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Managing Across the Generations

CASE STUDY

It’s not uncommon for today’s workplace 
to employ as many as five generations, with 
millennials and baby boomers represented 
in the greatest numbers.  Not surprisingly, 
75% of managers are concerned about the 
challenges of leading a multi-generational 
workforce - and with good reason1.  Unlike 
decades past, when companies were more 
hierarchical, promotion was seniority 
based, and instructions were carried out 
with little pushback, the present-day work 
environment is a much more complex 
organism. It is driven by multifaceted 
organisational strategies aimed at satisfying a 
range of internal and external stakeholders.  
Leading a multi-generational team only adds 
to the challenges modern managers face.

Whether your multi-generational workplace 
is positive and productive, or stressful 
and challenging, is largely up to you: the 
manager.  Successful leaders will recognise 
the workforce is changing and they’ll 
learn new strategies for managing multi-
generational teams.  When they do, the 

payoff can be huge.  Research conducted 
by Claire Raines found that well-managed 
multi-generational teams produce a range of 
positive organisational outcomes - not the 
least of which is greater profits2.

Two pressing questions have emerged 
over recent years: “How do I manage 
those pesky millennials?” and “How do I 
manage my older workers (who can be 
equally difficult)?” Before we answer these 
questions, let’s discuss today’s managers: 
what obstacles are they already facing? 

Whether a manager is recruited into an 
organisation or promoted from the ranks, 
here are some of the challenges they’re 
likely to encounter.

Minimal Guidance - Many organisations 
spend a lot of time investing in leadership 
development, yet little time in teaching 
managers how to be managers or providing 
them with the requisite data or tools.  Most 
managers have learnt how to lead ‘on the job’ 
and use the examples of their forebears (who 
learnt how to manage in the same manner).

Unsure of Processes - Oftentimes, 
managers don’t know their processes 
- either they never had to execute this 
organisation’s work or much has changed 
since they were ‘on tools’.  

Sidetracked Frequently - It’s common for 
organisations to pull managers away from their 
worksite to participate in everything from 
strategy sessions to development programs.  

Weighed Down with Paperwork - 
Across industries, frontline managers spend 
anywhere from 30 to 60% of their workday 
on administrative tasks and meetings3.  This 
leaves them with little time to accomplish 
their primary duty: managing their staff. 

It’s not uncommon for today’s workforce to employ as many as five generations;  
this poses significant challenges for how we manage such a diverse team.
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Tasked with Additional Duties 
- In addition to paperwork, ad hoc 
work and non-managerial tasks (eg, 
organisational projects) are often added 
to a manager’s list of responsibilities 
without consideration of their already 
heavy workload.  In fact, additional duties 
account for 10 to 50% of the average 
frontline manager’s time4.

Yet, the frontline manager is the 
most important person in any 
organisation - They are charged 
with communicating and executing 
the organisation’s strategy, day in, day 
out.  In this role, they have a vitally 
significant impact on line employees of 
every generation.  In fact, a Corporate 
Leadership Council global study of  
50,000 employees revealed “the 
manager is the most important enabler 
of employees’ commitment to their jobs, 
organizations, and teams. And employees 
who are most committed perform 20% 
better and are 87% less likely to leave 

the organization.”5  

Millennials
Millennials are that generation which entered  
the workforce over the last ~15 years.

Older Workers
‘Older workers’ are often categorised as  
baby boomers.

Beginning of their careers, they can’t wait to  
be in charge.

Heading to the end of their careers, they want 
things to be simple.

Focus is on promotion, pay rises, developing 
careers.  They’re ambitious and tech-savvy.

Focus is on how retirement may look, how much 
longer they want to work - and to what extent.

Prepared to balance career with other interests.  
But they want it all; and expect to be able to 
do this.

May be back in the workforce after a break (eg, 
raising family) and this is a financial necessity, or 
they may want intellectual stimulation.

Accustomed to being coddled: everyone’s  
a winner!

Self-reliant and confident - not afraid to  
make a decision.

Curious, questioning, want to know what is 
going on, how they can get involved or help.  
Often resilient.

Let’s just get on with it. Probably had a few 
knocks over the years.

Peripatetic in focus, valuing breadth of 
experience over depth.

Can be deeply expert at a range of tasks.

Open to new ideas, want to experiment. Want 
a strongly connected manager who will help 
them with their career. Thrive on feedback.

Have seen it all before; every failed initiative, 
project that did not deliver.  Had a range of 
managers, some good, some bad.

Push entitlements to the limit and beyond, but 
quick to pick up new ways.

Solid and reliable but sometimes slower or not 
adept with the new technologies.

An Overview of Millennials and Older Workers
Learning how to get the most out of your multi-generational team begins with becoming more familiar 
with each group’s unique strengths, weaknesses and needs.  Here is a broad-brush view of millennials and 
older workers.  It clearly does not reflect every individual in each group, but the themes are relevant.

They seem so different.   
So, the question is,  
how do you manage in  
an environment that’s a  
mix of these generations - 
and oftentimes, a handful  
of others? 



©  Coxswain Alliance 2017

They seem so different.  So, 
the question is, how do you 
manage in an environment that’s 
a mix of these generations - and 
oftentimes, a handful of others? 
In our experience, all employees have 
similar needs and interests in how they 
interact with their manager; it’s often 
the nuances that are critical and how you 
match your approach to the individual.  
After addressing the unique make-up of 
each generational segment on your team, 
seek ways to integrate team members to 
help them work better, together.  Ground 
your relationship with your staff in a set 
of principles like those that guide your 
organisations (eg Respect, Valuing People, 
Focus on Customer, etc.) and commit to 
enhancing your relationship every day.

Here a few things we’ve found that help 
frontline managers cultivate a positive, 
productive relationship with their staff, 
regardless of anyone’s age.    

> Know your processes.  If your role 
as a manager is to set expectations and 
manage to them, knowing your process 
is the first step.  The experienced worker 
struggles to take vague or incorrect 
instructions; the inexperienced flounders.

> Define what ‘good’ looks like.  How 
do you define standards of performance?  
This is one of two absolutely critical 
things  that underpin organisational 
climate (what is it like to work here?).  
The second critical driver is role clarity.

> Set expectations of what is to be 
done and by whom.  Aligning the 
team on what is to be done and each 
person’s role is critical.  It creates a sense 
of equitable workloads and personal 
accountability.

> Clear communication framework.  
This sets the tenor of how you touch 
base with your team.  It should be a 
mix of approaches; one-to-one and 
team, electronic (email, systems driven) 
and conversations (huddles, check-ins, 
yammer-type solutions).  And it should 
be executed consistently.  If there is a 
clear and consistent communications’ 
framework that underpins your daily 
routines, in times of high workloads, 
stress or poor performance, the 
‘conversations’ are already in place and 
easier to conduct.

> Understand what is constraining 
your staff from meeting expectations.  

Side-by-sides are a powerful way to 
build constructive relationships with 
staff, while becoming aware of obstacles 
to success.  You observe what they are 
doing and how they do it, gain insights 
into what is working well and what is not, 
and take part in informal, work-focused 
conversation.  

> Focus on how you follow up with 
your staff; provide positive feedback 
on good performance, and guidance 
where performance can and should be 
lifted.  An experienced older worker 
may need a lighter touch than someone 
new to the team; they may just want to 
get on with it.  But don’t underestimate 
how much interaction an older worker 
may appreciate.  On the other hand, a 
millennial may want more details or fuller 
interaction, validating their performance 
and potential.  Finding a balance with a 
blended workforce is paramount.  It’s 
the ‘goldilocks’ spot for each person: not 
too much and not too little.

> Be present in the area.  Being  
present develops situational awareness 
(knowing what is going on), which 
enables you to respond quickly and 
appropriately as issues arise.

> Have the tough conversations.  
Avoiding a difficult situation only allows 
it to fester.  If you’re reluctant to 
have that difficult conversation, try to 
understand what it is you are fearful 
of, and remember: few situations have 
no solution.  The person you need to 
have the conversation with may just be 
looking for clearer direction; others on 
the team are probably waiting for you to 
do something about the problem.  Keep 
in mind that the person who initiates any 
conversation tends to have the upper 
hand; they control the tone and direction 
of the discussion.

> Consistent Behaviours. The cynical 
look for variation, the inexperienced 
don’t know where to turn.  But if a 
manager operates consistently, sets 
their own operating rhythm within the 
organisation’s operating framework, 
the certainty that this provides removes 
unnecessary irritants. 

> Emphasise behaviours rather than 
attitudes.  What is it that someone  
has done or not done?  This is an easier, 
less confrontational conversation -  
one that’s more neutral because a 
behaviour is visible.  

Leading a multi-generational team only adds to 
the challenges modern managers face.



Insight by James Doctor. 

This is a fascinating insight: organisations 
have to provide socially meaningful or 
responsible work. For many people, 
particularly those involved with running 
organisations or teams, they are probably 
saying “OUCH!” at this point!  “If what we 
do is not so socially meaningful, does that 
mean I have to provide lots of days off to 
do charity work??  Can I afford that?”  It’s 
tough if you are in coal mining or power 
generation; but equally difficult if you are 
in insurance.  Few organisations strictly 
meet James’ criteria.  Does that mean as 
the workforce ages we won’t find anyone 
prepared to work in our mines or factories?  
Our call centres?  Unlikely.

So, what do we do to engage our 
people and meet such broad needs?  It 
goes back to the imperative to provide 
appropriate context and purpose for 
our people.  Maybe this generation has a 

greater need to understand how what 
they are doing fits to the bigger picture 
and how it contributes to society.  We 
certainly can’t survive without mining.  
What fuels our power stations and 
steel mills?  How is the mix of power 
sources changing?  What are our cars 
and trains made of?  What has mining 
income allowed this country to do?  
What critical role does insurance play in 
the long term well being of people and 
their families?  It just means we have to 
not only ensure that there is genuine 
activity that is socially meaningful, but 
we have to provide real understanding 
of the value of the work done and the 
individual’s contribution.

And now some comfort about the 
value of our ‘older’ workers

In a recent Special Report in The 
Economist (January 14 2017), they 
looked at the impact of aging on 
people’s ability at work.  Yes, it seems 
to be true that as we age, we slow 
down (cheer up old fogies, it starts in 
your early twenties, so we all suffer 
from it!).  But, whilst slower, the older 
worker can be wiser.  This is because 
we build and retain knowledge, 
something that requires time.  And 
this wisdom or experience provides 
some balance to what they describe as 
cognitive decline.  They cite “an old but 
instructive study” of typists. It seems 
that in the study’s cohort, the ages 
ranged from 19 to 72.  The physical 
typing (what they describe as “tapping”) 
is slower for the older worker, but their 
outputs were similar.  This is because 
their typing is smoother – as they are 
more able to look further into the 
future parts of the text.  This is a skill 
built up over time.  So, as a manager, 
ensure that you are focussed on the 
end-to-end aspect of a job or task and 
not on the performance of small units.  
You may be surprised at what you find.

Who is James Doctor?

James is a leadership consultant 
specialising in millennials and early career 
professionals. Coming from a sports 
coaching background and more recently 
with 5 years of sales knowledge working 
with early career professionals across 
a broad range of industries including 
retail, education & professional services. 
His experience lies in developing young 
talent providing consulting, coaching and 
training.  Passionate about his own self 
development, he believes strongly that 
developing leaders is about instilling the 
right behavioural habits early, adopting 
growth mindsets and implementing future 
orientated thinking. James is currently 
studying his Masters of Education 
(Learning & Leadership) at UTS.

James Doctor, a leadership 
consultant specialising in 
millennials, talks to us from  
a millennial’s perspective 
about what they are seeking 
in work terms.  

While I am still relatively new in the sense 
of being in the workforce and a millennial, 
much of this article resonates and is true 
of this generation.  I would like to make 
a couple of key other points to the table 
that’s been created in the article Managing 
Across the Generations.

Millennials don’t want to miss out

Growing up with the use of technology has 
allowed us access to information with the 
press of a few buttons across many portable 
devices.  For the most part this is forever 
being interconnected to technology within 
social media and the latest trends.  This 
creates attachment but also a ‘fear of missing 
out’ (fomo) that if we aren’t ‘in the know’ 
then we aren’t relevant.  It encompasses 
a lifestyle where there are always options 
and things we could or should be doing 
with our time by maximising the present 
moment.  This mindset extends into the 
work environment.  Millennials aren’t bound 
by the traditions of longevity within one 

career or a few select organisations.  Rather 
it’s about what suits them in the present 
moment and having the options for a couple 
of careers. We don’t want to miss out and 
want that flexibility of choice as to not be 
left behind.

Satisfying work

A changing dynamic within many 
organisations and a big factor for majority of 
millennials when choosing a job or company 
is purposeful work.  We want to be a part 
of something that is bigger than ourselves 
but serves to benefit society.  Is the work 
we undertake giving back to society and are 
we being conscious of the impact we have 
on the future?  This for many organisations 
is being involved with charities, creating 
socially benefiting products or reducing 
their environmental footprint on earth.  It 
is increasingly a big consideration for many 
millennials when in the workplace and 
highlights their emphasis on work that is 
intrinsically satisfying.

Insight
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Many organisations are exploring options 
around remote working approaches, and 
it’s easy to understand why.  Studies show 
virtual workers are happier in their jobs and 
35-40% more productive than traditional 
workers6.  Among generational groups, 
millennials and baby boomers are particularly 
attracted to flexible work arrangements like 
telecommuting.  Offering remote work can 
help organisations recruit and retain top 
talent across both generations7. 

When addressing remote workers, many 
organisations focus primarily on technical 
issues like how to provide connectivity, how 
to run a virtual work or telephone queue, or 
how to provide the requisite data security.  
HR challenges such as how to ensure that 
there are no OH&S issues and how to deliver 
performance reviews are also top priorities.  
However, a critical area is often overlooked: 
management of the remote worker. 

Just as for their colleagues working on-
site, the organisation has performance 
expectations of the remote worker, and the 
manager is charged with ensuring the delivery 
of that performance. So, how do you do this 
when your team is spread across a city or 
country, or scattered around the globe? 

Ultimately, it is exactly the same as 
our assertions for managing across the 
generations.  Where the worker sits is 
irrelevant. They have the same needs as 
their office-bound colleagues, and the 
organisation has the same duty to provide 
consistent and timely management.  
Managers of remote teams should:

> Set team goals to drive collaboration 
and performance as well as engagement 
with your organisation and its mission.  
Remote working is not job shopping; 
it’s a strategy designed to provide 
varied options for meeting work 
commitments. 

> Communicate clarity of capacity 
on a daily basis - both at a team and an 
individual level.

> Review standards of performance.  
Focus on the quality of work being 
done, when it should be done, and time 
needed to complete.  The manager 
should establish what ‘good’ looks like, 
ensure that the team is aligned to this, 
and then manage and measure to that.

> Set time expectations and 
consider flexibility.  Is there an 
expectation that all employees are 
‘present’ and working a standard 

day (9-5), or is it feasible that their 
standard day is spread out across a 24-
hour period?  If there are ‘same day’ 
commitments to customers, how will 
they be addressed?

> Establish visibility of work to be 
done and its status; what is current, 
what is a priority.

> Ensure clarity on how work is 
‘selected’; clear business rules that 
are monitored drive ‘push’ or ‘pull’ 
environments.  A manager needs to 
own adherence to those business 
rules; therefore they need visibility of 
the available work and what work is 
being done and by whom.

> Monitor individual work lists in  
real-time.  It is a bit like being an 
air traffic controller monitoring 
movements across a range of fronts.  
Waiting to end of day to see what 
has been done is too late; real time 
monitoring ensures that problems or 
issues are identified early and able to 
be dealt with.

> Build a sense of a team, with a 
common goal.  This often requires 
some form of ‘electronic’ huddling 
where the manager can set clear 
direction on what is planned for the 
day and allow the team to align on 
that plan.  Leaving people in a void 
disengages them and can lead to 
variability in performance.

> Prioritise individual contact.  
Contact should be at least once per 
day, but preferably it takes place 
multiple times daily (just as it should 
in-house).  Check-ins provide the 
manager and team member time to 
evaluate progress, plan and prioritise, 
and address any issues that emerge.  
What’s more, regular check-ins allow 
the manager to more quickly identify 
and remove potential road-blocks.

> Set clear protocols and business 
rules on what to do if problems 
arise - connectivity, work queues, 
complexities that can’t be resolved, 
etc.  Expectations should focus on 
immediate actions rather than ‘let’s 
wait and see’.

Ultimately, the manager of a remote 
team must replicate the management 
experience for their dispersed workers 
that an in-house team has.

Managing the Remote Worker

Conclusion
Managing millennials, older workers and 
everyone in between is not necessarily easy; 
but it is also not impossible. It is the reality of 
today’s workforce.  Take time to understand 
each person and address their concerns.  Being 
on the front foot can be hard, but it is easier 
than cleaning up long term problems.  Then, 
set a course that recognises the varying needs 
of each team member, but with the ultimate 
aim of integrating and harnessing how they 
operate as a team. This can be done without 
stifling the individual strengths. Establishing and 
adhering to an operating rhythm that all your 
team participate in is the first step to managing 
your diverse team.  In doing so you’ll build a 
stronger, more cohesive and productive multi-
generational team.

Learn more about how the business 
improvement services offered by Coxswain 
Alliance can help you improve the 
performance of your team and your business.

www.coxswain  alliance.com
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