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A B S T R A C T
Popular press and academic research articles commonly suggest that intergenerational differences in the workplace 
are a potential source of conflict. However, there has been little effort to examine the nature, causes, and reactions 
to such conflict empirically. We address this gap through a qualitative study of 2 generationally diverse samples. 
Our findings reveal tensions arising among generations (values-based, behavior-based, and identity-based) based 
on perceived differences and strategies used by generation members to manage them (achievement-oriented, image-
oriented, and ego-oriented). In addition, we explore contextual factors (societal and work-related) that our sam-
ples mentioned as influencing their intergenerational perceptions. We present an emergent model that illustrates 
the dynamic interplay that occurs as perceived generational differences emerge and are addressed tactically. Our 
study contributes to the literature at the intersection of generations, diversity, and conflict through offering grounded 
propositions for future research, as well as practical implications.

I’m curious as to how an older generation perceives popular 
(culture), the way they see our generation on TV. I think there 
is a portion of that older generation, either Baby Boomers or 
older, that perceive what they see on TV—“The Hills” and all 
this crap that’s running around [out] there—as being the reality 
for what defines our generation, which I don’t think necessarily 
is a fair judgment. (Research interview [younger sample])

Today’s workforce is said to include members of four different genera-
tions (Lyons, Schweitzer, & Ng, 2015). As these different generations 
interact, they form perceptions of each other. For example, Haeger and 
Lingham (2013) note that workers perceive differences in what lead-
ers of various generations expect of their employees. As the epigraph 
above suggests, such perceptions can lead to stereotypes, preconcep-
tions, or tensions (Finkelstein, Ryan, & King, 2013). An abundance 
of practitioner-oriented and mass media articles suggest that inter-
generational differences, whether real or perceived, are a potential 
source of workplace conflict (e.g., Becton, Walker, & Jones-Farmer, 
2014; Dencker, Joshi, & Martocchio, 2007; Kupperschmidt, 2006; 
Sirias, Karp, & Brotherton, 2007; Smola & Sutton, 2002). However, 
extant academic research has been focused on hypothesis testing 
related to generational differences and has not examined the processes 
through which perceived intergenerational differences might lead to 
tensions and conflicts between older and younger workers (Lyons & 
Kuron, 2014). The present study advances the research concerning 

intergenerational conflict as workplace phenomena by focusing on the 
practical issue of how perceived intergenerational differences lead to 
various types of conflict in organizational settings and the strategies 
that individuals use to manage these conflicts.

This study makes four unique and important contributions. First, we 
present a theoretical model and research propositions that explain how 
perceived intergenerational differences result in types of interpersonal 
tensions and how individuals invoke various strategies to manage those 
tensions. Although intergenerational conflict is often assumed to be an 
outcome of intergenerational differences, few scholars have offered a the-
oretical explanation of why and how such conflict is likely to emerge. Yet, 
understanding these mechanisms is a necessary step in managing inter-
generational conflict. Second, our study suggests that conflict or tension 
can be generated as a result of perceptions of generational differences in 
values and behaviors, even before any interactions occur. Through classi-
fying the types of tensions, we present a new schema of generation-based 
conflict that stems from values, behaviors, and identity. This is critical, as 
it suggests that people from different generations may be predisposed to 
conflict, even before they interact. Third, we provide a clearer picture of 
conflict-handling strategies which demonstrates the range of behaviors 
in which individuals engage in reaction to perceived intergenerational 
conflict. Although extant literature has proposed organizational strate-
gies to mitigate intergenerational conflicts, we provide evidence of how 
individuals actually respond. Finally, we develop a number of testable 
theoretical propositions to guide future research.
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G E N E R AT I O N S  AT   W O R K
Over the past decade, a growing body of empirical research has exam-
ined generational differences in the workplace (Lyons & Kuron, 
2014; Parry & Urwin, 2011). The vast majority of this research has 
been quantitative in nature and has relied on the categorization of 
respondents into demographic cohorts on the basis of their birth years 
(Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 2010). 
Although there is some variation among studies, generational cohorts 
are typically labeled as “Millennials” or “Generation Y” (born between 
the late 1970s to early-1980s and the mid-to-late 1990s), “Generation 
X” (born between the early-to-mid 1960s and the late 1970s), “Baby 
Boomers” (born between 1946 and the early-to-mid 1960s), and 
the “Traditionalist,” “Veterans,” or “Mature” generation (born before 
1946; Costanza, Badger, Fraser, Severt, & Gade, 2012; Parry & Urwin, 
2011; Smola & Sutton, 2002).

Studies employing this cohort-based approach have examined 
intergenerational differences in work values (Cennamo & Gardner, 
2008; Cogin, 2012; Smola & Sutton, 2002), psychological traits 
(Twenge & Campbell, 2008), career patterns (Lyons et al., 2015), per-
sonality (Wong, Gardiner, Lang, & Coulon, 2008), motivation (Kooij, 
de Lange, Jansen, & Dikkers, 2007; Wong et al., 2008), learning ori-
entation, commitment, and retention (D’Amato & Herzfeldt, 2008); 
beliefs about career success and satisfaction (Dries, Pepermans, & 
De Kerpel, 2008); leadership styles and preferences (Sessa, Kabacoff, 
Deal, & Brown, 2007); and levels of creativity (Binnewies, Ohly, & 
Niessen, 2008). Unfortunately, wide variations in the composition of 
samples, methodologies, and operationalization of cohorts have made 
the comparison of results challenging (Lyons & Kuron, 2014). There is 
therefore little consensus on the nature and scope of intergenerational 
differences in workplace variables (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Parry 
& Urwin, 2011).

A sociology-based alternative to the cohort-based approach views 
generations as social forces that facilitate the transmission of new ideas 
and change in societies (Gilleard, 2004). The seminal contribution to 
generational theory was from Mannheim (1952), who posited that 
individuals born within the same historical and socio-cultural environ-
ment experience common events and context during crucial formative 
years (Pilcher, 1994). Thus, the time in history in which a given cohort 
is born limits its members to a specific range of opportunities and 
experiences and provides them with “collective memories” (Schuman 
& Scott, 1989) that serve as a basis for future attitudes, thoughts, and 
behaviors ( Joshi, Dencker, & Franz, 2011). From this perspective, 
generation is a mechanism through which one makes sense of one’s 
own life within the context of history and interprets the behaviors of 
others (Foster, 2013). Although these perspectives provide insights 
into generational phenomena, relatively little organizational research 
has examined generation as an interpersonal phenomenon.

Some commentators have argued that the magnitude and impor-
tance of generational differences is overstated in research (Costanza 
et al., 2012; Donnellan & Trzesniewski, 2010) and that they are more 
myth than reality (Giancola, 2006). Researchers on both sides of this 
debate concur on one important point: generational stereotypes are 
prevalent in the mass media (Kitch, 2003; Stein, 2013) and practi-
tioner-oriented publications (e.g., Elliot, 2009; Underwood, 2007; 
Smith, 2010) and have fueled a growing industry of public speakers, 
pundits, and corporate training events. Recent research confirms that 

generational stereotypes are evident in workers’ and managers’ dis-
course (Foster, 2013) and perceptions (Finkelstein et al., 2013; Lester, 
Standifer, Schultz, & Windsor, 2012). Whether objective intergenera-
tional differences are myth or reality, stereotypes persist and have the 
potential to influence individual perceptions and actions, which may 
ultimately lead to group conflict in organizations. To date, however, 
there has been very little consideration of the precise nature of inter-
generational conflict or its antecedents and consequences.

I N T E R G E N E R AT I O N A L  C O N F L I C T
A recent trend has been to consider generations through an iden-
tity-based lens (Dencker et  al., 2007; Finkelstein, Gonnerman, & 
Foxgrover, 2001; Joshi, Dencker, Franz, & Martocchio, 2010; Urick & 
Hollensbe, 2014), drawing on theories of inter-group relations, includ-
ing social identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Turner & Giles, 1981) 
and self-categorization (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1985). According to social identity theory, people seek to clas-
sify themselves and others on the basis of perceived similarities and 
differences (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). Therefore, individuals may seek 
to classify themselves as belonging to a particular generation because 
they perceive oneness with traits popularly associated with other 
members of the group, and classify others into separate “out-groups” 
based on dissimilar characteristics (Urick, 2014). This cognitive self-
categorization fulfills two basic human needs—inclusion and differ-
entiation (Brewer & Brown, 1998)—as individuals seek a sense of 
belonging to one group in part through comparing themselves to other 
groups. These intergroup comparisons are important in the workplace 
as both positive in-group bias and negative out-group bias can form 
(Brewer, 1979; Tsui, Xin, & Egan, 1995), affecting intergroup interac-
tions. As individuals create in- and out-groups from generational iden-
tities, interactions between organizational members can be impacted 
and conflict can occur (Dencker et al., 2007).

As noted by Urick and Crandall (2012), identity-based conflict 
can be quite pervasive and challenging in organizations. Because iden-
tity can be influenced by demographics such as age (Dencker et  al., 
2007), diversity in organizations can increase the prevalence of con-
flict (Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). Corwin (1969) agrees that conflict 
in organizations arises from interactions with heterogeneous employ-
ees (such as those occurring between different generations’ identities). 
As such, the existence of multiple generations in the workplace can 
add to interpersonal tensions because it increases the diversity within 
organizations. Such conflict can decrease trust (Dirks & Parks, 2003), 
causing a spiral of negative organizational outcomes such as turnover, 
workplace deviance, and lowered productivity.

Ilgen, Hollenbeck, Johnson, and Jundt (2005) distinguish between 
surface-level diversity (such as age and other demographic character-
istics) and deep-level diversity (differences in values, thoughts, and 
attitudes). While surface-level diversity leads to conflict at early stages 
of a group’s life-cycle, its influence eventually is reduced as deep-level 
diversity becomes more important over time. Dencker and colleagues 
(2007) argue that age, as a visible characteristic, is a basis for social 
categorization into in-groups and out-groups, which draws the lines for 
intergenerational conflict. However, different generations may also be 
perceived to hold different values (deep-level diversity; Cennamo & 
Gardner, 2008; Smola & Sutton, 2002; Twenge et al., 2010) that may 
affect intergenerational conflict. This type of complex diversity, which 
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includes both surface- and deep-level characteristics, can lead to con-
flict that can be long lasting and difficult to manage.

As noted above, despite the common assertion that generation is 
a basis for conflict in organizations, there has been very little examina-
tion of the types of conflict that might emerge. Thus, our first research 
question is:

Research Question 1:  What is the nature of intergenerational 
conflict within organizations?

Another major concern is how interactions and conflict between gen-
erations are managed. Rothman (1997) has suggested that approaches 
to managing conflict depend on the cause of the conflict. For exam-
ple, identity-based conflict, which stems from deep misgivings about 
certain groups of people, may require strategies involving sensitivity 
to the groups’ identities. Complicated causes of conflict, such as those 
centered around generational issues, can be difficult to solve, in part 
because both deep- and surface-level issues are at play, and thus the 
specific reasons for tension to exist are not always clear to participants. 
Fiol, Pratt, and O’Connor (2009) note that, though challenging, com-
plex conflict can be resolved if identity groups can see beyond their 
identity groups to focus on the common goals of a larger collective. 
Unfortunately, though research suggests that conflict can lead to con-
structive or destructive outcomes depending on the type of conflict, 
nature of the workgroup, and level of diversity ( Jehn, 1995), most 
discourse on generations has assumed that intergenerational conflict 
is negative and damaging to organizations (Sirias et al., 2007). Thus, 
there is a need to better understand strategies used by organizational 
members to manage intergenerational conflict. Therefore, our second 
research question is:

Research Question 2:  What strategies do organizational 
members use to manage 
intergenerational conflict?

Despite a lack of consistent evidence of generational differences in 
work-related outcomes (Costanza et al., 2012; Parry & Urwin, 2011), 
many perceive such differences to be real and important (Lester et al., 
2012; Roberto & Biggan, 2014). These perceptions influence intergen-
erational conflict because they set the expectations that individuals 
have of their own and other generations (Cadiz, Truxillo & Fraccaroli, 
2015). It is therefore useful to examine the factors that influence per-
ceptions of generations which, in turn, could influence intergenera-
tional conflict. Extant research and theory provide some suggestion 
of potentially relevant factors. For example, Posthuma and Campion 
(2009) mention national culture as influential in setting perspec-
tives that generations hold. Kitch (2003) argued that media reports 
provide a narrative that emphasizes generational differences, normal-
izes generational labels and perpetuates generational stereotypes. 
Furthermore, Urick (2014) suggests that one’s knowledge of genera-
tional stereotypes at work influences perceptions and self and others 
which, in turn, influence behavior. Joshi and colleagues (2010) posited 
that the salience of generation as a basis for one’s social identity at work 
would depend on the structure and culture of the organization. Taken 
together, these pieces of research suggest the influence of the media, 
society, and work contexts in influencing how members of generations 

interact. While it is true that there has been some work done exam-
ining generational stereotypes (Crumpacker & Crumpacker, 2007; 
Posthuma & Campion, 2009; Ryan, King, & Finkelstein, 2015), prior 
research is inconclusive on the ways in which these factors influence 
perceptions of generations and impact conflict. Furthermore, prior 
research has not specifically investigated the range of factors that could 
influence perceptions of generations and therefore impact conflict. It is 
for this reason that we ask:

Research Question 3:  What factors influence perceptions 
of different generations and impact 
intergenerational conflict?

M E T H O D S
Samples
The participants in our study were drawn from two samples: (a) 
A “younger sample” of 28 professionals, born between 1976 and 1987 
(mean age at the time of interview = 29; standard deviation 3.65) who 
had taken part in a leadership development program conducted by the 
Chamber of Commerce in a large Midwestern city; and (b) an “older 
sample” of 28 seasoned professionals, born between 1934 and 1965 
(mean age at the time of interview  =  71; standard deviation 9.16), 
who volunteered with a nonprofit consulting organization (providing 
consulting services to new for-profit enterprises) based out of a col-
lege campus in the Mid-Atlantic region. Participants from both sam-
ples worked in a variety of industries and most held a college degree. 
The younger sample was comprised of 12 (43%) women and 16 (57%) 
men and the older sample included 4 (14%) women and 24 (86%) 
men. The younger sample had work experience ranging from 2.5 to 
18 years (mean = 7), compared to a range of 25–60 years (mean = 41) 
for the older sample. Taken together, these samples provide a broad 
view of intergenerational phenomena because they include members 
of all four of the generations said to occupy the modern workplace, 
with strong representation of the “bookend” generations (Millennials 
and Veterans) that are currently in the workforce (Lyons et al., 2015). 
This is useful, as the examination of extremes or outer regions of a 
phenomena help make it more visible (Eisenhardt, 1989; Pettigrew, 
1990). These two samples were purposively chosen based on their 
experience, rather than a specific age category. Our approach was not to 
make comparisons between generational groupings (e.g., Millennials 
and Veterans), but rather to tease out perspectives of those newer to 
organizational life and those who had been leaders in the workplace 
for several years, regardless of the generational grouping to which they 
belonged.

Procedure
Pre-Interview
First, open-ended survey data were collected in order to explore issues 
facing young professionals. As part of an evaluation of the leadership 
development program from which the younger sample was drawn, 
participants were sent an online survey that contained questions about 
participants’ reactions to the program, demographic questions, and 
several open-ended questions which asked about the work-related 
challenges that respondents experienced. The survey was sent to 55 
participants of the program (including the 28 participants who were 
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subsequently interviewed for the present study), and 54 responses 
(98%) were received. The responses were evenly split by gender; 
52% (28) were male and 48% (26) were female. Although comments 
regarding generational issues were not explicitly solicited in the open-
ended questions, they were a dominant theme, as in the following 
response:

I think the biggest challenge facing young professionals today is 
the generational differences we face in organizations. Senior lead-
ership in many organizations is from a different generation that 
believes much more in face time and working certain hours, 
whereas many young professionals have grown up learning how 
to work smarter not harder. This is often perceived negatively by 
older employees causing a rift to inhibit the young profession-
als from being taken as a major contributor to the team. (47F) 
[Emphasis added. Note: the two-digit number is the unique 
identification number for each interviewee in the younger sam-
ple. A four-digit number was used for each interviewee in the 
older sample. F or M refers to gender.]

Our analysis of the open-ended responses was instrumental to the 
development of the research questions and interview protocol for our 
subsequent study.

There are two things of important note here. The first is that the 
leadership development program in which this sample participated 
included no formal component where generational differences were 
addressed. Therefore, it is unlikely that participants were influenced 
by the training topics when they reported intergenerational challenges 
in their open-ended responses. The second note is that, though other 
themes did emerge in the open-ended questions (such as challenges 
with networking, becoming more confident, learning more about their 
industry/profession, etc.), none were as regularly recurring or explic-
itly stated as challenges with interacting with co-workers or other ages 
or generations.

Interview approach
A total of 56 participants (28 from both samples) were interviewed 
for approximately 1 hr each. Interview questions were related to inter-
generational experiences in the workforce (see Appendix for sample 
questions). Interviews were semi-structured, allowing interviewers 
to probe further on interesting issues and comments. Each interview 
was recorded and transcribed verbatim, with transcripts averaging 22 
single-spaced pages in length.

Data analysis followed the tradition of grounded theory (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). We used a two-step, fine cod-
ing system in which themes emerged inductively from interviews. Two 
of the authors independently placed codes on transcripts. The tran-
scripts were then analyzed in joint meetings at which coding partners 
discussed the independent codes they had assigned and negotiated a 
final set of codes with all discrepancies resolved. During each meeting, 
one coder served as record keeper, recording codes on a master tran-
script and updating the dictionary, a document in which all codes and 
their precise meanings were recorded. The coding process ended once 
theoretical saturation was reached, the point at which no new themes 
emerged from the data and our categories were fully developed (Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

With this method, traditional inter-rater reliability measures are 
impractical, as new codes emerge in each coding process and are not 
determined a priori. This analytic method has been used successfully 
in multiple qualitative studies (e.g., Ashforth, Kreiner, Clark, & Fugate, 
2007; Corley & Gioia, 2004; Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006a; 
Trefalt, 2013). We also conducted a secondary check on our coding 
structure, following Butterfield, Trevino, and Ball (1996) and Hollensbe, 
Khazanchi, and Masterson (2008). For all 56 transcripts, two independ-
ent researchers trained in grounded theory coding were given a list of final 
codes and definitions along with the dictionary and transcript excerpts. 
The secondary coders were asked to apply the codes that they felt best fit 
the texts and cross-coder agreement was 100% (Cohen, 1960).

Overall, our method of analysis allowed us to facilitate links among 
codes in the data, establish coding relationships, and aggregate the 
codes into categories or themes, which followed the approach sug-
gested by Van Maanen (1979) and Gioia (1998) in which first-order 
codes are first identified and then categorized into second-order 
themes, to form the basis of our theoretical model. Throughout the 
process, we also engaged in several other activities that helped our 
analysis. Emerging codes from early transcripts were considered in 
developing questions to ask in subsequent interviews (theoretical sam-
pling) and we also immersed ourselves in the literature to help see con-
nections between the emerging data and extant theory. Interviews and 
protocol revisions were also influenced by participant observations. 
Prior to and during the interview process, we observed members of 
our samples in meetings and activities in order to gain a greater under-
standing of their backgrounds and perspectives.

F I N D I N G S
Figure 1 presents the grounded theoretical model that emerged from our 
analyses. In the model, we illustrate how various perceived generational 
differences lead to three types of conflict (i.e., values-based, behavior-
based, identity-based). These tensions are addressed through the use of 
three broad strategies (i.e., achievement-oriented, image-oriented, ego-
oriented), which are representative of a variety of more specific tactics. 
Tensions emerge and strategies are enacted within the context of vari-
ous societal and work-related influences. Although causal relationships 
cannot be established in qualitative research, we developed propositions 
to show how the phenomena reported by interviewees were related, 
which can be tested in future empirical research. These propositions 
are depicted graphically as arrows in Figure 1, as suggested by Gioia and 
colleagues (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013; Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & 
Thomas, 2010). Each of the model’s components and the propositions 
are elaborated below. We developed each proposition using details and 
phenomena that emerged from our interview data, incorporating the 
major themes that our interviewees suggested in order to find an appro-
priate level of parsimony and detail. Such proposition wording is consist-
ent with other grounded theory exemplars (see Kreiner et al., 2006 for 
example). Throughout our discussion of the findings and in the tables 
referenced below, we present both actual words from participants (first-
order findings) and grounded theoretical explanation of themes (sec-
ond-order findings) to provide thick description derived from the data. 
It should be noted that we saw many instances of each phenomenon 
that we report and, therefore, no theme reported below was referenced 
by only one interviewee. However, given the nature of the emergent 
method we used, counts are not meaningful or practical to report.
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Research Question 1: Intergenerational Conflict Within 
Organizations
As shown in Figure 1, we began by examining perceived generational 
differences and the nature of the tensions they created. As a note on 
our terminology: we define conflict in accordance with Thomas (1992) 
who states that, though one definition of conflict has not been agreed 
upon by all researchers, all conflict definitions seem to involve interac-
tions between parties, the possibility of interference by an opposing 
party, and perceptions of incompatibility between parties. Similarly, 
tensions are described by Stohl and Cheney (2001) as clashes that pro-
duce discomfort between parties that needs to be managed. As such, 
we view tension to be a type of latent conflict characterized by uneasi-
ness rather than outright aggression. Because it was often difficult to 
distinguish between latent (underlying) “tension” and aggressive (more 
overt) “conflict” from our interviewees’ responses, we do not signifi-
cantly differentiate the two terms in this article and use them somewhat 
interchangeably. Table 1 documents examples and descriptions of the 
perceived differences leading to each category of tension and conflict.

Values-based tension
Values-based tension arises from the perception that each generation 
weights the importance of values differently (Cennamo & Gardner, 
2008; Smola & Sutton, 2002; Twenge et al., 2010). Based on analysis 
of our interview data, we identified a specific generational difference 
that relates to values-based tension: traditional vs. progressive.

Traditional vs. progressive. This values-based perceived generational 
difference in part refers to maintaining the status quo and resisting rather 
than embracing innovation. For example, younger interviewees believed 

that they “think outside the box” or “push the envelope” while viewing 
older generations as wanting to maintain the current state and not chal-
lenge the way that things have historically been done. Older interviewees 
report that members of their generation value complying with formal 
procedures and view younger generations as not tolerating structure and 
rather immediately wanting to change things. In response to a question 
about the nature of his conflict with members of an older generation, one 
younger interviewee noted:

I’ve always been entered into positions where I’ve had to go 
head to head in some cases with certain (older) individuals who 
I would consider complacent in their positions. I’m the type of 
person that likes to challenge the status quo…if there’s a better 
way of doing it…there’s nothing that’s sacred to me… (46M)

This young professional views the older generation as “complacent,” 
and by implication, holding the status quo somewhat sacredly. On the 
other hand, he sees himself as a “person that likes to challenge the sta-
tus quo,” which conflicts with elders whom he perceives as rejecting 
this behavior. This, then, creates conflict (i.e., “go[ing] head to head”) 
as intergenerational perceptions play out. Interestingly, interviewees 
in older generations describe this tension not only as reluctance by 
younger generations to accept things as they are (compliance) but by 
their unwillingness to listen and learn from others. As demonstrated 
by the quotes in Table 1, both generations saw valuing change as a dif-
ference between generations, yet each framed it in a way that reflected 
positively on their own generation.

We also saw this tension arise from beliefs about how “old-fash-
ioned” or “forward-thinking” a generation is perceived to be. As a 

Figure 1. Intergenerational tensions and strategies to manage.
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Table 1. Tensions in Intergenerational Interactions

Illustrative Quote Perceived Generational Difference Leading to Tension 
(First Order Categories)

Tension Category (Second 
Order Categories)

“I think that young professionals as a generation are more 
open when it comes to race and sexual orientation. 
I don’t think anybody of a younger generation really 
sees an artificial distinction where some people of the 
older generation do.” (08M)

Traditional vs. progressive: valuing historically 
accepted ideals versus being more open-minded 
with regard to political values, religious beliefs, 
diversity, patriotism, formality, appearance, and 
manner of presentation (includes being reserved 
versus outgoing); also includes maintaining the 
status quo/complying with organizational policy 
and thinking versus resisting old ways of doing 
business and attempting to innovate

Values-based

“I think our generation tends to be more conservative, 
more reserved. Reserved is perhaps a more important 
word than conservative--traditional, a little more family-
oriented. I’ve seen great change in this country from our 
youth to now…No manners, no regard for authority 
of any kind, ‘Get out of my way’. I’m tired of being 
disrespected by 20 year olds around me in a restaurant 
because I don’t fit their image of who should be in the 
restaurant, that kind of thing. Our generation always had 
respect for our elders and authority. I see that lacking 
now.” (1036M)

“There’s also the stereotype which I hear time and 
time again, particularly with students and those that 
I interact with, that they’re not willing to put forth the 
effort. They feel like they’re entitled to getting what 
they want or what they need versus having to earn 
it… I think it’s the work or play hard mentality versus 
focusing on results, not focusing on punching the time 
clock. So, if I can get something done effectively and 
efficiently in 6 hours then why should I be there for 
8 hours focusing on the outcomes and the results?” 
(28F)

Earned vs. entitled: perceiving own generation as 
having worked for the material pleasures that they 
possess while perceiving another generation as 
expecting to be given things without truly earning 
them (includes issues related to purchasing on 
credit, wanting outcomes immediately, and levels of 
proactivity)

Behavior-based

“The people that I started to see come into the workforce, 
instead of looking for an opportunity to succeed, it was: 
‘What can you offer me? What am I getting out of this 
job?’ rather than ‘What can I contribute to this and 
make a success out of?’ …It was ‘What kind of benefits 
do I get? When do I get my first raise? How many 
weeks of vacation do I get?’ It was all ‘What do I get 
from working for you?’” (1011M)

“I would say my generation uses technology like it is 
just something that’s always there. It’s like intuition 
almost in using it…—we use email, and texting, and 
those sorts of things all the time, and [with] older 
generations, it seems that sometimes if you send an 
email it takes a lot longer for a response or things 
like that. Or there’s a huge lapse in that technology. 
That’s not with everyone. There are some people in 
the older generation that are very good with it and 
utilize technology in ways that probably people in 
my generation do not, but I would say overall my 
generation just—it comes as second nature almost just 
because we’ve grown up with it forever.” (03F)

High tech vs. low tech: leveraging technology in 
the workforce versus more traditional means of 
doing work (also includes tensions related to ability 
to utilize technology and lack of recognition for 
technology development)

“The young people today! It’s a whole different world of 
technology and I just don’t feel part of it.” (1008M)
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whole, older interviewees perceived younger generations to be politi-
cally liberal, have limited spirituality, and be less patriotic than older 
generations. Conversely, members of the younger generation perceived 
older generations to be conservative both politically and spiritually, as 
well as less accepting of diversity. As an example of this tension playing 

out in relation to religious values, a member of an older generation 
commented:

There is a strong religious value [with older generations], 
regardless of what religion you were. I mean, how many of the 

Illustrative Quote Perceived Generational Difference Leading to Tension 
(First Order Categories)

Tension Category (Second 
Order Categories)

“I think our generation is more outgoing…than older 
generations. So, I think it is hard to network with older 
generations, but I think it’s necessary.” (32M)

Skilled vs. unskilled communication: perceiving 
own generation as strong in communication skills 
while perceiving another generation as unable to 
communicate effectively (includes issues related 
to willingness to listen as well as challenges 
communicating in networking situations)

“We use phones for phone calls to talk to people. The next 
generations are texting and Facebooking and things 
like that and I think that’s a big difference. I see that as a 
breakdown in the communication skills...” (1002M)

“I think Generation X and Y are a little more  
open-minded to other people’s views…we’re more 
considerate.” (45M)

Me vs. we: focusing on self as an individual versus 
taking a team- or others-based social approach to 
work (identifying strongly with a larger group or 
considering others’ opinions)

Identity-based

“It’s become a very much, I think a ‘me’ issue with that 
group (younger generation). They’re more ‘me’  
oriented than they are ‘we’ oriented, if you understand 
what I’m saying… It’s kind of like everyone’s in their 
cubicle and they’re all doing their thing with the data 
that they’re working with and they’re moving it on to 
somebody else. It’s like that until the day ends. Then  
they go home and try to relate with their families and 
their friends. I’m not sure how that works…it seems to 
me to be a very foreign kind of existence.” (1029M)

“…it was a couple of vice presidents talking about a 
potential deal and the account that they were working 
on from an accounts standpoint. That meeting started 
on Friday and it gets going into Friday afternoon—and 
you know they wanted to have something done by the 
end of the meeting or at least agreed upon. Of course 
things changed, so they needed the analysis to be re-run 
and all that. I remember one of the vice presidents 
saying, ‘Oh (interviewee’s name) can do that. He can 
do that on Saturday. He’s got no wife or kids or family 
to go home to,’ sort of tongue-in-cheek. I knew where 
he was coming from, but to others that might have 
been perceived a little bit like, ‘Wow—just because he’s 
younger and doesn’t have a family situation, he should 
not be the one working that time period.’ Whatever.” 
(04M)

Single vs. multiple identities: defining self by 
multiple roles (e.g. family, volunteer work, 
mentoring, etc.) versus defining self by one role 
(work)

“That’s the same type of mentoring I try to do in 
(organization’s name) or in working with a different 
generation within Rotary—working with the high 
school students, working with young men and women 
in their 40s and 50s. St. Vincent de Paul, that’s a different 
story. Unfortunately, most of the people in the St. 
Vincent de Paul Society are in their 50s, 60s, and 70s. We 
cannot attract younger people. They just don’t want to 
be associated. They don’t want the burden of that type of 
volunteer responsibility, which is frightening.” (1022M)

Table 1. Continued
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younger generations went to Sunday school? Damn few…that’s 
why they don’t have values in the younger generation. Nothing 
is important to them. (1032M)

This quote demonstrates the older interviewee’s frustration with younger 
generations at work because he perceives that they do not possess the 
same traditional religious values that he does, since they do not participate 
in organized religion. Additional quotes from our interviewees show that 
interviewees stereotyped other generations regarding the types of val-
ues they possess, traditional or progressive, in regard to politics, religion, 
appearance, etc. In other words, interviewees constructed other genera-
tions as salient out-groups. Based on the above discussion, we propose:

Proposition 1:  Perceptions of generational differences in 
views of traditional and progressive ideals lead 
to values-based tension.

Behavior-based tension
Behavior-based tension arises when one person attributes another 
person’s behavior to his or her membership in a different generational 
group. When the other person’s generationally ascribed behavior 
conflicts with one’s own, it results in tension. In the interviews, we 
identified three perceived generational differences that relate to behav-
ior-based tensions: earned vs. entitled, high tech vs. low tech, and skilled vs. 
unskilled communication.

Earned vs. entitled. The earned vs. entitled perceived generational 
difference was reported frequently by both the older and younger 
generations in our samples. Members of the older sample perceived 
that younger generations often behaved in ways that suggested they 
expected things to be handed to them without working for them 
(entitled) while their generation (older) earned what they got in life 
through working hard. On the other hand, younger generation inter-
viewees perceived the older generation as overinvested in work and 
their own generation (younger) as seeking work–life balance, albeit 
with the expectation that they would receive the same rewards as the 
older generation. As an example of the former case, some older inter-
viewees perceived younger generations as overextending their credit, 
a behavior tied to their belief that they were entitled to certain pur-
chases despite not having the cash to buy them, as can be seen in the 
quote below.

In my generation, if you worked hard, maybe you could buy a 
second car. Maybe you could have a little nicer house. Where 
the next generation and the following generation seem to 
expect immediately to have a good job when they get out of 
school; immediately they’re going to be making a good buck. 
They’re going to be able to have a nice car without payments—
or maybe they like payments, I don’t know—but a nice house, 
be able to go on vacations. My generation, boy, you didn’t take a 
vacation for several years until you accumulated enough money 
to take a vacation. (1028M)

The above quote illustrates the temporal aspect of the earned vs. enti-
tled perceived generational difference in that younger generations are 
perceived to have a short-term orientation (i.e., “they want it now”), 
including a willingness to switch employers to get ahead, a phe-
nomenon noted by interviewees in both samples. In contrast, older 

generations were perceived by both samples as having more stability 
and a lower likelihood of changing jobs.

As an example of younger generations seeking balance as opposed 
to overinvesting in work, many of the young professionals we studied 
reported caring for small young families, lessening the importance 
of work in their lives. Others reported focusing on outside activities 
(such as hobbies, the community, or socializing) making their work 
activities less important than they are for older generations who they 
perceived to be more vested in work. Thus, what older generations saw 
as “earned,” younger generations tended to see as “overinvestment,” as 
this quote illustrates:

Professionally I’d say there’s a different lifestyle. The older gen-
eration is more of the mindset that hard work pays off. There 
are no shortcuts. I  think a lot of times they look at—not me 
personally, and this is a huge generalization—that Generation 
Y is too…oh, what’s the word? Not really giving it enough. 
They’re not working hard enough. They focus too much on try-
ing to have a perfect balance and not giving as much effort as 
we could. (44M)

As evidenced by the quotes in Table  1, perceptions of different life-
styles between generations create tension when younger generations 
become frustrated by being labeled as “not working hard enough” 
when, in fact, they view themselves as working smarter not harder. In 
other words, younger interviewees perceived that they are “earning” 
their outcomes also, though using a different manner of working than 
older generations.

High tech vs. low  tech.  Behavior-based tension also resulted from 
perceived generational differences centered on leveraging technol-
ogy (such as relying on software or hardware) to complete work. 
As interviewee 38F noted, technology is “the one big gap” between 
generations, and in fact, this generational difference was reported by 
nearly every participant. Younger interviewees noted frustration (and 
decreased communication and efficiency) because they perceived 
older individuals as reluctant to embrace or leverage technology 
such as texting. Some older interviews, on the other hand, noted that 
younger generations seemingly undervalue traditional ways of doing 
work because they take technology for granted. This quote illustrates 
how one older interviewee viewed the high-low tech gap:

I was an IT manager at one time in my career. I understand com-
puters. The difference is I don’t particularly like them. They’re 
a tool for me. If I have to send emails, I can send an email and 
all those kinds of things, but I don’t particularly like them. If we 
have a problem with our computer, I will call one of my sons. If 
I really want to understand it, I talk to one of my grandchildren. 
So I use it as a tool. My grandchildren use it as a toy. It’s just 
transparent to them. To me it’s work. (1035M)

This older interviewee perceives technology use among younger gen-
erations as “transparent” and “just what they do.” Yet, even though he 
was an IT manager, he does not like technology and views it as merely 
a “tool.” Because of generational differences in technology-related 
behaviors, challenges arise when multi-generational teams must 
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work together. Coordination of work may be difficult because of the 
reluctance or frustration that individuals experience when they feel 
restricted with regard to their preferred ways to get work done through 
technology.

Skilled vs. unskilled communication. The final perceived genera-
tional difference that leads to behavior-based tension centers on dif-
fering perceptions by both generations about the extent to which they 
and members of the other generation communicate in a skilled way. 
Older interviewees perceived a lack of skills in younger generations, 
often reporting frustration with younger generations’ inability to com-
municate. As can be seen in Table 1, older interviewees suggested that 
problematic communication skills in the younger generation included 
an inability to transmit or interpret messages effectively and a lack of 
tact in interactions. In the older sample’s view, this “unskilled” commu-
nication results in workplace challenges such as inefficiencies, conflict, 
unclear messages, and a lack of transmission of information. Some of 
the older sample members attributed these challenges to how younger 
generations learned to communicate, as noted in the quote below.

The communication skills of some of the younger people that 
I meet on a weekly basis are absolutely nil. There are absolutely 
no communication skills because they learn how to communi-
cate via Twitter and talk in abbreviated words and abbreviated 
sentences. So if I  had to communicate for any length of time 
with someone in their 20s, I probably couldn’t. (1008M)

On the other hand, “skilled” communication meant something alto-
gether different to members of the younger sample. They viewed the 
skilled vs. unskilled generational differences as arising from the older 
generation’s failure to adapt to contemporary media. Tension is illus-
trated through a breakdown in communication causing frustration and 
major challenges in interactions, so much so that the message of com-
munication is lost or misunderstood. Potential communication barri-
ers between generations can result from this tension, as can be seen 
in the quote above in which, the interviewee perceives he is unable to 
communicate with “younger people.”

Though some may perceive overlap with this tension and the tra-
ditional vs. technology tension (because technology is often used for 
communication), we represent these categories as distinct for the fol-
lowing reasons. The traditional vs. technology tension also includes 
additional differences in technology usage (beyond using it as a chan-
nel for communication) that affect workplace interactions (e.g., as a 
difference in perspectives that could cause conflict on technology-
related issues such as software usage or process automation). Likewise, 
the skilled vs. unskilled communication tension includes additional 
communication challenges other than those dealing with technology. 
For example, older interviewees noted problems with how younger 
generations presented themselves in professional settings, felt uncom-
fortable in face-to-face dialogues, and were unable to articulate ideas 
in general. An inability to communicate in the workforce can be a 
major problem when tasks require cross-generational involvement 
to meet objectives. In this type of situation, poor (or avoided) com-
munication likely will lead to frustration with co-workers and unmet 
objectives.

Based on the above discussion, we propose:

Proposition 2:  Perceptions of generational differences 
in views of entitled or earned behaviors, 
technology usage, and communication lead to 
behavior-based tension.

Identity-based tension
 Identity-based tension arises as a result of the way that people define them-
selves or, in some cases, how they perceive that others define them. In the 
identity literature, identity-based tension results from competing self-defini-
tions that people must manage simultaneously (Ashforth & Johnson, 2001; 
Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006b; Serpe, 1987). In our study, we found 
tension arising from generational differences in the ways our respondents 
saw their own generation’s identity and that of other generations. We have 
labeled these tensions as me vs. we and single vs. multiple identities.

Me vs. we.  The first identity-based generational difference, me vs. we, 
refers to differences in how members of generations perceived they 
(and other generations) gave priority to personal identity or a col-
lective identity. In the personality literature, Triandis and colleagues 
(1985) have described differences between idiocentric and allocentric 
personality traits. Idiocentrics emphasize personal goals, views, needs, 
pleasures and beliefs over those of others, while allocentrics emphasize 
shared beliefs and perceive themselves as similar to, and pay attention 
to, others (Triandis, et al., 1985). The samples we studied described 
generations in similar ways. An example of a more allocentric or “we” 
view is illustrated in this quote.

I think that the older generation gets it more than the younger 
generation…the new generation is all about “me” and how I’m 
going to be successful and the old generation is how we’re all 
going to be successful. (32M) [Emphasis added.]

This younger interviewee points out a distinction in generations in 
the extent to which “me” or “we” is prioritized, describing the “new” 
generation more idiocentrically as “all about me” and the “old” genera-
tion more allocentrically as focusing on shared success. Interviewees 
in both samples made me-we judgments about members of their own 
and other generations. That is, members of both samples labeled their 
own generation as “me” (or “we”) and other generations as “me” (or 
“we”). We found that no one label consistently emerged within either 
sample (i.e., one generation was not consistently labeled as “me” or 
“we” focused though these labels were applied to describe multiple 
generations interchangeably). Transcript passages coded for this per-
ceived generational difference included comments about how caring 
generational members were of others, how likely they were to associate 
and help people within the context of a larger group, how self-centered 
they were, and how apt they were to engage in mentorship. Differences 
in the me-we distinction were often discussed in conjunction with con-
flict and tension that arose from a lack of collaboration and teamwork. 
In the above quote, and similar statements from interviewees, we also 
noted a similarity to three levels of identity orientations advanced in 
extant literature. These three orientations are: (a) personal: defining 
the self as a unique individual, (b) interpersonal: defining the self in 
terms of an interpersonal relationship, and (c) collective: defining the 
self as a member of a social group. Individuals have a predisposition 
toward a particular identity orientation, and each identity orientation 
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has a different set of social motivations associated with it (Brewer & 
Gardner, 1996; Brickson, 2000). As noted by our interviewees, per-
ceptions of what particular orientation was stereotypical of members 
of a particular generation caused increased conflict in the workplace.

Single vs. multiple identities.  The second identity-based generational 
difference involves drawing on one or on many salient identities. Younger 
generations perceived older generations as defining themselves in one 
primary way, namely in terms of their work role, while they identified 
themselves (younger generation) as having a variety of identities or roles. 
Older generations, on the other hand, defined themselves as engaging 
many identities outside of work, including volunteer and family mem-
ber; they similarly saw the younger generation as pursuing multiple roles 
other than strictly the work-related one. Differences in perceptions were 
often described in conjunction with our questions asking about conflicts 
at work, and some interviewees expressed resentment about the way 
younger or older generations viewed them. As shown in the quotes in 
Table 1, this resentment went both ways: younger interviewees felt that 
older employees expected them to be more focused on work, and older 
interviewees felt that they were not seen as “holistic” individuals with 
responsibilities and aspects of self that existed outside of work. The single 
vs. multiple identities tension is illustrated by the following quote:

Older generations were defined by their work where younger 
generations are defined by a lot of different things. Like, I’m a 
certified financial planner, but also a cyclist. I’m also a triath-
lete. I’m also a coach. I’m also a dad. I coach for my kids. I’m a 
husband. I’m involved. I just think that when someone asks you 
what you do, I think you get a bigger answer than ‘I’m a tech guy 
at some particular organization’ or whatever. (32M)

Identity-based tension can arise based on how broadly or narrowly an 
individual defines him- or herself and others. According to younger 
interviewees, older generations were more inclined to expect younger 
generations to consider their work role as the most important iden-
tity; however, interviewees in both samples tended to actually define 
themselves much more broadly than by their work role alone.

Based on the above discussion on identity-based tension, we pro-
pose the following:

Proposition 3:  Perceptions of generational differences in 
views of identification (personal or collective) 
and identity multiplicity lead to identity-based 
tension.

Research Question 2: Strategies for Managing 
Intergenerational Conflict
A majority of our interviewees reported strategies for how they manage 
conflict with members of other generations. We identified three broad 
categories of strategies in our interview data (achievement-oriented, 
image-oriented, and ego-oriented). Each category and the strategies that 
comprise it are described and illustrated below. It should be noted that 
both the younger and older samples were likely to use each strategy 
except where noted below (e.g., the older sample leveraging the remov-
ing self [ego-oriented] strategy as noted in the narrative). Additional 
elaboration and examples are provided in Table 2.

Achievement-oriented strategies
Two specific strategies are included in the achievement-based cat-
egory: focusing on communication style and performing proficiently. Each 
of these specific strategies is related to proving one’s worth in the work-
force by showing others that he or she is (or can be) an asset to the 
organization and is able to achieve results.

Focusing on communication style.  The strategy of focusing on commu-
nication style includes a conscious choice by interviewees to portray a 
respectful demeanor when communicating, use communication chan-
nels preferred by other generations (e.g., face-to-face, phone, or email), 
or, as noted below, focus on language usage.

My attitude with the younger generation—fortunately, I know 
the vernacular because I  have children and I  do interact with 
them well and I have grandchildren and I do interact with them 
well. So I know the current stars. You can relate. Sometimes if 
you just throw out a ‘Did you see so-and-so on MTV’ whatever, 
you take away that gap. (1023F)

The older interviewee here describes using the language she picked 
up from her younger family members when interacting with younger 
coworkers. In much the same way that using organizational vernacular 
allows an outsider to fit in a culture (Louis, 1980), using generational 
vernacular allows a member of one generation to ease conflict with 
a member of another generation. Several interviewees also reported 
adjusting the medium through which they communicated with mem-
bers of another generation. For example, younger interviewees made 
a point to use phone (rather than texting) to communicate with older 
generation employees at work. By adjusting their communication 
style, these younger generation members helped overcome the behav-
ior-based conflict arising from perceptions of communication skill.

Performing proficiently.  The second achievement-oriented strategy 
was performing proficiently. Interviewees reported showing or refer-
ring to results that they accomplished (or planned to accomplish) that 
were important to colleagues in other generations. Interviewees noted 
that pointing to past accomplishments and showing important results 
increased trust between members of various generations thereby lead-
ing to conflict resolution, as in this quote.

Coming in as a 22–23  year old running an event…there was 
some doubt as to how smoothly this was going to run. And 
everything went fine year after year. Right before I left [organi-
zation’s name], the general manager and the other staff came 
over and said, ‘You know, we’re really going to miss you. If you 
ever want a job, call me up’ and things like that. I kind of proved 
myself. There was a little bit of a negative interaction in the 
beginning, just with the mistrust or distrust. (35F)

This interviewee highlighted accomplishments by “proving herself ” 
consistently at work through excellent job performance, in effect let-
ting her work speak for itself. She ran events for her organization when 
she was in her early 20s and repeatedly proved herself by having the 
events go smoothly. In this way, she showed that she engaged in hard 
work, thereby alleviating the tension (i.e., “doubt,” “negative interac-
tion”) from the earned vs. entitled perceived difference.
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In some ways, achievement-oriented strategies work because 
members of different generations at work often have a common goal 
and, indeed, many interviewees pointed toward collaborating with 
members of other generations in focusing on results thereby unit-
ing efforts. This strategy is similar to a workplace superordinate goal 
that helps align units that have different and, in some cases, compet-
ing individual objectives (Locke, Smith, Erez, Dong-Ok, & Schaffer, 
1994).

Based on this discussion, we propose:

Proposition 4:  Intergenerational tensions are managed 
through achievement-oriented strategies, 
including adjusting communication style and 
performing proficiently.

Image-oriented strategies
The second main category of strategies involves managing impressions. 
Image-related strategies allow employees to manage others’ percep-
tions of them and manipulate their audiences (i.e., other generations) 

Table 2. Strategies to Manage Intergenerational Tensions

Illustrative Quote Specific Strategy (First Order 
Categories)

Strategy Category (Second Order 
Categories)

“When I establish a new relationship with someone from an older 
generation, I ask them at the outset, ‘How do you prefer to  
communicate? Can I reach you better by phone, by email? What’s  
easiest for you?’ It varies. I just like to come to an understanding with  
that person at the very beginning of our relationship as to how it’s  
best to communicate. That’s how I manage that potential  
barrier.” (05M)

Focusing on communication 
style: individuals consciously 
flex their tone of message, 
communication medium, or 
language usage

Achievement-oriented

“With an Executive Vice President in New York, I think it was my  
first four months working for the company and he was really  
challenging me on my knowledge of what I was doing. And then,  
‘Well, how old are you, (interviewee’s name)?’ And I said… ‘If I’m  
able to produce for you, then that’s what we need to talk about.’  
I think that really helps get me past that barrier of him questioning  
my skill set.” (10M)

Performing proficiently: 
individuals refer to results 
or achievements that are 
important to other generations 
and that they’ve either 
accomplished recently or are 
upcoming

“I taught two courses at (university’s name) for a semester and I  
noticed a difference there. Some professors were in and out of class  
and there was no interaction with their students whatsoever. I ate  
lunch between my two classes—using brown bags, I sat in the  
cafeteria. Within a few weeks, the students that I had in class were 
visiting, sitting at my table and exchanging thoughts, ideas and so  
forth. And, probably, the real interesting thing is that after about  
three weeks one of the girls said, ‘Would you be our dorm  
counselor?’ I said, ‘Well, it’s a  52-mile  
one-way trip.’ I said, ‘I’m not here on campus like a full-time professor.’ 
I had that kind of a positive experience with students.” (1008M)

Being visible: individuals make 
sure that their work efforts are 
noticed by others by being 
present during normal working 
hours (also involves maximizing 
contact with those in other 
generations)

Image-oriented

“There are some businesses where being older and having a little  
grey hair benefits you. Maybe one is investments. People look at  
having experience as a good thing for a lot of reasons…yeah, so in  
that sense, sharing my age…you know, I wouldn’t be as upfront  
about it because it could be a deterrent or it could hurt you. Now, in 
other industries like technology, computers, and all that it’s used as a 
positive. So, it just depends on what environment I was in.” (45M)

Managing information to 
control image: individuals 
utilize (or don’t provide) select 
pieces information or ideas to 
give them or their generation a 
positive image to others

“You hate to say watch your back (in intergenerational interactions), but 
the reality of it is be careful… we’re sometimes forced to, I guess, play 
the game, if you will, in certain situations, but that’s kind of the way it 
is.” (1021M)

Protecting needs: individuals 
focus on ensuring that their 
needs are met in an interaction

Ego-oriented

“I’ve probably carried a grudge and that’s probably part of  
my generation, too. Maybe we don’t speak out like we should.  
But I’ve always been able to resolve conflict and if that person annoys 
me enough, I don’t include them in whatever I’m doing. So I resolve it 
by ignoring them.” (1012F)

Removing self: individuals walk 
away from and ignore (or lay-
off/terminate in extreme cases) 
others to avoid unproductive 
interactions
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in order to appear in a positive light (Goffman, 1959). Note that image-
related strategies differ from achievement-oriented strategies because 
the former concentrate on creating an image without focusing on (or 
perhaps without even actually achieving) workplace results or objec-
tives. The two specific strategies in this category are: being visible and 
managing information to control image.

Being visible.  Although both samples reported the importance of 
being visible to other generations, members of the younger sam-
ple were more likely to use visibility strategically. They talked about 
showing they were at work during typical office hours as opposed to 
working flex-time or leveraging technology to work from home, which 
could be a strategic response to behavioral-based tension arising from 
the high tech vs. low tech perceived difference. Additionally, interview-
ees noted that being visible allowed for other generations to think that 
they were being proactive as opposed to lazy, thereby potentially com-
batting behavior-based tension associated with the earned vs. entitled 
perceived generational difference. With regard to managing appear-
ances in the workforce, some younger interviewees mentioned that 
being appropriately visible included dressing professionally in order 
to improve perceptions, a response to the values-based tension aris-
ing from the traditional vs. progressive perceived difference. By portray-
ing oneself professionally, they projected an image of a serious, hard 
worker, thereby lessening the likelihood of challenge by someone from 
an older generation. In the quote below, one of the interviewees from a 
younger generation notes that being seen to be working hard and being 
visible helps with interactions involving older workers.

Don’t lose sight of the fact that these are the people that will 
determine what you can accomplish in the workforce... making 
the face time—do that. Meet expectations. Within a month, 
you can develop the reputation of being a laggard or you can 
develop the reputation of being a hard worker. (44M)

Here, the interviewee discusses tactics he uses to manage others’ image 
of him (i.e., to “develop the reputation of being a hard worker”). In this 
case, being viewed by others as a hard worker potentially addresses 
tension associated with the perceived difference entitled vs. earned by 
overcoming “entitled” perceptions. As demonstrated in the relevant 
quote in Table  2, interviewees in both samples reported that being 
visible and spending more time with other generations made it easier 
for them to interact, similar to the “contact hypothesis” from diversity 
theory. According to this theory, exposure to out-groups (i.e., other 
generations) serves to minimize the influence of stereotypes; through 
increased contact, similarities of others who were previously perceived 
as dissimilar are recognized, leading to positive interactions (Pettigrew, 
1998).

Managing information to control  image. We noted interviewees 
describing how they managed information to shape another genera-
tion’s view of their own generation. For example, interviewees reported 
withholding information (e.g., one’s actual age) to avoid a negative 
perception, minimizing age (e.g., recalibrating it as less important), 
or maximizing age as an advantage. In addition, younger interviewees 
mentioned strategically selecting particular aspects of a generational 
stereotype that favored their image (e.g., pretending to be good at 

technology [a stereotype of Gen Y] to get a promotion). The follow-
ing quote illustrates how a member of a younger generation reframed a 
potential conflict to illustrate to a client how his young age could actu-
ally be an advantage to her.

A prospective client of ours was in her fifties and she simply 
asked me how old I was. I was pretty young and I told her and 
she kind of laughed and said, ‘You know you’re as old as my kid.’ 
I  said well, ‘I understand that, but I  have got a ton of experi-
ence—a ton of resources here at the bank that makes me more 
experienced than I am.’ I told her that my age was a “jest,” and 
that I can be the person that is your main point of contact—rela-
tionship manager—for 20 years, 30 years, and there are not a lot 
of other people in our line of business that can say that. (51M)

From the above example, an interviewee in the younger sample maxi-
mizes the advantages of his age to a potential client, thereby redirecting 
a potentially tense interaction toward how his age (a “jest” or not repre-
sentative of his worth) was actually a benefit to the client—he would be 
around to service the client for many more years than someone older 
would be. Based on the discussion above, we propose:

Proposition 5:  Intergenerational tensions are managed 
through image-oriented strategies, including 
being visible and managing information to 
control image.

Ego-oriented strategies
The final category of strategies for managing intergenerational tensions 
involves focusing on self over benefitting others. While previously 
mentioned strategies are aimed at achieving results or improving one’s 
image, the strategies in this category are focused more narrowly on 
behaviors that benefit self. The two specific strategies in this category 
are protecting needs and removing self.

Protecting needs. Interviewees noted that they interacted with other 
generations in such a way that they ensured their own desires and 
wants were being met. In the example below, an interviewee from a 
younger generation reports trying to get his way with other genera-
tions in advancing an initiative that he feels is important.

One of the things I try to focus on when I’m implementing some-
thing like that is: ‘How am I freeing their time to do what I want 
them (an older generation) to do or to take a look at what I want 
them to take a look at? Sometimes, that’s the hardest part. (46M)

From this quote, we can see the interviewee protecting his self-inter-
ests by ensuring that the older person is does “what I  want them to 
do” or notices the initiative that he feels is important. In this case, the 
interviewee actively manipulates the older generation member’s time 
in order to get his way, thereby lessening the chance of conflict. In our 
interviews, participants also noted that they protected their needs 
by “using” others in such ways as building support for ideas by using 
workplace politics, leveraging their formal authority in interactions to 
push their personal agenda, and venting or complaining about conflict 
to others.
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Removing self.  This second ego-oriented strategy was reported much 
more frequently by members of the older sample. Using this strategy, 
some older interviewees reported walking away from interactions with 
younger generations to end or avoid conflict. In the quote below, an 
interviewee uses the removing self strategy as a result of feeling not val-
ued in the workforce.

Some of these young kids, they go into these jobs…they basically 
blow off our generation. ‘You’re old.’ They don’t acknowledge the 
fact that there are things that we do know. I  find some of them 
become know-it-alls and that’s not good either. To me, [during] an 
interaction [with] a younger generation…I can see the mind close. 
‘She’s old’…For me, I just don’t talk to those. I don’t have anything 
in common with them. We can’t have an interaction. (1023F)

As can be seen in this quote, the older generation interviewee felt 
“blow[n] off ” by a younger coworker. Rather than engaging in poten-
tial conflict, she decided to avoid interaction altogether. Similarly, sev-
eral other interviewees noted that they resolved conflicts with other 
generations by walking away.

Based on the two specific ego-oriented strategies described above, 
we propose:

Proposition 6:  Intergenerational tensions are managed 
through ego-oriented strategies, including 
protecting one’s own self-interests and 
removing oneself from negative interactions.

Relationships Between Tensions and Strategies
Linking strategies to tensions was complicated by the fact that multiple 
tensions were found in most transcripts, and interviewees did not link 
particular tensions to particular strategies used to resolve them in a one-
to-one way, a common situation with qualitative research. To help address 
this problem, we searched each transcript individually and examined the 
overlap of strategies and tensions within each one. Doing so allowed us 
to analyze whether strategies were mentioned in the same transcript as 
particular categories of tensions. Once each strategy was linked to types 
of tension, we also discussed whether or not each relationship made 
sense intuitively, and agreement was unanimous. Although in our model 
(Figure 1) we depict tensions as leading to strategies, we frame our dis-
cussion below by focusing first on the strategies themselves.

First, achievement-oriented strategies, such as performing profi-
ciently, were only reported by interviewees who experienced tensions 
related to behavioral differences associated with workplace visibility 
and displays of hard work. This may be due to the match between engag-
ing in behaviors to demonstrate proficiency and the behaviors that are 
perceived as different between the generations. It makes logical sense 
that, in order to combat perceptions related to behaviors at work, indi-
viduals would try to “achieve,” a strategy category fundamentally related 
to the behaviors that employees engage in. In other words, in order to 
achieve a particular result, employees needed to engage in some type of 
behavior that would be required for the task at hand. Thus, we propose:

Proposition 7:  Achievement-oriented strategies will be used 
to manage behavior-based intergenerational 
tensions.

Second, participants used image-oriented strategies to address all three 
categories of tensions. Both values-based and identity-based tensions 
strike at the core of self—what one values and who one is—but also 
involve one generation’s view about the other generation, that is, an 
image-based concern. While not as closely tied to the core of self, behav-
ior is also an image-based concern in that colleagues form impressions of 
others based on others’ behaviors. Studies have examined disconnects 
between organizational identity (as understood by internal organiza-
tional members) and the image of the organization held by outsiders 
(e.g., Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Gioia & Thomas, 1996). Members of 
generations also claim an identity and share concerns about their genera-
tion’s image in the eyes of outsiders. Our analyses showed that members 
of the younger sample were deeply concerned about managing others’ 
views through image-based techniques, including being visible and man-
aging information to control image. Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 8:  Image-oriented strategies will be used to 
manage value-, behavior-, and identity-based 
intergenerational tensions.

Third, our interviewees reported using ego-oriented strategies in deal-
ing with tensions that were values, behavior, and identity based. Identity-
based tensions arose from perceived generational differences in which 
one’s own generation and other generations were seen as predominantly 
focused on themselves or others, and on one primary identity or many. 
It is therefore logical that identity-based tensions were met with ego-ori-
ented strategies. Our interviewees managed the tension by taking more 
proactive steps to protect or remove self. Akin to the stress-induced 
responses of fight and flight in the face of danger, the ego-based strat-
egies of self-protection and removal allowed some generational mem-
bers to manage possible threats associated with conflict. Additionally, 
we noted that ego-oriented strategies were also linked to values-based and 
behavior-based tensions. For example, the perceived difference related 
to communication skill (behavior-based) was remedied by interviewees 
walking away from these seemingly impossible interactions (removing 
self). Similarly, interviewees who perceived irreconcilable differences in 
values related to progressive ideals discussed the ego-oriented strategy of 
removing self. Based on this finding, we propose:

Proposition 9:  Ego-oriented strategies will be used to manage 
values-based, behavior-based, and identity-
based intergenerational tensions.

Research Question 3: Influences on Interactions
In the outer area of the model (Figure 1), we depict contexts that influ-
ence intergenerational interactions. Situational contexts help set gen-
erational stereotypes and expectations that individuals have for their 
own generation and other generations; these stereotypes and expecta-
tions, in turn, influence their perceptions. Interviewees draw on these 
contexts as they engage in conflict with others of various generations 
in the workforce. Table 3 provides additional descriptions of the con-
texts, as well as quotes to illustrate them.

Societal context
Many interviewees noted that they were influenced by broad societal 
trends, such as the media and general political, economic, and societal 
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events. Interviewees (including the one quoted in the epigraph) noted 
being influenced by broad discourses in popular media. The way that gen-
erations are discussed in popular culture served as a resource to some inter-
viewees in forming their own understanding of generations. As the quote 
below illustrates, individuals draw on media descriptions and portrayals of 
other generations to set expectations for what members of that particular 
generation are like, thereby influencing the conflicts that emerge.

I think the labeling of generation is media driven so that it gives 
the media a shorthand to report on various and sundry societal 
kinds of trends and also news stories and things like that. I think 
the media is the one who came up with the (generational) 
labels that are used, or at least they popularized the labels that 
are being used. (1035M)

According to this interviewee and others, older generations have a 
stigma against younger generations (and vice versa) as a result of how 
various generations are portrayed and labeled by the media. Younger 
interviewees reported being affected by media portrayals of young 
people as opportunistic, materialistic, and self-centered, while older 
interviewees noted being affected by media-perpetuated images of old 
fogies who are stubborn and resistant to change. Both samples men-
tioned that these media images likely affected how the other generation 
viewed them and the lack of respect shown them by other generations.

Interviewees also described general political and societal events 
as having an impact on their intergenerational conflicts, including 
increased uncertainty in the world, shifts in the economy and spend-
ing, and changes in societal values. According to Joshi and colleagues 
(2010), difficulty in transmitting values can create challenges and frus-
tration between generations. For example, members of an older gener-
ation who grew up with values such as patriotism and company loyalty 
may face difficulty when inculcating these values in younger genera-
tions who face a changing set of societal influences. In the quote below, 
an interviewee from the older sample attributes disagreement between 
generations to “societal influences.”

The societal influences that we (older generations) really didn’t 
have much of…they (younger generations) are under tremen-
dous pressure. And yeah…there are times when they walk away 
and I think it’s because of the societal pressure, again, that the 
24/7 mentality has brought us. (1036M)

In the passage from which this quote was drawn, the older sample 
interviewee was discussing values and the difficulty he had in getting 
younger generations to buy into them. As a result of this difficulty, 
conflict was more likely to occur with younger generations who chose 
to not accept these values because of other societal pressures, such as 
the “24/7 mentality.” These differences in perceptions related to the 

Table 3. Contextual Factors Influencing Intergenerational Interactions

Illustrative Quote Specific Influence (First Order Categories) Influence Category (Second 
Order Categories)

“The difference, I think, today is that (an earlier decade) was a  
much simpler time. It was a much simpler time and the 
expectations were very clear. You knew where you stood. I think 
that what we’ve conveyed to the generations that are just starting 
today is unfortunately—I use the term chaos or uncertainty…
Today, nothing is certain…The international situation is just 
terribly confused. Growing up, we knew who the enemies were 
of our country. Today, it is not known. So I would say what, 
unfortunately, we have passed down to the younger generation 
is a degree of uncertainty or a degree of chaos which they’re 
learning to deal with.” (1035M)

General economic/political/societal  
events and climate: shifts in political 
values, macro-societal power, usage of laws 
and regulations, economic conditions, and 
uncertainty mark the nature of interactions 
by influencing perspectives of generational 
members

Societal context

“I don’t know how many Gen Y there are, but I’m sure there’s  
some not good ones out there. And they’re going to find those 
and try and get those stories out in the media. And that’s just 
what they do.” (32M)

Media: the media portrays generations in such 
a way that it sets expectations for  
how generations will interact

“I worked with younger people for a lot of my career in the  
church, particularly, so I always approached them (younger 
generations) from a positive point of view.” (1008M)

Work experience: the amount of interaction 
that individuals had interacting with 
other generations at work past influences 
their later interactions either positively or 
negatively

Work context

“Generation Y—I don’t feel personally associated with it but I do 
feel like sometimes I get a bad rub: arrogant and helicopter 
parents, expected entitlement in the workplace. These are some 
kinds of assumptions that are made and I sometimes find it 
frustrating. There can be strokes of truth to things but I just think 
that that’s just so wide an assumption. Now maybe it’s because of 
the sector I work in.” (49F)

Workplace characteristics: organization 
size, structure, culture, and industry 
category influence the nature and types of 
interactions that generational members have
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societal context the generations experienced help influence the views 
that individuals had of other generations.

Work context
In addition to the broad societal context, interviewees from both sam-
ples also cited work context issues as influencing conflict with other 
generations. Influences related to work context included work experi-
ence and workplace characteristics.

First, our interviewees noted that their intergenerational conflicts 
were influenced by past experiences interacting with other generations 
in their current or previous work environments. For example, younger 
individuals who were close to individuals in other generations at work 
during the formative years of their career were more likely to adopt, 
or at least understand, the other generation’s values and to experience 
fewer conflicts. Similarly, as was noted above, spending time with oth-
ers in an out-group tends to create positive perceptions of that group, 
leading to positive interactions. In the quote below, one of our inter-
viewees noted that she had experiences working with members of an 
older generation early in her career and, as a result, is not as likely to 
experience conflict with members of that generation in other working 
environments.

I think that (having prior experience interacting with older 
generations) maybe gave me a little benefit going into an older 
working environment. I  think I understand and maybe I have 
morals similar to older people actually. (13F)

Other interviewees cited industry characteristics as influential to their 
conflicts. Intergenerational conflict may be more likely when older 
people try to break into an industry dominated by younger employees, 
such as a high technology industry, and vice versa. This is important 
because some employees may never experience conflict due solely to 
the industry in which they work, while other industries may be charac-
terized by more conflict. As an example, in the quote below, a member 
of a younger generation explains that his industry is characterized by a 
prevalence of workers in older generations.

One of the generation challenges for me is I work in an industry 
that’s basically got an aging workforce and not a lot of succes-
sion planning or young, driven talent. So I tend to walk into a 
lot of groups where it’s a lot of old white guys. (18M)

As can be seen in this quote, the type of industry (e.g., one with “an 
aging workforce” full of “old white guys”) influences conflict as this 
individual reports that he feels like an outsider and does not fit in. As 
a result of being perceived different, many of the tensions reported 
earlier emerged. Other interviewees also mentioned the culture of the 
organization and other characteristics unique to individual organiza-
tions or work units.

Based on the above discussion, we propose:

Proposition 10:  Contextual influences such as societal 
trends (including the media and economic, 
political, and societal values) and work 
context influence intergenerational tensions 
and strategies.

D I S C U S S I O N
Theoretical Contribution
As noted by Henry, Zacher, and Desmette (2015), the biases that 
members of age groups have of other age groups have implications for 
organizational researchers as well as workplace outcomes. Our study 
further elaborates on the study by Henry and colleagues; while these 
researchers explored the relationship between the quality of intergen-
erational interactions, age bias, and turnover intentions, our study adds 
detail in types of age biases (i.e., perceptions leading to tensions in our 
study) that could impact the quality of intergenerational interactions 
and, furthermore, details additional outcomes (other than turnover) 
in the form of strategies to improve interactions. Our study contrib-
utes to the literature in several additional ways. First, the propositions 
and model contribute to an understanding of how intergenerational 
tensions develop and are managed. Although numerous commenta-
tors have surmised that intergenerational differences in values and 
attitudes contribute to conflict in the workplace (e.g., Becton et  al., 
2014; Dencker et al., 2007; Kupperschmidt, 2006; Sirias et al., 2007; 
Smola & Sutton, 2002), our model proposes a theoretical link between 
the various types of generational differences that are perceived and 
three types of tensions that form the basis for conflict. Our model pro-
vides an evidence-based understanding of intergenerational conflict 
grounded in the experiences of our sample members and, thus, a more 
textured picture of intergenerational phenomena that goes beyond 
extant quantitative studies. The seven categories of perceived genera-
tional differences and three types of tensions identified in our study lay 
the groundwork for future development of a quantitative measure that 
can be employed in generational research. Thus, our study responds 
to a call by Joshi and colleagues (2010) for further understanding of 
intergenerational interactions through qualitative inquiry to capture 
interactional dynamics and process. Having grounded our model in 
data from multiple generations, our study also contributes to genera-
tional research in that we studied two unique samples: a group of up-
and-coming young leaders and a group of highly experienced leaders. 
In combination, our samples allowed us to widen the aperture on gen-
erational studies by including both ends of the spectrum.

Second, our study provides evidence of intergenerational conflict 
as a result of underlying tensions between generations stemming from 
perceptions of generational differences in values and behaviors, perhaps 
even before any interactions occur. Though some extant research hints 
at generational stereotypes and other causes of conflict (for example, 
Foster (2013) hinted at technological advances, changes regarding 
demographics in social roles, and perceptions of intergenerational dif-
ferences in work ethic), we advance generational and conflict research 
by providing a new schema of generation-based conflict that catego-
rizes perceived differences as related to values, behaviors, or identity. 
Additionally, we clarify causes of conflict by linking perceived stereo-
types (including some suggested by extant research) to enacted con-
flict and strategies to improve interactions in the workforce. In doing 
so, we develop a more comprehensive theoretical model of the nature 
of intergenerational interactions.

Furthermore, conflicts have traditionally also been classified as 
either positive or negative (Deutsch, 1969). Research on generations 
in the workforce has often assumed that differences between genera-
tions cause negative conflicts. However, our analysis suggests that this 
is not necessarily the case. Tensions arising between generations can 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/w

orkar/article/3/2/166/2623784 by guest on 23 M
ay 2023



Intergenerational Conflict • 181

also lead to positive responses such as collaborating or increasing vis-
ibility. In other words, our data show that intergenerational conflict can 
also be positive in nature, consistent with the movement toward posi-
tive scholarship (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003; Luthans, 2002). 
Intergenerational conflict can be functional when it leads to increased 
collaboration, motivation, key task results, and learning. However, if 
not successfully managed by the individuals engaged in the conflict, 
intergenerational perceptions can lead to frustration, decreased perfor-
mance and efficiency, and turnover. For example, in reporting strate-
gies, our study participants noted several instances of collaboration 
and working together, which are positive outcomes of attempting to 
resolve conflicts. As another example, participants noted that conflicts 
over attempts to innovate (traditional vs. progressive tension) fueled 
strategies (such as managing information to minimize perceptions 
of age differences thereby negating perceptions [however accurate] 
of “pushing the envelope” or protecting needs by focusing on self-
prioritized initiatives at all costs) that could lead to positive outcomes 
for the organization, such as greater efficiency. Such results add to the 
knowledge base to aid in fostering positive workplace climates via pro-
viding a better understanding of age-related perceptions of younger 
and older workers as suggested by Posthuma and Campion (2009). 
A better understanding of age-related perceptions could lead to more 
positive workplace climates by allowing for more realistic expectations 
in interactions as well as minimizing the reliance on intergenerational 
stereotypes thus creating more welcoming workgroups with regard to 
age diversity.

Third, our results provide an evidence-based model of the strategies 
that individuals enact in order to deal with intergenerational conflict. 
The typologies of strategies and tactics and the propositions offered in 
this study can serve as a guide to future research on responses to inter-
generational conflict in organizations. Such research would provide 
valuable insights into the effectiveness of various strategies and tactics 
used by individuals and groups and their relationships to group-level 
and organizational outcomes.

Finally, our study extends understanding of diversity. Traditionally, 
diversity has been examined as either deep-level (e.g., values) or sur-
face-level (e.g., age) (Ilgen et al., 2005), but not often both in tandem. 
However, in the case of generational diversity, both types of diversity 
are present. Thus, generations provide an interesting context for study-
ing deep- and surface-level in tandem. In this study, we considered 
both surface- and deep-level diversity as important components of 
generational differences. This both-and approach might be extended 
to other contexts (religious diversity, for example) in which individual 
differences are studied to provide a richer understanding to examine 
the interplay between deep- and surface-level issues.

Taken together, our theoretical contributions help to expand the 
knowledge on generational phenomena beyond the extant litera-
ture. Of note is that not all interviewees had the same concept of the 
meaning of the term “generation,” which is consistent with Joshi and 
colleagues’ (2011) research. Our study also fits nicely with research 
suggesting that generational differences are not as clear as what many 
popular culture outlets report (Costanza et al., 2012; Parry & Urwin, 
2011). Rather our findings suggest that generational differences, and 
the resulting tensions, could in fact be perceptions influenced by the 
knowledge of stereotypes (Posthuma & Campion, 2009) through the 
influences that we note. Our findings extend this research in several 

ways: (a) by developing additional detail and clear examples of ten-
sions, strategies, and influences hinted at in extant literature; (b) by 
integrating concepts related to generational differences, percep-
tions, and stereotypes; and (c) by providing testable propositions for 
researchers to build on extant research.

Practical Implications
Many generational differences and stereotypes perpetuated by extant 
research and the media have gone unsubstantiated (Costanza et  al., 
2012), leaving managers with neither a clear evidence-based under-
standing of generational difference nor any idea about how they should 
be managed. This study provides a richer picture of intergenerational 
phenomena, giving managers a starting point for understanding the 
tensions arising from perceptions of generations and the steps that 
employees may take in order to deal with them. Therefore, managers 
can more effectively plan future organizational initiatives such as cross-
generational training, mentoring and reverse mentoring programs, and 
executive coaching using this knowledge. This is particularly important 
in organizations in which older employees are staying in the workforce 
longer and multiple generations co-exist and must work together 
(Zemke, 2001).

As noted earlier, the younger generation employees who responded 
to our open-ended survey reported difficulty in interacting with older 
generations as one of their major workplace challenges. Also, older 
generations leveraged the removing strategy to avoid working with 
younger generations who, as a result, might be underprepared for lead-
ership roles due in part to lack of mentoring. Situations in which men-
toring and knowledge sharing do not occur are complicated by (mis)
perceptions of generations that create out-groups. Thus, managers and 
employees should be aware of both the expectations and experiences 
of their workers, old or young, in order for positive relationships to 
flourish and organizational values and knowledge to be shared across 
generations in the workplace.

Additional Future Research and Limitations
Our study’s emergent findings on the nature of intergenerational con-
flict suggest several areas for future research. First, the propositions we 
have generated from our findings might be tested through quantitative 
research. Specifically the links between intergenerational tensions and 
specific strategies might be studied. While we were able to undercover 
multiple strategies in our inductive method and propose general rela-
tionships we saw in our data, future deductive research might test the 
extent to which these strategies are associated with particular tensions.

Additionally, our samples presented some challenges in this 
research. While using these two “bookend” samples allowed us to 
study multiple perspectives on intergenerational conflict, all of the 
study participants were from the United States, and generations may 
be categorized or viewed differently in different countries (Egri & 
Ralston, 2004). For example, Strom and colleagues (1999) note that a 
more collectivist country views elders with more respect than younger 
generations in the United States do; this may, in fact, minimize inter-
generational tensions. Furthermore, our study participants (younger 
and older) were largely professionals; thus, our results may not hold 
for employees in other (e.g., blue-collar) types of jobs. Thus, future 
qualitative researchers might study an even wider range of individu-
als, including those from other countries. Employing different (and 
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multiple) samples in follow-up studies may provide additional insights 
on intergenerational tensions.

Lastly, the themes we reported in our research were those that 
emerged from our data though there are likely other intergenera-
tional phenomena that exist but were not reported by our interview-
ees. For example, aspects that could logically influence one’s view of 
generations (such as job tenure, job role, extracurricular nonwork 
activities, etc.) were not clearly linked as influences to workplace inter-
generational perceptions, tensions, and interaction strategies by our 
interviewees. In this model, we include only those influences clearly 
reported by our interviewees with the acknowledgement that they may 
not be representative or generalizable to all employees’ experiences. 
We are comfortable with this acknowledgement for two reasons: (a) 
qualitative work is not meant to be generalizable to all contexts, but 
to tell the story of the samples examined and, as such, these were the 
influences noted by our interviewees though it is possible that other 
influencers exist for others and (b) the findings as we report could 
inspire other researchers to ask similar questions to additional samples 
in order to gain an understanding of their influences and/or can be use-
ful to guide quantitative testing to see if our results are generalizable. In 
other words, future research should seek to identify additional influ-
encers of intergenerational perceptions as well as additional tensions 
and strategies.

C O N C L U S I O N
This study empirically examined the nature of intergenerational con-
flict in organizations, factors that affect it, and the strategies organiza-
tional members use to manage it. We identified a variety of categories 
of tensions and strategies that affect intergenerational interactions. 
These results informed an emergent model grounded in the data that 
illustrates dynamic processes underlying intergenerational interac-
tions. Our study adds value to both academic research and practitioner 
knowledge by providing a broad view of challenges and opportunities 
that can arise when multiple generations co-exist at work, based on 
the stories and perspectives of individuals who have experienced them 
firsthand. Additionally, our study serves as a first step in providing an 
evidence-based picture of intergenerational interactions and under-
standings. As such, it is an important stepping stone in research on the 
increasingly important topic of generations and their impact. It not 
only presents an emerging picture of how generations interact, but also 
provides directions for future research that will be fruitful for under-
standing how generations can work side-by-side more effectively.
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A P P E N D I X 
S A M P L E  I N T E R V I E W  Q U E S T I O N S

• We’re interested in understanding more about your per-
spective of your generation. How would you describe the 

generation that you belong to? How do you think someone 
in an older [younger] generation would describe your gen-
eration? How much of either generation description is true?

• Can you tell me about a positive/negative interaction with 
someone from another generation at work? [Probe for specific 
example, if applicable.] What was their generation? What were 
the circumstances? How did they treat you? Did this influence 
in any way your feelings about your job or your company? 
What strategies did you use to engage in this interaction?

• Some participants in our research have noted friction 
or conflicts that exist between generations. Have you 
experienced any friction? Please describe what caused this 
friction. How did you manage these conflicts?

• If you had to advise a colleague about working with people 
from other generations, what would you recommend? Are 
these strategies that have been effective for you personally?

• Are there any other issues that you’ve thought of during our 
interview that you think might be important to know about 
generations, generational differences, or intergenerational 
interactions?

• What events or factors do you feel have shaped your 
generation?

• Is there a term or label that you know of that applies to your 
age group or generation? Are there times when you would 
rather not be known by that label?

• What were some big influences on your career?
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