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At first glance, diversity in age may seem like one of the easier challenges to navigate in the
workplace. We all experience the process of moving through different stages of life. However, this
shared experience provides no guarantee of uniting generations.

As workplace investigators, our office is seeing more and more conflicts involving generational
disputes. For the first time in history, there are up to five generations in the workforce: Traditionalist
(1925-1945); Baby Boomers (1946-1964), Generation X (1965-1980), Millennials (1981-2000), and 
Generation Z (2001-2020). Each generation has faced a different set of experiences and realities that
inform their views, values, and communication styles. With so many generations in the workplace, it
is not surprising that dynamics among employees can be fraught with generational friction.

... There are ways employers can address conflicts and reap the benefits of a
multigenerational workforce ...

Despite these challenges, there are ways employers can address conflicts and reap the benefits of a
multigenerational workforce:

Be aware that ageist comments can foster an environment in which employees feel excluded
and unsupported.
Avoid harmful stereotypes, but also acknowledge and appreciate the different experiences
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https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english/traditionalist#:~:text=A%20traditionalist%20is%20a%20person,group%2C%20rather%20than%20modern%20ones.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baby_boomers
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Generation-X
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/generations-age/generations/millennials/
https://www.insiderintelligence.com/insights/generation-z-facts/


 
and realities each generation has faced.
Respond to complaints of ageism promptly and appropriately.
Incorporate training and mentoring on this topic in your diversity, equity, and inclusion (DE&I)
strategy.

Age stereotypes and microaggressions

Incidents often arise from seemingly fleeting and innocuous comments. Common age-based
comments can include, “They’re having a senior moment,” or “That happened before your time,”
and the dreaded coupling of millennials and avocado toast. These age-based comments can also
potentially be considered microaggressions, broadly defined as unintentional conduct that is an
external expression of an internal bias. 

... Age-based comments can also potentially be considered microaggressions, broadly
defined as unintentional conduct that is an external expression of an internal bias.

Age-related stereotypes can be a significantly negative in the workplace. When young employees are
overlooked for feedback simply due to their age, they might internalize the stereotype and avoid
opportunities to speak up based on the belief that their input is not valued. Repeated exposure to
comments such as, “You weren’t even born when this happened,” or “You’re still a little wet behind
the ears,” reinforces those feelings.

And more seasoned employees might feel anxious about being viewed as out of touch, slow, and
resistant to change. Such apprehensions could be exacerbated by expressions like “past one’s
prime” and “over the hill” that outnumber terms like “venerable.”
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/work-advice-how-do-i-respond-to-younger-colleagues-who-make-snarky-comments-about-my-age/2019/09/20/a0466b24-d965-11e9-bfb1-849887369476_story.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L1jFwRLqxP8
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/econ/2018/value-of-experience-age-discrimination-highlights.doi.10.26419-2Fres.00177.002.pdf


 

  

Some individuals might feel as if taking offense at microaggressions is a sign of an overly-sensitive
individual and dismiss such sensitivity as a part of “woke culture” or “virtue signaling.” But over time,
the accumulation of such comments can contribute to employees feeling demeaned in the workplace.
This has often been referred to as “death by a thousand papercuts.”

Our office recently investigated a complaint of age discrimination based on a supervisor’s comments
that older employees would likely have fewer skills and would work at a slower pace than their
younger colleagues. These remarks were found to be indicative of age bias. While the remarks were
not directed at a specific individual, they nonetheless created an environment where older employees
felt excluded and unsupported. Remember, these microaggressions are similar to those experienced
by women and people of color in the workplace. In both situations, employers have an interest in
preventing hostile work environments.

Avoid stereotypes while understanding different generational
experiences

Employees from multiple generations likely approach their work from a perspective influenced by the
era in which they were raised. While it is important to avoid harmful generational stereotyping, it is
also critical to acknowledge and appreciate the different experiences and realities each generation
has faced.

Another case our office investigated involved religious discrimination, in which older Jewish
participants in the organization’s Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DE&I) program felt troubled by
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https://www.bingedaily.in/article/what-is-woke-culture
https://theconversation.com/virtue-signalling-a-slur-meant-to-imply-moral-grandstanding-that-might-not-be-all-bad-145546
https://english.stackexchange.com/questions/326713/meaning-of-the-phrase-death-by-a-thousand-paper-cuts
https://www.ywboston.org/2019/03/beyond-the-acronym-dei/


 
being referred to as "white" and by being told that they enjoyed "white privilege." The older
employees felt that being labeled this way ignored their ethnicity, history, and the realities they faced
growing up on the heels of World War II.

The younger Jewish employees in the DE&I program were not similarly offended. This was likely
because the younger employees are much further removed from World War II and also because they
are more familiar and more comfortable with the idea that members of marginalized groups can still
benefit from others understanding white privilege. In other words, the varying reactions of people who
shared the same religious identity seemed to stem in large part from the generation they grew up in,
and the different realities and experiences they faced. 

Although there was no evidence of religious-based animosity, the DE&I program did not consider the
generational nuances of its participants which made the older participants feel isolated and
unsupported.

  

Responding to ageism

Age-discrimination protection is provided to employees 40 years old and older in California under the 
Fair Employment and Housing Act (FEHA). While ageist comments or treatment against employees
younger than 40 may not cause legal liability, if they are not properly addressed, the comments are
likely to continue and possibly get worse, causing serious harm to both individuals and organizations.
Employers can avoid these costly effects by addressing different treatment against all employees,
regardless of age.
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https://www.dfeh.ca.gov/employment/


 
When responding to age-based conduct in the workplace, employers should consider whether the
conduct was intentional. Education and coaching might be appropriate in some circumstances rather
than discipline. For example, in the aforementioned case of the supervisor who implied that older
employees have fewer skills and/or speed than younger employees, these comments were not found
to be intentionally ageist. Counseling the supervisor to help them understand the impact of their
comments on older colleagues could be an appropriate and effective remedy in this situation.

Employees are less likely to make comments or engage in behavior that is intentionally
discriminatory. In such cases, though, disciplinary action may be warranted. The key to determining
whether a person’s conduct is intentional is to look for evidence that the person made statements or
engaged in behavior that they knew to be discriminatory.

For example, a supervisor is reasonably expected to know that they cannot make hiring or promotion
decisions based solely on a person’s age without a legitimate business reason. If a supervisor has a
pattern of hiring and promoting young employees, despite equally qualified older candidates, that
could create an inference of age discrimination. If there is also evidence that the supervisor makes
ageist comments or has a pattern of ignoring slights from younger employees while holding older
employees to a higher standard, this could also be evidence of intentional discrimination. 

If there is also evidence that the supervisor makes ageist comments or has a pattern of
ignoring slights from younger employees while holding older employees to a higher standard,
this could also be evidence
of intentional discrimination.

Preventing ageism in the workplace

Intergenerational workplaces present challenges as well as opportunities. The question then, is how
can employers avoid the stereotypes and biases that lead to intergenerational conflict and foster an
environment where intergenerational collaboration and respect is the norm?

Training

The first step to overcoming age-based biases is acknowledging that they exist. Being aware of our
biases can help us take action to diminish the influence they have over our decisions. Tackling
ageism in the workplace should start with training employees to recognize age bias. But it should not
end there. Any training should be incorporated into the organization’s larger DE&I strategy.

As with any DE&I initiative, an effective and sustainable training program should be intentional and
ongoing. A training program that is focused on people and relationships is more likely to create an
environment where people want to learn and be held accountable.

Find out how you can use the ACC DEI Maturity Model.
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https://www.acc.com/diversity-equity-inclusion


 
Reverse mentoring and mutual mentoring programs

Another creative solution has been reverse mentoring and mutual mentoring initiatives. Reverse
mentoring involves pairing senior leaders and executives with more junior employees and having the
junior employees serve as mentors to the leaders. The idea is to provide leaders with new
perspectives and insights on rising cultural and technological trends, while uplifting younger
employees by giving them visibility and an opportunity to be heard at the decision-making level.

Mutual mentoring is a similar concept, but instead of the senior leader serving as the primary learner,
both sides assume equal roles as learner and teacher.

Reverse and mutual mentoring programs can help dismantle stereotypes and bridge the
generational gap.

Reverse and mutual mentoring programs can help dismantle stereotypes and bridge the generational
gap. It provides an opportunity for younger and more senior employees to challenge their
assumptions by asking questions, listening, and learning from one another.

While both reverse and mutual mentoring promote mutual learning, these approaches may fit some
workplaces better than others. For instance, workplaces struggling with generational friction might
benefit more from a mutual mentorship program because it does not start from an assumption that
one generation has more to offer than the other. On the other hand, reverse mentorship, where the
junior employee is the primary teacher/mentor, may be more effective for organizations seeking to
uplift and empower emerging leaders.
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Challenges and opportunities

While multi-generational workforces present challenges for employers, they also offer a distinct
opportunity to embrace unique talent and diverse perspectives that each generation brings.
Leveraging the benefits of a multi-generational workforce requires employers to be proactive and
invested in fostering an environment of mutual respect and collaboration across generations.

Check out ACC?s Resource Library.

 

Disclaimer: The information in any resource in this website should not be construed as legal advice or
as a legal opinion on specific facts, and should not be considered representing the views of its
authors, its sponsors, and/or ACC. These resources are not intended as a definitive statement on the
subject addressed. Rather, they are intended to serve as a tool providing practical guidance and
references for the busy in-house practitioner and other readers.

  
  

  Jachyn Davis  
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https://www.acc.com/career-development/career-coaching
/author/jachyn-davis
/author/jachyn-davis


 

   

Senior Director of Corporate Compliance

CSAA Insurance Group

Jachyn Davis is the senior director of corporate compliance at CSAA Insurance Group, an AAA insurer.  With
more than 100 years of experience serving AAA members, CSAA Insurance Group offers automobile,
homeowners, and other personal lines of insurance to AAA members through AAA clubs. Davis is responsible
for leading the corporate compliance and ethics, privacy, and employment law functions, and she is a member
of the legal department leadership team. 

  

  Danielle Drossel  
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Attorney

Oppenheimer Investigations Group

Danielle Drossel’s responsibilities include conducting fair, timely, and thorough workplace investigations for
public agencies, private companies, large and small, non-profits, and educational institutions. Her career
started in private practice, defending Los Angeles County in some of the highest-exposure civil rights and
employment cases, before moving to county counsel positions at Los Angeles county and later Santa Barbara
county, CA, where she’s currently based. 
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  Madeline Buitelaar  
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Attorney

Oppenheimer Investigations Group

Madeline Buitelaar conducts impartial workplace and school investigations on matters involving claims of
sexual harassment and assault, discrimination, workplace bullying, and retaliation, as well as complaints
against high-level managers and elected officials. Madeline also conducts Title IX investigations for public and
private educational institutions, including middle schools, high schools, and universities.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Title_IX#:~:text=Title%20IX%20is%20the%20most,funding%20from%20the%20federal%20government.
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