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The Times, They Are A Changin':
An Examination of Generational Differences and Their Impact on Veterinary
Practice

Have you ever been forced to work closely and collaboratively with someone whose world
view differed starkly from yours? With someone whose value system and priorities were influenced
by different life experiences than yours? How would you approach working alongside someone
quite different from you in age and outlook? Would you consider it a positive, a negative, or both?
These are not hypothetical questions. These issues confront workplaces across the world on a daily
basis. With people from all generations spending longer and longer periods in their profession and
retiring at later ages, the issue of different generations learning to work side-by-side in a cohesive
and productive fashion is one of ever-increasing importance. In this essay, [ will examine some of
the issues presented in a veterinary practice where a Baby Boomer works alongside a GenXer. [ will
further explore how we might apply a medical SOAP format in a different fashion and some potential
tools that each generation can utilize in order to appreciate and work well with others.

A SOAP (subjective, objective, assessment and plan) is a method of documenting and
approaching medical problems in an organized and consistent manner. After composing countless
SOAPs on countless patients, I have realized the usefulness of SOAPing in solving any problem,
including those that are not medically related. In fact, SOAPing can be applied beyond the typical
medical case to treat real life issues. In order to troubleshoot and achieve positive outcomes in the
work place described in the SEF scenario, I have applied an organized SOAP-like architecture to
help understand and resolve the potential issues. Using this approach, | hope to provide structure to
the analysis and offer my thought process behind the resolution of each potential conflict identified
within the scenario. Below is a description of the components of medical SOAP, followed by a
description of how this methodology will be applied to each problem identified within the SEF

scenario.

Subjective: The subjective section lists, in narrative format, the history of the problems from
the perspective of the medical patient, or in veterinary medicine, the owner. In this case, we

will treat Dr. Newbie and Dr. Fossil as our patients, and will describe Dr. Fossil’s and Dr.
Newbie’s thoughts and feelings regarding the problem from their personal, subjective

perspectives.
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Objective: The objective section lists relevant physical examination and diagnostic test
findings. In this case, the objective section will include facts and evidence pertaining to the
problems identified.

Assessment: The assessment section typically includes differential diagnoses and ranking of

differentials based on clinical signs and diagnostics. In this case, the assessment will be the

application of the facts and evidence to the problem.

Plan: The plan section describes the intended treatment of the problem based on the

assessment, subjective and objective findings.
Problem 1— The Clash of Generational Differences

Dr. Newbie and Dr. Fossil have begun their work relationship with many generational
differences, which can be both a hindrance and an asset. Many of the fresh thoughts, innovations and
advances today can be attributed to our society’s melting pot of culture and diversity.  Each
individual contributes their own unique perspectives, outlooks, and ideas to create new products and
ideas for the betterment of all involved. Diversity in thought and practice can often lead to forward-
thinking generation of fresh notions, and improved problem-solving, compared to groups of like-
minded individuals. However, diversity of thought can also result in tension, controversy, and
dispute. Despite the potential for good that can result from the melding of unique backgrounds and
perspectives, clashes of opinion and thought can occur if not managed correctly, and can result in
chaos, conflict and impasse in the work place. In particular, generational differences may result in
serious discrepancies in expectations regarding work-life balance, hours in the clinic, compensation,
feedback, the use of technology and more.

Subjective:

Dr Newbie is a new graduate about to begin her career as an associate in a small animal
practice. She is 30 years old and one of the last “GenXers.” She had a comfortable childhood,
always got a trophy on her soccer team (win or lose), is socially responsible, technologically savvy,
and fiercely wants a life outside of her career. Her parents are work-aholics. Her loyalty to her job is
not nearly as important to her as it was to her parents, because she sees people being laid off in
droves, with seemingly little loyalty from their employers. She likes a casual work environment,
frequent praise and recognition, and is quite concerned about financial security, in light of her very
large student debt.

The practice owner, Dr. Fossil, is a typical Baby Boomer. He graduated in 1978, is

completely dedicated to his career, and thinks that a 40 hour work week is part-time. He believes in

—
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the school of “hard knocks™ and considers past failures to have been valuable learning experiences,
thinks that diminished job loyalty is a mortal sin, and identifies himself FIRST as a veterinarian with
everything else falling behind. He does not believe that external rewards should be necessary, but
that intrinsic satisfaction in a job well-done is a sufficient. He thinks young people tend to be lazy,
and are too tied to their cell phones, email and technology in general. He graduated with NO student
debt, so he wonders why young people now are so irresponsible with their money.
Objective:

Dr. Fossil and Dr. Newbie epitomize the characteristics of the Baby Boomers (born between
1946 and 1964) and GenXer (born between 1965 and 1981) generations. The table below depicts

some of the key characteristics noted among the different generations, and also helps to direct us

Key characteristics of the different generations in today’s workplace”

i

Traditionalists (pre-1946) Baby Boomer: (1946-1964) Generarion X (1965-1951) AMillennials (Pose-1951)
Generanonal “perzonaliny” Loyal Optimiztic; competitive Skeptical Realiane
Managpement style Chain of command Change of command Self-command Collabaration
Career goals Build a legacy Build a stellar career Build a portable career Buld parallel careers
Rewards San:faction of a job well Money, ntle, recognmon, the Freedom Work that bas meamng
done corner office
Balance Support me 1n shifting the Help me balance everyone Give me balance now. not Wotk 1:n't everythmg: [
balance. el:2 and find meamng myzelf. when I'm 65 oeed deabaliry ol can
balazce all my activities.
Job changing Job changing cames a Job changing puts you Job chanping 15 necessary. Job changing i part of
stigma. behind iy duly routice.
Truning I learned it the hard way, Tram’ em too much and The more they leam, the Conticuous learzng iz a
you cag, too they'll leave more they stay, way of hife.
Feedback o news: i1 good news Feedback once a year, with Somry to mterrupt, but bow Feedback wheneverl
lots of documertation am [ domg? want it, at the push of 2
button

toward the primary areas of conflict between the GenXers and the Baby Boomers.' Potential areas of
conflict for these two generational groups that may affect the work environment include differences
in career goals, expectations, work-life balance, and feedback. Implications of these conflicts are
extensive; practice efficiency, client compliance and satisfaction, employee morale, and clinic
profitability can all be impacted. These are all elements that were addressed in the above scenario,
and points that I will attend to within this essay, providing practical solutions to real life scenarios
that are likely to be encountered.
Assessment:

Clearly, the scenario depicted here presents many potentially conflicting points of view

between Dr. Newbie and Dr. Fossil. Their conflicts stem primarily from their differences in world
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views. Dr. Fossil and Dr. Newbie differ in age, veterinary experience, and their perspectives on life
are also shaped by the very different eras during which they were raised. The points of view
represented here are manifestations of the experiences and historical events that occurred during each
individual’s upbringing. Historical events often play key roles in defining the generation that
experiences them, uniting that generation with similar sentiments regarding life, work ethic, values,
and beliefs. Although it is important to recognize that these are, in fact, generalizations that are
affected by individual variations, these generalizations may be useful in comprehending the different
values and perspectives generally held by each generational group. The above chart helps us to
understand some of these characteristics.

For instance, Dr. Fossil is characterized as a Baby Boomer, progeny of the prosperous World
War II generation who grew up during the Civil Rights Movement and Vietnam War era. He and his
counterparts in this generation were infused with the optimism of their parents, believing that
unlimited success could be achieved with hard work, dedication, and self-reliance. Their optimism
was tempered by fears generated by the Cold War, and disillusionment following the assassinations
of President John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and Robert Kennedy. Some, influenced by the
hippie movement and the unpopular Vietnam War, preferred to “tune in, turn on, and drop out,” but
many, like Dr. Fossil, adopted their parents’ beliefs, that there were no limits to success if one was
willing to work hard and be self-reliant.'

Dr Fossil’s childhood reinforced his self-reliance. He was free to roam the neighborhood,
interacting with friends and neighbors, and learning to create his own fun. Sports were played with
neighborhood children, competition, both in and out of school was keen, and praise was doled out
only to the very deserving few.”

On the other hand, Dr. Newbie is your typical “GenXer.” She is less convinced that hard
work is all that is required for success and happiness. She has seen the beginnings of two wars in the
Middle East and a breakdown in the economic system. Layoffs are commonplace, and a willingness
to work hard no longer guarantees job security. She is the product of a very structured childhood,
with every after school moment filled with dance, gymnastics, and sports. She learned that each
child was a winner, and she was given prodigious amounts of praise for all of her accomplishments,
both in school, and during her carefully-organized extracurricular activities. The availability of

computers and cell phones has made her not only tech savvy and tech reliant, but also less patient and

: T 2
more accustomed to instant gratlhcauon.‘
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Plan:

COMMUNICATION IS KEY. Despite the many potential areas of conflict, GenXers and
Baby Boomers still share some similar core values. In fact, when respondents were asked to rank the
values of competence, wisdom, economic security, balance, achievement, happiness, self-respect,
spirituality, integrity, love and family, the highest ranked values were consistently family, love and
integrity within both generational groups.” Concentrating on similar interests and values may help to
lessen the strain associated with all of the obvious differences Dr. Newbie and Dr. Fossil are likely to
encounter as they build a relationship.

In order to reach common ground, it would be beneficial to develop a common vision,
mission and values for the practice. This will give structure to future conversations when trying to
resolve conflict, and Dr. Newbie and Dr. Fossil will have a set of standards upon which to fall back
upon when problems present themselves. For instance, the practice’s vision, mission and values

LR TS

could be: “to set the standard of excellence for veterinary care,” “be the premier veterinary practice
that provides the highest quality care to patients and clients, while creating a pleasant working
environment that cares for patients, clients, and staff with professionalism and respect,” and values of
“professionalism, integrity, communication, respect, compassion.” By preemptively establishing
common ground through a foundation of vision, mission and values, the practice will already have
the basis upon which to address problems as they arise. Solutions to these problems can always be
routed back to the vision, mission and values that were formerly agreed upon in order to resolve
conflict in a manner that is amenable to the practice and all parties involved.

Generational differences presented in this scenario can be approached in a similar manner.
When Dr. Fossil or Dr. Newbie begin to realize that there is a conflict in the way the practice is
organized or run, they can first recognize that this conflict may be arising from their generational
perspectives, and then return to the core of their mission as they solve these problems. However, at
the heart of any conflict resolution lays an open flow of communication and an environment free of
derision and bias that may inhibit open discussion. For this reason, Dr. Newbie and Dr. Fossil must
first establish open lines of communication if they plan to overcome any obstacles within the
practice, including those arising from generational differences, in addition to the day to day

challenges that are certain to be encountered in any profession.
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Problem 2: Student Debt and Compensation

Student debt is a growing problem for new grads and employers alike. With ever increasing
debt loads, employers and grads must find a way to agree on a compensation package that allows for
loan repayment, but does not break the bank.

Subjective:

It appears that Dr. Fossil believes the increased debt load carried by recent graduates is due to
irresponsibility. In his opinion, if veterinary students worked harder to support themselves and were
more frugal in their spending habits, they could have graduated debt free like himself. After all, he
remembers the long hours he spent working after school, and the sacrifices he made to support
himself and his family while he was in veterinary school. He does not believe Dr. Newbie’s financial
situation should influence how he compensates her in the new practice.

Dr. Newbie, on the other hand, is frustrated with Dr. Fossil’s lack of sympathy to her
financial issues. To her, high debt loads are commonplace, and a necessary and unavoidable evil that
are inextricably tied to higher education. She believes that employers should be able to adequately
compensate her to meet her living expenses and loan payments, and that Dr. Fossil should be
empathetic to her fiscal needs. She also wants to overcome her debts and begin saving for
retirement.

Objective:

Dr. Newbie’s and Dr. Fossil’s views regarding the cost of education are based on two very
different times which are not comparable. The cost of education is increasing as state funding for
veterinary institutions continues to decrease, leaving the burden of cost associated with a veterinary
medical education lying, in large part, on the students. As state funding declines and the cost of
higher education increases, students must pay the difference with student loans at interest rates often
exceeding 6.8%." In fact, 88.6% of graduates from American Veterinary Medical Association
(AVMA) accredited veterinary schools graduated with student debt in 2009, with an average
educational debt load of $129,976, an 8.5% increase from 2008.” Furthermore, the debt to starting
income ratio for newly graduated veterinarians has risen precipitously over the last few decades,
averaging 1.12 in 1989, with student debt load being almost twice starting salaries in 2009 (debt to
income ratio 1.99).* In the increasingly polarized economy, debt remains a very real obstacle facing
the majority of students. With the exception of the fortunate few students whose families are able to

subsidize their education, student loans are now a fact of life for most professional students.
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Assessment:

With student debt reaching all-time highs, and low starting salaries that are still
disproportionate compared to our counterparts in other health professions (dentists and medical
doctors), veterinary students and established veterinarians alike should be concerned about practices
being able to pay the salaries necessary to pay off student debt. Increasing student debt affects
nearly all aspects of our profession. So how do new graduates earn a salary commensurate with their
needs and debt load? Based on the average new grad earnings of approximately $60,000, new grads
should gross approximately 5 times their salary (assuming a typical veterinary salary equivalent to
approximately 20% gross income), or around $300,000 during their first year out of school to ‘earn

**7 With debt load often exceeding $100,000, new graduates need to understand the origin

their keep.
of their paycheck, and how to increase their earnings through sound business practices, especially
during difficult economic times®. This requires knowledge of both business and personal finance. If
a new grad wishes to increase their salary to hasten the loan repayment period, they will have to
increase their gross earnings through the practice of efficient and productive high quality medicine.
They may also begin to consider such things as client retention and other intangibles like
communication, human resources, goodwill and client satisfaction. Clearly communicating with a
client, and keeping technicians and receptionists happy may make a significant difference to the
business, client, financial status of the business, and in the end, the take-home pay.

Plan:

ANALYSIS AND COMPROMISE. Dr. Newbie and Dr. Fossil should negotiate a
compensation package that addresses the needs of both parties. For instance, a salary plus production
(also referred to as “Pro-sal™) structure offers a base salary plus an additional amount based on Dr.
Newbie’s income. This can be motivating to the newer generation of doctors who are willing to put
in the extra effort and work harder to increase their revenue while concentrating on high quality
patient care and efficiency. This salary method has the added incentive of encouraging hard work to
increase both practice and personal income, and integrates the medical and business aspects of
veterinary medicine. In this way, it is a structure for shared success for both the practice owner, Dr.
Fossil, and the associate, Dr. Newbie.

This also provides a measureable way to evaluate the performance of the Dr. Newbie. The
doctors may set performance and production goals that are constantly evaluated, and either rewarded
or “punished” based on production performance. However, some doctors may be wary of this type

of compensation package as it may over-emphasize the business side of veterinary medicine, increase
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