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The Multigenerational Workforce: A Communication Audit 

Abstract 

 Organizational communication research has uncovered that the values of 

generational cohorts can impact workers expectations of management, desired reward 

systems, and overall satisfaction. This case study approach employed an explanatory 

sequential mixed methods design to analyze communication and satisfaction differences 

across generations in one Midwest public school system. A modified version of the ICA 

communication audit (Goldhaber & Krivonos, 1977) and the USEIT survey ((Russell, 

Bebell, O’Dwyer, & O’Connor, 2003) were utilized to evaluate generational differences. 

After analysis of survey data was complete, a small sample of participants took part in 

interviews to explore specific factors that influence these assessments. Differences in 

information expectations, technology use, and satisfaction were uncovered. Within the 

interviews, themes arose of struggling to find a balance between adoption and addiction 

in ICT use, distancing one’s self from the negative perceptions of one’s group, and 

negotiating mobility and the loss of autonomy. The combination of data reveals important 

similarities and differences in generational experiences that are shaped by a variety of 

factors.  
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Millennials in the Multigenerational Workforce: A Communication Audit 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

The impacts of an individual’s values on communication and satisfaction in the 

workplace have been studied throughout the past sixty years (Super, 1957; Cohen, 1991). 

More recent research has suggested that these values and their implications may be more 

closely linked to generational experiences than age or tenure (Reinach & Gardner, 2014; 

Sessa, Kabacoff, Deal, & Brown, 2007). The multigenerational quality of the modern 

workplace has led researchers to attempt to understand how generational cohorts navigate 

these differences in feedback, recognition, and satisfaction-determinants.  

Currently, the workforce is made up primarily of three generational groups; Baby 

Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. Baby boomers are the oldest of the three and, 

although they are known for their strong work ethic, have dropped from 49% of the 

United States workforce in 2005, to only 29% as of 2015 (Fry, 2015). The next group, 

Generation X, is known for their cynicism and fierce independence (Lancaster & 

Stillman, 2002). Xers are credited with being the first generation to demand work-life 

balance (Woods, 2016), a quality that is also strong in Millennials, the youngest 

generation currently in the workforce. Millennials, also known as Generation Y, are often 
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regarded as wanting a more collaborative work environment than their predecessors 

(Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010) and desire strong satisfaction and value in their work 

(Roberts, 2005).  

 Navigating the objectives of all three of these generations has proven no easy task 

for employers, and often leads to tension in the workplace. Research has suggested that 

members of the cohorts prefer different types of management style, feedback, and 

rewards (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002; Twenge, 2010). These differences of style can lead 

to conflict, and even stereotyping from one generation to the next (Rentz, 2015).  

 Difficulties can also arise in the changing information and communications 

technology (ICT) expectations for employees. Although research has shown that ICTs 

generally increase communication effectiveness (Santra & Giri, 2009), it has also been 

shown that different generations use and respond to technology differently (Kubiatko, 

Halakova, Nagy, & Nagoya, 2015). Due to the increasing advancements in ICTs and their 

prominence in organizational communication, it is pertinent that researchers better 

understand how these groups navigate these changes in their work lives.  

 This study served to better our understanding of the communication, satisfaction, 

and ICT use differences of one multigenerational workplace. Due to the increasing 

prevalence of the Millennial generation in the workplace, the implications for this cohort 

were focused and expanded upon. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were 

employed in the study, in order to uncover overall tendencies of generational members 

within the organization, as well as individual understandings of generational beliefs and 

detailed accounts of communication incidents in order to add depth and specificity to the 

case analysis.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of Literature 

Career Development  

 As early as the 1950’s researchers began to investigate how career development 

might impact the communication and satisfaction within an organization (Super, 1957). 

Super referred to career development as vocational guidance, which he defined as the 

abstract process of coming of age. Super suggested that development of an individual’s 

family, their schooling experience, economic factors, and personal psychology all played 

a part in whether or not individuals would be satisfied with their career path. Super and 

his colleagues Thompson and Lindeman (1988) eventually developed the Adult Career 

Concerns Inventory (ACCI), which was designed to assist in adult career planning and 

exploration.  

 Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, and McKee (1978) also attempted to more 

deeply understand the phases of adulthood. They took a multidisciplinary approach, and 

endeavored to develop a fuller understanding of how men’s psychology and engagement 

with their environment come together to influence their place in society. Eventually, their 

research developed a concept of life structure that included five main stages with stable 

and transitional periods. These stages are pre-adulthood (age 0-22), early adulthood (17-
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45), middle adulthood (40-65), late adulthood (60-85) and late late adulthood (age 80 

plus). Levinson et al. noted the complexity of shifts between these periods, and stated that 

the transitions typically take four to five years.  

 Organizational commitment development models also began to emerge around in 

the 1980’s (Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982; Reichers, 1986). Mowday, Porter, and 

Steers summarized previous theories and research, and attempted to quantify how 

employees became linked to organizations. Reichers research explored the relationships 

between individual employment goals, managerial goals, and organizational 

commitment. Reichers found that, typically, as tenure increased in length so did 

commitment to the individual’s current workplace.  

 Cohen (1991) compiled this previous research and performed a meta-analysis of 

studies that had found correlations between organizational commitment and turnover. 

Altogether, Cohen looked at 30 studies with 41 independent samples, and chose to isolate 

employee age and tenure within organizations in his analysis. He found that the mid to 

late career groups had lesser intentions of leaving their organizations than the early career 

group, but that the correlation was even stronger when using employee age as an 

indicator. Further research corroborated these claims, such as Kakabadse, Kakabadse, and 

Kyers’ (1998) study, which found that both tenure and age had a strong influence on the 

philosophy, attitudes, and behaviors of managers in an organization.  

 Career stages and generational values. More recent research has shown that 

many of these value changes can be attributed to generational differences more so than 

current age (Reinach & Gardner, 2014; Sessa, Kabacoff, Deal, & Brown, 2007). Provided 

that generation values are more impactful than employee age, the expectations regarding 
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workplace communication and values may shift as Baby Boomers retire, Generation Xers 

move forward in their careers, and the Millennial generation becomes more prominent 

within the workforce. For this reason, it is pertinent to be informed of researchers’ 

understandings of the generational cohorts. In Woods’ (2016) research about the 

multigenerational workplace, she states that, “while all individuals will not share their 

generation’s preferences, becoming aware of patterns in this data can help companies 

make decisions that affect the future of their organization” (p 106). 

 Fishman (2016), a generational marketer and researcher for the U.S. Senate 

Special Committee on Aging, wrote an analysis of the impact of these generational 

cohorts interacting in the workforce. Her review suggests that there are a number of 

implications as individuals with different generational values attempt to effectively 

communicate and work together, and that this effect is twofold due to the increase of 

women entering the workforce in younger generations.  

 There are three main generational groups currently in the workforce, Baby 

Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. Each of these cohorts has been ascribed a set of 

values based on historical events that occurred during the group’s formative years. The 

congruence between an employee’s values and the values of their organization has been 

studied for decades (Shockley-Zalabak & Morley, 1989; Morley & Shockley-Zalabek, 

1991). Baby Boomers make up the oldest portion of the workforce, defined by Pew 

Research Center (2016) as individuals born between 1946-1964.  

 Baby boomers. Although they are known as hard workers, and not expected to 

retire early (Fishman, 2016), Baby Boomers are becoming less prevalent in the 

workforce. In 2005, Boomers made up 49% of the United States workforce, but as of 
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2015 the group made up only 29%, and now share the workplace relatively equally with 

Gen Xers, who make up 34% of the workforce, and Millennials, which make up just over 

34% of the workforce (Fry, 2015). Fishman (2016) suggests that Baby Boomers are 

highly motivated trendsetters, and that they are a group that likes to feel in control. As 

such, she suggests that they don’t like to think of themselves aging, and will continue to 

keep busy in the workforce and in their family lives.  

This cohort feels that achievement is earned through hard work and perseverance 

(Jorgensen, 2003) and, of the three generations, they are the most likely to value work 

over other aspects of their personal lives (Zemke, Raines, & Filipczak, 2000). Boomers 

are also more likely to have stronger levels of organizational commitment (Twenge, 

2010; Cennamo & Gardner, 2008). In keeping with their long-established work values, 

Boomers like to be rewarded for their efforts with material compensation such as a salary 

increase, promotion, or a corner office (Wallace, 2006; Lancaster & Stillman, 2002).  

As employees, Boomers prefer a traditional, directive management style 

(Arsenault, 2004) and expect formal, regimented feedback such as an annual performance 

review (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Lancaster and Stillman’s research also showed that 

Boomers tend to set longer term goals in their professional lives than members of the 

younger generations, which may be part of the reason that they tend to stay at a single 

organization for longer than members of other generations (Twenge, 2010).  

 Generation X. Generation X contains individuals born between 1965-1980 (Pew 

Research Center, 2016). This generation is considered “a generation of survivors” 

(Fishman, 2016, p 253) because of the weak status of social support programs during 

their adolescence. According to Fishman’s analysis, these turbulent beginnings prompted 
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this cohort to be cynical and self-reliant and, as such, they appreciate having peace of 

mind and control in their careers, often seeking out entrepreneurial endeavors.  

Gen Xers’ skepticism contributes to their dislike of hierarchical, procedural, and 

policy structures (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Of the three generations, Lancaster and 

Stillman claim that they are the most likely to rebel against instituted codes of behavior. 

Instead, this generation prefers to have autonomy in their work (Yu & Miller, 2005) and 

freedom within their schedules (Cennamo & Gardner, 2008; Gibson, Greenwood, & 

Murphy, 2009). As they retain their independence, they tend to have less organizational 

commitment than Boomers, and have stronger turnover intentions (Eisner, 2005).  

While Boomers often value work above other aspects of their lives (Twenge, 

2010) Generation Xers value their personal lives. This cohort is often credited with being 

the first group within the workforce to demand better work-life balance (Fishman, 2016; 

Woods, 2016; Eisner, 2005; Bell & Nartz, 2007).  

Gen Xers prefer a collaborative leader (Yu & Miller, 2005) that allows them to 

retain independence and feel that both their personal and professional needs are met 

(Petroulas, Brown, & Sundin, 2010). This cohort likes to be rewarded with less 

materialistic compensation, such as paid time off or opportunities for personal growth 

(Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). In terms of feedback, Lancaster and Stillman state that 

Xers like clear feedback, but prefer it to be less formalized and in a timelier fashion than 

Boomers. 

 Generation Y. Generation Y refers to the newest generation of workers, often 

referred to in the United States as Millennials (Strauss & Howe, 2000). The generation is 

defined as being born between 1981 and 1998 (Pew Research Center, 2016), although no 
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chronological end point has been established for this group yet. Recent research has 

focused on how the values of these new workers impact their early career expectations 

(Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Kuron, Lyons, Schweitzer, & Ng, 2014; Lyons, Duxbury, & 

Higgins, 2007; Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 

2010).  

 Myers and Sadaghiani’s (2010) analysis showed that, compared to other 

generations, Millennials expect closer relationships with coworkers, as well as more 

frequent feedback from supervisors in the work environment. Further research studies 

reinforce this claim, citing that Millennials enjoy a collaborative and collegiate work 

environment, and appreciate a socially responsible organizational culture (Kuron, Lyons, 

Schweitzer, & Ng, 2014).  

 Opposite the Gen Xers, Millennials grew up in a time period where support 

systems were strong (Fishman, 2016). Fishman suggests that this comfortable upbringing 

allowed Millennials to feel empowered and has driven them to want to continue to make 

positive shifts within society. This cohort receives satisfaction from helping others 

through mentorship programs and volunteer opportunities (Fishman), and they are also 

the first generation to value corporate social responsibility and the environmental policies 

of companies (Winograd & Hais, 2014).  

However, Millennials also face more uncertainty in social programs and 

difficulties in establishing themselves after the school-to-work transition than the older 

generations (Fishman, 2016). Millennials often have large amounts of debt, and are not 

the most financially savvy. Fishman suggests that Millennials will need guidance and 

assistance in order to prepare for their futures, and that they will value companies that 
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help them to do so. Similarly, economic and social uncertainties have pushed early career 

stage Millennials to begin putting thought into their retirement plans, and prepare in case 

Medicare and other social programs no longer exist by the time they retire (Fishman, 

2016).  

Much like Gen Xers, Millennials value other aspects of their lives over work 

(Twenge, 2010). However, the distinction between these cohorts lies in the fact that 

Millennials feel the need to be valued and inspired by their work (Roberts, 2005).  For 

this generation, communication is very important (Sheahan, 2005). Millennials are very 

team-oriented and prefer a very collaborative work environment (Fishman, 2016; Gibson 

et al., 2009) as well as plentiful, timely feedback (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). Twenge 

and Campbell (2008) warn that Millennials can be sensitive to criticism, and suggest that 

managers need to regularly communicate successes as well as errors, and strive to 

challenge their Millennial employees to keep them from getting bored. Despite their 

distaste for criticism, Millennials are a cohort of lifelong learners, and enjoy being 

regularly challenged with new experiences in their jobs (Lancaster & Stillman, 2002). 

Southard and Lewis (2004) argue that Millennials want to be rewarded with 

things that impact aspects of their lives outside of work. Rather than a bonus or corner 

office, they prefer paid time off, subsidized education, and sabbatical opportunities 

(Southard & Lewis). Millennials thrive off of having their hard work recognized, and 

research has shown that in addition to personal life compensations, some traditional work 

rewards, such as a promotion, can give more meaning to their work (Twenge & 

Campbell, 2008).  
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 Millennials and the early career stage. Currently, most Millennials are relatively 

new to the workforce. As such, most research has focused on their experiences in 

navigating the school-to-work transition. This period is crucial in determining what 

organizational happenings are significant to individuals because it is a very adaptive 

period (Wendlandt & Rochlen, 2008). Wentlandt and Rochlen argue that it is in this time 

that individuals are the most likely to decide to adjust their own values, self-image, and 

behaviors in order to fit in with an organization, should they deem working there 

important enough.  

 Korte, Brunhaver, and Sheppard (2015) aimed to better understand this 

phenomenon by focusing on how recent engineering graduates were socialized into their 

first jobs. Taking a qualitative approach, they interviewed 41 new employees and 15 

managers within three organizations. Korte et al.’s research showed that these newcomers 

wanted more continuous and slow guidance in their training, and felt that they had to ask 

for help from their coworkers rather than their superiors. This tendency towards relying 

on coworkers for information supports Myers and Sadaghiani’s (2010) suggestion that 

Millennials value relationships with their coworkers and more feedback from their 

supervisors.  

 Kuron et al.’s (2014) study compared the values of Canadian Millennials before 

and after they entered the workforce. Their research took a quantitative approach, 

surveying over 900 individuals and comparing the values of those that hadn’t yet started 

to work, and those that had begun career jobs. Kuron et al. found miniscule differences 

between the values of the two groups, and suggested that Millennials values are relatively 

stable and unlikely to change throughout their careers. Alsop’s (2008) research also 
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suggested that Millennials are more likely to get bored in their careers, and consequently 

may not develop the same levels of organizational commitment as members of older 

generations. Alsop claims that this may stem from the fact that Millennials tend to 

attempt to delay taking on major responsibilities in their lives such as buying a home, 

getting married, or having children.  

The Multigenerational Workforce 

As Reinach and Gardner’s (2014) research showed the consistency of 

generational values across a lifetime, it’s important to understand how these cohorts 

function together within a work environment. Generational value differences can create 

tension, and researchers have begun to try to make sense of the communication issues 

and different expectations of these cohorts in the workforce.  

Rentz (2015) performed a case analysis to try and better understand how 

Generation Y, Generation X, and Baby Boomers understand and misunderstand one 

another. Rentz’ study used a combination of survey, interviews, and focus groups to talk 

to individuals within an organization from all three generations. This data was then 

analyzed see how traits that had been associated with Millennials were understood by 

members of the other two generations. Her analysis suggested that descriptions of 

Millennials are so prominent that the group was at risk for stereotyping and being pushed 

to comply with older generations expectations of them. Rentz argued that more micro-

oriented research is necessary to better understand how Millennials function in specific 

work environments.  

All three generations vary in their preferred management styles and feelings about 

performance feedback. Millennials and Gen Xers prefer more immediate and direct 
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feedback than their Baby Boomer counterparts. Still, Thompson and Gregory (2012) 

suggest that a more collaborative relationship between managers and employees can be 

beneficial to all generational cohorts provided it constructively offers advice and 

recognition.  

Most multigenerational organization research has focused on differences in values 

and desires rather than on how satisfaction is broken down amongst employees (Gibson, 

Greenwood, & Murphy, 2009; Woods, 2016; Petroulas, Brown, & Sundin, 2010), but 

some research has taken on the task of performing an analysis of satisfaction, motivation, 

and happiness within individual organizations (Barford & Hester, 2011). Barford and 

Hester’s research attempted to understand how federal government employees were 

motivated, and what determined their happiness within an organization. Their research 

was highly individualized, and asked only six employees from each generational group to 

complete a survey and answer a few open-ended questions.  

Barford and Hester (2011) found significant differences in overall satisfaction 

amongst the generational cohorts, with Millennials reporting the most satisfaction, Baby 

Boomers reporting slightly less, and Generation X reporting the least. The researchers 

also asked about what factors were the most important to them, and found differences 

across the board. Millennials found responsibilities and compensation to be less 

important than the other cohorts, while they ranked advancement potential and free time 

as significantly more important to their satisfaction than the other generational groups. 

Should Barford and Hester’s research findings hold true on a larger scale, it would 

suggest that members of different generational groups will find their workplace 

satisfaction dependent on different factors.  
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Employee Values and Satisfaction 

The values of these generational groups can impact the way companies are 

organized, managed, and the way that expectations are disseminated to employees. The 

values of an organization then prompt employees, especially those in the more fluid early 

stages of their careers, to decide how congruent the company’s values are with their own 

(Cohen, 1991). Morley and Shockley-Zalabak (1991) analyzed how organization 

founders’ values had impacted companies, and how these values affected employees.  

 Morley and Shockley-Zalabak’s (1991) research found that individual’s values, 

beliefs, and assumptions about what an ideal organization would look like correlated with 

their satisfaction and assessments of the organization that they were working for. As 

such, they found that employees that had a greater discrepancy between their 

expectations and perceptions were less satisfied and felt like there was poorer 

communication throughout their organizations as a whole.  

 Shockley-Zalabak and Morley (1994) also performed a longitudinal examination 

on the relationship between employee and management values on communication. 

Shockley-Zalabak and Morley focused on employees at one tech company, and 

conducted 30 in-depth interviews, which they used to develop “rule-like statements” (p 

343). Employees were then asked to evaluate these statements as to whether or not they 

accurately depicted the organization, as well as how much their personal values aligned 

with the statements. These surveys were handed out twice, once in 1987 and again in 

1989, accompanied by scales to assess communication information reception and work 

satisfaction. 
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 Shockley-Zalabak and Morley (1994) found that, in the first surveys, there was a 

strong influence of managerial values on organizational rules, and that more employees 

had similarly aligned values. However, Shockley-Zalabak and Morley suggest that this is 

likely because the organization was very new at the time, and founders were apt to hire 

employees whose values support their own. By the second distribution of questionnaires, 

management values still influenced the rules but employees were more likely to have 

their own perceptions and understandings of them. Their research suggests that the values 

of founders do significantly impact early organizational imperatives, but that as the 

company grows and changes employees will redefine the way that these rules are 

interpreted. Since personal employee values are often associated with generational 

values, it is possible that this study will show relationships between which organizational 

communication factors impact satisfaction and an employee’s generational cohort. 

 Millennial values and satisfaction. Research has shown that members of 

Generation Y are willing to take bigger career risks in order to find meaning in their work 

(Twenge et al., 2010). As such, researchers have begun to try and understand what values 

and factors promote retention of Millennial workers and how this generation can be 

satisfied (Calk & Patrick, 2017). Calk and Patrick distributed surveys to full-time 

Millennial students which assessed their motivational needs. Their questionnaire was 

based off of the revised version of Hall and Williams (1967; 2000) Work Motivation 

Inventory.  

 Calk and Patrick (2017) found that Millennials two highest reported needs were 

basic and ego-status, while safety was their lowest priority. This finding suggests that 

organizations should strive to create challenging and important work for their Millennial 
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employees once their basic work needs are met. Furthermore, it suggests that factors such 

as insurance, benefits, and a predictable salary may be less important to this cohort. Calk 

and Patrick also state that their research showed that Millennials are diverse in their 

motivation, “making it difficult for organizations to adopt a one-size-fits-all approach to 

recruiting and retention (2017, p 137). Instead, Millennials motivators may need to be 

assessed through close and regular communication with their superiors (Twenge & 

Campbell, 2008).  

Information and Communications Technology in the Workplace 

Technology and subsequent advances in information and communications 

technology (ICTs) have also impacted communication (Santra & Giri, 2009). Santra and 

Giri’s research looked at how computer-mediated communication (CMC) impacted 

organizational effectiveness. They argued that, “information serves as the most important 

service and commodity in the global and national economy” (p 103) and that, therefore, 

being able to communicate effectively had become crucial to the success of a company. 

As such, Santra and Giri’s research showed the importance of understanding how 

changing ICTs can impact information exchange.  

While researchers have raised some concerns about demographic differences in 

ICT use, D’Urso and Pierce’s (2009) quantitative study found that there were no 

significant discrepancies in use of ICTs within organizations. In their survey of over 400 

individuals, they found that email remained the primary ICT used in organizational 

communication. Furthermore, they found that most people felt comfortable with the way 

that technology had changed the communication landscape within their jobs.  
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Overall, research suggests that ICTs, and CMC generally support communication 

and productivity for both individuals and organizations as a whole (Santra & Giri, 2009). 

Santra and Giri suggest that CMC allows for less formality, thereby diminishing 

organizational barriers. As such, they suggest that these changes to communication 

channels encourage individuals to come forward with information. The consistency in 

ICT use, regardless of demographic factors, suggests that these communication methods 

can be beneficial to organizational communication regardless of the composition of the 

workplace (D’Urso & Pierce, 2009).  

Some studies have attempted to understand how and why some individuals 

choose to incorporate ICTs into their workflow and others do not (Russell, Bebell, 

O’Dwyer, & O’Connor, 2003; Bebell, Russell, & O’Dwyer, 2004; Russell, O’Dwyer, 

Bebell, & Tao, 2007). Russell, Bebell, O’Dwyer, and O’Conner’s (2003) study was 

named Use, Support, and Effect of Instructional Technology (USEIT). USEIT attempted 

to understand why and how teachers in 22 school districts in Massachusetts incorporated 

technology into their work. The study was developed to focus on a broad scope of factors 

and issues, and relied upon a 44-question survey that assessed specific uses of ICTs.  

Russell et al. (2003) expected to find one major factor that impacted technology 

use, but instead found that teachers varied in their use depending upon the application of 

the ICTs. Specifically, their analysis showed six factors of use; teacher use of technology 

for preparation, delivery, special education and accommodation, email, recording grades, 

and for teacher-directed student use of technology.  

Bebell, Russell, and O’Dwyer (2004) built on this research and attempted to 

understand how much longevity in the teaching profession would impact ICT use. Bebell 
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et al. found that teachers across the board reported about the same amount of generic 

technology use, but that “newer teachers report higher levels of technology use for 

preparation, and slightly higher levels of use for accommodation…Conversely, new 

teachers report less frequent use of technology for delivery, and report asking students to 

use technology during class time less frequently than do their more experienced 

colleagues.” (2004, p 56). 

Russell, O’Dwyer, Bebell, and Tao’s (2007) research corroborated this claim in 

their study, which attempted to find relationships between tenure and longevity and ICT 

use. Using the same framework as the initial USEIT survey, Russell et al. (2007) found 

that “in general, teachers who had been teaching for longer periods of time reported less 

frequent use of technology” (p 411).  

ICT use across the generational cohorts. Some researchers argue that these 

differences in ICT use are not contingent upon longevity in a profession, but on the 

individuals age and generation. Selwyn, Gorard, Furlong, and Madden (2003) used a 

subset of data collected from a previous study of ICT use, in which they analyzed 

interviews from individuals residing in England and Wales. Selwyn et al.’s study showed 

that age was highly significant in predicting ICT use, and that only two in five older 

adults had access to a computer at home.  

Selwyn (2004) took a subsample of the interviews from Selwyn et al.’s (2003) 

analysis, and focused on respondents that were aged 60 and older in order to better 

understand why older individuals were less likely to use ICT’s in their home and work 

life. Selwyn found that older adults often felt obligated to use computers and ICTs in the 

workplace, but that this had never translated into their home life. Instead, these 
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individuals disregarded any relevance or advantage to incorporating and accepting ICTs 

beyond the minimum necessary to perform tasks that they deemed as important.  

Kubiatko, Halakova, Nagy, and Nagoya (2015) performed a comparison of the 

younger generations, Millennials and Generation Xers, in their quantitative study on ICT 

use. Kubiatko et al. developed a survey containing both dichotomous and Likert-scale 

based questions, and then analyzed the data in order to understand how these generations 

differed and related in their opinions and uses of ICTs. They found that Millennials had 

more positive attitudes regarding social networks and work-related ICT use. They also 

discovered that members of Generation X used the Internet more for email than 

Millennials, while Millennials used the Internet more for chat services. This study hopes 

to expand on researchers current understandings of the preferences of ICT use across 

generations.   

While many studies have attempted to understand generational differences within 

the workforce, there are few research endeavors that have provided a micro-oriented view 

of employees within the multigenerational workplace. Due to the prevalence of 

Millennial workers in the multigenerational workforce, this study will attempt to 

understand how the expectations and information channels within an individual 

workplace impact this generation. It will also attempt to garner information on how this 

generation’s affinity for technology impacts their choices when integrating 

communication technologies into their work. 

This research hopes to take on the task of creating a detailed case analysis of 

Millennials within an individual organization because, although “case studies do not 

produce generalizable results in the strict scientific sense, they are useful for testing the 
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validity of certain generalizations. They also enable readers to relate the case study to 

other cases they know about, and thus generalize in an intuitive, informal way from the 

observed case to similar cases” (Rentz, 2015, p 139). As a result, the following questions 

are asked: 

RQ1: Do generations differ in how they receive information from others within 

their organization?  

RQ2: Do generations differ in how they use communication technology to send 

information to others within their organization? 

RQ3: Do generations differ in their sources of information within their 

organization? 

RQ4: Do generations differ in how satisfied they are with their organizational 

communication relationships?  

RQ5: Do individual members of generations differ in how they feel their 

generational experience has impacted their communication and satisfaction within 

their organization?  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHOD 

Participants 

 This research utilized an explanatory sequential mixed methods design 

(Cresswell, 2014), using a statistical analysis of survey data, followed by qualitative 

interview data from selected participants in order to explain initial quantitative results in 

ways that the researchers’ outside speculations could not. The study examined one 

Midwestern school district, including but not limited to, teachers and administrators. The 

main office for the school district sent out the questionnaire via email to principals within 

the district. Reminder emails were sent out twice during a two-week span. Principals sent 

out the email to staff lists at their own discretion, and only one school within the district 

declined to participate. Of the district’s total 624 employees, 364 received the email 

questionnaire. Of these, 128 responses were collected, for a response rate of 35.16%. 

Demographic variables of generational group and roles were gathered (Table 1, next 

page). A total of 122 responses were valid, although individuals that indicated not 

belonging to one of the three generational groups in the study were excluded from some 

analyses (n = 10) leaving a final sample size of 112. 
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Table 1  

Cross-tab of distributions of roles and generational groups of respondents. 

 

 Interviews with members of all three generational cohorts were completed after 

the survey was analyzed. A total of ten participants were interviewed on their experiences 

with generational stereotypes in the workplace, methods of technology use, and on data 

that emerged from survey analysis. These participants were recruited on a volunteer 

basis. Administrators from 4 of the 6 schools recommended staff and teachers from each 

generational group. Tracy (2013) notes that purposeful sampling is imperative to be able 

to draw conclusions and, as such, consideration was given to differences of age, gender, 

amount of experience, and differing roles within the district. Individuals from the 

administrator’s lists were selected to acquire a variety of these demographic variables, 

and were asked if they would be willing to participate via email.  

 To that end, a total of three Millennials, three Generation Xers, three Baby 

Boomers, and one individual that did not identify with any of these three generational 

groups were selected from three of the six buildings within the district. Birth years for 

these participants ranged from 1951 to 1986. Three Millennial teachers were chosen; 

Donald, Amy, and Kelsey. Of the Generation Xers, two teachers, Emily and Nicole, were 

selected, as well as an administrative assistant, Joan. Two Baby Boomer teachers, 

Barbara and Jerry, were picked, in addition to an administrator, Laura. Finally, one 



	

	22	

individual that was born on the cusp of the Millennial and Generation X defined years did 

not identify with any of the generational groups. Although gender was not identified as a 

demographic factor in this data, eight of the individuals were female, while two were 

male.  

 The names of the participants have been changed to retain anonymity. The 

employees interviewed ranged in age from 32 to 68, and their experience within their 

current roles ranged from 1 to 33 years. All interviewed participants were currently full-

time employees.  

Data Collection 

 Goldhaber and Krivonos (1977) designed the International Communication 

Association (ICA) communication audit to assess the health of communication within 

organizations. The ICA audit uses five measurement tools, which are questionnaire 

survey, interviews, network analysis, communication observations, and communication 

diaries. These tools can be used either independently or combined in order to develop “an 

organizational profile of perceptions of communication events, practices, and 

relationships” (p. 43), a communication network map, and an outline of problems and 

strengths in the organization.  

 Goldhaber and Krivonos (1977) audit is meant to function both as a preventative 

measure for assessing potential problems, and to prescribe recommendations to alleviate 

current issues. The original 116-item survey has been shown to have reliability scores 

ranging from .73 to .92. The validity of the audit has been examined by a multitude of 

studies, and it is still used today (Brooks, Callicoat, & Siegerdt, 1979; DeWine & James, 

1988; Hargie, Tourish, & Wilson, 2002; Frisby, Staggers, Allara, Dorinzi, Keffer, & 
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Avtgis, 2009). DeWine and James argued that the audit has immensely impacted the 

study of organizational communication, and that organizations that have completed an 

audit have found the experience useful. Brooks, Callicoat, and Siegerdt revisited 16 

organizations that had previously completed ICA audits and implemented the 

recommendations that came from them. They found significant improvements in 

perceptions of communication effectiveness, satisfaction, and morale.  

 Communication satisfaction is a key aspect included in the ICA audit, and has 

been described as a crucial indicator of organizational well-being (Downs & Adrian, 

2004; Downs & Hazen, 1977). Satisfaction is difficult to isolate as a variable in 

organizational communication, but research has shown positive relationships between 

effective and satisfactory communication and organizations’ productivity, performance, 

and external communication with customers while simultaneously increasing employees’ 

job satisfaction, commitment, and work motivation (Downs & Adrian, 2004; Hargie & 

Tourish, 2000; Gregson, 1990; Matthieu & Zadjac, 1990; Orpen, 1997).  

 Two of the most utilized methods of assessing satisfaction within an organization 

are the communication satisfaction questionnaire (CSQ) and the critical incident 

technique (CIT). The CSQ was developed by Downs and Hazen (1977) to offer a more 

manageable way of assessing satisfaction within the ICA audit. The questionnaire covers 

eight dimensions; general organization perspective, organizational integration, personal 

feedback, relation with supervisor, horizontal informal communication, relation with 

subordinate, media quality, and communication climate.  

 CIT was originally developed by Flanagan (1954) and aimed to take a more in-

depth and specific approach. Flanagan’s method allowed employees to discuss in detail 
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positive and negative feelings about individual communicative events, whereas the CSQ 

focused on the overall feelings about communicative behaviors. Furthermore, as the CSQ 

was designed in a similar vein as the ICA audit, it’s intended for primarily quantitative 

studies, while the CIT is intended for more qualitative research endeavors.  

 Meyer (2002) argued the importance of CIT and similar assessment methods in 

his research, stating that qualitative and observatory methods are more effective at 

uncovering new and unexpected determinants of communication satisfaction. He stressed 

that employees are more apt to become involved more deeply in the audit, citing that 

during his research “even after an hour of discussing the results of such an assessment, 

members agreed to…explore another story that emerged from interpretive assessment 

methods” (2002, p 473). Meyer therefore argues that while quantitative methods, such as 

survey, provide measurement, they fail to uncover new discoveries about the 

communication climate.  

 Zwijze-Koning and De Jong (2007) attempted to analyze the validity of the CSQ 

as a standalone audit tool by comparing it with the CIT. To do so, they held interviews in 

which they asked participants to recall critical incidents and then fill out the CSQ 

afterwards. Their analysis showed similar results for both approaches, suggesting that the 

CSQ is effective at determining what communication issues are present within an 

organization. However, much like Meyer’s (2002) research, Zwijze-Koning and De Jong 

found that the CIT provided more depth and specific examples of how communication 

phenomena were occurring within the organization. Due to the added benefits of CIT, but 

the drawback of the time commitment that CIT requires, the researchers recommend 
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combining the CSQ with qualitative instruments in order to achieve more depth in audit 

data.  

 For the above reasons, data was collected through a mixed method approach. 

First, a questionnaire was disseminated via email to all participants within the school 

district. The first section of the survey asked respondents for their title, birth year, and 

generational group to which they identify. Self-classification was preferable for 

generational identity, especially for those that might fall on the cusp.  

Sections two through five of the questionnaire utilized modified versions of sections of 

the ICA communication audit (Goldhaber & Krivonos, 1977). A total of 48 of the 

original 116 items were selected and modified for this study. Namely, the “Sending 

Information to Others” section was removed, as the researcher was more concerned with 

the channels of information used to send information, which were assessed through the 

USEIT survey instead. Furthermore, language in the audit was modified to modernize the 

survey and fit the district’s specific qualities and hierarchy. The second section was based 

on the “receiving information from others” portion of the audit, the third section asked 

respondents about their sources of information, the fourth section assessed organizational 

communication relationships, and the fifth section of the questionnaire asked about 

organizational outcomes or satisfaction. All of the items utilized 5 and 6 point Likert 

scales. The modified survey used was found to be highly reliable (48 items; α = .92). 

The sixth and final section of the questionnaire used a modified version of the 

USEIT survey (Russell et al., 2003) to assess information and communications 

technology use. The original survey showed reliability scores ranging from 0.73 to 0.86, 

while the 20-items selected for the modified survey had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88. The 
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twenty items selected utilized 4 and 5 point Likert scales. While the original survey 

focused on teachers, these items were selected because they were applicable to district 

employees as well as teachers. Furthermore, items that focused on more objective factors, 

such as regularity of use, were selected as opposed to items that asked respondents to rate 

opinions about student and teacher technology use.   

Face-to-face interviews were attempted with all participants after data from the 

questionnaires had been analyzed. Due to a medical reason, one interview was conducted 

over the phone. Interviews ranged from 15-35 minutes, with questions following a semi-

structured interview method, relying on an interview guide (Appendix E) with additional 

prompts as needed. Both closed-ended and open-ended reflection questions were 

included, oftentimes including asking for an example. Follow-up questions were created 

and asked during the course of individual interviews at my discretion. The researcher 

followed a responsive and deliberately naïve stance as to allow for a more responsive and 

reflective interview environment. 

Data Analysis  

Frequency distributions of the three cohorts were used to assess demographic 

variables. For each question, a mean was calculated for each generational group and 

ANOVAs were calculated to examine differences in communication habits, sources, 

relationships, ICT use, and satisfaction across the generational cohorts.  

Interview participants were asked to sign a consent form (Appendix C), including 

allowing for their interviews to be recorded with a digital voice recorder. The recorded 

data from interviews was transcribed for accuracy and then coded. Coding took place in 

levels, starting with a primary-cycle coping in which data was examined and “assign[ed] 
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works or phrases that capture their essence” (Tracy, 2013, p 189). This code was 

modified as the research became more focused, until the final codebook of data was 

developed (Appendix F).  

An iterative approach to this analysis was taken as defined by Tracy (2013), 

“alternat[ing] between emic, or emergent, readings of the data and an etic use of existing 

models, explanations, and theories” (p 184). This method allowed new data to emerge 

from personally biased and expected outcomes.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

Quantitative Results 

 Information received within the organization. The first research question asked 

if generations differ in how they receive information from others within their 

organization. A one-way analysis of variance between the generational groups (Table 2, 

next page) was conducted to compare the experiences of how much communication was 

currently received and how much communication respondents felt the needed to receive 

within the organization. There was a significant effect of generational group on how 

much communication individuals felt they received [F(3,88) = 2.70, p = 0.05] and how 

much communication they felt they needed to receive [F(3, 86) = 3.16, p = 0.02]. Both 

effects were statistically significant at the 0.05 significance level.  

 Accordingly, the second part of analysis aimed at determining which generational 

groups where significantly different from the others, this was done with a post-hoc 

analysis using a Tukey-B’ test. The results indicated that Millennials (M = 40.40) and 

Generation Xers (M = 40.08) felt they received similar amounts of information currently, 

while Boomers felt they received much less (M = 33.67) (Figure 1, next page). The same 
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pattern was seen in how much information respondents denoted needing to receive. All 

three groups felt that they needed more information than they currently received.  

Table 2 

ANOVA results of items related to information currently received and needed. 

Item df F Sig. 

Receive Currently, Overall 91 2.696 .051 
Receive Need, Overall 89 3.160 .029 
My job duties, Currently 91 4.752 .011 
My immediate future in the district, Need 90 8.345 .000 
Pay and benefits, Currently 88 4.411 .015 
How I am being judged, Currently 90 3.609 .031 
Promotion and advancement, Need 89 4.118 .020 
  

 Figure 1. Differences in means for currently received and needed information by 

 generational group.  

 ANOVA’s were also conducted to assess differences in specific items related to 

receiving communication (results shown in Table 2). Five items were statistically 
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different; My job duties (I currently receive) [F(2,89) = 4.75, p = 0.01], My immediate 

future in the district (I need to receive) [F(2,88) = 8.35, p = 0.00], Pay and benefits (I 

currently receive) [F(2,86) = 4.41, p = 0.01], How I am being judged (I currently receive) 

[F(2,88) = 3.61, p = 0.03], and Promotion and career advancement opportunities (I need 

to receive) [F(2,87) = 4.12, p = 0.02]. The results of this test are shown in Figure 2 

(below). 

 

 Figure 2. Differences in means of generational groups on items pertaining to 

 communication received.  

 Post hoc comparisons of the amount of information currently received about job 

duties using the Tukey-B’ test indicated that the mean score for the Baby Boomers (M = 

3.04) was significantly lower than the Generation Xers (M = 3.67). Furthermore, the 
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Millenials (M = 4.10) reported receiving significantly more information than either of the 

other groups.  

 Analysis of respondents’ feelings about information received on their futures in 

the district varied. Millennials reported receiving the least amount of information (M = 

2.50), while Boomers felt they received significantly more (M = 3.17). Generation Xers 

(M = 2.57) did not significantly differ from Millennials, but felt they received 

significantly less information than Boomers (Figure 3, below).   

 Figure 3. Differences in means, information currently received and needed in 

 regards to item ‘My immediate future in this district’.   

 The pattern of similarity between Millennial and Generation X opinions continued 

in respondent’s reports about how much information they currently receive about pay and 

benefits. Baby Boomers felt that they received the least amount of information (M = 
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3.08) while Generation Xers (M = 3.79) and Millennials (M = 3.80) indicated receiving 

about the same amount of information. 

 Post hoc analysis of currently received information about “How I am being 

judged” showed differences across all three generational groups. Baby Boomers indicated 

that they received the least amount of information (M = 2.67), Generation Xers indicated 

significantly more (M = 3.22) and Millennials indicated receiving the most (M = 3.70).  

 A similar pattern of response was found in how much information respondents 

felt they needed to receive about promotion and career advancement opportunities with 

Boomers reporting the least (M = 2.70), followed by Generation Xers (M = 3.26), and 

finally Millennials (M = 3.70).  

 Information and communications technology use. The second research 

question focused on ways in which generations differ in their use of communication 

technology within the organization. Overall analysis showed that there was no significant 

difference in ICT use [F(3,73) = .89, p = 0.45], activities [F(3,75) = 1.57, p = 0.20], or 

problems [F(3,78) = 1.95, p = 0.13] (Table 3, next page). However, specific items did 

show significant differences between generational groups (Figure 4, next page). These 

items were overhead projector use [F(2,72) = 4.94, p = 0.01], creating and maintaining 

web pages [F(2,72) = 4.47, p = 0.02], and issues using email [F(2,72) = 3.36, p = 0.04] 

(Table 3).  

 Post hoc analyses for these three items were completed using a Tukey-B’ test. In 

terms of overhead projector use, Baby Boomers reported the least use (M = 1.00), with 

Generation Xers reporting slightly more use (M = 1.27), and Millennials reporting 

significantly more use (M = 2.14). However, as explained in the discussion section, 
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interviews revealed that this was a result of differences in individual’s understandings of 

the definition of an overhead projector.  

Table 3 

ANOVA results of items related to ICT use, activities, and problems.  

Item df F Sig. 

ICT use, Overall 76 .891 .450 
ICT activities, Overall 78 1.567 .204 
ICT problems, Overall 81 1.948 .129 
Overhead projector use 74 4.943 .010 
Creating and maintaining web pages 74 4.470 .015 
Can’t email 74 3.358 .040 
 

 

 Figure 4. Differences in means of ICT use and problems by generational group. 

 All three generational groups differed significantly in terms of how often they 

report creating and maintaining web pages. Baby Boomers reported participating in this 

activity the least (M = 1.96), Millennials reported significantly more (M = 2.71), and 
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Generation Xers reported doing this the most (M = 3.14). Finally, Baby Boomers 

reported significantly more problems using email (M = 2.00), than Generation Xers (M = 

1.61) and Millennials (M = 1.57) who reported fewer problems but were not significantly 

different.  

 Sources of information within the organization. The third research question 

asked how generations differ in their sources of information within their organization. 

Respondents were asked to assess their current sending of information to internal sources 

[F(3, 35) = .14, p = 0.94] and the amount of information they needed to send to internal 

sources [F(3,34) = .54, p = 0.66]. They were also asked to specify the amount of 

information they currently send to external sources [F(3,74) = .09, p = 0.97] and how 

much information they need to send to external sources [F(3,73) = .04, p = 0.99]. There 

were no significant differences in which sources and how much information respondents 

indicated currently sending and needing to send (Table 4, next page).  

 Overall, the generational cohorts collectively felt that they were receiving about 

the same amount of information and all groups felt that they needed more (Figure 5, next 

page). Their assessments of current internal communication were very similar, with Baby 

Boomers reporting the least (M = 28.333), Millennials reporting slightly more (M = 

28.6), and Generation Xers reporting the most (M = 29.156). All three cohorts felt that 

they needed more internal information than they were currently receiving, with Xers 

feeling that they needed the least (M = 30.475), Baby Boomers reporting more (M = 

32.273), and Millennials reporting needing the most (M = 32.6).  

 A similar trend was found regarding external communication sources. Baby 

Boomers (M = 24.045), Generation Xers (M = 23.909), and Millennials (M = 22.714) all 
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felt that they received about the same amount of information. They collectively felt that 

they needed more information, and reported about the same amount with Baby Boomers 

reporting the most (M = 26.952), while Millennials (M = 26.429) and Generation Xers 

(M = 26.326) reported slightly less.  

Table 4 

ANOVA results of items related to sources of information.  

Item df F Sig. 

Sending internal sources, Currently 38 .138 .937 
Sending internal sources, Need 37 .538 .659 
Sending external sources, Currently 77 .091 .965 
Sending external sources, Need 76 .037 .990 
 

 
 Figure 5. Differences in means of internal and external information currently 

 received and needed, by generational group. 
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 Satisfaction with communication relationships. The fourth research question 

asked if generations differ in how satisfied they are with their organizational 

communication relationships. Overall, there were no significant differences between the 

three groups [F(3,70) = 2.28, p = 0.09] (Table 5, below). However, examining the means 

showed that Baby Boomers do seem to report less satisfaction, though not significantly 

so, than the other generations (Figure 6, below).  

 

Figure 6. Differences in means of satisfaction items by generational group.  

Table 5 

ANOVA results of items related to organizational outcomes.  

Item df F Sig. 

Org. Outcomes, Overall 73 2.275 .087 
Districts overall comm. efforts 76 3.887 .025 
The district compared to similar  77 3.683 .030 
Opportunity to define problems  77 6.356 .003 
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 Specific items in this section did show significance. Differences were found in 

generational groups assessment of the districts overall communication efforts [F(2,74) = 

3.89, p = 0.03], the district as compared to other similar districts [F(2,75) = 3.68, p = 

0.03], and individuals opportunity to define problems and find solutions [F(2,75) = 6.36, 

p = 0.00] (Table 5, previous page). Post hoc Tukey-B tests were completed to better 

understand these differences (Figure 7, below).

 Figure 7. Differences in means or items relating to communication satisfaction, 

 by generational group. 

 In terms of the districts overall communication efforts, Generation Xers (M = 

3.71) and Millennials (M = 3.89) reported more satisfaction than Boomers (M = 3.04).  

All three groups showed significant differences in assessing the district as compared to 

other similar districts. Baby Boomers reported the least satisfaction with these efforts (M 
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= 3.39), with Generation Xers reporting significantly more (M = 4.08), and Millennials 

reporting the most satisfaction (M = 4.43). Finally, the groups varied in their feelings 

about opportunities to define problems and find solutions in their jobs. Baby Boomers felt 

the least satisfied in this item (M = 3.29), while Millennials (M = 4.14) and Generation 

Xers (M = 4.26) felt significantly more satisfied.   

Qualitative Results 

 In analyzing the interview data, several themes appeared within the complex 

variety of generational experiences that employees within the district navigate in their 

day-to-day work environment. Themes arose of struggling to find a balance between 

adoption and addiction in ICT use, distancing one’s self from the negative perceptions of 

one’s group, and negotiating mobility and the loss of autonomy. Differences in ICT 

adoption created tension across generational groups, and led to feelings of information 

overload among participants. Patterns of stereotyping emerged for each generational 

group, and participants coped with the positive and negative beliefs surrounding their 

cohorts in different ways. Finally, the impacts of mobility, tenure, and changes within the 

workplace were brought up as they related to individual and generational satisfaction.    

 Theme: Struggling to find a balance between adoption and addiction in ICT 

use. When asked whether or not they observed generational differences in the workplace, 

all ten participants indicated that they did. Five out of the ten interview participants cited 

technology as a major point of dissimilarity. Emily, a Generation Xer teacher, expressed 

differences across all three of the major generational groups. 

I have some people who are Baby Boomers, who are looking at retirement in a 
very traditional sense…I look at the Gen Xers and they seem to be more open to 
embracing technology and transition, but they’re a little more traditional in 
expectation. The Millennials, some of the Millennials struggle because I’m in a 
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structure that’s more traditional so your workplace is dictating your time and 
wants you to punch a clock for time and that’s not a millennial work style…a 
millennial might say why can’t I set it up and say here’s the project and meet me 
here in this room if you need help or don’t, and so on. Group projects, more 
experiential learning, and inclusion of technologies that assist. 

  

 Differences in technology use, adoption, and adaptation seemed to be a point of 

contention across the generations, and patterns of feelings of jealousy and animosity 

emerged. Two of the three Baby Boomers interviewed articulated feelings of inadequacy 

with the onslaught of new technologies. Laura, a Boomer and administrator, noted that 

when she uses technology she sees others “knowing how to do things in a heartbeat” 

while she is “walking with a (metaphorical) cane.”  

 Boomers suggested that technology was more intrusive than other generations, 

and seemed relatively aware and comfortable with their lack of ICT adoption. Jerry, a 

Boomer teacher, stated that he knows his interactions with students are different than 

some of the younger teachers because he doesn’t “get why everything has to be 

technological,” joking that he “[doesn’t] mind playing the role of the grandpa once in a 

while.”  

 Millennials and Generation Xers both echoed challenges in participating in 

technology use with their Boomer co-workers. Members of the younger generations 

brought up instances of difficulty in accomplishing a task because of an older party’s 

insistence to continue with an older form of ICT or complaints. Donald, a Millennial 

teacher, lamented an experience in which time set aside to create a department-wide test 

was instead spent teaching members of the older generations how to use the software. He 

continued,  
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It’s very much a skill learning how to do this and there seems to be uh, not a 
pushback cause there’s a lot of demands on our time, it’s just they don’t keep up 
with it so every time we sit down to do this it’s like ‘okay, control c, control v’, 
‘where do you find this?’ ‘Check the search bar’ like, it just ends up me after 
we’re done formatting it, spending my time doing it. Which is a load of fun.  

 
 Several interviewees brought up issues of a lack of comfort with technology for 

Boomers. Joan, a Generation X administrative assistant, described the district computer 

systems as “foreign to them.” While Xers expressed themselves as more technologically 

savvy than the Boomers, they also felt that Millennial technology adoption was 

problematic, arguing that Millennials take technology too far and as a result, miss key 

components of the education and learning process. Emily explained that, “[Millennials] 

can see the bells and whistles, ‘let’s make a movie!’ ‘Okay great, but I’m a little nervous 

that we’re not reinforcing fundamental skills that they have to have, I have to see it.’”  

 Interestingly, although Generation Xers addressed their own ICT use, neither 

Millennials nor Baby Boomers addressed Xer ICT use. Nicole, an Xer teacher, felt that it 

put her in a unique position within the workplace, 

I’m kind of in this weird position where…I’m okay with technology, but I’m not 
learning new things unless I’m at a conference or something. Whereas some 
people are still complaining about their SmartBoards or anything new, I mean not 
even technology just, any kind of new curriculum, cause everything now has an 
online component.  

 
 When change meets resistance: “We can see the backfire.” These ICT 

adaptation differences seemed to create some of the strongest points of tension across the 

generations, often leading individuals to feel their opinions were disregarded, while 

other’s opinions were put on a pedestal. All three generational groups implied distinct 

feelings that, at least to some extent, their way is the best way. 
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 Boomers lamented the lack of human connection with technology. Barbara, a 

Boomer teacher, recalled seeing other employees hiding behind their devices at district 

meetings in order to avoid having to participate. Laura, similarly, noted the difficulties 

created by shifting philosophies regarding technology use and data collection in the 

classroom. She explained that, 

Yes, we’re doing a great job with getting the scores on data. But I have a school 
that has a building full of social, emotionally thwarted children who are desperate 
to learn how to empathize, who are desperate to learn how to make friends, who 
are lonely.  

 
 Pushback seemed to be noted most often in district-wide meetings as new 

technologies and curriculum were instituted. In these instances, Barbara described, “a 

definite feeling from some of the Millennial teachers in other buildings that they don’t 

think I have anything to offer. That, you know, they really do know much more.” Mary, a 

teacher who falls on the cusp of Generation X and Millennial but did not identify with 

either, echoed a similar feeling at these meetings, saying that 

The loudest voices are often those that have not paved the way…and so, because 
there’s this sense of ‘I’m a master at my trade several years in, and I know 
technology so I’m above and beyond those who might not’ there’s this sense of, 
‘you should hear me because I’m the more modern voice’ versus the tried and true 
voice of ‘we’ve been through these pendulum swings’…I think it shuts down 
collaboration because some people are so adamant and passionate about their 
personal philosophy that they don’t take the time to  listen to other perspectives. 

   

 While Xers and Boomers felt that the Millennials were entitled and dismissive at 

times, Millennials felt the opposite. Rather, they suggested that they had been belittled in 

the workplace and had their ideas squashed. Kelsey, a Millennial teacher, recalled an 

experience of discussing a conference she attended with older teachers and having them 

“say how they knew everything that had already been presented, and if you didn’t know it 
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you didn’t have any business teaching that yet” despite the fact that the conference was 

on brand new programs that hadn’t been in the district yet. Amy, another Millennial 

teacher, said entering the workforce after school Millennials, 

 have all these new ideas and new ways of doing things, and we’re kind of 
approached as uh, a little pat on the head of ‘There, there, isn’t that cute. Thanks 
for your idea but this is the way we’ve always done it so this is the way we’re 
always going to do it’…but yet you’re frowned upon if you don’t bring anything 
to the table either, then you’re looked at as somebody who isn’t a contributor.  

  

 These mutual feelings of disrespect lead to tension and stereotyping in the 

workplace, which pervades communication district wide. Emily, an Xer, was one of the 

few individuals that spoke to all three generational groups experiences with technology. 

By her assessment, Baby Boomers “struggle to adopt any of [the] tech driven ways of 

communication”, Xers are “more skeptical, because [they] can see the backfire…which 

might not be worth the effort and cost and tradeoff”, and Millennials “are very much 

attached to their phone as a computer” and as a result will have to live with the 

consequences of “living out loud.”  

 Technology and Information; we need more of it, and we need it faster. 

Participants frequently acknowledged the ways in which technology has shifted 

expectations in the workplace, and felt that increasing use of ICTs has created a society 

that feeds on information. Boomers felt that, in some ways, this change has been harmful. 

Laura felt that it has led to a society-wide overreliance on data, which she described as a 

pendulum that “seems to love to rest at the extremes.”  

 Jerry brought up that “the world shrunk so much” with the inclusion of media, 24-

hour news cycles, and social media. He expressed that it forces individuals to be much 

more aware of the global situation, and that it creates a sense of uneasiness because of the 
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constant consciousness to negative happenings. Emily attempted to interpret some of the 

Boomers feelings of discomfort by applying it to the shifts in education as a whole. She 

believed that, “[teachers] are responsible for so many things in our lives…We don’t grade 

a paper and then make a holistic grade on a student, no, we have to communicate so 

much information because there’s a demand for it.”  

 Members of the younger generations didn’t see this information overload as quite 

as problematic. Joan felt that it pushes individuals to seek out answers simply because 

they can, and they will make the effort to search things out. Mary felt that it gave her an 

advantage in the workplace because it provided her with the skills to “know realistic 

expectations of communication” with the parents of her students and the district as a 

whole. Millennials described the need for “instantaneous information” and Donald noted 

that he can see himself asking more questions than some members of older generations so 

that he can get “a lot of information up front, so that I make sure I get it done right the 

first time.”  

 Two individuals felt like there weren’t any generational differences that 

individuals should feel like they needed or wanted more information than others in the 

district. Nicole posited that maybe Boomers report needing less information because 

“maybe…they have the experience behind them” and couldn’t articulate any particular 

reason that there would be differences. Amy similarly felt that in this district in particular, 

the information is equally offered and that any differences might come down to personal 

preference.  

 Theme: Distancing one’s self from the negative perceptions of one’s group. 

Negative viewpoints regarding other generational groups came up as a salient theme in 
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this analysis. Individuals tended to make generalizations about other generational groups 

as a whole, particularly when these generalizations were negative. Even participants that 

indicated that they didn’t believe in generational stereotypes often made generalizations 

about other generational cohorts later in their interviews. However, when discussing their 

own generational cohort, individuals were often aware of negative stereotypes but instead 

focused on positive stereotypes or external factors for these behaviors. 

 Baby Boomers, the hard working generation. Baby Boomers were generally 

regarded positively by both themselves and members of other generations. Boomers 

described themselves as self-starters, “reckless in an exciting way”, and a “hardworking 

if not hippie dippie kind of people.” Laura and Jerry both also noted that Boomers did 

well economically and have been a financially focused group throughout their lives. 

These themes, for the most part, held through in descriptions by other generational 

cohorts.  

 Generation Xers agreed that Boomers are perceived as a hard working group. 

Furthermore, three of the four individuals that fell under the assigned years for this cohort 

(including Mary, despite the fact that she did not feel aligned with the Xers) described 

them as family centered, and felt that male Boomers were often seen as the breadwinner 

and had a limited role in caring for his children. One Xer, Joan, did bring up that she feels 

the group is less open than other generations. Otherwise, their perceptions of Boomers 

were largely positive.  

 Millennials were not as explicitly positive or negative in their assessment of the 

Boomers, and instead fell across the board. Amy echoed the views of Boomers and Xers, 

stating that she thinks that Boomers have “amazing work ethic.” Rather than hard 
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working, Kelsey felt that Boomers were “rigid” in the workplace. Donald strayed from 

the responses of the other participants, noting the structural implications that Boomers 

have dealt with throughout their lives. He explained, 

I feel like the Boomers, see, like they have whole heartedly like grabbed onto 
meritocracy and they’re like ‘oh if you just work hard you’ll get ahead’, but they 
don’t realize all the things that were put in place for them to have this better life, 
provided by the Greatest Generation. 

  

 Boomers very much aligned themselves with their generational group. When 

asked if they felt that their definition of Baby Boomers as a whole applied to them 

personally, all three participants said yes. Laura even expanded to say that she is “the 

definition of the Baby Boomer incarnate.”  

 Generation Xers; “What years are they again?” While individuals all had at 

least one expectation or belief about the Boomer generation, Xers were far more elusive. 

In fact, five of the ten respondents either asked who the Generation Xers are or felt that 

they had no defining characteristic. Laura, a Boomer, was the only individual born 

outside of the Xers designated birth years to have any initial opinions regarding traits of 

this group. By her assessment, the group is perceived as more open minded than Boomers 

and “that they don’t put up with the same kind of stuff we put up with just so we could 

get ahead.” 

 The other two Boomers felt that Xers, as a whole, get lost. Jerry asked for 

clarification regarding their birth years, and then noted that he felt they had stayed truer 

to themselves than the other cohorts. However, even after a similar explanation, Barbara 

felt that “they kind of really don’t have a defining characteristic.” 



	

	46	

 Millennials had a similar response when asked about Xers. Donald was the only 

Millennial that was aware of the defining years of the group, and he initially noted that “I 

mean, they’re just there,” and only expanded on his thoughts by saying that he felt that 

Millennials had more in common with Xers than Xers have in common with Boomers. 

Kelsey and Amy both asked for clarification, and Kelsey was able to generate a few 

qualities based on her personal experiences with individuals that fell under the birth years 

designated for, while Amy still felt that she couldn’t think of any qualities that relate to 

Xers.  

 Xers did have a few things to say about themselves. Emily felt that their 

experience as a sandwich generation, having to care for both their parents and children 

simultaneously, sets them apart. Furthermore, all four brought up notions of being a 

generation that broke the mold, specifically in work-life balance and social politics.  

 Xers strayed a bit more in whether or not they identified with their group. Emily, 

who was the oldest Xer interviewed, felt that she didn’t identify with “the typical Gen X” 

but with her own definition of those closer to the cusp of Boomer and Xer. Mary, the 

youngest Xer interview that fell on the cusp of Xer and Millennial, didn’t identify as 

either of these cohorts. Instead, she noted that she “kinda just flounder[s].” Joan and 

Nicole, who fell in the middle of the four interviewed, both did feel that they identified 

with their generational group.  

 Millennials; entitled and egocentric. Millennials were by and large the most 

negatively stereotyped generational cohort of the three, although many of the participants 

noted exceptions to these qualities. All three groups, including Millennials themselves, 
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noted that they are perceived as entitled, lazy, and obsessed with technology. The main 

positive generalization made about the cohort was that they are socially conscious.  

 One Boomer, Laura, focused on this positive, arguing that she feels Millennial 

voices, “were instrumental in getting some of the social justice things going” in recent 

years. The other two Boomers focused on the issues of Millennial entitlement and 

technology use, although Jerry noted that he doesn’t think this generation is that different 

than older groups, but that the increasing inclusion of technology in Millennial lives has 

made it so that they have to be entertained more to stay interested in things. Barbara, 

however, felt like the obsession with technology for Millennials extends to “the exclusion 

of human contact.”  

 Xers also seemed to have some variance in how true they felt these 

generalizations are. Emily felt that stereotypes about Millennials are “unfair” and 

stemmed from the fact that “Millennials don’t necessarily stay with the status quo.” 

Nicole, similarly noted both positive and negative generalizations saying that,  

 I’m not saying they’re my stereotypes, but I think just in general they have like a 
laziness to them, like a, and obviously like it doesn’t apply to everybody, but like 
you hear about them coming home and not wanting to get a job…I do feel that the 
Millennials are much more socially conscious than  like, I feel like my group is 
kinda more hands off.  

 

 Joan’s assessments of Millennials were primarily negative as she felt that “they 

have high expectations from others and not necessarily for themselves.” Mary, who could 

be considered a Millennial by some institutions definitions, also had an almost 

exclusively negative appraisal of the group.  She felt that the cohort places too much 

value on their personal lives, and not enough on their careers, mentioning that she doesn’t 

“see them working past their contractual hours as much.”  
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 Millennials were aware of the negative perceptions of their group, but tended to 

argue that these stereotypes are products of societal and economical structures. Amy, for 

instance, felt that student loans, a more challenging job market, and expectations fueled 

by social media force Millennials to struggle to find balance in their lives. Donald 

similarly noted stereotypes he’s heard about his cohort and argued that, based on his 

personal experiences, he believes that these generalizations,  

 are true, but not for the reasons why they think it’s true. So I’m what, 32, I just 
had my first kid last year, I just got my house this year. It’s not for not wanting 
those things, that’s just when I could financially make it happen… it’s not that 
we’re non-committal, it’s because we can’t because of the money, because of the 
economical structural system put in place by Boomers, that  make it kind of rough 
for us to attain those things of the American dream.  

  

 Both Donald and Kelsey focused on some of the more positive perceptions that 

they felt existed about their cohort, mentioning adaptability and innovativeness. Kelsey 

stated that she feels that the group values social interactions more than other cohorts, and 

thinks that although they are hardworking, this quality can be problematic.  

 Individuals that fell in or near the time period designated as Millennial birth years 

were far more likely to either not identify with their generational group, or made efforts 

to distance themselves from the Millennial group, in particular.  This was evident both in 

Mary’s lack of a feeling of generational identity, and in two of the three Millennials 

interviewed. Donald was the only one who proudly identified as a Millennial, while Amy 

and Kelsey both set boundaries for how they defined themselves. Kelsey, for instance, set 

apart younger and older Millennials saying that she felt 

people at the older end of the Millennials, I would say we’re very innovative and 
we have the balance. We’re lucky to be born where we know what  technology is, 
but how to live without it. Whereas the younger Millennials, they pretty much 
only remember the technology part of it. 
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 Amy similarly set herself apart from Millennials, often switching her pronouns 

between ‘we’ and ‘them’ when referring to the cohort throughout her interview. When 

asked if she identified as a Millennial she was unsure, saying that she felt that she was 

one of the oldest of the Millennials, despite being born in 1986, which falls in the middle 

of the cohort by most institutional definitions.  

 Theme: Negotiating mobility and the loss of autonomy; “They don’t know 

how good we had it.” In assessing satisfaction, some generational themes arose, but 

other differences were attributed to changes within the education system and the 

unionized pay scale of the district. Generationally, the focus on satisfaction fell largely on 

perceptions of mobility in the workplace. Boomers felt that they had been pigeon holed 

into careers and, as a whole, tended to stick with an employer for the long haul. They 

noted that they were less likely to take a risk in switching careers than some of the 

members of younger generations, and that it was possible that for this reason they, as a 

whole, were less satisfied as some got stuck in jobs that were not a good fit.  

 Millennials, on the other hand, felt they were more satisfied as a group because of 

the value they placed on fulfillment in the workplace. Kelsey noted that she had 

personally started looking for a new job as soon as she became unhappy in a previous 

position, and that as a whole Millennials are “not afraid to go find something new.” 

Millennials also stated that they were willing to go after a career that they found 

personally fulfilling, even if it was less financially profitable. Amy described her process 

of choosing a career as “backwards” stating that she thought about her personality and 

what would fit her best, and then went to the job market to see what job met those 
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requirements. Donald even noted conversations that displayed generational differences 

around job satisfaction, saying  

 I love what I do, and I can tell you about multiple Boomers that were like “You 
wanna be a teacher? Why wouldn’t you go be a lawyer and make lots of money 
and hate what you do?”…It’s just like what else are you supposed to do, we’re not 
gonna have the same level of material comfort that our parents did, which is a 
phenomena like that hasn’t been seen since the Great Depression, and so you 
spend most of your time at work – you might as well enjoy it for that fulfillment. 

 
 Xers felt that their mobility fell in between that of Boomers and Millennials, and 

that their experience in the middle required them to tread through muddled waters. Emily, 

for instance, felt that Xers were caught in a place with more limited mobility and that, 

“hopefully [we] find a way to engage and feel valued, respected, and that passion again, 

but that’s gonna be a challenge.” Nicole shared a similar opinion, expressing that she had 

initially assumed she would stay with the district for the long haul, but after things “got 

really nasty” had to balance out the risk of leaving with the challenges of staying put. 

Workplace changes and the struggle to feel valued was expressed by the majority of the 

individuals from the two older generational groups, and stemmed largely from factors 

linked inherently with education as a profession. 

 Although Millennials largely ascribed their satisfaction as a result of their own 

exploration and willingness to change, older generations focused on Millennial’s lack of 

awareness of the past. Boomers and Xers alike cited a loss of autonomy and creativity in 

the workplace over the last two decades. Emily described the changes as having “sucked 

the life out of what we do,” while Barbara felt that in the field of education as a whole, 

We aren’t going forward, we are going backwards, and we are no longer saying 
‘Is this developmentally appropriate?’ we are just going ‘What does the state 
wanna see?’ ‘What can bring up our test scores?’ So that makes me very unhappy, 
because a lot of the creativity is gone.  
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 One Millennial, Donald, did bring up the changes of autonomy in the workplace, 

specifically for Boomers. However, his take on it expressed it as less of a loss, and more 

of an excuse for avoiding adaptation in the workplace.  

 Education has changed so much over their career here – they’re very much used 
to like, having their own kingdom and like they make up, they have a lot of 
autonomy in that kingdom, and because they’re at the top end of the union scale 
maybe they feel more insulated. Cause I see a lot of people are like, “Well, I’m 
just not gonna use this program” like it’s optional.  

 
 Finally, the union scale was a point of contention for some participants. Emily 

described the rift of jealousy created between Millennials and Baby Boomers in 

particular. “I’ve got people who are making a lot of money, but aren’t necessarily at this 

point having the skills that are the sharpest skills for the technology, and you have people 

coming in who have sharp skills and wanna have absolute parity of pay.” Laura noted 

that the rewards are not as high for younger generations, describing it as a “hamster 

wheel” and Mary felt that the differences in satisfaction could likely be attributed to 

where individuals fell in the hiring curve.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 The employment of an explanatory sequential design was chosen for this study as 

a way to explain the quantitative data garnered from the survey using the deeper 

interpretations of individuals within the organization. In doing so, this research 

uncovered that while generational differences are present and create conflict in this 

district, they are also fed by specific interactions that lead to feelings of being patronized 

and workplace structural changes.  

Differences in Information Received 

 This study aimed to answer five research questions. The first question considered 

if generations differ in how they receive information from others within their 

organization. Quantitative analysis of the survey data showed that while Generation Xers 

and Millennials generally agreed about their information wants and needs in the 

organization, Baby Boomers felt that they received and needed significantly less 

information. Of the five items in the survey that were individually significant, two of 

these could be explained by employees’ tenure to the organization.  

 Specifically, the items ‘my immediate future in the district (I need to receive)’ and 

‘promotion and career advancement opportunities (I currently receive)’ may include 
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information that is less pertinent to older employees as they near retirement. To this end, 

Baby Boomers reported receiving the most information regarding their immediate futures 

in the district, and were the only group to report receiving more information about this 

item than they needed. Interview participants also indicated that, by and large, Baby 

Boomers are more insulated in their positions due to workplace structures and therefore 

the item ‘how I am being judged (I currently receive)’ may be of less importance.  

 The other two significant items ‘my job duties (I currently receive)’ and ‘pay and 

benefits (I currently receive)’ are less easily explained. Post-survey interviews suggested 

that this might be a result of increasing expectations of data collection in the workplace, 

as well as a societal symptom of our increasing reliance on technologies. The similarities 

of experiences reported by Xers and Millennials were explained as a consequence of their 

familiarity with technology through their formative years. Feelings about the expectations 

of information were generally regarded more positively by younger participants, who saw 

these changes as a way to stay engaged, create social movements, and communicate 

effectively with parents in the district. Members of older cohorts saw more red flags 

associated with information overload, stating the downsides of a data-driven society, and 

feeling that the current state was extreme. 

Differences in Communications Technology Use 

 The second research question asked if generations differ in how they use 

communications technology to send information to others within their organization. 

While the survey did not show overall differences in ICT use, the interviews revealed that 

some of the greatest sources of animosity in the district came from technology-related 

interactions across different generational groups. The differing life experiences of 
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generational cohorts seemed to impact them when engaging in technology use in 

interpersonal interactions, and often led to feelings of entitlement and patronization 

between parties.  

 Only three items in this section were statistically significant; overhead projector 

use, frequency of creating and maintaining web pages, and frequency of problems using 

email. Interview participants did not discuss interactions relating to these items, but 

instead focused on larger issues in technology adoption and adaptation. It is noteworthy 

to mention, that although the survey data showed that overhead projector use was more 

prominent among younger generations, interview responses indicated that this was a 

misinterpretation of the survey question. While the survey intended to assess use of 

overhead transparency projectors, some members of these generations interpreted this as 

an overhead data projector.  

 Interviews revealed that each generational group felt differently about appropriate 

ICT use and generally felt that their approach was the best way. Baby Boomers felt that 

the overreliance on technology was a fad, that younger generations were too obsessed 

with ICTs, and that these shifts were negatively impacting students in the district. Xers 

felt that they had a relatively good balance of ICT use, that Baby Boomers were 

unwilling to adapt, and that Millennials were too self-involved in their ICT adoption. 

Millennials echoed Xers feelings about Boomers, but often felt personally disrespected 

by this group and were frustrated about ways in which they had had to step in to assist 

Boomers with ICTs.   

 One goal of this study was to expand on researchers current understandings of the 

preferences of ICT use across the generations, and these findings corroborated the work 
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of Russell et al. (2007) and Kubiatko et al. (2015) by supporting that younger generations 

have more positive attitudes towards work-related ICT’s and that newer teachers report 

more frequent use of technology. These findings also revealed that these differences are a 

key point of cross-generational tension. Despite the relatively small amount of significant 

survey items in this section, interview data about technology use by and large contained 

the highest instances of cross-generational tension. This dissonance in the data suggests 

the possibility that members of different generational groups assess their technology use 

and success differently, based on their own familiarity with the technology.  

Differences in Sources of Information 

 No significant differences arose from either the survey or interview data regarding 

the third research question, which asked if generations differ in their sources of 

information within their organization. Interview data suggested that this is because the 

district tends to communicate via a wide variety of channels to make sure that all 

employees receive information.  

 Survey data showed that all three generational groups felt that they received less 

information than needed both from internal and external sources. However, all three 

groups reported receiving about the same information across the board, and needing 

about the same as well. As such, at least for this district, it appears that sources of 

information are not a point of divergence generationally.  

Differences in Satisfaction 

 The fourth research question was do generations differ in how satisfied they are 

with their organizational communication relationships. Overall survey data in this section 

was not significant, but the items ‘the districts overall communication efforts’, ‘the 
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district as compared to other similar districts’, and ‘individuals opportunity to define 

problems and find solutions’ all showed Baby Boomers as the least satisfied of the three 

cohorts. As such, an interview question was employed to ask participants why they 

thought Baby Boomers had reported being somewhat less satisfied than the other two 

groups.  

 Data gleaned from these discussions revealed a multitude of internal and external 

factors that hinder Boomer satisfaction. Individuals felt that younger generations had 

been afforded more mobility, and that this led them to be happier in their jobs in general. 

Furthermore, participants noted a variety of workplace structural changes, which older 

generations have experienced and reported unhappiness with. Boomers regularly brought 

up that newer employees weren’t aware of how things used to be, and as such are 

satisfied with the district’s efforts despite these having degraded over time.  

 These results were different from Barford and Hester’s (2011) research into 

satisfaction across the generational cohorts, in which Millennials reported the most 

satisfaction, Boomers reported slightly less, and Generation X reported the least. As such, 

it is possible that these findings are specific to employees in the education sector, which 

has encountered a plethora of changes in recent years.  

Individual Generational Experience 

 The final research question asked if individual members of generations differ in 

how they feel their generational experience has impacted their communication and 

satisfaction within their organization. This question relied primarily on the qualitative 

data, and uncovered strong feelings of generational stereotyping. These perceptions 
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created tension and bitterness within the organization, and individuals felt patronized by 

members of other generational groups.  

 Millennials and Baby Boomers expressed the strongest negative feelings across 

generations. Millennials felt older employees were patronizing them and that their ideas 

were often dismissed. Furthermore, they were upset with Boomers that they felt weren’t 

following the rules and expectations of the district in technology adoption. Boomers felt 

that younger employees were obsessed with technology and entitled, and that Millennials 

don’t feel like they have anything to offer. They also felt that Millennial work ethic was 

lacking, and that the younger generations don’t take on as many hours or commitments as 

what was expected of them.  

 The younger participants in the interviews tended to feel maligned with their 

generational group, often using phrases to distance themselves. This could be explained 

as a result of the negative stereotypes about their group as a whole, which push them to 

distinguish themselves outside of these labels. Baby Boomers and individuals that fell 

well within the confines of Generation X were more likely to be proud of their cohort and 

used the pronoun ‘we’ more often. For Boomers, this could also be explained by 

generally positive stereotypes such as being hardworking and family-oriented. Generation 

Xers seemed to lack any specific set of generalization in this organization, despite other 

research which has shown otherwise (Fishman, 2016) but were accepting of their label as 

Xers nonetheless.  

 The quantitative analysis showed fairly minimal differences in perceptions across 

the board, and often significance was found on an individual question basis, but 

information garnered in the interview process uncovered deep tensions between the 
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generational cohorts. A few possibilities explain this incongruence. First, it is possible 

that members of different generational cohorts assess their technology use, 

communication, and satisfaction differently. However, it is also possible that this 

animosity may come not from generational differences alone, but instead be fueled by 

union structure changes, differing pedagogical philosophies, and tenure with the 

organization.  

Limitations 

As a case study, this research aimed to explore research questions within the 

context of one specific organization. Due to the purposes of this study, these findings 

cannot be generalized. In essence, the goal of this study was focused on depth rather than 

breadth, and aimed to find specific behaviors and viewpoints instead of generalities. 

However, case studies can be used to assist in determining to apply findings to a larger 

sample.  

Even in the confines of a case study, the scope of the quantitative portion of this 

research favored certain generational groups. Although the desired overall sample size 

was acquired, the relatively small number of Millennials left more to be desired. 

Furthermore, interviews were conducted with employees from three of the six buildings 

within the district, and it is possible that dynamics in some of the other buildings would 

have been different.  

Finally, education differs in its composition from many businesses in the private 

sector. It is possible that the differences in gender ratios, personality type, and workplace 

structure contribute to some of the information gathered in this research. While this study 

supported the notion that generational stereotyping is a problem, some data was muddled 
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as far as whether issues were generationally impacted or rather influenced by the 

organization being a unionized workplace that relies on pay scales, experience in the 

education realm, and philosophies regarding pedagogy and expectation in education.  

Future Research 

 As research into generational differences in the workplace continues, there are 

many possible avenues for further studies. This study took a focused, case study 

approach, but a wider and more comprehensive study outside of education could help test 

the ideas put forth here. This approach would be useful in developing a better 

understanding of the nuances of generational differences across organizations.  

 Furthermore, the interviews in this study suggested that conflict between 

generations often happen in interpersonal interactions among colleagues, and it could be 

beneficial to better understand the contexts and implications of these dealings on future 

interactions. Since technology seemed to be a point of contention for all three cohorts, 

looking at how generations assess their own technology use and their basis in assessing 

others could uncover some of the nuances of these complex relationships.  

 Within the confines of educational research, it could also be beneficial to include 

the opinions and feelings of students, who currently fall into younger generational 

cohorts, as Pew Research Center (2016) defines the end of the Millennial generation birth 

years at 1996. Members of these up and coming generations may have differing opinions 

about appropriate interactions and behaviors in the workplace, technology use, work-life 

balance, and rewards systems. 

 One final suggestion for future research would be to look more closely at 

Generation X. This study suggested that stereotypes rarely interfere with interactions for 
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this group, and that they are somewhat of a forgotten generation. It could be of interest to 

see how this ‘in the middle’ group feels they are viewed within the workplace, as well as 

to see if, in a larger study, individuals from other generational cohorts agree that this 

group does not carry the same amount of labels as Boomers and Millennials.  

 This study took on the call of Rentz (2015) to perform a micro-oriented analysis 

of employees within the multigenerational workplace. It found that, for this school 

district, generational differences create animosity, particularly in interpersonal 

interactions regarding technology use and workplace expectations. Research has shown 

that Millennials expect closer relationships with their coworkers than other generational 

groups (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010), and the Millennials interviewed in this study echoed 

their importance. These feelings of mutual disrespect in the workplace, then, will 

continue to encourage Millennial turnover unless they are resolved.   

 These findings, and those of future generational research, help us to better 

understand the nuances of the multigenerational workplace. Such studies can help us to 

move away from generational stereotyping to a more context-aware understanding of 

multigenerational communication, and to develop advice to help members of all of the 

generational cohorts feel respected, satisfied, and productive in their workplaces.  
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APPENDIX C: INFORMED CONSENT LETTER 

Informed Consent 
Millennials in the Multigenerational Workforce: A Communication Audit 

 
 You are invited to participate in a research study being conducted by Kaitlyn  
Bernauer, a graduate student in the School of Communication at The University of 
Akron. The purpose of this study is to learn more about the differences in communication 
and technology use in the workplace by individuals from different generations in one 
organization. You are being invited to participate in this study because you are a full-time 
employee of the organization, and identify as either a Baby Boomer, Generation Xer, or 
Millennial.  
 
 Face to face interviews will be conducted with six to nine study participants. 
Participants will be interviewed for approximately half an hour. Questions will focus on 
generational stereotypes in the workplace, methods of technology use, and on patterns 
that have emerged from the survey that was earlier disseminated to all full-time 
employees. With your permission, the interview will be recorded with a digital voice 
recorder to aid in the accuracy of the study. 
 
 There are no inherent risks or discomforts to you as a participant resulting from 
participation in this study, and you will receive no direct benefit from your participation. 
The study is completely voluntary and it is up to you to choose if you would like to be 
interviewed. You have complete discretion over the questions that you choose to answer. 
You may choose to stop the interview at any time, for any reason. Also, you have the 
right to refuse to participate or withdraw from the study at any time. In addition to the 
initial interview, you may be contacted with follow-up questions and/or concerns that 
arise as the study progresses. These follow-up questions are voluntary as well, and you 
have the right to respond in any capacity you feel most comfortable. 
 
 Personal identification of participants and data collection will be confidential. 
Your name will not be used in any publication or presentation of results, and no one will 
be able to link your responses to you. You will be assigned a pseudonym in order to 
maintain the highest level of privacy, and any identifying information will be replaced. 
 
 If you have any questions about this study, you may contact Kaitlyn Bernauer 
(216.538.0852, kmb360@zips.uakron.edu). If you have any questions about your rights 
as a research participant, you may call the IRB at 330.972.7666.  
 

Please indicate your agreement to participate in this study by signing below: 
 

_________________________________________________________________ 
(Participant Signature)     (Date of Consent) 

 
_________________________________________________________________ 
(Researcher Signature)      (Date)  
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APPENDIX D: QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Section 1. Demographics 
 

1. Indicate your birth year using drop down menu 
2. What generational group do you identify with? Baby Boomer, Generation X, 

Millennial/Generation Y, Other 
3. Select your role from the following: Teacher, Administrator, Staff, Other 

 
Section 2. Receiving information from others 
 
You can receive information about various topics. For each topic listed below, give a 
score to indicate the amount of information that you currently receive from others about 
this topic AND the amount of information that you need to receive from others about this 
topic. Select the number that fits your answer using the following scale: 
 
 1 = none – no information about this topic 
 2 = only a little information on this topic 
 3 = some – a moderate amount of information on this topic 
 4 = more than average information on this topic 
 5 = quite a lot of information on this topic 
 

4. How well I am doing in my job 
5. My job duties 
6. My immediate future in this district 
7. School and district policies 
8. Pay and benefits 
9. How technological changes affect my job 
10. How I am being judged 
11. How my job-related problems are being handled 
12. How organizational decisions are being made that affect my job 
13. Promotion and career-advancement opportunities 
14. Important new product, service, or program developments 
15. How my job relates to the total operation of the district 
16. Specific problems faced by administrators 

 
Section 3. Sources of information 
 
You not only receive various kinds of information, you can also receive information from 
inside or outside of the district. For each of the sources listed below, select how much 
information you receive AND how much information you need. Use the same scale as 
you used above.  
 
 Internal Sources 

17. Subordinates (if applicable) 
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18. Co-workers in my own department/grade level 
19. Individuals in other departments/grade levels 
20. Meetings 
21. Building administration 
22. Central office 
23. The “grapevine” 
24. District web page 
25. Work-related phone calls 
26. E-mail messages 

External Sources 
27. Mass media (TV, newspapers) 
28. Trade and business publications 
29. Vendors and suppliers 
30. Professional organizations and societies 
31. Contacts in other school districts 
32. Government agencies 
33. Community organizations 
34. Parents and students 
35. Community members 
36. Seminars, workshops, and classes 

 
Section 4. Organizational communication relationships 
 
A variety of communication relationships exist within the workplace. Employees 
exchange messages regularly with supervisors, subordinates, co-workers, etc. 
Considering your communication relationships with the following sources at this 
company, please indicate the quality of each relationship. Use the following scale: 
 
 1 = no communication relationship at all 
 2 = poor communication relationship 
 3 = fair communication relationship 
 4 = good communication relationship 
 5 = great communication relationship 
 

37. Co-workers 
38. Subordinates (if applicable) 
39. Building administrators 
40. Central office 

 
Section 5. Organizational Outcomes 
 
One of the most important “outcomes” of working in an organization is the amount of 
satisfaction you get from your job duties, co-workers, your supervisor, or the 
organization as a whole. For each item, please indicate the degree of satisfaction. Use the 
following scale: 
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 1 = extremely dissatisfied 
 2 = dissatisfied 
 3 = somewhat dissatisfied 
 4 = somewhat satisfied 
 5 = satisfied 
 6 = extremely satisfied 
 

41. My present job duties 
42. My overall job performance 
43. My opportunity to “make a difference” and contribute to the overall success of the 

district 
44. My opportunity to reach my own full potential in my job 
45. The district’s overall communication efforts 
46. The district as compared to other similar districts 
47. The district’s overall efficiency of operations 
48. The overall quality of company products and services 
49. The district’s achievement of its goals and objectives 
50. My opportunity to define problems and find solutions in my job 
51. My opportunity to make decisions that affect my job 

 
Section 6. Information and Communications Technology 
 
There are different types of information and communications technologies that are used 
in daily work. This section asks questions about your use of computers both in and 
outside of the workplace. In this section, we use the term “technology” to refer to 
computers or computer-related devices (such as LCD projectors, palm pilots, etc.) 
 
Please indicate how often you use the following devices in your workday. Use the 
following scale: 
 
 1 = never 
 2 = less than once per week 
 3 = once per week 
 4 = three times per week 
 5 = daily 
 

52. LCD projector/Computer projection system 
53. Smart Boards 
54. TV monitor/VCR 
55. Scanner 
56. Digital camera 
57. Overhead projector 
58. Smart phone/mobile device 
59. Laptop 
60. Learning management system/ProgressBook 
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Please indicate how often you perform the following activities. Use the same scale as the 
previous section. 

61. Use a computer to deliver instruction to a class or employees 
62. Record grades or data using a computer 
63. Adapt an activity to an individual’s needs using a computer 
64. Make handouts using a computer 
65. Perform research or planning using the Internet 
66. Email with teachers in my school 
67. Email with school and district administration 
68. Email student’s parents or community members 
69. Create and maintain web pages 

 
How often do you encounter the following types of problems? Use the following scale: 
 
 1 = never 
 2 = rarely 
 3 = occasionally 
 4 = often 
 

70. Can’t get computer to work 
71. Can’t get software to work 
72. Can’t get printer to work 
73. Can’t access network folder/files 
74. Can’t connect to Internet 
75. Can’t email  
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

Interview Guide 

1. What year were you born? 

2. What is your role in the district? 

a. How long have you been in your current position?  

b. How long have you been with the district? 

3. What generational group do you identify with? 

4. How would you define your generational group? 

a. Do you feel that your definition applies to you personally? 

b. What are some characteristics that show how you are an example of a 

(generational group)?  

5. What stereotypes do you think exist about Baby Boomers? Generation Xers? 

Millennials? 

a. Do you think these are true? 

b. Can you give me an example? 

6. Do you notice any generational differences in your workplace? 

a. (If yes) What do you notice about them? 

b. Can you list a few times when you noticed these differences? 

c. Could you choose one of these instances to talk about in more detail? 

d. What happened in the interaction? 

e. What did you notice that seemed to indicate generational differences to 

you? 

f. How did those differences impact the interaction? 
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g. Anything else? 

7. Do you think that members of different generations approach communications 

technology differently in your workplace? Communications technology can refer 

to things such as sending emails, using a webinar, etc.  

a. (If yes) What makes you feel that way? 

b. Can you list a few times that you noticed these differences?  

c. Could you choose one of these instances to talk about in more detail? 

d. What happened in the interaction? 

e. What did you notice that seemed to indicate generational differences to 

you? 

f. How did that impact the interaction? 

g. Anything else? 

8. What do you think is the most important thing we talked about today? 

9. Mill/Gen X: The survey showed that Millennial and Generation Xers think they 

receive more information and need more information than Baby Boomers, does 

that seem right to you?        

a. What is your impression about why that might be? 

10. There was a finding that showed that Millennials report using overhead projectors 

most often then Generation Xers or Baby Boomers, I have a few questions about 

this. Do you use an overhead projector? 

a. First, tell me what an overhead projector is and how you use it. 

b. The research I looked over suggested that overhead projectors are still 

used in schools, but are an older type of technology, so I was surprised 
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that members of the younger generations reported using it more 

frequently. Can you help me understand why that might be? 

11.  Research has shown that for Millennials, job satisfaction is extremely important, 

more so than for Generation Xers and Baby Boomers. In the survey, Millennials 

were the most satisfied with their jobs, and Boomers were the least satisfied. 

What do you think explains this? 

a. Mill: What do you think might lead Millennials to rate their jobs as so 

satisfying in this school district? 

b. Gen X: What do you think might lead Generation Xers to feel more 

satisfied than Baby Boomers, and less satisfied than Millennials? 

c. Boomer: What do you think might lead Baby Boomers to rate their jobs as 

less satisfying than the other generational groups? 

12. Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
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APPENDIX F: CODEBOOK 
 

Code Definition/Explanation Examples 

Traits Birth year, role in district, length 
of time spent with district 

Teacher/administrator/staff, 
“Teaching over 20 years, here 
I think 17” 

THEME: Struggling to find a balance between adoption & addiction in ICT use 

Technology Use Differences in technology use 
across generational groups 

“You mean like that old thing 
with the screen?”, “Baby 
Boomers and before prefer 
more phone contact.” 

Technology 
Adoption 

Differences in learning curve of 
technology in the workplace, 
tendency of new groups to resist 
new communications technology 

“They learned what they had to 
know”, “They don’t keep up 
with it so every time we sit 
down to do this it’s like okay 
control c, control v” 

Technology 
Apprehension 

Expression of dislike of new 
technologies, acknowledgement 
of lack of ICT skills 

“I don’t really get why 
everything has to be 
technological”, “I see others 
knowing how to do things in a 
heartbeat” 

ICT Tension Conflict in the workplace created 
by clashing views regarding 
technology use or adaptation 

“People just sort of hide 
behind their devices”, “There’s 
a sense of ‘you should hear me 
because I’m the more modern 
voice’”  

Results of ICT 
Use 

Expressions of the workplace and 
societal impacts of increased ICT 
use 

“We are responsible for so 
many things in our lives”, 
“We’re doing a great job with 
getting the scores on data, but I 
have a school that has a 
building full of social, 
emotionally thwarted children” 

Patronizing Feelings expressed of being 
belittled, mainly by other 
generational groups 

“We’re kind of approached as 
a little pat on the head”, “They 
don’t think I have anything to 
offer”, “I see a lot of like eye 
rolling” 

Sense of 
Entitlement 

Expressions of feeling like certain 
groups believe they are better than 
others 

There’s a sense of ‘I’m a 
master at my trade several 
years in’”, “All they did was 
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say how they know 
everything” 

Theme: Distancing one’s self from the negative perceptions of one’s group. 

Millennials Characteristics associated with 
Millennials 

“free from those social norms”, 
“entitlement, the use of 
technology with the exclusion 
of human contact” 

Generation X Characteristics associated with 
Generation Xers 

“They don’t really have a 
defining characteristic”, 
“They’re just kind of there”, 
“alternative and into social 
politics” 

Baby Boomers Characteristics associated with 
Baby Boomers 

“Being self-centered and 
materialistic”, “a hardworking 
if not hippie dippie kind of 
people” 

Personal 
Generational 
Cohort, 
Interactions 

Experiences within one’s own 
generational group, defined by 
interactions, conversations, or 
anecdotes 

“My parents didn’t hand me 
stuff”, “We have seen 
multitudes of changes” 

Personal 
Generational 
Cohort, Beliefs 

Beliefs about qualities of one’s 
own generational group, feelings 
of change in characteristics 

“now I think we’re kinda 
boring as a group and set in 
our ways”, “I feel like we 
focus more on personal 
fulfillment”, “I see us kind of 
as the mold breakers” 

Other 
Generational 
Cohorts, 
Interactions 

Experiences within other 
generational groups, defined by 
interactions, conversations, 
anecdotes, or stereotypes that 
aren’t necessarily held by the 
interviewee 

“They get unfair stereotypes, 
sometimes they say that 
Millennials are lazy”, “I don’t 
think she’ll quit working until 
she physically has to” 

Other 
Generational 
Cohorts, Beliefs 

Personally held beliefs about 
qualities of other generational 
groups 

“They don’t care if they’re 
doing a good job or not”, “I 
think they’re narrow minded” 

Distancing Comments that distance oneself 
from the generational group that 
they fall into, particularly when 
discussing negative stereotypes, 
calling oneself a member of a 
generational group but they 
referring to the group as “they” 
rather than “we” 

“I think it depends where you 
fall on the spectrum”, “I guess 
I’m a Millennial? I feel like 
they’re a little younger than 
me”, “I kinda just flounder”  
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Resistance to 
Labeling 

Tendency to distance from all 
labeling or stereotyping 

“I don’t really follow like the 
stereotype labels”, “I don’t 
think it’s generational, I think 
it’s societal” 

Stereotyping Expressions of validity of 
stereotypical generational 
qualities 

“They have high expectations 
from others and not necessarily 
for their selves”, “There’s a 
big gap between time and 
effort in your career versus the 
priority of your own personal 
life” 

Theme: Negotiating mobility and the loss of autonomy. 

Millennial 
Satisfaction 

Factors that influence and 
determine satisfaction levels for 
Millennials, both from within the 
cohort and other groups 

“I thought about the life that I 
wanted and my 
personality…and said okay 
what job will provide me with 
these things”, “They don’t 
know how it used to be” 

Gen X Satisfaction Factors that influence and 
determine satisfaction levels for 
Generation Xers, both from within 
the cohort and other groups 

“I think it depends on where 
you were in your hiring 
curve”, “we’re like the Nirvana 
generation, everything is 
awful” 

Boomer 
Satisfaction 

Factors that influence and 
determine satisfaction levels for 
Baby Boomers, both from within 
the cohort and other groups 

“We aren’t going forward, we 
are going backwards”, “maybe 
they feel that way because they 
have the experience behind 
them” 

Longevity Discussion regarding how long 
individuals stay in their career 
position, beliefs about 
circumstances that make it 
acceptable to leave 

“I figure I work in a good 
district, I’m gonna stay here”, 
“You pretty much work until 
they kick you out the door”, “if 
I’m not happy here I’m just 
gonna leave” 

Workplace 
Changes 

Shifts in autonomy in the 
workplace, overall changes to 
education as a whole 

“There just seems to be a very 
different outlook on how the 
world works”, “We aren’t 
going forwards, we are going 
backwards” 

Workplace 
Expectations 

Feelings of what is expected in 
the workplace, day to day 
responsibilities 

“Now people are like well if 
I’m not getting paid for it then 
I’m not gonna do it”, “I don’t 
see them working past their 
contractual hours as much” 
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Education 
Differences 

Expressions of differing 
backgrounds, pedagogical style, 
and philosophy 

“teacher training today is so so 
different”, “We’ve been 
through these pendulum 
swings” 

Unionized 
Workplace 

Impacts of features of the union, 
pay scale, feelings of competition 
that arise from this structure 

“I don’t know if that’s a union 
thing or a generation thing”, 
“You had strong unions and 
you had loyalty”, “maybe they 
feel a lot more insulated” 

 
 
 

 

 


