Generations, Inc.

This page intentionally left blank

Generations, Inc.
From Boomer s to Linkster s—
Managing the Friction Between
Gener ations at Wor k

Meagan Johnson and Lar r y Johnson

American Management Association
New York • Atlanta • Brussels • Chicago • Mexico City • San Francisco
Shanghai • Tokyo • Toronto • Washington, D.C.

Bulk discounts available. For details visit:
www.amacombooks.org/go/specialsales
Or contact special sales:
Phone: 800-250-5308
E-mail: specialsls@amanet.org
View all the AMACOM titles at: www.amacombooks.org
This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative
information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the
understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal,
accounting, or other professional service. If legal advice or other expert
assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person
should be sought.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Johnson, Meagan, 1970–
Generations, Inc. : from boomers to linksters—managing the friction between
generations at work / Meagan Johnson, Larry Johnson.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN-13: 978-0-8144-1573-3 (pbk.)
ISBN-10: 0-8144-1573-3 (pbk.)
1. Diversity in the workplace—Management. 2. Intergenerational relations.
3. Intergenerational communication. 4. Conﬂict of generations. 5. Personnel
management. I. Johnson, Larry, 1947– II. Title.
HF5549.5.M5J65 2010
658.30084—dc22
2009053579
 2010 Meagan Johnson and Larry Johnson
All rights reserved.
Printed in the United States of America.
This publication may not be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in whole
or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or
otherwise, without the prior written permission of AMACOM, a division of American
Management Association, 1601 Broadway, New York, NY 10019.
About AMA
American Management Association (www.amanet.org) is a world leader in talent
development, advancing the skills of individuals to drive business success. Our mission is
to support the goals of individuals and organizations through a complete range of
products and services, including classroom and virtual seminars, webcasts, webinars,
podcasts, conferences, corporate and government solutions, business books, and research.
AMA’s approach to improving performance combines experiential learning—learning
through doing—with opportunities for ongoing professional growth at every step of one’s
career journey.
Printing number
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Meagan’s Dedication
To Alex: My truly badass husband, who has made me the happiest bride ever.

Larry’s Dedication
To CJ: My friend and spouse of forty years, who taught me how to love.

This page intentionally left blank

Contents

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ix
AUTHORS’ NOTE xi
CHAPTER 1

Signposts: Harbingers of Things to Come 1
CHAPTER 2

Baby Boomers: The Elephant in the Python

19

CHAPTER 3

Managing Boomers 41
CHAPTER 4

Big Bird, Wayne’s World, and Home Alone: Signposts for
Generation X 59
CHAPTER 5

Managing Generation X 79
CHAPTER 6

The Next Elephant in the Python: Signposts for
Generation Y 101
CHAPTER 7

Managing Generation Y 127
vii

viii

Contents

CHAPTER 8

Old Dogs Have Lots to Offer: Signposts for the Traditional
Generation 142
CHAPTER 9

Managing the Traditional Generation 153
CHAPTER 10

Cell Phones and Hanna Montana: Signposts for the Linkster
Generation 165
CHAPTER 11

Managing the Linkster Generation 176
CHAPTER 12

Different Strokes for Different Folks: A Model for Managing
Across Generational Boundaries 188
APPENDIX A

Resolving Intergenerational Conﬂict 211
APPENDIX B

A Quick-Reference Guide to the Book 216
NOTES

235

INDEX 249

Acknowledgments
We would like to extend our heartfelt gratitude to the family and friends
who listened to us talk about the book for the past year and still wanted to
spend time with us. Many offered advice, encouragement, and insights but
without the invaluable assistance of the following people, our book would
never have become a reality. Our literary agent, Michael Snell, guided us in
creating a marketable proposal. Our editor, Steve George, provided tireless
enthusiasm and gave our book a cohesive, clear direction. The entire multigenerational Pillard family—Kathie, Gino, Jason, and Kylie—donated
countless hours of their time discussing real-life examples and talking to
people of all different ages to give us the best possible content. Heather
Osborn, Lisa Phillips, Edd and Katie Welsh, Hannah Kuenn, Kelsey Wolf,
Kirstin Robertson, Jasmine Truax, Mary George, Kasey Cave, and MargZ!
Lawson all allowed us to intrude on their lives to proofread, look up facts,
and answer hard questions. If you meet any of these people, please be
sure to give them all a big smile . . . they deserve it!

ix

This page intentionally left blank

Authors’ Note
We wrote this book together to offer the perspectives of a father and a
daughter on the issues facing members of different generations who work
together. Because we wanted to offer our own individual opinions, as
well as our combined observations, we interspersed the chapters with
individual as well as joint reﬂections. In addition, since we can only offer
personal perspectives from our respective generational roots (Generation
X and Baby Boomer Generation), we interviewed members of the Traditional Generation, Generation Y, and Generation Linkster to gain their
insights, which are included in the book.
Meagan Johnson and Larry Johnson
Contact Information:
Johnson Training Group
24626 North 84th Street
Scottsdale, AZ 85255
1-800-836-6599
email: info@JohnsonTrainingGroup.com

xi

This page intentionally left blank

Generations, Inc.

This page intentionally left blank

C H A P T E R
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Signposts: Harbingers of
Things to Come

‘‘Life is rather like a tin of sardines—we’re all of us
looking for the key.’’
—Alan Bennett, British author, actor, humorist, and playwright

•• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •

Meagan Remembers
When I was six years old, I went to the grocery store with my
father. He bought an item priced at $1.69, but the cashier
misread it and only charged him 69 cents. (This was 1976.
Scanners had yet to be invented, and cashiers manually entered
prices.) My father alerted her to her mistake. She thanked him
and charged him the extra dollar.
I was dumbfounded! At the time, my weekly allowance was a
dollar. My father had just thrown away what it took me a week
to earn. So I said, ‘‘Dad, that was dumb. All you had to do was
keep your mouth shut and you could have saved a whole dollar.’’
‘‘Yes,’’ he replied, ‘‘but how I feel about myself is worth more
than a dollar.’’
My memory of that event has followed me all my life. It helps me
decide how to handle situations in which I must determine the
right thing to do. It taught me that there is more to life than
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material gain. I’ve even used it as a standard for picking the
company I keep. Would I want a friend who would have kept the
dollar? I think not. Thanks, Dad, for the great life lesson.

Larry Responds
You’re welcome, Meagan, but gosh, I don’t even remember this
big event in your life. In retrospect, it seems I was able to convey
a simple life lesson for a pretty small price. If it had been a million
dollars at stake instead of one, I hope I would have acted as
nobly.
It does remind me that early experiences can have lasting inﬂuences on our lives. I attended YMCA summer camp when I was
ten years old. My family didn’t have a lot of money and couldn’t
afford the tuition, but I was an enterprising sort. I secured a
position as a dishwasher that allowed me to go for free.
For some reason, an adult counselor at the camp considered
tuition workers second-class citizens. On an overnight excursion,
after a long day of hiking, this counselor told the kitchen crew to
wait until all the paid campers got their food from the chow line
before eating. I waited and waited. When I saw some of the paid
campers queuing up for seconds, I got in line. This counselor
grabbed my arm and jerked me out of line. In front of all the other
campers, he dressed me down, reminding me that I was just a
‘‘dishwasher,’’ and I had to wait for the ‘‘real’’ campers to eat.
My humiliation was unbearable. I burst into tears, threw my plate
in the counselor’s face, and ran into the woods, hoping I would
get lost and starve to death just to show them how unjustly I’d
been treated.
Luckily, a more sympathetic counselor tracked me down and
escorted me back to camp, where he gave me something to eat.
He told me not to take the counselor who had been mean to me
seriously because he had some personal problems that caused
him to act that way. In retrospect, he should not have been
allowed to work with kids, problems or not, but I did gain something positive from the experience. In the years since, I’ve traced
any empathy I have for people less fortunate than I to that unpleasant
incident. It gave me a small taste of what it feels like to be discriminated
against. It was a painful, but beneﬁcial, event in my life.
•• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •••• •
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Personal and Group Signposts
We call these kinds of events personal signposts: experiences in our lives
that signiﬁcantly contribute to who we are. They are personal because
they are unique to each individual. They are signposts because they inﬂuence our future decisions, reactions, attitudes, and behaviors.
Other signposts have just as much impact on us, but these spring
from the experiences of the groups to which we belong and the society in
which we live. These group signposts can have a strong effect on us because
they are magniﬁed by the power of numbers. For example, if you are a
member of a racial minority, you may or may not have endured racism
yourself. However, the fact that your friends, family, and colleagues probably did will affect how you view the issue of discrimination. And, if you
combine this group signpost with one or more personal signposts associated
with race, the effect can be very powerful.
Larry remembers an experience he had when working for a large
organization. He and his boss, Irene, were conducting interviews to ﬁll a
position that would report directly to Larry. It came down to two ﬁnalists:
one Larry liked, and one Irene liked. Since Irene was the boss, Larry
yielded, and they hired her choice.
It turned out to be a mistake and they eventually had to let the
woman go. In discussing it later, Irene graciously claimed responsibility
for the ﬁasco. She said that she had let a prejudice hidden deep within
her affect her judgment. It turns out that Larry’s preferred choice was
white, and Irene’s was black. Irene herself is also black.
Larry was surprised. Irene had never struck him as being racially motivated. After all, she had hired him, a white guy, when there had been
several minority candidates from whom to choose. She also had a sterling
reputation as the consummate HR professional. Larry asked her to explain.
Irene replied that she hadn’t preferred her candidate because she was
black, but because the white candidate’s Southern accent grated down at
her ‘‘very core.’’ As a young black woman growing up in the South, she
associated many negative experiences with a Southern drawl. The combination of a group signpost (being black) and the personal signposts (these
negative experiences) affected Irene’s ability, years later, to be fair and
impartial. To her credit, she promised to make a conscious effort not to
let this prejudice affect her judgment again.
Irene’s story illustrates the good news about signposts. They can have
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very positive effects on our lives, as did Meagan’s experience with Larry
at the grocery store, or they can have very negative effects, like Irene’s
reaction to a Southern accent. But they can be changed. Signposts are not
life sentences. Irene proved the point. She learned from her insight and
made a conscious decision to move in a different direction.

Generational Signposts
A generational signpost is an event or cultural phenomenon that is speciﬁc
to one generation. Generational signposts shape, inﬂuence, and drive our
expectations, actions, and mind-sets about the products we buy, the companies for which we work, and the expectations we have about life in
general. Generational signposts mold our ideas about company loyalty,
work ethics, and the deﬁnitions of a job well done.
Meagan’s grandfather, Joe, was from the Traditional Generation (the
parents of Baby Boomers born before 1946). He came of age in the 1920s
and struggled to raise a family during the Great Depression, a major
signpost for his generation. Joe, like most of his cohort, believed that if
you were lucky enough to have a job, you owed absolute loyalty to the
company that hired you—always. Joe worked for Procter & Gamble for
forty years. Throughout his employment and his retirement, he insisted
that everyone in the family buy only P&G products. If P&G made it, they
bought it.
Compare that attitude with that of people from Generation Y (born
after 1980). Their average job turnover rate is approximately 30 percent.1
Some employers tell us they feel lucky if newly hired Generation Yers
stick around past lunch. This lack of job loyalty can be traced to many
factors including that the job often pays very little so the only way the
Gen Yer can make more is to move elsewhere or the job itself is not his
or her calling in life, it’s just something to do until he or she ﬁnds a career
path. For many, however, they simply don’t need to work because they
still live at home and are being supported by Mom and Dad. That phenomenon can be associated with a major signpost for them: They are the
offspring of what we call ‘‘helicopter parents.’’ We’ll explain many of the
implications of that parentage in Chapter 6, but sufﬁce it to say that these
kids are often overly indulged.

Life Laws
When Meagan was a young child, Larry traveled every week. She and her
mother loved to surprise him by meeting his plane at the gate. It became
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a Friday night family tradition. However, for every generation born after
September 11, 2001, that family tradition now takes place outside the
security area. Today’s young people have no recollection of being allowed
to enter an airport concourse without submitting to a TSA screening. For
them, this necessity is a life law.
Life laws are events that have social, political, or economic inﬂuence
on our lives but occurred before we were old enough to remember any
difference. We’ve talked to many members of Generation X and Generation Y who take for granted the fact that schools are not segregated by
race. They can’t imagine a time when it was otherwise. Consequently,
they often have little appreciation for the sacriﬁces made by their Traditional elders that led to the 1954 Supreme Court decision of Oliver L.
Brown et al. v. the Board of Education of Topeka (KS) et al.—a decision
that outlawed segregation in schools. Nor do they remember the subsequent struggle by the civil rights movement to turn the ruling into a
reality. For them, school integration is a life law. It’s always been that
way.
Life laws are important because they often affect how one generation
views another. If you were part of the civil rights movement of the 1960s,
you may have little patience with 18-year-olds who take their civil rights
for granted. Likewise, if you are from a younger generation, you may have
little patience for an older worker who is still bringing those struggles to
work and sees the world through that lens. For example, we know a Gen
Xer who found it irritating when she was pregnant that her Baby Boomer
boss said she should be grateful the company was letting her come back
to work.

Generation Deﬁned
During a speech, Meagan mentioned that she is part of Generation X. An
audience member yelled out, ‘‘Aren’t you getting too old to be a Generation Xer?’’ That’s a risky question to ask anyone and, to her credit, Meagan resisted the temptation to snap back, ‘‘Aren’t you a little old to call
yourself a Baby Boomer?’’ Instead, she clariﬁed that generational groups
are not determined by the present age of the members, but by the social
events and demographics that were happening at their inceptions. Traditionals are deﬁned as people born before the end of World War II. Thus,
although people grow older, the period in which they were born always
remains the deﬁning time period that determines to which generation

