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We always knew about the teenager / parents 
generation gaps one but as we live longer and change 
faster how many more are opening up? 

From centenarians to baby boomers to millennials – and 
whatever comes next – we have grown up with different 
needs and priorities. Eco-warrior or conscientious 
objector? Rationing or hedonism? Facebook or 
telegrams? It’s little wonder we don’t always see eye  
to eye. 


We gathered an international group of thinkers to 
consider generation gaps. How can we live with them?  
Or even turn them to our advantage? How can we work 
with them for outcomes that are richer and more 
relevant?


All items in italics are verbatim comments that achieved 
at least 40% support. Those in bold were supported by 
at least 60% of the people in the discussion. The Word-
clouds show frequency of words weighted by degree of 
support from the crowd.


Group dynamics 
Consensus was around average in this debate at 31% (vs 
Thinking Tank benchmark of 29%) and showed typical 
level of activity (average 12 messages per person). The 
high level (33%) of statements which split the vote 
suggests there were two main points of view in this 
discussion. All participants were similarly active, the 
discussion was not dominated.


As often happens in the Thinking Tank debates, there was 
a more engagement and consensus building than 
average with 25% of statements building on prior 
comments by another participant (compared to 
benchmark for this tool of 18%)


Key conclusions 
The theme of generation gaps is broad ranging and 
despite the range of nationalities and ages in the 
dialogue, showed itself to be an aspect of our human 
experience about which many in the group share similar 

feelings. Here are some of the strongest themes emerging 
from the dialogue overall.  


1. A curiosity about the under 30s and what they offer 
Although the differences are keenly felt, rather than 
seeing this as a threat, our (mostly older) group was 
interested in the new skills of the younger generation and 
how they could work with that. The group perceive a real 
strength in combining the wisdom of the elders with the 
technological alacrity of young people. 

Different perspectives always make for a richer 
solution or conversation so long as all generations 
can accept the others might have something useful to 
say and respect the differences 

Other generations make me rethink my way of 
approaching things - challenging whether the norms I 
follow are the right ones 

We're trying! technology is compelling, fantastic, 
practical... just not as natural to us as to the x and  
y-ers  

Best is to have a mix of all generations that can 
collaborate.
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2. A concern for the elderly in our communities 
The Thinking Tank participants were acutely aware of the 
challenges facing the elderly in modern society. This was 
true of personal responsibilities like ageing parents 

(bearing in mind the large numbers of baby boomers in 
the discussion) and also a wider concern about the 
isolated elderly. 

Isolated elderly are an issue. We need new protocols 
so that elderly people can build new meaningful 
connections as their old ones move away (or die) 

Probably less proximity as more of us move around 
the world away from family. So can be hard for older 
generations who feel abandoned 

Family: got the new problem of the 90-100 year old 
great parents who are a burden in the home but are 
mistreated in nursing homes. No good solutions yet. 

One of very few statements that was strongly rejected 
was a criticism of the elderly


Older people are just a menace. So slow and so self- 
righteous. 

3. An action bias towards work applications 
When asked for actions in this area, 70% of the 
statements were around work related issues rather than 
family or wider society. In particular this revolved around 
teams and their make-up, the value of mentoring and the 

need for open-ness from both older and younger 
employees to the value of the other. 

When addressing a cross-company project or looking 
to develop new ways of working/ new products: great 
to have a "mixed" team representing the various 
"generational" viewpoints 

Willing to try out how to add more diversity to my 
team 

Have wild card young people in every project team. 
And encourage them to ask the radical questions. 
Accept they will be different and value that 

Start a reverse mentoring program with high 
potentials joining top Management to give them a 
flavour of their understanding of business life.


However there were also some interesting suggestions 
around societal solutions


Set up adopt-a-granny schemes like they do in japan 
so kids can connect with older people in their 
neighbourhood for mutual benefit 

Let youngsters work temporarily in all departments of 
an organisation before "sticking" them to a fixed 
position linked to their studies 

We have skill-swaps in our local cafe. Eg older person 
shows how easy it is to make jam and younger one 
teaches them how to text.
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4. Baby boomers most active in the discussion 
In terms of participation, the bias was clearly towards 
baby boomers and this should be remembered when 
seeing the results in general. 

They are proud of their experience and keen to preserve 
a place for the future.


Proud to have the wisdom of my age 

I am happy to have all the experience I have and to 
see that it is appreciated much if shared with the 
younger generations 

I feel like the baby boomers changed a lot of things. 
They didn't get it all right, especially environmental, 
but at least they shook things up 

I agree that it’s a waste to kick people from a certain 
age on out of the work force - that has long been the 
case and disrespects experience and wisdom. 

5. For better or for worse 
There is widespread support around how generations 
have changed.  

Among the advantages are more open family values and 
more lifestyle choice


In my times it was unthinkable that I good "teach" my 
parents something, it was always the other way 
around. Now ther's really a shift to learning from 
each other! 

Family: less un-discussable stuff, fewer secrets of 
shame. Much better  

Community has gone virtual. People are not tied to a 
locality anymore and can be part of multiple virtual 
communities instead of just one physical one 

On young people being more visual 
Reading and writing was the only alternative to 
spoken word in its day, it’s fine that we move on to 
visual media now it is so accessible. Helps with 
language differences too. 

Extended family much better connected too now, 
thanks to social media. In the past we only saw them 
at weddings and funerals. 

While potential downsides are around the elderly (see 
above) and possibly isolation of the young.


On community.  
My teenage son (who looks fairly normal) says 
nobody interacts with teenage boys unless they have 
to. So they walk around in a bubble, feared or 
shunned by society. That can't be healthy for 
anybody. 
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Top 5 statements for family and work  
(ranked strongest first)


Family/Society 

1.	 Family: In my times it was unthinkable that I could 
"teach" my parents something, it was always the 
other way around. Now there's really a shift to 
learning from each other!


2.	 Family: got the new problem of the 90-100 year old 
great parents who are a burden in the home but are 
mistreated in nursing homes. No good solutions yet


3.	 Community has gone virtual. People are not tied to a 
locality anymore and can be part of multiple virtual 
communities instead of just one physical one


4.	 Interesting that the young compensate for things I'm 
less good at and I feel no urge to tell them that the 
world is serious, it needs hard work... they'll find out 
in their own time


5.	 Reading and writing was the only alternative to 
spoken word in its day, it’s fine that we move on to 
visual media now it is so accessible. Helps with 
language differences too


Work 

1.	 It's a big waste to kick people from a certain age on 
out of the work force – it disrespects experience and 
wisdom


2.	 Best is to have a mix of all generations that can 
collaborate


3.	 I’m willing to try out how to add more diversity to my 
team


4.	 When addressing a cross-company project or 
looking to develop new ways of working/ new 
products: great to have a "mixed" team representing 
the various "generational" viewpoints


5.	 We're trying! technology is compelling, fantastic, 
practical... just not as natural to us as to the x and  
y-ers


Conclusion  
The generation gap issue isn’t a new one – it’s something 
that humans have struggled with for… well, generations. 
But it was interesting to see the open mindedness in this 
debate. Very little of the statements were complaining – 
“the trouble with young people today….” And the only 
negative statement about old people was rejected by  
the group. 


In its place we see a genuine valuing of the wisdom of 
the old and the innovation and enthusiasm of the old, 
together with an appreciation of the value of a mixed 
team in the workplace and respectful engagement of the 
elderly in our communities.
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The Thinking Tank is an independent not for profit place to encourage meaningful 
conversation that might contribute to social and human progress.

The Thinking Tank has a dream. That one day its transparent aggregation of views will be 
a quotable source. A counterbalance to the spin and hype and extrapolation of the 
sample of one.

The Thinking Tank uses Synthetron’s crowdsourcing technology (which also powers Neil 
Gaught & Associates LikeMIND™), to combine dispersed wisdom and find the strongest 
opinions and ideas on any topic.

To register for updates or take part in Thinking Tank debates go to 
thethinkingtank.co.uk/home

!
!
neilgaught.com/thethinkingtank

http://thethinkingtank.co.uk/home
http://www.gaughtconlon.com
http://thethinkingtank.co.uk/home
http://www.gaughtconlon.com

