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Generational Perceptions:
Workers And Consumers

A.J. Nicholas, Salve Regina University, USA

ABSTRACT

Today’s workers and consumers consist of four gaimrs of individuals raised with very
different technologies and lifestyles. How does #ffect attracting and retaining individuals as
workers or consumers? Generational differencesraflifionalists, Baby Boomers, Generation X
and Generation Y may influence their values andepemces. Why will understanding these
dissimilar perceptions be important? According taighy (2007), “different perspectives on
issues like work ethic, leadership, and authoritgan ccause conflict, frustration, and
misunderstanding if not managed well” (p.18). Imement “World of Work Survey” (2008), the
older and younger generations noted little or nteraction with the other. This is not conducive
to a cooperative environment where working with dafning from one another can be vital.
Understanding what appeals to the generations aswmers is also critical for organizations.
Targeting specific generations for their preferem@nd reaching them through media that is
suitable to their style is an important marketingnd (Marconi, 2001). Customizing for these
dissimilar cohorts will require knowledge of theparticular attitudes and inclinations.
Understanding these different perceptions will daalmproved communications for the workforce
and the consumer. This paper seeks to clarify safrtieese differences.
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INTRODUCTION

Generational Perceptions: Workers and Consumers

different technologies and lifestyles. How doess thffect attracting and retaining individuals as

workers or consumers? Generational differencesndividuals may influence their values and
preferences (Smith & Clurman, 1997). Accordingyemerational theorists, people who have expersoailar
environmental conditions, such as political eveatgnomic situations and technological changes$,haile related
outlooks (Marias, 1970; Smith & Clurman, 1997 his paper will clarify some of these differences.

L@c oday’s workers and consumers consist of four geioasof individuals who were raised with very

Generations at work
Traditionalists

The oldest cohort of workers are Traditionalistsrbbefore 1946 and are described as dutiful andlloy
(Lancaster & Stillman, 2002; Smith & Clurman, 199Mhey were raised through world wars, rationing aadios.
Most came from homes with the father as the onbatiwinner while the mother stayed at home (HilD80 This
hard working and formal group are noted to be “stowembrace anything new,” and distrustful of amarge
(Williams, 2002, p. 3). There are 12.5 million Istilorking and they account for 8% of U.S. workfor@éurphy,
2007). For Traditionalists, work was not consideaeway towards self-fulfillment, just a necessargans to earn
money (Smith & Clurman, 1997).
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Baby Boomers

Born from 1946 — 1964, Boomers had good economiegi television, civil protests and Vietham. Ualik
their Traditionalist parents who held jobs for JiBoomers wanted to find their own way and willjpghanged jobs
or created new businesses (Marconi, 2001). Theysaick to value being seen at work and working witihers
(Hicks & Hicks, 1999). Many equate work with selbrth but may also be “shifting their value of negnand
things to the value of time” (Lancaster & Stillma2002, p. 83). Some may fear technology and néethe
encouragement and clear instructions to learn riélg §Hendrick, 2005). It is speculated that nececonomic
downturns will put off Boomers’ retirements and edem in the workforce (Beinhocker, Farrell, & @&nberg,
2008).

Generation X

This generation, born 1965 -1980, is the first gatien of workers who are computer literate, mastihg
used technology since grade school (Losyk, 198rhught up with MTV and video games, these latch&aydren
of hard-working Boomer parents were independemtnagarly age (Tapscott, 1999). This may havecegtetheir
desire for freedom and autonomy in the workplacanflaster & Stillman, 2002) and flexible work schedu
(Cordeniz, 2002). Accordingly, Gen Xers “struggpeunderstand why it's so important for someonssds ... if
they are getting the work done satisfactorily” (kaster & Stillman, 2002, p.114).

Generation Y

The newest workforce generation, born from 1981002Chas been raised during years of exceptional
wealth in the United States. Generation Y, acemydio generational researcher and consultant Camstbfa
(2005), “feel entitled to life’s rewards withoutypag their dues” (p. 93). Their school and soeigberiences have
been guarded and strict. Many of Generation Ytethifrom supervision at school to adult superviaetivities and
have had less free time than any other generatimwé & Strauss, 2000). They are said to have ¢belier
parents” who hover over them (the over-involved Beo parent) (Sacks, 2006).

According to a generational comparison of workplat#udes, Generation Y, “want total flexibility i
how they operate” (Harris, 2005, p. 48). This texiliterate group may require a “new flexibility,ulti-tasking,
running numerous projects or programs concurreathg working with different people” (Alch, 2000, §). They
prefer to learn through multimedia presentationgliblas, 2008). They download podcasts and musig, take
photos with their phones and text message one andaththeir created messaging language (McCasladas;
Nicholas & Lewis, 2008). They are accustomedelating and collaborating with others through testbgy and
“may be intolerant of those who are technologicahgllenged” (Murray, 2004, p. 106).

Traditionalists

Baby Boomers

Generation X

Generation Y

Outlook Practical Optimistic Skeptical Hopeful
Work Ethic Dedicated Driven Balanced Ambitious
View Of Authority Respectful Love/Hate Unimpressed Relaxed, polite
Leadership By... Hierarchy Consensus Competence Achievement, puthgether

Relationships

Self-sacrifice

Personal gratificatio

Reluctancedomit

Loyal, inclusive

Perspective

Civic-minded

Team-oriented

Self-reliant

Civic-mimbe

Turn-Offs

Vulgarity

Political incorrectnesy

Clichés, hype

@ysm, condescension

Figure 1: Generational perspectives, Source: Raine&s Ewing, 2006
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Working together

Why will understanding these variations in percapmdi be important for the workplace? According to
Susan Murphy, Ph.D. (2007), “The generations hafferdnt perspectives on issues like work ethiadership, and
authority “(p. 18) (See Figure 1). Interestinglyere are some similarities between Traditionalistd Generation
Y, such as civic-mindedness, as many of the youggeeration are familiar with volunteer work an@ amore
socially responsible and concerned about commueityices (Allen, 2004).

These differences, though subtle, can cause ctnfticstration, and misunderstanding if not managed
well” (Murphy, 2007, p. 18). In a recent “World Work Survey” (2008), 66 % of Veterans (Traditiostd) and
51% of Boomers said they had little or no inter@ttivith Gen Y colleagues. Similarly, 67% of Geraxd 71% of
Gen Y workers said they rarely interacted with olderkers. This is not conducive to a cooperatimgi®nment
where working with and learning from one another ba vital.

The workplace will reflect these variations in taities. Management consultant and author Gregory P.
Smith (2008) described the workplaces of the olgirerations, Traditionalists and Boomers, in coisparwith
the ones attractive to the Generation X and Y warks shown below (see Figure 2).

Traditional workplace New Generation Workplace

e Security from the institution e Security from within

«  Promotions based on longevity «  Promotions based on performance
¢ Loyalty to the organization ¢ Loyalty to the team

¢ Wait to be told what to do ¢ Challenge authority

¢ Respect based on position/title e You must earn respect

Figure 2: Workplace comparison, Source: Smith, 2008

Identifying and understanding these expectatiornth@fworkplace will be a challenge that must be byet
management. “When managers and coworkers do rigrstand each other's generational differencesiden
increases and job satisfaction and productivityeteses” (Kupperschmidt, 2000, p. 65).

Generations of Consumers

Targeting specific generations for their prefeemnand reaching them through media that is suitible
their style is an important marketing trend (Maric@®01). Customizing for these dissimilar cohoxi$l require
knowledge of their particular attitudes and indiioas.

Traditionalist consumers are said to be resistant to trying nedymts (Smith & Clurman, 1997). Many prefer
sales by mail for reasons that include their disagment with the loss of good customer service #ait trouble
with transportation. This makes catalog and tsiewi sales a natural fit for them. According t@ atudy (Eastman
and lyer, 2004), Traditionalists of higher incomsedls will use the Internet for purchasing prodwtfine. Once
financially conservative, they are now willing feesnd money on themselves - even to splurge on mowe\er big-
ticket items (Generational-Targeted, 2007). Tiadalists also represent 31% of domestic traveldts 53% of
them retired travelers and 45% of them employedeteas. Group travel is often preferred by this arblgroup.
Their favored activities are shopping, visitingtbric places and museums, attending cultural evaemtsfestivals,
and gambling (“Executive summary,” 2008).

Baby Boomerconsumers have no time to read lengthy marketffugte so you need to capture their attention in
seconds, or lose them (“Generational- Targeted btarg”, 2007). Creating products, services and iang
methods aimed at this cohort, representing a laeggment of the population, is a noticeable trenthé& United
States and many other countries (Coleman, Hladik@vé&savelyeva, 2006). Marketers target rich nagtal
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accompanied by music (Elvis, Beatles, Supremes,plaions, Doors, etc.) and positive images of todéfout
distancing other segments (Marconi, 2001). [Pettire ad with Dennis Hopper on the beach for Amisep
Financial throwing away the book that would trydigfine the generation, stating that “dreams datite” and how
he can't picture “you playing shuffleboard” to ttume of Spencer Davis Group’s “Gimme Some Lovin.”]

Boomer travelers are 45% of the domestic marketth@diggest spenders. They think of travel mora as
necessity rather than an extravagance, considerstiiges as special and young (use the terms ‘esprxil’ or
‘educated’ rather than ‘mature’) and will pay foxury. They want interactive cultural, fun expeies in similar
age groups with expert leaders. Their preferene@srange from mentally and/or physically challeggactivities
to do-nothing spa pampering. Boomers want thearebedone for them so travel plans are quick, easy
convenient (Ross, 2007).

Generation Xconsumers demand an honest, straight-forward apprand expect you to deliver on your marketing
promises (“Generational- Targeted Marketing”, 2003 marketing segment that was almost missed tsecaft
their angry persona - not to be defined by anyomarketers finally profiled them as affluent outsgledisdaining
authority (similar to Boomers) and technologicallell prepared. A segment that tends to hang owgraups,
advertising geared towards couples is not a reouént. Loud music and fast images, however, areitapt
(Marconi, 2001).

Many Gen Xers travel for business and have padicdemands. Some of these are designer beds, flat
screen TVs, gaming consoles (for power relaxatigaks), free high-speed wireless internet desksvéwking on
laptops, DVD players, 24-hour fitness and busireesgers, fresh gourmet coffee, healthier brealdptbns, pub-
style social areas, luxury showerheads with plefityater pressure and high thread count sheetsi¢g-R007).

Gen Yconsumers have been influenced by brand-cons@oosner parents since an early age and remain loyal.
They associate brands with companies that stanishdbéieir products and it gives them important peeognition
(“Generational- Targeted Marketing”, 2007). Theefpr brands identified only with them such as Phatm,
Mudd, Enyce, Paris Blue and In Vitro. Not as cghias Generation X, they enjoy logo-imprinted fuliogy and
accessories from their own music, films and braigrconi, 2001).

Gen Y already account for 9% of business travebkeiszable 75 million portion. Like their closesthort,
Generation X, they have some similar wants and Huoene. Multi-use lobbies, WiFi chairs, and checlpaus that
allow clerks to step out and interact are beinggihesl for hotels to attract this group. In th@ioms they want flat
screens that hook up their laptop or iPod to watclvies or rehearse their PowerPoint presentatlmets facing a
window, brick walls and concrete floors. Some hotae even catering to entertaining this intevactiohort by
hiring staff members that can double as writeragcdes, and artists by night (vanDyk, 2008).

CONCLUSION

Generational attitudes have a strong influence hen gerceptions of people in the workplace and as
consumers. Understanding generational likes aslikes will help recruit, train, retain and motigaivorkers as
well as attract and persuade consumers. The edoehtivorld also must consider the generationakdiifices for
students as consumers and collaborators. The &tjpes of students from various experiences isrg®rtant as
knowing how to sell to different segments. Trauitilists and Boomers may need additional encouragewmith
technical matters. Wagshal (1997) noted to teaeh Xers with short bits of information. In Oblergand
Oblinger's “Educating the Net Generation” (2005pits including communication, technology, virtuabnk
spaces, access to CD/ Internet study guides andniteg curricula for Generation Y are discussed.héftier
education, management, or sales, clearly, a kngekdole picture of the generations will be instrutaeim many
areas of life. This paper identified some of tifeecences of the generations and how it affeatdrtbpinions.
“Coming together is a beginning. Keeping togethgrogress. Working together is success.” -enty Ford
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