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BY DAN WHITE

Are You Ready?
The Importance 
of Understanding 
Millennials’ Expectations 
in the Workplace
PART 1: This is a two-part series on generations in the 
workplace and how recognizing the differences can 
help prepare your business for success in the future. 
Part 2 will appear in the March issue.

Business continues to change at a 
vigorous pace. Whether your organization 
is fighting for market share in an ever-
expanding global economy, embracing 
technology or deciding how to implement 
a mobile workplace program, managers 
are being challenged more frequently by 
external and internal challenges than ever 
before. 
One of the more dynamic challenges managers are facing, is 
the fact we now have more generations in the workplace than 
at any other time in history. With a total of five generations 
(Traditionalist, Baby Boomers, Gen X, Millennials and Gen 
Z) currently clocking in each morning, it is not uncommon 
to manage a blended group of people with, in some cases, 
radically different outlooks, expectations and tools to meet 
both the company’s goals, but also their own professional goals.

With such a vast array of people currently in the workforce, 
as author Malcolm Gladwell states, “The United States is 
reaching a generational tipping point in which Millennials 
may bring dramatic changes in the structure and function 
of organizations. We are now in the midst of trying to 
develop corporate strategies and objectives that maintain 
the disciplined hierarchies that baby boomers respond 
and perform well under while enticing the new working 
generation, one that has never known a world without tools 
like cell phones, internet and social media platforms, which 
have deeply formed the way they see the world. A world that 
is much smaller and much different than one of generations 
in the past.” 

If your organization is not willing to adapt to the younger 
generations’ expectations and foster an environment with 
growth opportunities, flexibility, quality mentorship programs 
and work-life balance, you will be left behind. This is due in 
large part by the radical paradigm shift in a multi-generational 
workforce, which has radically impacted the trajectory of 
business. Managers are being challenged to retain and build 
the engagement of tenured and experienced employees—
Baby boomers—who value job security and structure while 
modifying their corporate structure to accommodate a 
generation, millennials, that are focused on employability, 
flexibility and a strong desire to lead.

"Change before you have to."
JACK WELCH
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WORKFORCE LANDSCAPE
Before we can begin to grasp the how we must understand 
why. Why is each generation currently represented in the 
workplace different from those that preceded them? We will 
take a deeper dive into the four generations that make up 
the majority of our workforce. Let’s begin with taking a look 
at the eldest group, known as Traditionalists. These men 
and women were born between 1900-1945 and currently 
represent 2 percent of the global workforce. 

Like all generations that will be discussed, there were 
significant influences that helped shape them: World War II 
and the Korean War. Also, this group was raised by parents 
that had just survived the Great Depression and experienced 
the hardest of times, along with times of great prosperity due, 
in part, to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. 

Rooted in hard work, loyalty, patriotism, respect for authority, 
trust in government and delayed rewards, this group believes 
strongly in a conservative and hierarchal structure where 
the top-down management structure and clear chains of 
command are not only accepted but appreciated. This type 
of work environment lends well to entitlement based on 
seniority and authority gained by tenure. The concept of one 
must “pay their dues” to be successful. 

BABY BOOMERS
Following the Traditionalists are those born between 1946-
1964, known as Baby Boomers. Boomers grew up in an era 
influenced by the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War 
and space exploration. This generation was promised "The 
American Dream" as children, and they pursued it as adults. 

Boomers have a very anti-war outlook after living through the 
impacts of the Vietnam War, and also believed that anything 
is possible. One who did not live through it can only imagine 
what seeing Neil Armstrong walk on the moon would have 
done to promote thoughts of endless possibility. 

This same idea that anything is possible led to a large 
group of people who, by circumstance and culture, did not 
have a great work-life balance. Boomers, for the majority, 
lived to work, hesitant to take too much time off for fear of 
missing out or losing their position on the team. The team 
was so important because of the leadership style that was 
predominantly found in the workplace. 

This leadership style, known as Consensus Leadership, is 
when leaders strive for group input and decisions are made 

when all involved agree as a group. Like any leadership 
style throughout history, there are positives and negatives 
associated with them. Dr. Martin Luther King said during this 
period that, “A genuine leader is not a searcher of consensus 
but a molder of consensus.” The generations after them are 
starting to see this generation of all work and no play, and 
question if it was worth it. 

Baby Boomers have been the largest percentage in the 
workforce for some time but will soon be overtaken by 
Millennials. With 10,000 Boomers leaving the workforce 
each day, creating voids in experience, there are challenges 
for human resources but a bevy of opportunity for the next 
generation of leaders to step up to the plate. Like all generations 
before them, they are stepping up with, in many ways, vastly 
different approaches and expectations that drive them. 

GENERATION X
This brings us to the group born between the years of 1965-
1980, known as Generation X. This group was influenced by a 
period that saw a monumental shift in time spent with parents 
in their own homes. Although this generation saw the benefits 
of dual incomes, this also meant that both parents decided, 
or in some cases, were forced to work to maintain the lifestyle 
and meet cultural expectations that had been set by the work 
ethic and drive seen by baby boomers. 

With 10,000 Boomers leaving 
the workforce each day, creating 
voids in experience, there are 
challenges for human resources 
but a bevy of opportunity for 
the next generation of leaders 
to step up to the plate.
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This transition only added to the number of divorces and 
single parent homes. Children found themselves growing up 
with more responsibility to take care of themselves. Gen Xers 
were also impacted by political scandals such as Watergate 
and increased corporate layoffs for their parents. 

Like in all generations, external factors and culture have 
dynamically shaped their value system and core beliefs. 
These values, rooted in independence, skepticism and self-
reliance, drove for a change in focus from relationships and 
results to a more task-oriented outlook while harvesting a 
skepticism of authority figures. This is in direct contrast to 
the importance placed on being part of a team that we saw 
with boomers. Generation X moved to a more fast-paced and 
flexible outlook that gives off the vibe that a job is just that— 
a job—and since we will be spending so much time at “work,” 
we better find ways to make it fun! 

Another attribute of independent thinking and skepticism of 
authority was the shift to competency leadership that focuses 
more on individual skill development to promote better 
leadership. Consistent with their generational attributes, 
a focus on independence and self-improvements, not 
groupthink, drives a group of people to challenge others,  
ask a lot of questions, particularly: Why? 

MILLENNIALS
Fourth amongst the generations represented in the 
workplace are Millennials. Born between 1981- 2000, this 
group will soon make up the largest population of people 
in the workforce. With the departure of the Baby Boomers 
comes a new group of workers, thinkers and leaders. 

A child-focused world, homes that consist of the highest 
divorce rates in history, the attacks of 9/11, and school 
shootings, coupled with immediate access to information 
and a youth upbringing of instant and continual gratification, 
created a segment of the population that grew up more 
sheltered than any other generation, as parents strived to 
protect them from the evils of the world while empowering 
through praise of their accomplishments. 

The immediate access to information and continual praise 
from parents has fostered a large group of highly educated 
people, where immediate data and technology has 
developed an impatience that thrives under the achiever 
leadership style. Achievers bring a determination to achieve 
and an effective, focused and fast-paced working style. 

With a sensitivity to concrete results, achievers are much 
more comfortable with concise and factual information, rather 
than too much detail. Although they can tend to become 
blunt and impatient under stress, Millennials are assertive, 
direct and results-driven.

What is the driving force for an estimated two-thirds of 
Millennials with the desire to be in leadership roles within 
the next five years? Like generations before them, they are 
creatures of culture and how they were parented. 

Case in point, parents, teachers, coaches and other 
influencers have empowered Millennials to think for 
themselves since they were small children, ask questions, 
challenge conventional wisdom and take on leadership roles 
in their school, sports teams and other social events. The 
irony is, the generation that struggles the most with working 
with Millennials is the same generation that raised them to be 
the way they are. IS
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DAN WHITE is Manager, Product 
Development for Hager Companies. 
Email him at dwhite@hagerco.com.

DHI offers three go-to digital sources for door security + safety professionals, with more to come in 2019:

IndustryWatch E-newsletter: delivers biweekly 
to 11,000 qualified industry professionals

DHI.org: an industry resource featuring over 
6,000 unique visitors monthly

IndustryWatch News Feed: 24/7 updates at DHI.org

MORE DIGITAL OPPORTUNITIES TO COME! CONTACT MLONG@DHI.ORG FOR DETAILS.
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IS YOUR ORGANIZATION  
PREPARED FOR MILLENNIALS?
As mentioned earlier, with Baby Boomers leaving the 
workforce in droves, companies will be forced to change 
and accept the shift in expectations. If your organization is 
not making changes or is not ready to work with the younger 
generation, you will be left behind. 

With roughly 80 million millennials currently in the workforce, 
they have quickly become major stakeholders in a company’s 
success, and by 2025 will make upwards of 75 percent of the 
entire workforce. Unless your company can manage to strive 
and thrive from a team made up of the more tenured pool of 
workers that make up the other 25 percent, you will be forced 
to take a hard look at how to gain and retain the top talent in 
the younger generation. 

Research from Pepperdine’s Graziadio School of Business 
determined “It is vital to understand millennials’ behavior 
by learning about their shared values. For instance, Gen 
X’ers and Baby Boomers are known to prioritize structure 
and job security. Meanwhile, Millennials prefer flexibility and 
employability. They generally consider compensation, flexible 

work schedules, and the opportunity to make a difference 
when searching for jobs. The vast majority of millennials 
prefer collaboration to competition. They want work-life 
integration and the chance to be their own boss, or at least 
have a mentor. They respect leaders with integrity who 
can be honest with them while treating them with respect. 
Challenging projects are not a problem as long as they 
learn something new.” (The Importance of Millennials in the 
Workplace, 2017)  

In part 2, I will discuss Millennials in the workforce and how 
you can build your business to succeed by implementing 
changes within your company. +

49DOOR SECURITY + SAFETY  FEBRUARY 2019


