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			Introduction

			“How could someone be so callous?” I muttered under my breath. I was sitting in the gallery, the back of the courtroom, listening to an attorney meet their client for the first time. His tone was rude, pompous, and flippant all at once and was likely because the client wasn’t paying the attorney’s typical retainer—or any retainer, for that matter. As a lawyer in private practice, New Jersey requires that lawyers take on a certain number of pro bono assignments. Clearly, this attorney was less than pleased that the man before him wasn’t going to be an easy or profitable case.

			Admittedly, only a few attorneys, including myself, look forward to pro bono work. You aren’t choosing your clients; the litigants are typically wary of a court-appointed counselor, and the cases were often in an area I was wholly unfamiliar with—domestic violence, parole issues, and municipal appeals. I was a civil litigator intentionally; I had no desire to step foot in criminal court. Yet, there I was, ready to meet my next client, and it took everything in me to avoid preconceived notions of who they were and how painful this experience would be—likely for both of us.

			As I began working on The Relatable Leader, I kept returning to my time in the courthouse. Those pro bono cases taught me so much about the dangers of assumptions and the power of relatability. They showed me firsthand how easy it is to cast judgment and miss the mark when we need to take the time to understand the people we aim to serve.

			How often do we, as leaders, make assumptions? How frequently do we show up the way we want to show up? What is the way we think our team wants us to be? Oh, how often we miss the mark…. We can do it better! We can become leaders who inspire loyalty and engagement through the power of relatability.

			In over a decade of consulting, speaking, and studying human connection, I’ve witnessed the consequences of disconnection. I’ve seen how difficult it is to bridge the gap when trust is lost and assumptions are made. I’ve also seen the power of relatability in overcoming the hurdles of misunderstanding.

			Many leaders struggle to create connections with and within their teams. How many managers do you know who would consider themselves an “accidental leader”—someone who ended up in their position due to their professional success but without the requisite professional development? How many supervisors desperately try to balance their workflow and develop their teams? The pressure can feel oppressive. It makes sense that we grasp at straws and rely on assumptions to guide our actions. But what if there was a better way?

			Assumptions create barriers, while understanding builds bridges.

			Leaders who relate to their teams on a human level, through creating an environment of trust, respect, and purpose, create connection cultures. Relatable leaders influence, motivate, and elevate their teams to better collaboration, more innovation, and unlocking potential.

			Yet many organizations still operate on assumptions—assumptions based on the latest article or expert opinion on what leadership should look like. In The Relatable Leader, we’ll explore what makes great leaders stand apart in a sea of disengaged workforces through proprietary research, peer-reviewed studies, and real-world experiences. I’ll reveal actionable practices for creating contagious job satisfaction built on the existing pillars of relatability—connection, communication, and inspiration.

			We’ll start by debunking the myths surrounding connecting with our teams and what they truly seek in a leader. My proprietary research, studying 400 professionals in the US of every generation, found that while many components create a strong, relatable leader, behaviors cultivating primary psychological safety eclipse the need for vulnerability, self-awareness, and resilience. Across roles, generations, and genders, respect emerged as the number one trait determining leader relatability. Aretha, we should have listened to what you’ve been trying to tell us since 1967.

			Yet respect alone does not make a relatable leader. We have to dig deeper into the behaviors and environments that allow respect to grow in the first place—environments built on psychological safety, trust, and care for the whole employee, through relatable leadership that connects teams to purpose, people to potential, and organizations to outsized results.

			In the pages ahead, I’ll uncover the roadmap for organizations ready to evolve from mandates to collaboration and from assumptions to understanding, for leaders prepared to show up as their best selves in service of unleashing the best in others, not through pizza or pickleball, but through relatable leaders invested in realizing human potential.

			Employees are looking to do things differently. The generational landscape of our workforce is changing. What has worked before is no longer working. Employees are looking for leaders who relate to them on a human level, fostering environments of trust, respect, and purpose.

			The Relatable Leader isn’t just another leadership book; it’s a research-driven roadmap to unlocking human potential. Embracing the actionable methods within these pages transforms disconnection and boosts your bottom line. You’ll connect teams to purpose, people to potential, and organizations to results through relatable leadership.

			The goal of The Relatable Leader is simple: Transform your leadership style to unlock your team’s potential. Get ready to embrace the power of relatability and watch your team thrive in a culture of connection.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Relatable Leadership: Tenets and Truths

			“Your assumptions aren’t barriers; they’re bridges to understanding waiting to be crossed.”

			Our barista handed me a metal stand with an order number affixed to the top, and we began searching for a spare table. The local coffee shop had taken on a cult following. Regardless of the hour, it was always humming with an eclectic mix of patrons—the work-from-home crowd trying to find a change of scenery, moms and their toddlers seeking adult conversation, and those like Jamie and I—friends catching up after what felt like years, because it was years. We sank into the oversized velvet chairs and nearly simultaneously said, “It’s been too long!”

			I had known Jamie for nearly two decades. We worked together at my job post-college and pre-law school, and while I wouldn’t define us as being close, we were connected. We followed each other on social media, keeping tabs on the highlights of one another’s lives, but apart from an occasional text check-in from time to time, we didn’t know much about what was happening behind the screen. Me? I was under the impression Jamie was crushing it. The last time we talked, everything was going her way. Her family was happy and healthy, her husband won his fantasy football league (obviously a highlight of the decade), and she landed her dream job at a prestigious marketing agency with high-profile accounts that maintained even higher budgets.

			“You first,” I said as I raised my piping hot caramel macchiato to take a sip. “Well, I’m unemployed,” she replied. I was so stunned I nearly dropped my cup. “What?! What happened?!” Shaking her head, Jamie started recounting the agency’s goings. She loved her colleagues, but the leadership was out of touch, disconnected, and, worst of all, untrustworthy. They kept trying to get her to stay with perks and money, but it wasn’t enough to make up for the fact that she felt apprehension and dread every time she walked in the door. “The final straw was when my boss took my idea for a campaign and presented it to the client and his boss as his own. You know me, I didn’t keep quiet when I confronted him in front of his boss. I was told I was overreacting,” she shared with the enthusiasm of someone still clearly perturbed. “Wow, that is awful. You’d think in an organization that successful, they would be held more accountable. I’d have thought the environment would be different,” I replied. “One would think,” she sighed. “I’m just grateful I have several other opportunities lined up—and you know I will be upping my due diligence!”

			Jamie lasted eighteen months at her dream job. She was paid well, challenged, and excited by the work, but she would instead take a pay cut and work somewhere she felt valued. These scenarios play out over and over. In some cases, employees can take the risk and leave, hoping to find a job elsewhere. In others, the employee remains, but resentment and disengagement grow.

			What if we could do things differently? What if leaders could work to connect with teams in the way their employees are genuinely looking for? What if being a relatable leader could retain and engage talent like Jamie?

			Why Relatability

			Relatability is the ability to easily connect to, communicate with, and inspire others (and ourselves). It’s beyond likable. Likable means they make you comfortable enough to stand and work in close proximity. Likeable is small talk and small smiles. Likable people are nice to be around and can be easy to talk to…and that’s usually as far as they go. Relatable people, on the other hand, attract investments of time and energy—you find yourself wanting to engage, listen, share, and learn with them. You feel seen by them—and you see yourself in them. You can feel the benefit of that connection, like awesome by osmosis, either in what the relationship creates or who you become because of it.

			As I shared in my 2021 book, relatable, my first real inkling of relatability’s power goes back to when I was on a show called Married at First Sight. Its original concept featured three couples paired by relationship experts who agree to marry when they first meet at the altar, sight unseen (the title is real!). They then live together as a married couple for six weeks—after which they must choose to stay together or get divorced. As the communication and relationship expert on the show—and long after I left it two seasons later—I received hundreds, if not thousands, of messages from people via email, X (previously Twitter), and Instagram. I was surprised they didn’t show up at my doorstep! They all said the same thing—how I was such a relatable expert.

			It got me thinking—how did people relate to me? I was a talking head on a screen to most of them. How did they get that feeling across so many pixels and miles? What is it about relatability that made them want to get to know me, to share so much about their lives, and to take the advice I was giving? And that was the question I sought to answer. I don’t believe in sample sizes of one, so seven years, one master’s degree, three TedX talks, hundreds of keynotes, and too many TikTok followers for someone in their forties later, I learned the secret that isn’t a secret at all. The good news is that relatability isn’t genetic, a special gift, or an innate superpower of a select few. Relatability is a learned skill. Relatability is a choice.

			As my research continued, it became clear that relatability is the foundation of leadership. Relatability means acknowledging you don’t have all the answers; creating spaces for people to feel heard and understood is at the heart of it. Relatability transforms bosses into coaches who bring out the best in their teams. Relatability is about less certainty and more curiosity.

			At the core of relatability—whether in leadership, personal relationships, or any human interaction—lies the CCI Framework: Connect, Communicate, and Inspire. This framework, which I developed through years of research and real-world application, is the foundation for building meaningful connections in all aspects of life.

			Connect is about nurturing genuine relationships and creating an environment of trust and understanding. It’s the ability to see and value others for who they are, regardless of differences in background, age, or perspective.

			Communicate encompasses not just the ability to express oneself clearly but also to listen actively and adapt one’s communication style to engage with others in the way they are most receptive. It’s about creating a two-way dialogue that bridges gaps and facilitates mutual understanding.

			Inspire relates to the capacity to motivate and empower others and oneself. It’s about finding and sharing purpose, encouraging growth, and bringing out the best in those around us.

			The CCI Framework forms the foundation of relatability in all contexts. While my previous work explored this framework’s application across personal, romantic, and professional relationships, this book narrows our focus to leadership in a multigenerational workforce. However, these principles remain universally applicable. If you master them in a leadership context, you can uplevel your connections in all areas of life.

			We’ll delve deep into what makes a leader genuinely relatable through proprietary research, extensive client work, and interviews with exemplary leaders. By the final page, you’ll be equipped to apply these skills in any leadership scenario, from daily team interactions to global initiatives. The CCI Framework isn’t just about becoming a better leader—it’s about becoming a more relatable human being, capable of creating meaningful connections wherever you are.

			The Research

			I am a research nerd. I’ve considered continuing my studies to have access to educational libraries. In my book, relatable, I prided myself on a research-backed approach to building connections, and this book will be no different. Okay, it will be somewhat different because, for The Relatable Leader, I’ve engaged in my own proprietary research to supplement interviews with top leaders and scores of peer-reviewed studies that support the principles within.

			Intending to research the difference between what employees are seeking in leadership and how leaders are presenting themselves, I engaged in a study of 400 professionals in a variety of industries throughout the United States. Respondents were equally divided between Gen Z (eighteen to twenty-six years old), millennials (twenty-seven to forty-two), Gen X (forty-three to fifty-eight), and baby boomers (over fifty-nine). The study included 215 employees who supervised at least one other employee and 185 without direct reports. Respondents who supervised five or more direct reports were asked questions directed at leaders. The overall results have a margin of sampling error of plus or minus 5 percent at the .95 level of confidence.

			If I were a betting woman (I am), I would have put everything on the findings that there was an enormous difference between the responses of employees versus leaders. I was sure that the disconnect was between what teams are looking for in their leadership (assuming vulnerability, self-awareness, and care) and how leaders thought they needed to act (motivated, inspirational, resilient). I was wrong. Don’t tell my husband I’ve admitted to this.

			We are far more aligned than I expected, but what surprised me the most was what employees were seeking from their leadership.

			Generational Differences

			Another element of surprise was the contrast between generations. Perhaps surprise is a strong word for something that has been repeatedly studied and classified, but it wasn’t the fact that there were unexpected differences; it was how the differences manifested that was most interesting.

			As mentioned above, the study had an equal number of respondents distributed through the generations. The distribution was done intentionally even though the current workforce breakdown, according to the US Census Bureau, is 5 percent Gen Z, 35 percent millennials, 33 percent Gen X, and 25 percent baby boomers. You may wonder why we would sample evenly with only 5 percent of the workforce being Gen Z. Still, in the upcoming years, younger workers will be a majority percentage of labor, with the Department of Labor estimating 64 percent will be millennials and Gen Z workers by 2030.
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			Note to readers—if you Google “millennials in the workforce 75 percent,” you will encounter a bizarre phenomenon wherein thousands of sites (including several highly reputable ones) state that millennials will make up 75 percent of the workforce by 2025 or 2030 (apparently, the original source was unclear as to when the other generations would be annihilated).1 This 75 percent figure is highly inaccurate. However, millennials will be the largest percentage at 41 percent, and understanding their psychology and needs should remain a focus.

			Throughout this book, we will break down the generational differences in the data so that you, as a leader of a multi-generational workforce, can tailor your words and actions to benefit your teams and your goals the most.

			“Assumptions are not barriers; they’re bridges to understanding waiting to be crossed.”

			Let’s dive into assumptions. My two main hypotheses were proven wrong:

			•I assumed leaders would not believe that relatability was important as a leader, but they did.

			•I assumed there would be a significant discrepancy between the leadership qualities employees seek and the traits supervisors believe are important, but there was not. There was something even more surprising.

			In terms of relatability, leaders believe that a leader needs to be relatable even more than employees. This reveals an interesting insight—managers seem to grasp the significance of relatable leadership even more than their teams. They expect it from them-selves.
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			It is equally fascinating that while leaders believe relatability is important, they also recognize that most leaders are not putting this into practice. Over 40 percent of leaders surveyed put themselves in the outdated model of being “all-business, all the time.” This gap between leaders understanding the value of relatability but simultaneously admitting they fall short is a key insight we will dive into in future chapters. Leaders are aware they should be showing their human side, yet a disconnect exists between their beliefs and actions.

			The second hypothesis was that there would be significant disparities between the leadership qualities employees seek and the traits supervisors think they should demonstrate. I was again surprised—rather than gaps, there was alignment.

			Yet, there was a disconnect.

			The most significant divergence was between popular leadership discourse and what the research indicates. A quick Google search for the top qualities a leader should possess leads to quite a variety of attributes opined by experts and thought leaders. Before the study, I assumed authenticity, vulnerability, and care would be at the top—which is far more in line with the building blocks of most relationships. However, the survey data revealed that leadership is different. Employees and supervisors were asked to select the five top qualities for relatable leadership. The responses showed:

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Employees

							1.Respectful

							2.Trustworthy

							3.Communicates Clearly

							4.Active Listener

							5.Honest/Transparent

						
							
							Leaders

							1.Respectful

							2.Trustworthy

							3.Caring

							4.Communicates Clearly

							5.Motivated

						
					

				
			

			 

			“Respectful” and “trustworthy” topped the list.

			The answer was the same for every generation, for all genders, employees, and leaders alike. (Of note, millennials rank trustworthy as number one, with respectful as a close second.) As I unpacked the data and corroborated the findings with peer-reviewed research and interviews, it made absolute sense.

			It should also be noted that these traits have topped lists in the past, especially the need to be respected by a leader. Yet, in the past decade, there has been a shift toward prioritizing traits like vulnerability, compassion, and resilience—more transformational qualities. While these remain vital, the pendulum may have swung too far away from the basic foundations of leadership. We need to establish the fundamental building blocks of respect and trust before layering on elements such as vulnerability. What emerged here is a re-centering on the fundamentals of trust and respect that enable safety as a precursor to innovation, engagement, and collaboration.

			Connected, Communicative, Inspired Leaders

			As we unpack the pillars of relatable leadership from the data, current research studies, and professional experience, the foundational tenets of relatable remain intact—connect, communicate, inspire—and they are all infused with respect.

			•Connect—how leaders can build trust through honesty, transparency, and authenticity.

			•Communicate—where clear communication, active listening, and recognition foster understanding.

			•Inspire—how purpose and motivation unleash potential.

			Throughout The Relatable Leader, we will dive deeper into this blueprint, uncovering actionable insights and tools to evolve into the connected, communicative, inspired leader today’s workforce is looking for. Here is a glimpse of what’s to come:

			Connect. Chapters 3 and 4. Your ability to create connections is at its highest when you lead in a way that invokes trustworthiness through your authenticity, transparency, and respect. We will unpack how to earn trust and develop psychological safety by showing your human side—imperfections and all.

			Communicate. Chapters 5 and 6. We’ll explore how clear, concise communication and active, empathetic listening make employees feel truly understood. We will also discuss how personalized recognition and understanding motivations inspire far more than public praise.

			Inspire. Chapters 8 and 9. Connecting and communicating will set you apart, but then what? Inspiration takes leadership to the next level. It’s time to unlock intrinsic motivation and purpose to fuel achievement. We’re going to make you a beacon that draws out people’s best without burning them out.

			The final chapters will also address common hurdles you may encounter on the journey to relatable leadership—and how to overcome them with self-awareness and emotional intelligence.

			The Relatable Leader will provide the roadmap you need to:

			•Build trust and understanding to foster strong connections

			•Enhance communication through recognition and clarity

			•Unleash inspiration by empowering purpose and potential

			And it all starts with respect.

			Connection Catalysts

			What assumptions are you making about your team?
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			Where do you see evidence of a disconnect between what they need and how you are showing up?
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					1	Lettink, A. (2021, January 27). No, millennials will NOT be 75% of the workforce in 2025 (or ever)! LinkedIn. https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/millennials-75-workforce-2025-ever-anita-lettink

				
			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Respect: More than Words

			Leila couldn’t have been more excited to start her first official job. After four years of college, three internships, and large looming student loan payments, Leila was ecstatic to enter the “real world.” She had landed a position as a digital marketing coordinator at a national residential home builder and was full of ideas, hope, and…a large dose of naïveté. After all, her corporate experience to date involved being wooed as an intern after being recruited from her college campus. It was a position where she was asked for little in terms of work product and given much in terms of perks—ping pong and pizza parties painted a bit of an inaccurate picture of what true day-to-day life would look like in her full-time position.

			It was her first team meeting to discuss a new advertising campaign, and had ideas. As she slid into the last open chair and placed her notepad down on the conference table, she looked around at her colleagues, many of whom she hadn’t been formally introduced to yet, and smiled—“I’ve made it,” she thought to herself.

			“Let’s begin,” Bill, the director of development, bellowed. A presentation filled the screen, and slide by slide, Leila’s colleagues weighed in on copy, content, and visuals. Every time Leila raised her hand to speak, Bill gave her a terse shake of his head, indicating “not now,” before moving on to comments from her more established colleagues. As the meeting concluded, Leila stayed back and confidently approached Bill with one idea that she was sure could make an impact. After all, the campaign was aimed at young renters, and as the only twenty-two-year-old on the team, no one else would have a similar finger on the pulse. “Hmm, no,” Bill replied, and without further explanation, left the conference room and a dejected Leila behind.

			It may have been the first meeting, but it would not be the last time Leila’s voice was disregarded. A similar tone continued throughout the following months from both Bill and Leila’s direct manager. Fed up, Leila asked for a meeting to discuss her ideas and her frustrations. “I’ve done extensive research into our new campaign, and I think our current position is missing the mark of our target demo. I also have to say it feels like I am not taken seriously here. I have some great ideas, but all I’ve been given is spreadsheets to organize them.”

			“Yet another entitled millennial,” muttered Bill.

			“I’m actually Gen Z,” Leila replied.

			Sadly, the meeting ended without much change. Leila’s ideas remained shelved, and the company went on to launch a campaign that failed to excite their intended demographic. Over time, Leila became less and less interested in investing in her work. Her passion and confidence dwindled, and her resentment grew. The constant lack of respect and validation from her leaders led Leila to withdraw and do the bare minimum. The final straw was when Bill publicly criticized her for a minor mistake. Leila left the meeting in tears, resigning the following day, sadly causing a loss of fresh perspectives, innovative ideas, and the opportunity to begin to build a diverse, multigenerational team.

			Leila’s emotions ran the gamut during her employment, but the most palpable one? The feeling that she wasn’t respected. Leila’s experience isn’t unique. In fact, it reflects a fundamental need in the workplace that often goes unmet. When I dove into the data, I was surprised by just how crucial respect proved to be.

			In my research, respect from leadership didn’t just make the list of desired traits for a relatable leader—it topped the charts. Nearly 60 percent of respondents ranked it as a necessary component. Respect beat out all the buzzworthy qualities like resilience, self-awareness, and even one of the most talked-about elements of modern leadership, vulnerability. Respect remained at the top even when the population was segmented—across genders, positions, and generations (though trust eked out over respect for millennials, it was still at the top).
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			The results were surprising initially. Seemingly, much of the thought leadership surrounding leadership today focuses on traits like authenticity, vulnerability, and emotional intelligence. While these are clearly qualities leaders should aspire to have, the data shows that we are skipping steps. We cannot have authentic, vulnerable relationships with our teams without a proper foundation of respect.

			What Is Respect?

			There are many definitions of respect, ranging from being treated politely to the absence of disrespect. Philosophers have also tackled the topic, offering their own perspectives. Kant’s philosophical teachings could be extrapolated to define respect as well, wherein he believed that we should treat people as an end in themselves and not as a means to an end. The idea is that individuals have an inherent worth, regardless of their capabilities. Research involving the context of respect in the workplace abounds as well. However, the best definition I have found for respect in relation to our purposes is this:

			“Respect is the manifestation of believing another person has value.”

			When I came upon this definition of respect in an article on organizational studies, I paused. “Recognizing that another human being has value.” It is something so fundamental and yet often disregarded in practice.

			Respect has always been an aspect of work; however, how it has been defined, demonstrated, and demanded has evolved over time. In the early twentieth century, theories on leadership focused on maintaining control and demanding deference—workers were part of a machine, and the only goal was to maximize productivity. There was a distinct hierarchy and top-down control. Respect was a key component of leadership, but the focus was on the respect leaders demanded, without consideration for the respect of the employee.

			Much of this shifted post-World War II and during the social movements of the sixties and seventies. The economy was far more stable, which allowed self-expression and individual contributions to take center stage—employees began seeking a better quality of life. With work–life balance and career satisfaction becoming a priority, organizations began to recognize that they needed to adapt their culture and practices.

			This shift in workplace dynamics paved the way for a new approach to respect at work. The concept of mutual respect—between leaders and employees, as well as among coworkers—began to gain traction. Organizations began to recognize that nurturing a culture of respect at all levels could lead to increased engagement, innovation, and, ultimately, better business ROI. While this book and the research that supports it focuses on respect from leadership, mutual respect is the ideal—and a likely outcome when the former is a part of the culture. Mutual respect between leaders and teams has been found to raise job satisfaction and improve engagement. Employees who feel respected feel encouraged and supported, and they feel far more connected to the success of their organization. They are more invested in collaboration and are better, more positive communicators within their team. In spite of research consistently demonstrating the advantages of respectful leadership, it still fails to be practiced in a large percentage of organizations.

			Always in Fashion

			As I expressed earlier, I was shocked when respect topped the list in my research. It seemed almost…old school. The rhetoric around leadership has us focusing on baring our souls, admitting our failures, and showing up as our whole selves. These are all absolutely valuable traits of a great leader. However, in our rush to dive deeper and find some new secret sauce, it’s as if we have forgotten the basics. We’ve been so focused on building the penthouse that we’ve forgotten to finish the foundation.

			The truth is that past research has included respect as a key leadership trait, but we’ve allowed it to be ignored in exchange for more exciting concepts. Respect never really went out of style; we just stopped paying attention to it. A 2009 study found that employees ranked working for someone who treats them with respect over autonomy, purpose, job security, and income. A 2008 study demonstrated organizational respect significantly reduced emotional exhaustion among employees and improved well-being. A 2016 survey by the Society for Human Resource Management ranked respectful treatment at work as the most important factor boosting job satisfaction.

			It’s a clear picture. Respect isn’t a fleeting, nice-to-have idea; it’s fundamental. While several traits encompass a great, relatable leader, respect is the foundation of it all. As leaders, we need to recalibrate our focus. We can strike a balance between embracing the new concepts of leadership with the timeless principle of believing everyone as if they have value—because they do. As we move forward in our exploration of relatable leadership, let’s keep this fundamental truth at the forefront of our minds: Respect is the foundation upon which all other aspects of effective leadership are built.

			But here’s the million (billion?)-dollar question: If respect is so timeless, why does it feel like we’re rediscovering just how important it is? The answer lies in the ever-changing landscape of our multi-generational workforce.

			Generational Disrespect

			What if the refocus on respect was a response to generational disrespect? Many employees, especially millennials and Gen Z, feel they’re not receiving the respect they deserve. Remember Leila? Unfortunately, the accusations of laziness, entitlement, and selfishness that are often hurled at younger generations serve only to widen the disconnect between leaders and their teams. Born from a cocktail of assumptions and misunderstandings, this lack of respect creates barriers that undermine the very foundations of a connected, engaged workforce.

			Take millennials, for instance. Despite being recognized as collaborative, tech-savvy, and efficient multitaskers, they’re repeatedly characterized as fragile, needy, and demanding. The kicker? These stereotypes are often based on sample sizes of one individual’s opinions. It’s as if we are trying to see the worst in a generation that’s reshaping the workplace landscape, lest we forget that millennials will make up the largest percentage of the workforce by 2030 at 41 percent.

			Gen Z faces similar criticism, where the desire for work–life balance is perceived as lazy, and their mental health challenges abound. Of note, Gen Z was the first generation born into immersive social media, national tragedy, and a world of constant connectivity. They’ve grown up with smartphones permanently in their hands from adolescence on and have navigated a digital landscape no other generation has experienced.

			This is not to say that Gen X and the baby boomers have escaped divisive stereotypes. Gen X, “the forgotten generation,” is often dubbed cynical, independent, and less likely to be loyal to a job. These perceptions may stem from growing up during times of increasing divorce rates and economic uncertainty and being raised by workaholic boomer parents—the rise of the latchkey kids. Gen X is also the first generation to grow up with personal computers, with the internet arriving in adulthood, requiring a complete pivot toward foreign technology.

			Boomers? They are categorized as resistant to change and technologically inept. Sure, my mom still has a flip phone, but I can assure you there are plenty of boomers who are breaking that stereotype. They are a diverse group with a wide range of skills and knowledge. They also have one of the strongest work ethics around them.

			The problem is, these labels aren’t just unfair; they’re destructive. In many cases, hints of truth are backed by justification—perhaps Gen Z struggles more openly with mental health, but what generation has been made more aware of mental well-being? These stereotypes blind us to the unique strengths and perspectives each generation brings to the table. They destroy the potential for collaboration and engagement and create self-fulfilling prophecies where those who are constantly battling against these perceptions start to disengage or live down to the low expectations set for them.

			With all this in mind, it’s no wonder that respect emerged as the most critical trait desired in leadership. Respect transcends generational divides. It eradicates stereotypes and misconceptions. Respect breaks down barriers and creates a foundation where authentic relationships can be built and collaboration across generations can occur.
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