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OVER HALF OF AMERICA’S COLLEGE PRESIDENTS ARE 
over 60 years old, according to a 2017 report from the 
American Council on Education. As baby boomers are nearing 
retirement, a new generation of leaders will take the reins. 
Alongside the Lake Michigan coast in Eastern Wisconsin, the 
board of trustees of Lakeshore Technical College (LTC) passed 
the torch to me, a millennial, following the retirement of a 
successful, long-tenured baby boomer CEO. This generational 
transition was a deliberate decision by the board. A change 
in leadership typically results in institutional shock, but the 
shock is unique when a new leader has an entirely different 
generational perspective. 

Generational behaviors are not random. Baby boomers 
were promised the American Dream as post-war babies. 
They experienced the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, 
Elvis Presley, and the cultural changes of the 60s together. 
Millennials witnessed the Columbine High School tragedy 
while still in school, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 as we were 
coming of age, and the Great Recession as we entered the 
workforce. Life experiences, and the timing of when they 
occur in a person’s life, drive behavior.

This article outlines three different world views between 
baby boomers and millennials, how transitioning to different 

world views is playing out at LTC, and how boards can be 
supportive of millennial CEOs.

Baby boomers may be driven to advance to leadership 
positions by a desire to attain the status and perks associated 
with the position, title, and office. Earning a leadership position 
is said to be seen by baby boomers as a reflection of years of 
hard work and paying one’s dues. Millennials, on the other hand, 
are driven to make a difference in the world. Boards can expect 
new millennial leaders to rally the troops differently than former 
baby boomer CEOs do. One way this has played out at LTC is 
the goal of increasing total enrollment versus full-time equivalent 
(FTE) students. 

FTE students are calculated by total credits completed divided 
by the total number of credits considered full-time. FTEs 
traditionally have been the focal point of many college strategic 
plans because public funding mechanisms reward FTE growth. 
Budgets are important, but having the greatest impact possible is 
what drives millennials. Impact is best measured by the individual 
lives we touch, not a calculation. To assist in the transition of 
focus to total enrollment, LTC’s internal messaging shifted to 
providing hope to the most vulnerable in the community. LTC is 
focusing on the number of adults with a high school diploma as 
their highest level of attainment and the number of households 
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In his book, Invisible: How Millennials Are Changing the Way 
We Sell, T. Scott Gross makes the case that most millennials love 
being part of a team. Being part of a team means bringing experts 
together, reaching a collective decision, and the CEO taking 
ultimate responsibility for that decision. 

At LTC, transition to collective decision making is occurring 
through the leadership team moving to a common office suite, 
hosting all-college input sessions on topics like the budget 
(and acting on the input received), and swapping one-on-one 
updates with the CEO to group updates so everyone has the 
same information. This transition has not been without hiccups. 
People, out of habit, still ask the CEO to make decisions that are 
best made by others. The CEO redirects them to the appropriate 
person or team to reach the best conclusion. For some, the 
referral is welcome. For others, they interpret the referral 
as diminishing their source of power in the college. From a 
millennial’s perspective, bolstering self-reliance and collaboration 
enhances one’s power, not diminishes it.

How can boards support the transition to a millennial CEO? 
First, recognize and appreciate that generational experiences 
lead to vastly different world views, which play out in leadership 
styles, priorities, and decision making. Second, assumptions 
and expectations of the past might need to change in the 
future. Enthusiastically support these changes. Third, bolster 
communication and strengthen the relationship between the 
CEO and the board to establish boundaries within strategic and 
operational decisions.

Transitioning between generations always presents challenges 
and opportunities. Understanding the different generational 
perspectives can make adapting to these changes and getting the 
most out of them easier.
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classified as “asset-limited, income-constrained, employed” 
(ALICE) by the United Way. Given that LTC’s service region is 
at full employment, focusing on these populations is necessary 
to elevate our skilled workforce. Faculty and staff have been 
energized by the transition because every student served counts.

WorkplaceTrends.com conducted a survey of 412 millennials 
and found that 43 percent are motivated to become leaders 
in order to empower others. The top-down, pyramid-style 
organizational structure baby boomers tend to prefer conflicts 
with the flat, team-centered organization millennials prefer. LTC 
has begun establishing an organizational structure which, by 
design, encourages communication, breaks down silos, reinforces 
teamwork, and facilitates decision making by individuals nearest 
to events and circumstances. This ongoing reorganization has 
been supported by moving from a top-down organizational 
chart listing every level and function to a circular organizational 
chart describing organizational impact without names. This may 
seem insignificant, but it has had a major impact on mindsets, 
relationships, and power sources.

The development of the college’s new strategic plan involved 
75 percent of the LTC team actively participating in an open-
dialogue meeting process (i.e., staff attended open-dialogue 
meetings as opposed to just filling out an electronic survey). 
Once the strategic plan was set, an annual plan was developed 
by a cross-functional team of faculty and staff without leadership 
team members, including the CEO — me — participating in the 
process. All managers are establishing empowerment lanes for 
their teams. These lanes outline areas in which team members 
are empowered to make decisions without asking for approval. 
The manager is then responsible for supporting whatever 
decision is made.

Baby boomers typically are very structured in their thinking. 
They create structural organizational charts and establish 
hierarchical decision-making protocols, which contributes to 
an environment where those at the top are viewed as the only 
people with the authority and knowledge to make decisions. 
Millennials emphasize empowerment and inclusivity, and they 
recognize the collective over the individual. Millennial leaders do 
not see themselves in the role of playing referee; rather, they see 
themselves in the role of facilitating collaborative decision making. 
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