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Con¯ict between generations is 
certainly not a new phenomenon, but 
it is fair to argue that the lightning pace 
of technological change and the impact 
it has on generational perceptions has 
created a more distinctive, and poten-
tially explosive, generational divide 
than ever before. The best way to bridge 
this divide is for festivals to create an 
organizational culture that welcomes 
each of today's generational cohorts, 
uses their unique talents wisely, and 
encourages understanding and patience 
among all. 

Currently there are four separate gen-
erational cohorts that are likely repre-
sented in most festival volunteer pools 
± Matures, Baby Boomers, Generation 
Xers and Millennials. To understand, 

and thereby recruit, motivate, retain 
and reward, one must take a look at 
why each generation behaves as it  
does and what they seek from the  
volunteer experience.

The Matures
Let's start 

with the 
Matures, 
also re-
ferred to by 
demogra-
phers as the 
Silents or the Greatest Generation, who 
were born between the years of 1909 
and 1945. They get adversity and the 
need to bond together for the common 
good. Their steely resolve was forged by 

the Great Depression and World War II. 
They made tremendous sacri®ces and 
literally saved the world. This is what 
makes them great volunteers ± they are 
hard-wired for service and view volun-

BRIDGING The Generational 
Divide Among Volunteers
Kids these days, they just don't want to work! How can I lead 

when the old guard won't let me? Do either of these sound 

familiar to you? It's because they represent the classic genera-

tion gap that many festivals are encountering as they seek to 

create a volunteer experience that engages both the seasoned 

volunteer and new, and often younger, volunteer.

This is what makes 
them great volunteers 
± they are hard-wired  

for service and view 
volunteering as an 

inherent duty.
teering as an inherent duty. Their early 
encounter with scarcity also makes 
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them very value-conscious and savings-
oriented. You can count on this group 
to get the job done and not break the 
bank in doing so.

This group also has high respect for 
authority and typically accepts age and 
longevity as the natural progression 
to leadership roles. An organizational 
chart developed by a Mature would 
likely be very vertical, representing a 
clear pecking order. While this further 
illustrates their sel¯ess expectation to 
serve, it also complicates matters when 
someone younger upsets the organiza-
tional apple cart with new ideas and a 
quick eye to the top (regardless of the 
fact that those ideas and leadership 
skills may be dynamite!).

Key messages to attract this group 
to volunteer are duty, community and 
honor. Since they expect to serve they do 
not need to be convinced. Rather, helping 
them to understand how their work will 
make an organization or community a 
better place for their kids and grandkids is 
the way to get them involved. 

Since ªdoing things the hard wayº 
was the experience that in¯uenced this 
generation from birth, they may be 
hesitant to accept processes or technol-
ogies that make tasks appear to be too 
easy. Instead of arguing with this group 
about how much easier tasks could 
be, emphasize how greater ef®ciency 
impacts the bottom line in terms of 
greater outreach and saved resources. 
The ªcommon goodº is truly what 
makes this generation tick.

The Boomers
Next are 

the Boom-
ers, which 
have never 
been tagged 
with any 
other name. 
Simply put, to 
understand the 
Boomer generation, one must accept 
that it is all about them! This is not 
meant as an egotistical observation, 
but rather the fact that the sheer size 
of this generation has naturally driven 
attention to it. Born between the years 
of 1946 and 1964, a product of a 

country ®nally happy and prosperous 
again after war, these 78 million new 
consumers captured the attention of 
the country in every way imaginable. 
The Boomers mostly grew up at a time 
of economic health, strong community 
values and traditional family units. But 
again, the sheer size of this generation 
allowed them to recreate everything 
they touched, leading to the ®rst wide-
scale questioning of social norms and 
societal rules.

Boomers tend to view organizational 
structure in a much more experiential 
and collaborative context. Boomers 
enjoy playing a role in the decision-
making process and do not view the 
process as belonging solely to the ranks 
of leadership. An organizational chart 
drafted by a typical Boomer would 
likely be more horizontal in nature 
and would include mechanisms for 
feedback and evaluation.

Boomers do not always share their 
parents' belief that volunteerism is 
simply the right thing to do. Rather, 
they tend to be more issues-oriented 
and are motivated to share their time 
and talents with activities that further 
their ideological beliefs. Understand 
their cause and how your organization 
furthers that cause, and you will have 
their support. Because their collective 
childhood was fairly idyllic, they tend 
to dream big and again, the bulging 
size of this generation has created the 
understanding that they can affect 

change ± a role they take seriously.
Boomers are the ®rst generation for 

whom early retirement is common 
practice. This is great news for festi-
vals because it delivers a large pool of 
economically stable, and often even 

af¯uent, volunteers in the prime of 
their life. Again though, the Boomers 
do not seek the same volunteer experi-
ence as their parents. They are looking 
for new experiences and expect roles 
that allow them great ¯exibility and the 
ability to use their creativity. They will 
seek to reinvent traditional roles and 
will shy away from rigidity or intoler-
ance to their inborn need to change 
and customize the status quo. While 
early retirement is common with this 
group, so is leaving retirement to try 
something new or start a new venture. 
Serial retirement, and therefore serial 
volunteerism, will be prevalent with 
this group.

The Gen Xers
Generation X, 

born between 1965 
and 1981, was also 
called the Slacker 
generation early 
on, a title that was 
dropped as demogra-
phers gained a better 
understanding of the 
skeptical and ®ercely 
independent view this 
generational cohort 
shares. The misconception that this 
generation does not care could not be 
further from the truth. Their cynicism, 
and seemingly aloof independence, 
springs from a string of cultural broken 
promises. Many in this generation, in 
essence, raised themselves due to dual 
parent careers, the highest divorce 
rates in history (the number of single 
parents in the United States nearly 
quadrupled between 1970 and 2000), 
and record ®nancial in¯ation during 
their childhood. The term ªlatch-keyº 
kid was coined to describe the lifestyle 
of many Gen X children. In surveys 
conducted by demographers, Gen Xers 
are more likely to de®ne their fam-
ily as a network of friends than as the 
traditional nuclear family members. 
These generational in¯uences cause this 
group to take a cautious view of the 
world, but also highly motivate them 
to make a difference.

Members of the Gen X cohort will also 
look at volunteerism quite differently, 

ers

he

Boomers mostly  
grew up at a time 

of economic health, 
strong community  

values and traditional 
family units.
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but with a similar passion. They do not 
believe they can ªsave the worldº, nor 
do they necessarily want to. In contrast 
to the Boomers who are attracted to the 
big picture, and often global causes, Gen 
Xers tend to prefer a much more grass-
roots or organic approach to problem 
solving. They gravitate to more local 
causes and tend to view helping people, 
one at a time, as the true road to change. 
One of the most important themes to 
attract this generation to volunteer roles 
is authenticity.

Ask the typical Gen Xer to craft an 
organizational chart and it will differ 
sharply from previous generations' 
views. Instead of a linear approach 

(vertical or horizontal) Gen Xers are 
more likely to think in clusters with the 
players in each cluster changing as the 
tasks change. They have little patience 
for standing committees, lengthy meet-
ings or any form of bureaucracy. They 
work best when they are allowed to 
bring together the needed players to 
accomplish a speci®c task, and then 
disband until needed again. Where the 
Boomers are more process-driven, the 
Gen Xers are very task-driven. They are 
also comfortable with virtual teams 
and do not require face-to-face discus-
sion to feel plugged in.

This generation is also the ®rst to 
experience some form of technology 
from the time they were born and as a 
result are multi-taskers. They have a ªcut 
to the chaseº approach to service, which 
can easily be seen as impatient or even 
apathetic. But learning to utilize their 
pragmatic nature and giving them some 
room to work on their own will greatly 
motivate this group. It's no wonder this 
generation is responsible for more new 
business start-ups than any other group.

The Millennials
Last we come to 

our youngest group 
of volunteers, the 
Millennials (also 
called Generation 
Y). Born between 
the years of 1982 
and 2000, this 
generation is a 
bookend to the 
Baby Boomers with 
a population of 79 
million. Overall, 
this generation is 
generally optimistic, idealistic and patri-
otic and in some ways will hearken back 
to the Matures in their view of volunteer-
ism. But while their motivations may 
be similar, their view of the world could 
not be more different. This generation 
has not merely been exposed to tech-
nology their entire life, they have been 
steeped in it. Because of this, they have 
a very global perspective and a broader 
understanding of worldwide partnership 
potential than any generation before.

Their immersion in technology also 
makes them high consumers; however, 
the way they consume media is deeply 
fragmented and has offered some 
sleepless nights to many a market-
ing manager. As opposed to their Gen 
X peers who view all branding with 
suspicion, the Millenials are brand-con-
scious, but also demand a brand that 
will stand behind their product. 

They are used to having information at 
their ®ngertips and will bring this savvy 
command of knowledge with them as a 
volunteer. Their optimism and view that 
everything they need to know is only 
a keystroke away makes them anxious 
to take charge; they do not always view 
experience as important. Capturing this 
generation's exuberance and balancing 
it with existing organizational structures 
may be a challenge. However, according 
to a survey by USA Today in 2008, this 
group is ready to serve. According to the 
survey, 30% of students in grades 6-12 
already volunteer eight or more hours 
a week and 93% expect to volunteer 
as adults. Nearly 40% view volunteer-
ism as a way to combine their interests 
with their talents, and more than half 

The misconception that 
this generation does 

not care could  
not be further from  

the truth.

think volunteering would be a great way 
to meet new people and interact with 
friends. Whereas the Gen Xer is indepen-
dent, the Millenials show more interest 
in the social aspects of volunteerism. 

Just as festival planners must learn to 
communicate with this generation as po-
tential consumers, they must also learn 
to talk to them as volunteers. This group 
shows signs of supporting philanthropy, 
but demands accountability. And they 
are not at all hesitant to use the global 
power of peer-to-peer communication 
offered in the explosion of social media 
outlets. They may appear to be more ®ck-
le than their older cohorts, but they are 
accustomed to having in®nite choices. 
Give them a cause, welcome their desire 
to jump in head ®rst and create a culture 
that encourages social exchange.

No event can limit its need for volun-
teers to only one of these generations, 
nor should a segregationist approach be 
taken to creating its volunteer program. 
Instead events should try and show 
each generation that they understand 
their unique strengths and try to create 
opportunities to harness each of those 
skill sets. The generations will always 
get in each other's hair, but using the 
best each group has to offer and crafting 
messages that appeal to their respective 
natures will help lead us to a productive 
group of volunteers who tolerate ± and 
even enjoy ± one another!

They are used to  
having information at 

their fingertips and will 
bring this savvy com-

mand of knowledge with 
them as a volunteer. 


