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Successful generational working 
	
On 1 December 2017, the Managing Partners’ Forum presented a session on 
successful generational working at Saffery Champness’ offices in the City of London. 
Kevin Doolan, managing partner of the Møller Professional Service Firms Group at 
Churchill College, University of Cambridge, advises professional services firms on 
pricing and business development, with a particular focus on client relationship 
management. Drawing upon his research at Kellogg University and Harvard Law 
School, Doolan’s presentation and the discussion that followed explored: 
Early influences that impacted different generations 

• Their core beliefs and values 
• Some friction points 
• Suggested solutions 

 
Doolan’s research on successful cross-generational working is a response to 
organisations’ challenges around recruiting and retaining millennial workers, which 
are already affecting growth and geographic expansion.  Retention is a particular 
concern: on average, millennials stay with a company for about 18 months, against 
industry norms of two to two and a half years. This is significant as millennial 
employees leave when they become more valuable to the organisation.  
 
Successful generational working means leveraging the cultural traits that define the 
four generations that make up our workplace communities: Baby Boomers, Gen X, 
Gen Y (including Millennials). These reflect how our core beliefs and values are 
strongly influenced by what is going on in the world when we first join the workforce. 
For example, Baby Boomers grew up during the cold war; they have a strong work 
ethic and tend to be competitive and team oriented. They are loyal to the business 
and sensitive to feedback. Gen X look after themselves; they are pragmatic, multi-
tasking and efficient; they are risk takers with a global outlook, but they are cynical 
and pessimistic with an aversion to feedback. Gen Y are conflicted. They are 
empowered, independent, ambitious and driven by personal growth and progress. 
However, they are also needy: they are team players, they expect cooperation, and 
they are loyal to their boss, and if s/he moves to another company, they are likely to 
follow.  
 
Doolan highlighted some critical tension points between the generations in the 
workplace. An obvious example is flexible working, which has been facilitated by the 
internet. Unsurprisingly, this can be a challenge for Baby Boomers, who have spent 
most of their careers pre-internet and tend to thrive on presenteeism: ‘If I can’t see 
you working, you are probably at the gym!’ On the other hand, mobile and remote 
working is a huge benefit for Gen X, who are autonomous, and self-reliant – the first 
generation to talk about work-life balance (although they tend to take work home, 
rather than achieve a comfortable balance!). Gen Y, the first internet generation, are 



also the ‘connected’ generation, so although they will work in any location, they are 
team players and constantly seek validation and feedback.  
 
Doolan related his own experience of successful cross-generational working. ‘None 
of us on our own could have produced something this good’, he says of his research 
team at Harvard Law School, which comprised himself, a Baby Boomer, Dr Lisa 
Rohrer, Gen X, and Alexis Caught, a millennial. One desire they all had in common 
was a high standard of work. But they each went about achieving it in different ways. 
Whereas Doolan can be instructed in minutes to produce an initial version that could 
then be modified in response to feedback, Caught, the millennial requires detailed 
briefing, with the objective of understanding all aspects of the task in order to 
produce a near-perfect first draft. Rohrer, as is typical of Gen X, prefers to work 
through things on her own to get them right.  
 
What makes millennials different? Doolan showed a light-hearted video on ‘The care 
and feeding of millennials’ which highlighted some typical traits – and demands – 
including the desire for promotion, unusual reasons for requesting time off, an 
aversion to early meetings and a preference for avocado toast! On a more serious 
note, it underlined Doolan’s point that this is not a linear progression from generation 
to generation; it is a genuine change of attitude, shaped by the circumstances in 
which millennials entered the workplace. Some millennials created a response to the 
video, highlighting political and economic uncertainty, the soaring prices of education 
and housing, and the availability of online connectivity and e-commerce that 
underpins their connected lifestyles.  
 
Millennials have moved beyond the work-life balance sought by Gen X to work-life 
integration, supported by technology. Professionally, this is an advantage, as 
millennials bring their whole self to work – their values, beliefs and the things they 
are passionate about strongly influence their choice of careers and employers.  
 
Millennials are ambitious and confident. They thrive on praise and promotion, and 
they move on when they get a better offer. Millennials are peer-to-peer networked, 
and engaged. This means they rely on feedback, but they are also keen to contribute 
ideas, and they expect their input to be taken seriously. They read reviews – and 
they write them.  
 
Millennials want to understand the rationale behind the tasks they are given, and 
they routinely question rules and challenge authority, which creates difficulties for the 
army, for example, but can be useful in professional services, which are undergoing 
disruption and transformation.  
 
How should organisations leverage these traits?  
 
Clearly the answer is to make room for millennials in your organisation, and give 
them reasons to stay beyond 18 months. But what is the best approach?  
 
The discussion that followed highlighted that Baby Boomers are still the decision-
makers, so senior management needs to look beyond generational stereotyping to 
bridge the generation gap. Doolan’s response was to draw a parallel with national 
stereotyping – not everyone conforms to their national culture, but there are some 



common themes in behaviours and attitudes. Similarly, we don’t all fit into 
generational boxes, but cultural awareness helps to engage the various elements 
and influences in the workplace, so that their differences can be leveraged to benefit 
the business, rather than seen as a challenge. 
 
An important observation was that millennials in professional services are more 
motivated than their stereotypes and it is worth recognising their desire for a voice in 
running the organisation – perhaps challenging senior colleagues and longstanding 
ways of working – as well as respecting the value they place on flexibility, rather than 
attempting to make them conform to organisational norms.  
 
When it comes to retention, millennials commonly move on because they are 
seeking new experiences, the opportunity to learn new skills and work with different 
teams. As professional services firms are project-based organisations, they can offer 
millennials varied roles, tasks and experiences. A quick win is to tell them about their 
next project before the end of the current one! A two-way coaching environment 
raises senior management awareness of millennials’ ambitions, which are not always 
directly related to the workplace – for example, millennials are generally keen to be 
involved in corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives – and shows millennials 
that the organisation values their skills, opinions and ideas. 
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