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The Workforce
Evolution

At my first office job, no one told me I had to
keep my shoes on ALL day.

That expectation wasn’t covered during ori-
entation; it wasn't written in the handbook; and
my mom certainly never thought to say, “Okay,
Cara, now that you've got your first big-girl job,
make sure you keep your shoes on ALL day!”

So, around 3 o'clock most afternoons, I'd
kick off my cute little heels under my desk and
walk to the copier barefoot. I worked in a car-
peted office with just ten other people, no un-
expected visitors, and no OSHA requirements. I
didn’t think it mattered.

But apparently, it did - to two older cowork-
ers who thought my behavior was completely
inappropriate and unprofessional. Of course,
they didn't tell me. Instead, they told EVERY-
BODY else, “She should know better.” And then
said my favorite phrase of judgement, “That’s
just common sense.”

Thankfully, one kind colleague finally pulled
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me aside and said, “Cara, people would notice
your great work more...if you kept your shoes
on ALL day.” That is when I realized I was be-
ing judged by an unwritten expectation I didn’t
even know existed.

I wasn'’t trying to be disrespectful or break
any rules. I simply didn't know better because,
as one of the first Millennials to enter the work
world, I was raised differently from my cowork-
ers - we just hadn't realized it yet.

Today, we work with leaders across indus-
tries who are often frustrated that younger em-
ployees aren’t meeting their expectations. But
when we dig deeper, it becomes clear that
many leaders simply haven’t clearly commu-
nicated those expectations, and they forget
that new hires can’t read their minds.

An important dynamic I currently see in the
workplace is the tension between four unique
generations of employees. The Bureau of Labor
Statistics and Department of Labor share these
birth year cut-off dates and current labor force
percentages for the U.S. generations.
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14% | Baby Boomers
\ (1946-1964)
GenX

30% (1965-1980)

Millennials

36% (1981-1996)

GenZ

! 20% |
[20% 0 (1997-2012)

In August 2024, GenZ employees overtook
Boomers in the workplace as nearly 10,000
Boomers continue to retire each day. Yet, work
rules set by Boomers still prevail as the norm in
many organizations for how to perform “appro-
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priately” at work. GenX and Millennial employ-
ees learned those norms from Boomer bosses,
while GenZ (those turning 29 and younger) has
embraced new, evolved definitions of “profes-
sionalism” and “work ethic” as our work world
and personal priorities have shifted. Those
terms are subjective, and some employees and
leaders cling to their long-held definitions ex-
pecting others to comply, without seeing the
evolution that has occurred around them.

Do you recognize how quickly workforce de-
mographics and preferences are evolving? Are
you working to understand the new workforce’s
mindset, or do you feel you are always playing
catch up? Will you be ready 10 years down the
road to hire the next generation, Gen Alpha?
If not, can you afford to watch your employees
walk away to join competitors who are ready
and have evolved?

Leaders must now recalibrate their approach
to best guide and support the wide range of
generations on their team.
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It's About Mindset

The multigenerational tension we feel is
not about birth year, it’s about mindset. Not
everyone from a particular generation was
raised the same way, creating outliers whose
mindsets sometimes fall into a different buck-
et. “Old souls,” for example, have a tradition-
al mindset trapped in a younger generation’s
body. Companies love hiring “old souls” be-
cause they believe and follow those long-held
definitions of “professionalism” and “work eth-
ic.” Unfortunately for recruiters, there are not
enough “old souls” to fill all the open positions,
so we must adapt to lead and keep those we
hire who have a new mindset.

The tension we see across organizations is
between that traditional mindset and those
who have reimagined a new way of working.
Instead of fueling the “us versus them” fires on
our teams, we can bridge the widening gener-
ational gaps only after we identify and better
understand the unique mindsets of our multi-
generational workforce.

Because we have four generations on our
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teams and each employee has had a differ-
ent upbringing, it is critical to remember that
one-size leadership no longer fits all. Using the
same management approach for all employees
will not attract and retain the talent we need to
succeed, and doing things “the way it’s always
been done” will not create a place where every-
one wants to work moving forward.

The real source of team conflict is not that
one side is right, and the other is wrong. Rath-
er, conflict commonly arises when you have
team members on opposite ends of any widen-
ing spectrum, such as older ways versus newer
ways of thinking.

When people cannot see where their co-
workers, managers, or employees are coming
from on the other end of any spectrum, ten-
sions rise and productivity falls. Learning why
these gaps exist and how to spot them will
equip you to mediate conflict, increase engage-
ment, and reduce avoidable turnover. Let us
give you a few examples of these spectrums so
you can bridge the generational mindset gaps
on your team moving forward.
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Shiftin
Resourcefulness

Many employers believe GenZ struggles
with problem-solving, but there is an import-
ant backstory that explains the decline in crit-
ical thinking skills at work from one generation
to the next.

In the 1970s and early 80s, GenX was full
of “latchkey kids,” who learned to take care of
themselves after school while their parents
were both at work. But by the 1990s, parenting
in the U.S. had shifted from “stay out until din-
ner” to a “stranger danger” mentality, thanks to
true crime shows like “America's Most Wanted”
introduced in the 1980s. This shift increased
the availability and use of after-school care
programs, reducing the number of “latchkey
kids” who needed to manage independent-
ly at home. This meant young Millennials and
GenZers didn't have as much opportunity and
practice as previous generations had to figure
out problems on their own before hitting adult-
hood. This muscle didn’t have a chance to de-
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velop at such an early age!

As a result, Millennials are known for re-
lying on a “phone-a-friend” approach as they
seek help from peers or supervisors when chal-
lenges arise. The GenZers following them tend
to seek help from the digital tools that have giv-
en them nearly instant access to information,
such as Google, Al, or smart speakers nearby.
In fact, they only know a work world with AT at
their fingertips and other on-demand “luxu-
ries,” like free two-day shipping, not available
to previous generations in past decades.

These new mindsets do not mean younger
workers can't solve problems on their own, but
what resourcefulness looks like has shifted.

This lack of internal resourcefulness using
critical thinking skills can be frustrating for
leaders who run short-staffed teams and need
their employees to be more proactive in seeing
and solving problems at work. But if we know
this gap exists for many new hires, there are
strategies for better preparing staff upon hir-
ing as well as building stronger skills in them
over time.

Instead of relying on the outdated “sink or
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swim” onboarding approach, it is critical today
to provide more guidance upon entry on how
to do the work expected and then support team
members when obstacles arise. If your team
keeps asking questions about issues you think
they should solve on their own, ask yourself:
Have you provided clear guidance? When did
you last share and review available resources
with them? Do they know where to find the an-
swers themselves? Have you helped them build
their critical thinking and problem-solving
muscles over time?

Sometimes, newer employees simply need
help knowing where to find answers, even if it’s
just building the confidence within themselves
to figure it out alone. Moving forward, organi-
zations and individual leaders must plan for
more robust onboarding, training, and ongoing
mentoring to better acclimate new hires and
set our employees up for success.
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New View of Loyalty

I often hear complaints about younger hires
who lack commitment, or loyalty, to the com-
pany. I happen to be one of the oldest Millen-
nials myself, born in 1981, and I've realized the
harsh reality is that many employees under 40
do not even know what loyalty looks like.

Divorce peaked in the 1980s, and many Mil-
lennials, including me, saw their parents split
during their formative years. Then the internet
caused globalization for corporate businesses
in the 1990s, which meant a rise in mass lay-
offs. My mom, Linda, was a corporate accoun-
tant who always received stellar performance
reviews, but that did not save her when her en-
tire accounting department was outsourced. In
fact, she was laid off three times before I grad-
uated high school. Imagine being a teenager
of a single parent, who came home from work
one day with tears and the box of office decor
in their arms. How would you feel?

Those changing times gave my generation
a whole new perspective on company loyal-
ty. This societal shift means leaders should
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no longer expect long-term loyalty when staff
know you can let them go based on no fault of
their own.

In response to seeing our parents and men-
tors get burned and then hearing from them,
“Life’s short, so don’t be miserable for long,” the
Millennials adopted our own phrase you may
have heard, “YOLO,” which stands for “You
Only Live Once.” While the “YOLO” phrase
is no longer cool, the new mentality still runs
rampant within our workforce. This shift in
mentality from “you made a commitment, so
stick it out” to “I have to look out for myself,"
means more employees today are unwilling to
stay in a job they don't enjoy or work for a boss
who doesn'’t appreciate or have time for them.

And while traditional loyalty shifted during
Millennials’ formative years, GenZ had anoth-
er awakening as they entered the work world.
Remember, the oldest GenZ employees were
23 when the pandemic hit the U.S. In that
moment, companies rescinded offer letters,
pushed back start dates, and halted interviews.
Then, through the “Great Resignation” of 2021,
GenZ saw their older colleagues change jobs in
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droves as they determined that “enough was
enough” after decades of excessive work hours
and sacrificing so much of their personal lives
and priorities. Quickly into their careers, GenZ
saw first-hand a lack of obligatory loyalty from
both employers and employees.

This is a stark contrast to what previous gen-
erations experienced, watching their parents
stay at one company for life. Employer-employ-
ee loyalty was historically recognized through
longevity. If employees worked their whole
careers at the organization, they would be re-
warded with a pension. Yet today, pensions are
nearly obsolete, and employees of all ages can
now take their portable 401k accounts with
them when they leave a job.

Remember, there are ample opportuni-
ties for your employees to go elsewhere, and
yesterday’s “golden handcuffs,” such as pen-
sions are more limited. Do not take anyone for
granted, or else prepare yourself for more two-
week notices (or employees not coming back
from lunch)!
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Personal vs.
Professional Life

Another shifting issue at work is the transi-
tion from generations who separated their per-
sonal and professional lives to a new workforce
that is bringing their “whole self” to work. Re-
member when the expectation was to “leave
your personal drama at home”? We're finding
that approach is now not as attractive or effec-
tive as it once was.

When leaders ask their youngest coworkers
“how are you,” they are met with more than the
anticipated socially acceptable answer of “fine.”
They are getting answers about unaffordable
car repairs, situationships, and unprecedent-
ed conversations about mental health. Today’s
workforce is not only sharing these things
at work, but they are looking to their boss to
listen, validate, and provide support. Many
leaders in our training programs tell us they
feel like therapists for their staff today.

In my own experience, a few years ago, one
of the new employees emailed me midday to
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say she would be taking the rest of the day off
for her mental health. I had heard about “men-
tal health days” before, but I had never had
someone on my team use that language so
directly. I'll be honest, my knee-jerk reaction
wasn't great. I was baffled that she TOLD me
rather than ASKED me, and I wasn’t sure how
seriously to take the situation.

After thinking it through, I realized some-
thing important: this employee trusted me
enough to be honest. I replied, “you don’t need
to share any details with me, but let me know
how else I can support you during this diffi-
cult time.”

Years later, I told that story in a keynote to
show the transition of my mindset as a leader.
When that team member saw the video, she
decided she was ready to share the “whole sto-
ry” from that time in her life with me.

She explained that the day she had asked
to take off was one of the lowest points of her
mental health...ever. She went on to say she
was grateful for our team'’s understanding, sup-
port, and flexibility, even when we didn’t know
all that she was going through.
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She asked that I continue telling her whole
story from the stage, so leaders can truly un-
derstand the impact they have on their team
members, professionally and personally.

With a general societal shift toward more
awareness of mental health challenges and
broadening of available resources, the new
workforce now requires a different manage-
ment approach.

You might disagree with the way your em-
ployees are showing up at work, but we should
not dismiss their words and actions too quick-
ly. Leaders need to be ready to listen, empa-
thize, and ultimately find a way to help em-
ployees through difficult situations and still get
the job done.

Do you have consistent, dedicated time to
ask your employees how they are doing and
what they need from you to succeed? Genu-
inely checking in regularly helps leaders avoid
being blindsided by their employees’ struggles
that could cause them to quit or be pulled away
from the job. When employees feel known and
supported, they are more likely to stick around.
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Generational Buckets

It is human nature to group information
(including other humans) into buckets to sim-
plify and better understand the abundance of
information our brain gathers. These buckets
can help us save time when we understand that
people raised in a similar time and place often
have similar foundational beliefs and lenses
toward the employer-employee relationship.
(For example, growing up with the belief one
should “stay until the job gets done.”) However,
these buckets can also hinder us as they em-
phasize our assumptions, including negative
stereotypes.

Keep in mind that a person’s generation
is only one factor that shapes who they are.
Countless other factors influence a person’s
mindset, including socioeconomic status,
country-based culture, and life stage. And
knowing someone’s age does not mean you
know their strengths, preferences, or beliefs
either. Learning generational information is
helpful primarily when our goal is to reduce
judgment and widen our lenses to perspectives
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different from our own to then build stronger
relationships and teams.

Before you are too quick to put all 20-some-
thing new hires in the same bucket, I encour-
age you to step back and consider what has
shifted over time. Every “next” generation ap-
proaches work differently than those from the
past because they were raised in a different era
with unique exposure, access, and upbringing.
Capturing the strengths of each generation is
an opportunity to build more adaptable and
sustainable organizations with more commit-
ted employees over time.

We hope you see through a new generational
lens and understand how societal shifts during
each generation's formative years shaped how
Boomers, Xers, Millennials, and GenZ view the
employer-employee relationship.
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Moving Forward

Understanding the shifting mindsets in our
workforce is a great first step. Making adjust-
ments is the key to creating a place where em-
ployees want to work.

We get it. Leaders need employees who can
get the job done and who stick around to de-
liver results. But it’s important to keep in mind
that nobody begins their career fully equipped
with every skill or understanding of the com-
pany’s unwritten expectations. At some point,
you learned what you needed to know to suc-
ceed, either from great mentors or you learned
the hard way. Now, it is your chance to mentor
the next generation and expedite their path to
becoming competent, confident professionals.

Why? The cost of continually replacing em-
ployees far exceeds the investment required
to engage and retain them effectively. You can
build a more stable and committed multigen-
erational workforce by understanding your em-
ployees’ motivations, supporting their develop-
ment, and creating meaningful connections to
their work.
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Today's younger employees represent the
future of our profession too. Their unique ap-
proach to work is not a deficit, it's an opportu-
nity to evolve our management practices and
create stronger, more adaptable organizations.
When we invest in understanding and support-
ing them, we don't just reduce turnover - we
build the foundation for long-term organiza-
tional success.

As older and younger generations learn to
understand and respect one another’s unique
perspectives, more substantial conversations
can occur where both parties find mutually
beneficial solutions when conflict arises. Now
that you understand the backstory of some
common conflicts, you are the perfect catalyst
for this movement.

Leaders who are successful at bridging their
team’s widening generational gaps are putting
in intentional effort and adapting “the way it’s
always been done” to better attract and retain
employees of all ages moving forward.
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Successful Management Strategies
o« Communicate your expectations
« Explain the “why” when staff behavior
change is needed
 Genuinely check in with your team
members consistently
 Gain respect through positive influence
 Plan more effective onboarding, training,
and mentoring
 Appreciate any job well done
 Explore how your own mindset has or has
not evolved
Remember, no one starts their career ful-
ly equipped. Someone once invested in your
growth; now it’s your turn to support the next
generation. They will thank you for it down the
road and will be more likely to stay with you
and your organization longer!
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Struggling to keep the employees
you can't afford to lose?

You're not alone. Today's workforce thinks differently, and
outdated management strategies won't cut it.

At Magnet Culture, we help organizations like yours reduce
turnover by equipping leaders to create workplaces where
people want to stay.

X Stop the churn of new hires walking back out the door
v Develop competent, confident leaders staff can trust

v Create and keep a workforce that is fully engaged

It's time to take control. You owe it to yourself.

Visit WeReduceTurnover.com (or scan the QR code) to
contact Magnet Culture today!

Unlock the jpower of a magnetic culture!

[=]

¢ Event Keynotes and Workshops E b
* Leadership Training Programs E

e Assessments and Certifications

Connect with us! u m E .r
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Is the generational gap in your workplace
widening every day? Let me guess...

e New hires aren't showing up the way managers want
e Team conflict is causing costly turnover

Sound familiar? Today's new workforce has a
different view of the employer-employee
relationship. Do you understand why?

Millennial Cara Silletto and the Magnet
Culture team are dedicated to helping
organizations reduce unnecessary employee
turnover and bridge generational gaps in the
workplace.

Magnet Culture’s approach to retention is both strategic and
practical, giving business leaders a clear understanding of
why change is so important, what these changes need to be,

and how to take immediate action.

Max Langenkamp, Sr. VP of HR, Cintas Corporation

WeReduceTurnover.com
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