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DISCLAIMER

Members of the Association recognize that one of the purposes of the 
Association is to provide training and informational services to its members 
through training conferences and periodic written material.  While the 
Association shall utilize its best efforts to provide its members with the most 
current information available, there can be no assurances or warranty that its 
interpretation of any rule, regulation or statue will be in conformance with any 
present or future interpretation of such rule, regulation or statute by any 
appropriate governmental authority.  Accordingly, each member shall hold the 
Association harmless from any claims, damages, or liability resulting from such 
member’s use of any information, data, or interpretations as provided to such 
members by the Association.



Why This Topic Matters Now
• With the Enrollment Cliff and the Multigenerational Workforce, generational diversity is at an all-time high 

• Students, parents, and staff span 5 generations simultaneously 

• There are traits associated with each generation that lead to differing expectations, communication styles and 
behaviors 

• Financial aid offices must adapt to serve all groups effectively 



Session Objective
Higher education is entering a transformative era shaped by the enrollment cliff, shifting student demographics, and the 
growing presence of multiple generations learning and working side by side. The Generation Zalphabet: Best Practices for 
Navigating a Multigenerational Campus will equip you to adapt by examining the expectations of the various generations 
on your campus; while addressing the realities of a multigenerational campus with diverse communication styles and 
technological comfort levels. 



Before We Get Started a Quick Poll 



Text
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The 5 Generations on Today’s Campus

• Silent Generation- limited presence but still appear as donors, faculty, grandparents, and occasional returning learners
• Baby Boomers - many parents, senior administrators, and long-tenured staff
• Generation X — transfer students, modern learners, many of mid-career staff; and parents
• Millennials — transfer students, graduate students, modern learners, some parents, large portion of workforce 
• Gen Z — dominant traditional undergraduate population, early career professional
• And What About Alpha… they may attend outreach or community events 



The Silent Generation- Small Number of Campus With A Mighty 
Influence

• Traditional & respectful — Value hierarchy, 
formality, and institutional authority (Pew 
Research Center).

• Detail-oriented — Prefer accuracy, clarity, and 
well-structured information.

• Financially cautious — Tend to avoid debt and 
prioritize stability (AARP Research).

• Provide in-person or phone appointments with 
patient, step-by-step explanations.

• Offer printed materials, including checklists, 
timelines, and instructions.

• Use formal, respectful communication — titles, 
full names, and clear structure.



Baby Boomers-It’s Not Okay to Just say OK Boomer! 

• Prefer phone calls - Baby Boomers consistently rank phone and 
in-person communication as most trustworthy (Pew Research 
Center).

• Value personal connection - They appreciate 
relationship-building and want to speak with someone who can 
reassure them (AARP Research).

• Want reassurance-  often seek confirmation that processes are 
correct, complete, and compliant.

• Baby Boomers returning to school value high-touch support, 
predictable timelines, and human guidance through digital 
systems.

Baby boomer team members often hold deep institutional memory, 
historical policy knowledge and have forged long-standing campus 
relationships.

Campus Leaders may be in this generation, and they prioritize 
stability, compliance and proven processes. 

• They will call. They will leave a voicemail. They will 
call again. And they will ask why you didn’t answer 
the first time.

• They want to talk to a person. A real person. 
Preferably you and preferably right now.

• If your phone rings at 8:01 a.m., it’s probably a 
Baby Boomer parent checking on their student’s 
refund.



Meeting the Needs of Baby 
Boomers
• Offer phone availability and ensure staff are trained in warm, 

patient, high-touch communication.

• Provide clear, step-by-step instructions in printable formats.

• Use reassuring language that emphasizes accuracy, 
compliance, and student support.

• Provide orientation to digital tools, including portals and MFA.

• Offer in-person or phone appointments for complex 
processes.

For Baby Boomer Team Members: 

Leverage their institutional memory in training and policy 
interpretation and Include them in change-management 
conversations early.



Gen X- The Latchkey Generation 

• Independent-Gen X is known for self-reliance and a “just tell 
me what I need to do” mindset (Pew Research Center).

• Skeptical - They grew up during institutional distrust eras 
(Watergate, corporate scandals), making them more likely 
to question processes and policies (Twenge, 2017).

• Efficiency-driven - They value speed, clarity, and minimal 
bureaucracy; they want the shortest path from A to B 
(Gallup Workplace Study).

• Many Gen X learners return to school mid-career; they value 
flexibility, predictable schedules, and financial clarity.

• Staff Perspective: Gen X employees often serve as the 
“institutional glue,” balancing legacy processes with 
modern expectations while quietly fixing problems before 
anyone notices.

• They read the fine print. All of it. Twice.

• They will find the one sentence on page 47 of the 
handbook and email you about it — with a 
screenshot, a citation, and a follow-up question.

• Gen X staff are the ones who know where the 
missing form is, how to fix the portal glitch, and 
which policy changed in 2009.



Meeting Gen X’s Needs 
• Provide clear, concise, no-nonsense communication — skip the fluff, get to the point.

• Offer detailed documentation for those who want to verify information themselves.

• Use email + website as primary channels; Gen X prefers written clarity they can reference later. 

• Ensure process transparency. Explain what happens, when, and why. 

• Provide predictable timelines, cost breakdowns, and flexible advising options.

• Offer evening or asynchronous support when possible.

For Gen X Team Members:

• Involve them in policy interpretation and process troubleshooting

• Respect their preference for autonomy and efficiency.



Generation Y- Millennials:  A Campus Community Mashup… 
Students, Parents and Staff

• Structure is Key — Millennials prefer clear 
expectations, timelines, and organized processes; 
ambiguity increases stress (Pew Research Center).

• Love checklists — They respond strongly to 
step-by-step guidance and visual task lists (Gallup 
Workplace Study)

• Love knowing the “why” behind everything. 
Millennials value context, purpose, and 
transparency before taking action (McKinsey & 
Company).

• Staff Note: Millennial employees often seek 
collaborative decision-making, regular feedback, 
and opportunities to streamline outdated 
processes.

• “They will absolutely ask for a flowchart — and 
then ask if there’s a color-coded version.”

• “They want to understand the entire federal loan 
system before signing anything… and honestly, 
who can blame them.”

• “Millennial staff will volunteer to ‘fix the process’ 
and then accidentally create a 12-step workflow 
in the name of efficiency.”



Meeting Millennial 
Needs
• Provide clear timelines, checklists, 

and visual guides

• Offer transparent explanations — the 
“why” behind policies, deadlines, 
and documentation requests.

• Use email + web content with 
structured formatting (headers, 
bullets, bolded deadlines).

For Millennial Team Members: 

• Invite them into 
process-improvement conversations.

• Provide regular feedback loops.

• Leverage their comfort with 
technology and systems 
optimization.



Understanding Gen Z 

• Digital-first — Gen Z has never known a world 
without smartphones; 98% own one and use it as 
their primary device for information access (Pew 
Research).

• Prefer texting over talking — 75% say texting is their 
most frequent communication method (McKinsey).

• Expect instant answers — Raised on real-time 
responses, they associate delays with poor service 
quality.

• View email as “formal communication” — Many 
check email only when required by a professor or 
system notification.

• “If it’s longer than 3 sentences, they won’t read it 
— they’ll skim it, panic, and then call.”

• “If it’s not on their phone, it doesn’t exist. If it is on 
their phone but requires scrolling, it barely exists.”

• “They will absolutely text you screenshots of their 
portal instead of describing the issue.”



Meeting Gen Z Needs as an Aid Office
• Use short, mobile-optimized messages with clear calls to action.

• Provide step-by-step visuals (screenshots, short clips, icons).

• Offer texting or chat options for quick questions. 

• Assume they will not read long emails unless the subject line 
contains urgency or a deadline.

• Our Gen Z team members are innovated. Listen to their 
suggestions. They are looking to work smarter not harder. 



And… Here comes Alpha

• Born 2013–2025 — The first generation fully raised in an 
AI-integrated, voice-activated, algorithm-shaped world 
(McCrindle Research).

• Ultra-digital natives — Tablets before talking; many learned 
to swipe before they learned to walk (Common Sense 
Media).

• Visually driven learners — Prefer short-form video, 
interactive content, and gamified learning environments.

• High expectations for personalization — Used to curated 
feeds, adaptive apps, and instant customization.

• Influenced by Millennial and Gen Z parents — More 
collaborative, more emotionally expressive, and more 
accustomed to adult transparency.

• They will expect your financial aid office to have a 
chatbot… and they will expect it to be smarter 
than you.

• If your website isn’t mobile-first, they’ll assume 
it’s broken.

• They will ask why the FAFSA isn’t an app with 
emojis and auto-fill powered by AI.



What this means for Aid Offices of the Future… 

• Build mobile-first, video-friendly communication 

• Expect higher expectations for immediacy, transparency, and personalization

• Gamified or interactive resources

• Strengthen digital literacy support for parents

• Prepare for AI

• Anticipate earlier engagement… Alpha students may begin exploring college pathways 
in middle school.



Strategies for Multi-
Generational 
Support 

• Be Aware of Generational Diversity 

• Plan For It 

• Provide multiple formats

• Use plain language

• Offer multi-channel support

• Train Your Team 



The Benefits of 
Multigenerational Work Force

Baby Boomers: 
Institutional 
memory

Gen X: Operational 
backbone

Millennials: 
Process 
improvement

Gen Z: Tech-savvy



Key Take Aways 
• Generational diversity is real

• Communication and Technology is not 
one-size-fits-all

• It is important to identify how the 
generational expectations align and 
where they differ

• Generational traits are generalizations

• Multi-generational awareness improves 
service and reduces frustration



One Last Poll Before We Go… 
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QUESTIONS?



THANK YOU!
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