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Generational Differences at Work

■ The notion that there are demonstrable dissimilarities 
between members of different groupings of successive birth 
cohorts that manifest as differences in work outcomes

– E.g., job attitudes, work values, motivations, performance, 
etc.



Generational Differences at Work

■ Implication that generational differences must be actively 
managed in the workplace

■ This idea of generational differences is ubiquitous!
– Popular business and management literature
– Across various topics of research in the organizational sciences 

realm
■ Has taken on a “functional autonomy” (Astin, 1961)
– The existence of generations is assumed; generations are 

axiomatic



Generational Differences at Work

■ Generations are borrowed from functionalist sociological 
theories of the early 20th century

■ Karl Mannheim – Formative experiences shape the collective 
conscious of generations (e.g., war; economic depression)

– Explanations for broad-scale social (i.e., cultural) change
– Thought question: “Would social change be possible if there 

were no new generations to challenge the ideas of the preceding 
ones?”

– In other words: generations shape culture



Generational Differences at Work

■ Interestingly, this perspective is often 
“flipped” by contemporary generations 
researchers

– E.g., Twenge (2017): “Generations are 
shaped by trends in culture” 

GenerationsCulture

Generations vs. Culture 
Cyclical Tautology



Generational Differences at Work

■ Generational differences have long been invoked to explain 
changes in work-relevant attitudes, behaviors, and motives 

– Diamant, (1960) “generation gaps” in leadership and 
management phenomena

– Tulgan (1995) “managing generation X” 
– Schein (2004) generations play a role in transmitting 

organizational culture



Generational Differences at Work

■ Since 2013, the APA’s “Work and Well-Being Survey” reports 
generational group comparisons for several work outcomes

■ APA Div. 14 (SIOP) yearly “Top 10 Workforce Trends” offer 
that generations and the (assumed) differences between 
them have bearing on the type of work that we do as 
organizational scientists



From: 2017 APA Work and Well-Being Survey



Business Schools Require Courses in 
Generational Differences

From: Saint Louis University John Cook School of Business Course Catalog
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“Managing Generational Differences”

■ A Google search for the phrase “managing generational 
differences” offers nearly >7,500 results:

– E.g., Training Programs



Important Question

■ “What influence does the notion of generational differences 
actually have on those processes that we care about as 
organizational researchers and practitioners?” 



Our Answer

■ In short, not much!
■ We have called into question a number of the assumptions 

made by both theories of generations and research that has 
purported to study differences between generations

– Rudolph, 2015
– Rudolph & Zacher, 2015 
– Rudolph & Zacher, 2017a
– Rudolph & Zacher, 2017b
– Rudolph & Zacher, 2017c
– Rudolph, Rauvola, & Zacher, 2017
– Rauvola, Rudolph, & Zacher, 2018



Arguments in Favor of Generational 
Differences



Argument #1: Work is Changing 

■ The workforce and organizations are becoming increasingly 
older and more age diverse (Rudolph, Marcus, & Zacher, 
2018) 

■ The way in which work is being done is changing and the 
nature of the work itself is changing concurrently (e.g., 
Frese, 2000) 



Argument #1: Work is Changing 

■ In research, theories of generational differences are often 
invoked to explain such changes – used in two different 
ways:

– 1. As an antecedent to change (e.g., generational 
differences explain differences in career patterns; Lyons, 
Schweitzer, & Ng, 2015) 

– 2. As a reflection of change itself (e.g., members of different 
generations react differently to economic recessions; De 
Hauw & De Vos, 2010)



Argument #2: The World is Changing

■ Generational categories are a means of understanding how 
socio-cultural phenomena manifest as age-related 
differences that can influence individual level behaviors 

■ E.g., Twenge (2017, p. 6): 
– “Any generational cutoff is arbitrary…they allow us to define 

and describe people despite the obvious limitations of using 
a bright line when a fuzzy one is closer to the truth.” 



Argument #2: The World is Changing

■ Social-constructivist perspective on generational differences 
(e.g., Rudolph & Zacher, 2015; 2017a) 

– Generations as a “sensemaking” mechanism



Argument #2: The World is Changing

■ Generational differences do not “really” exist in an objective 
sense

– Socially constructed
– Explain the complexities of changing societies against the 

intricacies of human development that we observe on a 
day-to-day basis



Argument #2: The World is Changing

■ Thinking in terms of generations is useful for making a 
complex issue (i.e., aging) less complex

– Generations give some meaning to observations and 
perceptions of age-related differences that we witness via 
social interactions



Empirical Evidence for Generational 
Differences
■ Very little empirical research is conducted on (purported) 

“generational differences” at work.
■ Although nearly 10-year old, Costanza et al. (2012) meta-

analysis only considered K = 20 studies 
– Concluded: “The relationships between generational 

membership and work-related outcomes are moderate to 
small, essentially zero in many cases.”



Empirical Evidence for Generational 
Differences
■ Our 2017 qualitative review of leadership and generations 

could only locate K = 18 studies published in ISI, ESCI, or 
society-sponsored journals

– No evidence to support generational differences in 
leadership phenomena



Arguments Opposed to Generational 
Differences



Arguments Opposed to Generational 
Differences
■ Logical concerns
■ Empirical concerns 
■ Methodological concerns 



Logical Concerns

■ Generational theorizing is a flawed model of behavior:
– Top-down and deterministic (i.e., in that it assumes that all 

members of a given generation “act” in the same way) 
– Reductionist (i.e., a great deal of nuance is lost when 

distilling otherwise complex aging phenomena into simpler 
“generational” units)

– “Natura non facit saltus” -- Leibniz (New Essays, IV, 16:[2] )



Logical Concerns

■ The application of generational explanations involves 
exploring relationships among variables defined and 
measured at different conceptual levels of analysis 

– Generations are typically defined at the group level, and 
work outcomes at the individual level 



Logical Concerns

■ Atomistic fallacies:
– Inferences regarding 

variability across groups 
based on individual level data

■ Ecological fallacies:
– Inferences regarding 

phenomena at the individual 
level based on group level 
data

Generation A

1 2 …j 1 2 …k

Generation B Generation A

1 2 …j



Empirical Concerns 

■ There is meager evidence to support the existence of 
generational differences phenomena

– Costanza et al. (2012) failed to find support for generational 
differences across a number of work outcomes

– Stassen, Anseel, and Levecque (2016) supports this 
conclusion

– Zabel et al., 2017 meta-analysis found no generational 
differences in work ethic endorsement



■ Lyons and Kuron (2014) concluded that:
– “… evidence has been sparse for some variables and 

inconsistent for others. There remains a great deal of 
variation in methodologies and reporting of findings, 
making it difficult to draw definitive conclusions from the 
research” (p. S153).

Empirical Concerns 



■ Costanza et al. (2017) study various common statistical models 
for analyzing data for the presence of generational differences

– Cross-Temporal Meta-Analysis; Cross-Classified HLM; Cross-
Sectional Analysis

■ These methods do not converge with one another!
– Any conclusions one could draw regarding generational 

differences are, in part, dependent upon the approach to 
statistical analysis 

Empirical Concerns 



Methodological Concerns

■ Generational differences research typically uses single time 
point (i.e., cross-sectional) research designs 

■ Cross-sectional methods cannot be used to address 
questions about generations 

– Conflate chronological age, contemporaneous period, and 
birth cohort effects 



Methodological Concerns

■ An example of this confounding phenomenon: 
– Consider that if the current year is known (e.g., 2021) along 

with one’s age (e.g., 37), then their birth cohort is 
determined (i.e., 1984) 

■ In a single time point study, the year of data collection is 
(most typically) held constant 



Methodological Concerns

■ Conclusions drawn concerning birth cohort effects (i.e., 
typical evidence of generational differences) could be due to 
either birth cohort or chronological age:

– Each is equally likely to be the (assumed causal) 
mechanism at play.

– From this, it is up to theory to parse these confounded 
sources of variance 



Methodological Concerns 

■ How to account for this confounding?
■ Create synthetic generational groupings to avoid directly 

confounding age, period, and cohort with one-another
– i.e., Artificially “lump” together members of birth cohorts 

within certain ranges to create “generations”
■ Problem: Sporadic agreement on how to do this!



From Rudolph et al. (2017) 



Methodological Concerns

■ Cross-temporal methods (e.g., cross-temporal meta-analysis) 
hold age constant across time (e.g., looking at independent 
samples of 18-year-olds, sampled in 1990, 2000, and 2010; 
e.g., Twenge et al., 2008).

■ Thus, cohort and period effects are confounded with one 
another

– Each are equally likely causes of observed variation, and it is 
again up to theory to parse their unique effects 

– Cross-temporal methods cannot draw valid conclusions about 
generational differences 



Methodological Concerns

■ Cohort and period effects are commonly mistaken for one-
another.



Methodological Concerns

■ Rudolph, Costanza, Wright, & Zacher (2020)
■ Review and empirical critique of cross-temporal meta-

analysis (CTMA).
– What is CTMA?
■ Using a Monte Carlo study, we demonstrate that in many 

cases, cohort effects are misestimated (i.e., systematically 
over- or underestimated) by CTMA. 

Pre-Print Available: https://psyarxiv.com/exskp

https://psyarxiv.com/exskp


Methodological Concerns

■ Rudolph, Costanza, Wright, & Zacher (2020)
– K = 25, N = 200, σ = 0.50 

Generational 
Mechanism (Jpce)
(i.e., SD Change/Year)

Pseudo
dCohen's

CTMA 
dCohen's

Bias

0.001 0.013 0.105 8.397
0.005 0.063 0.199 3.178
0.010 0.125 0.316 2.526
0.015 0.188 0.433 2.308
0.020 0.250 0.550 2.200
0.025 0.313 0.667 2.134

Shiny App: https://cortrudolph.shinyapps.io/CTMA_Simulation/

https://cortrudolph.shinyapps.io/CTMA_Simulation/


Methodological Concerns

■ Because cross-temporal methods draw inferences based on 
correlations between group-level phenomena, they present 
a special case of the ecological correlation

– A long acknowledged statistical misspecification (see 
Robinson, 1950) 



Methodological Concerns

■ Nearly every study of generational difference effects in work 
outcomes has adopted either a cross-sectional or cross-
temporal methodology 

– It could be argued that there has never actually been an 
empirical study of generational differences in work 
outcomes!



In Conclusion

■ “Where do we stand?”
– Put differently -- “What influence does the notion of generational 

differences actually have on those processes that we care about 
as organizational researchers and practitioners?”

■ This is not an easy question to answer! 
– However, there currently is not sufficient empirical evidence for 

generational differences to warrant all the attention that this 
idea receives in research and practice

– Evidence vs. Logic
Evidence

Logic



In Conclusion

■ Generational differences are a “management fad” 
– i.e., fashionable and novel yet unsubstantiated ideas (see 

Abrahamson, 1991; 1996; Røvik, 2011)
■ I would strongly caution against applying generational 

differences to explain noted shifts in work-related processes, 
broadly defined

■ Best-case scenario – misguided efforts
■ Worst-case scenario – “generationalism”



Generationalism (noun)
/jenəˈrāSH(ə)nəl izəm/

1. The belief that all members 
of a given generation 
possess characteristics or 
abilities specific to that 
generation, especially so as 
to distinguish it as inferior or 
superior to another 
generation

Rauvola, Rudolph, & Zacher (2018)



A Lifespan Solution?



A Lifespan Solution?



Thank you!


