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THE DIFFERENT GENERATIONS 
AND THEIR CHARACTERISTICS

Each generation imagines itself to be more intelligent than the one 
that went before it, and wiser than the one that comes after it -

George Orwell
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WE ARE BETTER THAN YOU
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GENERATIONS IN THE WORKPLACE

 The multi-generational workplace presents a new set of challenges to leaders in 

organisations

 In the past, old employees held higher positions and young employees did as the older 

employees told them. 

 Today's workplace is changing and age does not always correlate with position, so conflicts 

may occur due to generational differences

 Generational tension exists and can be described as the lack of understanding and 

respect for someone who’s of a different generation from you

 Understanding the background, attitudes, work styles and preferences of each generation is 

useful in creating a respectful and peaceful work environment for all employees
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GENERATION CLASSIFICATIONS

Most of the generational classifications are social constructs however Pew Research Centre (US 

context) has come up with the following:

• The Silent Generation: Born 1928-1945 (73-90 years old) aka Traditionalists

• Baby Boomers: Born 1946-1964 (54-72 years old)

• Generation X: Born 1965-1980 (38-53 years old)

• Millennials: Born 1981-1996 (22-37 years old) – aka Gen Y

• Post-Millennials: Born 1997-Present (0-21 years old) – aka Gen Z

Cut-off points are not exact hence micro-generations e.g. “Xennials”

Source: Pew Research Centre. Defining Generations
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GENERATION CLASSIFICATION: SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

• Some work has been done to map South Africa’s current workforce according to South Africa’s key 

historical moments pre- and post-1994 

• It proposes four cohorts: the Apartheid Generation, the Struggle Generation, the Transition 

Generation and the Free Generation (aka “Born Free” Generation)

• These cohorts roughly span South Africa’s official working age (15-64) as used by Statistics South 

Africa
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GENERATIONS IN THE SA WORKPLACE

Understanding the background, attitudes, and work styles of 
each generation is useful in creating a respectful and 

peaceful work environment for all employees.

Birth Year and Current Age Western equivalents

“Apartheid

Generation”

Born 1938-1964

Currently 54-80 years old (in

2018)

Roughly equivalent to:

“Traditionalists” (1923-1945: USA)

“Struggle

Generation”

Born 1965-1980

Currently 38-53 years old (in

2018)

Roughly equivalent to:

“Baby Boomers” (1946-1964: USA)

“Transition

Generation”

Born 1981-1994

Currently 24-37 years old (in

2018)

Roughly equivalent to:

“Generation X” (1964-1980: USA)

“Born Free

Generation”

Born 1995-2000’s

Currently 18-23 years of age

(in 2018)

Roughly equivalent to:

“Generation Y” (1981-mid ‘90’s:

USA)
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VIDEO CLIP
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“APARTHEID GENERATION” (TRADITIONALISTS)
CURRENT AGE: 54-80 YEARS OLD

Traditionalists are considered hardworking because 
they grew up during a time when jobs were not 
abundant. 

Traditionalists are loyal to their employers and tend 
not to move from employer to employer.  They stay 
where they are if possible. 

Traditionalists may avoid causing trouble and are 
good team players. They may be less likely to initiate 
conflict at work but can be stuck in their ways.

They many disengage if they feel disrespected by 
younger employees.
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“STRUGGLE GENERATION” (BABY BOOMERS)

CURRENT AGE: 38-53 YEARS OLD

This generation is known to be confident and independent.  
They were exposed to a changing world where challenging the 
established culture was normal.  

They are willing to confront others and they will challenge the 
status quo.

Many people from this generation are better educated than 
previous generations and are exposed to more financial 
resources than the past generation. 

They often define themselves by their careers and professions 
and often like to be the leaders in their teams – but may use 
this for their own advancement.

They may feel under threat if challenged or treated as equals 
by younger employees.



13

PG 13



14

PG 14

“TRANSITION GENERATION” (GENERATION X)
CURRENT AGE: 24-37 YEARS OLD

This generation is often characterized by individualistic 
and independent people.  They are self-sufficient and 
flexible. 

This generation is often better educated over their 
previous generation.

They may believe in more balance between their work 
and home life than the previous generation. 

They may be more willing to try new things because of 
their technical experience and they welcome new 
technology into their lives easily and adapt to them 
quickly. 

Their perspective may allow them to foster a more 
accepting environment at work; however, the drive for 
“colourblindness” may make it difficult for them to engage 
on issues like racism. 
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“BORN FREE GENERATION” (GENERATION Y)
CURRENT AGE: 18-23 YEARS OLD

This generation is prone to communicating via 
electronic devices and is capable of multi-tasking 
while carrying a text messaging conversation.  

They often value family/friends over work.  This 
generation looks for flexible schedules at work. 

They work well in a team environment. They seek 
positive reinforcement from others and believe no one 
should be left behind, but may be easily distracted 
and require more supervision.

They may unknowingly create conflict by treating all 
team members as equals regardless of age and 
experience.
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LET S NOT RELY ON MYTHS &STEREOTYPES

LAND WORK
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OPPORTUNITY TO TRAVEL TO THE LAND OF A DIFFERENT GENERATION

Want to explore the land we are visiting

Be open to experience other lands

Respect the laws/cultures of the land we are visiting

Not taking residence, you are just visiting to gain awareness

No right, no wrong, just different from your own
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APARTHEID GENERATION

 What do you love about your Generation?

 What are you passionate about here?

 What is difficult or challenging in your land?

 What do you want members of other Generations to know 

about your land?
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STRUGGLE GENERATION

 What do you love about your Generation?

 What are you passionate about here?

 What is difficult or challenging in your land?

 What do you want members of other Generations to know 

about your land?
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TRANSITION GENERATION

 What do you love about your Generation?

 What are you passionate about here?

 What is difficult or challenging in your land?

 What do you want members of other Generations to know 

about your land?
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BORN FREE GENERATION

 What do you love about your Generation?

 What are you passionate about here?

 What is difficult or challenging in your land?

 What do you want members of other Generations to know 

about your land?
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VISITORS TO GENERATIONAL LANDS

 How does it feel to stand in this Land?

 What’s important here?

 What are the challenges and pressures?

 What help and support do you need from other 

Generations?

 What did they get right?
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OUR/NEW LAND

 What is it like to be here?

 How are things different?

 What’s available form here?

 Review: ‘What I want to remember from each land I visited’

 Brainstorm solutions from Generation other than own.
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SIMILARITIES ACROSS THE GENERATIONS

Research conducted with South African corporates found that:

Younger and older employees agree on what makes a leader effective: 
participative, team-oriented, charismatic and humane-oriented. These are 
core leadership traits.

Common desire for work-life balance, although the balance may look 
different for different groups.

All feel the need for “belonging” at work, although each generation may 
define belonging differently.
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BENEFITS OF A MULTI-GENERATIONAL TEAM

Generates more ideas based on varying experiences.

The older generation may help the younger generation refine 
their social skills.

The younger generation may help the older learn how to 
leverage technology.

Creates a mentoring environment.

Keep in mind that whenever you have access to different views, 
ideas and way of doing things, you have a source of knowledge 
that is profound and leveraged for the organisation’s benefit.  
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THANK YOU!


