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Career Development In

Generation X

eneration X refers to the

population cohort following

the Baby Boomers. Sources
differ as to the exact years during
which this cohort was born.
Coupland (1991) suggests 1960 to
1970; Bradford and Raines (1992)
propose 1965 to 1975; and Howe
and Strauss (1993) suggest 1961 to
1981. Whatever the birth years, it
is their common life experiences
that give this cohort an identity.
Individuals born in Generation X are
reputedly more global, technologi-
cally oriented, and culturally diverse

arious books, articles, and
surveys have described indi-
viduals in Generation X as

slackers, cynical about the future
and resentful of Baby Boomers who
have “taken all the good jobs”
(Kruger 1994). This description is
based on observations that Genera-
tion X workers jump from job to
job, are unwilling to conform to

than the generations . 1 organizational demands
before them. Coming of " ;

age when the linear career
path no longer exists, S
where average income is .
falling, and where continu-
ous change is the norm,
does this generation have
different values, work eth-
ics, and attitudes toward
work and career develop—
ment? As the myths and
realities of this question
are explored, it is important to
remember that the characteristics,
habits, and traits attributed to indi-
viduals in this cohort are mere gen-
eralizations, presented to afford a
better understanding of the genera-
tion called Generation X.
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that do not suit them,
and leave jobs that bore
them and are not “fun”
(Wyld 1994). Although
persons in the two gener-
g ations before Generation

q' ‘,» & J, X-the Silent generation

== (1925-1945) and Boom
generation (1946-1964)-
interpret these behaviors

. as indicative of low career

"drive and ambition
(Bradford and Raines 1992), it may
be that Generation X just views the
concept of career differently than
did those before them.

The twenty somethings of Genera-

tion X who are currently in the work
force entered the labor market with
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no expectations. Many of them
believe the best years (in terms of
society) are behind them (Howe
and Strauss 1993). They have been
told that they are the “only genera-
tion since the Civil War to come of
age unlikely to match their parents'
economic fortunes” (ibid., p. 7).
They place little faith in job security.

“They saw their parents laid off
without cause and their perceptions
of the working world were shaped
in time of economic turmoil. Conse-
quently, they tend to see every job
they take as temporary and every
company as a stepping stone to
something better, or at least to
something else” (Filipczak 1994, p.
23). Since they have adopted the
philosophy that there are “no
guarantees,” they are not interested
in working their way up. They want
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to be valued immediately for their
skills (Bradford and Raines 1992).
They see their career strength in
their ability to solve problems and
do jobs that others are not able to
do. “They believe that security now-
adays comes from the transferability
of one’s skills to other jobs rather
than from advancement in hierarchi-
cally managed organizations”
(Wilkinson 1995, p. 67). They use
job hopping as a way to build their
skills and make themselves more
marketable (Filipczak 1994, p. 27).

Although individuals in Generation X
may be cynical, they do not lack
drive. They are very self-oriented-
they want to know what's in it for
them. They are also more self-
sufficient and outcome based. They
want to “get in, do the work, and
move on to the next thing”
(Filipczak 1994, p. 27). “"They want
to be judged not on input but out-
put, no longer on the site where
work is done, but on how well work
is done” (Wilkinson 1995, p. 67).

Money is an important motivator to
this generation. In fact, many stud-
ies show it is the top priority
(Filipczak 1994). This is not surpris-
ing since many of the X-ers are
used to spending money and have
cultivated expensive tastes. As
teens, they earned money that they
were allowed to spend on whatever
they wanted-clothes, cars, stereos,
compact discs, and entertainment.
This enabled them to “buy a level of
affluence that still reflects massive
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parental subsidy” (Howe and takers, who exploit opportunities
Strauss 1993, p. 104). However, overlooked by established business-

harsh reality hits when X-ers leave es” (p. 219). They predict the “lea-
home or school. Today’s economy ding 13-er frontier will be overseas,
offers fewer jobs to these job seek- where this generation can most fully

ers and lower salaries. “Strauss apply its entrepreneurial instincts
cites statistics that show a decline in and take advantage of its linguistic,
average income for people under computer, and marketing skills”
the age of 30 in every demographic (ibid.).

category except single women with

college degrees” (Filipczak 1993, p. Myth: Individuals in Genera-
23). Overall, there are fewer and tion X Are Poorly Suited to

fewer good-paying, entry-level jobs, Today‘s Career Realities
even for college graduates. “From

1989 to.1.992, for. example, antici- or those who are and remain
pated hiring of first year college unskilled and uneducated, the

grads by medium size and large future is grim. Even those
U.S. companies was off a full 35%" ity 4 high school education are at
(Fenner 1994, p. 90). Even now, sk According to “Generation X-
despite the improving economy, the onomics” (1994), “college grads
class of 1994 can expect only @ 1%  oarn an average of 77% more than
improvement (ibid.). high school grads, and the gap is

increasingly widening” (p. A27).
Given their priorities of money, pow-

er, and status (Howe and Strauss

1993), many of the Generation X-  jon X have higher levels of educa-
ers are becoming entrepreneurs, i than those in previous genera-
starting companies at a faster rate tions. “In 1993, 47% of the 18-24
than other generations. “A study by yaar gids had at least some higher
Marquette University and the Uni- education compared with around
VerSity of MiChigan conducted in 31% in 1980" (Quinn 1994, p. 94)'

1993 found that entrepreneurs  ajsq their high school dropout rates
between the ages of 25 and 34 cre- 516 qown. Generation X women who
ated 70 percent of all new business  5rq in their twenties, likely to have
startups” (Cohen and Simons, p.  heen rajsed by working mothers,
54). In their book, the 13th Genera- ¢ petter educated than the women

tion: Abort, Retry, Ignore, Fail?, iy 4y other generation in U.S. his-
Howe and Strauss (1993) speak tory (Kruger 1994).

optimistically about a future that is
possible for individuals in the 13th
generation. They predict that “the
most successful 13-ers will be risk

Fortunately, individuals in Genera-

The real asset individuals in Genera-
tion X bring to the workplace is their
knowledge of technology and their
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ability to concentrate on a number
of tasks at one time. This is espe-
cially significant in this “age of com-
puters.” Filipczak (1994) notes that
“X-ers are either adept users or at
least unafraid to try new technolo-
gy. Combine this absence of fear
with the ability to parallel think and
process information quickly, and
you've got workers who can pick up
almost any software program and
learn it quickly” (p. 26).

X-ers are also accepting of, if not
comfortable with, change. Their
youth was fraught with change and
uncertainty. They have seen job
prospects go from excellent to
bleak; they
have seen
their parents
lose or have
altered jobs
due to com-
p a n vy
. downsizing
" and restruc-
= turing; they
have seen
national
leaders dis-
credited; and “40 percent of them
were raised by divorced or separat-
ed parents” (Kruger 1994, p. 62).
“In many ways they (X-ers) are
more emotionally suited for today's
career realities than their elders”
(Lancaster 1995, p. B1).

Quality of life is a major consider-
ation of individuals in Generation X
as they face workplace and career
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demands.
This genera-
tion is con-
cerned about
having a bal-
anced life.
They are not
workaholics
and believe
in compart-
mentalizing
their work, social, and family lives.
Their outside interests are as
important to them as their jobs.
Having been deprived of their par-
ents when they were children, they
are committed to spending time
with their own children. Their family
values are more like those evident
in the 1950s, and it is predicted
that the divorce rates of this gener-
ation will show a downward plunge.
They are more realistic about the
balance between their work and
family/social lives that will give
them satisfaction and make them
happy.

The women in Generation X are
especially cognizant of career reali-
ties. Many of them are ruling out
jobs in management consulting and
corporate finance, the jobs women
in the Baby Boom generation cov-
eted. They are unwilling to work the
9 a.m. to 2 a.m., 17-hour day of
their predecessors (Kruger 1994).
Many of those who have or hope to
have children want to work part-
time so they can be with them dur-
ing their preschool years.
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epresenting a shrinking
labor pool in an economy
that demands high numbers

of workers, individuals in Genera-
tion X hold the trump cards, the ace
of which is education and training.
To avoid the high cost of job
turnovers, companies are
offering education and
training as incen-
tives for workers
to remain in
their jobs.
On-site skill
training and
college cours-
es offered to
workers reap
rewards for
both the com-
pany and its
workers and
are especially
attractive to the
“knowledge seeking”
Generation X-ers. For
those workers who have lim-
ited skills and the least amount of
education and experience, continual
skill upgrading is essential to their
work future and to the company's
high performance goals. Many com-
panies are supporting school-to-
work transition programs that offer
apprentice-like training to high
school students as a way to ensure
skilled entry-level workers.

Rﬂ.presenting a shrink-
ing labor pool in an

economy that demands
high numbers of work-
ers, individuals in Gener-
ation X hold the trump
cards, the ace of which is
education and training.
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The type of training companies do is
being shaped by the short attention
span of this MTV generation. “Cor-
porate-produced videos never run
more than 15 minutes, and accord-
ingly, there can’t be too many visu-
als in the training” (Filipczak 1994,
p. 24). The practical application of
basic skills and job skills are pre-
ferred over instruction in theory;
hands-on activity over lecture. Gen-
eration X is also shaping com-
pany leadership. Genera-
tion X-ers require
more coaching
and feedback
from their
supervisors
than previous
generations.
They want
clear commu-
nication. They
want to know
what is
expected of
them and
what benefits
they will get in
return. They want to
know how policy is set and
how decisions are made. Having
been educated in the total quality
management process, Generation X
workers expect their opinions to
count and to know that they can
make a difference. Most certainly
they expect to participate in the
decision making and in processes
that influence their lives (Bradford
and Raines 1992).
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