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DEDICATION






This book is dedicated to the late Allan Grosh.

If anyone would be excited to see Gen Z show up

at work, it would be you. They’re missing out on

a great mentor.
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INTRODUCTION


A new generation is starting to hit our workforce, yet no one seems to be talking about it. Until now.

Gen Z. Born 1995–2012.

Usually the first thing people think is, “Is that what we are calling them?” We can address the name later. In fact, it has its own chapter. For now let’s run with it.

We may have thought about Gen Z as consumers and know how to sell them blue jeans or Barbie dolls. However, we have not thought about them as employees and what it will take to recruit, retain, manage, or motivate them.

The other thing most people are thinking: “Wait! Aren’t they Millennials?”

No. They’re not. In fact, they are quite different.

Believe it or not, Millennials have grown up. Beyoncé is no longer a single lady—she’s an entertainment mogul. Britney and Justin have broken up, moved on, and are even parents. In fact, according to Time magazine, 47 percent of Millennials are moms and dads. Millennials own houses, are done with the college phase, and have launched their careers. There is not a day that goes by where you don’t hear something about the Millennials. The most talked-about generation in history. The problem is that we talk about them so much we can’t imagine life after the Millennials.

We haven’t thought about a different generation showing up at the office because it felt so far away. Also, more than just the Millennials, we are focused on the Baby Boomers, who are edging into retirement. We have to be sure all their knowledge and wisdom is captured before it’s gone. Leaders are also busy still grooming and growing Xers (Gen Z’s parents) to take over, a generation whom they have historically ignored or even avoided.

And now there is a whole new generation to get to know? Really?

Yes!

Introducing Gen Z. The leading edge is already in their twenties. At 72.8 million strong, Gen Z are making their presence known in the workplace and organizations and leaders cannot afford to ignore them. The risk in not getting to know Gen Z is that we will simply treat them like the Millennials. Big mistake and it’s one that we’ve made before.

When Gen X showed up at work, no one paid attention. In fact, no one had given it any thought. What?! There’s life after the Baby Boomers?! The Boomers garnered the limelight in every marketplace. The workplace spent countless hours designing and implementing rules and regulations, processes, and procedures to help navigate the 80 million Boomers competing to get ahead. It was all Baby Boomer, all the time. When Gen X showed up leaders tried to treat them like the Boomers and—KABOOM! Gen X was nothing like the Baby Boomers and from recruiting to career paths to communication and beyond, the workplace was flooded with costly gaps. Even today, companies can feel the pain.

Nothing can stop the arrival of a new generation. The time to get to know Gen Z is today.

However, when I introduce the dialogue about Gen Z hitting the workplace, most of the faces look shocked, mad, exhausted, or confused. They rarely look excited. I definitely sense a feeling of Millennial fatigue out there. As I mentioned, there isn’t a day that goes by where we don’t hear something about the Millennials. People are just tired of talking about a generation, which definitely does not bode well for Gen Z. However, as I share some results from our national surveys about Gen Z at work, I watch most faces go from mad, exhausted, or confused to relieved, excited, and definitely intrigued.

If anyone is going to be intrigued with a new generation, it’s probably going to be me.

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is David Stillman.

I have spent close to twenty years researching, writing, and speaking to companies about the topic of generations. It was my full-time job for close to fifteen years. In the mid-1990s, I cofounded a business with a Baby Boomer named Lynne Lancaster. Lynne and I had met while working on a project together at our previous jobs and clashed like no one’s business. However, we still liked each other. After the project was done, we went out to lunch to celebrate and talked about our generational differences. We quickly realized that if we were struggling to bridge generational gaps, others were as well. While there were a handful of generational experts out there focusing on a particular generation, we saw a need to pioneer the dialogue about what happens when we put these generations together—especially in the workplace.

We quit our jobs shortly after and started our company with the mission of helping Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Gen Xers, and Millennials bridge the gaps in the workplace and marketplace. Our company took off. The topic was very popular as Xers were shaking up the workplace like never before. Everyone wanted to talk about it. Once we had collected enough primary research, we published our first book, When Generations Collide. We hit the speaking circuit with a vengeance, often speaking together or separately.

Lynne and I did more than just write and talk about the generations—we built a thriving company around our mission of bridging generational gaps. We created a train-the-trainer program, e-learning platform, and even a corporate entertainment show. As Millennials started to enter the workplace, we wrote and published our second book, The M-Factor: How the Millennial Generation Is Rocking the Workplace.

After more than a decade of being on the road, I was tired. Throw in three kids and a germ phobia, and the fun wears off. The opportunity came to sell our business and we took it.

I wasn’t sure what I was going to do next when a dear friend and colleague, Marc Kielburger, came to town. He and his brother Craig, whom I met on an airplane, have cofounded the world’s largest global youth empowerment movement—called WE. My family had supported one of their international programs in Kenya and had gotten to know their organization quite well. We traveled to Kenya multiple times to build schools, and our experiences with the Kielburgers have always been life changing. They were operating WE in eight countries around the world and were ready to bring their program to the United States. Marc knew I had sold my company and asked me to join a team of two others to spearhead their expansion into the States.

My first reaction was that I was not nice enough to work at a nonprofit. I can be quite opinionated, am known to speak my mind, and am not exactly the most patient. I had zero experience working for a nonprofit and other than helping my kids sell wrapping paper for their schools at holiday time, I hadn’t done any fund-raising, either.

So, naturally, I took the job.

What I didn’t realize was that I would be immersed right back into the generational dialogue. WE gave me my first opportunity to see and work with Gen Z. I was surrounded by incredible teenagers who were taking local and global action to make the world a better place. Collecting coins, doing car washes, bake sales, dance-a-thons, bike rides, hikes . . . mini businesses. I was so excited by their maturity, sense of self, willingness to work hard, and commitment to service. At the same time, I could see some scary gaps on the horizon as their independent nature would likely clash with collaborative Millennials.

Gen Z entering the workplace resonated even more with me as I have two Gen Z kids who are already working. My oldest daughter, nineteen-year-old Ellie, is a paid intern at the Minnesota Department of Education, and my seventeen-year-old son, Jonah, is my business partner. More on that later. My nine-year-old daughter, Sadie, has bigger plans of being the next singer-songwriter YouTube sensation. You’ll be the first to know.

In many meetings with corporations to talk about supporting the WE program in the United States, they would refer to the youth as Millennials. Even Millennials themselves would call them that. However, the traits that I was seeing among Gen Z did not align with all the research and writing I had done on Millennials. My gut told me that Gen Z was going to be different than the Millennials and I also knew that if leaders didn’t wake up to this fact, they would find themselves in trouble.

I knew I had to go on more than my gut, so I took the next step. I partnered with the Institute for Corporate Productivity (i4cp) to conduct two national surveys on Gen Z’s workplace attitudes. We surveyed Gen Zers across the country who are 15–21 years old and focused all of the questions on their workplace attitudes. In addition to i4cp, I partnered with my son Jonah’s high school business immersion program, called VANTAGE. These amazing Gen Zers collaborated with i4cp to figure out what questions to ask and how to get the survey out to their generation across the country. They were also instrumental in analyzing the results.

Speaking of results, my gut was confirmed. The national surveys proved that Gen Z was not at all like the Millennials. In fact, they were quite different. One thing was for sure: Gen Z is ready and eager to kick some serious butt at work. Careers are top of mind. Our study definitely revealed they are focused on and preparing for careers at a young age. On one hand, I could see how excited Gen Z was to dive into their careers, while on the other, I saw that employers were not even thinking about them and don’t realize that so many workplace practices are about to need another overhaul.

This really propelled my interest in pioneering another dialogue. I started to talk about it all the time at home with my Gen Z kids. Rather than roll their eyes at me, they really engaged in the dialogue. But of course they did . . . at last I was talking about their generation.

Then, one night before going to bed, my Gen Z son Jonah asked me a question.

“Dad, do you think I could be the voice of my generation?”

Have you ever had a moment in your life where the idea lightbulb goes off above your head and you just know deep down that the idea is a good one?

The lightbulb went off for me big-time.

Jonah could help me introduce Gen Z. It’s more authentic coming from him. He could discuss who Gen Z is, and I could rely on my years of studying the generations to talk about what it means for the rest of us. It just felt right.

Jonah and I started with a few test speeches and the next thing we knew, we had a website, logo, an app, offerings, and basically a new business. We called it Gen Z Guru. We wanted to start by pioneering a dialogue about Gen Z at work. We had great data and knew leaders weren’t talking about Gen Z.

We even traveled to two presidential primaries to talk about the Gen Z vote.

Running a business with Jonah, I quickly noticed how different we were. It was déjà vu, reminding me of when Lynne and I opened our business. I started to collect stories of working together, along with case studies and results from our national surveys, and it wasn’t long before the topic of writing a book came about.

Why Jonah? First, so my other kids don’t end up on Dr. Phil’s couch, I of course love all of them the same. But Ellie’s already in college and off on her own amazing pursuit for a career in education and Sadie’s only interest in attending a generations presentation would be if she could sing the national anthem.

Jonah is a natural. He is passionate about Gen Z. His comfort level with getting up and talking in front of a crowd is impressive. He’s got guts. He has been hearing about the generations since he was born. From the get-go, I have been so impressed by his willingness to work hard and do what it takes to prepare speeches and write this book. He even gave up his lifelong passion, which he can explain. He is one dedicated kid.

Most important, he truly gets the golden rule of the generations. He knows that no generation is better, worse, right, or wrong . . . they are just different. I know that as passionate as he is to introduce Gen Z to the other generations, he is equally as excited to learn about them.

Best of all, we are blessed with an awesome relationship. Jonah and I get along great. We have a lot in common. This is actually a big trend with Gen Z and their Gen X parents we talk more about in this book. For the first time in history, parents and kids are sharing playlists, hobbies, and even clothes. All said, there is no denying who is the boss.

This is the part where I stop to give a big shout-out to Jonah’s principal and teachers, who have been nothing but supportive. Another shout-out to those pioneering companies and individuals who early on brought us in to start the dialogue about Gen Z.

If you’re reading this book for parenting advice, I’m not so sure I’m your guy. My kids eat sugared cereal, don’t have real bedtimes, and I’ve taught them that there is such a thing as a dumb question. However, you will definitely get many insights into your Gen Z kids and how they will be as employees.

But that’s just the Xers. For all the Boomer and Millennial readers, odds are they don’t have as many Gen Zers in their lives.

This book is about Gen Z at work. The goal is to pioneer a dialogue about what they will be like in the workplace. We want to introduce you to who they are and why, and their seven key traits:


1.    Phigital: Gen Z is the first generation born into a world where every physical aspect (people and places) has a digital equivalent. For Gen Z, the real world and the virtual world naturally overlap. Virtual is simply part of their reality. The world of work has typically been slow to adapt to digital solutions and will be challenged like never before when it comes to finding its place in the phigital world. Ninety-one percent of Gen Z say that a company’s technological sophistication would impact their decision to work there.

2.    Hyper-Custom: Gen Z has always worked hard at identifying and customizing their own brand for the world to know. Their ability to customize everything has created an expectation that there is an intimate understanding of their behaviors and desires. From job titles to career paths, the pressure to customize has been turned up. This is going to be tough for the world of work, which has historically focused on trying to be fair and treating everyone the same. Fifty-six percent of Gen Z would rather write their own job description than be given a generic one.

3.    Realistic: Growing up during the aftermath of 9/11, with terrorism part of everyday life, as well as living through a severe recession early on, has created a very pragmatic mindset when it comes to planning and preparing for the future. Colleges and universities were the first to struggle with this realistic attitude and the workplace is next. With idealistic Millennials as their frontline managers, the potential for gaps with Gen Z is huge. As Gen Z sees it, if you’re going to survive or even thrive, you’d better get real about what it’s going to take.

4.    FOMO: Gen Z suffers from an intense fear of missing out on anything. The good news is that they will stay on top of all trends and competition. The bad news is that Gen Z will always worry that they aren’t moving ahead fast enough and in the right direction. The workplace will be challenged by Gen Z, who will want to have a lot in the hopper at all times to be sure they aren’t missing out. Seventy-five percent of Gen Z would be interested in a situation in which they could have multiple roles within one place of employment.

5.    Weconomists: From Uber to Airbnb, Gen Z has only known a world with a shared economy. Gen Z will push the workplace to break down internal and external silos to leverage the collective in new convenient and cost-effective ways. More than just as employees, Gen Z will leverage the power of “we” in their role as philanthropists. Gen Z will expect to partner with their employers to fix the wrongs they are seeing in the world. Ninety-three percent of Gen Z says that a company’s impact on society affects their decision to work there.

6.    DIY: Gen Z is the do-it-yourself generation. Having grown up with YouTube, which can teach them how to do just about anything, Gen Z believes that they can do just about anything themselves. On top of that, they have been encouraged by their independent Gen X parents not to follow traditional paths. Gen Z is fiercely independent and will collide head-on with so many of the collaborative cultures that Millennials have fought for. Seventy-one percent of Gen Z said they believe the phrase “if you want it done right, then do it yourself!”

7.    Driven: With parents who drilled into them that participation is not a real award and that there are winners and losers, a recession that pulled the rug out from their predecessors, and a rate of change that is hard to keep up with, it is no wonder that Gen Z is one driven generation. Gen Z is ready and hungry to roll up their sleeves. They will be more competitive as well as private than previous generations. Pressure will be on for companies to convince Gen Z that they are the winning team. Seventy-two percent of Gen Z said they are competitive with people doing the same job.



By understanding the seven traits, we can learn about what they are looking for in their careers. Where might we clash with Gen Z? Where will we click?

We have a whole new generation hitting our workplace. It doesn’t happen that often. For many of you, it will be the last generation you have to worry about getting to know at work. For the rest, it will be the first time you’ve welcomed a new generation and, scary to think, it won’t be the last. Millennials’ kids will be here before we know it.

So if you haven’t put the book down by now, keep reading. Get to know Gen Z. You won’t get a second chance to make a first impression.

And come to think of it . . . neither will they.

No pressure, Jonah.

Hi. My name is Jonah Stillman and I am seventeen years old. If there are any Gen Z readers, no doubt you’ve moved on. Our eight-second attention span likely has you skipping the intro and just diving into the first chapter. But for the other generations of readers . . . I am a classic Gen Zer. I love Snapchat and Twitter and think email is for my parents’ generation. Most of my entertainment is consumed on a cell phone or laptop and if a video is longer than thirty seconds, there’s a good chance I’m hitting delete. I came out of the womb ready to go as my hobbies pretty much include anything that involves action. My biggest passion has been alpine snowboarding. Since the age of six, I have competed at the national level, even bringing home the bronze one year.

I go to a really big high school that I like a lot. There are approximately 700 students in my class and 3,200 in the whole school. My favorite part of school is that I am part of a program called VANTAGE. It’s an immersive business program. Here’s the elevator pitch—why just sit in class and learn AP economics and IB business when you can actually apply it by doing real-world projects for companies? Half of my day I spend with other students off campus in an officelike environment and work on projects for companies like General Mills. As talked about in this book, programs like this are perfect for my generation since we are really focused on understanding how what we learn in school actually applies to our future.

My parents turned me on to volunteering at a young age. I remember I was nine years old when my dad left for three weeks to build schools in Kenya. He came home and told me about how kids play soccer on a slanted field with holes and rocks. I decided I wanted to do something about it so I teamed up with my cousin Jacob and we raised enough money to build a proper soccer field. Four years later, my dad brought me with him to Kenya, where I got to cut the ribbon on the soccer field. I’ve also been lucky to travel to Ecuador on a summer program to build schools and set up clean water programs. Like many Gen Zers, giving back is just part of my DNA.

I’ve grown up listening to my dad talk about the generations. Every year, each kid got to go with him to a conference that was in a great location—usually Disney. As much as we went with him for the chance to hit the pool or rides, I always loved going with him to hear him speak. I never got tired of listening to him talk passionately about the topic and especially about his generation. I always wondered when he would talk about my generation.

When he started to talk about Gen Z, I was interested. One thing about my dad is that when he has an idea . . . he’s all in. Buckle up. Ideation mode with my dad can be part exciting, part chaotic, and yes . . . a little psychotic. We talked about Gen Z in the car, on a chairlift, or at breakfast, lunch, or dinner. However, the more my dad talked about it, the more I got excited. As the data proved how different we were from the Millennials, I too saw a need. Someone had to introduce the world to Gen Z.

So off went my lightbulb and I said to my dad, “Dad, do you think I could be the voice of my generation?”

I’m sure there will be lots of Gen Z experts and speakers out there. There will never be one voice of Gen Z, but there is something to trying to be one of the first to put it on the radar. However, from conducting primary research to learning how to deliver a keynote speech to fine-tuning my writing skills (I am the king of run-on sentences), I quickly learned that being the voice of my generation was going to be a lot of work. Throw in homework and studying for the ACT, and I also quickly became overwhelmed. I really felt the need to spread the word about Gen Z and couldn’t stop thinking about it. So, after ten years of competing at alpine snowboarding, I decided to give it up. Not an easy decision, and I often found myself missing my time on the slopes.

Which brings me to running a business with my dad. We bump heads on a lot of things—many of which are clearly generational. It’s so cool to witness firsthand when a gap between a Gen Zer and Gen Xer is bridged and it’s so painful when the gap seems to only get larger. If a father and son can have these collisions at home, I can only imagine what it will be like at work. These are the stories we try to share throughout the book . . . of course, along with all of the research.

As for research, it was fascinating for me to share results with my peers, who quickly joined me in wanting to make sure businesses and their leaders knew that we were different. On a very small scale, I felt like I was starting a movement. I knew we were on to something.

As my dad and I started to give speeches to share the data with companies, my favorite part was always Q&A. I realized that we indeed were waking leaders up to a new generation and it comforted me to see so many interested. Considering we always have to stop our speech with so many more hands still in the air, I knew that leaders had a lot of questions. This sparked a research idea of my own. I wanted to ask CEOs to submit one question they want to have answered about Gen Z by Gen Z. My dad said that if I got submissions, we could partner with the Institute for Corporate Productivity to field the survey. Since my dad gave me the green light to run with the survey, I added in celebrities, too.

My goal was to get twenty-five questions and in the end I got forty-four, including from Mark Cuban, Arianna Huffington, and Oprah, to name a few! Throughout the book you will see their questions and survey results.

While most of the people I reached out to got back to me, I still experienced some resistance. Like my dad said, there is some Millennial fatigue out there, which does not bode well for my generation. We’ve barely showed up at work and some people are already over us? That doesn’t seem fair. It also doesn’t seem smart. There are 72 million of us. Ignoring Gen Z would be like pretending the entire population of Germany doesn’t exist. Fast Company reports that by 2020, Gen Z is predicted to make up 40 percent of the population.

However, I get it. You finally think you have it all figured out and then a new generation shows up. It feels like you have to do all the work. Hopefully, by learning about Gen Z earlier on, it won’t have to feel like work at all. And if it makes you feel any better, as committed as I am to spreading the word about Gen Z, I’m just as committed to letting my generation know how much we can learn from the other generations.

And no, I’m not just saying that so you will keep reading, but I hope you will.

So to answer your first question . . . why the name Gen Z?

Keep reading.





THE NAME GAME








	75 Million  

	Traditionalists

Pre 1946  




	80 Million  

	Baby Boomers

1946–1964  




	60 Million  

	Generation X

1965–1979  




	82 Million  

	Millennials

1980–1994  




	72 Million  

	Generation Z

1995–2012  





Dad, why is it after every speech that one of the first questions I get asked is about the name Gen Z?

Jonah, for as long as I can remember people have been asking me after speeches what the next generation would be called.

What did you say?

Since you were only in diapers, I said I didn’t know yet. But now that the leading edge of your group are graduating college you are on the radar and people need to know what to call you.

They seem so surprised that we are okay with the name Gen Z.

Well, for previous generations it’s been a hot topic.

Why? It’s just a name.

For starters, as authors of this book and speakers/experts on the topic, we are putting our stake in the ground and committing to the name Gen Z for reasons we will explain.

Since I have been asked for more than twenty years what the next generation after the Millennials was going to be called, putting a stake in the ground was not something done lightly. We were anxious to see in our national survey if the name was okay with Gen Zers themselves.

In our national survey, 77 percent of Gen Z respondents said they didn’t care or liked the name Gen Z. In every focus group or discussion I have with fellow Gen Zers, no matter how many names I put in front of them, they all gravitate to Gen Z and agree with our rationale.

But first . . .

What’s in a Name?

When it comes to the generations, a lot! Especially for marketers who have always liked segmentation as a way to target consumers. When you can understand a group of people better, you can create more appealing messages that will resonate. Just as marketers have targeted women, men, teens, minority groups, and more . . . generations have proven to be profitable targets. So if you are going to target a group of people, it only seems natural that they would need a name. What marketers really have liked is when a name can just roll off the tongue.

Over the years, generational segmentation has carried over to the workplace. Just as generational preferences have helped marketers to sell, they have also helped employers to hire and manage. It can be useful to have a common language to refer to each other. In fact, generations is the easiest of segments to talk about since there isn’t as much political correctness. For example, most employers would tread lightly making a comment like, “We should hire more Asians . . .” but would have no problem saying, “We need to figure out how to recruit more Millennials.”

Again, having a name has helped.

The Evolution of Names

So when did the whole naming of a generation begin? Many would think that it started with the oldest living generation and worked its way down. In actuality, the name game began with the Baby Boomers. It all started when the Census Bureau referred to the years between 1946 and 1964 as the Baby Boom, when birthrates went up from approximately 3 million a year to over 4 million a year. As the members of this generation became adults and thus consumers, marketers found great success in marketing their products and services to the so-called Baby Boomers. When it came to the name, Boomers never seemed to balk at it and indeed wore it with a badge of honor. When a generation is garnering the limelight in every market it touches, it feels good to be part of the boom. Even today, as Pew Research reports, 79 percent of Boomers identify with the name and you really don’t hear much complaining about it or, for that matter, any alternatives.

And thus, the concept of naming a generation was proven to be worth it or just downright profitable. The Baby Boomers would be the first and last time (to date) a generation’s “official” name would come from a government organization.

Generations that came before the Boomers were immediately named retroactively. After all, they were still active consumers, and since grouping the Boomers together was profitable, it would surely be so for the other generations. For a while the generation right before the Boomers was labeled the “Silent Generation,” based on the notion that when it came to communication, they were often silent. Boomers accused them of not expressing deep feelings, speaking up at work, or sharing personal information. The problem was that “silent” suggested invisible, and for the generation that beat back the Great Depression, won two world wars, and put a man on the moon, the name really didn’t seem to fit.

In the 1990s, my business partner Lynne and I, and many others, went with the term Traditionalists. It was originally coined in a Time magazine article in 1951, but didn’t really get noticed for forty years. The feeling was that they upheld so many traditional values to be proud of that the name seemed more fitting and, let’s face it, definitely rolled off the tongue easier. Whenever we asked Traditionalists about the name they typically shrugged their shoulders or ironically were just silent.

In 1998, Baby Boomer and famous TV journalist Tom Brokaw penned the book The Greatest Generation, which was about the generation that came before the Traditionalists. Something to note is that the distinction between the Greatest Generation and Traditionalists isn’t often made because the two generations are so similar. The two names definitely resonated with everyone and there has never really been another strong contender.

Naming a generation based on a literary work wasn’t a new thing. It had happened before Brokaw came out with The Greatest Generation. In fact, it was the name of a book that gave birth to the name of the generation that followed the Boomers.

In 1991, Douglas Coupland wrote his book Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture. The book described the post-Boomer generation based on the anonymity the author and his contemporaries felt growing up in the shadow of the Baby Boomers. Why “X”? In math x is a variable and for a generation feeling lost, the symbolism seemed appropriate.

The problem was that it set a very dim and grim picture of the generation. Rather than be worn as a badge of honor, it was more of a negative label and for many an insult. There was definitely some backlash. However, it did roll off the tongue and made marketers’ job all the easier.

As much as Xers didn’t like the negative connotation, they were still a generation that was built on a more antiestablishment sentiment and agreed with the culture Coupland was describing. While not as high of a percentage as Boomers, Pew Research reports that today 58 percent of Gen X still identify with the name. In addition, as marketers assessed, the name not only rolls off the tongue, but does sound cool. There have never been any alternatives or even a close second.

When it came time to name the next generation after the Xers, there was a lot of buzz. First of all, these were the children of the Boomers. They were not going to let a negative name ensue, as had happened with Gen X. Second, there were a lot of them, so marketers were especially anxious as they geared up for this next great cash cow.

The first name to appear on the scene was Gen Y. However, whether it was a lack of marketing cachet or solid description, it didn’t seem to stick. Once again, it took a book to put a new name out there. Authors and historians Neil Howe and William Strauss coined the term Millennials in their 2000 book, Millennials Rising. Those of us generational experts, as well as marketers, felt it rolled off the tongue and therefore right into the history books.

It’s not that Gen Y totally died, though. In fact, we often have to explain to audiences that Gen Y and Millennials are the same generation. While the name Millennials has stuck for years with marketers and employers, it has struggled lately with the generation itself. Pew reports that only 40 percent of Millennials identified with the name.

In recent years, the Millennials have often been accused by the media of being self-absorbed or entitled. Maybe it’s no surprise that they want to distance themselves from the name. Realistically, however, it is too late for a new name to emerge. Just ask the Xers.

So what have we learned?

Gen Z: It Should Be a Name, Not a Label

We can agree that marketers and employers have benefited by targeting generational cohorts and that each one needs a name. However, the conversation has gone south or caused friction when the name tries to describe a given generation.

The Silent Generation didn’t like the suggestion of being labeled as invisible. Xers have never gravitated to the idea of being a lost variable, and Millennials who wanted a more descriptive name now seem to want a different one.

So here we are again and a new generation is showing up and already there are a lot of names being thrown out there. It’s not just marketers who are interested. We all are looking for a way to talk about generational differences at home and at work. To name more than a few that have been put on the table: 9/11 Generation, Digital Natives, Selfies, Centennials, or iGeneration.

We’re going with Gen Z and here’s why.

In our national survey, none of the other names resonated at all. Why? No one in my generation wants to be labeled. The reason 77 percent of Gen Z respondents said they didn’t care or liked the name Gen Z is that they didn’t feel labeled. Instead, it was just a name that symbolizes where we lie on the generational timeline. There are now five living generations. With too many names floating out there, we run the risk of polluting and even worse confusing the generational dialogue. “Gen Z” actually makes it easy. Funny thing is, whenever you read the other suggested names, they all seem to be followed by (Gen Z). So why not just call us that?

It’s simple. There was X, then Y, and now Z.

The deeper argument for the name Gen Z is that if any generation won’t land on a label, it’s our generation. Gen Z is embracing individuality more than ever. Each member of Gen Z is looking to create our own individual brand and stand out. We are the most diverse generation in history, already balking at being labeled by race, gender, religion, and so on—why would a generation label be any different?

However, we totally understand that as marketers try to strategize how to sell to us and employers figure out how to recruit and manage us, we still need a name. As my dad always says, going without a name didn’t work for the musician Prince, and it won’t work for my generation.

If in time a new name comes out that my generation likes . . . great! However, we doubt it and are going with the name, not the label, Gen Z. It definitely rolls off the tongue and just as most of the other generations that followed the Boomers got their name, it’s now in a book!





MOM AND DAD


Hey buddy! How did it go?

Pretty good. I hit a double, struck out, and then got walked.

Not bad.

Check this out.

What is it?

We got a trophy.

You guys won?

No. My coach said it’s a participation award.

Jonah, let’s be clear. If anyone deserves a trophy, it’s me. I got you here on time for the last ten weeks.

There are numerous and different events and conditions that shape a generation. As these events and conditions play out in the lives of each of the generations, they shape the attitudes, values, and work styles that the generations bring with them when they come to work every day. Too many employers and employees don’t notice these differences because they assume that since we all experience the same life stages, we must see them all the same way. Don’t we all have to be born, be educated, find work, find partners, create families, age, retire, and eventually die? And don’t we perform these functions pretty similarly?

The answer is yes, and no. Yes, we all have certain life stages in common, but no, the different generations do not approach them the same way.

Understanding what shapes a generation gives you more insights into the lens each generation is looking through and how they approach different life stages, especially work and career.

We will dive into most of the events and conditions in the next chapter. However, we wanted to start with the one influence that all of the generations share that is definitely the most powerful . . . mom and dad. All of the generations are shaped by those who have raised them.

If anyone is curious whether Gen Z is different from the Millennials, take a step back and think about how different their parents are! For most, Boomers raised Millennials and Gen X raised Gen Z.

For years the differences between Baby Boomers and Gen Xers have not only intrigued the workplace, but also in many ways haunted it. If there is one thing that everyone can agree upon, it’s that from communication styles to career aspirations and more, the two generations could not seem further apart. With this in mind, one can only imagine how different their offspring would be.

The Parent Pendulum

If we look at how the generations have parented, there is a pattern. A generation will react to how the one before them did it or how they were raised themselves. They will adopt some “best practices” but will of course believe there is a better way.

Starting with the Boomers . . . Ask most Baby Boomers about their parenting style and it was a lot different from how they were raised themselves. Boomers’ parents grew up in a nation of immigrants who wanted to conform or fit in. Where today, for example, having an accent can be cool or even exotic, for Boomers’ parents it was not cool. The goal was to do whatever they could to look and sound like an American. Boomers grew up in households that were very strict. Their parents had strong beliefs in what was right or wrong and quoted our forefathers on how to be a good citizen and live an American life.

Roles were crystal clear. Men brought home the bacon, and women cooked it. Basically, the household had structure with a lot of rules and very little, if any, room for leeway. In Boomers’ parents’ minds, if you followed the rules of civilization you could be very successful. The goal was to be productive, obedient, and respectful. Rules were rules. Their parents told them they could do great things and did what they could to hand their Boomer kids the American dream. Boomers experienced the growth of the middle class. In addition, the GI Bill opened up opportunities to go to college. They saw firsthand that there were more options than a future in manual labor.

As Boomers spread their wings, as much as they saw more of the world, they also saw a lot that they wanted to change about it. The problem was that they couldn’t exactly go to their parents with these ideas. The rules for kids were clear. They were based on a proverb that dates back to the fifteenth century: “Children should be seen, and not heard.”

When there was communication with Boomer children, there was not a lot of touchy-feely conversations. It felt militaristic, like a drill sergeant. There was
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