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Abstract – This study examined the human resource management 

challenges faced by heads of departments in managing a multigenera-

tional academic workforce in the South African higher education sec-

tor. A qualitative research approach was followed, and a multiple case 

study research design was applied. A purposive sampling technique 

was used to select 16 participants. Data was collected through semi-

structured interviews, and it was analysed thematically with the aid of 

Atlas.ti. The study revealed several challenges related to the manage-

ment of a multigenerational academic workforce, namely, differences 

in career expectations, skills, and experience among generations; con-

flict management; implementation of plans and strategies; succession 

planning; and teamwork. The findings have implications for higher ed-

ucation institutions as different generations have varying expectations 

for career development. Human resource departments should estab-

lish clear and transparent career pathways to meet these expectations. 

The study also provides supporting evidence for the dimensions out-

lined in the framework for understanding generational identities in or-

ganisations. Exploring generational diversity in workplace relationships 

and interactions within the education context complements the existing 

research focused on pedagogical aspects and cultural characteristics 

in academic settings. 
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1 Introduction 

The South African higher education sector is facing challenges similar to 

other workplaces, such as an aging workforce and low levels of new en-

trants. According to the OECD (2012), South African universities, particularly 

historically white institutions, are experiencing a rising average age of aca-

demics over 50 years old. The Higher Education Management Information 

System (HEMIS) also indicates a growing number of academics aged 55 

years and older, from 16% in 2004 to 22% in 2017 (DHET, 2017). On the 

other hand, the percentage of academics under the age of 35 declined from 

23% in 2004 to 20% in 2017. The inclusion of young graduates is crucial for 

the development of a strong research and innovation system. Retaining ex-

perienced academics is a strategic priority in the higher education sector due 

to the difficulty of replacing their knowledge, skills, and expertise (Makondo, 

2014; Simmons, 2002). 

Higher education institutions also face competition from industry in retain-

ing skilled young academics who are offered competitive remuneration for 

their qualifications and expertise (Azman, Sirat & Pang, 2016; Selesho & 

Naile, 2014). Universities South Africa (2014) acknowledges the challenge of 

attracting young graduates into academia, resulting in missed opportunities 

for growth and development. Limited information on Generation Y and Z 

academics further compounds the issue, impacting staffing and performance 

in South African universities. The perception that academia is a less attrac-

tive career option has extensive costs for the sector and the economy (Ba-

dat, 2008; Selesho & Naile, 2014). The need to attract and recruit new talent 

into academia and establish clear career progression paths to professorship 

has been highlighted by the Universities South Africa – Association of Com-

monwealth Universities (USAf-ACU) symposium in 2019 (USAf, 2019).  

The aging of academics globally presents challenges such as budgetary 

pressures, stagnant job opportunities for new faculty members, and potential 

decreases in productivity or morale among senior employees. However, it 

also provides opportunities for mentorship, sustained research productivity, 

and institutional reputation boosts. Institutions need to develop innovative 

human resources and organizational development policies and practices to 

address the challenges of attracting, managing, retaining, and developing 

their human resources (Robyn & du Preez, 2013). 

Globally, the higher education sector not only grapples with external driv-

ers of change but the internal dynamics of a multigenerational workforce 

characterized by heterogeneity in values, attitudes, behaviors, and expecta-

tions as well. This study focuses on the challenges of managing a multigen-

erational academic workforce in the South African higher education sector. 

The paper will discuss the theoretical framework underpinning the study, 

describe the different generations within the South African workplace, exam-

ine the challenges faced in managing a multigenerational academic work-

force, discuss the methodology, and present the findings, discussion, and 

conclusion. 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Generations in the South African Workplace 

Literature suggests there are currently six generations in the workplace: 

Silent Generation/Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Generation X, Generation 

Y, and Generation Z/Nexters. These categories are Western constructs and 

may not apply in other regions (Joshi et al., 2010; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Ng 

& Perry, 2016; Parry, 2014; Sandhu et al., 2015; Van Der Walt et al., 2016). 

Most research on generational differences has been conducted in Western 

contexts like the United States, leading to a bias in adopting American defini-

tions (Festing & Schäfer, 2014). However, this bias can negatively impact 

assumptions about non-Western cohorts (Lappeman et al., 2020). Research 

from non-Western countries has identified differences in generational char-

acteristics due to unique national contexts (Parry, 2014). Thus, future re-

search should move away from simplistic American categorizations by con-

sidering the social and historical conditions of the nation under study (Ng & 

Parry, 2016; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Kruger & Viljoen, 2022). 

Accepting US age segmentation definitions in South Africa is problematic, 

as there are divergences with local terminology such as Afrilennials and 

Buppies. Some authors have taken a political stance, defining the “Born-

Frees” as those born in 1980 and turned 16 after 1996. Others use "Born-

Free" for those born after the first post-apartheid democratic election in 1994 

(Lappeman et al., 2020). South Africa's history was predominantly written 

from a colonial lens, while the US view of generational history is also influ-

enced by colonial conquest. South Africa is making efforts to rewrite its his-

tory from an African perspective, addressing historical challenges and pro-

moting a critical and representative approach to indigenous knowledge 

(Lappeman et al., 2020). This study adopts the generational categorisations 

proposed by Lappeman et al. (2020, p. 12). 

Table 1 presents the slight differences in interpretation of birth years and 

the impact of historical events, such as apartheid, on shaping the South Afri-

can societal structure. The age ranges vary based on these events. It is im-

portant to consider multiple perspectives, including economic, political, gov-

ernmental, and societal factors, to understand the composition of each co-

hort (Kruger & Viljoen, 2022). 
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Table 1: Generational categorisation 

Pew research center (Dimock, 2019) Lappeman et al. (2020) 

Birth years Generation 

name 

Age range in 2021  

(US 

 categorization) 

Birth years Generation 

name 

Age rage in 2021 

(SA categorization) 

1928-1944 Silent gen 76-93 Pre 1932 Pre-apartheid 

Gen 

89> 

1946-1964 Baby Boomer 57-75 1933-1960 Apartheid gen 61-88 

1665-1980 Generation X 41-56 1961-1979 Struggle gen 41-60 

1981-1996 Generation Y 24-40 1980-1999 Transition gen 22-41 

1997< Generation Z 24< 2000-2020 Second wave 

gen 

21< 

 

Notable differences arise when comparing South African and US genera-

tions. In the US, the "great wealth transfer" from Baby Boomers to subse-

quent generations is a prominent topic. However, in South Africa, Boomers 

experienced apartheid sanctions, resulting in limited wealth, particularly 

among the black population. This has necessitated the younger generation 

to support their elderly family members, known locally as "black tax”. These 

differences challenge the assumption that individuals within the same age 

group share similar consumption patterns and preferences. Each South Afri-

can generation brings forth unique values, beliefs, and perspectives to the 

workplace, making the management of a multigenerational workforce a 

complex task. The global challenges faced by managers in managing multi-

generational academic workforce will now be discussed. 

2.2 Challenges of Managing a Multigenerational Academic Workforce 

The below discussion details several challenges of managing a multi-

generational academic workforce. 

 

1) Career progression 

Career progression involves moving to higher positions, strategically 

working towards set goals, and climbing the corporate ladder (Weerarathna 

& Hapurugala, 2019). In the academic context, career progression tradition-

ally involves remaining with one institution and achieving tenure, which typi-

cally occurs after five to six years of service (Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). 

However, the increasing age of academics and delayed retirement has cre-

ated a backlog in the tenure track, limiting opportunities for younger faculty 

members (Xie & Ali, 2023). This situation leads to the employment of young-

er qualified academics as adjunct staff without tenure, resulting in depart-

ments appearing "older" (Xie & Ali, 2023). 

Generation X and Y exhibit a reduced reliance on institutional security and 

lifelong employment, prioritizing rewards based on capability and contribu-

tions rather than tenure (Berk, 2013; Mofokeng, 2017). These generations 
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value self-advancement through skills development and quick promotions 

(Berk, 2013). Generation X seeks alternative career development models 

and recognizes the limitations of the traditional work model (Bickel & Brown, 

2005). Studies have shown that junior faculty members from Generation X 

take a holistic approach to career success and view their career trajectories 

over a longer term (Lowenstein, Fernandez & Crane, 2007).  

 

2) Communication 

Traditionally, university work primarily relied on face-to-face interactions 

on campus. However, with the advent of distance and electronic learning 

models and the presence of satellite campuses in multiple locations, institu-

tions are increasingly utilizing digital communication methods such as tele-

conferences, video conferences, and webinars to include faculty members 

from different time zones and locations in meetings and seminars (Hannay & 

Fretwell, 2011). Older staff members tend to prefer phone calls and emails, 

while younger staff members favor text messaging and instant messaging 

for immediate responses and feedback (Berk, 2013). 

Asynchronous communication platforms like discussion pages, list serv-

ers, wikis and online collaboration systems have also emerged, facilitated by 

selective availability. Traditionalists and Baby Boomers, who are more con-

stantly available and loyal to their organizations, may have a limited under-

standing of the principle of selective availability (Mohr et al., 2011). Genera-

tion X and Y use technology to stay connected with colleagues and friends 

but prioritize protecting their personal time. They measure their value based 

on impact and productivity rather than time or accessibility (Mohr et al., 

2011). 

While all generations are online, differences exist in their use of social 

media. Traditionalists and Boomers tend to lean towards LinkedIn and to a 

lesser extent, Facebook. Generation X, Y and Z are active on various plat-

forms but utilise them differently (Berk, 2013). Organisations should strive to 

maintain a level of personalisation in professional communication, utilising 

electronic bulletin boards, email, list servers, and other systems intentionally 

to enhance personal connections and build relationships. The success of an 

academic department is often dependent on the staff members’ relationships 

rather than solely the efficiency or convenience of the workplace (Mohr et 

al., 2011). 

 

3) Technology 

Generational differences in academia are evident in the familiarity and use 

of the latest technology and software (Berk, 2013). Students also expect 

faculty members to utilise digital communication methods (Poblete & Nieto, 

2020). Younger faculty members rely on electronic resources and digital 

storage, whereas senior staff prefer to maintain ownership of their 

knowledge and utilise personal knowledge repositories (Mohr et al., 2011).  

The dominance of digital technology and social media has significantly in-

fluenced students' preparedness and classroom engagement (Chun & Ev-

ans, 2021). Recent generations of students prefer internet-based and social 

media resources over printed materials. This technology gap also exists 
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among faculty members, with senior academics expressing a desire to stay 

current with technological advancements (Chun & Evans, 2021). Incorporat-

ing technology into course designs can be a challenge for older academics, 

but hybrid learning, combining classroom and online resources, has 

emerged as an effective method (Chun & Evans, 2021). 

Regular technology training should be provided to faculty members, cater-

ing to different learning styles and preferences (Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). 

Partnerships between junior and senior faculty members can facilitate 

knowledge sharing and mutual learning (Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). Reverse-

mentoring has been proposed as a strategy to bridge the technology gap 

between generations (Cismaru & Iunius, 2020). 

 

4) Work-life balance 

The younger generations prioritise work-life balance more than their older 

counterparts. The early years of an academic career are demanding, with 

new class preparations, research development, and service engagements 

(Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). Studies have highlighted the misperceptions 

between senior and junior staff regarding work commitment (Book et al., 

2019). Generation X faculty members tend to define career success holisti-

cally and value longer-term career trajectories, indicating a need for part-

time work, flexible schedules, and family balance (Lowenstein, Fernandez & 

Crane, 2007). 

Research at the University of California, Davis School of Medicine found 

that career flexibility policies enhance career satisfaction for staff across 

generations and genders, with older faculty members considering their po-

tential future needs for such policies (Howell et al., 2012). Addressing work-

life conflict through interventions would improve job satisfaction and talent 

retention (Howell et al., 2012). 

Office work hours in higher education institutions vary, with some main-

taining traditional 9-5 schedules while others offer more flexibility (Berk, 

2013). Universities could consider offering flexible work hours while main-

taining performance expectations for promotion and tenure (Berk, 2013; 

Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). Introducing new business models and workforce 

structures that accommodate the preferences of all generations can contrib-

ute towards the sustainability of the higher education sector (Lundy & Ladd, 

2021). Providing choices and options, such as hybrid teaching formats, can 

increase employee commitment and ensure a better fit between instructors 

and learning formats (Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). The preferences of Genera-

tion X, Y, and Z are influencing the shift away from traditional working hours. 

 

5) Feedback 

Tenure-track faculty members should receive regular and detailed feed-

back. Instead of relying on annual performance reviews, higher education 

institutions are advised to provide semi-annual performance feedback on 

research, teaching, and service (Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). New faculty 

members should be assigned mentors that can offer ongoing feedback and 

utilise various communication channels (Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). 

http://www.ijarbm.org/
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Generation Y seeks clear goals, requirements, and expectations with out-

lined plans for feedback (Hannay & Fretwell, 2011). Mentorship can be mu-

tually beneficial, as older faculty members want to share their expertise and 

feel valued by the younger generation and the organisation (Hannay & 

Fretwell, 2011). However, Generation X may view mentorship as a right ra-

ther than a privilege, which can lead to frustrations among older faculty 

(Bickel & Brown, 2005). Generation X appreciates frequent face-to-face in-

teractions and immediate responses, considering education and mentorship 

as entitlements and critiquing their mentors (Mohr et al., 2011). Generation Y 

is more outspoken in the mentorship relationship, but values focused, per-

sonal, positive, and frequent feedback (Mohr et al., 2011). 

 

6) Work environment 

Workplace bullying has become a prevalent issue in academia, increas-

ingly targeting black women and subordinates (Berk, 2013). Generation X is 

found to be the most vulnerable to bullying, while Baby Boomers and Gen-

eration Y experience less bullying (Berk, 2013). The issue of appropriate 

dress code and attire in academia also poses challenges, with academics 

leaning more towards casual wear, while administrators typically adhere to 

traditional business attire (Berk, 2013). Professional behaviours in academia 

should encompass respect, teamwork, emotional intelligence, effective 

communication, accessibility, integrity, compassion, altruism, and caring. 

However, these behaviours are often not formally discussed or measured in 

higher education (Berk, 2013). 

 

7) Teaching and learning 

In academia, there can be tension between older and younger genera-

tions of professors regarding salary expectations and intellectual focus 

(Fogg, 2008; Santos, 2016). The shift in focus from behaviourism to cogni-

tive neuroscience has led older scholars to adapt and learn from younger 

ones (Fogg, 2008). Interdisciplinary studies also present a challenge, as 

Baby Boomers may be skeptical of non-traditional faculty appointments, 

while Generation X values the creative freedom and collaboration opportuni-

ties offered by interdisciplinary institutes (Fogg, 2008). This creates a conflict 

when evaluating faculty members based on traditional parameters within a 

specific discipline (Fogg, 2008). 

3 Theoretical Framework 

This study is guided by the framework for understanding generational 

identities in organizations proposed by Joshi et al. (2010). The framework 

encompasses three key dimensions: generational identity, intergenerational 

interactions, and the organizational context. 

Generational identity involves three aspects within the framework. Firstly, 

cohort-based identity refers to membership in a collective that shares expe-

riences at the same time, such as starting work at an organization. Second-

ly, age-based identity relates to membership in an age group that shares 
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collective memories from formative years. Lastly, incumbency-based identity 

is defined by an individual's attitudes, skills, experience, and knowledge 

acquired through holding a specific position for a period, such as being the 

third CEO of a company referred to as the "third generation”. 

Intergenerational interactions can be categorized along a continuum from 

resistive to transitive. At the resistive end, interactions reflect unsuccessful 

transfer of knowledge, skills, or resources between generations, leading to 

the accumulation of resources and power by one generation at the expense 

of another. Transitive interactions, on the other hand, involve successful 

knowledge, skills, and/or resource transfer, resulting in cooperation and trust 

between preceding and succeeding generations. 

The organizational context is divided into structural and normative con-

texts. In mechanistic organizations, employees specialize in their roles, rela-

tionships are clearly defined, and hierarchy and chain of command are em-

phasized. Organic organizations have overlapping roles and interdependent 

responsibilities, with decision-making authority delegated to lower levels 

based on task demands rather than strict codification. The normative context 

refers to the shared understanding of organizational policies, practices, pro-

cedures, goals, and expectations among all members. A strong normative 

context fosters trust, empathy, mutual respect, cooperation, altruism, benefi-

cence, and reciprocity, while a weak normative context is characterized by 

mistrust, bias, negative expectations, conflict, competition, and closure.  

The research methodology, findings and discussion are now presented. 

4 Research Methodology 

A qualitative research approach was followed, and a multiple case study 

research design was applied to investigate the challenges of managing a 

multigenerational academic workforce in the South African higher education 

sector. Three cases were used: Case A consisted of a sample of universities 

categorized as traditional universities; Case B was comprised a sample of 

universities categorized as universities of technology; and Case C was made 

up of a sample of universities categorized as comprehensive universities. 

Table 2 provides details of the cases. 

 
Table 2: Details of cases sampled 

Cases Number of 

Institutions 

Number of 

Participants 

Case A: Traditional universities 3 4 

Case B: Universities of Technology 4 6 

Case C: Comprehensive universities 3 6 

Total 10 16 

 

Purposive sampling was used to identify participants consisting of 

chairs/heads of academic departments with three or more years of man-

agement experiences in the role. Participants were identified from the infor-
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mation listed on the websites of the different universities. The study had 16 

participants in total. 

The University of South Africa granted ethical approval for the study. Par-

ticipants were sent a participant information sheet and consent form before 

the interviews. Semi-structured interviews were conducted online at a date 

and time convenient for the participants. All interviews were treated anony-

mously and confidentially. Audio recordings of the interviews were tran-

scribed verbatim for further analysis.  

Data was analyzed thematically using the framework by Castleberry and 

Nolen (2018). This included, firstly, transcribing the compiled data into a 

useable form. Secondly, disassembling which involved dividing the data and 

generating meaningful groupings. For this step the transcripts were imported 

into Atlas.ti and labeled according to the three case study groups (Case A, 

Case B and Case C). The researchers read through the transcripts to identi-

fy recurring viewpoints and created a list of codes. The codes were created 

using a combination of the deductive approach (i.e., based on themes found 

in the literature) and the inductive approach (i.e., added new descriptors or 

modified existing ones where appropriate). The coding process was per-

formed by assigning one or more of the pre-defined codes to data segments 

in each of the transcripts. Extracted segments of text were categorized un-

der specific codes and further reading was done to identify additional codes 

or modify existing ones. Lastly, reassembling involved putting the coded 

data and categories together in the form of themes. Data queries were con-

ducted to identify thematic relationships and patterns in the coded data. 

5 Results 

In this section, the themes that emerged from all the interviews are dis-

cussed. Eight themes were extracted from the data, namely, career progres-

sion, conflict management, teamwork, succession planning, work-life bal-

ance, skills and experience, and planning and strategy implementation. 

These themes are now discussed. 

5.1 Topic 1: Career Progression 

Some participants indicated that they had challenges with reconciling the 

aspirations of the younger academics with opportunities provided by the 

higher education sector. For example, Participant 1 from Case A said, “The 

issues that confront head of departments are today multigenerational. It is 

reconciling the aspirations of those up-and-coming academics and the fact 

that the academic life is not a kind of rewarding life … They are therefore 

reconciling the aspiration of a young up-and-coming academic with a future 

that they would love to have for themselves is the greatest challenge of them 

all”.  

Linked to the challenge of reconciling the career aspirations of your aca-

demics, other participants raised the issue of managing the salary expecta-

tions of young academics. Participant 2 from Case A remarked that, “Right 
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now, my sister, people don't want to work in higher education. The salary is 

very minimal if you do benchmarking, an industry where they can earn more 

than at a university, an industry where some of them really do work 9 to 5 

there's no extra work, not only do they do that, and they have more of those 

family work–life balance compared to higher education”. 

Other participants such as Participant 3 from Case C, raised the reluc-

tance of older academics in sharing their skills with younger academics, 

“Some of the lecturers that are going on retirement hold back on skills trans-

fer, they're not very open to share the skills and knowledge to the upcoming 

millennials for some reason. I don't know whether it’s a withdrawal because 

of retirement and they do not want to let go, but yes, they don't want to 

share, and skills transfer to other employees because they're of the thought 

that they can come back and part-time lecture in the department, but they 

fail to realize that they're over 65 and they need to leave room for improve-

ment for the younger generations”. Their reluctance at skills sharing could 

make younger academics feel like they are unwanted and unable to suc-

cessfully build their careers in the higher education sector. This exacerbates 

the challenge faced by managers reconciling the career aspirations of 

younger academics with the opportunities available in the sector. 

5.2 Topic 2: Conflict Management 

The participants' perspectives shed light on the challenges encountered in 

managing conflict among multiple generations of employees. According to 

Participant 2 from Case A, younger academics hold different views and per-

spectives that must align with the broader vision and culture of the entire 

department. The participants stated the following, “They (younger academ-

ics) have got different views and perspectives which also must align to the 

broader vision and culture of the entire department. Those are just some of 

the main challenges”.  

Some participants, such as Participant 4 from Case C and Participant 2 

from Case C, highlighted the clash between younger and older employees 

regarding the flexibility of rules. The younger generation tends to advocate 

for bending rules to accommodate their agendas, while the older generation 

maintains a strict and rigid adherence to established protocols. Participant 2 

from Case C stated, “The younger guys are often of the opinion that rules 

can be slightly bent and all that to accommodate their agenda whereas the 

older guys are very strict and rigid, and they operate within the agenda. And 

so that’s where sometimes conflicts come”. 

Participant 4 from Case C also highlighted conflict arising from disagree-

ments over the way things are done. According to this participant, the older 

generation adheres to established practices that the younger generation 

may not agree with, leading to tensions within the team. The participant stat-

ed the following, “Sometimes there is a conflict. So, for example, there are 

some from the older generation who say no we have done things, we do 

things a certain way that younger generation don’t agree with”. 
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5.3 Topic 3: Planning and Strategy Implementation 

Some participants such as Participant 1 from Case A and Participant 3 

from Case B, highlighted the risk posed by older academics to the attain-

ment of strategic goals as a manager. This is what Participant 3 from Case B 

said, “Largely they (older academics) pose a risk to my attainment of my 

strategic goals as a manager. That’s the greatest risk they pose. Secondly, 

change takes forever in the department, so I will take longer to get the de-

partment to operate in a manner that would make me happy as a new man-

ager. Therefore, by the time they are now ready to change I have lost half of 

probably a year, or I have lost one year in my term to achieve the objectives 

that are set. So that is the greatest risk they pose. Also, the unity within the 

staff complement also takes time to achieve because of the risk stands from 

older cohort of staff”.  

Additionally, other participants pointed out that the slow pace of change in 

the department poses a challenge to strategy implementation. For example, 

Participant 4 from Case C expressed frustration over the time it takes for the 

department to adapt to new ways of operating, which can hinder the man-

ager's ability to achieve objectives within their designated term. The partici-

pant remarked that, “It takes a bit more time to implement changes especial-

ly if there is a bit of resistance…it’s not just the old generation also younger 

generation sometimes who are resistant to do things a certain way…you 

know in a university there is a lot of predetermined processes that some-

times people don’t agree with or will take too long”. 

5.4 Topic 4: Skills and Experience 

The participants raised the differences in general experience and techno-

logical literacy of the different generations. Participant 4 from Case A and 

Participant 7 from Case B highlighted that the older generation faces difficul-

ties when it comes to adapting to changes, specifically in relation to technol-

ogy, particularly in the context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and the 

constraints imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic. Participant 7 from Case B 

said, “I think its aspects to do with technology, us being in the 4IR era also 

being within the pandemic space. My finding is that the older cohort is bat-

tling to use technology effectively”. 

Furthermore, Participant 2 from Case C mentioned the need to employ 

specialized individuals to assist the older generation in adapting to techno-

logical platforms such as the Blackboard LMS. The participant explained: “I 

think the older generation battled a bit. I had to employ special people, 

knowledgeable people in order to assist the older people into getting to work 

on the blackboard platform and things like that”. 

5.5 Topic 5: Succession Planning 

Some participants such as Participant 1 from Case A and Participant 3 

from Case B described the process of identifying talented students and en-

ticing them into an academic career through associated lecturer contracts 
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and the opportunity to pursue a PhD. However, the success rate of retaining 

these young academics was low, as they would either leave after a short 

period or struggle to complete their PhD due to workload challenges. The 

participant stated, “We identify bright students and entice them into an aca-

demic career, and we fix them contracts, what do you call, associated lec-

turers. We allow them to register for a PhD and hoping they would come and 

join the academy once they are done … And the success rate is so low, 

either they stick around for a year or two and leave because it’s not some-

thing they liked, or they are simply not able to finish because there is a thing 

called workload as well which is very difficult to allocate and the young up 

and coming academic would like to be exposed to opportunities where they 

can do research” 

Other participants, for example Participant 3 and Participant 4 from Case 

A, discussed the potential consequences of not replacing retiring professors 

at a professorial level. This situation may result in a gap where young aca-

demics, with PhDs but possibly not yet ready for promotion, fill the position 

as lecturers. While the intention is for these individuals to eventually ad-

vance to senior lecturers and develop their academic profile, it is crucial to 

consider the time it takes to reach a professorial level. This is what Partici-

pant 4 from Case A said, “What happens is that when that prof retires we do 

not replace that person at a professorial level because it’s a supernumerary 

post then we will have a young academic with probably a PhD, they may or 

may not be ready for promotion, but they will come in obviously as a lecturer 

but hoping that in the sort of the next year or two year you will end up with a 

senior lecturer in the department and the person will obviously focus on de-

veloping their  academic profile, etc. But if you look at the time that it takes to 

get someone to the prof level, you've got to be careful that you don't have 

too many of those in gaps in one place when you suddenly end up with an 

academic department that doesn't have enough professors and associate 

professors”. 

5.6 Topic 6: Teamwork 

This study’s findings revealed the challenges with collaboration between 

different generations of academic staff members managed by the partici-

pants. This was confirmed by Participant 3 from Case A who expressed 

concern about individuals being hesitant to provide feedback to their col-

leagues. The participant remarked that, “I have a staff complement that still 

believes they must stay on their lanes. So, if X sees that Y is doing some-

thing wrong, and instead of challenging them, they will rather keep quiet. It’s 

like if the HOD does not see the problem, others are most likely going to 

keep quiet and talk about it on the corridors”. This behaviour can lead to a 

lack of open communication and a reluctance to address problems directly.  

Additionally, Participant 4 from Case B, mentioned the difficulty of getting 

certain groups to volunteer and participate in tasks. This finding points to the 

presence of reluctance or resistance from specific groups to actively engage 

in collaborative efforts. The participant stated: “There are some tasks that 
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require colleagues to take part in…sometimes it is a challenge where you 

find that certain groups don't even want to volunteer to take part in whatever 

is happening”. 

Furthermore, Participant 5 from Case C highlighted the issue of individu-

als having a sense of always being correct and being intolerant of others' 

inputs and perceptions. The participant remarked that “It is the fact that peo-

ple have the sense of feeling that they are correct always, and not being 

tolerant of others' input and perceptions and so forth. So, it is not an easy 

thing to handle, but as a manager, you need to allow the opportunity of all to 

contribute towards something … We cannot have a sense of bullying or a 

sense of controlling or wanting what you feel is right. It may not be right for 

another or the rest”. 

5.7 Topic 7: Work-Life Balances Needs and Expectations 

The study participants expressed challenges with the work-life balance 

needs and expectations between the different generations of academics. 

Participant 2 from Case A emphasized the importance of managing work-

loads in academia, particularly for younger academics who are concurrently 

completing their studies. The participant stated that, “You also need to find 

how to manage workloads, which is an important thing in academia. Schol-

ars are drowning in teaching, because teaching is important, but the PhD is 

more important for them (younger academics), so how do we ensure that we 

are supporting them where the teaching is very structured so it doesn’t 

overwork them or overload them with work, which then sacrifices the PhD 

agenda and the goal for the department”. This statement highlights the need 

to strike a balance between teaching responsibilities and the pursuit of a 

PhD.  

Additionally, Participant 4 from Case B, shared their personal policy of not 

communicating with the team on weekends to establish boundaries between 

work and personal life. This practice was aimed at creating a work environ-

ment where employees were not expected to be constantly available outside 

of working hours. By setting clear boundaries, it allows for personal time and 

fosters a healthier work-life balance. The participant said, “I have a thing, a 

policy that I don't communicate with my team on weekends, so that they're 

not expected to be sending me emails even during the week after 5 and, so 

that we understand, we create boundaries around how we're going to sepa-

rate the work and the personal life, so that also we can have personal lives 

and also connect without own families” 

Furthermore, Participant 5 from Case C emphasized the significance of 

providing upfront work schedules to help employees better manage their 

work-life balance. By communicating detailed schedules, employees can 

plan their responsibilities, including family commitments, thereby facilitating 

a more balanced integration of work and personal life. The participant re-

marked that, “I give the schedule upfront, it helps them to plan their work–life 

balance, when to fetch the kids etc., so for me, communication is vital, as 

detailed as possible and planning and organizing the department, because if 

http://www.ijarbm.org/


 

The Complexities of Managing a Multigenerational Academic Workforce in the South African 
Higher Education Sector 

IJARBM – International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management 
Vol. 05 / Issue 01, pp. 42-61, January 2024  
ISSN: 2700-8983 | an Open Access Journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing 

This paper is available online 
at 

www.ijarbm.org  

you can do that, you don't have to control so much. because you don't want 

to be a micromanager”. 

6 Discussion 

The current study highlights the challenges arising from different career 

progression expectations among staff members from various generations. 

Creating meaningful career pathways and opportunities for growth is neces-

sary to motivate and engage younger generations in academia. Addressing 

salary expectations and benchmarking salaries to remain competitive is also 

important (Berk, 2013; Hannay & Fretwell, 2011; Mofokeng, 2017). The ex-

isting academic career progression model may not align with the prefer-

ences of Gen X and Gen Y, who value talent and contribution recognition 

over tenure (Berk, 2013; Hannay & Fretwell, 2011; Mofokeng, 2017). Man-

agers are faced with the challenge of balancing the demands, goals, and 

financial expectations of younger academics (Joshi et al., 2010). 

Succession planning is a challenge in managing a multigenerational aca-

demic workforce. It requires creating an environment that attracts and sup-

ports young academics' professional development and research opportuni-

ties to ensure their retention. Strategic succession planning is necessary to 

balance promotions and maintain a sustainable pool of experienced aca-

demics. Knowledge transfer and succession planning are crucial for facilitat-

ing a smooth transition and providing growth opportunities for younger gen-

erations (CIPD, 2014). 

Managing conflict between different generations involves finding a bal-

ance in intergenerational perspectives and disagreements on approaches to 

work. It requires integrating diverse perspectives while maintaining organiza-

tional coherence. Understanding and bridging the gap between generational 

perspectives on work processes and approaches is essential (Fraone et al., 

2008; Harris, 2015). Effective conflict resolution and fostering teamwork are 

necessary in multigenerational workforces, as organizations incur significant 

costs due to conflict (Dirrler & Podruzsik, 2022). Leaders must adapt their 

leadership style to mitigate low morale, decreased productivity, job dissatis-

faction, and increased turnover (Maier et al., 2015; Mencl & Lester, 2014; 

Salahuddin, 2010). Mechanistic organizations such as higher education insti-

tutions often experience resistive intergenerational interactions due to weak 

normative contexts, which can lead to conflict, competition, and closure 

(Joshi et al., 2010). 

Technological literacy and skill gaps among different generations pose a 

challenge in managing the academic workforce. Older academics may 

struggle to keep up with technological advancements, hindering their effec-

tive engagement with new tools and platforms. Targeted interventions, train-

ing programs, and resources are necessary to address these challenges and 

support older generations in utilizing technology. Recognizing and address-

ing diverse skill sets and experiences across generations is crucial (Berk, 

2013; Hannay & Fretwell, 2011; Poblete & Nieto, 2020).  
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Teamwork is a challenge in fostering collaboration and a sense of collec-

tive responsibility among younger generations. Strategies should encourage 

greater involvement and contribution from younger academics to enhance 

teamwork and departmental cohesion. Limited training on developing team-

work among team members of different ages may contribute to this chal-

lenge (Dokadia et al., 2015; Eberz, 2020). 

Work-life balance is a challenge in managing a multigenerational work-

place. Providing support, structured teaching arrangements, and respecting 

personal time are crucial to avoid overworking and overwhelming young 

academics. Effective communication and organizational support enable em-

ployees to navigate their work-life responsibilities (Cennamo & Gardner, 

2008; Gursoy et al., 2013). 

Managing multigenerational academic staff members may have adverse 

effects on planning and strategy implementation. Resistance to change from 

the older generation and potential resistance from the younger generation 

impact the department's ability to adapt and achieve objectives. Change 

management is important in addressing these challenges (Maier et al., 2015; 

Mencl & Lester, 2014; Joshi et al., 2010). Resistive intergenerational interac-

tions create difficulties for managers in implementing departmental plans 

(Joshi et al., 2010). 

7 Conclusion 

This purpose of this study was to examine the challenges of managing a 

multigenerational workforce of academics in the South African higher educa-

tion sector. The study identified eight challenges faced by managers that 

lead a multigenerational workforce of academics. These were attitudes and 

values, career progression, conflict management, teamwork, succession 

planning, work-life balance, skills, and experience, planning and strategy 

implementation. The challenges, articulated by the participants in this study, 

were confirmed by existing literature. This shows that the higher education 

sector is not immune from the challenges that come with a multigenerational 

workforce.  

This study contributes to the literature on multiple generations in higher 

education by identifying eight challenges faced by heads of departments in 

managing a multigenerational academic workforce. It validates the proposi-

tion that mechanistic organizations with a weak normative context fall within 

the resistive end of the intergenerational interactions continuum,  

characterized by mutual distrust and conflict between generations (Joshi 

et al., 2010). 

The study has the following implications for higher education institutions.  

• They should provide ongoing support, training, and resources to 

bridge the technological gap between generations.  

• Clear and transparent career development paths that align with the 

expectations of different generations should be established. This 

may involve training, mentorship programs, and advancement op-

portunities.  
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• Cross-generational knowledge sharing initiatives should be imple-

mented to encourage collaboration and mentorship. 

• Succession planning programs should be comprehensive and con-

sider the skills and experience required for key positions.  

• Policies promoting work-life balance should be adopted, along with 

cultivating a culture that values employees' well-being.  

For heads of departments the following implications apply:  

• They must encourage teamwork and an inclusive culture.  

• Team-building activities and collaborative decision-making process-

es can promote understanding and cohesion among team members.  

• It is important for heads of departments to understand the values, 

motivations, and communication styles of different generations so 

that they can better meet their needs and expectations.  

• It is also important for department heads to avoid generational ste-

reotypes themselves and to see the strengths each generation pos-

sesses. 

The findings of the study are based on the experiences of the heads of 

academic departments with regards to the effective management of a multi-

generational academic workforce in the South African public higher educa-

tion sector. Therefore, the findings are limited to the South African public 

higher education sector. Additionally, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

face-to-face interviews had to be replaced by virtual interviews to ensure 

participants and researcher’s safety. Thus, the observance of participants' 

body language cues, behaviour and eye contact was limited and/or practical-

ly impossible as the video functionality on MS Teams was not used due to 

bandwidth challenges. Furthermore, unforeseen interruptions in participants' 

homes could not be avoided by the researcher. Therefore, the interview pro-

cess could not be guaranteed to be totally private and interruption-free, thus 

the responses of participants may have been influenced by these conditions. 

This study was limited to public higher education institutions in South Africa. 

Future research could conduct a similar study with private higher education 

institutions in South Africa or elsewhere. Furthermore, a comparative study 

could be conducted on the similarities and differences of elements that com-

prise an integrated framework for the effective management of multigenera-

tional academic staff members in the South African private and public higher 

education institutions. Similar studies could be conducted in other sectors as 

well. 
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