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GENERATIONS AT WORK

Boomers Struggle With Co-Workers as Young as Their Kids
L

et’s agree that there is no such thing as a
typical baby boomer. There are, however,
average boomers.

The average boomer is turning age 52 in 2008
— that is, at least half the boomers are older, and
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half younger. At age 52, many
boomers have come up against
an entirely new existence at
work: co-workers the same age
as their own children.

For some boomers, this is al-
ready causing a problem. They
find themselves thinking these
younger co-workers are not just
the same age as their children,
but that they are their children.

This is not a good thing — for the younger co-
worker, or for the older boomer.

Companies and organizations find themselves
with three radically different generations inter-
mingling in the workplace for the first time in a
long time. Boomers, ages 44 to 62, are in middle
and top management, in most cases. Generation
Xer’s, ages 26 to 43, are most likely the junior ex-
ecutives or middle management team. Gen Y, or
the Millennial Generation, are those workers age
25 and under. They are the first of their
generation to get beyond college age and enter
the working world.

THE NEW DYNAMICS of this multi-
generational workplace have HR departments
scrambling to figure out how everyone can get
along, prosper, and grow. It’s not an easy task.
We learned this from a national study of 1,600
adults we conducted about a year ago. For exam-
ple, many boomers are at that stage in life and in
their careers when they have either reached the
top rung of the ladder, or realized it is out of
reach — by choice or by the Peter Principle.
These stuck-in-the-middle boomers with 20-plus
years under their belts are not feeling the love in
corporate America, and are looking for ways to
contribute and feel valued. For many, they get

emotional satisfaction from participating in team
projects and working with others.

Generation X, the nation’s latchkey kids all
grown up, are usually independent free agents,
more task-driven and bottom-line oriented. They
abhor team meetings and just want to get their
job done so they can go have a life (work is not
life). They feel advancement should come to the
competent, not those who just pay their dues.
Emotionally, job satisfaction comes from indepen-
dent work that is appreciated and valued.

The newest generation at work are those over-
indulged, over-parented Gen Y’s, a blunt and fear-
less bunch, ready and willing to share what they
think when they think it. They expect top man-
agement to seek their advice and to respond in-
stantly to their e-mails. They want credit for just
showing up (maybe they remember getting a tro-
phy for playing youth soccer despite not perform-
ing against any standard). They desperately want
to learn and to participate.

The differences between generations are not
well understood in the workplace, but many com-
panies are making progress. They hold training
workshops and seminars to bring attention to the
multi-generational workforce, so they can address
the differences.

FOR THOSE “average” boomers at age 52, a
new challenge is having co-workers the same age
of their own kids. An example:

Recently in one of our workshops, a boomer
executive in an international trade organization
admitted he struggled with younger employees,
especially those the same age as his own sons and
daughters. His struggles were so obvious one of
the younger workers accused the executive of

treating him like a child. He sheepishly asked for
some guidance.

We asked the boomer if he liked sports. He
said “Yes.”

“What’s your favorite sport?” we then asked.
“Football, I guess,” he said.
“Favorite team?”
“The Denver Broncos.”
“OK, don’t they have a very young quarterback

named Jay Cutler? Out of Vanderbilt?” we asked.
“Yes. You must follow football, too,” he re-

plied. (Won my fantasy league two years ago.)
“When you watch the Broncos, and Jay Cut-

ler,” we went on, “do you view him as if he is your
son, or do you think of him and compare him to
their previous quarterback, or even John Elway,
or Joe Montana, or even Johnny Unitas, quarter-
backs from your youth?”

“Hmmmm, I see what you’re saying. I don’t
think of Jay Cutler in the same way as I think of
my son. I compare him to other quarterbacks.”

Our point exactly. Don’t judge employees by
their age; judge them by their position and capa-
bilities, and against others in similar jobs. If they
have the job of quarterback, judge them against
other quarterbacks.

Boomers at 50 and 60 today frequently come
face to face with younger generations in positions
of authority and responsibility. It’s time boomers
viewed them based on their job and responsibil-
ities, not their age. They’d expect the same in re-
turn.
• Elizabeth McLaughlin is a Gen Xer who is the chief operating
officer of Southeastern Institute of Research, home to the
Boomer Project. She can be reached at 804-358-8981 or
elm@sirresearch.com.

VIVA THE VITAL!
A series on boomer-related issues.

VICTIMIZATION NARRATIVE

Congress Is Determined to Solve the Nation’s Housing ‘Crisis’
Homeownership is, up to a point, a barometer

of social health. . . . There are, however,
prudential limits to how high government
should drive ownership by, for example,

pressuring lenders to satisfy borrowers who
have questionable qualifications.

WASHINGTON

L
ewis Carroll, call your office. Or,
better still, the author of Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland

should call Washington, where the gov-
ernment’s determination to solve the
housing “crisis” produced this lead par-
agraph in a recent New York Times
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story: “Federal agen-
cies are intensifying a
criminal investigation
of the mortgage in-
dustry and focusing
on whether some
lenders turned a blind
eye to inflated income
figures provided by
borrowers.”

Perhaps some
lenders who were lied to were culpably
indifferent to dishonesty because they
planned to sell to others mortgages
that the lenders knew were risky. But
the victimization narrative that is turn-
ing turbulence in the housing market
into a morality tale involves borrowers
victimized by “predatory” lenders. The
narrative remains murky because there
is scant information about the percent-
age of currently distressed borrowers
who were untruthful about their in-
comes or net worth when talking to
lenders.

One symptom of the “crisis” is that
housing prices have fallen. How far is
unclear. Estimates range from 3 per-
cent to 13 percent. Questions arise.

DO YOUNG couples struggling to
purchase their first homes concur with
the sudden consensus that the decline
in prices is a national misfortune? The
Economist reports: “Monthly payments
on a typical house with a 30-year mort-
gage and 20 percent downpayment
were 18.5 percent of the median fami-
ly’s income in February, down from al-
most 26 percent at the peak — and
close to the historical average.” By this
measure of housing affordability, the
“crisis” is welcome.

The housing perhaps-not-altogether-
a-crisis resembles, in one particular,
the curious consensus about the global
warming “crisis,” concerning which,
the assumption is: Although Earth’s
temperature has risen and fallen
through many millennia, the tempera-
ture was exactly right when, in the
1960s, Al Gore became interested in
the subject. Are we to assume that last
year, when housing prices were, say,
10 percent higher than they are now,
they were exactly right? If so, why is
that so? Because the market had set

those prices, therefore they were
where they belonged? But if the market
was the proper arbiter of value then,
why is it not the proper arbiter now?
Whatever happened to the belief, way
back in 2007, that there was a housing
“bubble”? Or to the more ancient con-
sensus that, because of, among other
things, the deductibility of mortgage
interest payments from taxable in-
come, too much American capital flows
into the housing stock?

Homeownership is, up to a point, a
barometer of social health: Ownership
deepens an individual’s sense of having
a stake in the health of the neighbor-
hood and the larger community. To-
day, 67.8 percent of households own
their homes, up from 65.9 percent 10
years ago and 63.7 percent 15 years
ago. There are, however, limits to how

high the rate can rise: Not everyone
wants or can afford to own. And there
are prudential limits to how high gov-
ernment should drive ownership by, for
example, pressuring lenders to satisfy
borrowers who have questionable qual-
ifications.

As housing legislation perhaps
heads for a rendezvous with the presi-
dent’s veto pen, remember that the ob-
ject of the policymaking exercise is not
justice — or compassion, which is not
the same thing — for this or that cate-
gory of lenders or borrowers. Rather,
the main point of the exercise is to mit-
igate bad consequences for two catego-
ries of innocent bystanders.

ONE CATEGORY consists of those
who live in proximity to foreclosed

homes. Unoccupied houses become
subject to decay and vandalism,
thereby letting loose the infectious dis-
ease of blight that depresses the values
of properties in concentric circles.

The other category consists of ev-
erybody. Seventy percent of economic
activity is personal consumption,
which recently has been fueled by the
“wealth effect” — people spending be-
cause they feel wealthier due to the ap-
preciation of their largest asset, their
house. So “stabilizing” — i.e., putting
an artificial floor under — housing
prices may be necessary to fuel con-
sumption by a public that in the 1980s
saved almost 10 cents of every dollar it
earned, and in the 1990s saved a nickel,
but recently has had a negative savings
rate. This will, however, injure some
innocent people, such as those young
couples waiting to become homeown-
ers. And it will benefit others who have
earned an injury, such as speculators
and others who bet that the prices of
houses would never decline.

Everyone knows that there is only
one commodity the price of which al-
ways rises — major league pitchers.
Concerning the market for them, Con-
gress should do something.
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WAR ON DRUGS

U.S. Attitudes Play a Role in Recent Mexican Assassination
NEW YORK

S
tories of campus drug use in the U.S. are so
common that last week’s arrest of 75 al-
leged dealers at San Diego State University

was shocking chiefly due to the number netted.
The occasional big bust aside, the long-running
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drug war has become almost
background noise. At least in
this country.

American nonchalance about
drug use stands in sharp con-
trast to what is happening
across the border in Mexico.
There lawmen are taking heavy
casualties in a showdown with
drug-running crime syndicates.
Last Thursday the chief of the
Mexican federal police, Edgar

Millán Gómez, was assassinated by men waiting
for him when he came home, becoming the latest
and most prominent victim of the syndicates.

What the activities of the San Diego students
demonstrate is that here in the land of demand,
the “war” isn’t taken nearly as seriously as in the
land of supply. The Associated Press reported
that when undercover agents decided to investi-
gate drug dealing on the San Diego campus, they
were surprised at how easy it was to “infiltrate”
the crime ring. All they had to do was to reflect
interest in a given substance and suppliers ap-
peared.

THE TRANSACTIONS at the university went
on “in front of dorms, in parking lots, or behind
frat houses, sometimes in broad daylight in full
view of surveillance cameras,” the AP reported.

It’s no secret that the narcotics trade is like a
roach infestation. If you see one shipment or
dealer, you can be sure that there are many others
that go undetected. That’s why such brazen be-
havior at the university should be disturbing to
America’s drug warriors. The signs of an infesta-
tion are everywhere, making a joke of their
40-year claim that any day now they will wipe out
American drug use.

Yet if prohibitionists should find this lack of re-
sults troubling, imagine how Mexico must view
it. That country doesn’t even produce cocaine,
but it became a transit route to the U.S. when en-
forcers had some success in curtailing supplies
coming through the Caribbean in the late 1990s.

That success didn’t change the U.S. appetite
for the mind-altering substances. Instead, drugs
started flowing over land routes and Mexican car-
tels took charge. Now they are rumored to be in
control of most of the traffic from the Andes
northward. They are also suppliers of marijuana
and synthetic drugs. Prohibition puts value in
their product, because customers at places like
San Diego State are willing to pay the premium
that illegality exacts. A U.S.-Mexican joint assess-
ment estimates that more than $10 billion in cash
from drug sales flows from the U.S. to Mexico ev-
ery year.

The upshot: Americans underwrite Mexico’s
vicious organized crime syndicates. The gringos
get their drugs and the Mexican mafia gets weap-
ons, technology, and the means to buy off or in-
timidate anyone who gets in its way. Caught in
the middle is a poor country striving to develop
sound institutions for law enforcement.

The trouble for Mexico is that, even if it under-

stands that U.S. demand is not going away, it can-
not afford to cede large swaths of the country to
the drug cartels. Thus Mexican President Felipe
Calderón has made confronting organized crime a
priority since taking office in December 2006. His

attorney general, Eduardo Medina Mora, told me
in February that the goal is to reclaim the state’s
authority where it has been lost to the mafias.

BUT AFTER 17 months of engagement, while
San Diego students party on, victory remains elu-
sive and the Mexican death toll is mounting. Most
of the drug-related killings since Calderón took of-
fice seem to be a result of battles between rival
cartels. Still, the escalating violence is troubling.
The official death toll attributable to organized
crime since the Calderón crackdown began now
stands at 3,995. Of that, 1,170 have died this year.

Especially alarming are the number of assassi-
nations among military personnel and municipal,
state, and federal police officers. The total is 439
for the 17 months and 109 so far this year. Many
of these victims have been ordinary police officers
whose refusal to be bought off or back off cost
them their lives.

But as the murder of police chief Millan makes
clear, high rank offers no safety. Two weeks be-
fore Millan was gunned down, Roberto Velasco,
the head of the organized crime division of the
federal police, was shot in the head. The assail-
ants took his car, which leaves open the possibil-
ity that it was a random event, but most Mexicans
are not buying that theory. Eleven federal law-en-
forcement agents have been killed in ambushes
and executions in the past four weeks alone.

If U.S. law-enforcement agencies were losing
their finest at such a rate, you can bet Americans
would give greater thought to the violence
generated by high demand and prohibition. Our
friends in Mexico deserve equal consideration.
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San Diego State University students look
up at a banner hung by Students for Sensi-
ble Drug Policy during a protest against
the drug arrests May 7 at the university.
Ninety-six people, including 75 students,
were arrested after an undercover inves-
tigation of a college drug ring.


