SOCIAL NORMS AT WORK: HOW TO DEAL
WITH A CLASH OF GENERATIONS AND
EDUCATE EMPLOYEES ON APPROPRIATE
LANGUAGE?

About Aston Fisher
Executive talent is the lifeblood of any business; setting strategy, motivating teams, delivering growth
and driving change. So hiring the best, whether permanent or interim, in a timely fashion can set
your business apart.
Aston Fisher understands this and applies its extensive resourcing experience in an agile and
collaborative manner to identify the very best candidates with the right skills, experience and
chemistry for its clients.

Contents:
We know diverse teams are more successful, and that goes for age diversity too. But when different
generations come together in the workplace, their language can be very different. For example, younger
employees are often offended by terms like “the girls in the office”.
What is appropriate language in the office? How do you tread the fine line between appropriate language
and policing banter to the point that you sterilise the office culture? Can people be disproportionately
sensitive? Can people be insensitive dinosaurs? We asked HR leaders across sectors for their take.

We are a driven, highly collaborative team, passionate about what we do. We pride ourselves on
being genuine partners to clients and candidates, pro-actively delivering outstanding results, over
and above expectations every time.
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1. Media

2. Data

Our first contact is the head of HR for a large global media agency, which, like most
companies, is currently in transition. Their traditional business of media planning and
buying – supporting other companies’ marketing and advertising strategy – has been shifting
into digital channels, particularly with more traditional clients that had been very reliant on
bricks and mortar before lockdown. “So we’ve pivoted quite hard over COVID,” he says.

Our next contact is an HR leader at an international data analytics and brand consulting
company. “We know we've got a demographic issue,” he says,” because firstly, the world of
work has changed forever since the pandemic. Typically, it was the pyramid. You did your
time, you got promoted. And now companies are breaking down those traditional structures.
It's about squads, it's about agile. A 35-year-old can be a senior leader in a hundredmillion-dollar business, telling 50 and 60-year olds what to do.”

He’s found the issue of language is raising its head more than ever now, partially driven by
the impact of Black Lives Matter. “We’ve been working with leaders on the difference
between intent and impact. And I think there's been a big education process that has been
accelerating with Black Lives Matter around some of the impacts of certain phrases and
practices, in particular around microaggressions. How do you create a culture where you can
actually discuss all this and learn from it rather than get into a very adversarial situation?
“That's been a big education process, and we still keep falling foul of it, frankly. Just this
week, a couple of my leaders in the US have said things that had really positive intent, but
landed incredibly badly. One said, ‘Ultimately we're all the same race, the human race.’ That
went down very badly in America. We had to educate him by saying that was undermining
the individual experience that a black employee might have versus a white employee.
“And so there's a lot more sensitivity to the debate, which I think is making it harder for us to
talk about and learn from. We’re trying fishbowl exercises, senior sponsorship and reverse
mentoring, but there's still quite a lot to do.
“It’s contextual: it depends where you are and what kind of population you’re talking to. I’d
say that it feels more race-related in the US, and more around gender in our Asia-Pacific
grouping.
“And I'm in danger of generalising, but in advertising media, we're a youngish industry, and
we need to be sensitive both towards the older generation, who might not appreciate
language like ‘young and hungry’, and the youngest generation, who are looking for very
different things than we were when we entered the workforce. It's not all about salary
progression. Some of it is much more about purpose. Some of it is starting to blossom in
things like environmental and green issues. So it feels like it's mushrooming up into a bigger
debate. But we are seeing that divide.
“As we know from Glassdoor and what people put online, for Gen Y and millennials, it's all
about CSR and employer reputation.”

In the next five years, he says, 30% of the workforce is going to be made up of Gen Z. “We
didn't have what the kids have today, which is access to information. So as a leader, you've
got to be super smart. You can't shoot from the hip any more.
“The statistics are just incredible, because the debate around D&I doesn't need to be had
any more. McKinsey and BCG have shown that the moral case and the business case are
exactly the same. Businesses that have more diverse workforces are going to outperform
those that don't. And sadly, only 7% of the top 300 listed companies in the UK have an ethnic
minority member on the board.
“But when you think about definitions of inclusion and diversity, the one that I really like is:
diversity is being asked to the party, inclusion is being asked to dance, and dancing like
nobody cares is belonging.
“The pandemic will break the old boys’ network. Companies that are agile are winning,
companies that measure hard work as being at your desk till 7 are losing. It’s about your
output and your impact now. That means that for the first time, working mothers are being
included. And we wonder why there's been a generational gap!
“People don’t join companies now based on reward or names, they look at corporate social
responsibility and they say, ‘Oh, that company gave the money back to the government
because they turned a corner.’ That's important for a millennial or a Gen Z. They don’t want
to join Goldman Sachs any more.”
Speaking of Goldman Sachs, he does feel that the financial services sector is still a closed
shop. “It is still that macho culture. I know people that work in financial services and they
are literally at work seven till seven. Then you go out on the lash. And eventually it’ll come
back to bite them. In the 2008 credit crunch, the Nordics said, ‘We rescued the public and we
put the bankers in jail.’ In the UK, they rescued the banks and sent the public to jail.”

3. Security Systems
He adds that the people he knows in financial services are not happy, and at least some are
likely to jump ship as a consequence of the war for talent. “Fancy perks don’t matter any
more. It's your line manager telling you over Teams, ‘I trust you to do a good job. You can
homeschool. I trust you to do what you need to do in the hours.’ And that's what creates
employee value proposition, that's what creates better productivity, that's what will create
better engagement.”

Our next HR leader works for a US security company with employees worldwide and is head
of the EMEA region. He echoes the general mood: transition. “COVID has been fairly kind to
our business; a lot of our products relate to touchless entry systems, which have obviously
been in demand. So we’re seeing more and more transition into that electronic space as we
emerge from the pandemic.”
As it’s a US company, inclusion around ethnicity has been a big focus for the past year.
They’re in the process of educating the older generations in particular on what they really
mean by inclusion in this respect. “I’m old enough to remember that 20 years ago, that
human race comment would have been completely acceptable, a bit like that ‘I don’t see
colour’ comment.”
The main area of education, where he is seeing progress, is teaching people that you're
either on one side of this or the other. “You can't sit on the fence and say, well, I'm not
racist, therefore, it's not my problem. The idea of inclusion is that we celebrate difference.
We don't try and pretend it's not there. I think that's quite difficult, and that is somewhat
generational.”
He’s found it helpful to bring people together on LinkedIn Learning to watch a learning
module and then facilitate quality conversation in a discussion group afterwards. He does
sense that people are feeling trepidation around what they should and shouldn’t say, which
makes it harder to foster good quality dialogue about differences and inclusion.
“But a few years ago, I remember people saying stuff that was really inappropriate. We had a
manager who described one particular product line, which was especially complex, in front
of a town hall meeting of about 300 people, as the N-word in the woodpile. He was told very
gently that that was perhaps not quite an appropriate use of language. Today, you’d be fired
on the spot for that. I think the choice of language has become much more appropriate and
considered. If anything, people are overanxious now because they don’t know what they can
and can’t say.
"Funnily enough, the thing that I find most difficult to reconcile between the generations is
not that we have a lot of people causing offence, but that a lot of people of my own
generation, Gen X, see younger employees as highly entitled and lacking any work ethic.
And that's really difficult to break down. A lot of senior people credit themselves with having
come through the school of hard knocks, and so some of what younger generations carry as
expectations is really anathema to them.”

4. Food

5. Banking

As part of an older leadership team, some of whom are quite old-fashioned, our contact has
identified with her ops director that there are language issues in the team, whether around
age or other issues such as gender, race, and culture. “So for us, it's wider than just a
generational thing.”

“It's not been a big conversation,” says our banking contact, “but there is a lot of sensitivity
about language generally. It’s good that it’s being discussed, but it takes up a lot of time and
energy.

She’s looking at bringing in a specialist consultant to have a facilitated discussion with the
leadership team around appropriate language and how it sets the tone for how they may
manage or discuss things generally.
Rather than complaints from minorities bringing the issue to light, it was the operations
director, who by his own admission was one of the people using inappropriate language,
who became uncomfortable and wanted to bring in some education on the subject.
However, our contact feels it’s important not to stifle banter. “We just need to think about
how we describe things in the organisation, without turning ourselves into robots who are
scared to say anything. I think that is the balance.”
Being part of a mixed leadership team that includes a young woman and a Muslim man, she
says there have been conversations recently around culture. “The ops director told me he
felt really uncomfortable in some of these conversations, because people clearly don't quite
know how to express themselves. And for me, that's really interesting, because he would
have been the last person I would have expected to say that. So it's good because he wants
the conversation to now take place, but we're not going to make it a big deal. We're just
going to do a little bit of education.”

“For example, as Brits, we have quite a lot of war humour. We had an employee recently who
cracked a joke about someone else being a Nazi and caused enormous offence to a Jewish
colleague. If you’re young and you haven't been exposed to the Jewish population and the
sensitivities that might be there, these reactions can be quite surprising for people.
“I don’t even know where to start with it. Having the conversation is half the battle, but once
you've taken the lid off Pandora's box, you can’t put it back.”

6. Wealth Management

7. Aerospace

Asked how she deals with working in a vibrant environment, this HR leader jokes, “I close my
ears and walk the other way! Banter is part of who we are as a company. It’s partly because
we’re small, so we get to know each other quite well. The tone is set by our chief exec, who is
a cheeky chappy, to say the least.”

Working with aerospace engineers involves “locker-room banter that we've stepped up and
clamped down a little bit on in the engineering corridors,” says this HR leader – but the
engineers aren’t the main culprits. Her company is currently on a drive to improve its culture
after a serious incident of bullying at a senior level. “The company invested a huge amount
of money in this, and it was absolutely needed.

Like our previous contact, she’s unsure how to balance appropriateness with freedom of
speech. She admits that it hasn’t been high on her company’s agenda so far, but she does
see herself potentially getting an external trainer in to do some training on the topic soon.

“We’re certainly not policing it, but trying to encourage and respect and care for each
other.is a constant in our roles. We're very conscious in our organisation, because of what
we've been through, around language and banter and bullying. And in aerospace, there can
also be issues with how our employees are treated by our customers. I’ve more than once
had to counsel a leader on how to deal with foul language used by the customer towards our
employees. That was a difficult conversation. In the end, the employee just took someone
more senior into the meeting with them, so it wasn't them getting the kicking.”

8. Electrics

9. Pharma

At this contact’s company, there’s little tolerance for intolerant language. “We filter out
people we don't want to work with. And I'm the guy who has to have the horrible
conversations – and I've had them with directors – to say, ‘Look, we've we've talked about
culture, and you keep violating it. This is not the place for you.’ Which is, shall we say,
entertaining at best, provocative at worst.

Our pharma contact is the only HR leader we’ve spoken to who’s heard crickets on this topic.
“We haven't had these kinds of things come up, and in all honesty, we haven't done anything
deliberate to reinforce what apparently has been so far a reasonable atmosphere where
these things haven't surfaced. But there may well have been instances that haven't come up
to me. If so, I hope it’s because people feel that they can have conversations between
themselves to get things sorted out.

“We look after buildings. It's not particularly glamorous. But it was historically a white male
world of rugby-playing surveyors and ex-army facilities managers. So you've got an entire
industry that's on a massive change curve away from that mindset. And so I've had to have
some really difficult conversations with people around the language they choose. You know,
people are talking about the transgender journey. How does it affect us? But have you not
figured out that toilets are a massive part of a building and how complicated that can be?
You can see the pennies dropping as people go, ‘Oh, no, I have to actually think about this!’
But I've been quite passionate about the fact that I don't want to end up being the humour
police. So we spent a lot of time talking about what the boundaries are. Because people go,
‘What's the line? How do I know if I've crossed it?’ And so I use this as an example. I can joke
about the fact that I have no hair, but no one else can joke about the fact that I have no hair.
So I can joke about myself, but I can't joke about other people. And we found that that's
actually quite a helpful way of creating a set of boundaries.
“We also recognise that terms of endearment are particularly toxic: love, sweetie, all of those
kinds of things, because some of them aren't always particularly nice. We had one
conversation with a director that involved telling him the use of the word ‘slapper’ is not an
appropriate term of endearment. He is no longer with the business.”
He adds that it’s understandable that not everyone realises things that were acceptable 20
years ago are no longer acceptable now. “Everyone's on a journey. You have to ask if
someone is intentionally trying to be rude or abusive, or just being what I call ‘accidentally
clumsy’.”
He’s found that the most powerful solution is giving people permission to speak up, without
repercussions, when they feel uncomfortable with someone’s language – even if that
someone is the CEO.

“We do have a code of conduct that’s very explicit about what's acceptable and what's not,
and we do have a diverse workforce. At the moment, I’m going through some employee
engagement data, and I’ve found that our female population is not as engaged as the rest of
the population, so I’m going to have to find out what's going on there. It’s potentially a sign
that we do need to do more work on inclusion.”

10. Energy

Our contact in the energy industry says her company also has very strong behavioural
guidelines. “We've got some really useful training centred around the fact that you may say
something and not think it’s offensive, but that doesn't mean to say that somebody else
won't. It's how it's received that's important.
While she says language is not a huge issue in her company, a few incidents do stand out.
“I’ve had to have a conversation with somebody about the inappropriateness of the word
‘coloured’ a few times. He says, ‘But I don't mean it offensively!’ And I said, ‘Well, now you
know it's not appropriate. We’ve had the conversation – change your language. Simple.”
Proving that this isn’t just an issue with older employees, she’s also had to deal with ‘banter’
among very young team members providing IT support for special schools, who were using
unprintably disablist language about the children and homophobic language towards a
bisexual colleague. “It was so far over the line that it was just, oh, my God! I guess they didn't
intend it to be offensive, but it was so clearly offensive I was absolutely horrified!”
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