How is Generational Diversity Impacting Your Business?

I recently spoke at a Chamber of Commerce industry conference on the issue of generational diversity, and how it affects our organizations.  What I found was that many of my colleagues in Chamber management have heard from their member businesses that the issues of managing a generationally diverse staff are affecting them as well.

In the late 1990’s, when the Millennial generation (those born in the early 1980s) entered the workforce, it marked the first time in U.S. history that 5 distinct generations were working side-by-side.  Today, Veterans or “The Silent Generation” (approximate age: 65 – 80), Boomers (45-65), Generation X (35-45), Generation Y (25-35) and the Millennials (24 and under) are coexisting in one workplace that rarely pays attention to the differences in workplace habits that each generation has.

Each generation, molded by the events and experiences that influenced their formative years, brings a variety of assets, limitations, expectations and opportunities to a business.  Whereas one generation might be less skilled in customer service, they might make up for it with strong tech skills.  Similarly, a worker from one generation might be exceedingly loyal, but could be resistant to change.

Millions of dollars are spent every year by businesses cognizant of the cultural differences that could impede productivity in their business – yet rarely is any attention paid to the generational divide.  It might seem odd at first to direct resources into bridging the generation gap, but different generations are as diverse as different cultures.  They speak similar but noticeably different languages, view communication differently, think differently, learn differently, etc. Like efforts to accommodate culturally diverse staffs, businesses are realizing that a generationally diverse staff can be of great benefit to productivity when managed right. 

Have you considered the way your business is operating and how that impacts your diverse staff?  Perhaps you are spending many hours in meetings that accommodate Boomers’ natural tendency towards “group work” but might discourage the independent nature of a Gen Y or Millennial team member.  Maybe your benefits package is heavy on vacation and family leave but less focused on retirement, which could deter older workers from offering you their experienced, seasoned skills.

Some companies are even distributing the workload based on generational strengths, rather than traditional ‘titles’ and ‘seniority’.  If you are implementing a new program, the first instinct might be to have a long serving employee with vast company knowledge head up the effort.  But have you considered if a newer employee from a younger generation (raised in a time of constant change, innovation and technology advance) might assimilate it faster?  

Often traditional organizational charts have the longest tenured employees gravitate away from one-on-one interaction with clients & customers as they progress into management.  But perhaps the strong diplomatic and people skills of a Gen Y worker would be better suited as the “face” of your business than an independent Millennial.

Of course, much of the aforementioned is soaked in generalities that couldn’t ever properly define any generation, much less the individuals people, but it highlights the need to pay attention to how your different team members work together and what you are doing to address it.

By not addressing it, your business’ communication and efficiency can be impeded by this increasingly prominent generational gap.  However, if you understand this issue, and embrace the differences, a generationally diverse workplace can accomplish things that homogenous workplaces can only dream of. 
