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Generations In The Workplace
One of the single most unique challenges to businesses today is the age
range of their workforce.
If you look at your business today, you’ll find baby boomers in peer-to-peer
collaboration with fresh college grads. Workers reporting to supervisors 10 years their
junior. Senior workers over age 65 at peer levels or further up the corporate ladder.
It’s estimated that by 2020, at least 50% of the workforce will be Millennials.
Interestingly, less than 10 years ago, a multi-generation workforce wasn’t much of an
issue: most Millennials were still in K-12 or College, and Baby Boomers were
considering retirement earlier than 65. In the intervening years, the generational
balance has shifted dramatically, and with it, a host of new issues surrounding the
development of the next generation of workers and leaders.
In this paper, we’ll take a look at what makes each of these generations unique, and
strategies to ensure employee training meets the needs of your diverse workforce.

It’s A Mixed Bag Today
While the definitions and numbers will vary from source to source, we can generally
consider workforce generations as:

Veterans
Baby Boomers
Generation X
Generation Y
Fig 1. Today’s Workforce Generations (Estimated Working Years From age 20 to 65)

While Baby Boomers are still going strong in the workplace, Generation X and
Millennials are about to become the dominant demographic in business: it’s estimated
that by 2020, almost 50% of the workforce will be Millennials. In fact, Generation X
workers are now in their mid-thirties to late forties, while workers entering the labor
force now belong to the Millennial generation.
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38%

The issue of multi-generational
workforces is a relatively new one,
primarily driven by the entry of Millennials
into the workforce, since about 2000.
Never before have businesses seen such
diversity between employee groups, as
what exists today between Millennials and
Baby Boomers, or even the last of the
WWII Generation workers still in the
workforce.
This has led to new issues in the
workplace, one of the most significant
being employee training.
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Fig 2. United States Total Labor Force Participation by
Generation, 2010
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Talent Shortages Are Making Things Difficult
According to ManpowerGroup’s 2013 Talent Shortage Survey, 39% of employers in the
US report difficulty filling jobs due to talent shortages.

Younger Generations Need And Expect More On-The-Job Training
The Accenture 2013 College Graduate Employment Survey identified that 77% of
pending 2013 college graduates expect their first employer to provide formal training
to develop their skills. Perhaps more important, though, the survey also found that
57% of 2010-2011 grads were employed in jobs that didn’t match their field of study.
These factors, combined with increased globalization and its resulting competition
mean that businesses must commit to training to ensure an educated workforce for
today and future business growth.

Generational Learners Are Different
Each generation has a unique learning style and preferences, as well as specific
motivators for engaging in the learning process, largely developed by:
•
•
•
•

Their experience in the educational system and the learning methods used.
Work history of their parents.
Popular culture, especially as it relates to learning, collaboration and entertainment.
Popular and available technologies.
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World War II Generation (Veterans)
The veteran generation is the oldest, and was highly influenced by World War II. For
those able to attend school, the teacher was the ultimate authority. After the war,
people of this generation were the first to realize the American dream of a spouse, kids
and a home of their own.

Preferred Methods
And Tools For
Learning
• Lecture and expert
presentations
followed by practice
with no risk of
embarrassment.
• Primarily accustomed
to classroom training,
and the strict “listen
and don’t speak”
approach of the early
to mid 20th century.
• But don’t discount
their ability to
embrace technology
– many veterans are
very tech savvy.
• Organized, low-risk
learning environment.
• On-the-job training,
handled with
sensitivity to
experience and age.
• Still like the printed
book for study.

Motivators To Learn
•
•
•
•
•

See training as evidence that management values their contributions.
Respect authority and want it in return.
Dislike informality.
Appreciate consistency, logic and discipline.
Comfort comes in being an anonymous part of the group.
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Post World War II (Baby Boomers)
The economic boom times created a competitive group, concerned
with appearance and standings. Baby Boomers were primarily
workaholics willing to put in the extra time to climb the corporate
ladder. They were also the protest generation, resisting authoritarian
approaches.

Preferred Methods And Tools For Learning
• Workaholic approach to learning, will put in extra effort to achieve
success.
• Resist authoritarian approach.
• Prefer stable, risk-free environment but want to interact with
others.
• Like classroom learning with interaction.
• Practical and fun activities that allow for team exercises.
Storytelling and anecdotes help.
• Low-risk competitions that won’t lead to loss of face.
• Will use technology as the means, not the end.
• Many prefer printed books, but others are happy to migrate to online
reading.

Motivators To Learn
• High achievers, and competitive.
• See training as a benefit or perk.
• Want to know how the training will benefit them and their jobs.
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Generation X
Generation X learners grew up with computers and lived
through the development of the Internet. As the first
latchkey kids, they learned how to be independent at an
early age. After seeing widespread layoffs of workaholic
parents, this generation has a marked desire for worklife balance and resists being workaholics.

Preferred Methods And Tools For Learning
• Prefer to learn by doing.
• Prefer independent self-directed learning, including
individual research or projects.
• Build in lots of activity – field trips, debates, role-play
and games.
• Use technology where possible, including online
training and testing.
• Prefer immediate feedback.
• Make support materials available
after training.
• Will turn to a computer before
books.

Motivators To Learn
• Like the freedom to figure out things
on their own – to come up with answers
and alternatives.
• See training as a career security and a plus
for the job market.
• Having a say in the content would be highly
motivating.
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Generation Y (Millennials)
Millennials have grown up in the Internet years, and its accelerated pace of
development. They’re accustomed to multi-tasking and can be effective at it. Although
much of their social life is conducted online, they do prefer collaborative, team
oriented environments.

Preferred Methods And Tools For Learning
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prefer collaborative learning environments with peer interaction.
Thrive on reinforcement and reaffirmation.
Enjoy fast-moving, interactive activities.
Like it short & sweet: not enough patience for lengthy lectures and endless
PowerPoint presentations.
Want to be entertained and learn at the same time.
Expect technology to be used.
Enjoy games and social networks as part of
learning.
Will use smartphones as resources.
Need clear learning paths and clear
expectations.

Motivators To Learn
• Highly engaged by gaming and social
networking.
• If a direct benefit is clear (to career and
personal goals), motivation is high. If it’s
not, they’re very uninterested.
• Education is a direct link to advancing
careers and making more money.
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The 5 Must Haves for Training Multiple Generations
To create a productive multi-generational workforce, organizations need to provide the
training employees need, when they need it, and in a way that will maximize their
learning and transfer to the job. In the past few years, brain science research has
identified several strategies and practices that allow for significant improvements in
training effectiveness, especially when taking generational differences into account.
1

Personalize the Learning Experience
Personalization of learning involves providing the appropriate learning for an
employee in a way that maximizes retention and application on the job.
Personalization considers the issue of cognitive style, which is an individual’s preferred
and habitual mode of learning. Much of cognitive style will be determined by the
learner’s generation:
• What teaching methods did the learner become accustomed to during primary and
secondary education?
• What technologies, if any, were used in the education process? For example, does
the learner prefer reading a book, or reading online?
• What social influences affected learning and engagement in the learning process? Is
the learner more geared to team or individual activities?
In addition, personalization also looks at the employee’s current state of knowledge as
it relates to the job:
• What specific knowledge, skills and attitudes are required to perform optimally?
• What gaps exist in the employee’s knowledge, skills or attitudes?
This personalization intelligence is then used to provide training that fits the
employee’s knowledge/skill/attitude gap, in a way that’s ideally suited to that
employee’s specific learning preferences.
To personalize learning effectively for each generation, first consider the preferred
learning styles, which may vary significantly. For Veterans and Baby Boomers, it may be
worth discussing their preferences, as some may readily embrace technology, while
others may not.
Establishing knowledge gaps is commonly done through testing, but this may be more
appropriate for younger generations. Personal discussions may be more appropriate
for older generations, who will also appreciate being involved in defining their training.
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2

Engage Your Learners
Learning engagement is the free and
enthusiastic participation in the learning
process. By and large, it’s affected by an
individual’s specific motivation for learning.

Newer generations aren’t
necessarily engaged by
the same factors as their
parents or grandparents.

Intrinsic motivation generally defines what
people will do because of self-interest, or for internal reasons, such as desire to
improve, feeling confident in their skills and abilities, being challenged, being part of a
team, being recognized, or having fun. Extrinsic motivation is rooted in external
stimuli, such as tangible rewards or the threat of losing something due to poor
performance.
In the past, to motivate an employee to learn, it was deemed enough to mandate the
training. However, with the changing technological and social landscape, newer
generations aren’t necessarily engaged by the same factors as their parents or
grandparents. Training that does not meet an employee’s motivation will be deemed
unimportant, and the employee will not engage sufficiently for the training to have any
lasting impact. Research increasingly suggests that engaged learners have:
•
•
•
•
•

Greater ownership in learning.
Increased motivation.
Improved self-esteem.
Improved relationships with peers and educators.
Increased self-efficacy.

To provide effective training to a multi-generational workforce, the organization needs
to employ a variety of engagement mechanisms that resonate with all employees.

Recognition and Reward
While older generations of learners can often find their own intrinsic motivation for
engaging in learning, there are times when more overt methods are needed. And for
Millennials accustomed to gaming, recognition and reward are almost mandatory.
Today, both are being used with gaming and social learning to enhance employee
engagement.
Intrinsic motivation is often met with the use of recognition such as leader boards and
public kudos. Extrinsic motivators – which are often important in routine or nonchallenging tasks or areas of limited career growth – can be established through
tangible rewards for performance.
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In some online learning environments, employees are granted points based on their
learning achievements. These points can be traded in for various incentives, from gift
cards to days off, depending on what’s most motivating for the employee or team.

Gaming
On mobile devices or home consoles, gaming has become a major part of our culture,
embraced by all generations. Gamification is the term used to describe the use of
game mechanics in the design of learning, in order to improve employee engagement
in learning, and to serve as an accelerator for learning.
Gamification can take many forms in learning, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Video games
Games of chance
Role play and adventure
Simulations
Building & constructing
Puzzles, reflex, and flashcard games

Some of the benefits to incorporating game mechanics include:
• It makes learning fun, which goes a long way to engaging learners of all ages.
• It’s suited to learning about a variety of subjects, from knowledge to skills to
attitudes and beliefs.
• Because it’s fun, it creates less resistance to learning.
• It encourages experimentation, which often leads to innovative thinking.
• It’s less stressful than traditional learning with lectures and formal tests.
• It can be used to encourage a competitive spirit and teamwork.
Engagement mechanisms also incorporate leader boards and other reward systems to
enhance and maintain employee interest and motivation. They often incorporate social
elements to create a sense of community around learning and offer opportunities for
employees to work as teams, or to provide feedback and help each other.
Most employees will respond favorably to gaming in education, although it may be the
method that will need to vary. Younger generations will readily embrace digital
learning games, while some older employees may prefer to follow their learning
personalization for classroom versus digital methods. Regardless, almost all people
respond well to individual and team challenges, as long as they are low risk, with builtin rewards.
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Social Learning
Technology is making it possible for workers to collaborate in ways that were almost
unimaginable a decade ago. While there has always been social learning – think team
exercises, on-the-job training or mentoring – with the spread of social media, this type
of collaborative learning has become more ubiquitous and effective. One of the most
significant developments with online social learning is its reach, which can literally be
global.
In today’s learning environment, social learning is increasingly created online, with
communities of practice, discussion groups, blogs, wiki’s and more. Some
organizations will utilize existing social networks such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter or
YouTube, while others will create their own specific to the organization.
Younger generations are already emotionally invested in social networking and will
readily embrace social learning. Older workers, however, may not be oriented to this
method of learning. In some circumstances their social learning may be better
accomplished offline in the classroom or on the job where they collaborate to achieve
learning goals. In other circumstances, your older workers may simply need a good
introduction to social learning to make it work for them.

What Else?
Aside from generational considerations for training, there has been significant
development in brain science and our understanding of how people learn and retain
knowledge. There are several key practices organizations should be incorporating into
employee training to improve retention and realize an improvement in performance.
While Millennials may have already been exposed to some of them as the education
system evolves, these developments are proving effective for all learners, regardless of
generation.

3

Incorporate Chunking
Techniques
Chunking is the process of
developing information on a single
narrow topic and delivering it in a
short, simple and memorable way.
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In his book Cognitive Psychology:
Connecting Mind, Research and
Everyday Experience, Bruce Goldstein notes that according to recent experiments the
capacity of short-term memory (STM) is about 4 items, but that “The amount of
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information held in STM can be expanded by chunking—combining small units into
larger, more meaningful ones.”

2

Chunking becomes especially useful when applied to training a
number of cognitively diverse generations. Utilizing chunking
techniques is effective across the entire cognitive spectrum;
satisfying younger generations with shorter attention spans as
well as allowing for easier knowledge digestion for the aging
generations that may or may not be experiencing some type
of cognitive decline.
Overall the ability to chunk information:

!

• Helps an individual remember more.
• Gives the individual a means of accessing the information that is ultimately stored in
his or her memory.
• Increases “the amount of information we can deal with”
In today’s learning environment, chunking generally results in shorter bursts of learning
– anything from 60 seconds to 60 minutes, delivering the training in easier to digest
quantities.

4

Leverage Active Recall Methods
Also known as retrieval practice, or the testing effect, active recall is the process of
actually retrieving information from memory as a method to improve learning of that
information. In other words, asking and answering.
Research conducted by Henry L. Roediger, III and Jeffrey D. Karpicke of Washington
3

University in St. Louis showed that not only does giving tests encourage learners to
study, but they also showed that:
• Retrieval practice (testing) often produces greater learning and long-term retention
than studying.
• Retrieval practice is even further strengthened with feedback.
• Retrieval practice promotes knowledge that can be flexibly retrieved and transferred
to different contexts.
Active recall can be extremely effective when interspersed with short learning bursts,
requiring learners to recall what they have learned, and therefore imprinting it more
firmly in long-term memory.
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5

Continuous Reinforcement of Knowledge
In a subsequent research study on retrieval practice in 2013, Roediger and Butler
iterated “The critical mechanism in learning from tests is successful retrieval. However,
two other factors can increase the efficacy of testing: feedback and repetition.”

4

Also known as spaced learning, interval reinforcement is the process of providing
information to learners in a repetitive and consistent way that reinforces a prior
learning event, such as a workshop or eLearning session, improving the retention of
the knowledge. A key element in interval reinforcement is the spacing effect, that is,
information and feedback is consistently provided at regular intervals over time until
the learner can demonstrate mastery of the knowledge.
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About Axonify
Axonify is revolutionizing the way organizations think about and deliver corporate
learning. Combining the latest in brain science with the art of gaming, Axonify is the
only corporate eLearning solution that truly drives knowledge retention, engages
employees in the learning process, and delivers specific and compelling ROI for you.

Axonify is designed for the way people learn.
Based On Brain
Science

Based on the concepts of Interval Reinforcement, Active
Recall and Chunking, we provide learning in bite-sized
chunks in a learn-test-feedback model, proven to enhance
learning and retention.

Personalized To The
Learner

We create a learning environment unique for each
individual, by using a personalized knowledge map that
can be customized based on role, location, learning style
and more. Learning and testing adapts as an individual
learns and progresses.

Engaging And Fun
Experience

We incorporate games, social elements like teams and
leader boards, and reward systems with prizes, to ensure
people are more deeply engaged in the success of their
learning.

Woven Into The
Workday

We make learning accessible via any web-enabled device,
including PC’s, tablets and smartphones. Training is ondemand and real time, and can be accomplished in as
little as 90 seconds. This makes it easy to incorporate one
or more learning interventions into a workday, without
requiring unnecessary time away from the job.

Easily Managed
Content

Learning professionals can easily modify or add new
material quickly, making Axonify the perfect solution for
providing learning in a volatile environment.

Measuring &
Reporting

Performance can be measured by individual, workgroup
or even plant on a topic-by-topic basis. Axonify measures
and reports on performance through a host of analytics,
and correlates that performance to your key business
objectives.

We are committed to making a measurable, bottom-line impact on your business by
improving knowledge retention of your employees.
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For more information on our Interval Reinforcement solution, or for a demonstration,
contact us at sales@axonify.com or 1-855-AXONIFY (1-855-296-6439) or visit us at
www.axonify.com.
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