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“Kids these days ...” Have you ever found yourself wondering 

why the next generation behaves the way it does? If you’re 

over 45 years old, you probably have. For centuries, as far 

back as Socrates, older generations have been perplexed by 

their younger counterparts. Wired to change the status quo, 

younger people want to evolve society forward, while older 

generations want keep the establishment running smoothly. 

For instance, in their youth Baby Boomers fought for civil 

rights, while Millennials at the same age are now fighting to 

save the planet from climate change.

Every generation has a unique view on

the world shaped by their experience

of major societal events and how

they were raised by their parents. We

know that people are complicated

and shouldn’t be stereotyped, yet

sometimes it’s helpful to better

understand the “onion layers” that

may influence their values, such as

their gender, personality type or

generational perspectives. When

conflicts arise in the workplace—or at

home—understanding why someone

thinks and behaves a certain way can

help us gain some perspective … and

frankly, be less judgmental.

Traditionalists
There are four generations currently

alive in the U.S., each with a story

to tell. The oldest among us, the

Traditionalist generation (born

1915–1945), were alive during the

Depression and World War II. Both

of these events, along with other

major milestones during that era,

profoundly affected this generation’s

view of life and work. During times

of hardship they often didn’t know

where to find their next meal or if

they would have electricity during

the winter, so it’s understandable

that frugality became an enduring

life value. To this day, many older

adults—now in their 80s and 90s—

pay in cash and hoard household

goods “for a rainy day.”

This older cohort also embraced

values of loyalty and patriotism. The

effects of both World Wars, along

with financial adversities, brought

communities together because they

were fighting the same battles. It’s

no wonder many call them “the

greatest generation.” They served

our country valiantly and sacrificed

on behalf of their families. Their

healthy respect for authority learned

in the military ultimately translated

into a “command and control” style

of management—i.e., do what

you’re told without question. Over

time, their mission-driven work

ethic was esteemed as a badge of

honor. Work was considered a noble

calling—i.e., good for its own sake,

not something that one did for self-

fulfillment. That would be the cry of

future generations.

TRADITIONALISTS  
(born 1915–1945)

THEIR VALUES:

• Hard work

• Sacrifice

• Respect for authority

• Following the rules

Traditionalist Richard Reade is the epitome of an industry lifer. He founded Mid-Continent Aircraft

Corp. in 1949 and was instrumental in forming NAAA, serving as the association’s first president in 

1967. He still works at Mid-Continent to this day.
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Baby Boomers
Baby Boomers (born 1946–1964) were

a massive population resulting from

a surge of births after World War II.

Boasting 80 million, this generation

was raised as media darlings. There

were high expectations placed on

them from their parents and society at

large, who believed in their potential

to achieve greatness. They became

the first largely college-educated

generation, with women entering the

workforce in great numbers.

In their formative years, they

witnessed tremendous turbulence

with the Vietnam War and the fight

for Civil Rights. It was a time of

profound societal change and pushing

back against “the establishment.” A

popular phrase in the 1960s became,

“Don’t trust anyone over the age of

30.” Remember long hair and rock

music? Both were symbols of the

Boomers’ free spirit and rebellion

against authority.

Yet, when they entered the workforce

that all changed. They quickly realized

that to successfully compete with their

80 million peers, they needed to march

to a different beat … that of workplace

conformity. Rebelling against their

parents was out; respecting supervisor

authority was in. “Free love” turned

into paying dues from the ground

up. Boomers learned that it was the

Traditionalists’ ballgame, and they had

to play by the rules or they were out

of a job.

Another way they could earn their

stripes was by the amount of time

they clocked in on the job. Having

been raised by parents who never

let them forget “how good they

had it,” the Boomers adopted a

live-to-work mentality, proving to

the Traditionalists that they were

sacrificing at work, much like their

parents sacrificed during the wars.

They adopted “face time” (not the

iPhone app!), which meant arriving at

work before the boss and leaving after

the boss. Work ethic became defined

as much by the hours put into the job,

not just the quality of work delivered.

BABY BOOMERS  
(born 1946–1964)

THEIR VALUES:

• “Live to work”

• Pay your dues

• Face time

• Respect for seniority

Baby Boomers such as Stan Jones of Top Hat Ag are the backbone of the industry—and NAAA.

Jones served as NAAA President in 1986. He’s also a mentor. See “The Protégé” on pg. 37 to learn 

more about his pupil.
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All grown up, today’s Baby Boomers 

have a looming question in front of 

them: when to retire. Healthier and 

“younger” than their parents were at 

the same age (who were not expected 

to live past 65 when social security 

was established in 1935), Boomers 

may outlive their retirement money. 

Further, their live-to-work mentality is 

as alive as ever, with a work stamina far 

outpacing expectations of when they 

should give up the reigns of leadership. 

Generation X
Generation X (born 1965–1980) came 

into the world in the shadow of the Baby 

Boomers. Nearly half the size of the 

previous generation, only 46 million, this 

cohort has always felt a bit overlooked 

by society. They didn’t have any activist 

causes to support and were never courted 

by the media the way Boomers were. 

Additionally, many were children of 

double income parents and raised as 

“latchkey kids”—i.e., coming home after 

school to an empty house. They learned 

to fend for themselves and became 

fiercely independent from an early age. 

They also learned a general distrust 

of societal institutions. Watergate 

caused them to question governmental 

authority and the high rate of divorce 

among their parents (almost unheard 

of in the previous generation) led 

to many not getting married or not 

wanting to have children. Their cynical 

attitude has often felt abrasive to 

Boomers and Millennials who felt 

more embraced by society and adopted 

a more optimistic outlook.

A positive expression of Generation 

X independence came in the form of 

technology. As PCs became popular 

in the 1980s when many Generation 

Xers were in their teens, they became 

forerunners in the 1990s dot-com 

boom, founding such name brands such 

as Google and Amazon. Yet today’s rise 

of social media has bypassed many of 

this generation since it became popular 

after they were 35 years old. This tends 

to be a cutoff age for “early adopters” of 

technology advancements. People over 

the age of 35 when new technologies 

come out are more likely to see them as 

“tools” rather than as “cool.”

As Generation X has aged—now 

in their mid-30s to late-40s—they 

have encountered a new challenge: 

weighing career advancement with 

work-life balance. While many are 

waiting for Baby Boomers to retire 

their leadership seats, others would 

rather forgo the stress and remain 

individual contributors. It poses a 

significant problem, especially for 

small companies unsure if or when this 

generation will replace the Boomers 

after their delayed retirements. 

GENERATION X  
(born 1965–1980)

THEIR VALUES:

• Independence

• Self-reliance

• Entrepreneurism

• Cynicism

• “Work to live”

• Work-life balance

“Gen X ag pilots are very independent with a high risk/

high reward mentality. We’re a lot of one-man, one-plane 

operations. Millennial pilots are different. They have trouble 

with the cyclical nature of our seasonal work. They want a 

guaranteed salary, not risk.” 
—Gen Xer Kyle Scott, owner of Scott Aviation Inc.

Gen Xers like Joe Farwell represent the 

next wave of industry leaders. For more on 

Farwell’s family operation, Triple F Flying Inc., 

see pg. 26.P
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Millennials
Larger than the Baby Boomer 

generation, the Millennials (born 

1981–2000) top 100 million and are 

the children of the second-half of 

the Boomers. Many were profoundly 

shaped by “helicopter” parenting—

extreme involvement and “hovering” 

over their children’s lives. This style 

is typified by overscheduling of 

extracurricular activities, rewarding 

effort without necessarily rebuking 

failure, advocating on their behalf 

with teachers and even negotiating 

compensation with potential employers. 

Lest we become judgmental of this 

parenting style, we should understand 

that the sense of protectiveness and 

desire to build the self-esteem of 

Millennials stems from the Boomers’ 

heartfelt effort to rescue them from 

hardships they faced growing up. 

It’s with good reason. With the 

societal upheaval after 9/11 and the 

ensuing global terrorism, Millennials 

have learned that the world is a 

dangerous place. Yet, unlike previous 

generations, they haven’t felt a need 

to rebel against their parents—or 

other authority figures—because 

home has been a safe haven from the 

harsh realities of the world. Social 

unrest has also motivated them to 

be mission-driven world changers—

many opting for nonprofit or 

political activism careers. Climate 

change, food shortages and human 

trafficking are some of the issues 

front-and-center for this generation 

that wants to make a positive impact 

on society.

On the work front, they tend to have 

different expectations of work-life 

balance and career advancement 

than previous generations. Believing 

that one’s home life should be 

integrated (not just balanced) with 

work, many Millennials would rather 

not “clock in and out” of their job; 

instead, come and go as they please 

as long as they deliver their work 

product. Since mobile technology is 

a substantial part of their lives, most 

feel it should be accepted on the 

job. Isn’t it O.K. to text your boss if 

you’re running late? 

MILLENNIALS  
(born 1981–2000)

THEIR VALUES:

• High expectations/ 

Self-esteem

• Strong parental influence

• Saving the environment

• Technology focused

• Multi-tasking

• Question everything

• Work-life balance

• Doing work they enjoy

Millennial Brad Giordano is a mixer/loader for Crabbe Aviation in Mechanicsville, Va. Giordano is 

also a pilot who has aspirations of becoming an ag pilot someday.
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They also love to question 

everything. Some people even 

jokingly call them Generation 

Why (a play on their other label, 

Generation Y.) Encouraged by their 

parents—and by Google—to be 

inquisitive, this generation wants 

to know what makes the world 

tick. For example, if they’re given 

a menial task at work they like to 

understand how it supports the 

larger business goals. So when 

they’re kept in the loop, they’re 

more likely to be engaged because 

they feel like they’re making an 

impact. It’s that mission-driven 

spirit rising up again. 

Unfortunately, Millennials are often 

misunderstood by older generations 

who criticize them for being 

“entitled” or “lazy.” In reality, this is a 

highly engaged generation that has 

more opportunities to change the 

world than previous generations due 

to the rapid pace of technological 

advancements. Yes, it’s true that 

unlike the Traditionalists, Millennials 

are looking for self-fulfillment from 

their work. Yet, if we’re honest with 

ourselves, what person wouldn’t want 

the chance to use their gifts to make 

a difference in the world? Maybe this 

generation is finally able to realize 

aspirations their predecessors could 

only dream about. And maybe it’s 

our job to help them soar.

Generations in Ag Aviation
The agricultural aviation sector is 

facing multiple generational issues. 

Among them are the retirement 

prospects of Baby Boomers; the overall 

shortage of young ag professionals; 

and specifically the shortage of 

Millennials committed to ag aviation. 

Each of these areas poses unique 

challenges to an industry that has the 

lofty challenge of feeding 9 billion 

people by 2050. 

In ag aviation, many Traditionalists 

either started or inherited their 

parent’s business. They learned to 

“pay their dues” and didn’t expect to 

fly until they first learned to wash an 

airplane. They instilled this value in 

their Baby Boomer successors, whom 

they readily promoted into leadership 

roles; yet it appears that many 

Boomers aren’t jumping at the chance 

to turn over operations to their next 

generation of employees. 

This reluctance by the Boomers is 

in part due to an anticipated longer 

lifespan than their parents. Since 

Traditionalists expected that they 

wouldn’t live past 65 years old, 

succession planning was more top 

of mind for them. Today, however, 

Boomers have a longer life expectancy, 

so “65 is the new 45.” That’s little 

comfort to Generation X pilots, many 

of whom want to fill the executive seat, 

not just the cockpit. Getting restless, 

some of them are already leaving for 

greener pastures. 

Another challenge is the shortage of 

Millennials in agriculture overall and 

within ag aviation, specifically. For 

the Traditionalists, agriculture was 

considered a wholesome way of life—a 

value that was passed to the Baby 

Boomers, many of whom followed 

in their father’s footsteps. A career 

in ag was simply assumed. Moreover, 

since many Traditionalists didn’t 

even graduate high school, the idea 

of pursuing a different career didn’t 

seem possible. It wasn’t until the Baby 

Boomers, who placed a premium on 

higher education, that the idea of a life 

outside of ag became a career value 

for their children: Generation X and 

Millennials. 

It’s no wonder that many of today’s 

Boomer farmers are encouraging their 

kids to get a college degree and land a 

white collar job. It can be frustrating for 

GENERATIONAL FACTORS IN AG AVIATION

TRADITIONALISTS

(1915–1945)

BABY BOOMERS

(1946–1964)

GENERATION X

(1965–1980)

MILLENNIALS

(1981–2000)

• Likely started or inherited  

ag operation

• “Command and control” 

approach to management

• Not tech savvy

• Comfortable retiring and 

handing off reins to  

next generation

• Grew up in profession

• Paid dues from ground up

• Not as tech savvy

• Don’t want to retire

• Independent

• “Get it done” mindset

• Comfortable with  
cyclical pay 

• O.K. with high risk/reward

• Less inclined toward ag

• Prefer not to “pay dues”

• Need reassurance 

• Risk averse

• Tech savvy but not 
mechanically savvy

“I believe that if you don’t understand failure, you don’t 

appreciate success.” 
—Baby Boomer Dennie Stokes, owner of Stokes Flying Service
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the blue collar ag aviation industry that

relies heavily on manual labor. Layer on

the fact that the blue collar Millennials

who pursue entry-level ag aviation jobs

have been influenced by their peers’

high expectations for fulfilling work

and desire for rapid promotion. So

washing a plane and mixing chemicals

doesn’t seem nearly as glamorous as

actually flying and spraying.

Generational Voices in NAAA
Yet not every Millennial adopts these

mainstream views. Luke Johnson, who

flies for Boardman Aerial Spraying Inc.

in Henderson, Nebraska, admittedly

goes against the grain of his generation.

“I had to sacrifice a lot for this job,”

says Johnson, including relocating from

his home state of Montana to live in

Nebraska full time. “There are things I

still miss, but in order to do what I love

and fly, this is the price I had to pay. It’s

a byproduct of the parenting I received.

Kids these days want to have their

cake and eat it too. No one is beyond

learning that things aren’t just going to

be given to you.”

Johnson’s hardworking attitude has

indeed paid off—in 2012 he earned

NAAA’s prestigious John Robert

Horne Memorial Award given to a

pilot who has an exemplary safety

record and five or less years of

experience in an ag aircraft.

Generation Xer Reid Potter, of

Lakeland Dusters Aviation Inc. in

Corcoran, California, believes that for

those whose work ethic needs some

sprucing up, that rare supervisor can

make all the difference. “Some of the

crew show up late, don’t pay attention

to the job and seem like they’re going

through the motions,” Potter says. “A

lot of that is based on how solid the

supervisor is. It’s tough to find good

supervisors—the ones who are really

reliable and focused on getting things

done correctly.”

In addition to work ethic issues,

learning to deal with failure is a

frustration for both Millennials

and their bosses. Raised by rescuing

parents and overprotective schools,

many Millennials simply weren’t

given the opportunity to learn from

their mistakes. Dennie Stokes, Baby

Boomer owner of Stokes Flying

Service in Parkin, Arkansas, puts it

this way: “Most Boomers understand

that things aren’t always going to

work out. Today’s young people just

don’t understand failure because

everyone gets a trophy. Sometimes

you don’t make the team. Generation

Xers understand failure better, having

learned to be more independent and

make decisions. I believe that if you

don’t understand failure, you don’t

appreciate success.”
442 Airport Road, Greenwood, MS 38930  •   www.kimmelinsurance.com

800-647-9397
THE KIMMELS HAVE YOU COVERED.

Reliable Service for over 40 Years

“ The Kimmels have been our insurance provider and 
family friends across three generations. We can’t 
imagine doing business with anyone else.”  
— Kenny & Michael Christmas, Christmas Flying Service, SHELBY, MISSISSIPPI

Long-time members of NAAA will tell you that some of their 

best pilots were recruited at one of NAAA’s conferences. 
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www.AgJunction.com

8444 N. 90th Street, Suite 130 

Scottsdale, Arizona  85258 USA

Phone: (480) 348-9919  

Toll Free 800-247-3808 

Satloc® LiteStar III
The next generation in 
affordable entry-level  
GPS guidance

The LiteStar III is the next generation entry-level  

guidance system for aerial applicators. The all new L7 lightbar and 

intuitive controller will simplify and improve all types of spraying 

applications. Key features include:

•  Back to the basics, low cost solution

•  Redesigned controller features simplified navigation set-up and guidance options

•  System engineered for future upgrades and features, includes Phase I. Phase II coming soon 

with a host of additional features and capabilities.

•  Minimizes fatigue and improves safety with the ultra-bright L7 Lightbar

•  Expect a quick return on investment with a low cost, reliable option for aircraft guidance



Succeeding at intergenerational 

communication is another challenge 

for most owners, pilots and 

crew. A generation of texters has 

cropped up, and according to Rick 

Boardman, owner of Boardman 

Aerial Spraying and a Gen Xer, it 

is making communication more 

difficult. “I dislike emails and I’m 

slow at texting,” says Boardman, who 

is also NAAA’s 2015 president. “But 

Millennials do it all the time; they 

can’t function without their iPhone! 

We’ll text our loaders to let them 

know we’re on our way back in. But 

they can text without even looking at 

their phone. I admit it … I’m a late 

adopter and don’t like technology. I 

get my assistant to do it for me.”

While not all Generation Xers are 

racing to their mobile devices, most 

would agree that their independent 

streak has helped them succeed at ag 

aviation. Kyle Scott of Scott Aviation 

Inc. in Fort Morgan, Colorado, 

contrasts his generation of ag pilots 

to Millennials: “Gen X ag pilots are 

very independent with a high risk/

high reward mentality. We’re a lot 

of one-man, one-plane operations. 

Millennial pilots are different. They 

have trouble with the cyclical nature 

of our seasonal work. They don’t 

like ups and downs. They want a 

guaranteed salary, not risk.”

The additional challenge in recruiting 

great ag pilots is the lack of pilots 

who were raised on farms. In the 

absence of having both flying and ag 

experience, on balance many would 

agree that having a passion for ag is 

more important than flying skills. So 

how do you screen for commitment? 

Long-time members of NAAA 

would tell you that some of their 

best pilots were recruited at one of 

NAAA’s conferences. 

“Young pilots eager to land their first 

seat will attend our conventions to 

network and make a great impression 

on their future boss,” says Andrew 

Moore, NAAA’s Executive Director. 

“Investing time and resources in 

a professional association shows 

dedication to their profession. They’re 

planting seeds for a bright and 

promising future.” 

Shira Harrington, founder and president 

of Purposeful Hire, Inc., has a passion 

for fostering generational harmony 

in the workplace. A Generation Xer, 

she considers herself a bridge between 

Boomers and Millennials, helping all 

three generations better understand the 

values and differences each brings to 

the table. A recruiter and career coach 

in the Washington, D.C. area, Shira is 

committed to the mission of her company, 

“For every hire, there is a higher 

purpose.” She can be reached at shira@

purposefulhire.com or (703) 508-9573.
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CASE STUDIES

How Would You Handle These Situations?

I
n our cover story, Shira Harrington 

peeled back the “onion layers” to reveal 

factors that have influenced different 

generations in your workplace orbit. 

We hope those insights give you a better 

understanding and perhaps even a greater 

appreciation for the Millennials, Generation 

Xers, Baby Boomers and Traditionalists you 

encounter in your daily life. Ultimately, the 

goal is to put these generational insights 

to good use to help you communicate with 

supervisors, crew, customers and members 

of the community better.

With that in mind, Shira has prepared three 

case studies to mull over. Consider how 

you would handle each situation if you 

were in the operator’s or employee’s shoes. 

Operators and pilots also are invited to 

email NAAA with their response to any or 

all of the case studies. Please email your 

solutions by March 18 to information@

agaviation.org with “Generational Case 

Studies” in the subject line. The operator 

and pilot responses we receive will form the 

basis for a follow-up piece by Harrington. 

Shira will aggregate readers’ solutions and 

share her own thoughts for an article that 

will appear in the next issue. 

Note: NAAA reserves the right to edit 

responses for space and clarity. If you 

would prefer to remain anonymous, please 

state that in your email and your name will 

be withheld from the article. 

Operators and pilots, Shira Harrington 

wants to hear from you! If you would like to 

participate in part 2 of this article, please 

email your solutions to information@

agaviation.org with “Generational Case 

Studies” in the subject line. Responses are 

due by March 18 for possible inclusion in 

the next article.

Read the following scenarios and tell us how you would address the situations. 

Case Study No. 1
65-year-old Bill inherited ACE Aviators from his father 20 years ago and has grown the 

business impressively since then. When he hired 40-year-old Kevin five years ago, it was with 

the hope that he would take over the business “someday.” In fact, Kevin has proved to be a 

rock star. He’s done a great job as a pilot and has taken a real interest in the business. Yet, 

despite Kevin’s attempts to tell Bill that he’s ready to assume a larger role in the company, 

Bill is still holding on. He doesn’t know when he’s going to retire and still feels quite healthy 

and energetic. What Bill doesn’t realize is that Kevin is already shopping around for other jobs 

because he thinks that his prospect for promotion will stretch on indefinitely.

Your turn: How can Bill start succession planning to transition Kevin into the No. 1 

role while still having a hand in the business operations until he’s ready to retire?

Case Study No. 2
Frank, a 60-year-old owner of ACME Dusters, has some generational challenges on 

his hands. Jack, his 40-year-old crew supervisor, is great at making the operations run 

smoothly, but he can’t seem to motivate his staff. He’s fast and efficient and expects his 

young crew to be the same way. When they slack off on the job, he’s quick to criticize them 

for lacking the same work ethic. Justin, a 25-year-old crew member, has had enough. He 

can’t understand why Jack is so tightly wound. Can’t Jack just chill out a little? If this keeps 

up, he’s going to quit.

Your turn: How would you help Jack and Justin to work things out?

Case Study No. 3
Ashton, a 26-year-old pilot, has potential to be a decent pilot but also has a lot of room 

to improve. When 56-year-old owner Steve originally hired him, Ashton came right off a 

summer of banner towing, without any ag experience. Steve knew he was taking a risk on 

Ashton, but he was desperate for an extra pilot that year. The challenge is that Ashton is 

very sensitive when receiving criticism. Steve admittedly tends to have a pretty big bark, but 

it’s overwhelming to Ashton who is used to feedback that’s more “constructive.” After all, 

Ashton was given plenty of “atta boys” by his parents, so why shouldn’t his boss treat him 

the same way?

Your turn: How would you advise Steve and Ashton to better understand each 

other’s preferences for giving and receiving feedback?
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