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ABSTRACT 

There is a revolutionary change happening in Australian workplaces as 

for the first time, there is potentially five generations working together 

in the reshaping of the industry landscape.  Changes to the retirement 

age, multi culturalism, difficulty in obtaining welfare, globalisation 

plus ongoing technology development, present challenges to 

Australia’s multi-generational workplaces.  The workplace of the future 

will need to continuously share the vast amount of knowledge and 

skills whilst respecting individual difference. Organisations will need a 

committed and motivated workforce that covers the broad divide of 

five generations whilst addressing the key communication, training and 

knowledge transfer challenges. 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Changing Demographics 

The following statistics paint a picture of how the changing 

demographics are shaping the workplace. 

 80%:of workforce will come from people over 45 years of age 

 Fertility rates are dropping to 1.7 babies per female in 2020 

from 3.0 in the 70’s 

 A ratio of 3:1 by 2025 for each person working over the age of 

65. In 2001 it was 5:1 

 Life expectancy is increasing with females to 84 years by 2020 

and males to 82 years. In 2055 men will live to 95 and women 

96 years 
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 By 2020, the number of people retiring will be greater than 

those entering the workforce 

 In 2015, 1 in 4 first generation adults was born overseas. 

 The unemployment rate will remain relatively static at around 

6% 

 The shift from full time work to part-time/casual work will 

continue and by 2020, casual work will represent 39% of all 

jobs from 25% in 2010.  

 By 2020, 1 in 3 women will not have children 

Changing Industry Landscape 

The world is getting smaller and these figures show the changing 

industry base: 

 Manufacturing in 2015 represents 25% of industry and will 

decrease to 15% by 2025. 

 Service industries will continue to grow and by 2025 will 

represent 60% of Australian business 

 Agriculture work will decrease as more people move from the 

country to the cities 

 Foreign ownership will increase and will represent 25% of all 

business by 2020 

 Wages growth will slow for 4% per annum till 2020 

 Unionised workplaces and membership will decrease by 5% per 

annum and remain strong in the public, mining and construction 

sectors predominantly. 

 Tourism, hospitality and entertainment industries will grow at 

5% per annum 

 Job tenure by 2020 will be just under 3 years 

As the nature of the workplace changes and the forced changes to 

retirement age, technology and the pressure on the public purse, there 

will be for the first time the possibility of five generations working 

together in organizations. Organizations are starting to find it difficult 

to find skilled employees both in the new industries but also those who 

have many years of knowledge that no longer are shared. With 

Generation X (born 1965 – 1979), Generation Y (born 1980 -1995) and 
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Generation Z (born after 1995) having less children, changing careers 

more often and having different expectations of organizations and the 

leadership, the knowledge base in organizations is shrinking.  Planning 

a workforce for the future, organizations need to better understand the 

key motivators of the five generations and how they will work in a 

workplace. Traditionalists (born before 1945) are still in the workforce 

although primarily in family run and private businesses and Baby 

Boomers (born 1945 – 1965) working longer due to extended 

retirement age and limited access to welfare increasingly need to better 

understand Generations X, Y and Z.  These three generations top 

motivators are access to learning and development, effective and 

inspiring leadership, and good work life balance and workplace 

flexibility.  The time is now to develop employees for the future and 

this change will continue at an increasing rate into the future.  

CRITICAL LITERATURE REVIEW 

A survey done in 2005 by AH Revelations of Generation Y, 97% 

respondents were interested in on the job training, 81% were interested 

in online training and 75% intend to undertake further studies for 2 -5 

years. Generations X had similar expectations and also prepared to 

invest themselves in learning and development.  However, Generation 

Z differed significantly with 92% interested in online training and 86% 

continuing to study and were not unwilling to pay for themselves. In 

2014 the Hays Australian Workplace Research across these three 

Generations identified 84% of employees were committed to employers 

who invested in them. However, 70% said they would leave if they did 

not have access to learning and development in the workplace or were 

supported in undertaking such activities. In the same research, there is a 

disturbing trend that 41% of employees were not receiving any training 

at all and 34% received very few training opportunities. Generations X, 

Y and Z will not accept this and leave.  

So what of Traditionalists and Baby Boomers? In public and large 

organisations, these employees have been subject to redundancies, 

downsizing, restructuring and have found in difficult to gain 

employment after many years of loyal service. The re-training and 

development needs of these employees as in many cases, technology 

has left them behind and 91% want classroom or traditional training 
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style. The 2015 ANZ Job Vacancy Report showed that those 55years or 

older on average took 18 months to find a job, any job mostly part time.  

The three younger generations believe soft skill and on the job training 

is an entitlement. However, the two older generations have a totally 

different attitude as in many cases, have been out of the training loop 

for many years, particularly technology.  

Soft skills training are of particular importance to Generation X and Y 

who intend to be better managers than Baby Boomers and 

Traditionalists. Traditionalists and Baby Boomers think soft skills is 

“nice to do” or “money left over in the budget”. Generation Z on the 

other hand demands soft skills training and that it is mandatory. Being 

the “Digital Natives”, this generation is learning to communicate in a 

different language as they spend more time using technology, 13.5 

hours a day. They believe that Instagram, Facebook, Twitter is as good 

as a face to face conversation but since 2011, 25% of Gen Z’s have 

dropped off Facebook as it is not private enough for them. They want 

to be heard regardless of how it is presented and any offence taken. 

They may have to in the future learn how the effectively communicate 

on a personal level without the use of technology. After the Global 

Financial Crisis of 2006, the two things that organizations cut were 

training and marketing. The training given was technical and 

technology based so the job could be done. Future workplace planning 

and investing in future business needs was not given much thought. 

The fact that Gen X, Y and Z are no longer loyal to organizations and 

see their careers as being a series of different jobs, in different 

industries and often unrelated will impact how we learn, work and 

manage people. Generation Z however, have a stronger entrepreneurial 

flair and want to have their own business. A 2015 McCrindle Research 

paper identified 78% saw this as an exciting opportunity.  

An insight into the career and education aspirations of Traditionalists, 

Baby Boomers, Gen X, Y and Z can be summarized as follows:  

Traditionalists 

 Many have not and will not do any management or higher 

education training. Age is now a barrier. 

 They are loyal, reliable and avoid confrontation 
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 Value old time morals, values and the need for the hierarchy by 

respecting authority 

 Believe in hard work and promotion comes by working your 

way to the top. Work is a privileged not a right. 

 Resist change and find it difficult to adapt to new ways 

particularly with training and technology which is still formal 

classroom based 

 May have the one career all their working life 

Baby Boomers 

 Generally they have only had one career and worked for one or 

two employers 

 However, following redundancies and downsizing of the 

1990’s, many boomers forced into other careers, employers and 

types of employment. 

 It is questionable whether boomers would have changed 

careers/employment if it was not forced on them 

 They talk about management and leadership training, but many 

are not convinced of the need for it. 

 They prefer classroom style learning and off-site meetings, with 

team building exercises and socialising 

 They do not enjoy or embrace online learning. 

Generation X 

 They will have three distinct career with upwards of 12 

employers and could be self employed by choice at least once. 

 They have a strong interest in soft skills, management and 

leadership training 

 Many will have more than one tertiary qualification by early 

30’s often in unrelated areas of study. 

 Many Gen X’s will complete an MBA or Masters by their mid-

30’s 

 They enjoy brainstorming and interactive learning where they 

can openly express themselves 

 They want access to coaching by either a senior executive with 

credibility and experience, or an external coach 
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Generation Y 

 They will have more than 5 distinct careers with upwards of 20 

employers and self employed by choice more than twice. 

 Many will work overseas several times, often for short periods 

of a year or less 

 The four key areas to training is that it needs to be relevant, 

interactive, personalized and entertaining 

 Variety is important when training a room full of Gen Y’s to 

avoid boredom 

 They want to be mentored by older, more experienced people at 

work who are good listeners 

Generation Z 

 They will have over 8 distinct careers with over 25 employers 

with a strong desire to be self employed as a career goal. 

 Will most likely have more than one tertiary qualification as 

without it, finding a job is very hard if they want to work for 

someone. 

 They tend to be realistic not idealistic seemingly jaded from the 

tough economy, terrorism and complexities of life. 

 Are far more private and do not want to be tracked. Facebook 

has lost 25% of this demographic since 2011 

 They want to be entrepreneurs and not settle into a career as 

they feel like hackers not slackers. They know it requires hard 

work and want to do it their way 

 They are multi taskers and “switched on” constantly and would 

prefer to work 5 screens. They are ready to communicate even 

though they may not look into your eyes. 

 Generally they are technology reliant and cannot imagine being 

without technology in any aspect of their life. Try to sit and 

have a 1 hour conversation without a device and you will lose 

them after 10 minutes.  

The way the three younger generations view work, their careers and 

training and development are not the only factors that will shape a 

future workplace. The other important factors for them are their 
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expectations, their views on leadership and management, workplace 

culture and work/life balance. These generations do not like “being 

told” or “talked at”.  They want interactive conversations relating to 

their work and projects. The more they engage with a manager, the 

greater their commitment to the work and the manager. They want to be 

respected and valued for their technical and technological skills and the 

contribution they make. They want to be listened to, heard and they are 

quite happy to contribute even at times when no one agrees with them 

and push their point. This is especially true of Gen Z. Gen X and Y 

want to “own” the solution which gives them the opportunity to 

demonstrate their skills as that is their work orientation. Gen Z wants to 

be the “innovators” of the skill. 

However, the two older generations have always “been told” and 

“ordered” and for them to continue working, must adapt to the changes 

in the workplace and how they relate to younger generations. In today’s 

workplace, harassment laws, restrictions and legal obligations have 

forced these two generations to review how they manage as they 

currently hold many senior positions in companies.  This is especially 

true in family run and private businesses where it is believed the “old 

ways” still apply. They also do not listen as well as they should to good 

ideas from the younger members of their organization as they believe 

they know best, “we have always done it this way”. However, this is 

changing with the emergence of younger senior managers in corporate 

and large organizations. 

Flexibility to the Traditionalists and Baby Boomers generally means 

part-time work for women who need to go back to work and have 

school age children. This is under strict arrangements where the roles 

are not highly skilled, must do jobs that a full time person will not do. 

However, this is changing as there is a rapid increase in the number of 

full and part time jobs particularly in the growing hospitality industry. 

This is where the older generations are having to find work as 

retirement age is being extended and access to welfare payments is 

more difficult. Now to the three younger generations, flexibility means 

meeting the work deadlines and pre- determined standards from any 

location not necessarily sitting at a desk 9 to 5 under the view on 

managers. This is very lifestyle centred making the most of technology 

to work virtually. The resistance they face is engrained and as time 
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passes, management attitude to flexibility and change needs to be 

embraced. Organisations will need to address the issues of family 

friendly policies and flexibility as a matter of urgency as Enterprise 

Bargaining Agreements are stipulating these issues more and more. For 

the three younger generations, work/life balance is in the top 5 

motivators. 

SUGGESTIONS 

So what needs to happen for the future? 

Develop Learning Organizations: 

Develop a culture of learning and development from the management 

to the factory floor and caters for the five generation learning styles, 

concerns and needs.  

 Develop personalised workplace learning solutions that foster 

teamwork, inclusiveness and connectedness. 

 Ensure that industry functions, seminars and professional events 

are available and encouraged for all team members. 

 Encourage team members to develop and enact individual 

learning plans. 

 Encourage tolerance, acceptance and the understanding of 

cultural differences that are emerging in all workplaces. 

Cater for a Mobile Population 

 Encourage sedentary Traditionalists and Baby Boomers to look 

and train for opportunities overseas as they are bound by job 

and financial security. 

 The younger generations are keen for challenging work and to 

develop their skills so training and communication systems 

need to cater for this. 

 Encourage the use of technology for all generations particularly 

the older ones as they have a fear of failure and non-

compliance. 
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 Organisations will have think more creatively and innovatively 

how and where they get their work done and by whom to cross 

multi-cultural divides. 

Redesign Jobs 

 The need to change non elastic job descriptions to be more fluid 

and allow for better work/life balance for employees that clearly 

outlines the competencies and skills required. 

 The job descriptions should have a range of KPI’s, task and 

reporting lines that can be flexible given the changes in the 

workplace, restructures and the influence of technologies. 

 Redesign jobs to focus more on the “how” not the “what” which 

is not the best overall indicator of job performance. 

Coach and Mentor less Experienced Employees 

 Generation X prospers under mentoring and sees the value of it. 

Generation Y strongly identify with Traditionalist and Boomer 

values so management training should better reflect this and 

encouraged. 

 Mentoring and coaching should become a natural fit across 

organizations and this should be fostered at all levels to 

maximize skills and knowledge. 

 Coaching and mentoring are learned skills and should be taught 

as they are not natural abilities in most cases.  

Invest in Leadership and Management Training 

 Investment in management and leadership skills must become 

an absolute essential component of business in a global 

economy. The 1995 Karpin Report identified Australia was not 

very good at this and subsequently not improved since. 

 Further improve conflict resolution, communication skills, 

influence and persuasion skills, change management, giving 

feedback and managing poor workplace performance. More 

recently seemed unimportant but Gen X, Y and Z are expecting 

their managers to demonstrate all of these skills in the 

workplace. 
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Enable Greater Flexibility 

 Workplace flexibility requires a new level of trust to be 

engendered in staff in the workplace as it is results not 

appearance that measures improved performance and job 

satisfaction 

 Allow for flexibility and match that to individuals who have the 

skills to perform the tasks needed but want and demand 

freedom.  

 Flexibility designed may vary from employee to employee and 

may involve individual leave needs so the organisation must 

adapt to this. If not, the younger generations will leave. 

Create More Inclusive, Collaborative Work Environment 

 “Command and control” leadership models must change to 

“inclusion and collaboration” where managers must learn to 

listen more and speak less. 

 Foster creativity, innovation and honesty in the workplace and 

organizations productivity, employee satisfaction and customer 

loyalty will grow. 

Clearly, change has not been happening fast enough as is demonstrated 

by the fact that at the end of 2004, there were over 50,000 small 

businesses being run by people under 25 years of age. In 2014, this 

number had grown to 62,000 small businesses. As Generation Z is 

clearly more likely to want to have their own small business than any 

other generation before them, both Gen Y and Z do not want to work 

for anyone but themselves. What does that mean? The message is ‘if 

you don’t provide us with a positive work environment, strong 

leadership, mentoring, work/life balance and access to learning and 

development, then culturally your organisation is not for me’. With 

Generation X now becoming the managers, this may change however, 

they too need skill development. This then leads to the older 

generations staying in the workforce, coming back to work which 

requires a rethink of how we train them. In the future, people will 

choose to be contractors, consultants and self-employed is a desire to 

create the “perfect” workplace which means trade unions become 

increasingly irrelevant in white collar jobs. Eric Hoffer said “In times 
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of change the learner will inherit the earth, while the learned with find 

themselves equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists”. 
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