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I learned to read at an early age in large part due to my relationship with my 
grandfather, Michael “Ug” Cilli. Thank you, Ug, for always being there for me 
and for helping me to read – I think you would be proud knowing that I’m now 
not just reading books but also writing them. You have been influential to me in 
so many ways – from the music I listen to and perform, to the way I approach 
interactions with others, and to the way that I see the world. We are (obviously) 
from different generations but are kindred spirits and the interactions that we had 
are exemplars of how people from different age groups can learn from each other. 
I am lucky to have known you and I miss you.
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Part One

Issues Related to Leading in 
Multigenerational Organizations
This book is organized into two parts.  This first part provides some background 
on research related to generational phenomena and leadership. It also details 
some of the challenges that leaders might find in influencing and making decisions  
that impact an age diverse workforce.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Focus of the Book
Michael J. Urick

We have all heard stereotypes about different generational groups whether they 
are about baby boomers, millennials, generation x, or even generation z (the new-
est generation to enter the workplace). We may have worked with people of other 
ages that we have had a difficult time dealing with. And we may have engaged in 
leadership activities such as influencing or making decisions that impact someone 
of another age. It is possible that we may have had a hard time motivating, reach-
ing, or connecting with these individuals. Challenges in leading other generations 
are not uncommon in modern organizations and anyone in a leadership role, 
whether formal or informal, has likely experienced some age-related difficulties.

In fact, generational issues present major challenges that are of increasing 
importance to organizations all around the world. Many organizations are expe-
riencing the most age diversity among employees in their histories and getting 
these individuals, each potentially with their own mindsets and expectations, to 
collaboratively work together can prove to be overwhelming. This challenge is 
not going away. In a 2020 report, Deloitte estimates that 70% of organizational 
leaders believe that individuals from other generations need to work well together 
to ensure a better future. However, only 6% of this same surveyed group believes 
that organizational leaders are ready to facilitate effective intergenerational col-
laboration (Deloitte, 2020).

I would also speculate that some of the issues that occurred during Covid-19 
and which we are dealing with in our organizations are a direct impact of gen-
erational issues. Of course, moving work online can exacerbate intergenerational 
communication issues when it is easier to ignore or “ghost” fellow employees if  
co-workers don’t see each other in a physical facility every day (Urick, 2020). But, 
beyond that, having fewer employees is crippling supply chains, product quality, 
and institutional knowledge in our workplaces. But, why are there fewer employ-
ees in crucial roles? Rather than adapt to changing workplaces, some older work-
ers may be deciding to retire. And, on top of this, some younger workers have not 
been prepared to take on leadership roles, yet they are forced to assume them. 
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Problems associated with generational issues have plagued organizations in real 
time during the pandemic.

Yet, despite the potential challenges, embracing an inclusive attitude concern-
ing various age groups can have many positive effects. It can push organizations 
to create more age-inclusive HR practices, it can help to provide stability as work-
ers of various ages learn from each other, and it can often lead to highly innova-
tive and productive work processes (Tinsley-Fix, 2020).

All of these positive outcomes will help improve both individual and organi-
zational performances. But these will only occur if  leaders strive for the develop-
ment of a positive organizational culture where people of all ages feel welcomed 
and believe that they can make an impactful contribution to their workplace. 
But, such a positive culture can only occur if  organizations work to facilitate 
open communication among generational groups. Unfortunately, I have found 
over the course of more than a decade spent studying intergenerational phenom-
ena in organizations that positive communications between individuals of vari-
ous ages and generations do not always occur (Urick, Hollensbe, Masterson, & 
Lyons, 2017). That statement likely does not surprise you and is something that 
you already know (after all, you picked up this book).

But, negative interactions do not have to bog down our organizations if  we 
work to improve them and engage in proper leadership that promotes intergen-
erational cooperation. And, indeed, there are many instances of positive interac-
tions influenced by model leadership in multigenerational organizations. But, in 
order for such positive outcomes to occur, organizations and their leaders must 
help to foster good workplace dynamics.

Of course, individuals must take responsibility for respecting their cowork-
ers of all generations and so each employee essentially has the responsibility to 
treat others with respect and dignity. But, sometimes individual employees need 
help. Even if  they have good intentions, they need an organization that supports 
intergenerational cooperation. Thus, organizations must help to facilitate posi-
tive interactions and positive age-inclusive cultures as well ensure their survival 
into the future. As such, leaders must engage in solid leadership techniques that 
encourage individuals of various ages to work well together and mentor each 
other. Without this, organizations will not be sustainable, reliable, or perform as 
well as they might otherwise.

Focus of the Book
This book, therefore, is about providing organizational leaders with some per-
spectives that they might find useful in order to unite and motivate an age-diverse 
workforce toward accomplishing shared goals. This book will explore some com-
mon issues that organizational leaders may face as they work toward these actions.

In exploring common generational issues (including many that you likely face 
on a daily basis), I draw upon over a decade of my research on the related topics 
of intergenerational phenomena in the workplace and on leadership. Some of the 
statements that I make are based on research that I’ve published after analyzing 
nearly 100 conversations that I’ve had with leaders spanning various generations. 
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Other statements are based on quantitative survey-based data collected with col-
leagues of mine. Analyses of some of this data have been previously published, 
but this book reexamines the research through a fresh lens which is to focus on 
effective ways to lead in an age-diverse context. This book also adds an updated 
perspective on the state of generational research from my previous book on the 
topic (Urick, 2019) and it supplements my earlier research with additional inter-
view discussions that I conducted in 2021 (in which the analysis has of yet been 
unpublished).

The focus of this book is different than that of my previous work on genera-
tions and is different than much of the other discussions out there on generations 
in the workplace because it focuses on leadership. My prior publications related 
to age have been primarily about how to improve intergenerational interactions 
broadly and, though this is crucial for leaders of multigenerational organizations, 
this book takes a much more targeted focus on helping influencers and decision-
makers navigate a multigenerational organization. This book is unique from 
much of the research on generations (with a few limited exceptions) in that much 
of the extant literature focuses on analyzing generational differences – this book 
does none of that, with the reasons why being noted in the next section. Learning 
more about both generational phenomena and leadership is passion of mine, so I 
am excited on blending these two areas of interest.

This book should be applicable to most current or aspiring leaders in almost 
any type of organization whether it is a business, non-profit, government agency, 
religious organization, or other group that intends to pursue common goals. 
Therefore, I hope that this book is not overly academic. Indeed, though it refer-
ences some of the academic research on generations and leadership, this book 
is meant for a practitioner audience. My goal is to utilize academic research in 
tandem with examples from real business leaders to make practical suggestions 
for your leadership practices.

In doing so, this book will of course look at the academic research already 
published on generations and leadership, but it will also analyze the statements 
of individuals currently practicing leadership in modern organizations. And, fur-
thermore, I will also share some of my personal experiences of intergenerational 
phenomena as they make sense in the context of the topics covered herein.

My Generation Realization
To start sharing my personal experiences, before I go on to address what I plan 
to cover in this book in more detail, I would first like to share why I believe gen-
erational phenomena at work are so important to understand (and so interesting 
to me as a researcher, leader, and organizational member). Earlier in my career, 
I was always one of the youngest individuals in the roles that I served in my 
organizations (I’m not the youngest anymore, by the way – that went away with 
time and turnover). And I felt like I was often stereotyped because of my young 
age (again, more recently because gray is starting to takeover more of what used 
to be my dark brown hair, this no longer happens). But in the past, for exam-
ple, I was always assigned to work on technology-related tasks despite not liking 
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technology and also not being particularly good with it. Technology proficiency 
and adaptability are, after all, often closely associated with younger generations.

This didn’t really bother me, though. But, what did bother me was the way that 
I heard generations formally and informally discussed in almost every job I’ve 
had. The initial time I encountered this was when I went to my first organization-
ally approved training on generations in the workplace at my first real job out of 
college. I remember it well. I was sitting in a large auditorium at my company’s 
headquarters and it was filled with fellow employees from all over the organiza-
tion. We were presented with a lot of stereotypes describing each generation by an 
instructor whose credentials bearing expertise on generational phenomena were 
unclear to me.

I was baffled. First, I did not understand why I was attending this training. 
How should I change my behavior based on the material that was presented? 
What was I to do with this information? Was I to use these stereotypes unques-
tioningly as I interacted with colleagues of various generations? That did not 
seem right to me.

But, second, this person was using stereotypes to describe individuals who 
might be the same ages of my colleagues, friends, and family members! Their 
descriptions seemed overwhelmingly negative in nature – there were very few pos-
itive adjectives being used. And these descriptions did not seem to fit my experi-
ences. This individual labeled older generations as being curmudgeonly, unwilling 
to change, and overly conservative. But, my older family members were not like 
this, nor were my older coworkers. On the other hand, my own generation was 
described as lazy and entitled. These stereotypes weren’t true either. As a younger 
employee at the time, I was putting myself  through graduate school, one of my 
best friends of the same age was putting himself  through medical school, and my 
other best friend of the same age volunteered for an undesirable assignment in 
Iraq for his job in a branch of the government during the Second Persian Gulf 
War. But, according to this training, they and I were lazy and entitled. As a note, 
many of these stereotypes and descriptors still persist and were brought up by 
interviewees in my research (despite many of them not being academically and 
statistically accurate).

But, these are not just descriptors that have no impact. Words matter. Words 
“do something” and these particular ones bothered me, as I believe they bother 
others. I left that training disenfranchised, bitter, and confused. And I couldn’t 
wait to get out of that company. I didn’t realize at the time that these negative 
stereotypes were nearly everywhere.

Naïve and not aware at the time that such generational discourses were com-
mon place in most organizations, I soon had an opportunity to leave that organi-
zation and I took it. Of course, I did not just leave because of the training, but 
because that organization had a negative culture overall. The training was just the 
tip of the iceberg and, as we will see explored in a later chapter, it is possible that 
this session was an artifact of the negative culture.

My next job was as a training manager. It was a great job for the most part. 
I enjoyed working closely with our instructors in an administrative role and I 
learned a lot about continuing education. One of our instructors, though, led 
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training on generations that was unfounded in any research. I remember seeing 
the materials for that session laying around the office one day and I asked her 
what research went into the stereotypes that were guiding her discussion. The 
instructor was unable to answer this. It was all anecdotally based on what others 
were saying, often in popular media.

Intrigued, I started poking around academic journals to see what was pub-
lished on the topic and was shocked that (at the time) there was little research 
regarding generational issues at work. Said differently, there were very few actual 
pieces of research supporting the accuracy of generational stereotypes in the 
workplace. Yet, they were regularly reported in popular media and understood 
by members of many organizations. These stereotypes were often assumed to be 
correct.

I carried this newly discovered baggage – that the way organizations and, more 
broadly, society talks about generational phenomena is incorrect – with me for 
several years trying to process what to do about it. I was mesmerized that the 
claims of generational differences I heard discussed regularly in work and social 
settings, often under the guise as gospel truth, were in fact not based on anything 
except biases, stereotypes, and manufactured hype. So, I decided to research this. 
I enrolled in a doctoral program and decided to study generational differences in 
the workplace. I was so excited to tell my advisor of this potential research stream 
in one of our first meetings. But, the excitement soon turned to frustration when 
my advisor suggested that I focus on a different topic.

I had not at that time realized that there is often a strange disconnect between 
what organizational academics research and what actually goes on in the “real 
world.” While real organizations were grappling with generational issues and try-
ing to make sense of assumed generational differences, academia did not yet shed 
much light to help. Generational phenomena, it seemed at the time, was not of 
much interest to organizational behavior academics despite it being of increas-
ing interest to the world outside of academia. Reluctantly, I sat on this idea for 
several weeks until I received the latest issue of Academy of Management Review 
(one of my field’s top academic journals) in the mail. Aha! There among its pages 
was an article on generations in the workplace (Joshi, Dencker, Franz, & Martoc-
chio, 2010). I quickly marched into my advisor’s office, journal in hand, and laid it 
on her desk turned to the first page of the article. I convinced her! I was approved 
to begin work on research projects related to this area.

Around this same time, I was asked to work with a local chamber of commerce 
to help with a leadership development program they were offering that focused on 
supporting young leaders. I collected data from this group and this information 
happened to be crucial to my first few pieces of research on the topic of genera-
tions. In the initial survey that participants were sent, many remarked challenges 
that they experienced in communicating with individuals of other generations. In 
fact, the most reported comment was that younger leaders felt uneasiness and dif-
ficulty communicating with older colleagues. My research team and I followed-up 
their comments with extensive one-on-one interviews.

Over the months and even years that I collected and analyzed data, I came to 
the realization that generational stereotypes may not be academically supported 
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to be accurate as some new research that was just starting to emerge began to sug-
gest. However, individuals in organizations believe that generational differences 
exist and act on these unsupported stereotypes in how they approach working 
with individuals from other age groups. This insight guided much of my early 
work on the topic and, as such, the results of this research are included within 
the pages herein. But, of course, subsequent work including this book adds on to 
these initial findings.

Structure of the Book
This book will draw on my previous research and include new freshly updated 
perspectives on intergenerational phenomena. It will be organized as follows. 
After this first introductory chapter, I will discuss generational phenomena gen-
erally in Chapter 2. I will consider the various generational categories that have 
become popular through discussions in the media and societal discourse. This 
chapter will question whether or not these categories are fundamentally different 
from each other. In doing so, I hope that you will find my evidence convincing 
that generational categories are not as relevant in explaining individuals’ behav-
iors as are other traits.

In Chapter 3, I will focus on academically supported leadership theories and 
suggest ways in which they might manifest in workplace behaviors. I will pro-
vide a brief  high-level synopsis of  only a few theories out of  the many that are 
discussed in leadership scholarship. Since this is a book on multigenerational 
leadership, I will emphasize those leadership concepts that have the most appli-
cability to age-diverse organizations and teams. The theories that I will address 
will include some of  the most popular such as leader–member exchange, bases 
of  power, transformational leadership, servant leadership, and leader–manager 
behavioral profiles. I think that it’s important to start at the theoretical level 
in order to truly understand the leadership phenomena that we see in our own 
organizations.

Chapter 4 will provide some example challenges that leaders may encounter 
in multigenerational organizations. Some issues related to leadership that will 
be explored include influencing individuals of multiple ages, stereotyping age 
groups, creating negative organizational cultures based on misperceptions of 
generations, and supervising someone of a different age (i.e., relating to someone 
of a younger age group or managing older employees). It is likely that you might 
find similar challenges that you have faced to be included in this chapter. This 
chapter concludes the first part of the book that considers leadership challenges 
in multigenerational contexts.

Chapter 5 will serve as the introduction to the second part of the book, which 
is focused on leveraging strategies to improve leadership effectiveness in multigen-
erational organizations. Part Two will consider the issues noted in Part One and 
identify specific behaviors that may help leaders grow their influence as well as 
their decision-making abilities among age-diverse groups of followers. Chapter 5 
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