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Executive Summary
 
The generational face of 
leadership is changing 
Traditionally, leadership across the generations has 
been envisioned as a linear progression. At one 
end is young developing talent: just starting on 
their leadership journey. At the other end are senior 
leaders: older, more experienced, and hopefully 
wiser than their future successors. Authority walked 
hand in hand with experience. That traditional 
image, while still a common expectation, no longer 
holds true.

Many Boomers are starting to step back from their 
careers in favor of (semi)retirement. Other Boomers, 
living longer but managing expensive chronic 
conditions and rising cost of living, are reentering 
the workforce after partial retirements to make 
ends meet. These Boomers, having stepped off the 
full-speed career track, can end up answering to 
younger, less experienced leaders in their new jobs. 

Gen X has been waiting for the opportunity to step 
into senior leadership roles and implement their 
unique approach to the workplace. However, given 
the relatively small size of Gen X, older Millennials will 
likely be serving alongside them in senior leadership 
as well as filling the mid-level roles they leave 
behind; not to mention the high-profile Millennial 
leaders of companies they started. Meanwhile, 
younger Millennials will be in front-line leadership 
positions, taking responsibility for onboarding Gen 
Z employees into their first professional jobs.

The generational face of 
leadership is changing 

Now that age is no longer synonymous with 
authority, generational research takes on a different 
focus. Previously the key research question was 
how Boomer leaders could best manage Millennial 
employees. Now we ask how do Millennials lead 
Boomers? What are the challenges that Gen X 
and Millennial leaders will have collaborating? 
What does Gen Z make of the new non-linear  
leadership journeys? 

15Be  is getting ahead of these trends by studying how 
employees of different generations view leadership.  
Our study finds that: 

• By itself, a leader’s generation is not predictive 
of how employees rate their leadership 
competencies.

• Employees were more likely to give high ratings 
to leaders of their same generation.

• Employees were more likely to see leaders of 
the same generation as role models for their 
personal lives, careers, and work-life.

• Employee generation influences which 
leadership competencies they most value. 
Gen Z, Millennials, and Gen X tend to focus on 
competencies associated with growth, while 
Boomers are more concerned with predictability.

This report describes those findings and provides 
suggestions for disarming intergenerational conflicts 
in the workplace.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Research Methodology
We asked 1,000 college-educated employees, age 18-70, to rate their 
leaders on 38 different leadership competencies.1,2 Respondents were asked 
to indicate which of five generations they believed their manager to be in.3 
Overall, 47% work for a leader from the same generation, 37% for an older 
leader, and 16% for a younger leader.

We conducted a combination of analyses to determine:

1. whether leaders of different generations were generally rated as being better, worse, or equal on each 
leadership competency,

2. whether employees gave higher ratings to leaders of the same generation,

3. which competencies were predictive that an employee would recommend working for their leader, and

4. which generation employees would look to as role models for career, personal and  
work-life issues. 

All reported results are significant at the p<.05 level or better.

The Value of Generations 
Research
The concept of generations, like many social and psychological constructs, is shorthand for describing a 
wide range of influences on behavior. Generations (Boomer, Gen X, Millennials and now Gen Z) are not 
inherently different but rather are cohorts of people responding to variations in important influences on 
their understanding of how the world works, their future potential, and the behaviors needed to achieve  
that potential. 

Changes in technology, economic, political, demographic, and other environmental cues during a cohort’s 
youth change their outlook from that of preceding generations and results in variations in adult behavior and 
social friction with older, often more socially and financially powerful generations. 

While the concept of a “generation” is useful for describing the formative experiences and later behavior of a 
cohort of people, it is important to remember that the experiences of a cohort are not universal. Variations in 
individual variables such as race/ethnicity, social class, and national origin create variation within generations. 

While the study of generations provides essential insights into how people of different ages may interact, we 
should never lose sight of the fact that people are more than just the generations they were born into. 

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Which Generation is Best 
Depends on Who You Ask

It depends on who you ask. Many Millennial studies 
were done by surveying hiring leaders, HR or senior 
leaders (often Boomers and older members of Gen 
X) about Millennials. Others examined how well 
Millennial employees align with traditional career 
models, often with minimal attention to whether 
those models are equally relevant or effective for 
each generation. 

This study takes a different approach and asks 
employees about the leadership skills of their 
leaders. We wanted to know whether the people 
being led present a preference for leaders of a 
certain generation.

Per our data, the blunt answer is no. When we 
compared ratings between leaders of different 
generations, without regard to who was doing the 
rating, there were no significant differences on any 
of the 38 competencies save one: Visionary. About 
59% of employees with Millennial leaders agreed 
or strongly agreed that their leader was visionary, 
compared with 50% of those with Boomer leaders 
and 46% of those with Gen X leaders.4 

The idea that Millennials are a visionary generation 
is not a new insight. Many Millennials were cast in 
the role of technology translator in their homes, 
connecting their families to new products and 
possibilities. Furthermore, media and investors 
have focused extraordinary attention on precocious 
Millennial entrepreneurs making new technological 
ideas into daily realities. Taken together it is easy 
to see how the generational narrative of Millennials 
would come to be associated with a vision of the 
future. However, for there to be only one out of 
38 different leadership competencies to show a 
significant difference suggests that leaders of all 
generations seem to have similar leadership skills, 
at least according to the diverse pools of people 
they lead.

However, we see a different picture when we 
consider whether the reviewer is of a younger, older, 
or same generation as their leader. In that case, 
there was a consistent, significant difference on 25 
of the 38 competencies (see Table 1). 

Complaints about Millennial employees and doubts about their leadership 
skills are ubiquitous. Articles and reports downplaying their abilities are a 
media standard. At the same time, there has been a much smaller collection 
of articles by Millennials claiming the problem really lies with the Boomers’ 
outdated approach to leadership. So, which side is right?

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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TABLE 1

Percentage of employees who agree or strongly agree that their 
leader is...

 Competency Leader is of  
same generation

Leader is  
younger

Leader is  
older Sig.

Committed to the common good 69% 61% 61% *

Decision making 69% 57% 59% **

Communicative 67% 52% 56% ***

Confident, accepting of self 67% 57% 58% **

Enthusiastic, optimistic 67% 54% 59% **

Respectful of non-work commitments 67% 67% 59% *

Sensitive, respectful 67% 56% 59% **

Planning 66% 55% 56% **

Insightful 65% 51% 54% ***

Managing time 65% 51% 57% **

Delegating 64% 53% 57% *

Has an adaptable leadership style 64% 52% 53% **

Motivating others 64% 46% 55% ***

Organizing 64% 56% 53% **

Networking 63% 53% 49% ***

Adaptable, open to change 62% 50% 52% **

Managing stress 62% 49% 47% ***

Team building 62% 50% 53% **

Coaching 61% 41% 54% *

Has an even disposition 61% 54% 50% **

Tolerant of frustration 60% 44% 46% ***

Being creative 59% 48% 47% **

Tolerant of ambiguity and complexity 59% 43% 50% **

Courageous, a risk-taker 58% 41% 43% ***

Visionary 57% 43% 48% **

Has personal integrity 71% 63% 65% NS

Intelligent with practical judgment 71% 65% 65% NS

Dependable, reliable 68% 63% 63% NS

Willing to accept responsibility 68% 62% 60% NS

Ethical 67% 65% 62% NS

Managing information 67% 63% 60% NS

Achievement oriented 66% 58% 59% NS

Has values that are consistent with the group 65% 61% 57% NS

Persistent 65% 55% 59% NS

Problem solving 64% 55% 62% NS

Accountable 62% 55% 54% NS

Has lots of stamina 61% 53% 54% NS

Managing conflict 58% 49% 52% NS

Source: 15Be Notes: * p<.05, **p<.01 ***P<.001. Highlighted rows display significant results.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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In each case leaders of the same generation as 
their reviewer fared better than leaders reviewed by 
employees from a different generation. 

More employees with leaders of the 
same generation (62%) than those 
with younger (49%) or older (47%) 

leaders (strongly) agree their leader is effective  
at managing stress.

More employees with leaders of the 
same generation (67%) than those 
with younger (56%) or older (59%) 

leaders (strongly) agree their leader is sensitive  
and respectful.

More employees with leaders of the same 
generation (67%) than those with younger 

(52%) or older (56%) leaders (strongly) agree their 
leader is communicative.

In many cases just being of a different generation 
was less favorable, whether the leader was older or 
younger than the employee. 

There are a few competencies where there 
were differences between being a younger or  
older leader.

Fewer employees with older leaders 
(59%) than those with younger leaders or 
leaders in the same generation (both 67%) 

(strongly) agree that their leader is respectful of 
non-work commitments.

Fewer employees with younger leaders 
(41%) than those with older leaders 
(54%) or leaders in the same generation 

(61%) (strongly) agree that their leader is effective  
at coaching.

Fewer employees with younger leaders 
(46%) than those with older leaders (55%) 
or leaders in the same generation (64%) 

(strongly) agree that their leader is effective at 
motivating others.

These findings highlight how important it is to keep 
in mind the source of leadership ratings and what 
biases they likely harbor. For example, when younger 
generations are rated solely by older employees or 
leaders, assessments will probably be lower than if 
they are being rated by their peers, and vice versa. 

Though senior leaders may prefer successors who 
act like them, organizations need front-line leaders 
who can relate to the staff. The best leader for the 
future may look very different from the best leaders 
of today. Leadership assessments should emphasize 
feedback from multiple stakeholders: more senior 
leaders, subordinates, and peers. This will help 
leaders see how they are perceived by a range of 
people, not just the most senior.

In addition, a variety of success metrics  
(e.g. engagement, turnover, and productivity) should 
be implemented. 

Even if a leader’s style is not popular with colleagues 
from a different generation, having mission critical 
feedback from a diverse array of stakeholders 
will provide the talking points needed to defend a 
diversity of leadership styles.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Peer Leaders as Role Models

In fact, we do see a preference for leaders of the same 
generation as role models for managing personal, 
career, and work-life issues (Figure 1 to Figure 3).

Leaders who are in the same generation as 
their employees may make more accessible and 
desirable role models. All else being equal, people 
of the same generation are more likely to be facing 
similar career and personal challenges and harbor 
similar definitions of success. While a leader from 
another generation may have excellent insight to 
offer, it will be colored by the period in which those 
insights were formed. While peer mentors don’t 
have the same breadth of experience to draw from, 
their insights may be seen as more consistent with 
the employee’s goals for the present.5

Though same generation leaders seem to be 
preferred, more employees with older leaders 
see them as role models than those with younger 
leaders. Older leaders are usually assumed to be 
good role models because they have more life and 
work experience, and we do see a preference for 
older role models over younger ones for all three 
categories. However, older leaders are still less 
popular role models than leaders of the same 
generation. This may be because of the rate of change 
in organizations and society today. Older leaders 

may have significant and detailed experiences to 
share, but those experiences may not be compatible 
with the life and career plans of the next generation. 
 
Interestingly, more employees see younger leaders 
as work-life (52%) and career (51%) role models than 
as personal life (36%) role models. It is possible that 
older employees are impressed when a younger 
leader rises further, faster creating more interest in 
learning from such leaders.

Organizations looking to make use of role models 
and mentors may find value in creating peer 
networks, along with senior level mentorships. While 
high level leaders may be able to provide certain 
advantages in terms of sponsorship to new positions 
or developmental assignments, junior leaders may 
be better positioned to coach employees on making 
the most of those assignments.

Given that employees tend to see leaders of their own generation as more 
effective, it stands to reason that they would also prefer those leaders as role 
models.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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FIGURE 1

Percentage indicating that their leader is a role model  
for managing their personal life
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Source: 15Be

FIGURE 2

Percentage indicating that their leader is a role model  
for managing their career

FIGURE 3

Percentage indicating that their leader is a role model  
for work-life balance

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Generations Value Different 
Leadership Qualities
What competencies would make you recommend your leader to a friend or 
colleague? A talent for coaching, creativity, or planning? The answer may 
depend on your generation. 

We asked respondents to indicate on a scale of 0 to 10 how likely they were to recommend their leader to a 
friend or colleague seeking a similar job. We then looked at the collection of 38 competencies to see which 
ones best predicted a high recommendation score.

Five competencies best predicted a leader recommendation across the generations: 

1. Motivating others to do their best,

2. Coaching others to improve their knowledge and skills, 

3. Managing stress and the tension of high pressure work situations, 

4. Being accountable for your work and mistakes, and 

5. A willingness to change beliefs in the face of unexpected challenges.6  

Taken together, these five traits are the best predictors of the average employee’s recommendation of their 
leader. However, the results were surprisingly different when considering results for each generation alone 
(Table 2). 

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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TABLE 2

Top Leadership Competencies by Generation

 

Overall Generation Z Millennials Generation X Boomers 
1. Motivating others
2. Coaching
3. Managing stress
4. Being accountable
5. Willingness to let go  

of established beliefs

1. Managing stress
2. Motivating others
3. Sensitivity, respect
4. Adaptability, 

open to change

1. Willingness to let go  
of established beliefs 

2. Coaching
3. Motivating others
4. Managing Information
5. Courage

1. Coaching
2. Tolerant of frustration
3. Motivating others

1. Accountability
2. Planning
3. Even disposition
4. Courage

Source: 15Be

Some competencies were valued by multiple 
generations. For example, motivating others was 
highly valued by Gen Z, Millennials, and Gen X. These 
three generations are looking at careers of steadily 
increasing workloads in ever leaner workforces. 
Staying motivated under such circumstances is a 
challenge that they will need leadership support  
to overcome. 

Surprisingly, motivational support was not a priority 
for most Boomers in our sample. It may be that 
many Boomers perceive motivation as coming 
solely from within, rather than being influenced 
by leaders. Alternatively, Boomers may not be 
interested in being pushed to greater performance. 
They might be contemplating retirement or enjoying 
the professional status they have already achieved, 

rather than seeking their next career step. In our 
study, only 43% of Boomers wanted to advance to 
a more senior position, compared with 66% of Gen 
Z, 81% of Millennial, and 76% of Gen X employees.

Generation Z
Managing stress topped the list for Gen Z 
employees currently pursuing college degrees. 
Given that other studies suggest that Gen Z 
harbors significant anxiety about job security 
and economic opportunities7 it makes sense 
that Gen Z would favor leaders who can serve as 
stress management role models.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Millenials
The most important predictor for Millennial 
recommendations was not something they valued, 
but rather something they preferred their leader 
to lack. The leader competency of persistence, 
the tendency to “continue to act on beliefs despite 
unexpected challenges” was negatively associated 
with Millennials recommending their leader. In other 
words, they valued leaders who were willing to 
change course when things became challenging. 
Millennials have long been cast in the role of 
employment change agents, credited with pushing 
for flexibility and job autonomy. And, as the first 
digital natives, they are closely associated with the 
rapid expansion of digital technologies throughout 
the workplace. So, it makes sense that Millennials, 
so often credited with transforming the modern 
workplace, would prefer adaptable leaders who can 
let go of established beliefs. 

Generation X
Gen X favors leaders who are effective at coaching. 
As the generation of “latch-key kids” and “slackers” 
whose relatively small numbers made them 
unattractive to marketers, Gen X has been something 
of a forgotten generation. Even as they prepare to 
take the reins of senior leadership, the generational 
conversation continues to focus on Millennials and 
their upcoming successors in Gen Z. Gen X would 
likely respond well to some developmental attention 
from their organizations, especially as they plan 
their next career steps after their Gen Z kids leave 
home. Leaders who recognize the Gen X desire for 
ongoing development will be better able to relate to  
this generation.

Boomers
Topping the Boomer list is accountability, a 
willingness to be answerable for work and willingly 
admit mistakes. Boomers are the most experienced 
generation in the workforce, and whether they have 
been leaders or not, they likely have a strong sense 
of how things should get done. Leaders who are 
unable to acknowledge that expertise and admit to 
errors will alienate this generation.

Overall, between a third and half of each generation 
reported having a leader who was effective at their 
most valued leadership trait. For example, only 51% 
of Gen Z respondents reported that their leader 
was effective at managing stress. A mere 38% of 
Millennials felt that their leaders were able to change 
course when needed. Fifty-three percent of Gen X 
said their leader was effective at coaching and 59% 
of Boomers saw their leaders as accountable. Even 
though every generation is looking for different 
things in a leader, no one seems to reliably get what 
they want. 

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Research to Action: Disarming 
Generational Conflict

Leaders also need to plan work processes, make 
resource decisions, and facilitate collaboration for 
multiple generations at once. When these things 
are not done in an inclusive manner, leaders may 
find themselves wading through the trenches of 
generational conflict. 

There are things leaders can do to disarm these 
conflicts and create workplaces that align with the 
needs of every generation. Four things leaders of 
intergenerational workforces need to keep in mind:

Resistance to change or  
desire for predictability?
Though each generation favors a different set of 
qualities in their leaders, most of those qualities don’t 
contradict. A motivational leader who can manage 
stress, change when necessary, coach employees, 
and be accountable for mistakes should appeal 
to everyone. However, the full picture of Boomers 
provides some insight into why they are often at 
odds with Millennials and how to get out of that  
routine quarrel. 

 

The full list of favored leadership competencies for 
Boomers suggests that they are resistant to change. 
They value leaders who are accountable, plan well 
and have even dispositions—traits that emphasize 
predictable structure. Meanwhile Millennials, the 
generation of change, desire leaders who give up 
on traditions that don’t work and who will pursue 
courageous, risky decisions. This sounds like a 
perfect recipe for intergenerational conflict. Yet, 
Boomers also cited that they valued leaders who 
were courageous risk takers. How does this add up? 

It may be that Boomers don’t dislike change so much 
as they dislike chaos. Leaders who can’t provide a 
clear vision or own up to bumps along the way may 
frustrate Boomers more than younger employees, 
especially if Boomers don’t have the same freedom 
to change jobs as younger employees with  
different responsibilities.

For leaders to effectively lead their teams they need to approach generational 
issues in new ways. They need to integrate a variety of leadership approaches 
that will not just appeal to any one generation, but encourage any employee  
or generation to follow them.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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While Boomers and Millennials may seem to butt 
heads over the evolution of the workplace, they may 
really be arguing about the pacing of, and vision for, 
that evolution. 

Leaders seeking to appease both generations should 
beware of the trap of assuming they must change for 
Millennials or stay the same for Boomers. Instead 
they should define a change process with outcomes 
that Millennials desire and clear steps that Boomers 
can rely on. Millennials will see outdated procedures 
get updated and Boomers will not feel blindsided by 
sudden, uncertain transformations.

Inter-generational messaging
Generational research is strongly connected to the 
idea of marketing segmentation: breaking audiences 
into smaller groups that can be better influenced by 
tailored messages. While this has advantages in sales, 
it can create problems for leaders managing inclusive 
groups. If messages conflict or imply favoritism 
they may alienate some of your workforce while  
attracting another. 

For example, one generational message that can 
backfire centers around the reason for instituting 
flexibility. When this change is attributed to Millennial 
demands, Millennials may feel empowered while 
Boomers can resent what they were denied in 
their early career days. Instead of this generational 
message, leaders can position flexibility as a new 
opportunity available due to technology, not favoritism 
for one group of employees. Everyone will benefit from 
it, but no one generation is responsible for winning it.

Seek strengths, not 
weaknesses
We are naturally inclined to see differences as 
weaknesses rather than as diverse strengths. A 
Boomer may easily see a Millennial’s focus on 

email and social media as a sign that they lack 
communication skills. It is harder to recognize that 
the Millennial employee may be better able to sell 
to a generation that prefers texting to telephones, 
especially if that Boomer is uncomfortable with digital 
communication styles. Similarly, generations may 
place different values on social interactions, with 
one generation emphasizing stoicism and another 
emotional authenticity. The stoic would see a person 
sharing all their feelings as immature and narcissistic 
while the authentic leader would see the stoic as stiff 
and unable to form close relationships. 

When leaders are evaluating team capabilities, 
they should make a deliberate effort to see how 
generational differences can advance their goals. 
Actively praise the advantages offered by a variety 
of skill sets and emphasize that the best employees 
have multiple tools at their disposal. Offer trainings in 
both directions to help younger and older employees 
understand and try out each other’s styles. In this way, 
we can avoid painting any generation as deficient 
and build on the foundation of skills and experience 
that each one offers.

Use peer role models
Even though older leaders may have more 
experience, their strategies may not translate well 
to younger employees. Given that employees in 
our study were more likely to indicate leaders of the 
same generation were role models, organizations 
should encourage the growth of peer networks. The 
advice shared between people facing similar life and 
career choices will provide its own unique advantage, 
especially if paired with lessons from older employees 
and leaders. 

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Case Study: Generational 
Inclusion in Action

The diversity and inclusion efforts at Allianz 
Global Corporate & Specialty (AGCS) illustrate this 
approach and various findings and suggestions in 
this report. For example their peer-to-peer circles 
provide opportunities for employees to hear advice 
from those currently facing similar challenges. In 
addition, their generations at the workplace trainings 
help employees understand the reasons behind 
generational conflict. They also teach employees 
to look for ways to integrate divergent employee 
preferences rather than see them as in opposition 
to one another.

Peer-to-peer circles
In 2016 AGCS rolled out a new performance 
management framework with a strong emphasis 
on continuous feedback and on newly defined 
people attributes and behaviors. AGCS leveraged 
peer-to-peer circles to create a peer coaching 
setting and start an ongoing support network 

amongst people leaders. They encourage 
participants to exchange experiences and role play 
conversations based on those real-life experiences. 
 
Feedback on the approach was over-whelmingly 
positive and people leaders now regularly consult 
one another on management questions. Allianz has 
started incorporating the peer-to-peer approach 
into other learning offerings around change 
management. Though peers in the AGCS system 
include people of multiple generations at the same 
professional level, the program demonstrates the 
power of looking across as well as up for answers to 
professional challenges.

It can be overwhelming to craft unique efforts for each community and 
perspective in an organization. Instead, leaders can focus on providing 
employees with skills and opportunities to recognize, understand, and work 
with individual and group preferences as well as find the common ground that 
teams can build on.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Generations at the  
workplace trainings
AGCS North America offers a Graduate 
Associate program and classroom training 
which includes a day on communicating and 
collaborating across generations. The annual 
feedback on this and other generational diversity 
trainings has highlighted three recurring topics: 

1. Use of technology to communicate and share 
information is mentioned most often. Different 
generations have clear channel preferences and 
employees at all levels are encouraged to flex 
their choice of channel from email, to phone, to 
instant messaging depending on the audience 
they are trying to reach.

2. Employees are divided on their preference for 
individual and collaborative work. While some 
employees prefer to take time to individually 
develop fully fleshed proposals for feedback, 
others develop an equally strong product 
through a series of iterative versions that 
are improved collaboratively. Though both 
methods have been found to produce quality 
work, individuals can be frustrated when it 
is unclear which model is being followed. 
AGCS trainings emphasize methods for 
explicitly communicating preferences around 
collaboration; improving the result and  
the experience.

3. Employees of different generations voice 
similar desires for the relationships they want to 
have with their coworkers and leaders such as 
feeling trusted and empowered. The company’s 
People Attributes of entrepreneurship, trust, 
and collaborative leadership all underline a 
culture that supports this cross-generational 
expectation. Leadership in North America has 
recently launched an empowerment initiative 
including a leadership commitment statement 
on empowerment, training for leaders on how to 
empower employees in a sustainable way, and 
process changes to delegate decision making 
further down into teams.

 
Shifting the conversation around generational 
differences from one of right and wrong to general 
preferences has been so valued by participants 
that AGCS North America is adding the topic as a 
recommended self-learning element of their new 
hire on-boarding process as well as including it as a 
refresher topic for people leaders. 

 

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Conclusion
Taken together, the five top leadership competencies across the generations describe an honest leader who 
helps foster engagement and skill development despite obstacles and changing circumstances. While there 
are a wide range of trainings for leaders teaching a diverse array of skills, organizations may be better served 
by returning to the basics. Getting leaders to refocus on guiding others to success is a vision of leadership 
that every generation can get behind.

http://www.lifemeetswork.com
http://www.lifemeetswork.com
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Endnotes
1. A 21-minute online survey was administered to a sample of 1,000 employees, age 18-70, in the U.S. Participants were gathered 

from an SSI survey panel. All participants either had completed or were currently pursuing a bachelor’s degree at the time of the 
survey. All respondents indicated that there was one specific person whom they see as their immediate leader and were directed 
to consider their immediate leader when answering questions about their leader. The survey was administered November 2-28, 
2016. Quotas were established to ensure even proportions of men and women and each of four generations: Gen Z (born 1995-
1998), Millennials (born 1981-1994), Gen X (born 1965-1980), and baby boomers (born 1946-1964).

2. The 38 competencies were derived from the 1989 edition of the University of Minnesota Leader Attributes Inventory developed 
by Jerome Moss, Jr. with the assistance of Qetler Jensrud, Barry Johansen, and Hallie Preskill. The full list is presented in the 
appendix.

3. Respondents were asked “What is your leader’s age? Your best guess is fine.” 
• Gen Z: 18 to 21 years old (5%) 
• Millennial: 22-35 years old (28%) 
• Gen X: 36 to 51 years old (45%) 
• Boomer: 52 to 70 years old (21%)) 
•The silent generation: 71 years old (1%)  
Though respondents may not know their leader’s actual age, for the purposes of this study the employee’s behavior and attitudes 
are more likely to be aligned with the leader’s perceived age than his or her actual age. 

4. The comparisons of leadership competencies by generation were limited to Millennial, Gen X and Boomer leaders. There were too 
few respondents with Gen Z or Silent generation leaders to analyze as independent groups. 

5. It is possible that the value of looking up may change at different points in an employee’s career. For example, new employees 
may have a lot to learn in general and older leaders have a wide array of experiences to share. As employees grow older and have 
more specific issues of career, family and self-care to manage the advice of older leaders may become less valuable compared 
to peers facing similar challenges while pursuing similar goals. Ideally these analyses would be repeated while controlling for the 
specific generation of the employee. However, the sample was not large enough to hold sufficient numbers of employees in each 
generation with leaders who were younger, older, and the same generation for that level of analysis.

6. The item on the survey asked about a leader’s persistence, the tendency to continue following beliefs despite unexpected 
challenges. This item was negatively associated with recommendations, especially among Millennial employees. To simplify 
interpretation of the results we describe this item as a preference for leaders who are willing to change their beliefs in the face of 
unexpected challenges.

7. Seemiller, C. & Grace, M. (2016). Gen Z goes to college. Hoboken, N.J.: Jossey-Bass.
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