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There has never been a more exciting time to own or manage a business as economies in North 
America continue to improve, and opportunities globally grow increasingly more lucrative and easier 
to attain. Yes, business looks promising - that is, until we consider how best to pursue these 
opportunities. This is where differing of opinions (and generations) come into play. Someone of a 
baby boomer generation for example is likely most comfortable relying on longstanding regional 
relationships, whereas younger siblings such as Generation Xers or Millenials would prefer to take 
the business online and global. Both groups have the same objectives but different ideas on how best 
to approach them. The result is most often conflict.  
 
I’ve always said that managing a business is easy - it’s managing a family within the business that’s 
difficult!  
 
There are distinct intricacies to working in a family-owned business that add to the complexity, but 
one of the less considered and increasingly more relevant challenges is managing amidst generational 
differences.  
 
Not sure what I mean?  
 
Consider for a moment a daughter or son working alongside his or her parents. Conflicts that arise 
are typically not a result of actual problems, but based on perceptions. The father believes his son is 
too distracted, or lacks motivation. The daughter thinks that her parents are out of touch or too slow 
to introduce changes. These are not personal problems, but often viewpoints that are based in 
generational differences.  
 
This being said, as we experience generational shifts in the workforce across North America, with 
baby boomers moving into retirement and a growing presence of Millenials, we have to start 
considering how this shift in generational occupancy will impact family-owned enterprises, and we 
must do so quickly! 
 
For answers, it’s best to contrast a few of the key variables that exist between the Millennial 
generation and previous generations. Here are some of the most critical considerations: 
 
Working Environment – The millennials, or Generation Y as they are often called, seek to work in a 
collaborative environment. They have grown to thrive in environments where cross-functional teams 
exist; hence they are seeking similar environments when they arrive in the workforce. Their desires to 
work in cross-functional groups where all participants have an equal say are quite different than that 
of Generation X or Baby Boomers. Individuals who attempt to dominate team discussions turn the 
Millenials off, so maintaining a highly collaborative environment where every opinion is of equal 
importance is critical to ensure that the best ideas are brought forth and adopted. 
 
Fresh Perspectives – I’ve noticed during past years that it is the millennials who grow increasingly 
impatient with inactivity and lack of change. From my experience, they are more prone to taking 
quick action and making adjustments on the fly than previous generations. When you consider that 
the millennials are the highest educated generation ever to enter the workforce, having become 
accustomed to instantaneous information, this only makes sense. To accommodate and motivate 
Millenials, then, our considerations must shift towards how to keep millennials stimulated with new 
ideas to keep them engaged and committed to the vision.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Adaptability – According to an article in the Wallstreet Journal a couple of years ago, “Get to the Good 
Part,” the millennials have a recognizably shorter attention span than previous generations. This 
attention span results in the millennials having the ability to adapt and respond quickly to problems 
or challenges that might present themselves. This approach can create tension amidst other 
generations who are more prone to spending time considering options. For businesses to grow and 
thrive, the millennials must be cut loose to take action on ideas, as doing anything else will lead to a 
lack of attention and diminished engagement. 
 
Considering these distinctions, it’s clear that there are unique differences in how differing 
generations will prefer to lead and run the business. Most importantly, these are not areas where 
additional “training” or “coaching” will help, although these are great tools to heighten awareness. In 
the end, we must learn to get along and respect the differences between our generations. 
 
So can you adapt? Place greater effort on formulating the type of environments that Millennials are 
drawn to and thrive in, relying less on structure, processes, and “the way things have been done,” 
and put a greater emphasis on building collaborative groups that stimulate and produce new ideas.  
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