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SOLUTIONS FOR BRIDGING THE
COMMUNICATION GAP
The Importance of
Communication
“According to research, generational differences are
most acutely experienced around communication issues.
Eighty-one percent of today’s workers say the primary
difference between generations in the workplace is
communication styles…” (Lindsey Pollak, “The Remix”)
Despite generational differences, one thing everyone
agrees about is the desire for clear and inclusive
communication. Companies that intentionally seek to
solve communication issues have a huge advantage!

Good Communication is a Skill Anyone Can Learn!
Everyone can learn to communicate more effectively. It’s worth the time and energy to increase your
communication skills. Communication is the foundation of both personal and business relationships. It all
begins with thinking of others first and seeking to understand the person or audience you are attempting
to connect with. The medium you are using will also influence the way your message is received, so we
will start there.

The Message and the Medium
It has never been more important to effectively communicate with everyone in your organization.
According to Mindshare, 74% of employees say they miss on crucial company communication. The cost
of poor communication is a negative cycle that impacts engagement and productivity. And in many cases
poor communication increases turnover.

“There’s virtually no limit to the ways poor communication can undermine your
organization’s efforts. In fact, it’s the main reason for low morale, according to a third of
employees surveyed a few years ago by Accountemps.” Michael Hyatt, “No Fail Communication”
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Communication and
Technology
The biggest reason that communication is more challenging
now than ever before is because the ways we communicate are
changing so quickly.
As technology has changed, the medium we use to communicate
has changed! Traditionalists remember rotary dial phones and
long-distance charges. They may prefer a written message on
actual paper. Furthermore, they may prefer a lengthier message
that includes more information.
Baby Boomers remember rotary dial phones, touch tone
phones and the way things changed with the introduction of
voice recorders. Growing up they were taught to answer the
home phone with a specific greeting. They are comfortable with
phone calls as well as letters and memos printed on paper. Many boomers remember when the first fax
machine was installed at their office and how much easier it was to simply transmit a message over the
fax. They also remember the first time they received an email message and think of email as “modern
technology.” Older members of Generation X will also remember these advances in technology.
Younger members of Generation X grew up with caller ID and voice recorders. There was no longer a
sense of urgency to answer when the phone rings because the caller would leave a message. Gen X was
also the first generation to have access to personal computers at a young age. This generation pioneered
communication technology in the workplace. They are more tech savvy than Boomers.
The largest generation in the workplace is the Millennials. Younger Millennials have never used a pay
phone or a home phone. They have always had accessibility to a cell phone and grew up with home
computers. They sometimes find email cumbersome and may have to be reminded to check and respond
to email correspondence. Brief concise communication is preferred; they may not even read lengthy
messages. Millennials are savvy social media users and enjoy communication apps. From their point of
view, smart phones are not necessarily for making phone calls.
Generation Z is entering the workplace quickly. They are technology natives. Most of them do not
remember a home phone and may have never learned to answer someone else’s phone calls. Email
seems cumbersome to them and most of them have never used a fax machine. They enjoy using apps to
communicate and would prefer to text than to speak on a phone. Using the postal system is for Amazon
deliveries. Younger members of this generation may think of a traditional magazine as a smart pad that
doesn’t work well.
These differences are important because communication is about both the message and the medium.
There are times when communicating by text is appropriate and times when it is not. The medium we
choose to communicate through determines the tone of the message. The intent of the communication
may be misunderstood when younger generations choose to use a medium that older generations
believe is inappropriate.
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Frustrations run high when older generations assume that younger co-workers will automatically know
when to check email, answer the phone or use written correspondence. What we view as the social
norm in communicating changes with each generation. Effective communication means understanding
these differences and setting clear expectations. Training may also be necessary, as well as providing
communication related examples.
Real Life Example: After attending one of our events, a training manager professed that she never
realized that younger employees often need to be told to “check their email.” She assumed they
would know to do that, but that isn’t always the case.

The goal of good communication
is shared understanding!
For example, when on-boarding new employees, set
expectations right away regarding email.
•
•
•
•
•

How frequently should they check email.
Response time to email that is appropriate.
Reasons why email is important.
What does a good signature line include?
Sample messages that show how to
structure a good email.

Younger generations enjoy using texting as well as apps, so
make room for this form of communication along with some
guidelines:
•
•
•

When is it appropriate to text?
Is it appropriate to use an Imogee when
texting your boss?
Does your company use apps to communicate?

Communicating Professionally over the phone may need to be
explained.
•
•
•
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It is important to make sure that everyone understands these guidelines and expectations. Be specific
and ask them in detail or go over guidelines with each person. Ask for “buy-in.” There are so many times
when training is provided and there is no follow up. Be sure that your team understands exactly what
they should have learned about communication in your organization.
Each generation tends to prefer different forms of communication. Using only one method of
communication could alienate certain employees. Communicating in multiple ways ensures that
everyone feels included.
Real Life Example: Young emerging leaders participating in a Leadership workshop were not
staying up to date on class dates and material because they were not checking email regularly. They
were frustrated when they got to class and did not have the required information. Solution: After
some discussion about email versus texting, it was decided that the workshop facilitator would text
the participants instead of sending an email unless there was a separate document involved. In case
where an attachment was needed, the Facilitator would text the participants a reminder to check
email in the next two days. Adapting to the communication preferences of all participants resulted in
a more effective and collaborative workshop.

While each organization has preferred ways to communicate. When expectations regarding
communication etiquette and acceptable mediums are not made clear, communication breaks down;
productivity and morale are also affected. Remember that communicating inside your organization is
important, but it is also important that good communication exists between your organization and the
outside world.

Communicating to Motivate
“Good Leaders are good communicators. Learn to walk
slowly through the crowd. When you are out among
your employees or coworkers, make relationship
building a connecting a priority.” John Maxwell

Leadership and Communication:
Leaders must realize that they are primarily responsible for
energizing, motivating, and advising those they lead. Great
bosses get the best out of their employees by communicating considerately, directly, and clearly. They
think of connecting with the listener first and foremost and adjust the message accordingly.
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TL;dr
The average attention span is getting shorter! That said, younger generations will most likely not read
lengthy messages. They are accustomed to short concise information, like text messages or social media
posts. Short videos are a great option but keep them short! Two minutes or less is optimal.

Feedback:
Regular feedback is necessary to break through to people
and influence performance. Talentsmart.com
A common stereotype is that younger generations, like millennials, require constant feedback. The truth
is that everyone likes helpful, timely feedback. We like to know if we are “on the right track!”
Regular consistent feedback motivates and influences performance. Timely feedback directs the course
for higher productivity.

3 Rules for effective feedback:
1. Avoid criticism.
Evaluate performance using “we.” If deconstruction
or correction is necessary, be prepared to help to
help with changes or rebuilding.
2. Give Praise appropriately.
Give meaningful praise when warranted. Don’t give
praise simply to please or to reward behavior that
should be expected.
3. Be the example!

Demonstrate the behavior
you expect from your team.

“Whenever you are about to give feedback, ask yourself,
“How can I make this idea better?” rather than “Why is this a bad idea?”
“The Communication Book,” by Mikael Krogerus and Roman Tschappeler
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Use the 60 Second Rule!
Feedback should be timely instead of time consuming.
•

Use one minute to set expectations or goals.

•

One minute to praise or give positive feedback.

•

One minute to reprimand or correct course.
(“One Minute Manager,” authors Ken Blanchard and Spencer
Johnson)

If you find that you cannot deliver feedback without using generational
stereotypes, you’re better off saying nothing at all!
Feedback should be motivating:
In their book, Thanks for the Feedback, Douglas Stone and Sheila Heen identified three categories of
feedback that form the acronym ACE – appreciation, coaching, and evaluation.
•

Appreciation is a way of saying, “I see you. You are valued.”

•

Coaching says, “I want to help you grow.”

•

Evaluation says, “Here’s how you are doing.”

Feedback should be a gift-wrapped in-kind intention and a helpful attitude.

“Feedback is a unique gift. It’s meant to help us improve in ways that we perhaps cannot see on our
own. Since you never know exactly what you are going to receive, however, feedback is sometimes
like opening up a present and looking inside to find a pair of tiger-striped socks with red sequins.”
Travis Bradberry

Feedback should provide a path forward:
Executive coach and author Marshall Goldsmith has documented that people respond better to
information that will help them get better in the future than they do to negative commentary about the
past. Listen to the feedback from others, and ask yourself, “If I were in a similar situation tomorrow,
based on this input, what would I do differently.”
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Real Life Example: The President of a Healthcare organization who works with employees from every
generation says that he adapts his communication and leadership style to each person. He realizes
that every generation would like to be respected in different ways. Older generations would like to be
respected for their experience and younger generations would like to be respected for their input. He
has also noticed that younger generation enjoy an attitude of “friendship.” Tweaking his communication
style for each situation creates an environment where everyone feels that their input matters.

Leaders and Managers should also ask for feedback:
We all have blind spots. The truth about you is that you don’t know the truth about you. No leader can
identify blind spots on their own. You must get feedback from those around you. Use that feedback
wisely to increase your influence and effectiveness.
“Every leader has a blind spot, and the greater a leader’s influence,
the greater the effect of that blind spot.” John Maxwell

Communicating with a
Team Working Remotely
Keeping employees feeling connected is challenging
when many of them are working remotely. They may
begin to feel isolated or disconnected. Providing regular
feedback will help them feel engaged and appreciated.
Using virtual team meetings as well as one-on-one
meetings will keep them energized and enthused.

Research shows that remote employees often struggle to get information they need, they’re more
likely to feel isolated, and they often feel that their remote managers are unaware of their needs. All
of these issues become even more troubling when we consider that fifty percent of all employees
say that they “rarely” or “never” meet with their managers one-on-one. Talentsmart June 2020
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Simple ways to stay connected remotely:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Over communicate! Not necessarily more content, but frequent “touches.”
Conduct virtual one – on-ones with employees.
Make content relevant through segmentation using subgroups.
Keep meetings short to avoid fatigue
Use gamification to keep it fun!
Provide virtual workshop opportunities to keep them challenged and engaged.
Encourage boundaries for workday.
One-on-ones are an opportunity to discuss employee interests, motivations, style of communication,
and long-term goals and desires. As rapport is built, employees feel more comfortable
reaching out to managers for help, to share a new idea, to express a need, to speak up about
problems they see, and to actively seek more feedback. TalentSmart June 2020

Set aside time for guidance:
Time is a precious resource for all of us. However, scheduling a few hours to be available to others will
increase morale, engagement and keep your team on track! Set aside a specific time each week or twice
a week where you are available for questions and discussion. Ask those who come to see you during that
time to be prepared and suggest ways to do that. Tim Elmore of Growing Leaders suggests that using
specific statements like the ones below will encourage useful feedback.
“I’m currently working on ____________ and I could use your help to _________.”
“One of my challenges is ____________ and I need advice on ____________.”

Face-to-Face Matters
Younger generations frequently request flexible work
schedules. In most cases this does not mean fewer work
hours, it means that they know they can work from
anywhere. Baby Boomers are resistant to flexible work
schedules because they value “face time.” Is working
remotely just as effective as “face time?” Research
indicates that it is not!
The recent COVID 19 pandemic has made working from
home a necessity for many people. However, there is a
cost that will become more apparent over time.
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The greatest cost is the loss of creativity and innovation. A study from MIT and other universities revealed
that when group members are together in person and looking into each other’s eyes they were more
creative and trusting of one another. It is evident that as humans we are hard-wired to value the physical
presence of others. Even shaking hands is important to a feeling of connection and collaboration.
Real Life Example: Apple’s Steve Jobs obsessed over face-to-face meetings, “There’s a temptation
in our networked age to think that ideas can be developed by email and iChat,” he told Walter
Isaacson, author of a bestselling Jobs biography. “That’s crazy. Creativity comes from spontaneous
meetings, from random discussions.” When asked by Fortune to recount the birth of the iPhone, Jobs
said the earliest ideas arose from informal gabbing: “We all had cell phones. We just hated them,
they were so awful to use.” That “watercooler talk” is the “one part of the iPhone mythology that
everyone tends to agree on” author Brian Merchant reports in his book The One Device.
“The Brief, Losing Connection” Fortune Magazine August/September 2020
Work flexibility is a permanent option in today’s workplace, but it works best if it is combined with “face
time” in the workplace. The spontaneity of casual conversation is a critical form of communication.

Transparency
Younger generations are accustomed to a high level of transparency. They have come of age with
social media where there is a lack of confidentiality. Older generations are accustomed to proprietary
information. There will always be cases where information should not be shared with everyone.
Guidelines should be made clear as to what is appropriate to share and what should be kept confidential.
“Communication in organizations has moved from primarily top-down
to more transparent and two-way.” Lindsey Pollak, Generational Expert

Furthermore, younger generations may need to be told
that they are not being left out when some types of
information are not shared. They are used to being told
“why” so go ahead and explain to them the reasons that
some things are not shared with everyone.
Lastly, every generation appreciates clear and inclusive
communication. Keeping everyone informed will make
them feel included and engaged. Clear and frequent
communication increases productivity because employees
aren’t wasting time trying to find out if they are uniformed
about important news.
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Communication is Always about the other person
“You will always connect faster when your focus is not on yourself.” John Maxwell

Make relationships a priority!
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Listen, don’t talk and resist talking about yourself
Ask questions that show genuine interest.
Don’t finish the other person’s sentences
Listen for details and understanding
Confirm what you believe you are hearing.
Resist giving advice unless asked.
Validate their concerns, even if you don’t agree.
“Genuine real listening is a rare commodity and a great gift, because you are
giving to the person you are listening to your most valuable asset: your attention.”
The Communication Book, Mikeael Krogerus and Roman Tschappeler

Listening to others that you work with makes them
feel valued and understood. They feel appreciated!
It also helps provide perspective and information to
the person listening. Organizations that are growing
have leadership that listens!
How we make people feel when we are communicating with them leaves a lasting impression.
They may not remember what you said, but they
will remember how it made them feel. Negative
feelings kill morale and creativity. Make it a point to
communicate in a way that leaves the recipient with
positive feelings that create energy and momentum.

Communicate with a common language (avoid stereotypes)
Generational stereotypes cause communication break-down. Using stereotypes creates conflict and
encourages prejudice. A proven solution is understanding behavioral types along with communication
preferences that are not generational. The DISC behavioral analysis creates a common, non-threatening
way to communicate about skills, strengths, and weaknesses. It is generationally neutral, and all
behavioral styles are equal but different. DISC is also a great tool for communicating with customers.
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“The idea here is simple: give team members an objective, reliable means for understanding and
describing one another.” Patrick Lencioni, “Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team”

Many of us think of using the “Golden Rule” for communicating. We communicate with and to others
according to our own preferences. Using DISC includes embracing the “Platinum Rule” which is
communicating with others the way they prefer to be communicated with.
Using the DISC also helps each individual understand one another and appreciate that we are all unique
in the way we communicate.
We provide a workshop that includes a DISC assessment for each employee. Participants enjoy the
workshop and leave with communication skills that will enhance their relationships at work and at home.

Testimonial from a recent workshop on using DISC to communicate:
“I loved learning with Shawn. She not only helped me understand the different components of the
DISC assessment, but also taught it in a way that was engaging, fun and easy to understand.”
Annbel Mendoza, Business Owner

Communicating in a multi-generational workplace is a challenge. Successful communication requires
understanding each generation and each person that you want to influence. Remember that sometimes
people’s communication habits are not stereotypical for their generation.
Embrace diversity in the workplace for better communication and higher
creativity. Everyone is a unique individual. Keep generational differences in
mind but treat each person as an individual.
Understanding and adapting to communication preferences is a challenge,
but we can make it much easier. We offer a communication assessment
that helps organization understand communication preferences. This
assessment gives leaders a snapshot of what the communication
expectations are in their organization. Using this assessment along with the
DISC Behavioral Analysis is a proven strategy for better communication. The
result is a happier, more engaged workforce who will be more invested in
their work.
Furthermore, organizations that provide education that teaches colleagues how to communicate more
effectively have a huge advantage! Contact Shawn for keynote speaking or interactive workshops and
learn more about proven strategies for communicating across generations.
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About the Author:
Shawn Johnson is a Speaker and Trainer whose passion is working
with emerging leaders from younger generations. She uses her
many years of experience teaching and coaching millennials to bring
understanding to a multi-generational workplace. She has proven
strategies that equip business leaders to design a work environment
in every industry that blends the best of each generation. Her
philosophy is “Happy People, Happy Company!”
Shawn is a member of the John Maxwell Team and recipient of the
John Maxwell International Certification Scholarship. She is also a
Certified DISC Behavioral Analysis Consultant and has completed
courses in Positive Psychology.
Her speaking and workshops combine real life stories with factual
data and proven solutions to establish a high-functioning workplace
culture.

(843) 618-0977
Shawn@ShawnJohnsonSpeaks.com
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