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Abstract

The popular press and some practitioner and empirical articles have emphasized work-related
generational differences, describing the recent influx of “Gen Y” employees as being less work-cen-
tric, more likely to value work and home, and more concerned with achieving work-life balance
than “Gen X” or “Baby Boomer” employees. In the current paper, we examine these constructs, fo-
cusing on whether such generational differences, if present, extend equally to “white” and “blue-
collar” employees. Survey data from 3171 white and blue-collar employees of a large U.S. company
revealed that these characterizations were principally found among the white-collar, Gen Y em-
ployees. We discuss possible reasons for these findings and question the degree to which genera-
tional differences versus workplace experiences shape employee’s work-home relationship.
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1. Introduction

Much has been written in both the popular press and the empirical literature about the Millennial Generation
(those born after 1982) and the new work-related attitudes and expectations they bring to the workplace (e.g.,
Beutell & Wittig-Berman, 2008; Costanza, Badget, Fraser, Severt, & Gade, 2012; DeHauw & DeVos, 2010;
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Twenge, 2010). Central to the assumption of generational cohort differences is the notion that those born during
a particular time period or “zeitgeist” experience similar societal changes and events (e.g., technological ad-
vancements, wars) during critical developmental periods. In turn, these societal trends and events shape beliefs,
attitudes, and behaviors, imbuing a given cohort with a particular character that differs from previous genera-
tions. In this paper, we examine generational differences on one such set of constructs—uvariables related to the
work-home interface—testing whether or not such generational differences are maintained between different
occupational groups.

Previous researchers have emphasized several developmental influences that may have affected the work-
home expectations the Millennial Generation (also referred to as Generation Y or Gen Y) brings to the work-
place. Most notably, these include changes to the psychological contract which defines the implicit relationship
between employee and organization (Rousseau, 1989; Rubin, 2012) and the expansion of technology into prac-
tically every facet of daily life (Deal, Altman, & Rogelberg, 2010; Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). As compared to
the Baby Boomer (born between 1946-1964) and Generation X (born between 1965-1981) cohorts, Generation
Y—who have seen their parents affected by wide-spread corporate downsizing, outsourcing, and the dismantling
of the previous psychological contract (e.g., Hess & Jespen, 2009; Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010; Rubin, 2012)
that had guaranteed lifetime job security in exchange for commitment and reasonable job performance—are de-
scribed as being less likely to invest mentally and emotionally in their work. As a consequence, Gen Y has been
characterized as being less work-centric than previous generations; they are more likely to value and prioritize
both their work and home lives, to value leisure as well as a meaningful career, and to expect a balance and
flexibility between the work and home arenas (Beutell, 2013; DeHauw & DeVos, 2010; Laff, 2009; Luttrell &
McLean, 2013; Ng et al., 2010; Twenge, 2010).

At the same time, Gen Y employees have grown up as “digital natives” and, although older generations have
gained facility with technology, Gen Y has always had the expectation that business transactions and access to
information are readily possible at all times, irrespective of location. Because they have grown up, rather than
adapted to, the ubiquitous use of technology, they purportedly have greater capacity to multi-task (Hart, 2011;
Hershatter & Epstein, 2010) and are better than previous generations at switching between tasks that vary great-
ly in both content and skill requirements. Technology, moreover, is the principal mechanism by which one can
move seamlessly between the work and home environments. Work is therefore not a place but rather an activity
that is not bounded by time of day or setting (Laff, 2009; Luttrell & McLean, 2013; O’Brien, 2013). In turn,
technology is a potentially powerful means by which one can reduce actual conflict between work and home,
and Gen Y is ostensibly better positioned to leverage this potential.

Although there are hundreds of articles that focus on the work-home interface, there are relatively few empir-
ical studies that have compared Gen Y workers to other generational cohorts on such variables, both “negative”
(e.g., work-to-home and home-to-work conflict or interference), “positive” (e.g., work-to-home and home-to-
work facilitation, enrichment, or synergy), or “neutral” (e.g., work-centrality, work-to-home and home-to-work
integration, work-home balance). In her review of the literature, Twenge (2010) concluded that the three studies
employing a time-lag methodology each found that Gen Y expressed a weaker work centrality and a stronger
value on leisure than Baby Boomer employees. As another example, Beutell (2013) found that Gen Y employees
reported significantly lower levels of work interfering with family than Gen X employees, but for family inter-
fering with work, Gen Y reported higher levels than Baby Boomers. Beutell, however, failed to find significant
differences on a measure of work-family synergy, or the degree to which there was a positive spillover from par-
ticipation in both work and home roles.

Given the importance of this topic, the widespread attention it has garnered in the popular press, and the ste-
reotypic characterization that flavors much of the writing (e.g., Gen Y as a “tech savvy” 24/7/365, highly flexi-
ble cohort that is unbounded by time and location), it is surprising that so few studies have systematically ex-
amined these assertions, especially in light of the fact that not all jobs afford such autonomy, require the use of
technology, or can offer flexibility (Magee, Stefanic, Caputi, & lverson, 2012). The reality of many jobs is such
that they might require one’s presence at the worksite for much or all of the workday, and the degree to which it
is possible to use technology to bridge the work-home divide may be quite limited. Beutell (2010) for example
found that particular job characteristics (e.g., learning opportunities, job pressure, autonomy) predicted work-
home synergy, suggesting that the capacity for such synergy may stem, at least in part, from actual job characte-
ristics. Moreover, others (e.g., Deal et al., 2010; DeHauw & DeVos, 2010; Real, Mitnick, & Maloney, 2010)
have argued that a college-sampling bias has affected the characterization of Gen Y in previous investigations.
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Previous research, and indeed much of the popular press, has had a professional, “white-collar” bias such that
jobs with time-autonomy and/or jobs that rely heavily on technology are over-represented, thereby exaggerating
the above distinctions between generational cohorts. Thus, the present study compares three generational cohorts
(i.e.,, Gen Y, Gen X, and Baby Boomer) for employees holding “white” versus “blue-collar” jobs on measures
related to the work-home interface. Based on the above review, we posit the following:

H1: As compared to Generation X and Baby Boomer employees, Generation Y employees will report the
lowest levels of work emphasis, job involvement, expectations for work-home conflict, and actual work-to-
home conflict; they will report the highest expectations for work-home enrichment and satisfaction with inte-
grating work and home.

H2: White versus blue-collar status will interact with generational cohort such that white-collar, Gen Y em-
ployees will report the lowest levels of work emphasis, job involvement, expectations for work-home conflict,
and actual work-to-home conflict; they will report the highest expectations for work-home enrichment and sa-
tisfaction with integrating work and home.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and Procedures

3665 workers who are employed by a large manufacturing company on the West Coast of the United States par-
ticipated in this study. Many of the employees at the company are represented by one of two unions, and it was
through the union’s email lists—approximately 8000 (principally a “white-collar” union comprised of profes-
sional and technical workers) and 20,881 (principally a “blue-collar” union comprised of production workers)—
that employees were invited via email to participate in an anonymous, on-line survey related to work attitudes
and experiences. They were told that it would take around 15 minutes to complete, and, based on the recom-
mendation of the unions, workers were not offered any compensation for their participation. Instead, our initial
email invitation stressed the ways in which our previous research had been useful to workers, the potential utili-
ty of the findings, and our independence from the company. This invitation contained a URL that linked them
directly to the survey: one week later, workers received a reminder email that reiterated this same information.
Because the unions have promised their memberships that they will not share home email addresses, union lead-
ers distributed the email for us: the survey was constructed such that only one completed survey was received
from a given IP address.

We obtained responses from 2284 participants belonging to the blue-collar union (11% response rate) and
1129 belonging to the white-collar union (approximate 14% response rate). Some 252 did not answer this ques-
tion or stated that they did not belong to a union. Although many academic studies report higher survey response
rates, in studies that share some of the characteristics of our survey (e.g., longer email surveys to employees), we
found response rates as low as .1% (Crouch, Robinson, & Pitts, 2011). Based, however, on other research that is
similar to ours, such as Rao and Pennington’s (Rao & Pennington, 2013) response rate of 11.2%, and on guid-
ance from professional survey companies, who advise clients to expect large surveys to generate a response rate
of 10% - 20% (Constant Contact, 2013), we expected our response rate to fall between 10% - 20%.

The percent of men and women in our sample (see Table 1) was nearly identical to the percentages found in
the unions. Age distributions in our sample were likewise very close to the age distributions in each union. Us-
ing pay code information from the respondents, we categorized each as being either “white-collar” or “blue-col-
lar.” Consistent with previous research (Lester, Standifer, Schultz, & Windsor, 2012; Twenge, Campbell, &
Freeman, 2012), we also classified each respondent as belonging either to the Gen Y (born in 1982 or afterward),
Gen X (born between 1965 and 1981), or Baby Boomer (born between 1946 and 1964) generation. After re-
moving participants who were born before 1946 or who failed to provide their age, this process yielded the fol-
lowing subsamples: White-collar Gen Y (n = 166); white-collar Gen X (n = 235); white-collar Baby Boomer (n
= 537); blue-collar Gen Y (n = 196); blue-collar Gen X (h = 609); and blue-collar Baby Boomer (n = 1428).

2.2. Materials

The on-line survey contained a series close-ended demographic questions and items related to the topics of
workplace attitudes, experiences, and intentions. All measures used in this paper and reported below were drawn
from the literature and validated in other studies: scale means, standard deviations, and Cronbach alpha esti-

mates may be found in Table 1.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for measures.

Variable % x SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Gender

0, - -
(0= male, 1 = female) 84.4% male

2. Partner

0, - — -

(0 = no partner, 1= partner) 72.7% partner 12
3. Educational Level* 3.88 145 02 01 -
4. Work hours at work® 1.18 61 -06 .04 -14
5. Work at home

(0 = none, 82.1% none - 01 05 29 -08 -

1 =1 or more hours/week)
6. White/blue collar

(0 = blue-collar, 70.0% blue - 01 01 61 -17 .34 -

1 = white-collar)
7. Generation® 251 .69 -02 .02 -08 -06 -.02 -10 -
8. Home-work emphasis 3.45 216 -02 .03 .02 -15 -02 .03 .16 (.74)
9. Job involvement 23.47 486 .00 .00 .00 .12 .16 .03 .03 -36 (.70)
10. WF-conflict expectations 10.17 314 -04 01 .00 .13 .09 -03 -.02 -.05 .10 (72

11. WF-enrichment

) 9.96 216 00 .09 .02 .03 .05 .03 -01 -13 .31 .07 (.62)
expectations

12. Work-home integration 11.16 252 -03 .06 -03 -10 -16 -03 .01 .16 -29 -50 -.01 (.70)
13. WF-conflict 474 157 -05 .08 .03 22 .12 -03 -03 —-12 .07 .56 .00 —40 (.85)

Notes: Correlations greater than .04 significant at p < .05; Correlations greater than .06 significant at p < .01. *Rated from 1 = some high-school to 7 =
graduate degree; ®0 = less than 40 hours/week, 1 = 40 - 49 hours/week, 2 = 50 - 59 hours/week, 3 = 60 or more hours/week; °1 = Gen Y, 2 = Gen X, 3
= baby boomer. Internal consistency reliability estimates (alpha) are in the main diagonal.

Home-Work Emphasis. To measure the relative importance of the work versus non-work arenas, we asked
seven questions that each began with the stem “Compared to the past, in the last two years have you...” Partici-
pants then answered “yes” or “no” to statements such as “devoted more time to your family” or “become more
ambitious in your work.” Before summing the responses, items were reverse coded such that answers reflective
of a greater emphasis toward work received a “0” whereas answers reflective of greater emphasis toward family,
leisure, and friends (i.e., non-work) received a “1” (Grunberg, Moore, Greenberg, & Sikora, 2008).

Job Involvement. We used Lodahl and Kejnar’s (Lodahl & Kejnar, 1965) 8 item measure of job involvement
to assess the level of mental preoccupation and work centrality of participants. Using a 5-point response format
anchored from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5), we asked questions such as “l am very much in-
volved personally in my work.”

WEF-Conflict and WF-Enrichment Expectations. To measure the degree to which employees had work-
family conflict and work-family enrichment expectations, we used a subset of items from the work-family bal-
ance scale (Zhang, Yip, Chi, Chan, Cheung, & Zhang, 2012), modifying the items slightly so that expected con-
flict or balance was included in each item. The questions asked that participants consider the expectations they
have for the relationship between work and home and indicate their agreement with a series of statements using
5-point scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Four items (e.g., Because of my family
responsibilities, | expect to have more pressure at work) were summed to create a WF-Conflict Expectations
scale, and three items (e.g., Work and family, together, should make my life complete) were summed to create a
WF-Enrichment Expectations scale.

Work-Home Integration. To measure respondent’s satisfaction with the boundary between work and home,
we asked them to consider the interplay between these two areas and indicate whether they “strongly disagreed”
(2) or “strongly agreed” (5) with questions such as, “It is often difficult to tell where my work life ends and my
family life begins.” (Desrochers, Hilton, & Larwood, 2003). Items were coded and summed such that higher

()
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scores reflect more satisfaction with work-home integration.

WHF-Conflict. Actual work-to-family conflict was measured with a 2-item measures which again asked par-
ticipants to consider the interplay between their work and home life, followed by the questions, “How often does
your... job interfere with your responsibilities at home?” and “... job keep you from spending the amount of time
you would like to spend with your family?” Participants indicated their response using a 4-point scale that ranged
from “never” (1) to “very often” (4) (Frone, Russell, & Cooper, 1992).

3. Results and Discussion

As we describe in below, and as shown in Table 2 and Figure 1, all significant differences were in the antic-
ipated directions, providing support for both Hypothesis 1 and 2. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations be-
tween the measures are shown in Table 1; point biserial correlations were computed for dichotomously scored

Table 2. ANOVA F-values and estimated means by occupational group and generational cohort.

SoY@ Gnx@ SO OmME gy  Dremmoss

Blue-Collar 2.77 ((\17) 3.08 (.10) 3.69 (.07) 3.18 (.07) Occp. .80 (ns)

Hgnrqgh‘gg‘l’srk White-Collar  2.97 (19)  3.16(15)  377(11)  3.30(09)  Gen. 29.67 (000) 1<3,2<3
Gen Mean 2.87 (.12) 3.12 (.09) 3.73 (.06) Int. .10 (ns)
Blue-Collar ~ 23.00(.36) 23.51(.21) 23.38(.14) 23.30(.15)  Occp. .18 (ns)

Invof\(/)::)ment White-Collar  22.71(.39) 2354 (34) 24.01(24) 23.42(21) Gen. 4.19(015) 1<2,3
GenMean  22.85(26) 23.53(19)  23.69 (.13) Int. 173 (ns)
Blue-Collar ~ 10.51(26) 10.83(15) 10.12(10) 10.49(11) Occp. 19.29 (.000) Bcg';gg‘;;gggsﬂi“

WF-Conflict White-Collar ~ 9.00(28)  9.87(23)  10.00(16) 9.62(15)  Gen. 3.73(.028) 1<2

Expectations
WC Gen Y—Lowest

GenMean  9.76(19)  10.35(13)  10.06 (.09) It 7.84(001)  coraict Expectations

WC Higher Enrich

Blue-Collar ~ 9.89 (18)  9.93(10)  9.93(07)  9.85(07) Occp. 4.34(.026) Expectations

WF-Enrich

Expectations White-Collar  10.30(19) ~ 1012(16) ~ 998(11)  10.13(10) Gen.  25(ns)

GenMean  9.98(13)  10.03(.09)  9.95(.06) Int.  1.99 (ns)

WC Most Satisfied

Blue-Collar  1083(20)  10.98(12) 1127(08) 1103(08) Occp. 430(038) "y i ot

Work-Home
(W-H)  White-Collar  11.95(22) 11.03(18) 11.05(13) 11.34(11) Gen. 237 (ns)
Integration
GenMean 1139 (15) 11.01(10) 11.16 (.07) Int.  8.86 (.000) S‘;‘{CWGﬁ”IIte_g'r‘gt‘:;;
Blue-Collar  500(12)  511(07)  467(05)  493(05 Occp. 2349(000) °C H'?;‘cetrugl‘)”f"“
WF-Conflict White-Collar ~ 4.13(13)  4.61(11)  468(08)  4.47(07)  Gen. 440 (012) 2513

WC Gen Y—Least

GenMean  4.57(09)  4.86(06)  4.68 (.04) Int. 1343 (000) oo i

Notes: BC = blue-collar; WC = white-collar; Gen. = generation; Occp. = occupational status; Int. = interaction effect.

()
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Work-family conflict expectations Work-home Integration
11 12
10.5 M Blue-collar
11.5
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M Blue-collar
9 -
ite- 10.5
85 White-collar
8 10
GenY  GenX Baby GenY Gen X Baby
Boomer Boomer

Work-to-family conflict, actual

M Blue-collar

White-collar

GenY Gen X Baby
Boomer

Figure 1. Significant interactions for occupational status by generational cohort.

variables. As reported in other studies (Beutell, 2010; Dilworth & Kingsbury, 2005; Jain & Nair, 2013), gender,
having a partner, education, and work hours (both those worked at the organization and those worked a home),
showed some degree of association with either the independent of dependent variables of interest. We therefore
controlled for these demographic variables in all subsequent analyses.

Table 2 presents the 2 (occupational status) * 3 (generational category) ANOVA results and the estimated cell
means for generation by occupational grouping as well as their respective estimated marginal means. Significant
main effects for occupational grouping were obtained for four of the dependent measures: blue-collar employees
reported significantly higher levels of expected WF-conflict and actual WF-conflict, whereas white-collar em-
ployees reported significantly higher levels of WF-enrichment expectations and satisfaction with the integration
of home and work. As to generational main effects, post-hoc tests revealed that Baby Boomers reported signifi-
cantly more home rather than work emphasis than did Gen Y or Gen X participants; Gen Y respondents reported
significantly lower levels of job involvement than did both Gen X and Baby Boomers; Gen Y respondents re-
ported significantly lower expected WF-conflict than did Gen X participants; and Gen X participants reported
significantly higher levels of WF-conflict than did Gen Y or Baby Boomer respondents. Thus, Hypothesis 1 re-
ceived limited support.

Statistically significant interaction effects were obtained for three of the six dependent variables: expected
work-family conflict, work-home integration, and work-to-family conflict. Inspection of the cell means (also
shown in Figure 1) reveals support for Hypothesis 2 as we found that white-collar Gen Y employees reported
the lowest expected WF-conflict and actual work-to family conflict. They also reported significantly higher sa-
tisfaction with their capacity to integrate work and home relative to all other groups. The cell means for both job
involvement and WF-enrichment expectations were in the anticipated direction of Hypothesis 2 but failed to
reach statistical significance.

As noted by other authors, the interpretation of mean generational differences with cross-sectionally collected
data is always confounded with maturation effects (Deal et al., 2010; Twenge, 2010). For example, as compared
to Gen X, Gen Y participants may have reported lower levels of work-to-family conflict not so much due to
shifting generational attitudes based on common formative experiences but rather due to different stage-of-life
demands (e.g., Gen X having to care for children and aging parents simultaneously, Dilworth & Kingsbury,

)
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2005). Although we did control for some of the variables that might impact such relationships (e.g., whether or
not they were married or had a partner, hours worked at the organization), we were not able to control for more
direct impacts on the work-home connection (e.g., presence of children). Furthermore, despite the widespread
observations of generational differences in applied settings, the concept of “generational cohort” has received
some scrutiny with some scholars taking issue with the practice of using specific cut-off years to define genera-
tions (Macky, Gardner, & Forsyth, 2008), and others highlighting the more salient impacts of familial, educa-
tional, or socio-economic influences (Real et al., 2010).

These data limitation noted, the significantly greater emphasis on work rather than non-work coupled with the
significantly lower levels of job involvement for all Gen Y employees suggests a potentially interesting shift in
Gen Y'’s approach to work relative to other generations: Gen Y may be comparatively more focused on develop-
ing their careers, but they are not as mentally preoccupied and personally defined by their work. Furthermore,
given that we found generational differences as a function of white versus blue-collar employee classification,
our findings suggest that some of the Gen Y characterizations may be applicable, but only in certain contexts.
There are at least two possible reasons for these finding. First, as discussed earlier, white-collar as compared to
blue-collar employees may be more likely to use technology that allows for greater time autonomy and location
flexibility to complete their work. We did not include measures of autonomy or flexibility in our survey; howev-
er, we did ask employees to report the number of days they worked from home in the previous month. Not sur-
prisingly, the main effect for occupational status showed that white-collar workers reported significantly more
days worked at home than did blue-collar (X =.99 vs. X =.52; t[3169] = 3.70, p <.001). Thus, it may be the
case that all Gen Y workers did initially develop generationally different expectations regarding work and home
based on widely experienced, common developmental impacts (e.g., being raised as digital natives); such dif-
ferences, however, have been maintained only in the types of work contexts that support them.

Another possible interpretation is that not all Gen Y workers did, in fact, develop lower levels of work-cen-
trality or expectations for better work-home integration, less conflict, more balance, and more enrichment during
their formative years. Instead, it may be that within Gen Y workers, more proximal familial and educational ex-
periences have differentially shaped these expectations, and, as posited by some previous researchers, the over-
sampling of college-educated students or professional employees has misrepresented the degree to which these
particular attitudes extend to the entire cohort. As shown in Table 1, educational status was strongly and signifi-
cantly correlated with occupational status (76% of white collar workers held at least a 4 year degree versus 11%
of blue collar workers). Thus, although controlling for education does not completely rule out all varying deve-
lopmental experiences, that we still found significant interaction effects between generational cohort and occu-
pational status—especially with education being so strongly associated with occupational status—points to the
potential importance of work characteristics in shaping, differentially by generational cohort, the work-home re-
lationship.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, we do find some limited evidence for generational cohort differences. Although the effect sizes
are relatively small (mean R? = 4.7%), the pattern of findings reveals that such differences are more salient
among white-collar Gen Y employees: the strong and sweeping stereotypic characterizations found in some of
the popular press are not supported by these data. In addition to understanding the basis for such occupational
differences, future research could examine the degree to which such generational differences matter in terms of,
for example, workplace productivity or attendance as there is varied opinion regarding whether small effect sizes
translate into important organizational outcomes (Deal et al., 2010; Twenge, 2010).
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