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Generational Dynamics

Gilburg Leadership Institute 

Generations:!
Theory Overview 

  Cyclical vs. Linear view of history

  There are 4 distinct Generation Personas or 
“Archetypes,” ± 20 years each, that repeat 
throughout history

  Each Archetype has a unique trajectory 
through 4 stages of maturity: Childhood, 
Rising Adult, Mid-Life Leader and Elder

  Each generation reacts to its predecessor & 
the Culture 

  Dominant and Recessive Progression

  Each generation is molded by distinctive child-
rearing strategies and defining events of late 
childhood and adolescence

Prophet 

Nomad

Hero 

Artist 

Archetypes 

William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generations: The History of America’s Future 1584-2069 and 
The Fourth Turning: What the Cycles of History Tell Us About America’s Rendezvous with Destiny 
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Archetype Personas 

  Values driven
  Principle focused
  Uncompromising
  Inner world; 
  spiritual
  Self-Absorbed
  Transforming of"
  the corrupt world 

Boomer  (Clinton, GW)
Missionary  (FDR)
Transcendental (Lincoln)
Awakening  (Franklin)
Puritan  (Standish)

Gen X  (Obama)
Lost  (Hemingway)
Gilded  (Rockefeller)
Liberty  (Washington)
Cavalier  (Salem Witches)

  Unwanted loners
  Tough, 
   adventurous
  Cynical of 
   institutions
  Pragmatic,   
   efficient
  Willing to sacrifice"
   for their children

Gen Y  (Cyrus, Efron)
GI      (JFK, Reagan)
–––   (Civil War: killed off)
Republican  (Jefferson)
Glorious  (Yale)

  Protected &"
   cherished children
  Conventional
  Powerful, entitled
  Institutionally   
   driven
  Profound trust in"
   authority
  Hubristic
  Energetic, busy

Silent   (MLK, McCain)
Progressive  (T. Roosevelt)
Compromise  (Jackson)
Enlightenment (S.Johnson)

  Smothered &"
   overshadowed
  Subtle, indecisive
  Compromising,"
   adaptive
  Expert, genteel
  Empathetic
  Bridge generation

Generational Shadow Defined

  Those qualities that are 
unacknowledged (repressed) by a 
generational culture, but may be 
visible to others

  Can be Strengths or Limitations

  BLIND SPOTS – Can undermine 
stated values and intentions

  When we illuminate what’s in 
Shadow, we create more options & 
opportunities
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  Dominants have high awareness of generational 
identity; Recessives often have very little

  Rules of Thumb: 

•  DOMINANTS generally focus on themselves and their 
accomplishments

•  RECESSIVES more aware of own lack of alignment with 
Dominants

  Recessive impact often shows up in sub-culture: art, 
music, humor, films, et al.

Dominant — Recessive Dynamic

– limitations are in shadow

– strengths are in shadow

Current Generations

BOOMER
PROPHET
1943-1960

“Y”
HERO

1982-2005?

Silent
Artist

1925-1942

“X”
Nomad

1961-1981

ARTIST
New 

Generation
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Generation Defining Events

smothered as children

Children of 
Depression & 
WWII, food 
rationing, air-
raids, led to 

obedience and 
conformity,  “Gray 

Flannel” 1950’s

1925 - 1942

“Victory babies,” 
Cold War ,THE 

SIXTIES, spiritual 
awakening, 

generation gap, 
transformation, 
Vietnam,  the 

Beatles, Space-
race, JFK, MLK  

1943 - 1960 

indulged as children ignored & criticized as 
children

Watergate, 
pollution,  AIDS, 
highest parental 

divorce rate, 
daycare centers, 
latch key kids,  
college debt, 

“McJobs”

1961 - 1981 

protected and 
programmed as 

children

“Baby on Board,” 
fully scheduled 
lives, upbeat, 
standardized 

testing in 
schools, self-

esteem focused, 
group oriented, 
high tech, global 

focus

1982 - 2005?

Several examples of significant 
childhood events and how those 
experiences had an impact on 
you and your world view 

Share with a partner  
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Generation Characteristics 

Management-by-
numbers, timid, 

indecisive, 
visionless, 

conformist, hiding 
out, RIP

Caring, disciplined, 
expert, industrious, 

adapting 
mediators, process 

oriented, civil, 
elegant, genteel, 

compromisers 

1925 - 1942

Principled, creative, 
resolute, high-

minded, spiritual, 
passionate about 
inward purpose, 

communal, visionary, 
transformative

1943 - 1960 

Arrogant, morally 
intolerant, youth 

fixated, narcissistic, 
24/7 driven, 

grandiose, polarizing, 
undisciplined, 
competitive

Struggle with failure 
& critical feedback, 
waiting to be led, 
reliant on parents 
and authorities to 
handle problems 

Still young & 
inexperienced, bold, 

rational, entitled, 
confident, full of 

outward purpose, 
tech savvy, group-
oriented, pluralistic, 
civic-minded, eager

1982 - 2005? 

Cynical, apathetic, 
unprincipled, 

demoralized, lack of 
influence, draconian, 

opting out, 
uncultured

1961 - 1981 

Savvy, perceptive, 
realistic, street 

smart, pragmatic, 
expert, no-

nonsense, efficient, 
without illusions, 

free-agents, family 
focused

Disclaimer:  

Don’t Fall In Love With Ideas 

“If you fall in love with an idea, you 
won’t see the merits of alternative 

approaches -- and will probably miss 
an opportunity or two.” 



6

Meet Garret, Kristen, Aaron and Nick 

Our 
friends 

think that 
we are 
rocket 

scientists 
and 

astronauts 
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Because we work here 

But truthfully, we tend to work 
just as much here. 
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Last week, we interacted with 
people from here … 

… friends, family, classmates, 
colleagues, even strangers. 

We are part of Generation Y. 

This presentation is our 
perspective. 
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The world is connected today in ways 

that are shattering traditional 

communications concepts.  
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The traditional concept of 
top-down, one-way 

communications strategy 
is dead.  

(It is NOT dying. It is dead.) 
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Generation Y is a completely new generation. 

And just like the Baby Boomers, we are a 
large group of people that is IMPACTING 
society 
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But what defines Generation Y? 
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Demands instant gratification 

Impatient if delayed… but highly adaptable. 

Attracted to Large Social 
Movements 

Wired 

Expecting (NOW! Not 5 
minutes from now) 

Global 

~20% of today’s population 

Quickly bored 

Mobile Seeks mentors 

And there are a lot of things that 
made us the way we are. 
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We were the first generation to grow up 
with cable in our homes 

…Studies say this leads to 
shorter attention spans  

…And chronic boredom. 

We are used to DIVERSITY 

…after all, we grew up in diverse environments. 
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We grew up with  

TALK SHOWS 

And REALITY TV. 

For our generation, TV is not passive 
entertainment 

  it is an interactive experience! 

And our lives and outlooks have been 
shaped by this. 



16

   “Anyone can be a star …” 

“Everyone deserves to have their 
say.” 

“Getting heard and having a say are 
not only easy, they seem natural.” 

Wait!  You just described my generation. 
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Maybe there are some similarities. But there 
are very important differences. 

Such as different formative experiences. 
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Generation Y has been shaped by: 

Columbine 

The 2000 Election Crisis 

9-11 

Cable 

Reality TV 

The Iraq War 

Terrorism 

Internet 

Columbia 
Accident 

Cell Phones 

Gaming 

Starbucks 

And those life experiences made us: 
Lack trust in corporations 

Focus on personal success 
Have a short-term career perspective 

Gets easily bored 
Extremely Independent 

See no clear boundary between work and life  
Empowered and optimistic 

Sacrifice economic rewards for work-life balance 
Expect to work anytime, anyplace 

Connect with people in new and distinctive ways 
Comfortable with globalization 
Racially and ethically diverse 
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So how do you reach an  

entire generation  

with a brand and message? 

First, better understand the 
audience 
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Then focus on getting us 
interested again  

temp image 

Our generation is not interested 
because: 

We don’t see the point. 

We don’t understand the facts. 

We can’t participate. 
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Instead of telling us what you want us to hear … 

Facilitate a discussion with Gen Y and allow 

us to participate in the NASA mission 
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Share a compelling story 

Spark conversations 
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Touch our lives in 

ways familiar to us. 

Utilize “social media” 
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Reclaim an 

image as a 

leader of 

innovation. 

 So the challenge is to take 
this and create new ideas.   

Creative  
Collaborative  

Open  

Purposeful 

Because the NASA we want to work for and connect to is like us: 

Participatory 
Bold  

Exciting 

Innovative  
Timely  

Connected 
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 But we – our generation – 
want  to be a part of the 
solution.  

And it is OUR future.   
Because space exploration is the future.  
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Everyone’s future. 

Period of confident 
expansion as a new 

Order becomes 
established after the 

old has been 
dismantled

Time of rebellion 
against the now-

established Order, 
when spiritual 

exploration becomes 
the norm

Increasingly troubled era 
of strong individualism 

that surmounts in 
increasingly fragmented 

institutions

Era of upheaval in 
which society 

redefines its very 
nature and purpose

ERA

Archetypes and Time
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Small Group Conversation

1.  What is Gen Y the answer to?

2.  How might the answer to question #1 

relate to the future of my organization?

3.  What might younger generations need 

from me as leader, manager, older 

adult to be successful?

Suggested Questions

1.  What opportunities might be present within 
the generational diversity of my 
organization? What are the pitfalls?

2.  What biases or blind spots might I have of 
the wants/needs of younger generations?

3.  How does our “place in time” impact my 
notion of leadership? What might be 
required of me?


