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Executive Summary

Malta's workplaces face two converging pressures: rapid GenAl adoption - at a moment
when professional roles once considered automation-proof are increasingly exposed to
displacement risk — and multigenerational teams. Meeting both requires deliberate choices
about norms, learning, strategic (re)skilling and governance.

Adoption is moving fast; but mature deployment, the consistent, organisation-wide
integration of GenAl into workflows and decision-making, remains rare. This presents a
narrow window for organisations to shape how tools are used before ad-hoc practices
become entrenched. The choice is whether GenAl becomes a capability multiplier or a
source of hidden risk, uneven performance, disrupted early-career pathways and the
catalyst for mass redundancy.

This study suggests that workplace friction is driven less by age-based ability and more by
norms and organisational conditions, a thread that runs through all six findings below.

Key findings

This report draws on eight focus groups with 64 participants aged 18-65, spanning
education/lifelong learning, social partners (including employer associations, employers,
trade unions and professional bodies), policy/innovation, civil society and youth
organisations. This phase explored how workers across generations experience and respond
to shifting expectations around digital skills and workplace norms.

Six findings stand out:

1. Digital literacy is broader than “tech skills.” Participants framed it as a
composite capability: choosing appropriate tools, mastering how to ‘prompt’ GenAl,
understanding safety/privacy and ethics, and critically evaluating outputs.

2. Channel mismatch, not ability, drives much of the visible friction. The clearest
fault line is communication: different channel preferences can produce fragmented
conversations, missed messages, and frustration.

3. Learning preferences differ, but stereotypes are unreliable. Some younger
workers preferred flexible/asynchronous learning and “just-in-time” acquisition;
some older workers preferred guided, structured formats. Nonetheless, participants
consistently noted exceptions.

4. Work values and expectations are shifting, and retention is affected.
Participants described older cohorts as more likely to prioritise stability and security,
and younger cohorts as more likely to prioritise autonomy, fulfilment, financial
wellbeing and ethical alignment.

5. GenAl is seen as both a productivity lever and a risk to human agency and
early-career development. Participants welcomed efficiency, but raised concerns



about privacy, bias, passive over-reliance, displacement, and an “entry-level
squeeze” that could reduce junior opportunities for skill-building.

6. Transversal skills are the resilience anchor. Communication, teamwork,
creativity and innovation, adaptability, problem-solving, critical thinking and
empathy emerged as the primary safeguard for relevance as tasks shift, alongside
“learning how to learn” as a core capability in a fast-changing tool landscape.

From findings to action: five core pillars
In response, this report proposes five organisational pillars:

Pillar 1 - Make communication norms explicit

Define which channels are used for what, set expectations around formality and response
times, and protect boundaries for work-life balance.

Pillar 2 - Build psychologically safe learning conditions

Create low-stakes experimentation spaces, allocate protected time, and normalise trial-and-
error learning. Use reciprocal mentoring so knowledge-sharing is not dictated by age.

Pillar 3 - Build digital literacy that empowers confident, critical use of GenAl

Equip employees with the knowledge to evaluate GenAl outputs, understand how these
tools work and where they fall short, make informed judgements about when and how to
use them.

Pillar 4 - Invest systematically in transversal skills

Treat transversal capabilities as core infrastructure, not optional add-ons. Rather than
isolating them in standalone training, embed them into everyday work design, coaching,
feedback, and team processes, where they can take root and grow.

Pillar 5 - Safeguard retention and early-career development
Retention is not one problem. Two distinct logics are at play:

e For workers whose identity is built on institutional belonging, retention means
sustaining the conditions that make belonging real: continuity, acknowledgement of
tenure and contribution, and a culture that values its own history.

e For workers who treat the organisation as a platform - a tool for leverage and
visibility - rather than a home, retention means making stated values visible in
actual decisions, especially when they become commercially inconvenient.

Separately, audit and redesign entry-level roles to ensure that automation does not erode
the developmental experiences junior staff need - the stretch that builds judgement,
confidence, and the ability to work through problems.
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1. Scope

1.1 Purpose and what this report provides

This report presents the first phase of a wider, multi-phase research programme examining
multigenerational work and the evolving digital/Al landscape in Malta. The wider
programme is designed to build from exploratory insights to deeper workplace evidence and
stronger measurement in later phases, including case-based work on human-AI
collaboration and quantitative measurement options.

The report provides grounded, stakeholder-informed insight into how workers and
workplace actors understand digital literacy, interpret generational differences, and make
sense of GenAl integration as it begins to reshape tasks, learning expectations, and
workplace norms. It is designed for employers and organisational leaders, workers and
social partners, skills and training providers, and public institutions shaping workforce
development, with Section 5 translating findings into tiered actions that organisations can
test and adapt.

This study is set in Malta, a small EU island state of approximately 575,000 people with one
of Europe's most dense, demographically diverse and rapidly growing workforces, shaped by
significant inward migration and one of the lowest unemployment rates in the EU. Malta's
combination of a micro and SME-dominated economy, accelerating digitalisation, and acute
labour market tightness makes it a revealing context for questions about multigenerational
work and AI adoption, precisely because the pressures that larger economies are beginning
to feel are compressed and visible here at a smaller scale. Small states function as natural
laboratories for observing social and economic dynamics: the feedback loops are faster, the
policy levers more direct, politics are more personal, and the consequences of getting
workplace transitions right or wrong more immediately apparent. We expect many of the
patterns and mechanisms surfaced here to have relevance for readers in larger economies,
though the extent to which they transfer will depend on local labour market conditions and
organisational structures; Appendix A offers a short guide for those considering replicating
this work in their own jurisdiction.

These questions don't arise in a vacuum. What follows is a brief discussion of the two forces
most directly relevant to this study’s focus that are currently reshaping workplaces - rapid
GenAl diffusion and increasingly multigenerational teams - and what makes their
combination both challenging and consequential.

1.2 Technological transformation and multigenerational
workforces

GenAl adoption has compressed adaptation timelines in ways that earlier waves of
technological change did not. McKinsey (2025a) indicates that 72% of organisations have
adopted GenAl in at least one business function - one of the fastest technology adoptions
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ever tracked - yet only 1% describe their deployment as mature. This gap between adoption
and readiness is the central challenge organisations now face.

Professional roles historically regarded as relatively insulated from automation are
increasingly perceived as vulnerable, contributing to occupational uncertainty and anxiety
(Nigar et al., 2025). Labour market projections indicate that future demand will increasingly
combine technical competence with transversal capabilities such as empathy, leadership,
critical thinking, ethical judgement, and adaptability, alongside rising demand for advanced
IT and data analytics skills (McKinsey & Company, 2024; World Economic Forum, 2025).
Digital transformation is also altering the psychosocial dimensions of work: autonomy,
working time patterns, and work-life boundaries are all in flux (Eurofound, 2025a).

These pressures are unfolding within workforces of unprecedented age diversity. Europe
faces distinctive generational workforce challenges: the employment rate for young people
aged 15-24 stood at just 35.2% in 2024 (reflecting the high share of this cohort still in full-
time education) while employees aged 55 or older increased from 23.8 million in 2010 to
nearly 40 million by 2023 (Eurostat, 2024). The latter largely reflects Europe's rapidly
ageing workforce and shrinking working-age population (Eurofound, 2025b). In many
European organisations, up to five generations now work alongside one another, with
potential age differences of 50 years between the oldest and youngest members (Urick,
2022). Generational variation in Al familiarity is real: McKinsey (2025b) data shows 62% of
millennial managers report high Al proficiency, compared to 50% of Gen Z workers and
22% of workers aged 65+. Notably, the higher figure for millennial managers than for Gen
Z workers already complicates a simple “digital native” reading of these patterns,
suggesting that role, exposure and opportunity matter alongside age. Yet, nearly half of US
employees say they would use GenAl more frequently with formal training, suggesting that
apparent generational gaps may reflect differential access to learning rather than inherent
resistance.

Misaligned values and communication styles can generate friction, but age-inclusive
workforces also carry risk if job quality is uneven. Eurofound profiling shows one-third of
older workers in empowered roles with good conditions, while one-fifth experience high-risk
jobs associated with poor mental wellbeing and work-life imbalance; a pattern linked
directly to early labour market exit (Eurofound, 2025b; OECD, 2025). Understanding how
workers themselves experience these differences is therefore important: generational
assumptions, left unexamined, can distort workplace relationships precisely when
organisations most need to adapt.

1.3 Why Malta - and why it matters beyond Malta

Malta’s context creates specific constraints and amplifiers for digital and Al transitions,
especially those that rely on learning, informal knowledge exchange, and cross-generational
support.
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1.3.1 Economic structure and business landscape

Malta’s services-led economy means that adoption of digital tools and GenAl can affect a
wide range of roles, including customer-facing work, compliance, finance, and professional
services (Government of Malta, 2025). At the same time, the micro/SME-heavy enterprise
base implies limited slack for structured change management. In practice, this means most
Maltese employers operate without dedicated HR business partners, L&D teams, or training
budgets of the kind that larger organisations take for granted. Capability building
consequently falls to line managers fitting learning around operational pressures, informal
peer support, and short external interventions; processes that tend to be reactive rather
than planned. This makes the quality of cross-generational learning and knowledge
exchange particularly consequential (NSO, 2024): in the absence of formal infrastructure, it
becomes the primary mechanism through which digital skills and workplace norms are
transmitted.

Government reporting also points to active experimentation with AI (including sandbox and
pilot approaches), but highlights workforce capability, especially in SMEs, as a main
implementation challenge (Government of Malta, 2025).

1.3.2 Labour market tightness, retention pressure, and skills demand

Malta's labour market is characterised by a persistent structural mismatch between labour
supply and employer demand. Low unemployment and elevated vacancy rates (NSO, 2024;
2025) reflect this underlying condition, pushing employers to prioritise retention,
progression, and learn-while-working models (as well as urging for immigrant labour).
These tight market conditions shift the competitive dynamic from recruitment to capability
development, placing greater weight on how effectively digital competencies transfer across
generations. Where formal training infrastructure is limited, cross-generational peer learning
becomes a critical resource for organisational adaptation.

1.3.3 Demography, migration and diverse workplaces

Population growth and workforce supply have become closely linked to migration flows, with
a substantial share of the workforce now made up of foreign workers (Government of Malta,
2025). This increases the importance of skills matching, onboarding, inclusive learning
pathways, and communication norms. Cultural and linguistic diversity intersects with
generational differences in communication styles and technology adoption patterns, further
elevating the value of clear norms and reciprocal peer learning in SME settings.

1.3.4 Skills and the lifelong-learning agenda

Adult learning participation in Malta is relatively high but uneven by education level, labour
status, and age, with younger adults substantially more likely to participate than older
cohorts (EC, 2025). These gaps reflect structural barriers in how learning opportunities are
designed and delivered. In a context where SMEs rely heavily on informal learning, age-
skewed access to formal learning increases the importance of cross-generational knowledge
exchange for equitable capability building as GenAl tools diffuse.
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1.4 Research Gap and Research Questions

Research on technology and work has generated extensive analysis of digital
transformation; separately, a substantial body of literature has examined generational
differences in workplace values, leadership expectations, and communication practices. Yet,
these strands have largely developed in isolation. This is a significant gap, since
technological adoption and flourishing depend not only on technical know-how but also on
cohesive teams capable of working together to capture the advantages of new technology.
As a result, there remains limited empirical understanding of how workers experience rapid
technological change as part of teams which increasingly have a variety of skills and
perspectives due to generational differences (Moore et al., 2022).

Moreover, existing research provides limited insight into how generational identities and
digital competencies are negotiated in practice within specific organisational and national
contexts. The literature is dominated by North American samples and quantitative survey
designs (Costanza et al, 2012; Twenge, 2023) that capture stated preferences but not the
lived experience of technological change in age-diverse teams. While scholars have
documented conceptual and methodological disagreements regarding cohort effects versus
life-stage factors (Costanza et al, 2012; Lyons & Kuron, 2013; Rauvola et al., 2019; Ravid
et al., 2025), few studies examine how workers actually acquire, share, and value digital
competencies through workplace interaction (Hammarén et al. 2022), or how generational
positioning shapes these processes (Lyons & Schweitzer, 2017; Van Rossem, 2018).

These gaps are particularly acute in small European states like Malta, where labour market
dynamics and socio-historical conditions differ markedly from the North American contexts
that dominate the literature. As Mannheim (1952) established, generational perspectives
develop within specific socio-historical locations, meaning that generational experiences and
workplace dynamics will likely differ across national contexts. Yet, despite acute labour
shortages, high reliance on SMEs, and accelerating digitalisation across sectors, there is
limited empirical evidence on how Maltese workers of different ages perceive technological
change, interpret generational differences, and adapt to the introduction of GenAl in their
everyday work practices.

Against this backdrop, the main research question for this study is:

From the perspective of workplace and labour-market stakeholders, how are
digital competencies and workplace norms perceived to be changing across
generations in contexts of rapid digital adoption?

Sub-questions:

1. How is digital literacy understood, and how is it perceived to vary by age group in
workplaces?

2. How are differing communication and learning preferences experienced and
interpreted in multigenerational settings?

3. How are generational differences in work values and organisational expectations
perceived?
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4. How is GenAlI integration into workplace practices expected to affect work across
generations, and how are responses to this integration perceived?

This report is structured in four parts: a literature review, a methodology section, findings
and discussion, and recommendations.

Section 2 Section 3 Section 4 Section 5

Existing literature Our approach Findings Conclusion

2. What Existing Literature States

This section reviews the literature that frames the present study. It begins with generational
theory: how generations are defined, what the evidence actually shows, and where the
frameworks break down. It then examines how digital literacy is understood in
contemporary frameworks, before turning to what the research tells us about how
generational differences play out in workplace settings. Finally, it considers how generative
Al is reshaping work and what this means for the capability demands placed on
multigenerational teams. Section 2.5 draws these strands together into the specific lens
used in this study.

2.1 Generational Differences: Theory and Critique

Mannheim’s (1952) sociology of generations proposes that individuals who experience
shared historical events during formative periods develop distinct orientations that
differentiate them from other cohorts. Building on this, Strauss and Howe (1991) advance a
cyclical theory of recurring generational archetypes, underpinning the workplace categories
commonly used today: Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials, and Generation Z.

Twenge (2023) places technology at the centre of generational formation, arguing that
dominant technological environments shape psychological development, communication
norms, and expectations of immediacy; positioning technology not merely as context but as
constitutive of generational experience.

Despite their influence, generational frameworks remain heavily contested. Critics argue
that many reported generational differences are artefacts of methodological limitations
rather than robust cohort effects (e.g., Rudolph et al., 2021), with observed differences
more likely reflecting career stage, organisational role, or historical conditions affecting all
age groups simultaneously than genuine cohort identity.

The "digital native" discourse illustrates these tensions well. Early claims that younger
cohorts possess inherently superior digital competencies (Prensky, 2001) have been
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challenged by empirical evidence demonstrating substantial variation within cohorts
(Bennett et al., 2008), with socioeconomic background, educational opportunity, and
occupational context proving stronger predictors than birth year. Nonetheless, generational
identity continues to function as a meaningful social category through which individuals
interpret workplace dynamics, irrespective of its contested analytical validity.

2.2 Digital Literacies: Beyond Tool Proficiency

If generational membership does not reliably predict digital competence, what does digital
competence require? The answer matters particularly for organisations navigating GenAl
adoption, where the risk is not only that some workers lack technical proficiency, but that
most workers, regardless of age, lack the critical and evaluative capabilities that responsible
use demands.

Grech (2025) argues that understanding digital competence through tool familiarity or
generational exposure is not just insufficient; it is actively misleading, distracting from
capabilities that no generation acquires automatically. Digital literacies, in this framing,
represent integrated cognitive, technical, and social capabilities: combining critical thinking,
ethical awareness, and reflective practice to interpret, evaluate, and create both human and
Al-generated content. The emphasis falls not on what platforms a person uses, but on how
they use them: with what degree of agency, judgement, and awareness of how algorithmic
systems shape the information they encounter.

Two dimensions carry particular weight for multigenerational workplaces. The human-AI
collaboration dimension challenges a binary adoption-versus-resistance framing in favour of
augmentation: the goal is not to use Al instead of human judgement, but to develop the
skills to work alongside it while keeping human accountability and oversight at the centre.
Attention economy awareness is equally relevant: understanding how platforms are
designed to capture attention, and what self-regulation looks like in an increasingly digitally
saturated work environment.

Critically, digital literacy is developmental rather than inherent: not a baseline to achieve
but an ongoing practice to sustain. This reframes how organisations should approach
learning: not as targeted interventions for older workers assumed to be lacking, but as
systematic capability-building that treats every cohort, including the most digitally fluent, as
having gaps worth addressing (Grech, 2025).

2.3 Workplace Dynamics in Multigenerational Contexts

Age-diverse workplaces present both opportunities and friction across several organisational
domains. They can bring together complementary forms of experience, institutional
memory, technical familiarity and emerging perspectives, but they can also surface different
assumptions about authority, communication, feedback and participation. However, recent
research cautions against treating generational membership as a reliable predictor of
workplace attitudes or behaviour, since many claimed generational differences are weak,
inconsistent or better explained by age, career stage, role, organisational context and

11


https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8535.2007.00793.x
https://www.3cl.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Beyond-Digital-Natives.-Critical-Digital-Literacies-for-the-AI-generation.pdf
https://www.3cl.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Beyond-Digital-Natives.-Critical-Digital-Literacies-for-the-AI-generation.pdf

stereotyping (Rudolph et al., 2021; Ravid et al., 2025). A more defensible interpretation is
that friction arises when workplace expectations remain implicit. For example, some older
workers may have been socialised in organisational settings where authority, tenure and
clear chains of command carried greater weight, while some younger workers may be more
accustomed to collaborative, participative and feedback-rich ways of working. What the
research therefore identifies is not generational conflict per se, but the risk that unexamined
expectations around authority, feedback, communication and participation become sources
of tension in age-diverse workplaces when they are not made explicit and managed
constructively.

Communication preferences show similar patterns. Some studies suggest that younger
employees may be more comfortable with computer-mediated and instant forms of
communication, while older employees may place greater value on face-to-face interaction
and richer social cues (Venter, 2017). However, these preferences should not be treated as
fixed generational traits: research with executives and managers suggests that
intergenerational communication differences are often more nuanced than popular
stereotypes imply, with channel choice depending on task, context and perceived
effectiveness (Woodward and Vongswasdi, 2017). Feedback expectations are another
important source of potential friction, since employees may differ in their assumptions about
whether feedback should be formal or spontaneous, top-down or multidirectional, and
praise-oriented or more direct (Meyer, 2023).

Work values can also vary, although not always along neat generational lines. Earlier
empirical work found cohort-related differences in work values, including changing emphasis
on leisure, extrinsic rewards, social rewards and intrinsic work values (Twenge et al., 2010).
More recent practitioner research similarly suggests that Gen Z and millennial employees
place strong emphasis on work-life balance, flexibility, purpose and values alignment, while
also showing that many employment priorities, such as fair pay, meaningful work, career
development and caring leadership, cut across age groups (Deloitte, 2023; McKinsey &
Company, 2023a). These variations have implications for retention, employee value
propositions and culture design, but they are best understood as patterns to be explored
rather than assumptions to be imposed.

These variations need not be a disadvantage. Structured mechanisms for bidirectional
learning can convert friction into productive exchange. Reverse mentoring, which involves
pairing junior employees as mentors to senior colleagues in areas such as digital fluency
while junior staff gain exposure to institutional knowledge, strategic thinking and
organisational influence, is one well-documented model of cross-generational learning
(Marcinkus Murphy, 2012).

2.4 GenAlI and Workforce Transformation

GenAl differs from earlier automation waves because it extends automation and
augmentation into cognitive, communicative and creative tasks traditionally associated with
professional and knowledge work, including text generation, summarisation, analysis,
coding and workplace communication (Eloundou et al., 2023; McKinsey, 2023b). Evidence
to date suggests that its near-term impact is less likely to involve the wholesale automation
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of entire occupations than the reconfiguration of task bundles, workflows and skill
requirements within jobs (ILO, 2023; McKinsey, 2024). Experimental and field studies
reinforce this task-based view: GenAl has been shown to improve productivity in
professional writing and customer support, but its effects vary by task, worker experience
and the extent to which employees can judge when Al outputs are useful, incomplete or
misleading (Brynjolfsson et al.,2025; Dell’Acqua et al., 2023). As a result, workforce
transformation is likely to intensify demand not only for technical and Al-related skills, but
also for human-centred capabilities such as critical judgement, ethical reasoning, creativity,
communication and social intelligence (Calvino et al., 2025; World Economic Forum, 2025).
How these shifts are experienced within multigenerational workplaces, particularly in under-
researched contexts, remains the open empirical question this study addresses.

2.5 Synthesis and Implications for the Present Study

Taken together, the literature points to intersecting tensions that research has not yet
adequately addressed. Generational theory identifies real patterns while cautioning against
determinism. Digital literacy frameworks clarify what capability actually requires in an Al-
shaped environment, going well beyond tool familiarity. Research on multigenerational
workplace dynamics shows where friction tends to cluster, including in communication
norms, learning preferences, and values, and what conditions help convert it into productive
exchange. The emerging literature on GenAl suggests these dynamics are about to become
significantly more complex, as automation reshapes task structures and raises new
questions about who builds capability, how, and at what career stage.

What is largely missing is empirical evidence from small European states like Malta, where
labour market conditions, SME prevalence, and socio-historical context differ markedly from
the North American samples that dominate the field. This study addresses that gap,
examining how workers and workplace actors in Malta actually experience and interpret
these intersecting forces, and what this suggests for organisations navigating them.

3. Our Approach

This study is designed as a three-phase programme, building from exploratory qualitative
work in Phase 1 (reported here) to case-based organisational research and quantitative
measurement in later phases. A focus group approach was selected to surface how workers
and workplace actors across Malta's labour market make sense of digital change and
generational dynamics, prioritising interpretive depth over statistical coverage. Full
methodological detail is provided in Appendix B.

3.1 Participants and Sampling

This phase used focus group discussions across eight groups, with participants ranging in
age from 18 to 65 years and broadly balanced across gender. The initial sectoral design was
supplemented by two additional focus groups with Gen Z youth organisation leaders to
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address underrepresentation of younger participants. All participants were recruited
purposely through the professional networks of 3CL and NSC; no financial incentives were
offered. The organisations that contributed to the study are listed in Appendix C.

Focus Group Sector Participants (n)
FG1 Education and lifelong learning 8
FG2 Education and lifelong learning 6
FG3 Social partners 9
FG4 Policy and innovation 6
FG5 Civil society organisations 9
FG6 Business associations and employers 6
FG7-FG8 Young people 20
Total 64

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

The eight focus group sessions followed a consistent format, with discussions adapted to
each group's expertise rather than following a fixed question script. The table below
summarises the key methodological decisions. Additional detail is provided in Appendix B.

Data Collection

Sessions 8 focus groups, ~90 minutes each

Format Online via Zoom (FG1-6); in person at KNZ offices (FG7-8)

Topics Multigenerational workplace relations, digital literacy, Al, skills
development

Questions Drawn from a shared question bank, adapted per group (Refer
to Appendix D)

Recording Audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, translated from Maltese

Data Analysis

Approach Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
Method Manual semantic coding; six recursive phases

Focus Explicit meanings in participants' accounts across all groups
Saturation Reached following final youth focus groups

4. Findings: Practical signals from the
Focus Groups

This section presents what participants told us, organised as four themes, with six key
takeaways: what it looks like in practice, why it matters, and what it suggests leaders
should do next.



Three cross-cutting insights emerged consistently across questions and stakeholder groups:

e Generational labels obscure more than they reveal. Where differences exist,
they tend to reflect individual attitude, role, and context rather than age itself.

¢ Formative exposure matters more than generation. What shapes a person's
relationship with technology is less about when they were born and more about
when, and under what conditions, they first encountered significant technological
change.

e Transversal skills are the resilience anchor. Adaptability, critical thinking, and
communication were broadly identified as the capabilities most likely to hold their
value as Al continues to reshape job roles and expectations.

4.1 Competence over Familiarity

Key takeaway 1: Digital literacy is not “tech or ICT skills”
What participants said

Participants often described digital literacy as a broad set of skills: an “umbrella concept”
rather than a discrete skill set. Across focus groups, core components repeatedly mentioned
included: selecting the right tool to achieve an outcome; safety awareness and device
protection; openness to learning; ethical considerations; and critical evaluation of digital
content.

Importantly, there was no single shared definition. Some treated digital literacy as baseline
functional ability (“operate the tool”), while others used it to mean effective, context-
appropriate use (closer to proficiency). As one participant put it, “If you're literate in
something, I understand your ability to use it, not necessarily to use it effectively... I think
you’re going beyond the strict definition.”

However, this difference often seemed more about terminology than substance: participants
broadly agreed that critical thinking and evaluation are essential, especially when
technology produces outputs that look plausible but may be wrong or biased.

Where generational patterning showed up

Participants described younger workers as more comfortable experimenting and learning by
doing. This confidence - that anything could be picked up as and when needed - sometimes
translated into “learning just what you need to know to get that job done.” But that same
comfort with experimentation could also mean bypassing best practice, being “lazy,” or
placing "blind trust” in technology. Conversely, older generations tend to take longer to
adopt new tools, display less enthusiasm around tools initially but have a tendency to
master a tool rather than just learn the portions they intend to use.
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This was especially evident when several participants observed gaps in workplace-standard
tools among younger colleagues (e.g., “don’t know how to use Track Changes or simple
Excel functions”), while older workers remained more proficient with these.

While younger individuals were often described as more digitally proficient, participants
consistently pushed back on the assumption that age explains this. The determining factor,
in their view, is openness and willingness to learn rather than age: “I don’t think it’s the
age. It’s the attitude of the people.”

This matters because it reframes the organisational task: interventions should focus on
cultivating curiosity and creating psychologically safe environments for experimentation,
with a tolerance for error, rather than treating age as a fixed barrier. Participants also
suggested organisations can foster a spirit where younger and older generations play to
their strengths: young employees prospecting new technologies and older employees
consolidating them into reliable workflows.

Factor

Digital Tool
Preferences

Confidence
vs. Fear

Learning
Methodology

Younger Generations

Gravitate toward ‘indie’

or start-up tools like
Discord and Slack.

Often overconfident;
willing to experiment
without fear of error.

‘Just-in-time’ learning;
acquire only what is
needed for the
immediate task.

Older Generations

Prefer traditional 'Big
Tech’ tools like
Microsoft Word, Excel,
and Outlook.

Exhibit a ‘fear of
failure’; afraid that
‘something will break’.

Prefer comprehensive,
guided instruction
before starting a task.
Tend to learn a tool’s
full range once they
gain comfort.

Key Quotes & Evidence

"Older generation tend to
be more attracted to big
tech... younger generation
using indie digital tools.”

"“Younger people tend to
experiment more... over
50s show resistance.”

"When you learn by trial
and error, you basically
learn just what you need
to know to get that job
done.”

4.2 Channel Mismatch: The most visible Fault Line

Key takeaway 2: Communication is the most visible fault line: norms,
channels, and boundaries

What participants said

Communication preferences showed consistent generational patterning across groups,
summed up succinctly: “Older: phone; younger: messages and posts.” Younger participants
preferred instant messaging platforms such as Slack and Microsoft Teams, valuing
immediacy and asynchronous communication. A preference for messaging over email was
also noted, with participants mentioning receiving files like PDFs via WhatsApp or
“messenger.” Older colleagues, conversely, preferred verbal communication (telephone or
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face-to-face) and lamented that the “social element” of walking to a colleague’s desk is
being replaced by a constant flow of emails.

How this creates friction in practice

When different age groups default to different channels, organisations can end up with
segregated “parallel conversations”: "Younger people tend to... message each other rather
than email... so you have, like, a conversation going on email and then parallel
conversations going on.”

This fragmentation creates tangible friction; for example, when a junior sends a Teams
message or email and “leaves it at that,” while a senior misses it because they expected a
face-to-face conversation or a phone call. Participants repeatedly highlighted the need for
companies to set formal policies so expectations are explicit rather than assumed.

Tone and formality also matter

Differences were not only about platforms. An employer observed: “"emails become like
messages... [the] older generation keeps everything formal.” Younger workers’ use of
informal language and emoji was frequently perceived by older colleagues as
unprofessional.

Boundaries are part of the generational story

Youth focus groups raised concerns about boundary violations enabled by digital
communication. One participant expressed frustration that older colleagues “can annoy you
whenever they like,"” describing inappropriate contact times. Younger workers were more
protective of work-life boundaries, while older participants acknowledged this and viewed
this boundary-setting positively.

Solutions participants already pointed to

Employers highlighted the value of formal communication strategies that specify which
platforms should be used for different contact types (e.g., email for formal requests, instant
messaging for quick queries, phone calls for urgent matters). They also stressed such
policies are not overnight fixes, but the beginning of building consistent practices.
Employers who implemented strategies reported fewer cases of miscommunication and
fewer issues overlooked due to messages being sent through unexpected channels.
Importantly, participants emphasised these work best as shared norm-building rather than
top-down imposition.

Key takeaway 3: Learning preferences differ, but psychological safety and
relevance matter more than format
What participants said

Training modality preferences were also described as divided along generational lines. One
participant noted “much more training is done online now... older prefer face-to-face.”
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Younger workers were described as opting for flexible, asynchronous online learning, while
older colleagues preferred structured, in-person, guided instruction.

This stems from Gen Z's preference for learning things as they need them and wish to have
information imparted to them as efficiently and effectively as possible.

Engagement challenges (especially online)

Engagement in virtual learning environments was flagged as a practical barrier. A trainer
described cases where “the trainer ends up talking to a black screen,” with younger
participants leaving cameras off and showing lower active engagement. At the same time,
participants warned against assuming younger workers are universally comfortable with all
digital contexts; some noted “many young people panic at the idea of a virtual meeting.”

Why some people hesitate to adopt tools

A recurring explanation for lower engagement among some older workers was fear of failure
(“afraid something will break™), leading some to “give up before even trying.” But the
strongest counterpoint was again that mindset matters more than age; curiosity and
willingness to learn were repeatedly emphasised as decisive.

Factor

Communication
Style

Language &
Formality

Digital
Boundaries

Training
Modality

Speed
Expectations

Younger Generations

Prefer written digital
formats (instant
messaging, Slack,
Teams).

Use informal language
and emojis; treat
emails like messages.

Highly protective of
work-life boundaries
and ‘switching off’.

Favour flexible,
asynchronous, online
learning.

Instant results
expected; short
patience for delays.

Older Generations

Prefer verbal
communication
(telephone or face-to-
face).

Maintain formal
language, professional
structure, and tone.

Treat constant digital
accessibility as a
given.

Prefer structured, in-
person, and face-to-
face training.

More comfortable with
gradual processes and
delays.

Key Quotes & Evidence

"Older: phone; younger:
messages and posts.”

“"Emails become like
messages... older
generation keeps
everything formal.”

Older colleagues “can
annoy you whenever they
like.”

“"Much more training is
done online now... older
prefer face-to-face.”

"Now under 3 seconds

before they (Gen Z) swipe
off.”
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4.3 What Work means is shifting

Key takeaway 4: Values and expectations are shifting: reciprocity, financial
realism, and "values must be real"

Participants described a clear shift in what people expect from work: the employment
relationship is becoming more reciprocal and more conditional, shaped by financial realism,
autonomy, and a stronger demand for credible organisational values.

What participants said

A pronounced contrast emerged across focus groups. This finding was triangulated across
groups, drawing on both self-identified accounts and perspectives attributed to different
generational groups. Older generations were characterised as valuing loyalty, stability, duty,
and security of tenure, orientations linked to a historical context in which remaining with
one employer for decades was the norm. Younger generations were described as prioritising
personal fulfilment, autonomy, financial wellbeing, and ethical alignment, and as being more
willing to move when those expectations are not met.

Importantly, participants did not frame this as "disloyal" or a "lack of commitment." They
framed it as a different interpretation of what loyalty means when economic security feels
less certain and organisational promises feel less durable.

The financial context is not background noise

A strong undercurrent in the youth focus groups was a distinctly pessimistic financial
outlook, described as constantly weighing on young workers' relationship to employment.
One participant described living in a "fatalistic, pessimistic" environment and even going so
far as to fear they would struggle to afford basics by their mid-20s. This is striking given
that young people in Malta are, on paper, among the most materially comfortable in recent
memory: youth unemployment sits at 5.1%, which is 1.0 percentage points less than the
EU 27 average (NSO, 2025), and household real income per capita has grown by 90% since
2004 (Eurostat, 2025). The notable exception is housing: the prospect of purchasing
property emerged as a source of significant anxiety across the youth focus groups. This
theme was not raised in the same way by older participants, suggesting the experience of
financial pressure with the lack of workplace stability is shaping young workers'
expectations differently, especially around stability, pay, and "what counts as a good deal."*

More broadly, this anxiety has structural grounding beyond Malta's housing market. Longer-
term shifts in the nature of employment across advanced economies, including changes in
contract stability, the trajectory of real wages, and the design of welfare provision, have
altered the conditions under which long-term employment once operated as a reliable
pathway to material security. These shifts have not only changed the material terms of work

1 1t is worth noting that the youth involved in the focus group could be characterised as relatively ambitious, given
their involvement in youth organisations associated with the national youth parliament. The older focus group
consisted of largely accomplished individuals for whom resource constraints are less likely to be salient. This may
partly account for the asymmetry, along with life stage effects.
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but reshaped what work is understood to be for, a theme that surfaced clearly in the focus
group data.

Work as identity versus work as instrument: two forms of solidarity

Focus group discussions revealed two distinct orientations to work. Put simply: older
participants tended to treat the organisation as a place they belonged to, while younger
participants tended to treat it as a platform they used. The first makes values matter
because you are part of the institution; the second makes values matter because you are
associated with it in public view. These two stances map onto what Durkheim (1893)
identified as mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity. Mechanical solidarity coheres
around shared identity and collective belonging: people are bound together by what they
hold in common, and the group itself is the primary source of meaning and standing.
Organic solidarity, by contrast, coheres around specialisation and interdependence: people
are bound together by the distinct roles they play and the complementary contributions
they make, not by sameness. The first is affiliative; the second is functional. Both are forms
of cohesion, but they produce very different relationships to the organisations people work
within.

Older participants drew meaning and status from long-standing membership of a valued
institution or profession. Work was part of who they were; belonging itself was a source of
standing. This is mechanical solidarity in practice: the bond runs deeper than utility, and
that depth is what makes it durable. Misalignment between personal and organisational
values was uncomfortable, but the depth of identification provided a reason to stay. The
cost of leaving was not just practical but existential.

Young participants constructed professional status differently from their older counterparts.
Standing came from specialisation: from possessing an in-demand skillset and being
recognised as a distinctive contributor, rather than from tenure or institutional rank. Job
title, employer brand, and professional network all featured prominently in career decisions.
Salary mattered, but as one signal among several: income carried moral weight because it
enables people to live according to their values and maintain dignity, not simply because it
reflects seniority or collective membership. Underlying all of this is a fundamentally
transactional orientation. The organisation is a platform, not a home - a context to leverage
while the exchange remains favourable, not a source of identity or belonging. Work is, in
one participant's words, "a vehicle to fund the life" they want. This is organic solidarity in
practice: cohesion built on contribution rather than belonging, and sustained only as long as
the exchange holds.

Values without loyalty: resolving the apparent contradiction

This framework resolves what might otherwise appear contradictory: young participants
were simultaneously more attuned to their employer's values than older participants and
less loyal to the organisation itself.

For older participants, the organisation's values mattered because the organisation was part

of their identity. They cared about values because they belonged. For young participants,
the calculus was different. They consistently raised the social output of their organisation as
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a dimension of professional standing, but this was not an expression of institutional
belonging; rather, it was reputational. In a generation that constructs and curates identity
across social platforms, where you work is visible and subject to peer judgement. When the
values hold, association is an asset; when they prove hollow, it becomes a liability. They
cared about values because they were associated.

Several young participants described having rejected or left positions on ethical grounds
despite favourable pay or conditions, a pattern largely absent from the older focus groups.
They were not more committed to the organisation's mission than their older colleagues.
They were more exposed to the reputational cost of being associated with an organisation
whose mission they could not credibly claim as their own. High attentiveness to values and
low institutional loyalty are not contradictory; they follow from the same underlying
solidarity structure. One follows from mechanical solidarity, where values matter because
you belong. The other follows from organic solidarity, where values matter because you are
seen.

What this means for organisations

These are not two problems with the same solution. Older employees who have built their
professional identity around institutional belonging need that belonging to be honoured:
through recognition, continuity, and an organisational culture that takes its own history
seriously. Younger employees who relate to the organisation as a platform rather than a
home need something different: evidence that the values on the wall are real in practice,
visible in decisions, and not retracted when they become commercially inconvenient.
Treating these as the same retention challenge, fixable with the same engagement survey
or the same benefits package, is where organisations tend to go wrong. The practical
implication is straightforward: before investing in retention initiatives, it is worth asking
which solidarity you are speaking to, and whether your response actually addresses it.

Factor Younger Generations Older Generations Key Quotes & Evidence
Workplace Prioritise personal Value loyalty, stability, Older workers historically
Motivations fulfilment, autonomy, duty, and security of remained "with a single
and ethical alignment. tenure. employer for decades.”
Economic Fatalistic and Generally established "I’'m scared... that by the
Outlook pessimistic; concerned and secure; lack acute age of 26 I won't even be
about economic financial precarity. able to afford basics.”
precarity.
Identity & Instrumental view: work Central source of Employment is “no
View of Work is a vehicle to gain identity and collective longer a source of
status, meaning and belonging. identity” for many
fund life outside the younger workers.
office.
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4.4 GenAl: Welcomed, feared, ungoverned

Key takeaway 5: Individual curiosity vs. corporate policy: adoption without
governance

What participants said

Across groups, most resisted simplistic “AI is good” versus “Al is bad” narratives, describing
GenAl as a "two-sided coin” whose effects depend on how it is used and supervised.
Participants saw GenAlI as potentially powerful for productivity, support, and accessibility,
for example as a research assistant, a drafting aid, or a tutor that can explain concepts in
simpler language, translate content, and help people get “unstuck” on unfamiliar tools or
tasks.

Participants also described GenAl's value in reducing time spent on routine tasks (first
drafts, summaries, formatting, basic analysis), allowing people to focus on higher-value
tasks. Some framed this as a competitive shift: the risk is not simply “AI replaces people,”
but that people who can use Al effectively may outperform those who cannot, particularly in
roles where output volume and turnaround time matter.

At the same time, enthusiasm was consistently paired with concerns about how GenAlI
might change judgement, learning, and professional standards. A recurring worry was over-
reliance: when Al produces plausible outputs, users may skip verification, accept weak
reasoning, or stop practising core skills. As one participant put it, “You start losing... your
ability... because you’re handing it over to AI to do it.” In this framing, the risk is not only
errors, but the gradual erosion of independent thinking and quality control, especially if Al
use becomes hidden rather than openly discussed.

There are widespread concerns about job displacement as automation reaches roles and
professions previously perceived to be ‘secure’ or associated with lifetime career pathways.
Participants linked this to uncertainty and anxiety about the future of work and what “entry
levels” into professions may look like if routine tasks are increasingly automated or even
improved by Al.

The pipeline risk: when AI removes the work that builds junior talent

Employers noted that GenAl is increasingly taking on the routine tasks that have
traditionally served as a training ground for junior staff. One employer noted: “If legal
research is taken up by AI, there is less need for legal interns... these legal interns one day
become the partners... and they need that experience.” The issue here is developmental: if
juniors do less foundational work, organisations risk weakening the pipeline through which
people build professional judgement, standards, and confidence.

Participants also raised the following risks:

e Privacy and confidentiality risks, especially where people upload sensitive documents
or client information into public tools.
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e Bias and stereotyping risks, where models reproduce problematic assumptions and
normalise them if outputs are not checked.

e Accountability ambiguity, where it becomes unclear who is responsible for the quality
and consequences of Al-assisted work if use is informal or concealed.

Key takeaway 6: The resilience anchor: transversal skills as the only
future-proof investment

What participants said

Transversal skills, such as communication, teamwork, creativity, adaptability, problem-
solving, critical thinking, emerged as a central theme across groups. Participants
consistently identified them as the primary factor for maintaining relevance in an
increasingly Al-driven economy.

There was broad consensus that empathy, creativity, and human ingenuity are
distinguishing features of human work that resist automation. Participants in the youth
focus group expressed this vividly: technical skills are the “root” of a job, but without
communication and empathy it just doesn’t work.” Some experts added “common sense”
and “lateral thinking” as vital transversal competencies.

In an era of rapid disruption, lifelong learning was described as shifting from optional to
necessary. Participants argued tools can become “obsolete” quickly, so the priority becomes
“learning how to learn.” Success leads to the “naturalisation” of technology, where digital
tools recede into the background and become the default modality of doing things.

Concern about erosion

Older professionals expressed concern about perceived deficits in critical thinking and
problem-solving among younger cohorts, observing an increase in derivative work reliant on
Al models rather than original thought. Educators reported students struggling with
argumentation and synthesis, preferring to “copy and paste” outputs from Al without
questioning validity. Employers reinforced this by noting they increasingly seek transversal
skills precisely because technically proficient recruits may lack adaptability and
communication in teams. One participant described transversal skills as the “fulcrum of
everything.”

How participants think these skills are developed
Participants emphasised how transversal skills are developed through formal and informal
pathways, including from voluntary work, hobbies, sports, the arts, and through “learning to

learn.” Many stressed that the right mindset matters more than year of birth: curiosity and
the confidence to “look things up” enable people to overcome hurdles regardless of age.
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4.5 What the Signals add up to

Taken together, the six signals point to a consistent pattern. The friction that shows up in
multigenerational workplaces is rarely about age itself: it is about the gap between what
different people assume is normal and what the organisation has actually made explicit.
Communication channels, learning expectations, GenAl use, and what counts as
professional behaviour are all areas where implicit assumptions diverge, and where the
absence of clear norms produces avoidable misunderstanding.

The opportunity is also consistent across the signals. Where organisations have named the
expectation - which channel for what, what counts as acceptable GenAl use, who teaches
whom and in what direction - friction is reduced. Where they have created conditions that
feel safe enough to experiment, learning happens across age groups, not just within them.
This does not require large investment or formal infrastructure. The organisations best
placed to act on these findings are those willing to make the implicit explicit: to treat
communication norms, learning culture, and GenAl governance as practical design choices
rather than things that sort themselves out over time.

Section 5 translates this into a tiered set of actions, organised from low-lift starting points
to longer-term strategic choices. Organisations should treat them as a menu, not a
checklist.

5. Conclusion: What this means for
Organisations

5.1 Overview of Main Findings

This phase of the study examined how workers across generations in Malta perceive and
navigate evolving digital competencies and workplace norms amid rapid technological
transformation. The research finds that, on average, generations differ in how they adopt
technology, what they expect from work, and how they approach organisational values,
learning and communication. Yet they broadly frame the importance of digital literacy,
transversal skills and the impact of Al on the workplace similarly. Whilst noting differences
in preferences that reflect the vastly different environments each generation grew up in,
participants emphatically rejected deterministic narratives. Participants consistently
emphasised that attitude and aptitude matter more than age when it comes to more
objective metrics like digital literacy and work outcomes, despite a tendency for younger
individuals to experiment more and be more open to learning.
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5.2 Contributions

This research adds practical, Malta-relevant insight into how multigenerational teams
experience rapid digital change and early GenAl adoption. It shows that workplace friction is
often driven less by age itself and more by how work is organised: communication norms,
access to safe learning opportunities, and clarity around acceptable GenAl use.

For organisations, the value is direct and actionable: making expectations explicit, creating
low-stakes opportunities to learn, and setting light but clear GenAl guardrails can reduce
avoidable friction and support more consistent performance across age-diverse teams.
These findings also highlight a risk that deserves early attention: protecting entry-level
development as routine tasks are automated, so early-career pathways remain viable.

This phase establishes the qualitative foundation for a wider sequential research
programme. Phase 2 will examine human-AI collaboration in concrete organisational
settings through case studies with SME early adopters, focusing on task-level impacts,
readiness, and how career stage shapes adoption conditions. Phase 3 will add a quantitative
layer through a workforce or employer survey, tracking attitudes, perceived impacts, and
readiness as the landscape evolves.

5.3 Limits of Transferability

This report is exploratory by design: it prioritises depth and sense-making over statistical
representativeness, and findings should be read as evidence of patterns, tensions, and
mechanisms rather than population-level measurement.

Key limitations to keep in mind:

e Who took part: Participants skewed toward professional/managerial and
organisationally active roles. So: lower-paid, precarious, or less digitally engaged
workers are underrepresented.

e Context: These findings reflect Malta’s SME-dominated labour market; patterns may
differ in larger or structurally different economies.

e Focus group design: Because groups were run across sectors (not inside single
organisations), some differences participants described as “generational” may
actually reflect different organisational cultures, job designs, or leadership norms.

e Generation vs career stage: Some “generational” differences may actually reflect

role, career stage, or organisational culture. Treat these as working hypotheses to
test in your setting.
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5.4 Practical Implications for Organisations

These recommendations translate what we heard in the focus groups, supported by well-
established organisational practice, into actions organisations can test and adapt. They are
intended as starting points, not a compliance checklist. For readers who want the shortest
possible entry point, the five moves in the "Start here" box below are the place to begin;
everything else builds from those foundations.

Start here
If you do nothing else, start with these five moves:

1.

. A development check across roles: Review where Al is shifting task loads and

A one-page communication charter: Name which channel is used for what,
define what counts as urgent, set expected response windows, and agree a basic
boundary rule around after-hours contact. The goal is to replace unspoken
assumptions with shared expectations.

A recurring safe-to-learn slot: Put a monthly 45-60 minute "tool try-out" in the
calendar and protect it. Create a low-stakes space where mistakes don't matter,
and ask at least one team member to model learning out loud including what they
tried, what worked, and what didn't work.

A one-page GenAlI rules of thumb: Cover three basics: what must never be
uploaded (client data, confidential documents, personal information); the human-
verifier principle (a person remains accountable for any Al-assisted output); and
agreed use cases versus no-go zones for your context. Introduce these rules in a
team meeting, not as a silent memo.

One cross-generational learning routine: Choose one simple mechanism -
such as a buddy rotation, a monthly show-and-tell, or a light reverse mentoring
cycle - and run it consistently. The aim is reciprocal, peer-to-peer exchange, not
"younger teaches older."

identify what skills people at every level must continue to practise and own. Use
this to inform tailored coaching or development plans rather than assuming
capability gaps will surface on their own.

For organisations with capacity to go further, the actions below are grouped into three tiers:

Foundation actions: low-lift steps that reduce friction quickly

Capability-building actions: simple routines that build skills and improve
knowledge-sharing

Strategic actions: longer-term design choices that protect talent pathways and
sustain learning
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5.4.1 Foundation Actions

1. Establish communication protocols

Recommendation: Make communication expectations explicit so teams don’t run on
“assumptions by age”.

Start small:

e Create a one-page communication charter covering channels, urgency levels and
expected response times.

e Define simple urgency labels, such as urgent, standard and low priority, with clear
response expectations.

e Agree basic boundary rules, including after-hours contact only for genuine
emergencies, with leaders modelling these rules consistently.

It is important that this process has bottom-up support and builds on existing workplace
norms, in order to reduce organisational resistance and to ensure employees embody and
claim ownership of the policy.

If you have capacity:

e Provide light guidance on tone and formality by channel, such as when to use
informal internal chat versus more formal external email.

e Encourage simple practices that reduce noise, such as status indicators, quiet
hours, delayed-send, and agreed response-time expectations.

2. Create psychologically safe experimentation

Recommendation: Make it normal and safe for all staff to learn new tools without fear of
embarrassment or penalty.

Start small:

Put a recurring monthly 45-60 minute “tool try-out” slot into the calendar.
Create a basic low-stakes space, such as a test account, sandbox or practice task,
where mistakes do not matter.

e Ask one leader to model learning out loud once a month by sharing what they tried
what worked and what did not.

e Recognise and reward curiosity, experimentation, questioning and skill developmen

I

t,

ensuring that the benefits of learning outweigh the perceived costs of getting things

wrong.
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If you have capacity:

e Recognise useful learning from things that did not go as planned, focusing on what
was learned and what could be improved next time

e Use paired exploration by pairing confident users with colleagues who are still
building confidence.

3. Build digital literacy that empowers confident, critical use of GenAl

Recommendation: Set light but clear expectations for how GenAl tools should and should
not be used at work, before informal practices become entrenched defaults.

The focus groups consistently flagged that GenAl use is already happening, often informally
and without shared norms, and that this creates risk. Participants raised concerns about
privacy (uploading sensitive documents into public tools), accountability ambiguity (unclear
who is responsible for Al-assisted outputs), and passive over-reliance (accepting plausible
outputs without verification). The organisational window is narrow: once informal habits
form, they harden and are harder to reshape. A short, practical acceptable-use document
closes the gap between what people are doing and what the organisation has sanctioned.

Start small:

e Create a one-page “"GenAl rules of thumb” covering three basics: what should not be
uploaded into unapproved tools, such as client data, confidential documents or
personal information; the human-verifier principle, meaning that a person remains
accountable for any Al-assisted output; and agreed use cases and no-go zones for
your organisational context.

e Introduce the guidance in a team meeting rather than distributing it silently. Frame it
as shared norm-setting, not policing, and invite staff to flag use cases that may not
yet have been anticipated.

Ask staff to flag, at least informally, when they are using GenAlI on a piece of work,
so that quality standards, review expectations and accountability remain visible.

If you have capacity:

e Clearly distinguish between approved organisational tools and personal tools that
staff may be using without IT oversight, especially in relation to data handling and
security.

e Review the guidance every six months, since the tool landscape is changing quickly
and today’s guidance may become outdated within a year.
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5.4.2 Capability-Building Actions

4. Invest systematically in transversal skills development

Recommendation: Treat transversal capabilities such as communication, critical thinking,
judgement, and collaboration, as core infrastructure, not optional extras. This investment
matters especially now, when the tools people use are changing faster than the skills
needed to use them well.

Start small:

e Build transversal skills into everyday work by designing tasks that require employees
to synthesise information, collaborate with others and explain their reasoning.

e Make feedback more developmental by focusing not only on the final output, but also
on clarity, judgement, reasoning and teamwork.

e Run short scenario discussions of 15-20 minutes using practical questions such as:
“How would we handle this case?” and “What would we need to check if Al had
drafted it?”

If you have capacity:

e Train managers in coaching-style feedback to support reflection, learning and
confidence-building.

e Use realistic simulations and role plays to practise judgement, communication and
decision-making in situations.

5. Design cross-generational knowledge transfer

Recommendation: Create simple, reciprocal learning mechanisms that avoid one-
directional “younger teach older” assumptions.

Start small:

e Use buddy rotation by pairing employees across generations for one month, with a
short check-in to share “one thing I learned”.

e Hold a monthly 20-minute show-and-tell where employees demonstrate a useful tool
or workflow tip.

e Introduce light-touch reverse mentoring through a six-week cycle, where juniors
share tools and seniors share judgement, context and quality standards.
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If you have capacity:

e Use mixed-age implementation teams when adopting new tools, so workflow
knowledge, risk awareness and fresh perspectives are built in.

e Rotate pairings periodically to expand networks and spread learning across the
organisation.

6. Build workplace-integrated learning infrastructure

Recommendation: Make learning fit the workflow, not the other way around, especially in
SMEs.

Start small:

e Create a simple internal "how we do this” page with FAQs, short guides and
examples for recurring tasks.

e Provide short, practical microlearning resources that employees can use at the point
of need, ideally in 5-10 minutes.

e Use one real business problem as a learning project, allowing employees to develop
skills while building something useful for the organisation.

If you have capacity:

Create small learning cohorts around shared challenges.
Use blended delivery by combining self-paced basics with short live sessions for
practice, feedback and discussion.

e Recognise prior learning, including skills gained through work experience, informal
learning and personal experimentation.

5.4.3 Strategic Actions

7. Differentiate retention strategies

Recommendation: Retention improves when the organisation is clear about what it offers
and understands what different people value.

Start small:

e Hold regular career check-ins to understand what matters most to employees now:
stability, growth, flexibility, pay, purpose or progression.
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e Make the organisation’s employee value proposition explicit, including development,
flexibility, culture, progression and pay principles.

e Address one recurring baseline expectation, such as workload, flexibility, recognition
or clarity of progression.

If you have capacity:

e Audit whether stated values, such as ethics, sustainability and social impact, are
experienced in day-to-day practice.

e Use short pulse surveys or stay interviews to understand what different groups
value most, then adjust retention actions accordingly.

8. Redesign entry-level career pathways

Recommendation: As GenAl automates routine tasks, protect early-career development
so juniors still build judgement and capability.

Start small:

e Carry out a six-monthly role check to identify which junior tasks are being
automated and which learning experiences need to be preserved.

e Ensure junior employees continue to receive supervised opportunities to practise
judgement, make decisions and receive feedback.

If you have capacity:

e Strengthen apprenticeship-style development through mentored problem-solving
and gradually increasing responsibility.

e Redesign junior roles before removing tasks from them, shifting the focus towards
higher-value learning work rather than simple task elimination.

9. Align organisational learning culture authentically

Recommendation: Treat learning capacity as organisational infrastructure, not optional
personal initiative.

Start small:

e Reserve a small, regular block of time for learning during work hours, even one hour
per month as a starting point.
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e Use “test and learn” pilots for new tools: start with a small trial, review quickly, and

scale what works.
e Ask leaders to model curiosity by normalising questions, experimentation and
learning from what does not work.

If you have capacity:

e Offer multiple learning pathways, such as peer learning, project-based learning

and external courses.
e Remove structural barriers to learning, including time poverty, cost barriers and

scheduling constraints.

Using these recommendations

Organisations should treat these actions as a practical menu. Start with one or two
foundation actions, test what works, and expand gradually. The guiding principle across all
tiers is consistent: make implicit expectations explicit, create safe conditions to learn, and
build work systems that support diverse strengths and values.
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Glossary

The following definitions are provided to support readers who may be less familiar with the
specialist terminology used in this report. Terms are listed alphabetically.

Algorithm-driven content is content that is automatically selected and shown to users
based on their past behaviour, preferences, and engagement patterns.

Communication styles refer to the characteristic ways individuals or groups convey,
interpret, and respond to messages in interpersonal or organisational contexts. These styles
encompass verbal and non-verbal behaviours, tone, directness, emotional expressiveness,
and cultural norms, and are shaped by individual personality traits, socialisation, and
situational factors. In organisational settings, communication styles influence team
dynamics, leadership effectiveness, conflict resolution, and overall workplace climate.

Digital citizenship refers to the responsible and ethical use of technology, including
awareness of privacy, respectful communication, digital rights, and online safety.

Digital literacy is the ability to use and understand digital technologies effectively. It
encompasses a wide range of skills, from basic computer use to critical evaluation of online
information and the responsible use of technology. Key aspects of digital literacy include:

Information literacy: Finding, evaluating, and using information effectively.

Media literacy: Understanding and critically analysing media messages.
Technology literacy: Using digital tools and software effectively.

Communication and collaboration: Communicating and collaborating with others
using digital tools and emerging technologies.

e Digital citizenship: Understanding the ethical, legal, and social implications of using
technology.

Digital tools are software applications, platforms, and technologies used to complete work
tasks, such as productivity software (e.g., Microsoft Office), collaboration platforms (e.g.,
Slack, Teams), cloud-based tools (e.g., Google Workspace), and Al tools (e.g., ChatGPT,
Midjourney).

Digital networking refers to professional relationship building and maintenance through
online platforms like LinkedIn, industry forums, or professional social media.

Disruptive technology refers to technologies that significantly alter or replace existing
business processes, industries, or ways of working. Examples include: artificial intelligence
and machine learning, cloud computing, mobile technology, automation and robotics,
blockchain, and the internet.

Generations refer to classifications that use birth years to categorise individuals into
groups that may share similar experiences, values, and perspectives shaped by major
historical events and technological developments during their formative years. For clarity
during generational comparisons in this research, the following age groups will be used:
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Gen Z: Born ~1997-2012 (ages ~14-29 in 2026)
Millennials: Born ~1981-1996 (ages ~30-45 in 2026)
Gen X: Born ~1965-1980 (ages ~46-61 in 2026)

Baby Boomers: Born ~1946-1964 (ages ~62-80 in 2026)

Note: These are general guidelines, and individual experiences may vary significantly within
each generational group. Birth year ranges can vary slightly depending on the source.

Generative AI (GenAl) refers to Artificial Intelligence systems that can generate text,
images, code, audio, or other content based on prompts or data input. Examples include
ChatGPT, DALL-E, and GitHub Copilot.

Human skills refer to the interpersonal, emotional, and cognitive capabilities that enable
individuals to interact effectively with others, manage themselves, and navigate social and
organisational environments. Often contrasted with technical or digital competencies,
human skills are increasingly recognised as critical for leadership, teamwork, and resilience
in complex, rapidly changing workplaces. Examples include: communication, empathy,
collaboration, adaptability, emotional intelligence, and ethical judgement.

Leadership styles are different approaches that leaders use to guide, motivate, and
manage their teams. Leadership style affects how decisions are made, how communication
flows, and how relationships are built within the workplace. Common leadership styles
include:

e Directive/Authoritative: Clear instructions and close supervision with defined
expectations
e Collaborative/Democratic: Involving team members in decision-making and seeking

input

e Coaching/Developmental: Focusing on individual growth through guidance and
feedback

e Delegative: Giving team members autonomy to make decisions and complete tasks
independently

Transformational: Inspiring and motivating through vision and personal connection
Transactional: Using rewards and consequences to manage performance

Servant leadership: Prioritising the needs and development of team members
Adaptive leadership: Adjusting approach based on situation, team needs, and
individual preferences

Learning and Development (L&D) refers to educational or training activities that help
workers acquire new skills or improve existing ones. It can include in-person workshops,
online courses, mentoring, and self-directed learning.

Organisational values are the core principles and beliefs that guide a company's culture,
decision-making, and behaviour. Examples include: integrity and ethical conduct, innovation
and creativity, customer focus, diversity and inclusion, environmental sustainability,
employee well-being and development, transparency and open communication, quality and
excellence, social responsibility, and collaboration and teamwork.
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Organisational purpose refers to the overarching reason for an organisation’s existence,
beyond profit generation, encompassing its core mission, values, and intended contribution
to stakeholders and society.

Transversal skills are broad, transferable competencies not specific to a particular job or
industry. These include skills like critical thinking, problem-solving, teamwork,
communication, and adaptability.

Technical skills are specialised, job-specific abilities related to performing particular tasks
or using specific tools or technologies (e.g., coding, data analysis, using industry software).

Workplace refers to any physical or virtual environment in which professional activities are
carried out, including traditional on-site locations (such as offices, laboratories, or field
sites) as well as remote settings (such as home offices or co-working spaces), enabled
through digital communication and collaboration technologies.

Workplace well-being refers to the mental, emotional, and physical health in the work
environment, including factors like work-life balance, job satisfaction, stress levels, and
feeling supported by leadership.

Workplace norms are the unwritten rules, expectations, and standard practices that guide
behavior and interactions in a work environment. These norms shape how work gets done
and how people relate to each other professionally. Examples include: Communication
norms, work schedule expectations, professional appearance, hierarchy and authority,
decision-making processes, work-life boundaries, collaboration practices, technology use,
social interactions (such as office socialising).

Work values are the principles, beliefs, and priorities that guide an individual's approach to
their career and work life. Examples include: work-life balance, job security, career
advancement opportunities, meaningful work that aligns with personal beliefs, financial
compensation, autonomy and flexibility, collaborative teamwork, continuous learning and
development, recognition and appreciation, and contributing to social impact or
environmental sustainability.
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Appendix A: Replicating this Work in your
Jurisdiction

This study is a first attempt to document how workers across generations in a small EU
state experience rapid GenAl adoption and increasingly multigenerational teams. The
methodology has been designed so that it can be adapted and repeated in other cities,
regions, and small states facing comparable pressures. This appendix sets out, in practical
terms, what such a replication involves. The methodology used in this study is described in
full in Appendix B; replicators should treat that account as the baseline and adapt
accordingly.

What transfers, and what needs local grounding

The mechanisms documented here - the gap between implicit assumptions and explicit
norms, exposure rather than age as the primary driver of digital competence, the two
retention logics, and the entry-level squeeze created by GenAl - are likely to recur across
many labour markets. What will differ is the local texture: sectoral mix, share of SMEs,
migration dynamics, the strength of collective bargaining, and the depth of GenAl adoption.
Replicators should treat our findings as working hypotheses to test against their own data,
not as conclusions to confirm.

Sampling approach

We recommend stratified purposive sampling across at least five stakeholder categories:
education and lifelong learning; social partners (employer and employee representatives);
policy and innovation bodies; civil society; and employers themselves. Aim for broad age
coverage across the adult workforce (roughly 18-65), and recruit younger workers actively
since they are often underrepresented in the professional networks typically used for
sampling. A total of 50-70 participants across 6-10 focus groups of approximately 90
minutes each provides sufficient depth without requiring research infrastructure that only
large institutions can mobilise.

Discussion guide

Appendix D sets out the question bank used in this study. Facilitators should adapt rather
than reproduce these questions, and specifically tailor the GenAl questions to reflect the
tools actually in use locally. We recommend opening each session with a short definitional
brief covering generational categories and key terms, so that participants work from a
common vocabulary rather than their own assumptions.

Resourcing and logistics
This phase was conducted by a small research team over approximately six months, with no

financial incentives offered to participants. The principal resource requirements are
facilitation capacity, transcription, and analysis time. Online sessions via video conferencing
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work well for sector-based groups and reduce logistical cost; in-person sessions tend to
work better for youth groups and for sessions where rapport-building matters.

What to publish

We encourage replicators to publish under an open licence (this report uses CC BY-NC-SA
4.0) so that findings can be compared across jurisdictions and built on over time. A shared
report structure supports comparability without constraining local interpretation. The
recommendations section is where local context will differ most: the five pillars identified
here may need to be adjusted, reprioritised, or supplemented depending on the labour
market conditions replicators encounter.

Staying in touch

We welcome contact from teams pursuing similar work. The 3CL Foundation can be reached
via www.3cl.org.
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Appendix B: Methodology

Study design

This phase of the research was built around eight focus groups: small, guided group
conversations of roughly 90 minutes each, with six to ten people per session. Six were held
online over Zoom, and two sessions were held in-person. Sessions were audio-recorded,
transcribed, and where needed translated from Maltese into English. All participants gave
informed consent to take part and to be recorded. Data were anonymised prior to analysis.

Discussions ranged across a deliberately broad set of topics, including digital literacy, the
use of digital tools, work values and what gives work meaning, leadership, learning
preferences, communication, the influence of online content, the balance between human
and technical skills, and the arrival of GenAl (see_Appendix D for the full question bank).
The aim was breadth: at this early stage, it was more useful to see which themes
participants themselves pulled toward and how those themes connected, than to
predetermine which were most important.

Research team

The work was run jointly by the 3CL Foundation and the National Skills Council. 3CL brings
expertise in critical digital literacies, and the NSC in skills and workforce policy. Both shaped
the design of the study and the interpretation of what participants said.

Sampling rationale

Because this phase was exploratory, the aim was to surface the range of ways workers and
workplace actors in Malta make sense of digital change and generational dynamics, rather
than to measure how widespread any particular view is. That shaped who was approached.
The study deliberately reached into sectors where these pressures are already being felt and
talked about: education and lifelong learning, social partners including employer
associations, trade unions and professional bodies, policy and innovation, civil society,
employers, and youth organisations. Participants were recruited through the professional
networks of 3CL and the NSC, which allowed the study to move quickly and reach informed
voices, though it also means the sample leans toward people who are professionally
engaged with these questions. This means findings should be read as indicative rather than
representative of the broader Maltese workforce.

Participants

Sixty-four people took part in total, ranging in age from 18 to 65, across eight focus groups.
Two additional sessions with Gen Z youth organisation leaders were added during fieldwork
to address underrepresentation of younger participants.

Analytical approach

The conversations were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, which in practice meant
reading and re-reading the transcripts to identify recurring ideas, tensions, and patterns
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across groups, and then grouping those into the themes that structure the findings. This
approach was well suited to the study's aims: it does not assume in advance which
categories matter, it allows patterns to emerge across very different sectoral conversations,
and it handles the mix of agreement and disagreement that focus groups naturally produce.
Throughout, the researchers treated what people said as meaningful in its own right, while
situating those accounts within the wider economic and social conditions of working life in
Malta. The findings should therefore be read as a map of the patterns and mechanisms at
play, not a measurement of how common each view is across the workforce.
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Appendix C: List of Organisations

The following organisations contributed to the research:
Organisation
Adenzija Zghazagh (AZ)
Big Bon Group
Foundation for Human Resource Development (FHRD)
Foundation for Social Welfare Services (FSWS)
G.F Abela Junior College (JC)
General Workers Union (GWU)
Giovanni Curmi Higher Secondary School (GCHSS)
Gozo Business Chamber (GBC)
Gozo Regional Development Authority (GRDA)
Jobsplus
Kunsill Nazzjonali Taz-Zghazagh (KNZ) / National Youth Council
Malta Chamber of Commerce, Enterprise and Industry (MCCEI)
Malta Chamber of SMEs (SME Chamber)
Malta Digital Innovation Authority (MDIA)
Malta Enterprise (ME)

Ministry for Education, Sports, Youths, Research and Innovation
(MEYR)
MISCO

National Commission for the Promotion of Equality (NCPE)
National Statistics Office (NSO)

NM Group

Malta College of Science, Arts and Technology (MCAST)

People and Standards Division, Office of the Prime Minister (OPM)
Tech.mt

University of Malta (UM)

Sector

Government

Private sector
Professional body
Government
Education

Trade Union
Education

Business Association
Government
Government

NGO

Business Association
Business Association
Government
Government

Government

Private sector
Government
Government
Private sector
Education

Government

Public-Private Partnership

Education
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Appendix D: Focus Group Question Bank

The following question bank was developed to guide focus group discussions. Not all
questions were asked of all groups; facilitators selected and adapted questions according to
each group's sectoral background and expertise. Definitional context (including generational
categories and key terms) was provided to participants via a shared slidedeck at the start of
each session.

1.

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

2

2.1

2.2

3.1

3.2

3.3

4.

Digital literacy skills

What do you understand by 'digital literacy skills”? Which of these skills do you think are
necessary?

What types of digital tools do you commonly see younger individuals (Gen Z and
Millennials) using for work tasks compared to older individuals (Gen X and Baby
Boomers)? Can you give specific examples?

What are your general observations about the different levels of comfort and skill with
digital tools you see among individuals from different generations in your workplace?
Share some examples.

How do you think different generations perceive their own digital abilities compared to
those of other generations?

Use of digital tools
Do you notice any differences in how readily different generations adopt or experiment
with new digital tools in the workplace? What might be the reasons for these

differences?

Does the variety of digital tools used impact collaboration or communication between
different generations? How so?

Work values, meaning of work and priorities
What motivates different generations when it comes to their careers and their work?

How do you perceive the importance of values in the work-related decisions and
attitudes of younger generations compared to older generations?

What gives workers from different generations a sense of purpose and meaning?

Organisational mission and purpose

4.1 When considering a place to work, do you think organisational mission and purpose are

important to different generations?
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4.2 Have you observed any differences in what younger and older individuals look for or
value in an employer? Can you provide examples?

5. Leadership approaches

5.1 How do different generations prefer to be led or managed? Do you see differences in
their receptiveness to different leadership styles?

5.2 What kind of leadership styles do you think are most effective in managing or working
with individuals from different generations?

5.3 What are your perceptions of how frequently and through which methods different
generations expect to communicate with their leaders? What works well or not so well
across different generations in your workplace?
6. Learning and development preferences
6.1 How do different generations:

e Prefer to learn new skills or engage in professional development?

e Engage with different learning methods (e.g., in-person, online, self-directed,

mentoring)

Any examples to share in terms of what is effective/ineffective?

7. Communication in offline and online spaces

7.1 Can you recall any instances where differences in communication styles between
generations might have led to misunderstandings or challenges in the workplace?

7.2 Which strategies do you think could help improve communication and reduce
misunderstandings between different generations at work?

7.3 How do different generations in your workplace approach building and maintaining
professional connections, both online and offline?

8. Online content and workplace perspectives

8.1 In what ways do you think exposure to online content and social media might shape the
perspectives of different generations on workplace norms and expectations?

8.2 Do you see any connection between the types of online content different generations
consume and their attitudes or beliefs about work? Can you provide examples?

8.3 How might the influence of curated or algorithm-driven online content contribute to
potential differences in workplace perspectives across generations?
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9. Valuation of transversal and technical skills

9.1 How do you think transversal skills and technical skills are valued across different
generations?

9.2 With the increasing influence of digital technologies and AI, how do you see the balance
between human and technical skills playing out across different generations?

10. Perceived role of disruptive technology
10.1 How do different generations perceive the impact of disruptive tech on the workplace?

10.2 Do you see different generations approaching the need to learn about and adapt to
new technologies like GenAl?

10.3 Do you think different generations will adopt and integrate GenAlI tools into their work
processes at different rates or in different ways? Why or why not?

10.4 Does the increased use of technologies like GenAl impact the overall well-being of
workers from different generations at work (e.g., stress levels, work-life balance, feelings of
being overwhelmed or empowered)?
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The Commonwealth Centre for Connected Learning Foundation (3CL) is a Malta-
based public foundation working at the intersection of technology, learning, and
society.

This publication forms part of our LearnTech & The Future of Work project cluster,
which investigates how emerging technologies are reshaping education,
employment, and lifelong learning. A major focus of the cluster is the Al-mediated
workplace, where up to five generations now work alongside one another while often
holding fundamentally different assumptions about technology, communication,
authority, and learning. Rather than relying on simplistic generational stereotypes,
these projects involve evidence-based research into how these differing digital
habits and workplace expectations shape collaboration, productivity, and
organisational culture.
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