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ABSTRACT
For the first time in modern history, up to five generations are working side-by-side in the same
organizations. The high number of generations working together can cause intergenerational
conflict. Generation Z (Gen Z), born after 1995, is significantly different from previous
generations due to the cultural realities that have shaped their development. Gen Z has their own
attitudes, beliefs, and expectations about the workplace and the centrality of work. The purpose
of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the attitudes, beliefs, values, and
expectations about work and toward leadership in the workplace and how those expectations
may have been shaped by the COVID-19 pandemic for Gen Z. This study placed a particular
focus on Gen Zers from the United States, Canada, and Eastern Europe. This research was rooted
in Mannheim’s (1952) problem of generations, Mead’s (1970) generation gap, transformational
leadership, and generational theory. Previous generational research has indicated that Gen Z is
profoundly different from previous generations due to being digital natives. This study drew 15
participants from six countries who were seniors at Consortium of Christian College and
Universities (CCCU) institutions. Each participant was interviewed over Zoom and asked to
describe their expectations for their ideal workplace and ideal supervisor while also asking
questions about their experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Research findings indicated
that participants seek to be treated as worthy of dignity in their work and desire to be respected
as having a life outside of work. Findings showed that Gen Z is particularly drawn to leaders
who exhibit humble and vulnerable leadership. Gen Z is concerned about mental health and
wellbeing and places a high priority on being respected. Those who supervise Gen Z would
benefit from learning more about the workplace expectations of Gen Z so they can lead them

most effectively. Recommendations for further research include expanding this research once



Xiv
Gen Z has had more years of experience in the workforce and extending the number of countries
from which study participants are drawn.
Keywords: Gen Z, global leadership, multigenerational workforce, workplace

expectations, work-life balance, authentic leadership, meaningful work, mentoring, digital

natives



Chapter 1: Introduction

For the first time in modern history, up to five distinct generations are working side-by-
side in some organizations. This dynamic often creates significant intergenerational conflict as
each generation brings its own expectations, preferences, beliefs, and values to the workplace.
Every new generation is “subjected to a certain level of disdain from older generations”
(Seemiller & Grace, 2016, p. 1). Generations can be challenged by the expectations of traditional
workplace structure because those in power tend to be older, which can result in power dynamics
and generational conflict (Lyons & Kuron, 2013). Prior to globalization, older generations were
the primary source of information, and they personally passed down knowledge and experience
to younger generations. While that still happens, access to the internet has provided opportunities
for younger generations to expand their sources of knowledge beyond reliance on someone older
and more experienced. The newest generation entering the workforce is Generation Z (Gen Z),
and generational expert Twenge (2017) stated they will determine the future of the United States.
In the 2022 midterm elections, members of Gen Z turned out in record numbers to vote (Chery,
2022; Debusmann & Sherman, 2022). Gen Z is actively shaping the future by voting about issues
they care about rather than adhering to political party loyalty, and they just elected the first Gen
Z member of Congress (Aylward, 2022; Chery, 2022).

The concept of generations is not new. Generations have been referenced in history and
literature in sources from the Bible to the //iad to Greek mythology (Strauss & Howe, 1991).
Throughout the Bible, the term “generation” is used to describe the passing of time in
genealogies which record the history of parent-to-child lineage (The Holy Bible, 1973/2006;
Strauss & Howe, 1991) and is recorded in Old Testament books such as Genesis and |

Chronicles and the New Testament books of Matthew and Luke. Over time, generations have



come to take on a new meaning, and today generations are generally understood sociologically
instead of biologically (McCrindle & Wolfinger, 2009). Generational cohorts merit investigation
because they are a demographic reality that impacts all levels of human interactions (Arsenault,
2004; McCrindle & Wolfinger, 2009; Strauss & Howe, 1991).

Most people in the United States have a general understanding of generations which often
reveals itself in the way individuals describe those outside their generation. From disparaging
remarks about Baby Boomers to disdain for the emerging Gen Z workforce, a lack of
understanding of and appreciation for different generations persists. George Orwell (1968)
famously said, “each generation imagines itself to be more intelligent than the one who went
before it, and wiser than the one that comes after it. This is an illusion, and one should recognise
it as such” (Orwell, 1968, p. 51). Several prominent generational researchers (McCrindle &
Wolfinger, 2009; Seemiller & Grace, 2016) reference Orwell’s prescient quote in their own
work.

Background of Study

For the first time in modern history, there are up to five distinct generations working side-
by-side in the same organizations (Barhate & Dirani, 2022; Fraticova & Kirchmayer, 2018;
Haeger & Lingham, 2013; Hillman, 2014; Jiti, 2016; Kiiru-Weatherly, 2017; Wiedmer, 2015;
Zemke et al., 2022). One concern impacting the number of generations working together is the
delayed retirement of Baby Boomers. Due to a combination of longer life expectancy and
economic uncertainty, Baby Boomers who are the second oldest members of the workforce, are
continuing employment (Abercrombie, 2014; Zemke et al., 2022). This amalgamation of
generations is unprecedented (Barhate & Dirani, 2022) and adds layers of complexity for leaders

who are trying to understand how to manage so many generations simultaneously (Frati¢ova &



Kirchmayer, 2018). Hillman urged leaders to provide effective supervision, which can only
occur if they understand what makes each generation unique. By educating the workforce about
generational differences, organizations can be more effective and competitive (Jifi, 2016).

While many strengths come from a diverse workforce, the high number of generations
working together often causes intergenerational conflict (Barhate & Dirani, 2022; Glass, 2007;
Kiiru-Weatherly, 2017; Martin & Tulgan, 2006). Due to competing needs and being at different
stages of life, workers from different generations find many areas of disagreement (Kiiru-
Weatherly, 2017). Glass acknowledged the types of conflict that occur in a multigenerational
workforce and identified the role of supervisors in addressing the various conflicts and
differences. Leaders who are aware of the unique contributions of each generation are better
equipped to leverage generational cooperation for success. Martin and Tulgan (2006) identified
several multigenerational leadership challenges that require attention. Leaders need to find ways
to retain the knowledge and experience of those who are preparing to retire. Leaders should
invest more deeply in Generation X (Gen X) and Millennial employees to address the current
lack of mid-level leadership. Leaders can help develop young supervisors who are currently
managing employees who may be the same age as their own parents or grandparents.
Understanding how to manage those who are older is a unique challenge (Martin & Tulgan,
2006).

McCrindle and Wolfinger (2009) underscored the need for leaders to understand
generational issues by acknowledging that each generation is a unique demographic group. They
went on to explain that generational differences are one of the more visible characteristics in
society and that there are more differences among generations than other social identities. Due to

life expectancy and the shrinking of generational spans, there are more generations alive than



ever before. The sense of shared understanding among individuals in the same generation is
profound (McCrindle & Wolfinger, 2009), especially as generations can become tribal. When
Millennials began to enter the workforce, many books were written to help leaders understand
how best to manage their newest employees; however, little has yet been written to help
Millennial leaders know how to manage Gen Z (Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021).

All these factors create an environment where intergenerational conflict can occur
(Barhate & Dirani, 2022; DeMarino Watts, 2018; Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021; Mann, 2022;
Perilus, 2020). Each generation tends to have a unique set of beliefs, attitudes, and preferences,
all of which shape their approach to the workplace (Barhate & Dirani, 2022). Generational
conflict often happens due to differing work values and communication styles. Work values are
defined by Dobewall et al. (2017) as “beliefs that guide and justify people’s actions while also
reflecting cultural ideals and a shared understanding of what is right or wrong and good or bad in
a given society” (p. 264). Work values play a vital role in shaping the workplace, and a current
shift happening in the workplace is due to the convictions of Gen Z and how those beliefs require
ethical behavior (Mann, 2022). Intergenerational conflict is problematic, not only due to the
impact on interpersonal relationships, but also due to how it impedes workplace effectiveness
(Perilus, 2020). DeMarino Watts also explored how differing expectations about work-life
balance, leadership style, and interpersonal communication can all be sources of conflict. People
in distinct generations often have their own perspective on what it means to be a good leader in
the workplace (Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021).

Twenge et al. (2010) predicted one of the most pressing challenges for organizations
would be the retirement of millions of Baby Boomers who would then be replaced by Gen Z.

Researchers predict that by 2030, almost all entry level positions in the United States will be



filled by the youngest members of Gen Z (Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021; Twenge et al., 2010).
The retirement of both Baby Boomers and Traditionalists will unfortunately result in the loss of
much intellectual capital if the transitions are not facilitated effectively (DeMarino Watts, 2018).
The retirement of seasoned employees and the loss of knowledge transfer between generations is
a growing concern for organizations (Bencsik et al., 2016; DeMarino Watts, 2018; Hsieh, 2018;
Joshi et al., 2010; Kick et al., 2015). Knowledge transfer is a complex process involving
communication, documentation, and relationship-building (DeMarino Watts, 2018). Poor
interpersonal communication skills make knowledge transfer extremely difficult (Kick et al.,
2015). Bencsik et al. discussed the importance of knowledge transfer and knowledge sharing in
the workplace and described the tendency for people to question knowledge and distrust
information from others. Organizations need to create an environment of trust where knowledge
transfer can occur effectively. Joshi et al. explored the complexity of retirement and of training
new employees to fill the gaps left by those who retire. Workplace leaders face significant
challenges both in sunsetting retirees and onboarding new employees.

Diversity, equity, and inclusion are vital to success in organizations. Generational
differences are one type of diversity in the workplace (Dittman, 2005; Lyons & Kuron, 2013;
McCrindle & Wolfinger, 2009; Murray et al., 2011) and organizations must understand those
differences to be competitive (Jifi, 2016). Lyons and Kuron asserted that generational differences
are one important facet of diversity, but the impact of those differences can be temporal due to
stage of life. While there is a tendency for leaders to place a higher focus on visible forms of
diversity, more subtle forms of diversity such as differences in age, values, and attitudes are also
a concern (Murray et al., 2011). Arsenault (2004) argued that each generation plays a significant

role in creating its own culture, which is why leaders should be mindful of the age diversity of



their workforce. Martin and Tulgan (2006) also acknowledged the reality of age diversity within
the workplace and encouraged people to find understanding and common language to better
promote effective communication.

Statement of the Problem

The general issue needing investigation is that Gen Z is profoundly different from
previous generations (Dorsey & Villa, 2020; Grow & Yang, 2018; Twenge, 2017); indeed,
Twenge stated that Gen Z is radically different from previous generations. One specific
difference is how Gen Z was raised with immediate access to technology, making them the first
generation to have entirely digital lives (Dorsey & Villa, 2020). Gen Z is often criticized for
having unrealistically high expectations. While some may perceive Gen Z as having
unreasonably high expectations, members of Gen Z have been shaped by what they are
accustomed to and have experienced for their entire lives (Dorsey & Villa, 2020).

The generation gap between Gen Z and the Millennials who precede them represents the
biggest generation gap in modern history. This has been referred to as a “generation lap” where
Gen Z’s technological acumen is surpassing those in older generations due to easy access to
technology and the speed of change (Hardin, 2020; Tapscott, 2009). The term “generation gap”
was coined by Mead (1970) to describe the unprecedented differences between the attitudes and
beliefs of Traditionalists and the Baby Boomers who followed them. Mead observed that
younger generations are living in a world that older generations will never understand. Tapscott
(2009) acknowledged that Gen Z has innovated beyond previous generations due to their ease
with technology, even going so far as to say that Gen Z has a unique level of authority over other
generations. When discussing the gap between Gen Z and Millennials, Hardin (2020) observed it

would be difficult to understand the depth of differences because so much is yet unknown about



Gen Z. Related to the gap between generations, Mannheim (1952) made a distinction between
“appropriated memories and personally acquired memories” (p. 296). For example, in the
context of current generations, Millennials have personally acquired memories of 9/11 while Gen
Z may have appropriated second-hand memories because of what they have learned and stories
they have heard. That creates a clear distinction between the generations.

As previously mentioned, in comparison to previous generations, Gen Z has different
expectations for life and work because their formative years have been profoundly shaped by
cultural realities such as constant access to the internet, the long-term effects of the terrorist
attacks of September 11, 2001, and social justice movements (Dorsey & Villa, 2020). Seemiller
and Grace (2016) observed that Gen Z in the United States has only known a world where their
country has consistently been at war overseas. Due to 9/11, they have rarely lived through a time
of peace. While it is easy to assume Gen Z is the same as the Millennials before them, this is not
the case. Gen Z does not remember the terrorist attacks of 9/11 (Dorsey & Villa, 2020) but
instead learned about it at school. The parents of Gen Z were also impacted by 9/11, resulting in
a culture where they were very concerned with the safety of their children (Schroth, 2019).
Members of Gen Z in the United States are significantly less likely to believe in the possibility of
the American dream than previous generations (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). Overall, the literature
suggests that Gen Z has observed the limitations due to systematic oppression and racism, and
they no longer believe that working hard guarantees financial security.

Gen Z has their own unique attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, and expectations (Anderson et
al., 2017; Barhate & Dirani, 2022; Maloni, 2019; McGaha, 2018; Schroth, 2019). More
specifically, Gen Z has their own perspective on the centrality of work, believing their jobs

should be less important than their families or their mental health and wellbeing (Anderson et al.,



2017). They also believe they should be able to bring their full selves to work regardless of their
race, ethnicity, or orientation. Leaders should not expect Gen Z to approach work in the same
way previous generations did and will likely need to change best practices to fit with new
expectations (Maloni et al., 2019). Much remains unknown about Gen Z at work as well as what
expectations they have for workplace leadership (McGaha, 2018). Schroth (2019) acknowledged
that Gen Z is entering the professional workforce with less previous work experience than
generations that preceded them.

One of the defining characteristics of Gen Z is that they are the most racially and
ethnically diverse generation in the history of the United States (Deloitte, 2021; Mordechay et
al., 2019; Parker & Igielnik, 2020; Schroth, 2019). Demographers have predicted that by 2045,
the United States will become a minority-majority nation, meaning that those populations that
have historically been minorities will be larger than the White population (Mordechay et al.,
2019). This trend is already happening in major metropolitan areas with preschool members of
the population. According to Parker and Igielnik (2020), only 52% of Gen Z are non-Hispanic
White, making them more racially diverse than any previous generation. About 20% of Gen Zers
say they frequently experience discrimination due to their identity and background (Deloitte,
2021). They are frustrated by the lack of racial equality in the United States (Seemiller & Grace,
2016).

Gen Z is composed of the first digital natives: they have always had access to the internet
and smartphones (Chillakuri, 2020; Dwivedula et al., 2019; Hassan & Kodwani, 2020; Lanier,
2017; Parker & Igielnik, 2020; Stillman & Stillman, 2017). While other generations have
adapted to technology over time, Gen Z was born with immediate internet access. Stillman and

Stillman used the phrase “phigital” to describe Gen Z because members of Gen Z do not see the



difference between the physical and digital worlds. They have access to information at a very
fast rate. Gen Z has less deferential respect for authority because they can get knowledge
immediately rather than depending on someone older to answer their questions (Espinoza &
Ukleja, 2016). There are also many negative effects of the high use of technology and social
media among Gen Z, most notably in the areas of mental health (Hunt et al., 2018). Much is yet
to be determined about the overall impact of technology on the mental health of Gen Z.

When it comes to the workplace environment, early research indicates that Gen Z expects
and demands transparency and highly ethical behavior (Benitez-Marquez et al., 2022; Chillakuri,
2020; Magano et al., 2020; Seemiller & Grace, 2016). Gen Z wants to ensure that people in their
workplace act in alignment with their organization’s espoused values. Gen Z wants to know and
understand an organization’s values because they have such a high personal value on ethical
behavior (Chillakuri, 2020). They believe that people should be treated fairly, that leaders should
act ethically, and that there should be open communication (Magano et al., 2020). Gen Z will
intentionally pursue employment in organizations that have high ethical standards (Leslie et al.,
2021), and indeed Mann (2022) predicted an imminent shift in the workplace toward more
ethical decisions due to the demands of Gen Z.

Amid these shifts, a global pandemic occurred, which has become the defining moment
of this generation (Center for Generational Kinetics, 2022; Dorsey & Villa, 2020; Hirsch, 2021).
Dorsey and Villa predicted that Gen Z will completely reshape the future of business, and the
impact of the pandemic will be part of that. The Center for Generational Kinetics asserted in its
study that COVID-19 is the defining experience for Gen Z and predicted that the impact of the
pandemic will continue to shape them for the rest of their lives. The study also showed that 43%

of those surveyed plan to leave their job or change their industry because of things they learned
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during COVID. While COVID-19 has impacted everyone around the globe, it has had a unique
effect on Gen Z due to their age and developmental stage, creating confusion, massive insecurity,
and high levels of fear (Dorsey & Villa, 2020).

Members of Gen Z have different workplace expectations from previous generations
(Chillakuri, 2020; Fodor & Jaeckel, 2018; Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021; Ozkan & Solmaz, 2015).
Chillakuri (2020) acknowledged that Gen Z presents unique challenges for supervisors because
so much is still unclear about their workplace preferences. One limitation from Gen Z research is
that most of the existing data about Gen Z and their workplace preferences have come from
studies with Gen Z while they were still in high school. For example, research by Ozkan and
Solmaz (2015) was published when the oldest members of Gen Z were 20 years old and
projected that Gen Z would want to enjoy where they work and would be likely to leave a job if
they did not enjoy it. Research since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic indicates that Gen Zers
expect to be respected in the workplace and are unlikely to remain in an environment with a
disrespectful or abusive supervisor (Hirsch, 2021). Gen Z appears to be highly entrepreneurial
and will likely seek out opportunities to develop those skills (Chillakuri, 2020). At the same
time, many members of Gen Z are entering the workplace lacking face-to-face social skills and
will need opportunities to further develop those skills (Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021), perhaps
through mentoring within the workplace (Fodor & Jaeckel, 2018). Organizational leaders were
trying to respond to data about why so many Millennials and Gen Zers were leaving their jobs in
pursuit of organizations that were more committed to equity, social issues, and employee
wellbeing. Then, the COVID-19 pandemic began (Hirsch, 2021).

It is unclear what the full impact of COVID-19 on workplace expectations will be for

Gen Z and why Gen Zers are choosing to leave jobs through the “Great Resignation” (Abate et
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al., 2018; Cassell, 2017; Deloitte, 2022; Hirsch, 2021; Center for Generational Kinetics, 2022).
Abate et al. (2018) and Cassell (2017) described employees as the most valuable asset of any
company, so it is worth exploring and understanding why people leave their roles. Many
individuals who have quit during the Great Resignation have done so because of how they were
treated or perceived they were treated at work (Hirsch, 2021). According to the Deloitte Global
2022 Gen Z Survey, the primary reasons people left jobs since the start of COVID are poor
compensation, negative impact of work on mental health, and burnout (Deloitte, 2022). It is
evident Gen Z is demanding human dignity across all spheres of work (Hirsch, 2021). Lazanyi
and Bilan (2017) described how respect and trust in the workplace are no longer automatic and
must be earned.

What researchers want to find out is how Gen Z is different from previous generations
and what expectations Gen Z has for the workplace (Cresnar & Nedelko, 2020; Dwivedula et al.,
2019; Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021; Hassan & Kodwani, 2020; Lyons & Kuron, 2013; McGraw
& Stewart, 2020; Sessa et al., 2007). Sessa et al. (2007) urged future researchers to explore how
age diversity impacts employee interactions in the workplace. Gabrielova and Buchko (2021)
described an emerging need for research about Gen Z attitudes toward work and what values and
beliefs will impact their behavior. Cresnar and Nedelko (2020) observed that the work values of
Gen Z are not yet clear in the literature, and leaders must learn more about Gen Z and seek to
understand them if they want to manage them effectively. Scholars are still trying to understand
how the attitudes and expectations of Gen Z are formed (Hassan & Kodwani, 2020). Lyons and
Kuron (2013) and McGraw and Stewart (2020) expressed that further qualitative work is needed
to better understand Gen Zers and how they approach the workplace setting. Arsenault (2004)

observed that generational diversity is a pressing issue that needs to be addressed.



Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the attitudes,
beliefs, values, and expectations about work and toward leadership in the workplace and how
those expectations have been shaped by the COVID-19 pandemic for Gen Z individuals. This
study placed a particular focus on Gen Zers who will graduate from college in 2023 from the
United States, Canada, and Eastern Europe to allow for a more global perspective on Gen Z.
Research Questions
The following research questions (RQ) were addressed in this study.
e RQI: When Generation Z anticipates entering the workforce full-time, what
expectations do they have or not have for what the workplace will be like?
e RQ2: What expectations do members of Gen Z have or not have for a future
supervisor in the workplace?
e RQ3: To what extent, if at all, has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted Gen Z’s
expectations for the workplace?
e RQ4: To what extent, if at all, has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted Gen Z’s
perceptions of leadership and trust in the workplace?
Nature of Study
This research used qualitative methods to address the research questions. There is
extensive quantitative data about the general characteristics of Gen Z (Center for Generational
Kinetics, 2022; Deloitte, 2021, 2022; Dimock, 2019; Parker & Igielnik, 2020; Workforce
Institute at Kronos, 2019), but there is a lack of qualitative data about the lived experiences of

Gen Z. Qualitative phenomenology seeks to describe what participants have in common
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(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The goal is to discover the universal essence of a lived experience, and
in this case, is focused on expectations pertaining to the workplace environment and leadership
in the workplace considering the COVID-19 global pandemic. Qualitative phenomenology is the
best approach to get rich data about the lived experience of participants (Richards & Morse,
2013).

The qualitative phenomenological approach is most attributed to Moustakas (1994) and
van Manen (2014). According to van Manen, phenomenology is a helpful approach to learn more
about everyday issues and is especially relevant in professional fields. Qualitative
phenomenology is focused on finding the common meaning among a group of individuals about
their lived experience or a specific phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth,
2018). “Phenomenologists focus on describing what all participants have in common as they
experience a phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). This research study focused on
individuals who have shared experience—in this case, members of Gen Z who lived through the
COVID-19 pandemic and are preparing to enter the workforce. Data were collected through
individual interviews, and the data were analyzed to find a rich description or the “essence” of
the participants’ experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Theoretical Frameworks

This research is based on several theoretical frameworks which will be expounded in the
literature review. Leadership theory provided a foundation for how people interact in the
workplace. Over the last century, various leadership styles have been used in the workplace
according to the times and the people working (Olmeda, 2022). In recent decades,
transformational leadership (Bass & Bass, 2008; Burns, 1978) and authentic leadership (Avolio

et al., 2004; Gardner et al., 2011; Walumbwa et al., 2008) have emerged as effective leadership
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styles. Both have a higher emphasis on relationships, authenticity, and ethical behavior than
other leadership theories and are favored by Millennials and Gen Z.

Mannheim’s (1952) theory of generations provided an overall framework for the study of
generations. Mead’s (1970) concept of the generation gap was also explored to describe the
differences among modern generations and how the gaps are indicative of cultural shifts and new
generational identities. Generational theory provided a theoretical framework for the studies
conducted by modern generational researchers (Strauss & Howe, 1991). Bandura’s (1977) social
learning theory is discussed in the context of how generations form an identity and imitate those
within the same group. An application of social identity theory (Avolio et al., 2004) was used to
underpin generational identity. Finally, phenomenology was used to answer the research
questions in the study. These theories are historical antecedents to the study of generations and
provided a helpful application to understanding Gen Z.

Significance of the Study

For the first time in the modern global world since the beginning of the Industrial Age,
there are many generations working together in organizations. This is due to a combination of
longer life expectancy and a compression of years that span a generation (Strauss & Howe,
1991). Mannheim (1952) observed that new generations could emerge every year, every 30, or
every 100 years depending on the social and cultural occurrences of their day. Strauss and Howe
discussed the ways that generations have become more compressed in the last 100 years due to
the impact of sociological and technological forces. Sessa et al. (2007) urged that future research
is needed to explore and define the differences among generations. Research is needed on how
those differences impact the workplace. Zemke et al. (2022) referred to the socialization of work

as a rite of passage and acknowledged that it can be awkward and difficult to graduate from
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college and transition into full-time employment. One moderating factor to this research may be
understanding the differences between generational identity and overall maturity or life stage.

Using Mannheim’s (1952) problem of generations as a foundation, this research
expanded on Mannheim’s notion that generations are socially located. Mannheim likened
generational identity to socioeconomic status in the way both are in societal structures. It is
hypothesized that research will show that Gen Z is significantly different from previous
generations in their expectations for the workplace because their expectations have been shaped
by their lived experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mannheim’s theory was focused on
generations within specific countries, but with current access to technology and globalization,
there may be a global sense of generational identity that is more salient than national identity.

This study is significant because it used qualitative phenomenology to understand the
essence of the experiences of Gen Zers who lived through the pandemic and who are planning to
enter the workforce soon. While there is extensive quantitative research about the attitudes,
behaviors, characteristics, and perceptions of Gen Z, there is a lack of rich qualitative data about
the impact of COVID-19 on Gen Z’s expectations for the workplace. Most existing quantitative
data are focused on Western nations and the United States in particular. A few notable
exceptions are the Deloitte (2021, 2022) global surveys that gathered data from respondents in
46 countries. This research will begin to fill the gap of qualitative data and will bring a more
diverse and global focus to generational differences and their implications for the global
workplace.
Definition of Key Terms

Baby Boomers. The generation born between 1946—1964 and named for the boom of

babies born after World War 11.
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Cuspers. Individuals who are born on the dividing line between generations who may
embody certain characteristics of both generations (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002).

Generation. A “cohort-group whose length approximates the span of a phase of life and
whose boundaries are fixed by peer personality” (Strauss & Howe, 1991, p. 60).

Generational cohort. A generational group that is shaped by a variety of forces such as
media, popular culture, economic events, and peers, which then help to create value systems
(Twenge et al., 2010).

Generational characteristics. The thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, preferences, values, and
expectations that typify a generation.

Generation gap. A term coined by Mead (1970) to describe the significant differences in
attitude and behavior between Baby Boomers and the Traditionalists before them.

Generation X. The generation born between 1964—1979, also known as Latchkey Kids or
13ers.

Generation Z. The generation born between 19962010, also known as Gen Z or iGen.

The Great Resignation. A term coined in 2021 to predict the large number of people who
were resigning from jobs amidst the COVID-19 pandemic in search of better pay, more
flexibility, and more ethical treatment in the workplace (Cohen, 2021).

Intergenerational conflict. “Differences in values, views, and ways of working, talking,
and thinking that set people in opposition to one another and challenge organizational best
interests” (Zemke et al., 2022, p. 12).

Knowledge transfer. The process of documenting and communicating knowledge within
an organization, often referring to the intellectual capital of retirees being shared with the newest

members of the workforce.
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Millennials. The generation born between 1980-1995, also known as Generation Y,
Generation Me, Generation Next, and Nexters.

Peer personality. A “generational persona recognized and determined by (1) common age
location; (2) common beliefs and behavior; and (3) perceived membership in a common
generation” (Strauss & Howe, 1991, p. 64).

Traditionalists. The generation born between 1925-1945, also known as the Silent
Generation, the Greatest Generation, Veterans, Seniors, Loyalists, and GI Joes/GI Janes.

Work values. “Beliefs that guide and justify people’s actions while also reflecting cultural
ideals and a shared understanding of what is right or wrong and good or bad in a given society”
(Dobewall et al., 2017, p. 264).

Limitations of the Study

Every research study has limitations. In the case of qualitative phenomenology, the
researcher is the primary data collection instrument (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher
has human limitations and existing biases, although the goal is to bracket a priori knowledge.
Researcher bias and the researcher’s assumptions and perception of issues can limit the study.
Collecting data via interviews can be helpful in allowing the researcher to control the questions.
However, there are limits because the information gleaned in an interview is filtered by the
interviewee (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It is possible that the presence of the researcher could
bias the responses of the participants due to the inherent power dynamics in an interview
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The researcher must be mindful of what questions are asked and how
they are asked to ensure that the researcher is not leading the interviewees to specific

conclusions.
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Another limitation of current research about generational cohort differences is regarding
the populations studied. Most of the academic literature about generations is focused on college-
educated individuals, so there is a lack of research on production workers who are not college
educated (Moore et al., 2015). Further, most of the generational research has been conducted by
Western academics on Western populations (Parry & Urwin, 2011). While this study sought to
be global in its approach to finding a sample, phenomenology tends to use a small sample size.
There are limitations based on my network from which to draw a sample. For this research, the
population and sample were limited to members of Gen Z who speak English fluently, have had
some previous work or internship experience, and are currently in their final year at a university.
I used convenience sampling based on university contacts in Eastern Europe, which limited the
study.

Organization of Study

The first chapter of this study explored the background of the problem which is the
dynamic of five generations working side-by-side in the workplace. It identified the challenges
and opportunities being brought by the newest generation about to enter the workforce. The
chapter then identified the purpose and significance of the study, with an emphasis on the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic. It discussed the research questions and defined key terms for
understanding the study. The chapter then identified the theoretical frameworks and the research
approach for the study.

Chapter 2 is a review of current literature, beginning with an overview of leadership
theory with a particular emphasis on transformational leadership and authentic leadership. The
literature review also explores the historical theoretical frameworks that underpin generational

studies, such as Mannheim’s (1952) theory of generations and Mead’s (1970) generation gap,
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and current researchers who investigate generational cohort theory and generational identity in
the workplace. Then a review of modern generations in the United States is provided, with a
particular focus on Gen Z. The literature review identifies the gaps in current research and the
need for more qualitative data about Gen Z.

Chapter 3 explores the methods and methodology for the study. It describes the
qualitative phenomenology research method used to address the research questions. The chapter
provides a framework and plan for the interview protocol and the data collection process. The
protection of human subjects and ethical considerations are also described. Finally, the plan for
analyzing the data is explained.

Chapter 4 reports and provides analysis of the research findings. The purpose of this
chapter is to give rich descriptions of the lived experiences of Gen Zers based on interview data
so the essence and meaning can be explored.

The last chapter, Chapter 5, provides an overview of how the research questions were or
were not answered by the study. It includes a summary of the study, a discussion of the research
process, conclusions, and recommended areas for future study.

Chapter Summary

This chapter identified the general concern that for the first time in recent history, there
are up to five generations working side-by-side in the workplace (Barhate & Dirani, 2022;
Fraticova & Kirchmayer, 2018; Haeger & Lingham, 2013; Hillman, 2014; Jiti, 2016; Kiiru-
Weatherly, 2017; Wiedmer, 2015; Zemke et al., 2022) and described the challenges of leading a
multigenerational workforce and the issues that can arise as a result. The chapter briefly outlined
some of the ways Gen Z is different from previous generations and how the generation gap

between Gen Z and Millennials represents the most profound generation gap in history. Much is
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yet unknown about Gen Z and their expectations for leadership and the workplace. The COVID-
19 pandemic has become the defining moment for Gen Z and has exacerbated existing
challenges. The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the attitudes,
beliefs, and expectations of Gen Z individuals about work and toward leadership in the
workplace in light of COVID-19.

The next chapter will provide a review of the current literature on leadership styles,
generational theory, and modern generations. The literature review will describe the body of
known research about generations in the workplace. It will also shed light on the gaps in research
around Gen Z. While there are quantitative data about the defining characteristics of Gen Z, there
is a lack of qualitative data about the impact of COVID-19 on their workplace expectations. This
research study sought to explore the lived experiences of Gen Z through the COVID-19

pandemic and how their expectations for work may have been shaped because of the pandemic.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Leading a multigenerational workforce is complex. The most recent generation to enter
the workforce, Gen Z, is significantly different from previous generations; thus, it is necessary to
explore previous research on generations and how they function in the workplace (Dorsey &
Villa, 2020; Grow & Yang, 2018; Twenge, 2017). Much of the literature explored in this
literature review is from academic journals, books, and dissertations. However, research on Gen
Z in the workforce is in a nascent stage (Anderson et al., 2017; Barhate & Dirani, 2022;
Chillakuri, 2020; Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021; Hassan & Kodwani, 2020). Much of the research
about Gen Z at work was written while its members were still in high school and had not yet
entered the workforce (McCrindle & Wolfinger; 2009; Seemiller & Grace, 2016; Stillman &
Stillman, 2017; Twenge, 2017). Some of the research used in this literature review describing
Gen Z is from recent large-scale quantitative studies by Deloitte (2021, 2022), the Pew Research
Center (Parker & Igielnik, 2020), the Center for Generational Kinetics (2022), and the
Workforce Institute at Kronos (2019). Some current research on COVID-19 and the Great
Resignation is primarily from trade literature. The breadth of sources in the literature review
underscores the need for high quality research on these timely and emerging topics.
Theoretical Frameworks

This research is rooted in social science theory and explored the concepts of leadership
theory, as well as how generations are defined, formed, and interact with one another. Through
the 1900s, the definition of leadership evolved and changed (Northouse, 2019). To understand
current leadership issues and how they intersect with various generations at work, a brief history
of leadership theory is explained, with a particular emphasis on transformational leadership and

authentic leadership theory. The next section discusses current research about the
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multigenerational workforce and the challenges of intergenerational conflict and knowledge
transfer in the workplace. Then, the literature review focuses on the theories that underpin
generational cohort theory beginning with Mead’s (1970) generation gap. Several social
philosophers such as Karl Mannheim, August Comte, and John Stuart Mill have discussed the
role of generational identity as a lens through which to understand history (Strauss & Howe,
1991), and the work of Mannheim (1952) served as the primary theoretical lens through which to
understand generations in the workplace. Social learning theory, social identity theory, and
generational identity theory are also explored. The next section provides an overview of modern
generations (1925-present) with a description of Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Gen X, and
Millennials, and Gen Z with particular emphasis on the attitudes, beliefs, values, and behaviors
of the most recent generation.
Leadership Theory

Bass and Bass (2008) acknowledged that the issue of leadership has become a focus for
scholars over the last 100 years and that with each successive decade the volume of leadership
literature has grown exponentially. Definitions of leadership have changed throughout that time
due to world events, political leaders, and the tendency for academic disciplines to be siloed
from one another. Northouse (2019) defined leadership as “a process whereby an individual
influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p. 5), while Rost (1993) said
“Leadership is an influence relationship among leaders and followers who intend real changes
that reflect their mutual purposes” (p. 101). From 1900-1930, leadership was primarily focused
on power and control, but in the 1930s leadership concerns became more focused on the
individual traits of a leader and how a leader influenced a group (Rost, 1993). The 1940s and

1950s brought a higher emphasis to group theory, relationships, and leadership effectiveness. In
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the 1960s, leadership was more strongly characterized by leader behavior. The 1970s saw an
expansion of leadership from focusing on small groups to a more comprehensive view of
organizational behavior and goals. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, political scholar Burns
(1978) began to define leadership as a transformational process. Rost observed the
preponderance of the word “influence” as a part of leadership definitions in the 1980s. The
following decades were filled with a great deal of debate about leadership and management,
servant leadership, followership, and authentic leadership (Bass & Bass, 2008; Northouse, 2019).
There is an assumption that older generations have different expectations for leaders based on the
leadership models of their era. As culture and people change in a more globalized world,
younger generations have new expectations for their leaders, and they appreciate different styles
of leadership from older generations.
Leadership Styles

Maxwell (2019) emphasized the need for leaders to adapt if they want to be successful in
a global world which requires them to be aware of the global influences and generational shifts
happening around them. Leaders cannot continue functioning the way they always have if they
want to remain relevant, and they must be prepared to adapt and change (Panwar & Mehta,
2019). Leaders will need to use multiple leadership styles so they can meet the needs of
employees and influence them effectively (Anderson et al., 2017). The onus is on leaders to
understand the characteristics, attitudes, and experiences that have shaped the generations they
serve (Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021). Human capital is one of the most valuable assets of any
organization, so it would behoove leaders to understand what keeps employees engaged at work
versus what makes them want to quit (Abate et al., 2018; Cassell, 2017). Some leaders in

workplaces do not care well for employees which can result in burnout.
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As generations change over time, it is reasonable to assume that leadership styles and
preferences may also change with the times (Olmeda, 2022). Haeger and Lingham (2013)
observed that the merging of five generations in the workplace presents the need to provide new
types of leadership. Millennials came of age when the concept of emotional intelligence became
popular, and as a result, they expect leaders to demonstrate emotional intelligence in their
interactions in the workplace (Gillespie, 2019). Leaders can adapt to the cultural changes around
them by being nimble in utilizing leadership styles that are effective in each set of circumstances.
In the past, transactional leadership was a preferred method for managing employees; however, it
falls short of meeting the needs of current organizations. Transactional leadership focused on the
outcome of what employees did, while transformational leadership focused on how employees
got a job done and recognized the process of work (Pradhan & Jena, 2019). Bornman (2019)
asserted that transformational leadership is considered the most successful approach to
leadership in the 21st century, and Jain (2020) claimed it is the most effective style for Gen Z.
Leaders must be ready to facilitate change and encourage their employees to also embrace
change (Pradhan & Jena, 2019). Transformational leaders push followers to ask hard questions,
challenge the way things have always been done, and seek creative solutions. Transformational
leadership demonstrated by authentic leaders can create a positive and supportive environment
(Seamon, 2022). Within an environment that promotes innovation, followers can thrive.

Meister (2020) urged leaders to focus on employee wellbeing as an organizational
priority. A study by Aguas (2019) revealed that Gen Z describes effective leadership as
characterized by servant-heartedness, influence, focused on teams’ needs, and committed to
transparency. Authenticity, support for work-life balance, and flexibility are also key

components of effective leadership. Bornman (2019) conducted research on the preferred
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leadership styles of Gen Z college students. The research suggests that Gen Z students prefer
leadership that is transformational over transactional. They also prefer business leaders who
embody what have traditionally been viewed as feminine traits. Hillman (2014) recommended
that leaders in generationally diverse workforces focus on using a flexible leadership approach to
be most effective. Anderson et al. (2017) challenged organizational leaders to reconsider current
leadership theories so they can adapt to the emerging workforce. Gen Z and Millennials are
drawn to leaders who are willing to put in the work and be honest, open, and direct (Aguas,
2019). Both Gen Z and Millennials have a keen awareness for deception (Tulgan, 2016). Weeks
and Schaffert (2019) believed that organizations have an ethical responsibility to provide
meaningful work for their employees. This very naturally requires leaders to know how their
employees define meaningful work.

Many organizations have not created pathways to develop their mid-level leaders (Martin
& Tulgan, 2006), which is creating a leadership vacuum in the workplace. Fewer individuals
who are qualified for mid-level leadership roles pursue them. When Millennials entered the
workplace, organizations learned about the best way to manage them. Now that Gen Z is
beginning to enter the workplace, many organizations are unprepared to lead them effectively
(Hardin, 2020). Spiegel (2013) acknowledged the role of relational leadership, which is marked
by collaboration and high levels of trust. Traditional top-down leadership approaches that have
been a hallmark of hierarchical organizations and institutions are falling out of vogue as
employees demand and expect better relationships with supervisors in which information is
freely shared and employees are empowered.

Gen Zers desire to have supportive supervisors (Workforce Institute at Kronos, 2019),

and almost one third acknowledge that having a poor supervisor would impede their ability to
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work productively. In a recent survey by the Workforce Institute at Kronos, Gen Z identified the
top leadership traits they want in a leader as trust, support, and care. Gen Z has high expectations
for their leaders and will not continue in a job where they feel disrespected or devalued. Both
transformational leadership and authentic leadership are approaches that frame an understanding
of how leadership intersects with five different generations in the workplace.

Transformational Leadership. Transformational leaders have a goal of changing
people, and they deal with feelings, ethics, and values while having a high regard for the dignity
of everyone (Northouse, 2019). Transformation leaders have an approach that is rooted in
connection and seeks to understand the motivation of followers so that all can make ethical
decisions. Transformational leaders can provide a compelling vision for the future and encourage
others to be part of it. Burns (1978) questioned the ultimate test of leadership and concluded that
“the test is one of transforming power” (p. 396). True leaders have an ability to change and
transform people.

Burns (1978) was concerned with the relationship between conflict and power and
brought a new perspective into the field of leadership. Burns (1978) said, “The crisis of
leadership today is the mediocrity or irresponsibility of so many of the men and women in
power, but leadership rarely rises to the full need for it” (p. 20). One failure in the field of
leadership study stemmed from the separation between leadership and followership, and Burns
was interested in exploring the values and motivations of leaders and followers. Burns believed
that leaders had a role in social change that was rooted in their ideal for leadership and a desire to
serve their followers and themselves.

Lee et al. (2021) and Stewart (2006) discussed the work of Burns (1978) in distinguishing

between transactional and transformational leadership. Burns characterized most interactions
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between leaders and followers as transactional. Transactional leadership is characterized by
passive management, contingent rewards, and management by exception (Lee et al., 2021). On
the other hand, transformational leadership has a different kind of power (Burns, 1978). With
transformational leadership, leaders are acutely aware of the individual needs of their employees
and find ways to help align employee needs and values with that of the organization, which
ultimately empowers employees and helps them to be more motivated (Lee et al., 2021). Bass
and Bass (2008) described the power of transformational leadership to motivate followers to
exceed their goals.

Authentic Leadership. According to Walumbwa et al. (2008), the concept of
authenticity dates to the era of ancient Greece. Authentic leadership is rooted in transformational
leadership (Duncan et al., 2017; Northouse, 2019) and is still being explored by researchers.
Authentic leaders have a strong sense of self and are principled; they know their personal values
and their behavior matches their values (Gardner et al., 2011). They seek to empower and serve
their followers (Avolio et al., 2004). Self-awareness is an important component of authentic
leaders. Duncan et al. recognized the relationship between emotional intelligence,
transformational leadership, and authentic leadership. Northouse observed that authentic
leadership meets society’s need for trustworthy leaders. Corporate malfeasance and unethical
leadership behavior have created a need for authenticity to restore trust (Walumbwa et al., 2008).
Avolio et al. (2018) identified an authentic leadership model characterized by self-awareness,
moral perspective, transparency, and balanced processing. Authentic leaders have a calling to
take on the mantle of leadership. “Truly authentic leaders must lead, but they must do so in a
way that honors their core values, beliefs, strengths—and weaknesses” (Gardner et al., 2011, p.

1142). Leaders can shape the social identity of their followers by consistently demonstrating
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honesty and integrity (Avolio et al., 2004). Bass and Avolio (1993) developed the Multifactor
Leadership Questionnaire to identify the dimensions of authentic leadership and found four
defining characteristics: charisma, individual consideration, intellectual stimulation, and
inspirational motivation (as cited in Lee et al., 2021).

Walumbwa et al. (2008) acknowledged that almost all leadership research has been done
in Western countries, and there remains a need for global research on leadership theory.
Therefore, Walumbwa et al. used a research sample from the United States, China, and Kenya to
get a more global perspective on authentic leadership. “Authentic leaders are anchored by their
own deep sense of self (self-awareness); they know where they stand on important issues, values,
and beliefs, and they are transparent with those they interact with and lead” (Walumbwa et al.,
2008, p. 104). Many philosophers extol the merits of authenticity, self-awareness, and honesty.
Fusco et al. (2015) proposed that authentic leadership should be conscious, competent, confident,
and congruent. Some researchers criticize authentic leadership because it is so challenging to
measure. Gardner et al. (2021) acknowledged it is difficult to quantify authentic leadership
because many elements of authenticity are internal and cannot be seen by others. Fusco et al.
argued that authentic leadership has emerged as a response to the changing needs of the time.
Diversity

Diversity, equity, and inclusion are fundamental to workplace success in today’s global
world. Diversity comes from a variety of social identities, and generational differences are one
form of diversity in the workplace (Dittman, 2005; Lyons & Kuron, 2013; McCrindle &
Wolfinger, 2009; Murray et al., 2011). For organizations to be competitive, they must have a
strong commitment to fostering diversity, equity, and inclusion and to understanding generations.

Arsenault (2004) researched how generations are shaped by their shared experiences and
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concluded that “generational differences are a legitimate diversity issue that organizations need
to recognize and understand and an issue that needs to be addressed in developing current and
future leaders” (p. 124). Arsenault’s perspective creates a sense of urgency in identifying and
addressing the very real issues that arise due to a multigenerational workplace.

In recent decades, many organizations have become less hierarchical, and as a result,
individuals from different generations are working more closely together (Murray et al., 2011).
As employees collaborate with greater frequency, organizational leaders must be prepared to
effectively manage their diverse workforce. While race, ethnicity, and gender are frequently
acknowledged as types of diversity (some of which are enshrined in law depending on the
specific country), there has been movement to consider types of diversity that are less visible.
For example, religious beliefs, behaviors, personal values, and sexual orientation may not be
observable but are nonetheless important factors of diversity. Diversity of generational cohorts
may be an important factor to explore (Murray et al., 2011). While generational cohort theory is
a helpful tool in understanding workplace dynamics, leaders and managers should be mindful not
to overlook other aspects of diversity and focus solely on generations (Larson, 2014).

According to Twenge (2017), Gen Z has “no patience for inequality based on gender,
race, or sexual orientation” (p. 3). They cannot comprehend why other generations do not share
their commitment to equality. In the workplace, they will demand inclusivity and diversity from
every level of the organization, including executive leaders (Dorsey & Villa, 2020). Seemiller
and Grace (2016) observed that the debate on racial equality is “getting old for Gen Z students.
They are frustrated that there is not racial equality and that people are still arguing about it at this
time in history” (p. 104). Diversity, equity, and inclusion are high values for Gen Z, and they are

more likely to be drawn to organizations that share those values (Center for Generational
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Kinetics, 2022). Regarding social causes, Gen Zers are ready to mobilize to effect change. They
are less trusting of institutions than previous generations were and relate to institutions
pragmatically and analytically (Francis & Hoefel, 2018). Gen Z seeks to pursue truth and
authenticity. Their commitment to authenticity makes them more open to and accepting of
people who are unlike them. Members of Gen Z prefer to address issues head-on and expect
leaders to be authentic and direct (Seemiller & Grace, 2016).
Impact of COVID-19

Early researchers predicted that the COVID-19 pandemic will be the defining moment for
Gen Z (Becker, 2022; Center for Generational Kinetics, 2022; Dorsey & Villa, 2020). Gen Z’s
key developmental milestones such as prom, graduations, and entering the workforce have been
deeply impacted by COVID-19, which has created a feeling of loss and disappointment (Becker,
2022). The pandemic has also influenced the workplace and how people feel about work. Becker
(2022) said, “It is critical we understand how Gen Z perceived the impacts of [COVID-19] as it
is the basis for their worldviews” (p. 3). Hirsch (2021) articulated that just while companies were
scrambling to get into alignment with the new social values of their employees, the pandemic
started. COVID-19 has pushed many people to think more deeply about what they value in the
workplace and to demand better treatment from companies and supervisors.

Research on Gen Z prior to and again during the pandemic uncovered novel trends. Gen
Z’s priorities have changed when it comes to job seeking (Deloitte, 2022). They are now far
more interested in a high and stable salary than they were prior to the pandemic (Center for
Generational Kinetics, 2022; Deloitte, 2022). This expectation will impact future workplaces that
may struggle to hire employees if they do not have competitive wages. Forty-three percent of

Gen Z intends to change jobs or industries because of the pandemic and what they learned during
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that time (Center for Generational Kinetics, 2022). Ferrazi and Clementi (2022) argued that
COVID-19 pushed people to reorient themselves and ask meaningful questions about work. This
provides an important opportunity for leaders to come alongside their employees and help them
understand their own sense of purpose and motivation.

COVID-19 also created novel challenges for knowledge transfer in the workplace (Urick,
2020). Moving a multigenerational workforce online was fraught with misunderstanding,
different levels of technology competency, and communication breakdowns. Each generation
had a differing level of ability to engage with an online platform. According to Valcour (2013),
emerging generations are accustomed to quickly and easily accessing and sharing information.
Hierarchical systems seem antiquated to members of Gen Z because they do not understand why
hierarchical organizations hide information. Leaders can adapt by openly sharing information
and collaborating so the organization can meet its goals, which will be a unique challenge in
organizations that have historically been hierarchical (Valcour, 2013).
The Great Resignation

The term “The Great Resignation” has been used to describe the number of people
leaving their jobs in search of something better (Hirsch, 2021). In an interview with Bloomberg,
Texas A & M professor Anthony Klotz predicted that a great resignation was coming, and the
term has now entered the lexicon (Cohen, 2021). Many members of Gen Z are participating in
the Great Resignation (Center for Generational Kinetics, 2022; Deloitte, 2022). According to a
global survey by Deloitte (2022), most who are leaving are doing so due to mental health issues,
lack of competitive pay, and burnout. Data collected by the Parker and Menasce Horowitz (2022)
indicated many people left jobs due to poor compensation and being disrespected at work. Sull,

Sull, et al. (2022) researched why so many people in all generations are leaving jobs, particularly
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as organizations seek to retain valuable employees. They believe toxic corporate culture is
driving the Great Resignation and have pointed out the following markers of toxic culture: (a)
failure to value diversity, equity, and inclusion; (b) disrespect toward employees; and (c)
unethical behavior on the part of leaders. Their research further revealed that toxic culture was
10 times more significant in predicting worker turnover than salary (Sull, Sull, Cipolli, et al.,
2022). It is evident that leaders need to pay attention to diversity, respect, and ethical behavior if
they want to retain top talent. Hoff (2022) asserted that members of Gen Z are thoughtful about
ensuring that an organization’s values align with their own, and are carefully considering the
types of jobs available to them and what skills and experience they will gain as a result of
working there.
Multigenerational Workforce

Today’s workforce is multigenerational with employees from five distinct generations:
Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, and Gen Z (Wiedmer, 2015). While few
Traditionalists remain in the workforce, there will continue to be Baby Boomers in the workforce
until at least 2030, so leaders will need to manage a multigenerational workforce (Zemke et al.,
2022). Fraticova and Kirchmayer (2018) identified the layers of complexity in leading five
generations. Twenge et al. (2012) said, “There is considerable intellectual, cultural, and
economic interest in discovering and predicting generational trends” (p. 1060). There are unique
challenges to managing a multigenerational workforce, and leaders need to be aware of each
generation’s characteristics to lead effectively and keep employees engaged at work (Wiedmer,
2015). The multigenerational workforce also brings incredible opportunities for growth, and if

each unique generation is understood, their characteristics can be leveraged to increase
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organizational success (Glass, 2007). Jiti (2016) urged organizations to understand generational
differences as diversity in order to remain competitive in a global field.

Zemke et al. (2022) identified ways to be successful in facilitating a multigenerational
workforce. First, as leaders acknowledge, prepare for, and expect intergenerational conflict, they
will be positioned to address issues when they arise. Second, leaders can create strong
multigenerational teams, thus giving them a competitive advantage. While multiple generations
working in the same organization is not a new concept, in the past they were likely to be
separated based on organizational structure (Zemke et al., 2022). Traditional organizations were
hierarchical, and those in the highest levels of leadership tended to be older White males who
worked in offices while employees who were new and physically strong did more work on the
floor or in training.

Joshi et al. (2010) posited that generational identity is at the root of many organizational
challenges. Martin and Tulgan (2006) recommended addressing several multigenerational issues:
(a) training young leaders in how to respectfully manage employees who could be the same age
as their own parents or grandparents; (b) sharing the knowledge, wisdom, and experience of
retiring employees; and (c) strengthening mid-level leaders who are Gen Xers and Millennials.
Bishop (2004) observed that leadership in the future must involve all the generations. Mann
(2022) conducted doctoral research on work values and concluded that while many people share
common work values, there are statistically significant differences among the generations
regarding work-life balance and professional development. Weeks and Schaffert (2019)
conducted research to explore the differences among generational cohorts on how they define
meaningful work. Findings show that each generation defines meaningful work differently, and

they tend to have a negative perception of how other generations define it. Meaningful work
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requires congruence with personal values and beliefs, so employees must be active participants
in finding purpose in their work so they can see how their personal values and strengths
influence their work and their relationships with coworkers.

Panwar and Mehta (2019) observed that many organizations prioritize finding and
developing future leadership talent. One significant area of interest among future leaders is
corporate social responsibility (Hassan & Kodwani, 2020). Millennials and Gen Z are more
sensitive to ethical issues in the workplace than previous generations, and they have their own
expectations about trust in the workplace (Lazanyi & Bilan, 2017). Trust can be influenced by
gender, race, education, and social connection. Leaders would benefit from addressing trust in
the workplace and seeking to understand how generational differences impact trust. Some
generations default to trust being demanded, while others believe trust should be earned; younger
generations will respect and trust those in leadership once they believe leaders have earned it
(Lazanyi & Bilan, 2017).

Twenge et al. (2010) predicted one of the largest challenges for organizations will be the
retirement of millions of Baby Boomers who will then be replaced by Gen Zers entering the
workforce. However, many Baby Boomers are delaying retirement (Abercrombie, 2014; Zemke
et al., 2022). This delay has left some Gen Xers languishing in middle management and
Millennials underemployed (Zemke et al., 2022). Perilus (2020) posited that it is easier to
motivate Baby Boomers and Gen X in the workplace than it is to motivate younger generations.
Martin and Tulgan (2006) identified the “concept of ‘just-in-time loyalty’ and the idea that I’1l be
loyal to an employer until I get a better deal” (p. 142). This is a significant shift from previous

generations who were more likely to work for one company for their entire careers.
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Intergenerational Conflict

Intergenerational conflict is “differences in values, views, and ways of working, talking,
and thinking that set people in opposition to one another and challenge organizational best
interests” (Zemke et al., 2022, p. 12). Strauss and Howe (1991) said, “Much of the stress in
cross-generational relationships arises when people of different ages expect others to behave in
ways their peer personalities won’t allow” (p. 13). Intergenerational conflict can stymy progress
in the workplace (Dittmann, 2005). Schroth (2019) observed the tendency for older generations
to doubt younger generations. When Millennials entered the workforce, this tendency resulted in
a high level of blame and stereotyping rather than finding constructive solutions. Every
generation is narcissistic (Schroth, 2019). Frequently, older and younger generations compete for
status and resources (Lyons et al., 2019).

As has been mentioned, multiple generations working together can be filled with conflict
around how different ages groups think, behave, and use technology (Bencsik et al., 2016).
Gabrielova and Buchko (2021) explored intergenerational conflict due to differing generational
expectations for leaders and managers. Glass (2007) identified the following five areas for
potential intergenerational conflict: expectations, work ethics, attitudes, conflicting perspectives,
and different motivation. COVID-19 set the stage for a new set of intergenerational challenges
due to remote work, and Urick (2020) posited that communication breakdowns will increase
exponentially with more online work. Gen Z brings different expectations to work, so leaders
must be ready to adapt to new expectations, particularly considering the increase in virtual teams
(McGraw & Stewart, 2020). Understandably, employers are concerned about how to manage
Gen Z employees because they perceive that Gen Z is unprepared to enter the workforce (Maloni

et al., 2019). On the other end of the spectrum, younger employees tend to think that older
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employees are unwilling or unable to change or try new things (Urick, 2020). Businesses can
turn the potential for intergenerational conflict into a competitive advantage if they can be
flexible, educate themselves, encourage healthy relationships among employees, and educate
their employees about generational differences (Jifi, 2016).

Knowledge Transfer

Knowledge transfer is an urgent issue for organizations (DeMarino Watts, 2018; Joshi et
al., 2010). More specifically, retiring employees preparing to leave an organization hold an
immense wealth of organizational knowledge and a specific skill set. Prior to retirement, many
employees are asked to share their knowledge and skills with new hires, which can be quite
challenging due to generational attitudes, differences, and communication styles (Joshi et al.,
2010). Effective knowledge transfer depends on effective interpersonal communication among
generations (Kick et al., 2015). Bencsik et al. (2016) explored how Millennials and Gen Z
interact in the workplace. They discovered that cooperation among different generations in the
workplace can provide positive results for an organization. However, communication between
generations is frequently fraught with conflict and misunderstanding.

Martin and Tulgan (2006) urged leaders to consider the role of Traditionalists as they exit
the workplace. They hold significant organizational knowledge, and it would be a waste for them
to retire without passing on their insights. Currently, some Baby Boomers are holding onto
organizational knowledge and are unwilling to share their knowledge with younger employees.
Stillman and Stillman (2017) cautioned that companies should be mindful of knowledge
hoarding, particularly as Gen Z is pushing to get ahead at work. Communication styles shape
how teams work together and the way they transfer knowledge among individual members

(Bencsik et al., 2016; DeMarino Watts, 2018). Knowledge transfer is inherently challenging
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because people mistrust knowledge that comes directly from others. Most individuals overinflate
the importance of their own knowledge and do not want to hear the perspective of others. This
poses a unique challenge for organizations because to effectively transfer their knowledge, they
must find ways to communicate and build trust with one another (Bencsik et al., 2016.).

Mehra and Nickerson (2019) explored the relationship among generations and their
expectations for organizational communication. Their research findings indicate that
organizational communication is closely related to job satisfaction. More specifically, Millennial
managers were found to be the least satisfied of any of the generations at work and that they
defaulted to avoidance when interacting with older adults in the workplace (Mehra & Nickerson,
2019). This underscores the need for positive communication and understanding in the
workplaces so employees can bridge generational divides.

Generational Theory

Modern generational theory was borne out of a global context, and the primary thinkers,
philosophers, and sociologists addressing generational theory came from Europe (Caballero &
Baigorri, 2019; Popescu, 2019; Timonen & Conlon, 2015). In the early 20th century, there were
two primary schools of thought around the notion of generations (Popescu, 2019). The first came
from the positivist school of thought developed by August Comte, which focused on logic and
quantitative data to determine how long it would take one generation to replace another. Comte
described the ways in which each generation developed as its members adhered to specific
beliefs (Strauss & Howe, 1991). The romantic-historical school of thought was developed by
Wilhelm Dilthey. Dilthey identified how multiple generations coexisted yet members of the
same generation could be defined as a unified group due to their social circumstances and shared

experiences (Popescu, 2019). Another significant contributor to generational theory was José
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Ortega y Gasset who was a Spanish philosopher in the 1930s. Ortega y Gasset characterized a
generation as a group who had shared characteristics and who therefore formed a similar
expression (Popescu, 2019). He declared that the generation was “the most important conception
in history” (Strauss & Howe, 1991, p. 59). Caballero and Baigorri (2019) credit Ortega y Gasset
with the foundational work of viewing generational theory as a philosophy of history while
Mannheim (1952) viewed generations sociologically.

In discussing the importance of understanding generations, McCrindle and Wolfinger
(2009) stated:

The demographics give us the society by numbers—the what and who—while the

sociographics define how we interact and operate as a society—the how and where.

Finally, the psychographics give insights into the values, motivators, and behaviors of the

population—the why. An understanding of each of these factors, as expressed in the

generations, gives a great snapshot of where our society has come from—and a forecast

of the shape of things to come. (p. 36)

The concept of generation is ambiguous and difficult to define (Caballero & Baigorri,
2019; Timonen & Conlon, 2015). While many historical uses of the word generation refer to
generations of families, the word generation can also be used to refer to a group of people born
within a specific range of years. Magano et al. (2020) and Bennis and Thomas stated that the
years in which people are born and grow up matter because of how those years impact their life
experiences. Values are shaped primarily within the first decade of life (Codrington, 2008). Glass
(2007) argued that the defining events that shape a generation occur during the developmental
ages of five to 18 years. Generations are shaped by beliefs, political landscape, experiences, and

historical events (Magano et al., 2020). When a significant event occurs—for example, the
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Vietnam War—it impacts each generation differently based on what stage of life they are in at
the time (Strauss & Howe, 1991).

The assumption of generational theory is that one can generalize about generations to
better understand individuals within each generation (Goh & Lee, 2018). Twenge et al. (2010)
contended that every generation is shaped by a variety of forces, such as media, popular culture,
economic events, and peers, which then help to create value systems. Because each generation
experiences different forces at specific times, their values are distinct. However, as Lanier (2017)
noted, “No generation is a monolith” (p. 288). Stillman and Stillman (2017) cautioned that birth
years are a helpful starting place to understanding generations, but to truly get to know a
generation, one must be willing to look at more than age and delve deeper into shared history.
Many trends, expectations, and preferences exist, but people within the same generational cohort
still retain individuality.

There are several ways of measuring and understanding generations (Carfagno, 2019).
One way is to measure them as a cross-section and use a specific span of years to delineate
generations. The other way is to study cross-temporally and to measure individuals from
different birth year ranges at a similar stage of life (Twenge et al., 2015). Twenge (2017), one of
the foremost researchers on current generations, conducted her research by doing longitudinal
studies based on data from four databases. Twenge (2017) stated, “By comparing one generation
to another at the same age, we can observe the views of young people about themselves, rather
than relying on older people’s reflections on a time gone by” (p. 9). This approach provides
clarity on the generational differences that occur from cultural change and not age.

In examining generational theory, one must acknowledge that people change over time

and that there are multiple ways populations can change. Twenge et al. (2015) articulated the
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three primary ways populations change as “time period (a cultural change that affects people of
all ages), birth cohort/generation (a cultural change primarily affecting young people that is
retained with age), and age” (p. 380). All these factors shape the way generations are formed and
continue developing throughout their lives. The members of each generation share elements of
identity that may feel more salient than what they have in common with members of their own
family who are from different generations (Zemke et al., 2022). “Generational commonalities cut
across racial, ethnic, and economic differences. As unique as people’s individual experiences
may be...they all share with their generation what was in the air around them—news events,
music, national catastrophes, heroes, and heroic efforts” (Zemke et al., 2022, p. 15). These
factors help form generational values, beliefs, and attitudes. While individuals bring their own
values to the workplace, those values are often shaped by the existing social, political, and
economic forces of their generation (Dwivedula et al., 2019). Dittman (2005) described how
events such as the civil rights movement or the Great Depression influenced a generation and
why it stands to reason that identification with a generational cohort would impact how people
approach work. Relationships among members of different generations in the workplace can be
fraught with conflict.
Mead’s Generation Gap

Mead gave a series of lectures at The American Museum of Natural History in 1969 that
were published the following year. She discussed the past, present, and future and how culture
appeared to be changing in new ways. Mead (1970) made distinctions between different types of
cultures, which she described as “postfigurative, in which children learn primarily from their
forebears, cofigurative, in which both children and adults learn from their peers, and

prefigurative, in which adults learn also from their children” (p. 1). According to Mead (1970),
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primitive societies were largely postfigurative and focused on the past for sources of authority.
Larger civilizations that depended on the ability to change and adapt have been more commonly
known as being cofigurative, where learning comes from multiple sources, and while elders in
society still have a dominant role, there is more freedom for the young to learn from one another
(Mead, 1970; Sellar, 2013). Mead then identified a new time in history in which youth have new
levels of authority. Each type of culture arises simultaneously with rates of change, with
postfigurative having the slowest rate of change and prefigurative having the most rapid rate of
change. Mead (1970) acknowledged that a young person could tell an elder, “You have never
been young in the world I am young in, and you never can be” (p. 49). She contended that the
cultural shifts happening were unprecedented, planetary, and universal. The generation gap Mead
observed was global because for the first time, a world community emerged due to shared
knowledge from the media and a sense of shared danger from the Cold War.

There was a unique breaking point between generations because two groups that were
closely related in age were extremely different, resulting in a sense of loneliness and isolation.
Mead (1970) used the term “generation gap” to explain the difference in beliefs and attitudes
between Baby Boomers and the Traditionalists before them (Duxbury & Higgins, 2005; Sellar,
2013). Mead (1970) stated, “This is the problem of the two generations. Once the fact of a deep,
new, unprecedented world-wide generation gap is firmly established, in the minds of both the
young and the old, communication can be established again” (p. 63). Both generations must be
willing to engage and learn each other’s language and culture so they can communicate and work
together. This theory provides a helpful framework for why the study of generations is so
important: the reality of the gap between generations can cause conflict, lack of understanding,

and the breakdown of communication.
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Mannheim’s Theory of Generations

Mannheim’s essay, “The Problem of Generations,” is considered by generational
researchers to be the seminal work on generational theory (Abate et al, 2018; Aguas, 2019;
Cassell, 2017; Codrington, 2008; Corsten, 1999; Espinoza & Ukleja, 2016; Joshi et al., 2010;
Leslie et al., 2021; Lyons & Kuron, 2013; Lyons et al., 2019; McGaha, 2018; Opermann &
Kalmus, 2019; Parry & Urwin, 2011; Pilcher, 1994; Popescu, 2019; Scholz, 2019; Seamon,
2022; Speigel, 2013; Strauss & Howe, 1991). Generational scholars, particularly in Western
contexts, agree that Mannheim’s work is foundational to understanding current generational
cohorts (Caballero & Baigorri, 2019). Timonen and Conlon (2015) stated, “Any attempt to
progress and clarify the concept of generation has to make extensive reference to the original
introduction of this concept to sociological vocabulary, namely Karl Mannheim” (p. 2). Popescu
(2019) said, “Karl Mannheim...is considered by sociologists to be the main pillar that has
contributed to the development of the sociology of generations as a distinct field of research” (p.
16). Opermann and Kalmus (2019) stated, “The theoretical lens of Karl Mannheim’s sociology
of generations has been widely acknowledged in conceptualizing generational consciousness
and/or identity” (p. 232).

Mannheim was a German sociologist who wrote and defended several essays in the
1920s and 1930s as he sought to describe the patterns he observed in younger generations
(Espinoza & Ukleja, 2016; Pilcher, 1994). Codrington (2008) said, “He [Mannheim] outlined the
idea that young generations are imperfectly socialized because of a gap between the ideals they
have learned from older generations and the realities they experience” (p. 3). Mannheim (1952)
argued there were practical implications to the problem of generations, which emerged when one

was trying to understand social change. Mannheim described generations as being part of a
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social category similar to sharing socioeconomic status and used the term “generation” in the
way that “cohort” could be used to describe the sociological structure he observed (Espinoza &
Ukleja, 2016; Pilcher, 1994). According to Pilcher, cohort is more commonly used to describe a
group of people who share a similar experience within the same timeframe.

Mannheim (1952) posited that generations were not a concrete group, meaning that not
all individuals in the same generational cohort needed to know each other to have a sense of
identity. Generational location is bound by time, lifespan, and a shared common place in history,
which could limit one’s experience and make them more likely to have specific thoughts,
behaviors, and attitudes (Abate et al., 2018; Mannheim, 1952; Scholz, 2019; Spiegel, 2013).
Mannheim described social location as a limiting factor, saying that individuals born at a specific
time were bound by certain socio-historical experiences. Although multiple generations may live
together at the same time, the importance they place on significant events of that time may differ
(Joshi et al., 2010).

Global Generations

When Mannheim was writing in Germany in the 1920s and 1930s, generations were
being shaped by direct experience with an event or their cultural context (Cassell, 2017).
Mannheim’s (1952) theory was limited by the notion of generational identity being formed only
through direct experience, and he described how young people of the same generation born in
China and in Prussia would not share common generation location across national borders
because their experiences were so different. Edmunds and Turner (2005) identified the tendency
for generational literature to focus on national generations because of the national focus of
Mannheim’s influential work. However, theorists who came after Mannheim considered the role

of mediated experiences where people could learn about an event through the media. In the
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1960s, the news media began to share global issues more broadly, and people in many countries
were being shaped by the same news and activism, thus creating the first global generation
(Edmunds & Turner, 2005). It was during this same time that Mead (1970) identified the
profound and global generation gap between Baby Boomers and the Traditionalists who
preceded them.

Sachs (2020) described ages of globalization and said, “In each age, human beings have
become more aware of the wider world” (p. 2). Sachs went on to explain how technological and
demographic changes have expanded the need for global cooperation and interdependence.
Edmunds and Turner (2005) stated that “globalization cannot be fully understood without
acknowledging the impact of active global generations” (p. 572). Espinoza and Ukleja (2016)
contended that if Mannheim were currently writing, he may focus more on globalization and
how technology is influencing worldviews to a greater extent than geography. Edmunds and
Turner argued that global communication and media have allowed events to be broadcast more
widely, thus creating a shared experience and shared cultural trauma. The terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001 created a new global generation because people around the world watched
as events unfolded in real time, with many experiencing collective trauma regardless of what
country they were in. In the same way that the 9/11 attacks created a new global generation, it is
reasonable to argue that the COVID-19 pandemic could also create a new global generation.
Generational Identity

The process of creating generational consciousness is rooted in Mannheim’s (1952)
tenets (Lyons et al., 2019; Opermann & Kalmus, 2019). Individuals begin to form generational
identity through their lived experiences as well as what they observe in others. This identity

formation is solidified as they discuss memories of historic events that have shaped them in a
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similar phase in life. Lancaster and Stillman (2002) explained that worldview is shaped by what
happens in formational years, and as a result, generations have a specific personality. Strauss and
Howe (1991) referred to Dilthey’s (1911/1957) concept of “Weltanschauung,” which Strauss and
Howe describe as “a web of beliefs and attitudes about ultimate questions that each generation
carries with it from rising adulthood through old age” (Strauss & Howe, 1991, p. 66).

Some individuals within a generation may not feel a sense of generational identity with
their fellow cohort (Larson, 2014). However, each person within a generation carries their own
unique identity, and they have a sense of collective identity for the group as well. As individuals
within groups make sense of their shared experiences, they move from individual perception to
group knowledge (Espinoza & Ukleja, 2016). Individual emotional states influence other
members of the group through emotional contagion. Corsten (1999) explored the notion of
cognitive background in understanding generational identity and how the convergence of
biographical, generational, and historical time influence identity. Even those who fall outside the
group generational norm are aware of the ways they do not fit (Strauss & Howe, 1991). Lyons et
al. (2019) distinguished between generational identity and age-based identity. They proposed
that generational identity—specifically how it plays out in the workplace—is swayed by the
workgroup, the organization, the extra-organizational environment, and society. Joshi et al.
(2010) assumed that multiple generations exist in organizations and that multiple generational
identities exist in organizations. This is a helpful distinction in understanding generations in the
workplace.

Social Learning Theory
Another theory that helps frame generational theory is social learning theory, which was

developed by Bandura (1977) to describe the importance of observation, modeling, and imitating
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others. Bandura’s theory focused on how cognitive and environmental factors work together to
affect behavior (Driscoll, 2014) and how self-control helps to regulate behavior (Knowles et al.,
2015). Bandura explored the roles of attention, retention, motor reproduction, and motivation in
helping individuals adapt to their environment. Social learning theory frames how people interact
with one another in the workplace, both in how social dynamics impact behavior and in how a
supervisor can promote certain behaviors by giving approval or recognition to an employee
(Knowles et al., 2015). Social learning theory is also an element in forming generational identity
as people look to their peers to determine what behaviors are normative. When discussing
generational cohorts, Dobewall et al. (2017) explained how a sense of belonging shapes how
individuals develop their values. They are socially located within a historical context during
formative years. Pletka (2007) discussed how people acquire knowledge through interacting with
their senses and reflecting on experiences. Those shared experiences and reflection form the
foundation of the environment that shapes their overall collective identity.
Social Identity Theory

Joshi et al. (2010) explored social identity theory and how generational cohort identity
plays into a larger sense of collective identity. As members of the same generational cohort share
similar experiences in the workplace, they will have an even stronger collective identity. Social
identity plays a significant role in generational identity (Lyons et al., 2019). According to Lyons
et al. (2019), social identity is characterized by a sense of belonging to a group, as well as the
importance of membership within that group. Social comparison determines the in-group or out-
group. Each generation has its own “sense of social community” (Strauss & Howe, 1991, p. 65).

Kleissner and Jahn (2020) observed the tendency for in-group favoritism among different
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generations, noticing the frequency with which one age group will view itself more positively
than they view other age groups. Ultimately, people desire to have a positive social identity.

Avolio et al. (2004) explored the work of Tajfel (1972) about social identity theory,
which describes how individuals find a sense of collective identity with a group. In that case,
people are proud to belong to the group and see group membership as important to them. Tajfel
described a sense of belonging and the type of emotional investment people have in that
belonging (Avolio et al., 2004). Social identity theorists posit that social and personal identities
are factors in workplace engagement and motivation (Holmes & Howard, 2022). Individual
choices can help moderate behavior.
Critique of Generational Theory

Current social dynamics indicate that most people in the United States have a general
sense of generations, which often reveals itself in the way individuals describe those outside their
generation. Codrington (2008) acknowledged that generational theory can be contentious,
particularly because of how generational labels have been applied without a deep understanding
of what makes a generation. Popescu (2019) acknowledged a critique of Mannheim’s (1952)
theory in saying “the definition he [Mannheim] gives to the concept of generation has created
confusion, failing to provide a clear distinction between the terms cohort and generation” (p. 20).
While there is hype in popular culture around generational differences in the workplace, Macky
et al. (2008) recommended that leaders expend more effort on understanding employee
differences based on their maturity and career stage than on their generational differences. Lyons
and Kuron (2013) offered a strong critique of generational cohort theory in saying that many

studies on the topic are fractured, contradictory, and filled with methodological inconsistencies.
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They went on to describe how most generational research focused on birth cohorts without an
emphasis on social forces and how they interact with birth cohorts over time.

Mass media suggest there are inherent differences between generations and that as a
result leaders need to adapt and manage individual employees accordingly (Murray et al., 2011).
Murray et al. challenged this perspective in saying that evidence of generational differences is
mostly anecdotal and not rooted in rigorous research. Their research findings do not support the
concept of generational cohorts who are shaped by large scale events such as the Vietnam War
and the Great Depression. They concluded that generational cohorts have the issue of limited
relevance in the workplace and often exacerbate stereotypes about older and younger coworkers.
Parry and Urwin (2011) said that generational cohorts have not yet reached the threshold of
consideration for a diversity factor in the workplace. They claim that academic research has
shown limited differences in work values among generations because most research does not
distinguish between age and generation when discussing values. Parry and Urwin also described
how the theory of generations has often been used by advertisers to capitalize on popular culture
or nostalgia to make sales. Berge and Berge (2019) observed there is a lack of empirical
evidence about generational differences in the workplace and posited that leaders should focus
more on the similar ways employees learn rather than on how they differ. Data indicate that
maturity and workplace experience may have more to do with workplace expectations than
generational cohort (Moore et al., 2015).

Future research should include generational analysis of subgroups within cohorts (Parry
& Urwin, 2011). This concept was echoed by Leslie et al. (2021) who posited that there should
be further exploration of generation units or subgroups. McGaha (2018) cautioned people to

explore the difference between perceived and actual generational differences, which underscored
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the need for rigorous research in this area. Strauss and Howe (1991) did extensive research on
generations and acknowledged their own shortcomings in the limited focus they have given to
women and minorities. They recognize that at times they had less access to information or
exemplars outside of the more commonly known White male individuals who typified a
generation.
Modern Generations

This literature review is focused on modern generations in the United States after the
industrial age. Modern generations (Table 1), born between 1925 and present, have been given
different names and ranges of birth years depending on the theorist discussing them. Strauss and
Howe (1991) provided a comprehensive exploration of the history of America and its
generations beginning in 1584. They observed that in the United States since the 1920s, each
new cohort group has been named in some way. Countries outside the United States have
different labels for generations based on their own historical and culture events. For example, in
China, Chen and Lian (2015) discussed the Cultural Revolution generation (born 1949-1966), the
Transitional generation (born 1967-1978), and the Millennial generation (born 1979-1990), all of
which have been influenced by significant cultural events. In Spain, Caballero and Baigorri
(2019) identified Spanish generations in their so-called Silent Generation born 1914-1928 and
Francoist Generation born 1929-1943, all of which were influenced by civil war and dictatorial
rule. Currently, as the world is globally interconnected, there is more and more overlap among

global generations.
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Table 1

Modern Generations in the United States (1920-2022)

Generation Birth Defining Events Defining Characteristics
Years

Traditionalists 1925 The Great Doing what is right, supporting

Greatest Generation, 1945 Depression, World | institutions, loyalty, chain of

Veterans, Seniors, War II command

Loyalists, GI Joes/GI

Janes, Schwarzkopf

Generation

Baby Boomers 1946— | Vietnam War; Optimism, competition, change

Cold War Generation, 1964 Cold War, of command

Growth Economy Woodstock, Civil

Generation, Woodstock Rights, 1960s

Generation, Young Cultural

Boomers Revolution

Generation X 1965— Technological Independent, skeptical, parental

Baby Bust, 13ers, 1979 advances of cable, | absence, distrust of institutions,

Latchkey Kids VCRs, video self-sufficient, resourceful
games

Millennials 1980-1995 | Columbine school | Collaboration, fairness,

Generation Y, shooting, Terrorist | diversity, realistic, transparency,

Generation Next, attacks of 9/11 digital immigrants, optimistic,

Nexters, Net Generation multitaskers

Generation Z 1996— COVID-19 Digital natives, diversity, equity

Gen Z, iGen 2010 pandemic, iPhone, | individualism, corporate social
internet access responsibility, pragmatic, loyalty

Note. Adapted from Lancaster & Stillman, 2002; Martin & Tulgan, 2006; Strauss & Howe, 1991;
Tapscott, 2009; Twenge, 2017; Zemke et al., 2022.

Cuspers

Strauss and Howe (1991) said, “Generations can be imprecise at the boundaries” (p. 59)
and acknowledge those on the edge may fall into both categories or more strongly identify with
one generation over the other. Lancaster and Stillman (2002) created the label “cuspers” to
describe people who were born on the edges of generations and who find themselves caught
between two different generations. Arsenault (2004) used the term “tweeners” to describe the

same social category. Zemke et al. (2022) intentionally overlap the beginning and end years of
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each generation and said, “If we wouldn’t utterly confuse everyone, we would overlap them by
three or four years” (p. 4) because they recognize the natural blurring of lines between
generations. Lancaster and Stillman (2002) identified three groups of cuspers. First are the
Traditionalist/Baby Boomer cuspers born between 1940-1945. Next are the Baby Boomer/Gen
Xer Cuspers born between 1960-1965, and last are the Gen Xer/Millennial Cuspers born
between 1975-1980. Cuspers can mediate and translate between different generations
(Codrington, 2008; Lancaster & Stillman, 2002) and are able to identify with more than one
generation.
Traditionalists

Lancaster and Stillman (2002) identified Traditionalists as those born between 1900—
1945. Other generational researchers use a narrower span of years. Strauss and Howe (1991)
describe the generation born in the United States between 1925-1942 as the Silent Generation.
Dimock (2019) also calls them the Silent Generation and uses 1928—-1945. Other generational
researchers in the United States give birth years of 1934—1945 and call this generation
Traditionalists (Zemke et al., 2022). Tom Brokaw referred to them as the “Greatest Generation”
while others call them Veterans, Seniors, Loyalists, and GI Joes/GI Janes. Martin and Tulgan
(2006) used the term Schwarzkopf Generation because they believe General Schwarzkopf
typified what this generation stands for. Traditionalists were shaped by the imperatives of doing
what is right and taking command of difficult situations. They tended to be focused on others and
can appreciate the values, flaws, and mindsets of the generations preceding and following them
(Strauss & Howe, 1991).

Traditionalists are focused on the past and value consistency (Zemke et al., 2022).

Traditionalists came of age during world wars and the Great Depression and often learned how
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to do without (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). They bring an important work ethic to the workplace
due to their consistency, loyalty, and willingness to do whatever it takes to get the job done
(Zemke et al., 2022). Traditionalists had to put aside individual preferences to support their
families and work with larger institutions. They continue to have faith in institutions and are very
patriotic (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Due to the higher number of Traditionalists who served
in world wars, their leadership approach was focused on chain of command. Traditionalists
accept that leaders lead, and troops obey. While few Traditionalists remain in the current
workforce, those who do add an unprecedented fifth generation to the generational mix.
Baby Boomers

Baby Boomers were born between 1946 and 1964 (Dimock, 2019; Seemiller & Grace,
2016; Tapscott, 2009; Twenge, 2017). These years are closely echoed by Strauss and Howe
(1991) and Zemke et al. (2022) who identified Baby Boomers as being born between 1943—1960.
They could also be called the “Cold War Generation” or the “Growth Economy Generation”
(Tapscott, 2009, p. 11). Francis and Hoefel (2018) used an even larger birth year range of 1940—
1959. Due to the wide span of years and differences between older and younger Boomers, Martin
and Tulgan (2006) posited that Baby Boomers should be divided into two distinct groups: the
Woodstock Generation (born 1946—-1953) and the Young Boomers (born 1954—-1964).

Baby Boomers were named after the dramatic increase in birth rates after World War II.
The boom was the largest in the United States, Canada, and Australia, but it was not ubiquitous.
The Baby Boomer generation was significantly impacted by two different wars: what their
parents experienced during World War II (Francis & Hoefel, 2018) and what they experienced
during the Vietnam War (Zemke et al., 2022). When describing the Vietnam War, Zemke et al.

(2022) said, “There is no simple way to talk about what Vietnam meant—and means—to this
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generation. What we can say is that its effect has been profound and divisive” (p. 67). Vietnam
was a defining moment for Boomers, and they came of age in a contentious time and rebelled
against the institutions of previous generations (Codrington, 2008).

Baby Boomers came of age during the era of television, and the shows they watched
helped form their generational personality (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Boomers tend to be
aware of the uniqueness of their generation and how they differ from Traditionalists (Strauss &
Howe, 1991). While Traditionalists were focused on the global world at war, Baby Boomers
turned back to their own nation and wanted to fix America’s problems (Lancaster & Stillman,
2002). They were optimistic and competitive and had opportunities to pursue their dreams. Their
personal identities have been profoundly shaped by the type of work they did, but many of them
realized over time that they were more loyal to their workplace than their workplace was to them
(Martin & Tulgan, 2006). Boomers clashed with Traditionalists over leadership style in the
workplace and desired a change in command (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). They pushed back
against traditional systems and institutions. Baby Boomers have had more years of work
experience than younger generations and will remind younger generations that doing things
quickly is not always the most effective. They appreciate the strategy of taking time to think
through options rather than acting immediately. Boomers have worked hard to get where they are
and desire to be respected and valued for what they have done (Zemke et al., 2022).

Generation X

After the baby boom came a sharp decline in birth rates, which resulted in the “Baby
Bust,” a name that never gained popularity (Tapscott, 2009, p. 14). The generation was instead
named Gen X based on the title of a book by Douglas Copeland where the X referred to a group

who felt marginalized from society and entered the workforce and discovered that the desirable
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jobs were already taken. Gen X was born between 1965-1979 (Dimock, 2019; Seemiller &
Grace, 2016; Twenge, 2017). Strauss and Howe (1991) named this generation “13ers” for the
13th generation in the United States and identified birth years of 1961-1981. Zemke et al. (2022)
and Francis and Hoefel (2018) said Gen X began in 1960. Unfortunately, Gen X has “been
perceived negatively almost from birth” (Strauss & Howe, 1991, p. 12). Lancaster and Stillman
(2002) referred to Gen X as the most misunderstood generation.

Gen Xers had to grow up quickly in an era of parental absence. While their Boomer
parents were immersed in the cultural revolution of the 1960s, these children were often left
alone and unsupervised. The once achievable American dream was perceived to be out of reach,
and Gen X was simply trying to survive (Stillman & Stillman, 2017). Their childhood pushed
them to be independent and skeptical, characteristics that were reinforced by scandals that
embroiled such institutions as the presidency, corporate America, and organized religion
(Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Several disparaging terms have been used to refer to Gen X,
including latchkeys, boomerangs, and throwaways (Strauss & Howe, 1991). Zemke et al. (2022)
observed the impact of parental absence in the lives of Gen Xers from divorce and from both
parents working. The divorce rate in the United States tripled while Gen X was growing up
(Lancaster & Stillman, 2002), which caused a natural distrust of personal relationships and
institutions. Gen X has experienced many economic challenges from the Enron scandal to the
financial crisis of 2008 which have underscored their need to take care of themselves and not
depend on their company to care for them (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). They are self-sufficient
survivors because they have had to be (Zemke et al., 2022). Gen X was shaped by the

technological advances of cable television, VCRs, video games, pagers, and personal computers
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(Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). They had access to information in myriad ways, which contributed
to their independence.

In the workplace, members of Gen X wanted to lead themselves and often conflicted with
the chain of command style of Traditionalists and the change of command style of Baby
Boomers (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Gen X is resourceful and has a high degree of
confidence in their ability to get things done. These different leadership approaches can
contribute to intergenerational conflict in the workplace. Martin and Tulgan (2006)
recommended a few key strategies for working with Gen X such as providing flexible work
options, access to decision makers and mentors, and many opportunities for professional
development. Gen X wants to contribute and be appreciated and recognized for their unique
contributions.

Millennials

Millennials are generally understood to be born between 1980-1995 (Twenge, 2017) or
1981-1996 (Dimock, 2019). While the dates of birth vary slightly depending on the researcher
and source, it is commonly agreed that Millennials were born in the 1980s and early 1990s
(Seemiller & Grace, 2016). Tapscott (2009) declared this generation the Net Generation with the
birth year range from 1977-1997, but this generational name did not stick. Zemke et al. (2022)
called them Generation Next or Nexters. Some called them Generation Y or the Echo Boom
(Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Twenge and Campbell (2008) referred to Generation Y as
Generation Me. Ultimately, Millennials named themselves in 1997 when Peter Jennings
interviewed them online for ABC News (Zemke et al., 2022).

The Millennial generation benefited from the popularity of having and raising children.

Clothing stores started having new lines of children’s clothing, parents were very present in their
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children’s lives, and movies were made specifically for children (Zemke et al., 2022). Parents of
Millennials pushed them and coached them to be skilled and capable so they would have
resumes that would set them up for success (Martin & Tulgan, 2006; Spiegel, 2013). Par