Cognosis

Edge
March 2010

GENERATIO

Do you view the younger generation as upstarts
who know nothing about good management or
think that the older generation is out of touch?

If so, your closed-off attitude could be damaging
your business, says Sue Weekes

"EVERY GENERATION BLAMES THE
one before’, goes the line in the Mike
and the Mechanics hit The Living
Years. It may be a simple song lyric
but it is also a neat summing up of
how we feel about the generational
cohort that precedes us. The writer
may have meant the words in a
familial context but the sentiment can
equally apply to leadership.

As we emerge from the worst
global recession in decades, it's little
wonder that the X and Y generations,
who are respectively midway
through and at the start of their
careers, are looking at the baby
boomers in positions of power and
wondering why it went so wrong.

But there are inherent dangers in
taking generational analysis too
literally. Richard Brown, managing
partner of Cognosis Consulting,
warns against painting generations in
black and white, “when it should be
more of a smoothing of grey”.

However, generational analysis
does have a role to play: it can help
leaders and managers better
understand themselves and their
teams, and provide insight into the
kind of leadership styles we'll see
emerging as each generation moves
into the seat of power. Until now, for
instance, Gen X have been the ones
implementing the boomers’ strategies
but what will happen when they start
setting their own? And looking even
further ahead, what sort of leaders
will the fast-paced, short-termist Gen
Ys become?

The behaviour of each generation is
shaped by myriad factors and
dictated by what stage they have

& reached in their lives. It’s easier to be

028 Edge MARCH|APRIL 2010

idealistic at the start of your career
when everything seems possible. As
Brown reminds us, it was once like
this for the boomers, born between
1946 and 1964, who were the first to
challenge authority and push the
boundaries. “That was the summer of
love generation,” he says. Fast
forward 40 years and it’s the same set
of liberal-minded individuals who are
now the voice of authority to the
radically different Gen Y.

BOOM AND BUST

Being at the helm of UK plc when the
recession hit also means boomers are
the ones who have to shoulder much
of the responsibility. So were there
any clues in the boomer make-up
that might have suggested they
would run into trouble? Brown says
that although they brought a more
conceptual approach to leadership
and management after the rigid
command and control system of

the Traditionalists that went before
them (born between 1925 and 1945),
they are nevertheless transactional
and rational.

“This could encourage extreme
examples of individualism and a
sense of entitlement that transcends a
wider corporate social responsibility,”
he says. After all, many did earn
their stripes during the ‘greed is
good” 1980s.

But the boomers aren’t all bad by
any means. They can also take credit
for holding key positions during the
period of sustained growth through
two economic cycles since 1997. They
work long hours, have a thirst for
knowledge and readily engage with
their organisations, especially if they
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