 
group’s notion that it gets to make the rules and that the other group has 
to follow these rules.”16 In most organizations, older people make up the 
group that gets to make the rules and set the standards. This hierarchy 
might not have been a problem when Baby Boomers were the new kids 
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on the block, as they expected to put their heads down and work their 
way up the ladder, but younger generations view things differently. 
Millennials and Gen Zers not only intend to bring their full, authentic 
selves to work every day but also expect to be able to share their views 
and experiences with their team members.

The failure to invite younger colleagues to the table when the rules 
for teamwork are being established can create tension before the work 
even starts. Team leaders may have good reasons for not inviting their 
entire team to these discussions. Asking only people with experience di-
rectly related to the task at hand to have these conversations might feel 
natural. But when leaders opt to exclude the junior members of their 
teams from these initial discussions, they send a stark message that the 
junior employees’ input is valued only when they provide ideas that fall 
within a general framework. Even when younger members of the team 
are encouraged to share their opinions after the initial rule- setting stage, 
those junior team members know that the rules guiding the engagement 
favor the group that developed those guidelines. Ultimately, as usual, 
the group that made the rules has the final say and can also change those 
rules whenever it sees fit.

To overcome this team challenge, we propose various strategies for 
how to make the decision- making process within an intergenerational 
team as effective and inclusive as possible. First, team members need to 
clarify the structure and supporting operating procedures to guide how 
the team works, including how it will make decisions. The decision- 
making process within a team is arguably one of the most challenging 
aspects of any kind of teamwork because it requires all elements of team 
effectiveness to come together. In an intergenerational team, these ele-
ments become even more critical. Teams want to utilize their members’ 
resources and potential to the fullest, and a well- designed decision- 
making structure will allow us to do just that.

Knowing that team members of varying ages, tenures, and experi-
ence levels may differ in their comfort and willingness to speak up, an 
established decision- making process is essential to ensuring that all 
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voices are heard. Several best practices in group decision making can 
help with this dynamic. One we have found to work well is the nominal 
group technique, which helps to both generate and evaluate all ideas 
fairly.17 This is how the approach might look in a Gentelligent team:

Step 1: After a problem/challenge is identified, all group members 
individually and privately brainstorm ideas.

Step 2: Members of the team take turns sharing their ideas with the 
rest of the group, with no preferences given for issues like seniority or 
title. All ideas are recorded, but no discussion occurs during this step.

Step 3: Once all team members have shared their ideas, a thorough 
discussion of all ideas takes place. Team members have a chance to fur-
ther explain their input and ask their colleagues clarifying questions.

Step 4: Using a predefined procedure, team members vote for the 
strongest ideas. The vote can be done via private ballot or through 
a more transparent process such as voting with sticky notes for the 
concepts that people like the best, to rank the most viable ideas.

The nominal group technique aims to overcome the kinds of 
barriers many intergenerational teams face today. Not only does it 
provide a clear structure for making decisions, but it also addresses 
significance by allowing each team member’s ideas to be heard and 
given fair consideration, regardless of one’s age or position. Over time, 
such an approach can also help multigenerational teams build sup-
port, as members begin to trust that others will listen to their input; 
consequently, they’ll become more willing to share their ideas. Once a 
healthy level of support exists, the team may no longer need a highly 
structured approach. Teams should determine when they have built 
the trust required to communicate and make decisions effectively with-
out the detailed structure.

Another decision- making process we recommend for intergen-
erational teams is the stepladder technique.18 This approach begins by 
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pairing two team members together; for Gentelligent teams, we suggest 
pairing two members who have a significant age difference. These two 
members discuss their initial thoughts on the challenge at hand, and 
then a third team member is invited into the discussion and shares their 
idea. This process continues until all team members have joined, and 
then a final consensus is reached. The stepladder technique has four 
rules that keep the process on track:

1. Preparation: Before joining up with the core group, team members 
need adequate time to think through their ideas and questions and 
formulate what they will say.

2. Speak on Arrival: When “new” group members join the discussion, 
they should individually share their ideas with the existing group 
before hearing what the core group has already discussed. This ap-
proach ensures that the preexisting group won’t dominate the dis-
cussion and that new ideas won’t be lost.

3. Timing: The stepladder technique requires careful timing to make 
sure each new member has the same amount of sufficient time to 
share their fresh input when joining the preexisting group. As the 
group expands, teams may want to rush through this step as more 
and more ideas are available, but it’s critical to fully consider and 
respect the input of each new member.

4. The Final Decision: No decisions are made until all members have 
joined the discussion, and the preexisting group ultimately includes 
every member of the team. Once all perspectives from each member 
have been heard and considered, the group makes a final decision.

The stepladder technique is a powerful strategy for decision mak-
ing in intergenerational teams, as it gives a structure to the process by 
putting each member on equal footing (subsequently providing sig-
nificance) and requires every participant to provide input. The gradual 
technique of adding members can preclude individuals from being 
overwhelmed and from inadvertently dominating discussions. By the 
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end of the process, there is less individual ownership of ideas as they 
evolve and are absorbed by the team as a whole, creating interdepen-
dence and the ever- important aspect of support.

team challenge #4: the struggle for shared communication norms

Stephanie Korey, the cofounder of the travel luggage and lifestyle 
brand Away, credits the communication tool Slack (an instant messag-
ing platform that blends elements of Skype for Business and GroupMe) 
for the company’s success. Ultimately, she says, “If the decision is not 
in Slack, it might as well not have happened.”19 At Away, using Slack is 
a common and well- accepted form of communication. Still, for some 
organizations, the lack of established communication preferences can 
prevent close collaboration and disrupt teams. Establishing norms for 
information sharing is essential to team effectiveness. When colleagues 
miscommunicate or when the team members talk past each other, 
performance suffers. To truly overcome the many stumbling blocks 
for intergenerational teams, we need to broadly assess the norms of 
communication, or how various types of interactions with coworkers 
should occur. Such protocols reflect what is proper and respectful in the 
workplace environment.

In multigenerational workplaces, teams must recognize the dif-
ferent preferences that members of each cohort might have toward 
communicating. The Fung Fellowship at Berkeley, which connects 
diverse undergraduate students with community and industry part-
ners through its unique, impact- driven innovations program, had 
this realization with one of its programs. The project placed under-
graduate students with retirees on a team to collaborate on technology 
solutions for seniors. Susan Hoffman, the director of Osher Lifelong 
Learning at UC Berkeley (a partner in the Fung Fellowship program), 
believes that while the partnerships between the older members and 
undergraduate students in her program have been tremendously 
beneficial, the need to articulate communication norms also became 
apparent as the program progressed.20
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One such rule limited letting any one member “overshare” about 
general experiences instead of selectively drawing out insights, prevent-
ing one person in the team from dominating the discussion. Hoffman 
says this adjustment led to more profound lessons in active listening in 
both directions, allowing older and younger adults to listen to one an-
other without interjecting or interrupting. Listening to each other more 
fully allowed them to build on each other’s ideas, rather than speaking 
past each other. She believes that intergenerational partnerships should 
aim for reciprocal learning, rather than limiting the exchange to older 
adults expecting to teach younger participants.

During her time managing the program, Hoffman has also observed 
different habits regarding technology: Young people texted older team 
members at night, expecting quick responses or feedback; more senior 
members of the program did not immediately respond, feeling no ur-
gency to respond at that time (if at all).21 Younger members perceived 
the absence of a response as a signal that older team members didn’t 
sincerely care about them or the program. Open dialogue subsequently 
revealed that the older members did care deeply about the program, 
but they did not think they had to respond to text messages at night to 
demonstrate their commitment.

In some organizations, the norms of communication are dissemi-
nated from the top down. They become an intrinsic part of the organi-
zation, guiding how things are done; as a result, individual teams don’t 
change or alter those rules for smaller projects. But in most cases, a new 
team leader or project means a reset for communication protocols and 
team energy. Establishing ground rules and norms for sharing informa-
tion goes more smoothly when done at the beginning. Team leaders 
should consider sharing their expectations, methods, and preferences 
for team communication. While the specific standards of communica-
tion will change to accommodate each team’s individual context and 
composition, we offer the following as starting points for developing 
shared norms of communication:
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1. Give the Team Space: Acknowledge that sometimes work may be 
hectic, but establish that texting or emailing team members on their 
days off will not be the norm. Instead of encouraging long hours, 
create a “work smarter, not harder” team culture.

2. Listen and Learn: When someone is speaking, resist the urge to inter-
rupt, give advice, or judge. Instead, create a norm of fully listening 
and building on each other’s ideas. Active listening and intellectual ex-
changes between team members promote intergenerational learning 
and creativity, enhance team effectiveness, and improve performance.

3. Share What You Know: Establish a norm that promotes transparency 
and open communication, encouraging team members to share infor-
mation with their colleagues. This mindset will prevent team members 
from becoming territorial and protective of their work and knowledge.

Lastly, leaders should share what they want their team members to 
expect from them as well as what they expect from the group. Invite 
members of the team to share their reactions to the team norms and 
expectations, and emphasize that rules are malleable, with the possibil-
ity for adapting standards as circumstances change.

team challenge #5: the struggle for knowledge relevance

A few months ago, I was giving a talk on Gentelligence to a local 
chapter of a community organization. The audience was primarily 
older, a mixture of individuals in the latter stages of their career or al-
ready retired. After the presentation, I opened up the conversation for 
questions. One gentleman raised his hand and said that while he appre-
ciated my perspective, he found it hard to believe that he was supposed 
to place as much value on the input of a twenty- something as he placed 
on the wisdom of a colleague his age. After all, he commented, “They 
don’t even know anything yet.” His perspective allowed us to have a 
conversation about Resisting Assumptions and the different kinds of 
wisdom that Gentelligence can bring. Not recognizing the value and 
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unique knowledge of individual contributors can damage teams and 
weaken their effectiveness. For most individuals, the lack of support and 
significance diminishes their intrinsic motivation as their contributions 
are not asked for or valued.

We have previously explored the different types of knowledge that 
exist in the twenty- first- century workforce and the limitations of as-
signing knowledge and expertise to people based on their ages. We 
now want to reiterate the importance of recognizing and appreciating 
different types of knowledge, specifically in a team context. Remember 
the divisions of know what (job- specific knowledge), know how (skills, 
talents, and competencies), know when (organizational history, context, 
and adaptability to change), know why (reasoning and rationale for de-
cisions), and know whom (wisdom on politics and social networks)?22 
This way of classifying knowledge can be a powerful tool for teams try-
ing to recognize and leverage complementary skills and expertise and 
facilitate leadership sharing.

Consider how different kinds of knowledge would help to determine 
the right roles for the members of a team. Within several of the Fung 
Fellowship’s intergenerational teams designing wearable technologies 
for seniors, the younger team members bring the know what aspects of 
emerging technology and engineering trends. Older members comple-
ment this with their know how knowledge of how the consumer demo-
graphic will use the product. The younger team members also bring the 
know why knowledge regarding what technologies would offer the best 
solutions for particular problems, and the older members bring their 
own know why and know when insight of why such solutions may or 
may not appeal to the target audience, and whether such ideas have 
been tried before. Understanding these differences can help generations 
identify the roles they can play (idea generator versus troubleshooter) 
and how they can add unique contributions, and it also allows them to 
respect and appreciate the roles and contributions of other age cohorts.

The Open Sustainability Technology Lab at Michigan Technological 
University experienced this dynamic on an even grander scale. In 2017, 
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lab leader Dr. Joshua Pearce (a Gen Xer) talked to Science magazine 
about his team, which included Traditional industry experts, Baby 
Boomer researchers, and Millennial interns. This age diversity allowed 
the lab to see the power of intergenerational knowledge in action. 
Pearce says the key is to recognize the unique contributions each gen-
eration brings to the mix, illustrated through an example from when 
his team needed an electrical adaptor to make its equipment work. Dr. 
Pearce had the know what to realize what part they needed and the 
know how to head to Amazon to place an order for it. His colleague, 
several decades older, took a different approach and used his own 
version of know how to piece together a version of the adaptor from 
existing parts available in the lab. According to Pearce, “That skill 
doesn’t come until you have a pretty in- depth knowledge of technology 
developed over a long time.”23

We followed up to see whether the Open Tech lab is still leveraging 
intergenerational talent. Dr. Pearce recently lost his two most experi-
enced team members to retirement, and that loss of wisdom and experi-
ence has been a challenge:

Losing my two most experienced team members in a few years was a 
major hit. We have just about rebuilt, both our diversity of technical 
competencies and our intergenerational team. We have a young Baby 
Boomer re- joining us while on his sabbatical, along with our new cohort 
of 20-something Ph.D. students, Gen Z, and younger undergraduates.24

When tackling any challenge, we suggest having a team discussion 
about which members could have relevant complementary knowledge. 
It’s helpful to start this conversation by grounding the team in the basics 
of know what, know how, know when, know why, and know whom, es-
tablishing the coexistence of multiple kinds of valuable knowledge and 
contribution. Dr. Pearce echoes this suggestion:

For getting the most out of an age- diverse team, I think it is important 
to create an atmosphere where everyone feels comfortable asking for 
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help in areas they are less familiar (whether it is me having the new 
students explain Instagram and Twitter for outreach and recruiting, 
or younger students seeing older researchers show them mental math 
tricks that are faster than digging out your cell phone for calculations). 
We function as multigenerational and multi skill- set mini- teams for 
every project, and everyone is expected to have in addition to their baby 
(core project) at least one if not several projects that they help other 
team members complete.25

When members of an intergenerational team recognize the signifi-
cance of the work of their teammates and themselves, they have begun 
to experience Gentelligence. This realization of mutual value and impor-
tance also leads to higher degrees of support within the team. When we 
are secure in our contributions and roles, it becomes easier to feel safe. 
When employees see value in their teammates, the psychological safety 
essential for taking risks and trusting the team is more likely to form.

tHe teAm trIFectA And FIVe struggles

Creating and managing diverse teams can be a challenge. The team tri-
fecta of structure, support, and significance provides the tools necessary 
for overcoming any team challenge. If effectively implemented, these 
strategies can prevent team conflicts and tensions from ever manifest-
ing themselves. The intergenerational dimension can make team har-
mony daunting but not impossible. The German Marshall Fund (GMF) 
of the United States, a group dedicated to strengthening transatlantic 
relationships, utilizes intergenerational teams to ensure it considers the 
broad themes that may impact its work. The GMF comments,

As we each strengthen our intergenerational competency, we also 
strengthen our organization. As lifespans lengthen and people work 
longer, this becomes even more critical. Different events and influences 
shape each generation, causing distinct motivations, communication 
styles, and skill sets. Teams can leverage these different approaches in 
order to excel.26
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Despite the potential benefits, in reality, there is much more to be 
done to build Gentelligent teams. Most organizations have not yet un-
derstood the myriad of intergenerational possibilities inherent within 
teams. We argue that the paradox of intergenerational teams should be 
looked at as one of our greatest challenges and one of our greatest oppor-
tunities. Organizations tend to recognize and reward strong individual 
performers effectively but are less likely to understand how to truly sup-
port teams. Voices can easily get lost in the noise of a group, and some 
views can be harder to hear than others. Teams require more work, more 
time, and more energy to succeed, and both leaders and team members 
must receive the support they need. Through the tools and strategies of 
Gentelligence, the rewards of intergenerational teams can outweigh the 
risks, opening up unrecognized opportunities for growth and learning 
across all generations and for the organization as a whole.
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A Gentelligent  
People Strategy

People are not your most important asset. The right people are.

—Jim Collins, Good to Great1

When I began my first job after graduate school in 2003, a senior col-
league made a point of mentioning that our department was one that 
valued face time (and not the kind on the iPhone). He said simply, “We 
want to see you here.” For many years, I kept that in mind and made 
sure to log as many hours as I could at my desk. However, much of 
the work of a professor (research, writing, reviewing papers) required 
a great deal of focus, and it soon became evident that while the office 
was good for many things, concentration was not one of them. It was a 
great place to meet with students, sit down for a research meeting with 
a coauthor, or catch up with colleagues. But if I needed to really think 
and concentrate, I had to work elsewhere. Over time, I noticed that 
more and more of my colleagues were moving away from the tradition 
of face time and toward a broader view of what working could look like.

Seventeen years later, I make a point of telling my new colleagues 
that our culture has changed. While we’re all still expected to work 
hard and be in the office when necessary, we’ve come to recognize that 
work can be done in a myriad of places and want people to decide for 
themselves where they will be most productive.
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The U.S. workforce will continue to experience significant changes in 
the next twenty years. A new generation is coming of age (Gen Z). Many 
of our mid- career employees (currently Gen Xers and Millennials) are 
becoming fatigued by demands coming from multiple directions. The 
oldest workers (currently the Baby Boomers) are expected to both work 
and live longer. By 2030, people aged sixty- five and older will outnum-
ber those under the age of eighteen for the first time in U.S. history.2 Al-
ready, many organizations have begun to embrace and prepare for these 
changes. Startups are designing their organizations from the ground 
up to meet the needs of the evolving workforce, while well- established 
businesses have turned to organizational redesign and restructuring to 
survive. To effectively navigate the challenges ahead, we ask five core 
questions about the evolving workforce:

1. Who will your talent be?
2. What will they need to stay committed?
3. When and where will they work?
4. Why will they work?
5. How will they work?

The answers to these questions will form the foundation of a Gentel-
ligent people strategy, unlocking the potential of an intergenerational 
workforce and preparing your organization for some expected (and 
unexpected) challenges of the twenty- first century. Table 7.1 provides a 
summary of the key strategies we will discuss in this chapter.

wHo wIll Your tAlent Be?

Traditionally, maintaining and cultivating the talent pipeline largely 
focused on young recruits who would progress through the organiza-
tion and pick up the baton from their older colleagues to lead when it 
was their time to do so. Shattering conventional norms, many younger 
workers with contemporary skillsets are currently leapfrogging into 
leadership positions requiring them to manage older colleagues, as 
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senior employees are often working well past the traditional retirement 
age. Additionally, unprecedented fields of new knowledge and expertise 
are emerging that demand new categories of jobs to fill. These shifting 
dynamics are fundamentally changing the workforce composition; to 
compete for talent in the future, companies must be willing to search 
for the strongest candidates in less-than-familiar places.

older and returning workers

As a result of the aging workforce and returning retirees, seasoned 
employees are now the largest workplace cohort. The number of older 
workers is growing more rapidly than their younger counterparts in 
the United States and around the world.3 Today, Baby Boomers are 
more likely to stay in the labor force longer than previous generations, 
and many are postponing their retirement as a result of the 2008 global 
financial crisis as well as the disastrous economic fallout from the  
COVID-19 pandemic, both of which had a catastrophic impact on their 

table 7.1. talent Questions and gentelligent Answers

Key Talent 
Questions Gentelligent Answers

who will your 
talent be?

Older and 
Returning 
Workers

New Category 
Workers

Gig Workers

what will they 
need to stay 
committed?

Continuous 
Learning 
and Career 
Development 
Opportunities

Retraining and 
Upskilling

An Internal Gig 
Economy

when and where 
will they work?

Flexible Work 
Schedules

Time Agnostic 
Work

Remote Work

why will they 
work?

Employees Seek Purpose Brand Resonance and
Employee Pride

How will they 
work?

Embrace Multiple 
Views on Work- 
Life Integration

Understand the
Socioemotional 
Needs of 
Employees

Provide 
Unlimited Paid 
Time Off (PTO)
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household and personal finances.4 Even when Boomers have retired, 
some are reentering the workforce, out of both choice and need.5 With 
the number of Boomer retirees set to explode in the next decade, the 
talent pipeline of retirees returning to employment may increase. This 
represents a potential new talent opportunity for organizations, but 
only for companies ready to seize it. To do so, companies across indus-
tries should actively develop restart and returnship programs, Resisting 
Assumptions that the only place to find new talent is by recruiting those 
at the beginning of their careers. Such programs target older profes-
sionals reentering the workforce after taking time off, allowing them 
to once again make valuable contributions. These initiatives resemble 
the restart programs offered to professionals who have been out of the 
workforce for caregiving, but are focused on a different age cohort.

Goldman Sachs was one of the first companies to offer a returnship 
program, focusing on sharpening skills and competencies in a work en-
vironment that may have changed since individuals left the workforce.6 
Many financial institutions quickly followed suit as the war over talent 
intensified. Credit Suisse, a Swiss bank, launched what it called the Real 
Returns Program, which gives senior professionals who have been out 
of the workforce for an extended period a clear path back. Among other 
things, the participants are promised opportunities to network and sup-
port to upgrade their technology skills. The program has experienced 
great success, and many returning workers received full-time jobs 
following their participation.7 Returnship programs that teach older 
workers new skills ensure that these employees remain engaged at work 
while building new, alternative talent pools for the organization. Other 
programs like Deloitte’s Return to Work, Ford’s Re-Entry program, and 
LinkedIn’s REACH prove that well-known companies are investing in 
the benefits of such initiatives.

new category workers

In the future, organizations will hire from entirely new categories of 
workers or create unprecedented talent pools using a novel set of crite-
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ria. The creation of New Collar jobs is one such example. Unable to fill 
open positions requiring technical expertise, IBM’s former CEO, Ginni 
Rometty, created this new job category to solve IBM’s talent shortage. 
New Collar jobs demand high-tech skills in areas of rapid growth but 
don’t necessarily need the same traditional degree that professional jobs 
typically have required. New Collar jobs call for workers with a technical 
mindset, an eagerness to learn, and a willingness to continuously grow. 
Companies often assume they should look primarily to our younger 
generations, the digital natives, for these higher-tech jobs (and, indeed, 
many Gen Z members are open to alternative kinds of in-demand skills 
training to avoid the high costs of a traditional college path). However, 
organizations must Resist Assumptions, as initiatives like New Collar 
jobs also provide engaging opportunities for older employees; as such, 
employers should make these opportunities widely available.

Companies like Apple, Google, IBM, Bank of America, and Hilton 
recognize the evolving nature of the workforce, and all offer jobs that 
don’t require college degrees. In doing so, they acknowledge what Gen 
Zers have long known: the development of high-tech in-demand skills 
also occurs outside the classroom, and many colleges today may lag in 
technological innovation. Apple’s CEO Tim Cook has been outspo-
ken on this topic and says that there is a “mismatch between the skills 
learned in college and the skills that businesses need.” In 2018, half 
of Apple’s U.S. workforce consisted of employees without a four-year 
degree.8 Organizations like the Thiel Fellowship, founded by PayPal’s 
co-founder Peter Thiel, even award young people who skip or drop out 
of college $100,000 grants to explore their entrepreneurial ideas.9

Organizations that determine they don’t urgently need to create new 
job categories should instead focus on reevaluating the traditional job 
criteria currently outlined in their job postings. Identifying the critical 
job requirements and corresponding attributes may help eliminate ar-
chaic qualifications that are no longer relevant or predictive of success 
in rapidly changing organizations. For example, how important is a 
specific college major, a particular GPA, or a preset arbitrary number 
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of years of experience? No job qualifications should be considered sa-
cred just because they have always been there. Instead, Gentelligence 
requires organizations to Adjust the Lens. If the job were created today, 
what would be considered essential for success? As CEO of Tesla and 
Space X, Elon Musk is admired for his entrepreneurship, creativity, and 
innovation. Musk has one simple rule for hiring: he looks for “clear 
evidence of exceptional ability” and pays little attention to whether 
someone has a college or even high school degree.10

While screening for the number of years of experience once en-
sured that new hires had enough expertise for the jobs they were 
being hired to do, it no longer carries the same weight as it once did. 
As technological innovation drives the pace of change and the time 
between breakthroughs shortens, screening for years of experience 
won’t identify the “right” people in the future. Hiring managers and 
recruiters should instead focus on alignment between job require-
ments and essential skills to find the employees they need both within 
and outside their organizations.

gig workers

Today, contingent workers make up a sizable portion of the U.S. 
workforce, with 36 percent of American workers participating in some 
way in the freelance economy (including employees like Lyft drivers, 
seasonal workers, graphic designers, app developers, and independent 
consultants).11 This kind of temporary, flexible work appeals to all gen-
erations, but it is most popular with Millennials (37 percent of whom 
have taken on gig work) and Baby Boomers (at 35 percent). Interest-
ingly, Gen Xers are less likely to gig, with only 28 percent reporting hav-
ing done so.12 Undoubtedly, with many industries experiencing talent 
shortages, it will become increasingly important for organizations to 
look beyond their traditional full-time employees and Adjust the Lens 
to meet the changing needs of generationally diverse gig workers to 
thrive in the twenty-first century. In some ways, the freelance economy 
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has already transformed how we work, but “gigging” will continue to 
impact who our companies engage in future work.

Traditionally, gig workers were viewed as short-term, temporary 
resources who were easily replaceable. Companies that maintain this 
perspective will fail to attract the most in-demand freelancers in the 
future. In addition to offering these employees benefits, organizations 
need to rethink how they can retain gig workers who seek meaning-
ful projects and job fulfillment and, while maintaining their sense of 
autonomy, feel membership with the organizations they work for.13 
Today’s skilled freelance workers have more resources to find jobs and 
new opportunities than ever before. They can also review available 
projects as well as compare terms and benefits before committing to 
their next projects. A quick internet search yields numerous articles 
listing the top fifty gig economy apps or top ten websites for landing 
freelance work. Undeniably, gig workers today are looking for diverse 
experiences, and their needs, such as working independently while 
simultaneously feeling membership within a workplace community, 
can be challenging to meet.

wHAt wIll tHeY need to stAY commItted?

The era of lifetime employment appears to be over. The Work Institute, 
a leader in workforce consulting, estimates that over 42 million U.S. 
workers left their jobs voluntarily in 2019, costing employers more than 
$630 billion in one year (an increase of $30 billion during 2018).14 To 
effectively implement programs that lead to long-term commitment, 
organizations must work to better understand and meet their employ-
ees’ evolving expectations and preferences.

continuous learning and career development opportunities

A few months ago, I had dinner with several friends who work in 
consulting, all of whom were older Gen Xers or young Baby Boomers 
in charge of teams of younger workers. Over the meal, the conversation 
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turned to the struggle they were having with retaining their Millen-
nial employees. One remarked, “Eighteen months. That’s the reality. 
You can’t get a Millennial who will stay with you longer than eighteen 
months before they are out the door to the next thing that comes along.” 
Younger generations have developed a reputation as job-hoppers who 
believe they deserve raises and promotions within a year of working.15 
Recent headlines illustrate this point: “The Office Rookies Who Ask for 
the World” (Wall Street Journal, April 2019); “Why ‘Lazy,’ ‘Entitled’ 
Millennials Can’t Last 90 Days at Work” (New York Post, March 2019); 
and “Millennials: The Job-Hopping Generation” (Gallup, May 2016).

Yet the reality is much more complicated than the headlines suggest. 
The most straightforward, simple, and widely shared narrative is to 
depict them as fickle and disloyal by showing that compared to older 
generations, higher percentages of the Millennial generation have left 
jobs or intend to do so within the next year. However, this is a text-
book example of the misconceptions that can result when we forget 
to consider the importance of life stage when we try to understand 
generational differences.16

Yes, there are many studies showing Millennials are currently more 
likely to switch jobs than their older counterparts, but they are also now 
between twenty-four and thirty-eight years old, the period of life when 
everyone is most likely to change jobs. Research supports this idea. The 
Pew Research Center compared data from Gen X at the same life stage 
that the Millennials are in now (circa 2002) and found the results were 
comparable: 69 percent of Gen Xers stayed with an employer for at least 
thirteen months, compared with 70 percent of Millennials. A third of 
both groups during this age span reported staying with an employer for 
at least five years.17 When we Adjust the Lens and look from this per-
spective, data suggest that Millennials are not more fickle when it comes 
to jobs than the generation before them.

Yet employers are convinced there’s something afoot, as they are 
struggling more to retain the Millennials than they have with genera-
tions in the past. This situation may stem from Millennials expressing 
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their expectations directly to their employers, including strong desires 
for meaningful work experiences, coaching and development, and op-
portunities for work variety and challenge.18 While prior generations 
arguably hoped for the same things, they were less likely to ask for them; 
instead, they assumed such opportunities would come with time. Mil-
lennials have pushed back on that norm, letting their employers know 
that they only want to stay with organizations that are willing to invest 
in and develop their potential. Demonstrating this point, Millennials 
are more likely than previous generations to cite a lack of career devel-
opment as a reason for quitting their jobs.19 Therefore, while Millennials 
may not be changing jobs any more frequently than Gen Xers at the 
same age, they are putting greater demands on what they require from 
their employers to stay.

While much has been said about younger generations demanding 
new opportunities, less has been said about the need for development 
for older generations. However, an overwhelming majority of Boomers 
report a lack of opportunities to learn and grow during the latter part 
of their careers. This situation is not only a waste of knowledge and po-
tential for the impacted employees but also potentially damaging to the 
entire business, as these workers possess valuable institutional knowl-
edge. According to the Gallup Organization, “When Baby Boomers are 
deeply invested in their work, they can better inspire younger workers. 
They can encourage creativity, innovation, and excellence—enriching 
the development of future generations.”20

To stay engaged, twenty-first-century workers across generations 
will need continuous learning and career-development opportunities. 
Whereas previous generations focused primarily on promotions and 
status, today’s employees expect their employers to also provide op-
portunities to learn and grow. The difference between these priorities is 
essential. A company that focuses only on rigid requirements for climb-
ing the next rung on the corporate ladder risks being viewed as focusing 
solely on the short term. Comparatively, employees who see their orga-
nization is providing continuous learning and growth opportunities are 
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more likely to feel they are being invested in for the long term. To im-
prove retention and drive engagement, employers should focus on help-
ing their junior and senior workers develop new, transferable skills to 
strengthen their employability rather than focus on incremental status 
increases. In the end, the desire for fulfillment and the fear of not keep-
ing up with technological changes are driving many workers toward 
organizations that promise continued long-term career development. 
When done right, showing that an organization is willing to invest in all 
workers regardless of age and generation is vital to Strengthening Trust, 
and this investment in employee growth can become a competitive ad-
vantage for the organization. Employees want to feel confident in their 
company’s willingness to prepare them for the future.

retraining and upskilling

With an eye toward preparing their workforce for the future, Ama-
zon announced in 2019 that it would invest $700 million to retrain 
one hundred thousand of its existing employees, representing a third 
of its U.S. workforce. Due to the impact of rapid technological change 
on jobs, companies like Amazon are starting to recognize the need to 
retrain and reskill their existing workers to keep them engaged and 
prepared for future industry requirements. There are generational dif-
ferences in who employees believe to be responsible for reskilling and 
upskilling. Many Millennial and Gen Z workers feel more personally 
responsible for developing new, in-demand skills, while Baby Boomers 
are more likely to believe that their employers should retrain and up-
date the skillsets of the workforce.21 Effective reskilling and upskilling 
programs will become increasingly important as the talent shortage for 
skilled workers increases.

As discussed in the previous section, well-executed employee devel-
opment can become a competitive advantage and driver of long-term 
success. Thus, it is not surprising that upskilling and reskilling of em-
ployees have moved up on executive agendas. Finding talent with the 
right technical expertise and social skills (and keeping that talent en-

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   144 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



A  g e n t e l l I g e n t  P e o P l e  s t r A t e g Y   145

gaged with the company for the long term) is becoming more difficult, 
but retraining and upskilling existing workers can meet that challenge. 
By Resisting Assumptions and Adjusting the Lens, we can train and 
reskill all workers, equipping them with skills needed for the dynamic, 
contemporary workplace.

The other benefit of retraining and upskilling is that organizations 
may find that the people they are looking for are already in-house. The 
benefits of promoting employees from within the organization are well 
documented. Promoting from within means filling open positions more 
quickly and with less disruption to organizational culture. External hir-
ing, in contrast, increases stress among existing employees and burdens 
the peers training new hires as they learn company culture and expecta-
tions. Employees who see their current organization relying primarily 
on external hiring to fill higher positions may also begin to doubt their 
own ability to move up in the company and begin to focus their energy 
on positioning themselves for future opportunities elsewhere, hurting 
overall engagement and work satisfaction.22

An Internal gig economy

In 2016, PwC launched the Talent Exchange, a platform where the 
company can post work it needs for internal projects, and freelancers 
can apply to complete the job. The process is simple: First, the freelancer 
creates a profile on the Talent Exchange (which only requires the indi-
vidual to share some basic details). Next, they share their skills, project 
preferences, availability, and rate with PwC through the platform, who 
then matches the profile with open roles and available projects. Finally, 
if the individual accepts the opportunity, they get to work.23 The CEO 
of PwC, Bob Moritz, says the platform helps the company “bring in the 
right talent in the right place at the right time.”24 The platform gives the 
organization the ability to quickly scale up in needed knowledge areas by 
bringing employees who may not be attracted to a full-time job. While 
this platform targets independent talent, it’s easy to imagine that PwC 
(and other companies) could allow existing employees to supplement 
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their primary position with additional project-based opportunities. This 
arrangement would enable their employees to be in control, increase 
their pay when necessary, and grow in areas they choose.

To avoid losing existing talent to the gig economy, we recommend that 
companies develop their own internal freelance platform: a company-
owned marketplace with available projects matching employee avail-
ability, interest, and skills with the organization’s key strategic priorities. 
This kind of internal tool allows employees to identify and select projects 
in their areas of interest.

An internal gig economy will result in greater autonomy and an 
increased sense of control, as well as flexibility, and has the potential to 
Expand the Pie by increasing employee satisfaction across generations, 
drive engagement, and enhance productivity. Although a majority of 
Gen Zers are interested in freelancing, they are also concerned about 
its lack of stability (a dependable paycheck and job security). As a re-
sult, many Gen Zers hold multiple jobs and use freelancing as a way to 
supplement their traditional full-time employment. However, an inter-
nal gig economy might make satisfying the needs of this new generation 
easier, as the promise of gigging (increased autonomy and flexibility) 
still appeals to them. This kind of platform may also meet the needs 
of other generations. Baby Boomers and Gen Xers who have reached 
mid-to-late career stages often reach occupational plateaus and seek 
new roles or opportunities. An internal gig economy may provide both 
generations with new paths to recharge and recommit to their existing 
workplaces. By developing such a resource, companies can merge the 
best of two worlds and engage top talent in the future.

wHen And wHere wIll tHeY work?

We’ve already offered several new approaches to managing talent, all 
of which are based on a fundamental need to stay agile and be willing 
to adapt as the needs of our multigenerational workforce continue to 
evolve. In many ways, the strategies discussed so far, such as developing 
new job categories, retraining and upskilling existing workers, targeting 
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gig workers with thoughtfully designed programs, and deploying inter-
nal gig economies, will also influence when and where people will work 
in the future. For example, gig workers represent a novel employee cat-
egory and challenge the status quo by introducing new ways of thinking 
about when and where work will get done. Other unexpected events, 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic or a breakthrough development in 
technology, can force organizations to evaluate existing workplace 
norms and work arrangements in the blink of an eye. These are just a 
few examples that represent a “seismic shift in how we think about and 
participate in work.”25

remote work

Millennials and Gen Zers are driving many of the workplace changes 
that are underway. For both of these younger generations, technology 
has always made it possible to work from anywhere, enabling their 
constant connectivity to people and resources. Thus, needing to always 
work in a physical office makes little sense to them, and policies requir-
ing them to do so may be unwelcome. As a recent PwC survey notes, 
“They view work as a thing and not a place.”26 The New York Times 
captures the generational influence on more flexible work in its 2019 
article “Young People Are Going to Save Us All from Office Life.” The 
authors note that while younger generations have been labeled lazy 
and entitled, they may be helping older cohorts rethink the role that 
work should play in their lives: “That’s how Millennials and Gen Zers 
are playing the game—it’s not about jumping titles, but moving into 
better work environments. They’re like silent fighters, rewriting policy 
under the nose of the Boomers.”27 In other words, younger generations 
are nudging their older coworkers to Adjust the Lens when it comes to 
norms about when and where we work.

In the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic did more than nudge 
organizations to think more about where work could be accomplished. 
Almost overnight, the majority of employees across industries and 
professions suddenly became remote workers. This global health crisis 
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soon became a case study in the importance of applying the four prac-
tices of Gentelligence to people strategy. Leaders (in both workplaces 
and classrooms) quickly realized that many long-standing assumptions 
about generational preferences and abilities did not hold when work 
needed to go virtual, proving that generational preferences and abilities 
did not fall along generational fault lines.

For instance, many assumed our youngest generations would be 
least impacted by the shift to working and learning from home. Their 
earlier efforts to expand acceptable norms about where work could be 
done could have easily led to the belief that they would thrive when 
switching to remote work. However, it soon became apparent that while 
younger generations may not view an office as the only place work can 
be done, they still viewed it as an important fixture of their professional 
and personal lives. An initial survey showed that Gen Z felt the least 
productive of all the generations in their remote-only arrangements.28 
While sheltering-in-place, many Gen Zers were vocal about missing the 
natural social interaction with coworkers that comes from having regu-
lar access to an office or a classroom. According to a study conducted 
by the National Research Group,

With Gen Z being digital natives, or growing up in a technological age 
and thus more familiar with the equipment, it may seem ironic that 
they are the least productive. However, the office space does provide a 
sense of structure—a quality that is often critical for young profession-
als. That sense of accountability and oversight is particularly important 
for Gen Z employees, most of whom have been probably accustomed 
to a school structure.29

Case in point: While I had initially believed my Gen Z students 
would seamlessly adjust to the high-tech format of many college classes, 
I decided to practice what I preach and utilized the Gentelligence prac-
tice of Resisting Assumptions instead. I asked all of my students what 
was working well and what was missing for them in our new remote 
way of learning. The responses surprised me but reinforced the need 
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for this practice. Most reported being comfortable with the technology 
but greatly missed the face-to-face interactions and the accountability 
a physical workspace brought. To apply the practice of Building Trust, 
I asked them what changes they might make and what strategies were 
working well for them, and then I altered our class approach accord-
ingly. The result was worth the effort: almost overnight, there was less 
stress, more engagement, and an improvement in performance (mine 
and theirs)! I had learned a great deal about what they needed in order 
to thrive in such a time of chaos, and they felt empowered that they had 
been asked for input—Expanding the Pie for all of us, in a time when 
we greatly needed it.

Similar to Gen Zers, Millennials also reported greater struggle with 
the shift to remote work during the COVID-19 crisis compared to older 
generations. According to the Society of Human Resource Manage-
ment, only 60 percent of Millennials reported being “as productive as 
usual or more so” while working remotely (compared with 67 percent 
of Generation Xers and 72 percent of Baby Boomers).30 While these 
reports are preliminary, they suggest that the narrative about younger 
generations not wanting or needing an office is incomplete. Instead, it 
appears younger generations may value both the opportunities associ-
ated with working in an office environment and the ability to choose 
when they may be more productive working elsewhere.

The pandemic also brought assumptions about older generations 
and how much they would struggle with an abrupt shift to remote 
work that was highly dependent on technology. Technology has al-
ready developed to the point that most employees can view, send, sign, 
and collaborate on work materials from their phones or laptops, but 
digital tools like Microsoft Teams, Slack, and Zoom fundamentally 
transformed “the office” into something that can exist anywhere—and 
suddenly it needed to do just that. At the start of the pandemic, social 
media was saturated with mocking memes of Boomers trying to figure 
out Zoom and tweets questioning whether older faculty would be able 
to navigate teaching online. While stereotypes about older generations’ 
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lack of digital savvy abound, when it comes to the technology aspect 
of virtual work, recent research has revealed that younger and older 
workers actually share a similar desire to stay up to date on how to use 
the latest technology.31

While Millennials and Gen Zers share the designation of being la-
beled “digital natives,” exhibiting natural ease while learning new tech-
nology, evidence shows that all generations are willing and able to pick 
up the technical skills needed to be successful in their current working 
environment. That said, there may be important differences in how 
quickly or easily they are able to do so. Older workers may be picking 
up the technical skills later in their careers and may want additional 
instruction and support to learn tools that younger generations grew 
up using as second nature. This creates a perfect opportunity to practice 
Gentelligence by Expanding the Pie, with younger people sharing their 
skills with older ones interested in learning new tools for the remote 
working environment (and beyond).

The need to remember and apply Gentelligent practices to people 
strategy continues as companies begin to recover from the initial shock 
of the pandemic and develop their “return to work” plans. These prac-
tices have already proved vital in understanding what different genera-
tions may need to adapt to the changing work environment. As initial 
data show, younger generations struggled more with remote work than 
was initially expected, while older generations tended to adjust better 
than anticipated, providing a cautionary lesson that falling back on 
generational stereotypes is not a wise management strategy. Moving 
forward in the months and years to come, companies should continue 
to Resist Assumptions, Adjust the Lens, and Build Trust by promoting 
open dialogue with employees across all ages and career stages about 
what is successful and what isn’t when it comes to working remotely. 
Doing so will allow organizations to Expand the Pie in terms of discov-
ering new ways to approach work, as well as determining which tried-
and-true approaches are worth maintaining.
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time Agnostic and Flexible work schedules

For better or worse, almost every organization has now had a crash 
course in experimenting with alternate working arrangements. While 
remote work focuses on where work is done—allowing employees to do 
some or all of their job somewhere other than the office—a related ques-
tion is when work can be done. Just as work may not always need to be 
done within the four set walls in an office, it’s also important to consider 
whether the traditional work schedule is still the best approach.

Flexible work schedules are not new to the workplace. The origins 
of flextime can be traced back to the late 1960s, credited to a woman 
named Christel Kammerer and first implemented by West German 
aerospace firm Messarschmilt-Boklow-Blohm.32 This concept then 
gained traction when Gen Xers entered the workplace desiring a bet-
ter work-life balance. While myriad versions of flextime now exist, all 
center around allowing employees to work with their companies to de-
termine when they will be in the office. The flexible-time possibilities 
are almost infinite, as long as the employer and employee agree that 
the arrangement will allow for work expectations to be met. We’ve seen 
this approach referred to as “time agnostic” (which we love), meaning 
that no single schedule is preferred.33 All employers should consider 
whether such a neutral stance would meet their business needs and 
impact employee satisfaction.

Despite its widespread use, the phrase “flexible work” can take 
multiple forms: flexible schedules (including compressed workweeks 
and modified arrival and departure times) and job sharing are just a 
few of the ways companies can accommodate their employees’ needs. 
Employers continue to explore and innovate how they implement these 
approaches within their organizational cultures.

While flexible and remote work may be second nature for younger 
employees, workers who have spent most of their careers logging face 
time in the office might be less confident about using these options. In 
some cases, this resistance not only might prevent older workers from 
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taking advantage of flexible work arrangements but also could generate 
tension and judgment toward younger employees who do. There’s even 
a name for this concept: flex stigma.

This bias against taking advantage of alternative work arrangements 
(including those above, but also things like the Family Medical Leave 
Act and sabbaticals) is well documented, especially in industries like 
consulting that are known for long hours and extensive travel. Even 
when a company provides flexible arrangements, some employees may 
resist using them for fear of appearing less committed to their work. 
Therefore, having flexible and remote opportunities will not be enough; 
companies will also have to work to actively create cultures that Resist 
Assumptions about taking advantage of such programs and support 
employees and their ability to embrace new workplace options. There 
are several strategies to help eliminate flex stigma, including training 
managers to prioritize outcomes (rather than face time), having leaders 
utilize flexible arrangements themselves to serve as role models, and 
highlighting how successful alternative work arrangements benefit both 
the company and the employee.34

Employers report that offering work flexibility allows them to recruit 
top talent; yet they caution that the need exists for clear communica-
tion in workplaces with so many different schedules and arrangements. 
Coworkers and customers still need to know how and when to reach 
employees, and companies must ensure that flexible and remote work 
arrangements won’t create bottlenecks in productivity or decision mak-
ing. It’s also vital that managers establish accountability for employees’ 
work done outside of the office. Some organizations evaluate employ-
ees exclusively on their work products, whereas other companies still 
require employees to track their time through apps or software to ac-
count for their hours spent elsewhere. When moving toward flexibility, 
organizations should make sure expectations and communications are 
clear. Despite its challenges, embracing flexible work approaches seems 
to be paying off. Employees who control their schedules report reduced 
stress and burnout, as well as higher levels of job satisfaction.35
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The abrupt changes brought about by the COVID-19 crisis demon-
strated clearly that few people of any age want rigid work arrangements. 
Moving forward, companies that want to attract and keep their top 
talent will have to be open to flexible work arrangements or risk losing 
those employees. Research has shown flexibility is nearly twice as im-
portant to employees as health benefits, with a third of the employees 
indicating their willingness to take a pay cut in exchange for greater 
workplace flexibility. Over a third reported leaving jobs that lacked the 
flexibility employees needed.36

By giving employees of all ages the flexibility to do their work on 
their own terms, workplaces stand a better chance of recruiting and 
retaining top talent. It has been said that one should never waste a good 
crisis—and in many ways, the forced remote work arrangements during 
the pandemic were the catalyst workplaces needed to leapfrog ahead in 
how they think about flexibility and what it means to work. We believe 
this dramatic pivot may, in some ways, be the wakeup call many work-
places needed to become more progressive with their people strategies.

Now more than ever, winning the war for talent in the twenty-first 
century requires a paradigm shift. Letting go of approaches that no 
longer make sense, retaining those that have stood the test of time, and 
remaining open to new strategies are necessary to both attract and re-
tain the best people now and in the future. However, merely embracing 
change won’t be enough. Ultimately, companies must be strategic in the 
kind of workplace innovations they undertake. Gentelligent answers to 
difficult questions will enable organizations across industries to formu-
late a cohesive Gentelligent people strategy adept at tackling the chal-
lenges ahead. In the end, thoughtful change programs center around 
the employee, whose needs and expectations change with the times— 
a move that shows compassion and also makes good business sense.

wHY wIll tHeY work?

It is essential to understand why employees do what they do, whether 
they identify with the mission of their organizations, and if they find 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   153 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



154 c H A P t e r  7

their work meaningful. By focusing on why employees do what they 
do instead of what they do, employers can better tailor the employee 
experience to improve engagement and reduce turnover. Today, most 
employees leave their jobs for preventable reasons. The cost of volun-
tary turnover is projected to reach levels that could place organizations 
at “continuous and enormous risk” by 2035.37 Recognizing that employ-
ees seek purpose and care deeply about the image of the company they 
work for will enable companies to take some necessary and targeted 
actions to minimize this risk.

employees seek Purpose

Employee engagement is a vital part of any business, and the essen-
tial ingredient for transforming human and social capital into competi-
tive advantage. Engaged employees are involved and passionate about 
their work and are actively committed to adding value to their orga-
nizations. On the flip side, those who are actively disengaged are the 
most dangerous employees. These employees actually put energy into 
taking away value from their companies, whether by wasting company 
resources, bringing a negative attitude to their work, or approaching 
younger or older coworkers with a fixed-pie mindset. Studies show 
that almost two-thirds of every generation is either neutral or actively 
disengaged at work,38 representing a staggering amount of lost human 
and social capital.

According to a 2017 Gallup report, “The U.S.—and the world at 
large—is in the midst of an employee engagement crisis.”39 In a 2017 
survey of over two thousand workers across industries, nine out of ten 
professionals reported that they would sacrifice some of their future 
earnings for work that is always meaningful.40 Employees who feel that 
their work is purposeful and meaningful also report higher job satis-
faction, and their employers benefit from increased employee engage-
ment.41 As discussed in chapter 3, employees across all generations want 
to feel valued and vital to the organization (shared value: respect). In 
the last decade, meaningfulness as a job-selection criterion has grown 
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among all job seekers who today increasingly prioritize fulfilling work 
during their job searches,42 but generational cohorts may express this 
desire differently. Research has found that “since individuals spend the 
majority of life at work, and work often defines a portion of their sense 
of self, believing that one’s job is meaningful should enhance employees’ 
well-being and provide significance to life.”43 But for talent profession-
als, designing work that is always meaningful is challenging, as what is 
considered meaningful work is a largely subjective quality. While many 
employees will accept lower salaries for personally meaningful jobs, 
an opportunity described as fulfilling to one person could be viewed 
as meaningless to the next.44 Organizations facilitating a personalized 
work experience based on employees’ individual priorities can expect 
their employees to stay in their jobs longer, improving productivity and 
driving company success, resulting in new ways to Expand the Pie.

While ways to facilitate personalized work experiences can take many 
forms, one of the first examples of individualized work that comes to 
mind is the 20 percent time policy at Google. The program was formally 
recognized in the 2004 Founders’ IPO Letter, which includes the follow-
ing language: “We encourage our employees, in addition to their regu-
lar projects, to spend 20% of their time working on what they think will 
most benefit Google.”45 While the company has since moved away from 
the management philosophy in favor of a more targeted and focused ap-
proach to innovation, some of the company’s most successful products 
came out of the 20 percent time program. According to various news 
articles, the program was the birthplace for products like Google News, 
Google Earth, Google’s autocompleting system, Gmail, and AdSense 
(Google’s advertising program).46,47

Google is not the only company experimenting with ways to make 
the employee experience more customized. Although more limited than 
the 20 percent program at Google, Apple announced the “Blue Sky” 
initiative in 2014 following Google’s initial success. Apple’s version of 
the 20 percent time policy awards some select employees two weeks to 
do work on projects outside their typical job responsibilities.48 Other 
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companies like Facebook, LinkedIn, and Microsoft have launched their 
own versions of 20 percent time as well as other programs that encour-
age employees to work on projects that they are passionate about.49

Brand resonance and employee Pride

Business strategy today is influenced by employees’ sense of pride. 
The idea of organizations developing strong talent brands has become 
more important as employees develop closer relationships with their 
employers, and those bonds become essential to their identity. Ulti-
mately, these bonds have the potential to Strengthen Trust between em-
ployees and the organizations they work for. Pride is a powerful human 
emotion, representing an individual’s belief that they are viewed posi-
tively and as competent by others. Therefore, as the lines between work 
and private life become blurred or even disappear altogether, bad press 
about the company one works for can become increasingly personal. 
For Gen Zers and Millennials who spend more time on social media 
than any other generation, the image matters. If one’s employer is a bad 
corporate citizen, it can reflect poorly on the employee. For example, 
Facebook employees staged a virtual “walkout” during the COVID-19 
pandemic in an effort to pressure Facebook executives to take a tougher 
stand on some of President Trump’s Twitter posts and show their sup-
port for demonstrators across the United States.50 The sobering reality 
for companies is that only about one-third of our Millennials (the larg-
est generation in our workforce) have a strong connection to the work 
they are doing and the places where they are doing it. Additionally, ac-
cording to the Gallup Organization, half of Millennial employees don’t 
see a future where they work in their current companies.51

In a talent-centric economy, brand resonance (the employees’ re-
lationship or psychological connection to the company or brand), a 
strong company brand, and employee pride built from inside of the 
organization (driven by things such as the company values and mission) 
are essential to retaining employees. Although much of how employers 
build brand resonance, a strong company brand, and employee pride 
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depends on external marketing, internal marketing is crucial to increas-
ing satisfaction and reducing turnover. Internal marketing, also known 
as internal communications, is a strategy to promote a company’s ob-
jectives, products, and services to employees within the organization. 
Organizations can both decrease employee turnover rates and increase 
satisfaction through internal marketing, as well as facilitate change pro-
grams.52 Proud employees make more dedicated and engaged workers.

The outdoor wear company Patagonia has always been dedicated 
to environmental causes and embodies what it means to be a purpose-
driven organization. The company has donated 1 percent of sales to the 
preservation and restoration of natural environments since 1986 and 
received the UN “Champions of the Earth” award in 2019.53 Recently, 
the company changed its mission statement from “Build the best prod-
uct, cause no unnecessary harm, use business to inspire and implement 
solutions to the environmental crisis” to “Patagonia is in business to 
save our home planet.”54 The decision to revise its already purpose-
oriented mission to one that is narrowly focused on maintaining life 
on earth is a powerful move, clearly signaling its long-standing and en-
during commitment to the environment. The work done by Patagonia 
has undoubtedly made a positive impact on the environment, as the  
1 percent pledge alone has generated over “$100 million to grassroots 
organizations and helped train thousands of young activists,” accord-
ing to the UN.55 But the company’s strong brand, ongoing recognition 
in the media, and activist behavior have also had a profound impact on 
this talent. The company’s employee turnover rate in their corporate 
offices is stunningly, almost unimaginably, low at 4 percent.56 The turn-
over in their retail stores is also notably lower than the industry aver-
age.57 Their enduring commitment to the environment may also appeal 
more to Millennial and Gen Z employees than other generations, setting 
them up for attracting these employees effectively in the future. Gallup 
found that these generations are “highly worried about global warming, 
[and] think it will pose a serious threat in their lifetime, believe it’s the 
result of human activity, and think news reports about it are accurate or  
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underestimate the problem.”58 As such, the causes fought for by Patago-
nia today may secure them top talent in the future.

How wIll tHeY work?

Who our workers are and how to keep them engaged is changing 
quickly. While employee wellness programs are more common than 
they used to be, the twenty-first-century multigenerational workforce 
also demands that we answer questions about workplace well-being and 
mental health through a Gentelligent lens. If we don’t, the engagement 
strategies discussed above risk falling on deaf ears.

embracing multiple Views on work-life Integration

While the need to help employees achieve work-life balance is not 
new, the presence of multiple generations simultaneously in the work-
place necessitates a broader and more inclusive view of why people may 
need more flexible work arrangements. Organizations must also Adjust 
the Lens to recognize the various ways employees across generations 
may be impacted by the forces around them and how they define such 
balance. Think about what the integration of work and life may mean 
for employees at different stages of life and whether companies’ current 
programs and policies treat these diverse needs as equally valid.

For example, many Gen Xers are currently providing primary care 
for their aging parents while still supporting their growing children. 
These pressures suggest that Gen Xers need flexible work arrange-
ments and possibly personal support to manage the stress of these 
family demands. Elder-care responsibilities alone have been found 
to cost companies about $5 billion in absenteeism annually.59 Some 
organizations are responding to these employee pressures in novel 
ways. Astellas, a pharmaceutical company, developed a program to 
help manage the complex needs that come with the demands of caring 
for aging parents, including providing their employees with access to 
elder-care managers to identify options and develop plans for their 
parents’ care.60 Employees with more autonomy to complete their jobs 
are better able to succeed in them.
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understanding the socioemotional needs of employees

Gen Xers aren’t the only employees who need more emotional sup-
port. Mental strain is also taking a toll on younger generations. Millen-
nial and Gen Z workers both suffer from higher rates of mental health 
symptoms, in some cases leading them to leave their jobs. As a result, 
organizations need to better support their employees’ social and emo-
tional needs to foster a healthy, fully engaged workforce. Such concerns 
are leading companies to expand and update their definitions of em
ployee wellness. In the end, today’s workforce expects and needs more 
from their companies than an on-site gym.

A number of options have emerged to help employers support im-
proved mental health in the workplace. EY, one the largest professional 
services firms in the world, has a mental health program known simply 
as “r u ok?” that provides tools and resources to encourage employees 
to both get help and support coworkers who are dealing with mental 
illness issues.61 Right Direction, a program developed by the Center for 
Workplace Mental Health and the Employers Health Coalition, provides 
user-friendly free materials and tools to help companies address depres-
sion in the workplace. This program is already in place in hundreds 
of companies, including Kent State University and Online Computer 
Library Center Inc., a nonprofit, membership, computer library service, 
and research organization. Other workplace programs that facilitate 
mental health are on the rise, including pet-friendly workplaces (associ-
ated with helping owners and coworkers handle stress), meditation and 
Zen rooms, and access to telehealth (virtual) mental health counseling.62

While caregiving demands and mental health concerns are two sig-
nificant drivers, employees from different generations will also have other 
reasons for needing work-life balance. To accommodate the wide range 
of needs associated with all stages of life, more and more employers are 
beginning to explore the potential of unlimited paid time off (PTO).

Providing unlimited Paid time off

The United States has long had a reputation for offering its workers 
a limited number of vacation days. It was not unusual that the young-
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est employees were asked to pay their dues, receiving minimal paid 
vacation days each year, with only more tenured workers who had 
earned the right for a more extended vacation each year receiving one. 
Historically, the average number of days provided for full-time private 
industry employees has varied significantly depending on how long the 
employee had worked for the company, and while all workers saw slight 
increases in the number of vacation days since 1993, the gap between 
new and long-serving workers remains.63

However, recently, organizations have begun experimenting with 
the idea of unlimited PTO, something that would have been unthink-
able just a decade ago. Unlimited PTO is a relatively straightforward 
concept: Employees are given an unlimited number of days off each 
year without having to accrue any vacation days, as the traditional 
model required. For most companies, the only requirement is that the 
employee ensures his or her work is up to date and that the absence will 
not negatively impact business operations while they are gone.64

But why would a company offer its employees unlimited vacation? 
Aron Ain, the CEO of Kronos, a workforce-management and human-
capital-management cloud provider, instituted an unlimited vacation 
policy as a recruitment tool. The new program improved employee en-
gagement and increased the number of positive (anonymous) employee 
comments, with employees taking an average of 2.6 more days off than 
the prior year. That same year, Kronos had its best financial perfor-
mance ever. Aron Ain doesn’t think that was a coincidence.65

In 2015, General Electric began a flexible PTO plan called “permis-
sive time off policy,” which was offered to more senior U.S. salaried 
employees.66 An employee testimonial on GE’s website speaks to the 
potential impact of such policies:

I am so grateful I now feel empowered to take the time away that I need, 
both unplanned and planned, without feeling the stress of always “having 
to be there.” Of course, I always coordinate with my manager. Permissive 
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time just adds another tool to the toolkit. It is great knowing that we are 
not being measured on the amount of time we are at work or not, but 
rather on delivering on our priorities.67

Naturally, the implementation of such a policy raises several ques-
tions. Most notably, how would the company know that its employees 
won’t abuse the new program and take multiple weeks in a row off 
without adequately ensuring that their work is being covered by some-
one else while they are gone? Rest assured, research has found that 
employees are unlikely to abuse the policy; instead, in many cases, the 
practice leads to employees taking less time off. Nevertheless, experts 
recommend that companies looking to offer unlimited vacation days 
ensure that the program sets clear expectations and adequately defines 
what is meant by unlimited, as no company expects their employees to 
stop showing up to work.68

moVIng ForwArd: eVolVIng tAlent strAtegIes

Organizations that manage individual talent effectively can acquire a sus-
tained competitive advantage in the labor market. Answering these ques-
tions through a Gentelligent lens ensures that the people strategy focuses 
equally on all age groups and is executed across the employee lifecycle to 
facilitate a tailored, employee-focused experience, delivering meaningful 
work in a personalized way. We urge companies to utilize the questions 
in this chapter to hone their own Gentelligent people strategy:

Who will your talent be?

What will they need to stay committed?

When and where will they work?

Why will they work?

How will they work?
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While the answers to the questions might change with the times, 
the questions will not. The future of talent acquisition depends on 
identifying and attracting a diverse spectrum of workers through 
job redesign or returnship programs, to name a couple of effective 
strategies. Retaining an organization’s workforce, however, focuses 
more on developing employee pride, offering meaningful work, and 
responding to the socioemotional needs of a changing workforce. Ul-
timately, Gentelligence empowers employers to establish a thoughtful 
employee-centric change program that considers the needs of today’s 
workforce as well as tomorrow’s. A Gentelligent people strategy that 
allows companies to evolve alongside employees’ changing needs is 
vital for success in the twenty-first century. Organizations that adopt 
this new way of managing talent will stand as winners, with an en-
gaged, devoted, age-diverse workforce by their side.
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Creating a Gentelligent 
Work Culture

Diversity is being invited to the party; inclusion is being asked to dance.

—Verna Myers, vice president of inclusion strategy at Netflix1

In almost every leadership class I teach, I share with my students the 
famous Peter Drucker line: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” It’s a 
reminder that even the most carefully constructed approaches to lead-
ership, teams, and talent will fail if they don’t align with the values and 
norms of the existing organizational environment. Culture is the most 
potent catalyst for every other aspect of our organizations; it is the 
critical factor in whether strategies help our vision become a reality. 
As such, this means that true generational inclusion can only occur in 
the context of a culture that is Gentelligent in what it believes, what it 
says, and what it does.

Culture consists of the shared beliefs, values, and norms of interaction, 
establishing what it means to work in an organization. Culture is difficult 
to define, and it’s hard to measure, an “invisible glue.”2 Lou Gertsner, the 
former CEO of IBM, captures the importance of this element: “Culture 
isn’t just one aspect of the game, it is the game. In the end, an organization 
is no more than the collective capacity of its people to create value.”3 It is 
in this collective capacity that organizational culture creates a competitive 
advantage. Research shows that culture significantly impacts almost every 
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people metric, including job performance, satisfaction, employee engage-
ment and motivation, and turnover.4

The paradox of culture is that it is vital to understand, yet challenging 
to define. Even those who work and live in a particular culture may not 
be fully aware of the many aspects that influence their environment. To 
help organizations get a more complete sense of the cultural complexi-
ties, Edgar H. Schein, professor emeritus at the MIT Sloan School of 
Management, identifies three levels of organizational culture that must 
be understood. Starting with the deepest level and building to the most 
visible, he refers to these layers as underlying assumptions, espoused 
ideals, and artifacts.5

These levels of culture are evident in a company well known for its 
strong and somewhat quirky culture: Zappos, the online shoe retailer. 
When you first walk into a Zappos office, you’ll notice its relaxed and 
personalized nature. Employees are allowed to dress casually, decorate 
their workspaces in any way they like, and even nap if they wish.6 All of 
these visible workplace aspects illustrate Zappos’s cultural artifacts. Ar-
tifacts can also include company programming and perks. For example, 
Zappos uses the unique approach of offering new hires $1,000 to quit if 
they believe that the company is not the right fit for them.7

Just like with many other companies, when employees start working 
for Zappos, they attend a four-week training program that introduces 
the new hires to the company’s beliefs.8 But what makes Zappos unique 
is its focus and training on the ten espoused values of the company, in-
cluding “Create Fun and a Little Weirdness,” “Do More with Less,” and 
“Be Humble.” Espoused values describe what organizations profess to 
prioritize, including norms created collectively to guide behavior. How-
ever, what an organization claims to stand for is one thing; experiencing 
those values as authentic and deeply embedded in the way the company 
does business is another matter entirely. Schein refers to these actual 
norms as underlying assumptions.9

Underlying assumptions are the foundational thoughts an organiza-
tion takes for granted that fundamentally impact how it works. If an 
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underlying assumption contradicts the stated values of the company, 
the culture becomes diluted and inauthentic. Enron was a powerful 
example of the risk created by this kind of disconnect. Let’s look at the 
stated values of that company:

Communication—We have an obligation to communicate.

Respect—We treat others as we would like to be treated.

Integrity—We work with customers and prospects openly, honestly, 
and sincerely.

Excellence—We are satisfied with nothing less than the very best in 
everything we do.10

Despite this articulation of Enron’s priorities, investigations into the 
energy and commodities company later revealed common practices of 
shredding documents, ignoring internal warnings about accounting 
inaccuracies, and hiding huge losses.11 While the official values included 
operating with honesty and integrity, the underlying assumption of the 
culture of Enron was to profit at any cost. This disconnect between 
what they claimed to care about and what they actually valued was at 
the heart of the lack of credibility of the company, and it ultimately 
contributed to Enron’s downfall.

Zappos, by contrast, has established that each and every one of its 
employees should feel free to be themselves. Their unique traits dis-
tinguish them individually, but the collective weirdness unites them. 
This commitment to authenticity is consistent throughout all levels of 
Zappos’s culture, from the distinctive office decorations to the values 
themselves. Its value of “Creating Fun and a Little Weirdness” has 
resulted in Zappos developing a team of “Fungineers,” which aims to 
ensure that the company is living out that value through unique em-
ployee experiences across the company. These stated mantras evolved 
from Zappos’s core priority to embrace the unconventional and the 
unexpected. What one sees and experiences when visiting a Zappos 
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office clearly reflects its espoused values, leading to its reputation as a 
credible and authentic company.

When talking about changing or creating a culture, it’s tempting to 
start with new programming or renovating workspaces. However, the 
most crucial part of building an authentic culture involves connecting 
the visible artifacts to the company’s deeper and less visible layers to 
manifest what the organization fundamentally believes.

tHe gentellIgent culture

Most existing efforts to transform organizational cultures to appeal to 
multiple generations focus exclusively on the layer of artifacts. To catch 
the attention of the newest and youngest job seekers, for example, or-
ganizations tend to invest in surface-level, visible improvements rather 
than focusing on the more challenging, more in-depth aspects of their 
corporate cultures. One current trend is the incentive or perk-based 
culture. Companies have reimagined their offices and their employee 
benefits by removing cubicles in favor of open floor plans, building 
new gaming rooms with foosball tables and Nintendo Switches, and 
adding beer on tap in the employee lounges. While these perks were 
meant to welcome Millennials and Gen Zers into the workplace, they 
have partially resulted in the opposite, pushing away the targeted young 
audiences and other generations as well.

Gallup’s article “How Millennials Want to Work and Live” found 
that only 18 percent of Millennials prioritized having a “fun” place 
to work, and only 15 percent viewed an informal work environment 
as important. This highlights a generational assumption that must be 
resisted—that Millennials are constant fun seekers who are drawn in 
by surface-level attempts to entertain them. In reality, Millennials, 
Baby Boomers, and Gen Xers all ranked other factors, such as the 
quality of their managers and company management, higher across 
the board.12 According to Nina McQueen, LinkedIn’s vice president 
of global talent,
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While people generally love the idea of perks like free food and game 
rooms, our research shows this is actually one of the least enticing fac-
tors for keeping professionals at their current companies. Instead, people 
would much rather see their company focusing on benefits like learning 
and development programs, philanthropic opportunities, and more.13

In a company like Zappos, the quirky artifacts and trendy perks are 
successful because they align with what the company fundamentally 
believes. However, focusing solely on the visible elements of culture 
without exploring what lies beneath can reveal that the generationally 
inclusive culture exists only superficially.

In our quest to find an organization that has successfully integrated 
generational inclusion at all levels, we discovered Workday, the HR and 
financial-management software company. Workday is one of the few or-
ganizations to be named by the Great Place to Work Institute as a “Best 
Workplace for Millennials,”14 “Best Workplace for Gen X,”15 and “Best 
Workplace for Baby Boomers,”16 as well as “Global Best Workplace.”17 
To accomplish this, the company has created a range of programs and 
experiences that reflect a deeply rooted commitment to making sure the 
input of all generations is evident in how they do business. By working 
to understand what matters to employees of different ages and genera-
tional identities, Workday has been able to create an environment that 
authentically includes all levels and layers of culture. Kala Moynihan, an 
account executive at Workday, enjoys opportunities to work with col-
leagues across generations. (Moynihan is a member of Gen X but has a 
Millennial boss and several Gen Z teammates.) She states,

Our founders have put a premium on the employee experience and our 
culture. They believe that happy employees create happy customers. 
They are very intentional about maintaining our culture and investing in 
programs to keep Workday a “Best Place to Work.” Workday also does 
a good job of career development programs that are valuable to younger 
generations (in my opinion), but also benefit the entire workforce.18
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Its Generation Workday program is a powerful example of this com-
mitment. The program aims to develop and engage its newest employ-
ees as they begin their journey at the company. By investing in its young 
employees, the company believes everyone ultimately benefits from 
the early transfer of organizational wisdom and a strong leadership 
pipeline. One element of this program, known as Generation Workday 
Pitch In, harnesses the fresh insight of younger employees to develop 
ideas for products, technologies, and service opportunities. Older em-
ployees mentor participants, lending their organizational experience to 
troubleshoot new concepts. Senior executives choose the winners, and 
many of the ideas ultimately influence company decisions and product 
offerings.19 Workday reports that Millennial participants in the Genera-
tion Workday program average a 90 percent retention rate, and chief 
human resource officer Ashley Goldsmith states, “We’ve really listened 
to what Millennials want from their work environment. . . . Money and 
advancement will always play a role, but it’s also important to this gen-
eration that their work is vital to Workday’s success. In turn they have 
shown us their commitment to Workday.”20

Workday’s attention to generational diversity goes beyond its strong 
focus on Millennials and Gen Zers. The company’s commitment to 
engaging and valuing all generations is apparent in its Opportunity 
Onramps™ program as well. This initiative includes returnships for 
parents and caregivers who left the workforce for any duration, allow-
ing employees at mid-career to rejoin and flourish with the necessary 
support.21 While these programs are visible artifacts of the culture, they 
stem from an embedded assumption and foundational belief that em-
ployees of all ages and generations are vital to the company’s success 
and connect to the organization’s core values of dedication to employ-
ees and innovation.22

Companies in more traditional industries are also feeling the pres-
sure to reconsider their approach to age and generational diversity. 
At Huntington Ingalls Industries (HII), the largest military shipbuild-
ing company in the United States, the median age of the workforce is 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   168 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



c r e A t I n g  A  g e n t e l l I g e n t  w o r k  c u l t u r e  169

forty-five. Many of its long-time employees are preparing to retire, and 
the need to transfer institutional knowledge and wisdom is vital. This 
concentration of older workers in the company has created a Gentel-
ligence opportunity: to Expand the Pie by offering new paths and op-
portunities for older workers willing to take on new career challenges 
through an apprenticeship program. While apprenticeships are tradi-
tionally thought of as paths for younger workers, HII has eliminated 
age limits for its apprenticeship program, increasing participation op-
portunities for older workers. Charlene DeWindt graduated from HII’s 
apprenticeship program in her late fifties, becoming an electrician and 
significantly increasing her salary, opportunities, and job engagement. 
DeWindt calls the program life-changing, telling Forbes in 2016, “This 
program has allowed me the opportunity to learn so much, keep my 
brain and body active, and save more for retirement.”23 By Resisting As-
sumptions about how to fill its talent pipeline, HII is able to better meet 
twenty-first-century business challenges.

While employees tend first to experience organizational culture at a 
surface level, to create meaningful, lasting change, it is important to dive 
deeper to more substantive levels. By exploring what we believe, then 
connecting what we believe to what we say, and finally aligning those 
with what we do and see, we can identify ways to transform our cultures 
into truly Gentelligent workplaces.

transformation 1: what we Believe

If employees do not recognize and address what is presumed at 
the very deepest levels of their organizations, their cultures will not 
genuinely change. To move forward, managers must ask what beliefs 
their organizations cling to surrounding age diversity and expectations. 
According to Schein, these kinds of beliefs are hard to identify because 
they are so deeply ingrained in how business is, often unconsciously, 
done. Schein says it well: “It is only if we dig beneath the surface of val-
ues by observing behavior carefully, noting anomalies, inconsistencies, 
or phenomena that remain unexplained that we elicit from the insiders 
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their underlying assumptions.”24 In order to discover what an organiza-
tion believes, its employees have to further explore their own actions.

To see what is hiding in plain sight, managers must examine corpo-
rate practices and norms through a critical lens. Bill Taylor, cofounder 
of Fast Company, describes how this is done at the game company Cra-
nium, Inc. On a recent visit, Taylor was struck by the commitment of 
the company leadership to determine whether its existing practices met 
the standards of CHIFF—an acronym standing for clever, highquality, 
innovative, friendly, and fun, which are the core values of Cranium, Inc. 
Every employee at the company can question whether practice aligns 
with those values. The company even invested in a senior executive who 
champions the presence of those beliefs throughout the organization.25

This practice of reevaluating whether the values match the actions 
can help create more Gentelligent cultures as well. We suggest encour-
aging (and incentivizing) leaders and employees to identify existing 
practices and norms that are not generationally inclusive. Nothing 
should be sacred, even (or especially) practices that represent company 
tradition and established protocol. By enlisting people of all ages and 
career stages in this critical review, companies will likely uncover em-
bedded beliefs that obstruct or limit intergenerational potential. Such 
roadblocks can be lurking in a company’s hiring, decision-making, and 
ongoing learning processes. A great starting point asks, “What around 
here isn’t Gentelligent?”

A growing practice in multigenerational workplaces is to implement 
reverse mentoring, or pairing of a younger employee with an older 
one to teach the senior employee new kinds of knowledge or skills. 
GE is credited with developing the first reverse-mentoring program 
in 1999 when Jack Welch paired managers with younger employees to 
accelerate management’s learning about the newly formed internet.26 
Today, approximately 14 percent of organizations report having a 
reverse-mentoring program of some kind, meaning that it is far from 
a widespread practice.27 Broadly defined, reverse mentoring involves a 
younger employee sharing perspectives and skills with a more seasoned 
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colleague.28 Most often, reverse mentoring helps older individuals better 
understand technology and innovation.

While we applaud the idea of reverse mentoring in practice, we want 
to highlight an underlying assumption embedded in the term itself. 
Reverse mentoring implies that true mentoring typically occurs only 
in one direction, with an older employee teaching a younger one. This 
idea reveals a presumption that learning happening the other way is 
unexpected and arguably opposite its intended direction. Regardless of 
which direction the knowledge is flowing, a Gentelligent culture will 
view multidirectional, intergenerational information exchange and 
guidance as merely “mentoring.” In the case of an exchange of different 
types of knowledge, we suggest using the term mutual mentoring as a 
more inclusive, precise, and desirable term.

Mutual Mentoring

Mentoring, regardless of the direction of the learning, provides 
employees across generations a chance to connect on a deeper level 
and explore their distinct, yet equally important, kinds of knowledge, 
experience, and perspectives. Mutual mentoring is an intergenerational 
learning opportunity that both Strengthens Trust and Expands the 
Pie. Research has established that successful intergenerational learning 
allows its participants to learn about each other and their respective 
generations; to better appreciate the world, people, and events that are 
relevant to them; and to build knowledge or skills.29

The concept of intergenerational learning describes any task that asks 
multiple generations to work together on a shared activity.30 Research 
has shown that intergenerational learning benefits its participants, 
regardless of age, by developing strong positive relationships between 
the generations and furthering cohesion and social inclusion between 
the generations.31 Through intergenerational learning, all participants 
are given the chance to teach and to learn, growing their skills while 
impacting wisdom on the other party. The benefits are spread out, al-
lowing each generation to gain without anyone losing. In order to move 
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employees toward a mindset of Expanding the Pie, leaders must create 
opportunities for these sorts of experiences.

The Fung Fellowship for Wellness & Technology Innovation at UC 
Berkeley is a great example of an innovative program harnessing the 
power of intergenerational learning. According to director Joni Rubin, 
the program aims to train undergraduates as health and tech innovators 
to address the health and wellness needs of older adults. An integral part 
of the training is an intergenerational partnership within the design 
team. While the students work to use their skills to develop technology 
that will help older adults live healthier and longer lives, the older adults 
on the teams provide feedback and mentoring—on both the products 
being designed and professional skills.32 This relationship benefits all 
parties by giving the students much-needed feedback on their products 
from the target audience and giving the older adults the chance to coach 
and train a student as they are developing.

Kellogg Co. is jumping aboard the intergenerational learning trend 
as well, hiring a set of “inspiring Gen Z leaders” to help the company de-
sign its newest Kashi cereal. Why does such a well-established company 
need (or want) the input of twelve- to seventeen-year-olds to launch a 
new kind of cereal? The same reason the students in the Fung Fellow-
ship would want to hear from their elders: if they listen to members of 
a different generational cohort who happen to be their product user, 
everyone wins. Kellogg will sell more cereal if it is designed the way the 
kids want it, and the kids will get a product that is more likely to appeal 
to them. While marketing to the next generation is not a new concept, 
leveraging that generation’s talent for unique ideas is a great example of 
Gentelligence in action.

Huntington Ingalls Industries is also meeting this ongoing challenge 
head on by focusing on both the importance of older workers’ expertise 
and the fresh perspective younger workers bring. While new digital 
technology is changing the way ships are built, traditional methods 
endure, and blending the old with the new ways is essential for success. 
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Brent Woodhouse, a former manager of digital shipbuilding workforce 
development for the company, says that HII relies on its more experi-
enced workers to mentor and guide its newest ones through challenges 
and process issues. HII also leans on its younger, more digitally savvy 
workers to teach less technologically proficient colleagues new skills, 
creating Gentelligent team collaborations.33 This is the power of in-
tergenerational learning and collaboration: to build more together, to 
innovate, and to successfully adapt.

The University of Pittsburgh created a program called “Intergen-
erational Engineering” that pairs students with retired engineers as 
mentors. The mentors, who have been retired for between four and 
ten years, use their career experience to assist these students and ex-
plain subjects in a concrete way that makes sense to them. This cross- 
generational program has improved the retention rate of female and 
African American students and helped international students to un-
derstand American culture as it relates to engineering. This initiative 
has become a model for other engineering schools in facilitating men-
torship programs that benefit both groups. Retirees with decades of 
experience get to share their expertise with young people soon entering 
their profession. The college students welcome guidance as they begin 
their professional journeys and show the retirees that their perspectives 
are relevant, appreciated, and valued.

For Millennials and Gen Zers, mutual mentoring provides a chance 
to contribute to their companies in a meaningful way, to be heard, and 
to demonstrate their leadership abilities early in their careers.34 Mutual 
mentoring often has substantial benefits for both the mentor and the 
mentee, including increased job satisfaction and organizational com-
mitment. Empowering younger employees to mentor also allows the 
organization to recognize its future leaders, to create a more collabora-
tive culture by building stronger intergenerational relationships, and to 
minimize generational conflicts. Regardless of age, these experiences 
bring benefits to all participants, including strong positive relationships 
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across generations, shared learning activities, and increased cohesion 
and social inclusion between age cohorts.35 Once leaders have estab-
lished what the overall organization believes, they can begin to share 
and demonstrate these beliefs with stakeholders.

transformation 2: what we say

The second transformation involves how employees talk about their 
company cultures. To build Gentelligent workplaces, we suggest build-
ing a generationally aligned set of shared values and setting a bold goal 
for a company’s intergenerational collaborations. To inspire action, an 
organization needs a substantive, aspirational target to envision what is 
possible. Since so few organizations currently promote a Gentelligent 
culture, we use the term aspirational intentionally to capture the need to 
work collectively toward a desired future rather than being content with 
the current reality. For an organization to build this culture, it must set 
a goal that focuses attention and energy on valuing, appreciating, and 
leveraging perspectives of all generations.

Aspirational Goal

How can companies ensure that the Gentelligence goals they set will be 
successfully achieved? Research on goal setting provides several key sug-
gestions to maximize the likelihood of achieving the goal. First, the most 
motivating goals are specific and challenging, yet realistic.36 Such goals 
focus on an organization’s collective energy by establishing a clear target 
without being so ambitious as to seem unattainable. In most studies, these 
types of goals resulted in greater success than vague “do your best” goals 
or the absence of any aim whatsoever.37 In determining the sweet spot for 
aspirational achievement, we recommend imagining a reality that doesn’t 
presently exist but one that organizational leaders believe is possible with 
increased effort and energy. Another key strategy for effective goal set-
ting allows all employees to help determine the finish line. Involvement 
in goal setting has been shown to increase the overall effectiveness of the 
goal, enabling individuals to take ownership of that shared direction, 
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helping to break down resistance to change, and building commitment, 
all of which are essential to achieving the desired culture.38

For those who previously viewed generational differences merely as 
frustration, the goal of creating a Gentelligent culture may seem out of 
reach. Gentelligence itself is an audacious goal and a daunting under-
taking. We have found countless instances of companies that moved 
closer to it by creating training programs, piloting talent strategies to 
attract and retain younger workers, and developing returnships to more 
fully engage older workers. Yet if such programs aren’t grounded in 
a shared aspiration for creating a Gentelligent culture, they are likely 
to lose steam over time, replaced by subsequent trends. As is the case 
with any kind of diversity initiative, piecemeal programs and one-off 
efforts often fail to create an authentic “atmosphere of inclusion.”39 
Conversely, initiatives that are clearly linked to a broader collective am-
bition are more likely to be given leadership support and find successful 
integration within the organization.

The Gentelligent culture is built in the spirit of what management 
guru Peter Senge famously calls “the learning organization.” Senge 
envisions a learning organization as one “made up of employees skilled 
at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge. These people could 
help their firms cultivate tolerance, foster open discussion, and think 
holistically and systemically.”40 Gentelligent entities are true learning 
organizations, built on an aspirational vision for intergenerational 
learning and defined by a recognition of shared values across genera-
tions. Through the creation of learning opportunities between ages, all 
workplace perspectives are included.

While the specific goal around Gentelligence should be customized 
to represent the direction of each organization, it should be rooted in 
the shared belief that all ages and generations of people have valuable 
perspectives and insights that enhance the collective experience of 
employees, customers, and other stakeholders. Textbox 8.1 provides 
a starting point to developing a Gentelligent aspiration but should be 
tailored to the unique nature of the organization.
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Organizational Values

When it comes to this layer of organizational culture, establishing a 
shared aspiration to become more Gentelligent means that colleagues 
must also consider how their current organizational values may be 
seen differently by those of different ages and career stages. The values 
of an organization serve as its guideposts in aligning its decisions with 
what the company prioritizes most. While these beliefs belong to the 
organization as a whole, every person in the organization also needs to 
see themselves represented in those values to feel membership. There 
is a bit of a balancing act involved in simultaneously appreciating gen-
erational differences while also building a cohesive culture of shared 
values. Diversity researchers Nicola Pless and Thomas Maak describe 
this delicate balance as “recognizing difference while looking for the 
common bond.”41 How, then, do employees appreciate and support in-
dividuality while also building something collectively? They Adjust the 
Lens to consider how organizational values might be interpreted and 
expressed differently across generations.

Remember the four values that research has shown all generations 
to share? The first is respect, which includes feeling valued and vital to 
the organization. The next is competence or the perception that one is 
knowledgeable and skilled. Everyone craves connection, or collaborat-
ing with colleagues and experiencing mutual trust. Finally, individuals 

G E N T E L L I G E N T  A S P I R A T I O N

To create an organization built on growth and learning that 
can unlock the potential and power of a multigenerational 
workforce.

TEXTBOX 8 .1
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seek autonomy, including the freedom and independence to exercise 
judgment and make sound decisions. While employees of all ages share 
these values, the way they prioritize those values may differ across dif-
ferent life and career stages. For example, research shows that younger 
generations tend to focus more on career development and older age 
cohorts often seek involvement with family and society.42 When con-
sidering organizational values, leaders must recognize these nuances 
between employees based on their life stages and allow for latitude in 
how such values are expressed in the workplace.

Returning to the example of a company that talks the talk and walks 
the walk, Zappos’s oath of employment expands its ten core values to 
include sample behaviors that fit each value. As an example, for the 
mantra “Create Fun and a Little Weirdness,” it suggests that an em-
ployee could demonstrate this by “embrac[ing] others’ points of view 
and individuality, [having] an authentic sense of self, and let[ting] their 
inner quirkiness come out.”43 This description articulates the role of fun 
in the workplace while acknowledging that employees of different ages 
and generations may have different ways of interpreting it.

A successful change toward a Gentelligent culture does not require 
an entirely new organizational vision, nor does it require tossing out 
old values. Rather, it requires intentionally aiming for generational in-
clusion, and being willing to consider our current values in potentially 
new ways.

transformation 3: what we do and see

The final transformation necessary to create genuine, lasting culture 
change in an organization is to consider our artifacts: what we do and 
see. Once organizations have become more Gentelligent in what they 
believe and what they say, they can then invest in artifacts that will 
make their efforts toward generational inclusion more visible. Develop-
ing formal programs that signal the importance of all employees’ voices 
regardless of their positions or career stages can powerfully signal a 
deeper commitment. When leadership invests time and resources into 
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such opportunities, it closes the gap between theoretically “valuing gen-
erational diversity of thought” and the everyday practice of hearing and 
understanding these perspectives.

Throughout this book, we have addressed ways to approach talent, 
teams, and leadership in ways that will create Gentelligence in your 
organization. We now offer two more examples of highly visible pro-
grams (artifacts) that demonstrate a clear commitment to generational 
inclusion and diversity: Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) and Inter-
generational Boards. These two programs reflect practical ways to take 
a Gentelligent approach to talent, teams, and leadership.

Employee Resource Groups

One growing strategy to promote all types of diversity within an 
organization is creating an Employee Resource Group. ERGs are vol-
untary, employee-led groups that are often built around common de-
mographic factors, such as gender, race, sexual orientation, and age, and 
are sponsored by the organization.44 ERGs have long provided members 
of diverse communities with support within a corporate structure. 
These groups have found great deals of success at both the individual 
and the organizational levels. For individual employees, ERGs facilitate 
professional development, networking, mentoring, and other learning 
opportunities. Companies that implement ERGs show improved busi-
ness operations, greater attraction and retention of diverse employees, 
and more successful change initiatives.45

Organizations have begun to explore how ERGs can provide the 
same benefits for generational diversity as they have for other kinds of 
differences in the workplace. To date, such ERG efforts have primarily 
focused on making one generation (usually a younger one) feel more 
included. In 2010, MasterCard developed an ERG for young profes-
sionals known as YoPros for employees with less than ten years of 
experience. Ryan Beautry, the founder and current global chair of the 
group, explained the reason for the group: “We realized that Millen-
nials bring a different perspective to MasterCard, one that could help 
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move from a world of cash and plastic to a world integrated across 
new technologies and platforms.”46 The group regularly holds Youth 
Summits, in which members consider the interest that young people 
will have in prospective products.47 By reviewing products for the 
company, YoPros can meaningfully contribute to Mastercard using 
their expertise, and Mastercard is able to collect feedback from the very 
group to which it is marketing.

While groups aimed at one generation are necessary and helpful, 
Gentelligent cultures need resource groups that invite members across 
ages to the same table. Some companies have already begun building 
such groups. While Aetna currently has three separate ERGs that serve 
Baby Boomers, Generation Xers, and Millennials, the groups often 
work together around substantive projects such as onboarding for new 
employees and, more informally, as cross-generational mentors.

Nielsen developed Nielsen Generation (NGen) to educate and 
understand generational differences between employees. This group 
recently launched GenTalk, a video series that places two employees of 
different generations who share a common characteristic, such as de-
mographic similarities, together and asks them to discuss generational 
differences.48 For example, two members of PRIDE (Nielsen’s ERG 
for LGBTQ+), one Gen Xer and one Millennial, shared what they 
wish they could tell members of other generations as well as what they 
would say to future generations of their group’s leaders. PNC Finan-
cial Services has developed a group known as iGen, which focuses on 
intergenerational learning. William Demchak, the CEO and president 
of PNC, comments, “A diverse and multigenerational workforce better 
positions PNC to understand and provide for our customer’s evolving 
preferences.”49 By focusing on what employees share, companies can 
find common ground between their employees. Affinity groups like 
these allow for cross-generational transfers of knowledge and promote 
a workplace culture of respect and connection.

Kiyona Miah of the U.S. Census helped form NextGen, an ERG for 
younger generations to learn from older employees. While NextGen 
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began as a group designed for Millennials, over time, it has removed 
any generational constraint to welcome all ages. She believes this re-
source group was essential in allowing employees across generations 
to Adjust the Lens:

You can be intimidated by someone’s tenure or title, and working in 
these groups can help people connect on a different level, allowing us 
to have dialogue and conversations. All of the organizations/affinity 
groups have executive champions who shepherd the group along—
guiding, furthering the mission, and giving support. For NextGen, one 
of our former leaders wanted to see where our generational differences 
truly are. Through this, we found department areas where there weren’t 
many people of the younger generations and where we lacked older 
people who could mentor.50

Companies that already have generationally based ERGs in place 
should consider whether those groups evolved in a way that both sup-
ports the unique needs of individual generations and provides oppor-
tunities to learn across age cohorts. Entities that have yet to develop 
such programs should think strategically about the best way to set them 
up. Some organizations need an individual ERG for every generation; 
others may construct groups to break down current barriers in differ-
ent ways. Using resource groups in this way can be a key tool to Resist 
Assumptions, help employees Adjust the Lens, and Strengthen Trust.

Board Inclusion (and Those “Shadow Boards”)

For any culture-building strategy to succeed, company leaders must 
not only support Gentelligence but also show that support in highly vis-
ible ways. In doing so, leadership sends an important signal about what 
matters. When it comes to what we see and do, one of the most vital 
considerations is who is allowed a seat at the decision-making table. 
Traditionally, these seats have been reserved for those with the longest 
tenure and the highest rank, reflecting an underlying cultural assump-
tion that those at the top know best and that those who are younger, 
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newer, or just entering the hierarchy should have less influence when 
policies and protocols are being crafted.

Organizational boards are one highly visible place to revisit this as-
sumption. The purpose of a board is to envision the company’s future 
and develop a plan to get there. Boards often comprise older individuals 
with extensive experience, which remains important, but frequently lack 
the perspective of the organization’s younger employees, who have high 
stakes in the company’s long-term success. Ultimately, a look at current 
board demographics suggests that a radical shift is needed in who com-
panies invite to the boardroom table. Historically, boards have assumed 
that the insight needed on the board only comes with age. The time for 
such assumptions is over, and the time to include diverse perspectives 
and types of knowledge is now. Boards are tackling issues that younger 
generations have vital insights on, including social and cultural trends 
and rapidly changing digital technologies.51 Furthermore, the future of 
every company is decided at that table; therefore, room must be made for 
those with the greatest stake in that future: the youngest members.

While discussions about board diversity have recently increased, 
they have focused primarily on gender, race, ethnicity, and to some ex-
tent, skills. A recent poll by PwC found that directors were over twice as 
interested in increasing gender diversity as they were in increasing age 
diversity on boards.52 Currently, only 6 percent of seats are estimated to 
be held by individuals under the age of fifty.53 While boards still largely 
exclude younger generations from the mix, there are some notable 
exceptions. Kiran Ariz of EY was elected to the Norwegian Refugee 
Council at age thirty. She comments,

I am part of an extremely dedicated board where I probably have more to 
learn than I have to give, but I do have insights to share. I am a Millen-
nial, like a large number of today’s refugees; I am a lawyer; and I am Nor-
wegian-Pakistani. I bring a different perspective to the conversation.54

In March 2019, the Tate Modern appointed Anna Lowe, a twenty-
eight-year-old digital strategist and trained art educator, to its board as 
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a youth engagement Tate trustee.55 This appointment, coupled with ad-
ditional programs the museum had already begun, was a visible step in 
finding new approaches to attract young people to visit the Tate Mod-
ern. As the board builds its vision and shapes the museum’s culture, 
having a Millennial on the board brings another perspective to these 
meetings. According to Colleen Dilenschneider, chief market engage-
ment officer at IMPACTS Research & Development,

Neglecting millennial board representations doesn’t necessarily mean 
that there aren’t loads of important conversations taking place in these 
Millennial-bereft boardrooms about how to better engage this valuable 
cohort. I have found that it’s not uncommon at many board meetings 
for there to be many Baby Boomers and a few members of Generation X 
waxing poetic about the urgent need to engage Millennials without any 
input from actual Millennials.56

In addition to inviting younger employees to the board, a new con-
cept known as “shadow boards” is starting to emerge. On a shadow 
board, younger non-executive employees assist senior executives on 
strategic initiatives and provide their age cohorts’ perspectives and 
insights. Gucci created a shadow board of Millennials in 2015 to make 
the company more relevant to modern consumers. Composed of some 
of the organization’s top talent, this board of younger employees meets 
with the senior leadership regularly. Gucci CEO Mario Bizzarri re-
ported to Harvard Business Review that the exchanges from its shadow 
board have “served as a wakeup call for the executives” on how they 
could run their business more effectively.57

While we love the increased role for younger people at the board-
room table, we take issue with the term shadow board. This is where our 
earlier tool for detecting problematic underlying assumptions forces us 
to ask whether the term itself is truly Gentelligent. Just like the phrase 
reverse mentoring, using the qualifier of shadow reflects an underlying 
assumption that must be addressed. Namely, it implicitly signals that 
young people, while invited into the boardroom, should stay in the 
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shadow of the older and more experienced “real” board members, pro-
viding value that is peripheral to the primary source of executive power.

Despite the questionable semantics, research has found that these 
groups do help companies redesign business models and processes, 
transform organizational cultures, and engage all generations in exec-
utive decision making.58 We suggest that if the younger members were 
taken out of the shadows, they could have an even greater impact. 
The benefits of including younger people on boards are not limited 
to the perspective they can add; they also involve the development 
and learning that board membership provides. Given the importance 
Millennials place on understanding the purpose of their work, be-
ing present for high-level strategy and vision conversations can be a 
career-changing experience.

These benefits do not come without struggles. Intergenerational 
boards can encounter issues as seemingly inconsequential as ideal for-
mats and schedules for meetings to more serious conflicts such as time 
commitments and the meaning of member engagement. For many 
years, I was a recurring speaker at an annual board chair meeting for a 
regional cooperative council. While the chairs came from a range of dif-
ferent cooperative industries (such as electrical and agricultural), most 
were struggling with ways to create age diversity on their boards. The 
average age of these board chairs was over seventy years, and they were 
focused on succession planning.

Some chairs reported initial success with a shadow board model; oth-
ers issued open invitations to younger candidates to sit in on occasional 
meetings to see how things were done. Other meeting participants re-
ported that many of the younger people they had approached felt they 
wouldn’t be able to make the lengthy regular board meetings (often in 
the evenings and sometimes requiring travel) due to both work and life 
commitments. At one point, I asked whether there might be flexibility 
in meetings to allow for more involvement of younger members, such 
as allowing board members to use virtual conferencing tools to call in 
remotely. For most, this suggestion was not seen as a possible solution, 
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as there had been no precedents for alternative ways to schedule or 
participate in the meetings. A few, however, seemed intrigued by this 
different approach to their goal, and we spent time brainstorming other 
options that might allow those with different life-stage demands to have 
a voice in that board setting. While COVID-19 has undoubtedly forced 
many organizations—including organizations previously hesitant to 
use virtual conference calls—to experiment with virtual conferencing 
tools, it remains to be seen whether this transformative period leads to 
enduring change. Regardless, a precedent for alternative ways to sched-
ule or participate in meetings has been established.

Just like mutual mentoring, Gentelligent boards facilitate intergen-
erational learning. They require expertise from both people in senior 
leadership (who tend to be older) and newer, younger employees who 
closely connect to rising demographic markets. Such boards bring their 
participants substantial opportunities to Resist Assumptions, Adjust the 
Lens, and Strengthen Trust across generations, as well as Expand the Pie 
by finding ways to work together.

To be genuinely inclusive, organizations must support others who 
voice diverse perspectives and be open to alternative ways of working.59 
We have highlighted just a few programs that demonstrate how organi-
zations can accomplish this task in highly visible ways, providing a clear 
signal to everyone engaged in the culture that there is a seat at the table 
for all generations.

towArd generAtIonAllY InclusIVe cultures

We are often asked why generational differences are getting so much 
attention these days. The easy answer is because there are now an 
unprecedented number of generations in the workplace, with Gen Z 
reaching adulthood and entering the labor market. Yet simply having 
so many generations in companies will not automatically build Gen-
telligent cultures. Conversely, so many age cohorts within a workplace 
might create tensions between generations. Cohesion between these 
generations will require strategic action and practice. Perceptions of 
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inclusion push beyond the mere presence of diversity to create “an 
environment that allows people with multiple backgrounds, mindsets, 
and ways of thinking to work effectively together and perform to their 
highest potential.”60 An inclusive climate recognizes, values, and en-
gages these generational differences to help solve problems and make 
decisions.61 Transformation to an authentically Gentelligent culture is 
a complex undertaking. It demands thoughtfully considering whether 
all aspects of what companies believe, say, and do are in alignment. 
It requires utilizing the Gentelligence principles. Companies must 
Resist Assumptions that consign them to old patterns and Adjust the 
Lens to redefine what kinds of knowledge and experience are valu-
able. Through mutual mentoring and other intergenerational learning 
opportunities, employees must take the initiative to Strengthen Trust 
with those who aren’t initially seen as likely teachers. Leaders must 
seek out innovative and forward-thinking approaches to Expand the 
Pie in visible ways.

While developing inclusive organizational culture requires signifi-
cant investment, early research suggests that the returns can be substan-
tial. Benefits include increased levels of organizational commitment 
and job satisfaction, greater well- being, decreased stress, and lower 
turnover.62 Pless and Maak state that within inclusive cultures,

Different voices are understood as being legitimate and as opening 
up new vistas; they are heard and integrated in decision making and 
problem- solving processes; they have an active role in shaping culture 
and fostering creativity and innovation; and eventually in adding value 
to the company’s performance.63

Through a Gentelligent culture aligned across the three levels of or-
ganizational culture (underlying assumptions, espoused ideals, and 
artifacts), companies ensure that every generation feels connected and 
included. Ultimately, a strong and thoughtfully designed culture en-
sures the lasting success and power of Gentelligent solutions.
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Gentelligence for the 
Future of Work

It is not necessary to change. Survival is not mandatory.

—Edward Deming1

In early 2020, the phrase “OK Boomer” made it to the U.S. Supreme 
Court, with Chief Justice John Roberts questioning whether its use 
represented ageism.2 To mark this formal case of generation conflict, I 
wrote an article for NBC News, highlighting several troublesome con-
cerns. Ultimately, generational name- calling forced the issue of whether 
what started as an amusing meme had the potential to violate the U.S. 
Age Discrimination Act. Our generational tensions have become so 
evident that they found their way into the federal conversation of the 
Supreme Court. Do we need formal legislation to ensure that we treat 
other generations with respect? As I argue in my article, legal protec-
tions from generational name- calling aren’t going to solve the problem 
completely.3 In reality, what is needed is a fundamental shift in how we 
value people of all ages.

We call for an end to the generation wars. In their place, we challenge 
business leaders to unlock the talent potential of our diverse, intergen-
erational workforce by proactively attracting, developing, and engag-
ing employees at every age. The current conversations surrounding 
generational differences in the news and in everyday life are often full 
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of stereotypes and finger- pointing. Many rely on anecdotes rather than 
research and do little more than feed the generational bias that restricts 
our ability to become Gentelligent.

Gentelligence is needed now and needed urgently. Changes to the 
nature of work, a seismic shift in our demographic makeup, and an in-
creasingly connected world demand thoughtful strategies to attract, de-
velop, and lead our talent. Organizations that attempt to launch change 
programs and revamp their cultures without holistically considering the 
views and needs of all generations will fail to survive.

tHe cAse For cHAnge

A demographic urgency

The world is home to almost 7.8 billion people, and workplace age 
demographics are shifting globally in unprecedented ways. The number 
of people above the age of seventy is universally increasing, while the 
number of people under the age of twenty- four is decreasing. However, 
when it comes to the age cohorts in between—Millennials, Gen Xers, 
and the youngest Baby Boomers—the trends shift substantially in dif-
ferent parts of the world. For example, Asia, Africa, and Latin America 
will experience a spike in the number of people aged twenty- five to 
sixty- nine between 2020 and 2050, while Europe and Northern America 
will have a decline of the population in that age group. While the de-
mographic dynamics differ by geographic region, as shown in table 9.1, 
one thing is clear: generational cooperation will be urgently needed to 
navigate the changes these shifts will bring.

moving beyond current laws and Policies

The rapid changes in demographic trends and in the workplace paint 
a clear picture for the need for stronger, more productive generational 
and age dynamics; yet the way forward to achieve this goal has con-
tinued to be elusive. So far, formal attempts to legislate better age and 
generational relationships in the United States and abroad have had 
limited impact.
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As previously discussed, the United States currently lacks substantial 
laws or policies to address age or generational challenges in the work-
place, relying only on the Age Discrimination in Employment Act as a 
way to prevent older- age discrimination, and having no current legisla-
tion addressing or promoting generational cooperation. While the bar 
to meet the current U.S. legal requirements on age seems low, there are 
still far too many instances when companies fail to reach it.

For decades, IBM was known as the darling of integrating diversity 
within its business strategy. It created programs that focused on the 
essential differences between diverse groups instead of the widespread 
practice of sweeping diversity under the rug. While race and gender be-
came a part of IBM’s proactive diversity strategy in the early 1990s, age 
and generational differences did not. This oversight may have cost the 
company more than anticipated. In 2019, IBM was accused of imple-
menting rolling layoffs for its older workers as a way to appeal more to 
potential applicants from the youngest generations. According to inter-
nal documents, IBM is said to have begun its efforts to “correct [its] se-
niority mix” in 2014. Based on an in- depth investigation by ProPublica, 

table 9.1. Age Percentage trends Around the world (all numbers in percentages [%])

2020 2050 Change

Graphic 
Region 0–24 25–69 70+ 0–24 25–69 70+ 0–24 25–69 70+

Africa 59.6 38.4 2.0 50.4 46.2 3.5 ↓ ↑ ↑

Asia 38.8 55.8 5.3 30.3 56.9 12.8 ↓ ↑ ↑

Europe 26.3 60.3 13.4 24.5 53.9 21.6 ↓ ↓ ↑

Latin America 
and the 
Caribbean

40.3 53.9 5.8 29.4 57.0 13.6 ↓ ↑ ↑

Northern 
America

31.1 57.6 11.4 27.9 54.7 17.4 ↓ ↓ ↑

Oceania 37.9 53.3 8.8 33.6 53.2 13.3 ↓ ↔ ↑

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, World 
Population Prospects 2019, United Nations, 2019, https://population.un.org/wpp.
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this “correction” involved firing as many as twenty thousand employees 
over the age of forty in the last five years to compete with employers like 
Apple and Facebook as “hip” workplaces of choice for Millennial work-
ers.4 They went so far that they announced, “What’s good for Millenni-
als is good for everyone.”5 A class- action age- discrimination lawsuit and 
several individual civil suits were filed against IBM in 2019.6

IBM is not the only company missing this legal mark when it comes 
to age in the workplace. In 2018, Google settled a similar class- action 
lawsuit, with more than two hundred job applicants over the age of 
forty accusing the tech giant of discriminatory hiring practices. While 
Google denied any wrongdoing, the case settled for $11 million.7 The 
settlement also required Google’s parent company, Alphabet Inc., to 
deliver age bias training to all employees and managers, in addition to 
creating a committee on age diversity in recruiting.8

Outside of the United States, greater government- driven efforts 
to reduce generational conflicts have been seen in Europe, where the 
scarcity of jobs often creates a strain between older employees wishing 
to remain in their positions and younger workers who need to secure 
employment. The French government introduced its Contrat de Gé
nération in 2013 to help balance the needs of younger people entering 
the labor market while remaining aware of older workers’ concerns as 
well. Under this contract, an employer creates an agreement with two 
employees, one older than fifty- five and one under thirty. The employer 
agrees to train younger employees with the help of more senior workers, 
who agree to devote up to a third of their time to mentor and guide the 
younger coworkers.

In another example, Belgium introduced its Intergenerational Soli-
darity Pact in 2005. This pact was originally intended to support older 
workers by helping to reduce their working hours but discourage them 
from exiting the job market entirely before the legal retirement age. It 
was subsequently modified to also address increasing job opportunities 
for younger ones. The most recent assessment of the impact of this act on 
improving these targeted age relationships has been deemed “minimal.”9
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These examples offer more formal attempts to promote age and in-
tergenerational cooperation than have been seen in the United States, 
but even these policies to mandate better intergenerational relations in 
places across the world appear to have been met with mixed results in 
terms of effectiveness. While additional efforts may be made in these 
areas as time goes on, it seems unwise to rely solely on legal mandates to 
improve age and generational dynamics. Instead, the responsibility for 
finding the way to move forward falls to the leaders and organizations 
who wish to thrive in the future of work.

tHe Future Is now

An online search for the phrase “future of work” currently returns 3.9 
million results. The attention to the phenomena manifests its impor-
tance and anticipated impact. Concerns and speculation about our rap-
idly changing business environment have led virtually all organizations 
to actively prepare for the future of work and future workplaces. Yet 
no one knows exactly what forms that future will take. In the competi-
tion for survival, start- ups are creating quick and agile business mod-
els, leveraging new technology infrastructure to become nimbler, and 
implementing fully digital platforms powered by advanced analytics 
to enhance the employee experience. As discussed in chapter 8, many 
well- established businesses are also searching for the future without 
a detailed and contemporary map, attempting to tackle their human- 
resource tensions with surface- level interventions.

So far, we have seen some early signs of what is to come, from the 
emerging gig economy and New Collar jobs to increasing preferences 
for remote and flexible work arrangements. Beyond this, more funda-
mental changes in who will work, where work happens, and the kind of 
work that employees produce are inevitable. Based on rapidly changing 
age demographics, generational intelligence will be essential to success-
fully navigating this complex landscape.

Over the past few years, we have sought out people and organizations 
that are thriving through a Gentelligent approach. We have also explored 
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organizations that found new business ideas in the opportunities of gen-
erational partnership; such companies recognize the challenges ahead as 
moments to thrive and deliver value to the people around them, their 
communities, and the global economy.

Papa is one such organization. Andrew Parker, CEO and founder 
of Papa, came up with this business idea in response to a need of his 
own family in finding companionship for his senior family members. 
Founded in 2016, the company pairs college students (known as 
“Papa Pals”) with senior citizens to arrange “grandkids on demand,” 
providing companionship as well as help with everyday errands and 
tasks.10 The Gen Z college students who work there tend to be in-
terested in social issues and helping professions. Their involvement 
prepares them for success in future careers in the helping professions 
by teaching them communication skills, teamwork, and compassion. 
The seniors enjoy the companionship and the opportunity to remain 
independent for longer than they otherwise would have without help 
from their “Papa Pals.” Parker believes that the benefits for both the 
students and the seniors have exceeded expectations. He says, “I don’t 
think we fully understood the impact connecting the two generations 
would have. We just thought of it as connecting the incredible stu-
dents and seniors. It was just a huge pool of potential resources that 
was untapped.”11 In 2020, Papa announced an expansion of its original 
services to now include a “family on demand” model, stating, “We are 
proud to affect so many lives with this intergenerational innovation 
positively.”12 According to its website, the new program “pairs older 
adults and families with motivated college students for companion-
ship and assistance with everyday tasks.”13

Another innovative intergenerational business idea is 4GenNow, 
a nonprofit organization that connects and facilitates funding across 
four generations of entrepreneurs to support intergenerational start- 
ups. Cofounder Jim Sugarman started 4GenNow with his daughter 
Samantha in 2016, creating their very own successful intergenerational 
partnership. According to Samantha Sugarman,
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A successful collaboration is coming from a place of wanting to under-
stand a different perspective. Being a great communicator—knowing 
when to listen, when is the appropriate time to speak, and doing one’s 
best to understand another point a view—goes beyond age. But it’s espe-
cially important when it comes to bringing different generations together 
and understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses.14

The father- and- daughter team has brought this wisdom to their busi-
ness model, which focuses on the idea that “startups with co- founders 
from different generations bring complementary skills, experiences and 
perspectives to be successful and attract angel investment.”15

Yet another intergenerational business model can be seen at Judson 
Manor, a retirement community in Cleveland, Ohio. In 2010, Judson 
partnered with the Cleveland Institute of Music to establish its Student 
Resident Program. Graduate- level students can live free of charge at 
Judson in exchange for providing cultural programming for the senior 
residents. The program has been so successful that it recently expanded 
to include students from the Cleveland Institute of Art as well.16

A different twist on this model comes in the form of intergenerational 
care centers, such as OneGeneration in Van Nuys, California. Intergen-
erational care centers are a rapidly growing trend among Gen Xers and 
Millennials. These centers provide solutions to an urgent and growing 
need for members of these generations: simultaneous care for both their 
growing children and their aging parents. Organizations like OneGen-
eration offer preschool, child daycare, adult care, and senior enrichment 
programs under one roof.17 This environment allows for several different 
types of beneficial partnerships, from seniors caring for young children 
and tutoring school- aged ones to teens coaching older adults on technol-
ogy, while providing care for multiple family members.

Similarly, the Eisner Foundation (founded by former Disney CEO 
Michael Eisner) has an exclusive focus on funding projects and research 
to create intergenerational solutions to society’s problems. According to 
the foundation, “Intergenerational programs help combat age segrega-
tion, which is detrimental to our society. Without regular interaction 
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with older or younger generations outside family, ageism creates an 
us- versus- them mentality that prevents us from uniting around shared 
goals and an integrated community.”18 To date, the Eisner Foundation 
has worked with nonprofit organizations such as Generations United, 
the Stanford Center on Longevity, Milken Institute Center for the Fu-
ture of Aging, and Encore.org to support intergenerational initiatives.

Undoubtedly, our example organizations have found opportunities 
in their current multigenerational reality. However, these companies 
are only beginning to scratch the surface of what is possible. We pre-
dict that new, currently unimaginable business models will continue 
to emerge as a result of intergenerational information sharing and 
opportunities for knowledge exchange. While some entrepreneurs 
and small businesses are already reaping the benefits of a Gentelligent 
mindset, there has been more of a lag among existing, well- established 
companies. However, these organizations can choose to be fast follow-
ers, unlocking the potential of Gentelligence and reinvigorating their 
workplaces with new energy to harness novel solutions to changing 
demands. Doing so requires a Gentelligence toolkit.

Your gentellIgence toolkIt

Explicitly designed to create and sustain Gentelligent cultures, the four 
Gentelligence practices of Resisting Assumptions, Adjusting the Lens, 
Strengthening Trust, and Expanding the Pie are applicable across in-
dustries and address current (and future) critical twenty- first- century 
business challenges. We need these strategies to tap into the new kinds 
of diversity, not only those brought by the young or offered from the 
more experienced but also the types of innovation that can occur by 
blending those talents to create something entirely new.

This kind of collaboration is only possible with a Gentelligence 
mindset. The first two practices of Gentelligence (Resist Assumptions 
and Adjust the Lens) focus on breaking down the barriers that may 
eclipse the possibilities for intergenerational breakthroughs. To face the 
daunting challenges ahead, it’s useful to revisit some of the more com-
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mon generational myths that contribute to these barriers. Once misper-
ceptions have dissolved, the final Gentelligence practices (Strengthen 
Trust and Expand the Pie) become the focus, as these practices are 
specifically designed to unlock the potential of generational diversity. 
Those organizations that can leverage this positive power will not sim-
ply survive; they will thrive. Throughout this book, we have presented 
different ways to leverage these practices to navigate everyday business 
challenges. Table 9.2 displays these strategies as a practical toolkit to 
help identify the correct approach for any Gentelligent concern.

BuIldwItt medIA: A cAse studY oF gentellIgence tools  
In ActIon

After dozens of interviews and countless hours of research on intergen-
erational learning, challenges, and opportunities, we discovered an or-
ganization that embodies Gentelligence both internally and externally: 
BuildWitt Media. BuildWitt, founded by twenty- three- year- old Aaron 
Witt in 2018, is a digital media group focused on using modern tech-
nology to tell the stories of its clients in the construction and mining 
industries and attract the next generation to work in those fields. The 
company asks, “How can we expect young people to choose to work 
alongside us when they don’t know we exist?”

Witt’s team currently contains eight employees, including vice 
president Dan Briscoe, who is more than twice his boss’s age. The 
company is driven by a vision to help its clients bring Gentelligence to 
the construction industry, embodying many of the strategies discussed 
throughout this book in its Gentelligent approach to talent, teaming, 
and leadership.19

A gentelligent Approach to talent

Like many skilled trades, the construction field is struggling to at-
tract younger workers. Kristina Mahler, BuildWitt’s partner director, 
explains that in her view, the industry has struggled severely since Baby 
Boomers started to retire. According to the Bureau for Labor Statistics, 
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the median age for those working in the construction field in 2020 is 
42.6 years, as seen in table 9.3.20

The construction field has surpassed all other industries in terms of 
the workforce age gap.21 A report from the USG Corporation and the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce found that firms are now asking their ex-
isting workers to do more work, struggling to meet scheduling require-
ments, and turning down opportunities.22

BuildWitt’s mission is to reverse this trend and “to encourage the 
younger generation to consider construction as a career.”23 In some 
ways, what BuildWitt is doing to help its clients attract and retain 
younger workers may not seem unique or unconventional at all. It uses 
social media to connect with the younger generation and leverages pho-
tography and videography, website development, graphic design, and 
content writing to tell stories. The way they do it is what sets them apart.

Many industry frontrunners are struggling in their attempts to 
appeal to the desire of younger generations. Despite the pressure to 
change, few are taking the necessary steps to understand those genera-
tional needs at a deep level. Dan Briscoe highlights that “most [com-
panies] are using old- school methods to reach a new- school crowd, 
like creating brochures and presentations or exhibiting at job fairs.”24 
Instead of creating paper pamphlets and giving an endless number of 
presentations, Aaron Witt uses his social media network to connect 
with younger workers and potential job seekers.

Too often, companies rely on old traditions when they do busi-
ness while expecting different and novel outcomes. To attract young 
talent where others have fallen short, BuildWitt has adjusted its lens 

table 9.3. employed Persons by detailed Industry and Age (numbers in thousands)

Industry

2019

16–19 20–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+
Median 

 Age

Construction 193 875 2,502 2,831 2,454 1,909 609 42.6

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Sur-
vey,” accessed March 27, 2020, www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat18b.htm.
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to consider how and where young Millennials and Gen Zers get their 
information. Thanks to its ongoing commitment to better understand 
the younger generations as a means to help clients attract potential 
new colleagues, BuildWitt has discovered meaningful demographic 
insights. It has learned that young people are less influenced by a com-
pany’s sales pitch or having a bunch of marketing materials thrown 
at them. Instead, BuildWitt understands that Millennials and Gen 
Zers respond better to behind- the- scenes footage via YouTube or an 
Instagram post.

This insight is critical to drawing younger generations to the con-
struction field, but it also creates another hurdle. In construction, the 
fear of giving away trade secrets or posting something that might not 
be considered safe leaves companies reluctant to use social media. 
Construction firms often opt to heavily control what posts appear on 
various platforms (if they use social media at all). Consequently, their 
output tends to be generic, lacking the transparency and in- depth 
content that younger generations crave. This misplaced strategy lacks 
Gentelligence and often backfires, failing to attract new employees. But 
BuildWitt’s success and genuine social media presence (including an 
impressive combined following of over 425,000 people) is proof that 
striking the right balance is possible.

Witt views what his company does as merely shifting the perspective 
people have on the construction industry:

While people say we’re making construction “cool again,” I argue that 
it’s already cool. We just need to get the word out about it and educate 
people about the extremely fulfilling career opportunities available for 
people either about to graduate high school or who are older but miser-
able in their current career.25

While building an active social media campaign is a powerful tool 
to promote an organization, most job candidates don’t apply using the 
same channel. Once initial interest sparks, posting a job ad that appeals 
to potential workers is the next step.
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Just as younger generations want authenticity in a brand, they also 
look for meaning in the work they do. BuildWitt’s website reveals that 
the company is always looking for people with passion and experience 
in construction or mining as well as an interest in storytelling. It clearly 
outlines its fundamental principles and mission to change construction 
for the better on the landing page. As we would expect from a forward- 
thinking company, to win the war for talent, it also displays an ongoing 
commitment to continuous, holistic career development on its website: 
“BuildWitt will invest in its employees from day one—there aren’t 
any secrets and we don’t withhold our trust for months like most.”26 
BuildWitt explains on its website that it is a place where employees are 
expected to push themselves to meet their potential and that it gives its 
workers the tools they need to be not only better coworkers and clients 
but also better parents, friends, and leaders.27

While there are many ways to attract young workers, BuildWitt 
shows that it doesn’t have to be a complex undertaking. It just requires a 
willingness to Resist Assumptions and Adjust the Lens. Witt has found 
that many of his company’s clients start out assuming that younger 
generations aren’t willing to work hard, an assumption he pushes back 
on. He explains, “They lean on this stereotype as an excuse for their own 
inability to attract the next generation rather than learning how they 
can better communicate with young people.”28

Working to really understand the people a company hopes to re-
cruit is vital, and utilizing firsthand sources who belong to the desired 
recruiting cohort is ideal. Companies that want to hire Gen Zers or 
Millennials should place a member of those generations (or a few!) in 
charge of developing the hiring strategy. At a minimum, representa-
tives of the sought- after demographic should have seats at the table and 
voices in the process.

the gentelligent team

At BuildWitt, a deep understanding that the company’s success 
stems from leveraging various generational perspectives in senior 
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leadership keeps the team together. The team members appreciate the 
different skills and knowledge they bring to the table and are willing to 
invite additional views when necessary. Briscoe believes the company 
and his partnership with Witt benefit from their age difference:

Aaron is technically my boss, but we form a team trying to reach our 
mission. He often listens to me when my experience is helpful, and I 
often listen to him when his younger vision is needed. As the oldest per-
son on our team, I have thirty years of experience with leadership, sales, 
and marketing. But the world has changed. In the first ten years of my 
career, the internet was just starting to spread. In the second decade, the 
mobile phone became popular. And just in the last 10 years, we’ve seen 
the power of social media. So my experience is sometimes helpful, but 
often, I’m behind the curve because I didn’t grow up with this technol-
ogy. So, I have to be careful of when to talk and share my advice based on 
my experience, and when I need to shut up and learn from the experts.29

Managing multiple generations in the workplace can seem like a 
challenging task. Strong individual performances are often recognized 
and rewarded, while the collective efforts of teams are less likely to 
receive praise. This recognition gap has the unintended result of under-
cutting teams and preventing coworkers from developing an Expand 
the Pie mindset. As we saw in chapter 6, believing our individual con-
tributions are impactful and understanding how our teamwork matters 
to the organization helps us build significance.

By looking beyond generational stereotypes and intentionally avoid-
ing common pitfalls, team members at BuildWitt have opened up the 
possibility for everyone to contribute and be seen as valuable team 
members. On the topic of age- based expertise, Briscoe notes,

In general, the younger generation is likely more tech- savvy and better 
with smartphones, social media, and apps. And older generations are 
typically more well rounded as people leaders and business leaders. But 
not always. Aaron is constantly learning about business and leadership, 
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and he teaches me new things every week in those areas. And there are 
some areas where I’m much stronger in technology.30

Intergenerational teams are a paradox. They can be an utter disas-
ter, or they can be a transformational breakthrough in the diversity of 
thought (or somewhere in between) depending on how these teams 
are led and managed. BuildWitt’s initial success comes from defining 
a team structure, enabling everyone to feel valued and respected, and 
ensuring that people feel supported. Both Briscoe and Witt recognize 
the benefits they’ve received from the Gentelligent teaming structure:

Briscoe: Aaron and I, and the rest of BuildWitt, make a good team be-
cause we are very different, and both of us are willing to learn from the 
other. He started the company, and he’s the boss, but he also knows he 
can’t be as successful without me. I couldn’t create my own company 
that would work as well as the one that Aaron created. So, we both 
value each other.31

Witt: While generational diversity has never been a deliberate goal of 
ours, I’ve known it’s crucial to our long- term success from the beginning. 
Being in only my mid- twenties, I don’t know what I don’t know. I need 
to surround myself with others who are older and have much more life 
experience to guide our company in decision making. I’m not concerned 
much with professional experience, but I am with life experience. Dan, 
for example, has kept me from imploding many times over. I’m a young 
bull ready to charge, whereas he’s more patient and thoughtful thanks to 
his decades more life experience that I have.32

gentelligent leadership

Witt’s interest in the construction industry was born at an early age 
while doing manual labor at a ranch owned by a friend’s dad. His next 
job in the industry was with a storm- drain construction crew in his own 
upper- class Phoenix neighborhood. Witt’s love for getting his hands dirty 
was what led him to take the relatively unusual (for kids who grow up in 
affluent families) summer job. While he enjoyed the work itself, his early 
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experiences in construction led him to develop an appreciation for those 
who work in the industry. “Construction workers don’t complain,” Witt 
says. “They just get it done, and they have a ton of fun doing it.”33 It was 
during this summer internship that he decided that he wanted to spend 
the rest of his life making a difference in the construction industry.

Rather than starting his own construction business, Witt decided to 
launch a media group, leveraging his social media platform to connect 
with people. Undoubtedly, his social media status was a powerful tool and 
foundation for his business, but to gain respect from his clients and em-
ployees, he also had to work hard, listen, and put himself out there. Witt’s 
journey is one about passion, hard work, and continuously meeting new 
people to innovate driving change. But it is also a story about how Gentel-
ligent leadership rests less on a person’s age and more on one’s particular 
idea and willingness to work hard to create the necessary progress.

Gentelligent leadership occurs when age doesn’t equate to position 
or rank, and when expertise, passion, and the ability to build trust and 
establish respect determine who our leaders are. For young leaders like 
Witt, negative perceptions and biases can make it challenging to earn 
workplace respect and credibility from his generationally diverse co-
workers or clients.

As such, to unlock the potential of Gentelligent leadership, the team 
must share a Gentelligent mindset by Resisting Assumptions and Ad-
justing the Lens. Witt and Briscoe initially worked together at another 
marketing agency, and Briscoe recalls knowing within the first ten 
minutes of speaking with Witt that he was going to make a big differ-
ence in the construction industry. When Witt opened his own media 
group in 2018, Briscoe was inspired to go work for him. By Resisting 
Assumptions about traditional ages and titles, the two have developed a 
strong relationship. When asked how they would advise others working 
through a similar dynamic, they responded:

Briscoe: My advice would be to get over yourself and get rid of your ego, 
to both age groups. Teams have a mission, and someone has to be in 
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charge. If you’re working for a younger boss, listen and learn in areas 
where you might not be strong, like technology and communicating 
with younger workers. And then lend your experience in situations 
where that is helpful.34

Witt: Frankly, I ignore the age difference. People ask me what it’s like to 
lead people older than myself, and I have to sit there and think about it 
because I don’t ever give it thought. It’s a non- issue. If you have confi-
dence in your vision and ability to drive change and show everyone on 
your team respect while you do it, you won’t have any issues.35

While Witt himself has much of the expertise to deliver the compe-
tencies his clients need, he also knows that the experience and knowl-
edge of older colleagues helps to build the credibility of BuildWitt to 
their clients. To do so, Witt sees his older employees as vital partners 
rather than followers, sharing leadership with his team members. Bris-
coe adds, “He listens often to me when my experience is helpful, and I 
listen often to him when his younger vision is needed. That’s because 
both of us put our egos below accomplishing the mission of our com-
pany.”36 Witt describes his personal conundrum with clients who have 
not yet grown a Gentelligent mindset:

If it were only me running around trying to sell older people on our com-
pany, I’d be screwed. I’m a twenty- five- year- old kid who can’t grow facial 
hair. Thanks to leaning on others who are older and more experienced 
like Dan, we’ve had a ton of success becoming parts of organizations we’d 
otherwise have no business being a part of. While people appreciate my 
drive and vision, they also like to do business with those who are peers.37

Ultimately, sharing leadership has made the intergenerational dynamics 
at BuildWitt the company’s secret weapon.

A gentelligent culture

To unlock the potential of a multigenerational workforce, organiza-
tions need to create a Gentelligent culture. Starting with the deepest 
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level and building to the most visible connections between underlying 
assumptions, espoused ideals, and artifacts are prerequisites for creat-
ing and sustaining a positive and strong corporate environment. Ulti-
mately, when these elements are evident and connected throughout the 
entire organization, they substantially impact corporate culture.

In our quest to understand the cultural dynamics at BuildWitt, we 
started with what we were able to see, then explored what its employees 
said, and finally pinpointed what the organization believes. We un-
covered strong connections between all layers of culture at BuildWitt, 
pointing to a highly aligned Gentelligent environment. Witt states,

It’s not hard if you have defined and well thought out your values, are 
vocal about them, and hire based on them. I believe values are univer-
sal, regardless of age. Frankly, I could care less what age someone is 
coming into our organization. I think about things like, “Do they fit 
with our values?” “Would they enjoy working here?” “Would we enjoy 
working with them?”38

What They Do

BuildWitt has invested in artifacts that reflect what it believes and 
values. Every email from BuildWitt ends with the signature logo that 
carries its bright yellow tagline: “Making the dirt world a better place.” 
A visit to its website also clearly signals the company’s passion for dirt 
and the construction industry; the photo gallery is titled “You Won’t 
Find Dirt Photos Like This Anywhere Else.” Another click takes you 
to BuildWitt’s “People” page, which depicts construction profession-
als from all generations—a visual representation of its belief that the 
industry needs all ages to thrive. These artifacts illustrate BuildWitt’s 
commitment to inspire the next generation of builders and also sets an 
example for its clients. Witt is on a mission to change the industry: “I’m 
changing marketing and will soon be changing hiring and training, yes, 
but I want to ultimately change mindsets—mindsets of both our clients 
and everyone who views my work.”39
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But the most telling artifact is BuildWitt’s own team: Witt (other-
wise known as its chief dirt nerd) began the company when he was 
twenty- three years old (a Millennial, but just barely!), while its vice 
president (Briscoe) was fifty (a Gen Xer). Krista Mahler, BuildWitt’s 
partnership director, looks at the team at BuildWitt as a living artifact 
of the change its employees want to bring: “Just by showing up on a job 
site, our team is challenging the industry norm. Not only do we arrive 
with a clean- cut twenty- four- year- old and a mom from the suburbs, 
but we arrive with cameras and drones. All with the intention of im-
proving the outward- facing image and company cultures of our clients 
and the industry as a whole.”40

Shortly after joining BuildWitt in 2018, Briscoe wrote an article for 
LinkedIn titled “My 24-Year- Old Millennial Boss,” telling his story of 
how much he was enjoying working for a boss half his age. The article 
went viral, with over two million views, twenty- eight thousand likes, and 
five hundred comments. The written testimonial manifests how Build-
Witt is disrupting conventions in construction and generational norms.

What They Say

The middle layer of culture involves what the company says when it 
talks about its culture. At this level, a Gentelligent organization sets a 
bold goal for where it wants to be and builds a generationally aligned 
set of shared values. At BuildWitt, the intergenerational aspiration is to 
inspire generations of young workers who love dirt to join the industry. 
When BuildWitt establishes a challenging yet realistic goal, it motivates 
and inspires its clients to do the same.

At this layer of organizational culture, it’s important to also consider 
how organizational values may be viewed differently across generations. 
While established at a corporate level, all employees need to see them-
selves represented in those values to feel like they belong. Thus, it’s essen-
tial that the guiding principles are flexible enough to speak to everyone at 
the organization. Take a look at the stated principles at BuildWitt41:
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Develop 3X people.

Excellence is a habit.

Transparency wins.

Do what’s right.

Make decisions!

Be a friend.

Stay humble or be humbled.

Be the example.

KISS (Keep It Simple, Stupid).

BuildWitt’s principles serve as its guideposts, laying the ground-
work for decisions that align with what the company proclaims to 
most care about. They also allow individuals to interpret the prin-
ciples in slightly different ways to make them their own. Unlike some 
other companies we have found throughout this process, BuildWitt 
unequivocally asserts the principles’ importance. Potential new work-
ers are met with a clear message—an expectation that they already 
live the organizational values and principles—when searching for new 
opportunities on BuildWitt’s Career page42:

Are you the right fit?

You work effectively without someone constantly telling you what 
to do.

You don’t mind long hours, especially while traveling.
You have blue- collar work experience (not required, but a plus).
You’re obsessed with getting better, faster, and stronger.
You already live our values.
You aren’t afraid of change.
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As an organization works to attract employees of all ages and career 
stages, using their values and mission as a filter in deciding who the 
organization hires is essential to keep it from accidentally diluting their 
culture. BuildWitt does this by stressing the importance of its organi-
zational principles and sending a blunt message to potential job seekers 
who don’t share these values: please don’t apply.

What They Believe

While underlying assumptions are challenging to uncover, a culture 
as transparent as BuildWitt’s makes the task easier. Briscoe emphasizes 
that employees must know that the mission of the company comes first. 
The most potent and efficient way to effectively create a culture is to 
walk the talk and establish the norms and practices that demonstrate the 
company’s integrity. At BuildWitt, the aspirational goals are to change 
construction for the better, inspire its future generations, and bring 
members from all age cohorts to the table. These aims also represent 
BuildWitt’s foundational thoughts and fundamentally impact how the 
company operates. When BuildWitt’s leaders make decisions that align 
with what the organization values, it shows their deep commitment to 
those articulated aims. Subsequently, employees recognize the compa-
ny’s stated principles concretely in the way the company does business. 
Take a look at one such example from one of Briscoe’s LinkedIn posts:

The other day, our team was sitting around the kitchen table in an Airbnb 
working after a long day in the field. I had an important email to send to a 
client that mattered to our future. As I finished the email, I looked across at 
Aaron and asked if he would like to review it before I hit send. He paused 
for a few seconds, stared at me, and then said: “No, just send it if you like 
it.” I read the message a few more times and then sent it. A few minutes 
later, Aaron shared that he really wanted to read the message. But he was 
worried about setting a precedent where our team felt like they needed his 
approval before we could act. One of our core principles at BuildWitt Me-
dia Group is “Decision making is expected.” It’s simple and refreshing.43
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This story illustrates a value in action: not only is decision making ex-
pected, but it also belongs to everyone.

What the company believes at the deepest level of its organizational 
culture is the foundation of BuildWitt’s culture. Briscoe says that core 
to its mission and business is the company’s desire to show that young 
people can greatly impact the construction industry. Because the un-
derlying assumptions are congruent with its stated values, the culture at 
BuildWitt is perceived as authentic and credible.

BuildWitt emerged as one of the most thoroughly Gentelligent 
organizations we found while writing this book. While its internal 
intergenerational approach to talent, teams, leadership, and culture 
is impressive on its own, the company is bringing Gentelligence to 
an industry that needs it to survive. Using their generational insight, 
BuildWitt’s employees are disrupting how their clients market and 
communicate, consequently allowing these companies to reach an 
entirely new (and younger audience). This is a powerful illustration 
of what is possible when we see and ultimately unlock the potential of 
generational diversity.

comIng soon . . . generAtIon AlPHA?

Author Margaret Oliphant once wrote, “I suppose every generation has 
a conceit of itself which elevates it, in its own opinion, above that which 
comes after it.”44 This is the nature of generations. They grow up to-
gether, facing the challenges of their times with the tools given to them, 
whether those tools are the GI Bill or smartphones. When it becomes 
apparent that the times have changed, generations collectively begin to 
change themselves, creating new ways of thinking and behaving that 
they believe will help them to survive and thrive. In this way, age co-
horts develop a fondness for their particular ways of seeing the world, 
feeling connected to those who have navigated it with them through the 
same window of time. Yet people forget, or perhaps fail to consider, that 
the preceding generation before them did the same, and the one that 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   208 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



g e n t e l l I g e n c e  F o r  t H e  F u t u r e  o F  w o r k  209

follows will keep the pattern going. The beliefs and behaviors that spark 
generational success will not be sufficient or static forever.

The world is nothing if not dynamic; yet each generation feels con-
fusion and disbelief when others do not share their ways of seeing and 
surviving in a changing environment. At a recent workshop, one par-
ticipant commented, “I don’t know about kids these days. How do they 
expect to survive?” The answer is that those kids are facing an entirely 
different world than the one in which the skeptical participant grew 
up—one that likely will require the “kids these days” to hone a set of 
new skills he has never needed. Those kids undoubtedly have much to 
learn from older colleagues that will secure their survival as well. Yet 
younger generations also have much to teach those they work with and 
will replace, and much to teach those who will ultimately replace them.

We began this book wanting to change the way people were think-
ing about generations and age in the workplace. Everywhere we 
looked, the conversation was negative. We aspired to narrate the story 
of generations in a way that saw their collective potential as a powerful 
kind of diversity.

We’ve talked extensively about the five generations currently in to-
day’s workplace: the Silent generation, Boomers, Gen Xers, Millennials, 
Gen Zers. With the Traditional generation largely moved into retire-
ment, it is mentioned less as time goes by. The newest generations get 
the most attention and media buzz. Who are they? What do they care 
about? How did they turn out this way? What forms of change will they 
bring? How can the whole of a dynamic intergenerational workplace be 
more than the sum of its parts?

Before the oldest of Gen Z was even out of high school, I was fielding 
inquiries from journalists asking what was known about this genera-
tion. Clearly, there is something about generations so many find fas-
cinating. Regardless of how many headlines proclaim otherwise, there 
is substantial research supporting that generational identity impacts 
who people are in meaningful ways. Individuals share core similarities 
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with all people, regardless of their generation, but also differ substan-
tially from those who moved through the world before and will move 
through after them. Generational identity is not everything, but it’s also 
not nothing.

I read an article in The Atlantic titled “Oh No, They’ve Come Up 
with Another Generation Label.”45 It announced that a name had been 
declared for the generation that will follow Gen Z; in other words, 
there’s a new kid on the block. An official birth year for this new genera-
tion has yet to be determined. However, given that the typical length of 
a generation is between sixteen and twenty years long, we can estimate 
it will begin somewhere between 2013 and 2018, depending on the 
critical life events that are determined to be most relevant for this new 
cohort. That means the first members of “Generation Alpha” (if the 
name holds) are currently no older than seven years old and possibly 
as young as two.

Speculation already abounds about how things happening at this 
very moment are shaping who these kids will become. The COVID-19 
pandemic of 2020, for example, sparked an immediate firestorm of 
speculation about the role it would play in defining the next genera-
tion. Economist Tyler Cowen of George Mason University predicted 
in March 2020, only a few months into the global health disaster, “I 
think there’s a good chance . . . that this becomes like this generation’s 
World War II, a totally formative event that shapes how people see 
the world.”46 Indeed, it seems likely that both Generation Alpha and 
Generation Z will have futures shaped to some degree by the COVID 
pandemic—with Gen Z having memories of a school year cut abruptly 
short by the coronavirus, and both generations having their future paths 
altered by the pandemic’s economic, cultural, and social aftermath.

Why the urgency to put a box around this new generation, espe-
cially given that they have barely started elementary school? We share 
the fascination but suggest caution—rushing to create stereotypes and 
make quick assumptions is not productive, while understanding what 

20_0653-Gerhardt.indb   210 3/17/21   6:15 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 12:08 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



g e n t e l l I g e n c e  F o r  t H e  F u t u r e  o F  w o r k  211

matters to this next generation and exploring its shared narrative is 
critical to Gentelligence.

Generation Alpha will not be the last one. There will be a generation 
right behind them, questioning their decisions and blazing a new path. 
Colleagues, mentors, relatives, neighbors, and citizens need to meet 
each generation with not just fascination but also appreciation. People 
need to respect that each generation’s success requires them to create 
their own set of tools and remember that one generation’s achievement 
does not come at the expense of another’s. Instead, older generations 
should lend younger ones whatever wisdom they have gained on their 
paths and be open to learning lessons from them as well. With Gentel-
ligence, every generation is both a teacher and a student.
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