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rom frontline employees to senior executives, ask anyone what challenges 
they’re facing in today’s workforce, and you’re likely to hear about the 
“new generation of employees.” 

Much of the tension we feel across age groups at work has been amplified by 
cultural narratives and social media.  It’s become a “West Side Story,” where 

Baby Boomers, Gen Xers, Millennials, and Gen Z are 
portrayed as opposing factions.  Scroll through your feed, 
and you’ll find a steady stream of content mocking 
generational quirks – how Gen Z handles feedback, how 
Millennials cope with burnout, or how Boomers send 
emails. Beyond the humor, these messages subtly reinforce 
division. 

Social media doesn’t just reflect generational conflict – it 
shapes it. Articles with inflammatory titles like “Why Gen Z 
is Over Millennials” or “Millennials Can’t Buy Homes 
Because Boomers Wrecked the Economy” aren’t just 
clickbait, they are telling people how to think about each 
other. Leaders themselves sometimes echo these 
sentiments, unintentionally fueling bias in the workplace.  

It is also worth recognizing that workplaces themselves 
have changed dramatically.  In previous decades, long-term 
tenure at a single company was common and rewarded.  
Baby Boomers often climbed the ladder within one 
organization, benefiting from loyalty on both sides. Today, 
younger employees are navigating a different reality. 
Career growth is often tied to switching jobs.  And while 
some leaders criticize this as disloyal, the reality is that 
companies are not as loyal as they used to be either. 
Layoffs, restructuring, and downsizing have become 
business as usual, often impacting even high performers. 

Ultimately, generational identity matters, but not as much as our shared human 
needs.  Regardless of age, every employee wants to feel valued and to know their 
work has meaning.  In this LeaderBriefing, we explore how the best bosses 
connect across generations, respecting what makes us unique while leading with 
a core belief: everyone wants to matter.  

  

F
Key Takeaways 
Belonging is a 
competitive advantage. 
Employees of all ages want to feel seen, 
valued, and part of something meaningful.  

Purpose is fuel. 
Younger employees are especially driven 
by purpose, but all generations benefit 
from regular reminders of why their work 
matters. 

Each generation has 
something to contribute. 
When leaders create space for 
intergenerational collaboration, they 
foster innovation, strengthen resilience, 
and tap into broader ranges of strengths.  

Strong leaders adapt their 
style, not their standards. 
Meeting people where they are does not 
mean lowering expectations. It means 
leading with clarity, flexibility and respect. 
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Understanding the Experiences and 
Values that Shaped Each Generation 
As of 2024, the workforce is composed of roughly 15% Baby Boomers, 31% Gen 
X, 36% Millennials, and 18% Gen Z. With more Boomers retiring and Gen Z 
rapidly entering the workforce, the youngest generation will continue to solidify 
their position as a larger share of the workforce in 2025. Despite headlines 
claiming companies are “done with Gen Z,” this generation isn’t going anywhere.  
The real question is not how to eliminate generational tension – it’s how to lead 
through it.  

To effectively lead across generations, smart bosses start by understanding the 
values and experiences that shaped each group.  When we learn how each 
generation was raised, educated, and influenced by the world around them, we 
gain empathy – and with empathy comes better leadership. Generational context 
helps us interpret behavior and priorities not as frustrating quirks but as adaptive 
responses to the environments that shaped them. 

Raised on Loyalty: 
Why Boomers Value Hierarchy and Hard Work 
Baby Boomers, born between 1946 and 1964, came of age during a time of 
economic optimism and social change. The post-World War II boom brought 
stability and prosperity to many households, reinforcing traditional family 
structures and clear authority figures at home and in society.  Boomers 
witnessed sweeping cultural changes – from the Cold War and civil rights 
movement to the explosion of mass media.  Television was a central influence, 
shaping shared values around success, status, and the “American Dream.” Many 
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Boomers were also the first in their families to attend college, and they viewed 
higher education as a direct path to upward mobility. During their careers, 
corporate loyalty was often rewarded with promotions, pensions, and prestige, 
further reinforcing the belief that dedication and time spent in one company 
would pay off.  

As a result of these formative experiences, 
Baby Boomers tend to value loyalty, hierarchy, 
and hard work.  They often equate showing up 
early, staying late, and putting in “face time” 
with commitment. They generally appreciate 
structure, clearly defined roles, and respect for 
titles and seniority.  Boomers also place high 
value on job stability, retirement benefits, and 
in-person communication. They view face-to-
face interactions or phone calls as more 
respectful and effective than texts or emails.  

For leaders managing Boomers, it’s important 
to recognize and honor the experience they 
bring. Many are motivated by purpose and 
legacy, especially in the later stages of their 

careers.  They often want to mentor others, contribute to big picture goals, and 
be seen as valuable voices – not overlooked due to age. While they may initially 
view flexibility or casual work styles as a sign of lax standards, clearly connecting 
modern practices to outcomes can ease that concern. Boomers want to know 
that their work still matters - and that they do too.  

The Independent Middle Generation: 
How Generation X Sometimes Feels Forgotten 
Born between 1965 and 1980, Generation X grew up in a world of contradictions.  
Often referred to as the “middle child” of generations, they were the first to 
grow up with televisions on all the time, yet the last to enjoy an analog childhood 
filled with cassette tapes, handwritten notes, and long afternoons outside. Many 
were “latchkey kids,” raised in dual income or divorced households, which taught 
them to be self-reliant and independent at an early age. Inflation, recessions, and 
corporate downsizing left a lasting impression, reinforcing the need for self-
sufficiency and skepticism about institutional promises. Gen X came of age during 
Watergate, the Challenger explosion, and the rise of grunge and punk – cultural 
markers that signaled a shift from youthful idealism to pragmatic cynicism.  

This was also the generation that helped usher in the digital revolution.  From 
typewriters to personal computers, payphones to mobile phones, Gen X watched 
technology evolve rapidly.  They became comfortable with digital tools but 
remained grounded in real-world practicality.  Rather than seeing tech as an 
identity, Gen X views it as something that should serve a function, not define the 
culture.  

Regardless of 
generation, 

every person 
wants to feel 
that they are 

accepted, 
valued and part 

of something 
meaningful. 
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As a result of these formative experiences, Gen X tends to value autonomy, 
authenticity, and efficiency.  They dislike micromanagement and prefer to be 
trusted to do their work without constant oversight. They’re not impressed by 
titles or rigid hierarchies; they respect competence and results. Now in the thick 
of midlife, many are juggling both professional responsibilities and caregiving 
roles for children and aging parents.  

For leaders, effectively engaging Gen X starts with trust. Smart bosses give them 
space, provide clear goals, and let them decide how best to get the job done. 
They’re often eager to improve systems and processes, so they should be 
involved in strategic conversations – not just execution.  Flexibility is key for this 
generation, as they navigate complex personal demands alongside their 
professional roles.  Above all, Gen X wants to be respected for their experience, 
their resourcefulness, and their ability to get results without making a fuss.  

Built for Impact: 
Millennials’ Quest for Meaning and Growth 
Millennials, born between 1981 and 1996, came of age during a time of rapid 
technological advancement, cultural optimism, and high expectations. Often 
raised in highly structured environments filled with extracurricular activities and 
constant encouragement, they grew up hearing that self-confidence was 
essential and that each individual had the potential to change the world.  They 
were the first generation to master texting and instant messaging, and they came 
of age alongside the commercial internet. At just 8 years old when the internet 
became mainstream, Millennials were teenagers when Wi-Fi in homes was 

Generational 
context helps us 

see and interpret 
behaviors not as 

frustrating quirks 
but as adaptive 

responses to the 
experiences that 

shaped them. 
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commonplace, and in their late teens and early twenties when Facebook and 
smartphones began to transform how people communicated.  As digital natives, 
they have never known a world without fast access to information – or each 
other.  

At the same time, Millennials were heavily influenced by messages about the 
importance of education and ambition.  They were told college was the key to 
success, and Millennials pursued higher education in record numbers, often 
taking on significant student debt in the process. Just as they were ready to enter 
the workforce, the 2008 financial crisis hit.  For many, this meant 
underemployment, delayed career progression, and most importantly, a 

mismatch between expectations and reality.  Raised in 
a relatively stable, positive, and prosperous world, 
many Millennials entered adulthood only to find a 
world that did not match the optimistic tone of their 
upbringing.  

These formative experiences helped shape a 
generation that places a premium on meaning and 
growth. Millennials want their work to have purpose – 
they don’t just ask what they’re doing, they want to 
know why it matters.  They value collaboration and 
expect their voices to be heard, regardless of title or 
tenure. This is a generation that thrives in inclusive, 
team-oriented cultures where feedback is regular, 
communication is two-way, and leadership is 
approachable. They expect developmental 
opportunities, mentorship, and a clear path to 
advancement. Boundaries also matter.  Many 
millennials prioritize flexibility, mental health, and 
work-life balance.  

For leaders, the key to engaging Millennials lies in being transparent, inclusive, 
and invested in their growth. Purpose-driven leadership resonates deeply, so 
smart bosses take the time to connect daily tasks to broader goals.  Regular 
feedback and recognition are not “nice-to-haves” for this generation, they are 
expected. Millennials don’t want to be lead from behind a closed door.  They 
respond best to leaders who are accessible, authentic, and willing to engage in 
meaningful dialogue.  Bosses who want to retain and inspire Millennial 
employees should show them that their voice matters, their development is a 
priority, and that their work has an impact. 

Slow to Conform, Quick to Contribute: 
The Cautious Confidence of Gen Z 
Born between 1997 and 2012, Generation Z is the first cohort to be raised 
entirely in a digital world.  They have never known life without smartphones, 
social media, or instant access to information. For their earliest years, they have 
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been immersed in a constant stream of content, yet many report feeling isolated, 
anxious and overwhelmed by it.  Gen Z’s formative years were shaped by major 
disruptions. They spent their childhood under the shadow of a severe economic 
recession, navigated adolescence amid political polarization and social unrest, 
and then entered adulthood during a global pandemic. These experiences 
instilled a deep sense of uncertainty and caution that sets them apart from 
previous generations. 

Gen Z is self-protective.  They tend to move cautiously, take longer to hit 
traditional life milestones, and place a high priority on personal safety – both 
physical and emotional.  Their upbringing was often highly supervised 

contributing to what some researchers call a 
“slow life trajectory.”  At the same time, they 
are the most diverse and identity-fluid 
generation yet.  Inclusion is not a goal for Gen 
Z, it is an expectation.  They push boundaries 
around genders, speech, and power structures, 
and they demand that their workplaces reflect 
the complexity of the world they live in.  

In the workplace, Gen Z values authenticity, 
mental health, and transparency.  They are 
quick to call out performative leadership or 
company values that don’t align with actual 
practices.  This generation is unafraid to talk 
openly about boundaries, well-being, and 
mental health, often expecting the same from 
their leaders. They prefer texting or other real-
time tools over formal email, are uncomfortable 
talking on the phone, and expect tech platforms 
to be intuitive, integrated, and modern.  

For leaders, working effectively with Gen Z means rethinking traditional 
management approaches.  This is a generation that wants coaches, not bosses. 
The crave inclusion, not just in messaging but in real decision-making. Invite 
them into conversations early, ask for their perspective, and let them help shape 
the workplace culture.  Smart bosses will be open about challenges and honest 
about what the organization is doing to improve.  Above all, create an 
emotionally safe environment where they feel seen, heard, and valued not just 
for what they produce, but for who they are. Gen Z is not here to conform – 
they’re here to contribute.  
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Leaders Shapes the Workplace Culture 
Every Generation Feels 
Leaders today occupy a uniquely powerful position.  Just as each generation has 
been shaped by the world they grew up in, the workplace itself is shaped by 
those who lead it.  Strong leaders recognize that generational diversity is not a 
problem to be managed, but a dynamic advantage to be harnessed.  They 
understand that a one-size fits all approach rarely works.  Instead, they lead with 
nuance – acknowledging the values and needs that different generations bring 
while building a culture where everyone feels seen, supported, and connected to 
something meaningful. 

Culture is one of the most talked-about concepts in today’s workplace, yet it can 
be one of the hardest to define. That is because culture is not a slogan or a 
mission statement – it’s something you feel. It is the emotional tone people 
experience the moment they step into a space.  What greets people when they 
walk into work, a sense of organization and ease or chaos and pressure? These 
feelings matter - clients pick up on them, and employees carry them. Most 
importantly, they are shaped, intentionally or not, by leadership.  For those 
managing a multigenerational workforce, culture can be one of the most 
powerful tools.  It is how leaders make people feel day in and day out, and it is 
the foundation for building a workplace where every generation feels like they 
belong.  

The Power of Belonging  
Belonging is a fundamental human need – one that transcends age, gender, 
background, and role. Regardless of generation, every person wants to feel that 
they are accepted, valued, and part of something meaningful. In today’s 
workforce, that need has only intensified.  Gen Z is often labeled the loneliest 
generation, but they are not alone in feeling isolated. In recent years, research 
has shown a sharp increase in reported loneliness across all age groups. Leaders 
have the opportunity to foster connection by creating environments where 
individuals are seen beyond their roles. This begins with an effort to understand 
each person’s strengths, interests, and goals.  Rotating speaking opportunities in 
meetings, inviting quieter voices into conversations, and creating spaces where 
participation feels safe and encouraged can help ensure that all perspectives are 
included. Leaders should reinforce that everyone plays a critical role in the 
success of the team by highlighting shared goals and mutual respect and avoiding 
“us vs them” dynamics between roles or generations. During especially 
challenging times, it is important for leaders to acknowledge the difficulty, 
validate the emotional toll, and offer support.  A culture of belonging is not built 
on grand gestures, it is built on the everyday moments where people feel seen, 
included, and respected.  When leaders do this, they don’t just improve morale, 
they strengthen performance and deepen commitment across all generations. 

Culture is 
shaped by how 

leaders make 
people feel day 
in and day out. 

It is the 
foundation for 

building a 
workplace 

where every 
generation feels 
like they belong. 
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(Re)Connecting to Purpose 
In a multigenerational workforce, especially among Millennials and Gen Z, 
purpose is a driving force. Many young employees place a high value on knowing 
that their work has impact or contributes meaningfully to a larger purpose. But in 
fast-paced, high-pressure environments, even the most mission-driven 
individuals can begin to feel disconnected. When days are long and morale feels 
low, one of the most powerful things a leader can do is help their team 
reconnect to purpose.  This does not mean ignoring the hard stuff, it means 
acknowledging it and offering a counterbalance.  Small, intentional moments can 
make a big difference.  Leaders can inspire purpose-driven reflection by posing 
questions like, “What’s one moment that reminded you why this work matters?” 
or “When did you last feel proud of the team?”  Team members should be 
encouraged to share stories. Storytelling reminds people why they do the work 
they do, and it sparks pride and motivation in ways that metrics rarely can. 

Leaders can also enhance a sense of purpose by making the connection between 
individual roles and the broader mission both visible and personal. For example, 
recognizing a team member by saying, “You help people feel supported before 
the work even begins,” can anchor their contribution in human impact.  Smart 
leaders ask their employees what gives them the most meaning in their roles, 
then use their responses to shape recognition, responsibilities, and 
opportunities.  If someone is energized by collaboration, increasing moments of 
connection can deepen engagement.  If another thrives on structure, involving 
them in process improvement may offer a more purposeful path. Purpose 
becomes sustainable when it aligns with personal strengths and is reinforced 
regularly through conversation, reflection, and recognition. Leaders who share 
their own “why” create space for others to do the same – fostering a culture 
where purpose is not only encouraged but lived.  

Flexibility 
does not mean 

abandoning 
standards. It 

means honoring 
people’s 

humanity while 
holding them to 

a shared 
purpose. 
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Leading Like a Mentor  
One of the most meaningful ways to lead the younger generations is to show up 
as a coach and mentor – not just during annual evaluations or formal trainings, 
but in everyday moments that build trust and skill over time. Strong leadership is 
a mindset that includes daily coaching, developmental dialogues, and intentional 
observation. Investing time, energy, and resources into the growth of teams 
through skill-building, soft skill development, and career path exploration is a 
necessity, especially with Millennials and Gen Z. Strong bosses know their people 
well enough to tap into their strengths, encourage curiosity, and offer feedback 
that challenges them without discouraging them.  

Turning Generational Differences 
into Collaborative Strengths 
In an era of individualism, leaders are increasingly challenged to create cultures 
that balance personal autonomy with strong team connection. One of the most 
effective ways to do this is by fostering collaboration across generations. Rigid 
hierarchies based on age or tenure can unintentionally silence fresh ideas or 

devalue hard-earned 
wisdom. Effective 
leaders create spaces 
where experience and 
innovation can coexist.  
They model and 
encourage the belief 
that every generation 
has something 
meaningful to offer.  

Boomers, for example, 
often bring deep 
institutional knowledge, 
strategic insight, and 
familiarity with the 
organization’s history.  
On the other hand, Gen 
Z has grown up 
navigating constant 
digital disruption. Their 

natural comfort with technology and fresh perspectives position them as 
valuable contributors to creative problem-solving and innovation. When 
Boomers and Gen Z are encouraged to work together, rather than in competition 
with one another, what emerges is not just mutual respect, but breakthroughs in 
thinking. 

This kind of collaboration does not happen by accident, it requires an intentional 
culture of open communication, mutual respect, and trust. Without it, 
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differences can lead to misunderstandings and frustration. Boomers may find 
Gen Z’s preference for flexibility or shared leadership structures unfamiliar or 
disruptive.  Meanwhile, younger employees might perceive traditional leadership 
styles as overly formal or slow to evolve.  In these moments, leadership sets the 
tone. Smart bosses model active listening, welcome respectful disagreement, 
and validate the perspectives of all team members. 

Leaders can also build bridges across generations through structured 
opportunities. “Intergenerational dialogues” - where employees from different 
age groups share stories, challenges, and insights – can foster understanding and 
connection. Informal practices like “Friday Brain Breaks,” short sessions where 
colleagues across roles and generations pair up to brainstorm or problem-solve 
outside their usual responsibilities, can encourage creative thinking and 
relationship building. Mentorship and reverse mentorship programs also create 
opportunities for two-way learning where seasoned staff offer context and 
strategic insight while newer employees contribute fresh perspectives and 
emerging trends. Together, these efforts create a culture where generational 
diversity becomes a shared strength. 

When leaders foster these types of multigenerational relationships, the payoff is 
significant. Teams become more resilient, creative, and effective.  People feel 
seen for who they are – not just the title they hold or the generation they were 
born in. Ultimately, the workplace becomes one where learning flows in all 
directions, innovation thrives, and everyone contributes to something greater 
than themselves.  

 

Strong leaders 
recognize that 

generational 
diversity is not a 

problem to be 
managed but 

rather a dynamic 
advantage to be 

harnessed. 
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Summary 
Focusing too much on generational labels can limit what is possible.  Stereotypes 
can become self-fulfilling prophecies, shrinking our expectations of others. The 
real opportunity lies not in categorizing people, but in understanding them. 
Strong leaders meet employees where they are: What are they comfortable 
with? What are they capable of?  What do they need?  These questions help a 
leader see the individual in front of them, not just the generation they belong to. 
But meeting people where they are is not a free-for-all. Clear expectations, 
defined roles, and consistent accountability are still essential.  Flexibility does not 
mean abandoning standards, it means honoring people’s humanity while holding 
them to a shared purpose. That balance is where better bosses are built. 
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Alyssa Hwang, PhD, brings a rare blend of clinical expertise and 
organizational strategy to her role as Vice President of Culture 
Transformation at Stamp & Chase.  With a Ph.D. in Clinical Psychology and 
deep experience in healthcare systems, she applies behavioral science to 
help health organizations lead culture change, strengthen leadership at 
every level, and improve workforce performance.  

Alyssa’s work centers on equipping leaders – especially middle managers 
and clinical leaders – with the skills and support needed to drive 
engagement, retention, and results.  She designs enterprise-wide 
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Stamp & Chase partners with leading healthcare providers across the country to improve employee 
and patient experience by developing key leadership and communication competencies among 
frontline caregivers and leaders. At the heart of the firm’s work are two comprehensive sets of 
tools and strategies to support care teams: 

CAREmunication®

MyTEAM offers a robust portfolio of cloud-
based platform of leader tools and approaches that 
sustain performance improvement through more 
effective manager coaching, goal-setting, mentoring and 
accountability 
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