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" nderstanding

and managing

generational
differences is important
for law firms and
in-house counsel to
ensure consistent and
effective representation
for clients. pp

Harnessing Your Firm's
Generational Differences for
Client Satisfaction

“ An individual's age is one of the most common
predictors of differences in attitudes and behaviors.",,

As lawyers, whose job is to
zealously advocate for our clients,
we shoulder and solve (or try to
solve) their problems, mostly in an
unforgiving environment. Deadlines
are deadlines, and the work needs
to get done to meet them regard-
less of work life balance.? On top
of that workload, lawyers must do
“non billable” work to maintain com-
petence, attract and maintain the
clients vital to our practices and our
firms, participate in pro bono work
and community activities, and now
stay competitive to keep not only
our clients but our lawyers.

All this must be done with
several generations of lawyers with
different traits, attitudes, and goals
and “increasingly different expecta-
tions about professional life and the
working environment.”® As some
Baby Boomers “age out,” 4 retiring
“at the rate of 10,000 a day for the
next 15 years,’s the next genera-
tions are critically important to law

firms. How do we figure out what
the different generations want in
the workplace, and how do we lead
them toward their goals — and the
firm’s goals? How do we coach
and mentor to get the work done?
And while we are at it, how do we
keep lawyers in a dynamic market
where changing jobs is more the
norm than it was for Boomers?

It's not just us. “With the
arrival of millennials, today’s cor-
porate legal departments often
have four generations of lawyers
working together. To say that these
four generations are quite different
would be a gross understatement
— they think and operate differently,
and they are driven and motivated
by different values. But that's not a
bad thing. Legal departments can,
in fact, benefit from this genera-
tional diversity."

For both firms and clients,
then, development of lawyers
and succession is critical to the
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long-term consistency in their legal
representation.

WHO'S WHO

Generational diversity
“focuses on the idea that each
generation, born across a 15- to
20-year period, has certain defining
events, moments and experiences
that unite it and shape much of its
world view: how the generation
thinks, communicates, its goals,
outlook and much more.”” Age is
considered “one of the most com-
mon predictors of differences in
attitudes and behaviors,"”® because
it denotes two important character-
istics about a person’s “place in the
life cycle — whether a young adult,
middle-aged parent, or retiree —
and their membership in a cohort
of individuals who were born at a
similar time.”® While cohort analy-
sis using age as a variable allows
researchers to track similarities
of groups of people, ° “[glenera-
tional cutoff points aren’t an exact
science.”’" Regardless, these are

1901-1927'2
1928-1945"
1946-1964"4
1965-1980"®
1981-1996"¢
1997-2012"

Greatest Generation/Traditionalists

Silent Generation/Matures

Baby Boomers

Gen X

Millennials

Gen Z

the traditional generational catego-
ries: There are squabbles over who
fits where. While some media out-
lets heralded Barack Obama as the
first “post-boomer” president, oth-
ers said his birth in 1961 put him
“squarely within the baby boom
generation.”’® Some use different
year ranges. Harvard’s Joint Center
for Housing uses twenty-year age
spans for convenience: Boomers,
1945-64; Gen X, 1965-84; Millenni-
als 1985-2004."° It's been observed
the “stakes are high” because “no
one wants to be a millennial or a

boomer.” 20

This multi-generational mix
will be around for a while. Despite
“aging out,” 49% of Boomers “expect
to or already are working past age
70 or do not plan to retire.”?' None-
theless, Gen Xers will outnumber
the Boomers by 2028; Millennials
were projected to compose 75% of
the global workforce by 2025.22

IS THIS GENERATIONAL STUFF
REALLY NEW? OR VALID?

Generational gaps are “a per-
petual challenge for employers
who are responsible for attracting,
supervising, motivating, and retain-
ing new generations.”?® Is this
really new?24 Recall the outrage
at Elvis Presley’s “pelvic-shaking
intensity”?® and the Tipper Gore
led charge to require warning
labels after she listened to Prince’s
Purple Rain.2¢ Was Grace's Great-
est-Gen-grandfather’s reaction to
the Beatles (“they need haircuts”)
any different than Boomer Tom's
reaction to Gen X 90's grunge and
Millennial Taylor Swift??? Maybe,
maybe not.2® “Every generation
since the invention of the teenager
has come of age to eye-rolling from
the grown-ups who grew up before
them.” 2°

Some folks say this stuff is
nonsense. A 2021 “open letter”
urged the Pew Research Center “to
stop using its generation labels”
because the “scheme has become
a parody and should end.”3° The
labels are confusing — genera-
tions are widely misunderstood to
be “official” categories and naming
them with fixed birth dates “pro-
motes pseudoscience, undermines
public understanding, and impedes
social science research.”3" So, “[b]
efore you start wracking your brain
to cram these diverse personalities
into generational stereotypes, let
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me stop you there: Just don't.” 32
Others observe generational labels
are “clumsy and imprecise” and
“flatten out the experiences of tens
of millions of very different people,
remove nuance from conversations,
and imply commonality where there
may be none. The social scientists
are right: Generational labels are
stupid.”®® Importantly, “when peo-
ple use the idea of generations as
a weapon, they frequently block off
communication and prevent natural
alliances.”*

And get this — people often
identify with the wrong genera-
tion. A 2015 Pew Research poll
found that thirty-three percent of
Millennials said they were Gen X,
and eight percent said they were
Boomers.3® Fifteen percent of Gen
Xers identified as Boomers, while
two percent of Boomers and four
percent of Silents said they were
Millennials.®¢ Millennials are less
likely than Boomers or Gen Xers to
embrace their generational label.??
“Whether these results reflect con-
fusion about how generations are
defined or intentional resistance
to those labels, it's clear that many
people don't identify with the gen-
eration they've been slotted into.” 38

WHAT DO THEY WANT?

“Each generation has unique
viewpoints and expectations, work-
place cultural norms, and patterns
of learning and knowledge shar-
ing. All of these factors contribute
to a generational gap.”*° As a result,
generational gaps are “a perpetual
challenge for employers who are
responsible for attracting, supervis-
ing, motivating, and retaining new
generations.”°

When thinking about gen-
erational differences, it's worth
recalling the statement (sometimes
attributed to Mark Twain) that “all
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generalities are false, including this
one.”#" All Millennials are not the
same, just as all Boomers, Gen Xers
and Gen Zer's are not the same. So
don't get hung up on labels; instead
let them have conversation about
similarities and differences and
how to deal with them.

Turning to characteristics,
this chart from a November 2024
Forbes article provides a good

GENERATION ATTRIBUTES

Boomers (1946-64) Value hard work, loyalty, and
hierarchy. Prefer formal com-
munication — face-to-face or
phone — and direct connec-
tion with team members.

Gen X (1965-80) Known for independence and
pragmatism; value work-life
balance; comfortable with
both in-person and digital

communication.

Millennials (1981-96) | Often characterized by their
preference for collaborative
and flexible work environ-
ments. Seek purpose-driven
work and value regular

feedback.

Gen Z (after 1997) Highly connected to technol-
ogy; value authenticity and
diversity; prefer seamless dig-
ital interactions; favor remote

work options.

summary: 42

The “Baby Boom" genera-
tion ranges from its oldest who
were “part of the spike in fertility
that began in 1946, right after the
end of World War Il,” to its young-
est, born in 1964, “shortly before a
significant decline in fertility” that
occurred with the advent of the
birth control pill.** They are “a gen-
eration ready to demonstrate in the
streets for racial equality, and to rail
against Nixon and the war in Viet-
nam...but they also dug rock music,
and they liked movies and they liked
cultural stars.”#* Boomers are loyal
to their employers, “individualistic
and hardworking,”# and “famed for
their work ethic and commitment
to getting the job done."4¢ They
are faulted for being out of touch
with technology, as reflected by
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the phrase “OK Boomer,” which sur-
faced on social media in 2019 and
lives on today.*” Although “people
over 65 are the oldest employees
in the workforce, [and] still feel and
act young,”*® Boomers are aging out
— the youngest of the generation
(born in 1964) turn 62 in 2026, and
are likely thinking seriously about
retirement.

Post-Boomer generations we
discuss below are more diverse. In
2015, Pew Research reported “Mil-
lennials are the most diverse adult
generation: 57% are non-Hispanic
whites, while 21% are Hispanic, 13%
are black and 6% are Asian. Each
older generation is less diverse.
Non-Hispanic whites make up
61% of Generation X, 72% of Baby
Boomers and 78% of the Silent gen-
eration."#°

Generation X (originally the
“Baby Bust”"°) is now in the “mid-
dle innings” of life, ranging in age
from 43 to 58.5" “Sandwiched
between the change-the-world
boomers (around 75 million) and
the we-won't-wait-for-change mil-
lennials (around 83 million),’s2 Gen
X is “bookended by two much larger
generations ... that are strikingly
different from one another. And in
most of the ways we take stock of
generations — their racial and eth-
nic makeup; their political, social,
and religious values; their economic
and educational circumstances;
their technology usage — Gen Xers
are a low-slung, straight-line bridge
between two noisy behemoths."s?

Originally referred to as
“slackers,’s* Gen X's characteristics
include leadership, “a willingness to
take on new challenges,” and “the
tenure, people skills and experience
to add value as leaders at work.”
55 But they don't measure success
with the same “climb the ladder”
view as Boomers.
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Gen Xers' idea of success is
different and for good rea-
son. Many of them grew up
in Boomer households with
both parents working, and
they have seen the results
of a strong work ethic —
the long hours away from
home, the stress induced
by workplace competition
- and say “why bother? Do
| really need to do this? Is
what | do at this job truly
valuable? Or are these val-
ues more likely to make me
vulnerable to the inevitable
workplace changes? 5¢

Gen Xers are “socially liberal,

economically conservative.”s” They
are digitally connected, collaborate
“as a way of life,” and are “comfort-
able seeking professional coaching
and mentorship outside of the walls
of work..”s® By the early 2000's,
Gen X “already had more spending
power than either boomers or mil-
lennials.” %°

On to Millennials and Gen

Z, the “most diverse adult genera-
tions.”® With apologies, we lump
them together here because of their
similar views of the workplace. For
89% of Millennials and 86% of Gen
Zs, “having a sense of purpose is
important to their overall job satis-
faction and well-being.” ¢* They “are
increasingly willing to reject assign-
ments or employers who don't align
with their values. When employers
take that feedback and respond
positively, employee loyalty tends
to be much higher.”? Half of Gen
Zs (50%) and four in 10 Millennials
(43%) have rejected an assignment
or project based on their personal
ethics or beliefs.®® Nearly as many
(44% of Gen Zs and 40% of Mil-
lennials) “have turned down an
employer”; common reasons are
“having a negative environmental



impact, or contributing to inequal-
ity through non-inclusive practices,
and more personal factors such as
a lack of support for employees’
mental well-being and work/life bal-
ance."s*

Millennials and Gen Zs
“demand a more balanced work
schedule, and they are not willing to
settle for less. Indeed, while money
motivates Millennials to work, most
are not willing to sacrifice their
personal lives for additional com-
pensation.”s® They part ways with
the Boomers because control of
time, not money, is their primary
goal.%®

For post-Boomer generations,
“work/life balance and flexibility
remain paramount,’s? including the
ability to work remotely. A 2022
Axios Harris poll found “[a] whop-
ping 84% of millennials say that
virtual work is an important fac-
tor in evaluating a job — more than
any other generation.”®® And “[m]
ore than 40% of workers say they
are likely to switch to a more flex-
ible job even if it means taking a
pay cut, including more than half
(57%) of millennials and roughly
half (49%) of Gen Z."¢° Millennials
“seek out law firms that offer the
option to work remotely, alternative
work schedules, and guaranteed
quality of life. They believe that
work is something you do between
weekends. They aren't into work-
ing up the career ladder and see
it as an impediment to actuating
change. So goes the stereotype,
anyway.”’® One author bucks the
stereotype, observing Millennials
“opt for ‘work-life blend, in which
they wish to achieve personal, pro-
fessional and charitable goals on a
continuous spectrum of life expe-
riences.””" Overall, Millennials and
Gen Zs “continue to value flexibility
in where and when they work, and

this drive for flexibility continues
to increase the popularity of less
traditional employment models,
including parttime roles, job-shar-
ing, and side gigs."”2

It's not just the “younger” law-
yers who want remote options — a
2022 ABA survey found fifty per-
cent of all lawyers want them.”?
Regarding return to work mandates,
two thirds of respondents to a 2024
Deloitte survey said their employ-
ers have implemented some form
of return-to-work mandate, “either
bringing people back fully on-site or
moving to a hybrid model."”4 But
these mandates yielded “mixed
results,” — some reported “benefits
like improved engagement, con-
nection and collaboration, or better
routine and structure at work,” and
others “experienc[ed] increased
stress and decreased productivity.”
75

Flexible work arrangements
“are also appealing to clients, who
are interested primarily in maxi-
mizing profitability and efficiency .
.. I have found that clients, being
very bottom-line oriented, quickly
grasped that they would rather have
80% of an attorney that they knew
and trusted, than 100% of an attor-
ney that knows neither them nor
their deals.” 7¢

Post-Boomers are reportedly
not as interested in being active
in bar associations or voluntary
associations, like DRI and others.
77 “While baby boomers as a whole
embraced sharing experiences
with like-minded people and were
quick to join voluntary organiza-
tions and eager for authority, many
say the new generations question
the value of joining and leading
associations.””® Bureaucracy and
“circuitous” decision-making may
frustrate post-Boomer generation.
79 But reverting to stereotypes isn't
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helpful, and “older” generations
have perhaps not done enough to
pull younger lawyers in.8° “Bars that
have programs in which current bar
leaders reach out to younger, poten-
tial leaders are on the right track...
[and the] vast majority of Millen-
nials are said to be more loyal to
their mentors than they are to their
employers.”®

HOW DO WE ADVANCE THE BALL?
Leaders who “adaptable, emo-
tionally intelligent, and capable of
leveraging generational strengths”
will be the most successful in
addressing generational differ-
ences.®? “The key is to embrace
these generational differences as
assets rather than challenges. By
fostering open communication, pro-
viding personalized feedback, and
promoting a culture of inclusivity,
leaders can bridge the generational
divide and build high-performing
teams capable of thriving in today’s
dynamic business environment."s?
To be sure, “at the core of
these tensions lies communica-
tion—or rather, miscommunication.

Millennials are not
the same, just as all
Boomers, Gen Xers
and Gen Zer's are not
the same. So don't
get hung up on labels;

instead let them

drive conversation
about similarities and
differences and how to
deal with them.
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Each generation comes with its own
set of values, expectations, and
preferred communication styles.”
84 Boomer “concerns” about cur-
ing “the far-too-casual and flexible
approach of many Millennial law-
yers to their work” run up against
Millennials who “are never going to
change who they are.” And “some
Gen Z workers are questioning the
false sense of urgency ingrained in
many workplaces,” and “pushing
back on the everything is an emer-
gency approach.”s

To coexist, we “must at least
understand each others’ values and
approaches to the business of law
in order to get the work done and
to effectively pass on professional
skills and judgment to the next
generation.” We have to shed ste-
reotypes: “[tjhe Boomer mystified
by Facebook; the Millennial who
wears flip-flops in the office; the
Traditionalist (born prior to 1946)
who seemingly won't ever retire; the
Cynical GenXer who's only out for
himself; and the Gen 2020er - born
after 1997 — who appears surgically
attached to her smartphone.” &’

Effectively dealing with

Continuity of
representation by
outside counsel
requires effective
succession which
in turn depends

on addressing
demographic
challenges with a

focus on client
service.Communication
is vital.

18

generational differences is to your
advantage — “[t]he science is clear:
Diversity can make our Teams and
organizations smarter, more cre-
ative, more innovative, and more
profitable.”®® So we must “adjust
our lens” and “consider[] whether
the assumptions that you've iden-
tified align with the reality of the
situation at hand, or whether you've
been judging someone’s actions
and attitudes based only on your
frame of reference.”®® Instead, try
to understand why colleagues from
different generations might behave,
think, react, or respond differently
than you do.®°

As we look forward, another
challenge is preserving mean-
ingful roles for senior lawyers to
ensure succession and continuity
of representation, and maintain firm
history and culture.®" These roles
“must include more than honorific
titles, be positioned as a positive
step forward instead of a step
aside (or a step back), and carry
real value and transferring knowl-
edge, sharing experiences and
expertise, and mentoring younger
colleagues without the weight and
time commitment of executive level
responsibility.”°2

This is a two (or maybe five or
six) way street.?® It's not just the
older generation that must under-
stand the younger; the younger
must “adjust its lens” as well. How
can we balance the work — even
the uninteresting stuff — that must
be done on a deadline with a need
for work life balance? How can we
respond to a client's emergency
demands with urgency while at
the same time allowing flexibility
to work from home or late into the
night after office hours end?

In-house legal depart-
ments face the same challenges
because an increasing number of
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Millennials “are moving to the cor-
porate world for areason . .. mainly
because it aligns with their value
framework.”** In “The Ascent of
Millennial In-House Counsel,” the
author poses several suggestions
on how to retain “millennial coun-
sel."®s Leaders must become more
transparent about goals; explain
how the work of each lawyer fits
into the “big picture”; speak openly
about the pathway to leadership;
“walk the walk” when it comes to
diversity; let millennial counsel
“spread their wings” with oppor-
tunities to shine in front of key
corporate clients; allow flexibility
in how they work; offer mobility
within the organization; provide bet-
ter technology; support pro bono
and community service work; and
“show that you respect and value
them, their full identities, and their
families.”® These apply equally to
law firms.

Clients also have to deal with
the generational challenges in their
law firms. Continuity of represen-
tation by outside counsel requires
effective succession which in turn
depends on addressing demo-
graphic challenges with a focus on
client service. Communication is
vital.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Here are some questions and
things to consider, as you think
about how to handle generational
differences.

*+ Is your firm building the next
generation of lawyers that will
serve clients’ needs? Are you
giving younger lawyers oppor-
tunities to argue, to meet with
clients, etc.? Are you building
effective client teams? Are
you ensuring that work is being
given to younger lawyers and
offers satisfaction beyond a
paycheck? Are you providing



opportunities for younger law-
yers to learn the business of
the firm and how they fit in?

Is the work getting done?
Lawyers can (and do) work dif-
ferently and still get the work
done. What role does each law-
yer fill? Does your firm have the
flexibility required to be suc-
cessful moving forward?

+ Have you talked to your clients
about what they want or need?
This can range from address-
ing communication methods to
the larger issue of succession.

+ Who do the clients want to

deal with? Is it generational,
relationship, cost-based, or
something else? What role
does each member of the team
play (or have to play)?
Do clients have or require firms
to have systems in place to
ensure continuity of represen-
tation?°”

+ Are you encouraging younger
lawyers to be active in the
Bar and voluntary associa-
tions like DRI and others that
provide leadership and net-
working opportunities? Have
you shared why you did it and
why it mattered?

Understanding and managing
generational differences is import-
ant for law firms and in-house
counsel to ensure consistent and
effective representation for cli-
ents. Overall, it largely boils down
to thoughtful and effective commu-

nication. Good luck. ﬁD
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