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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, companies have devoted a wealth of attention to 

Millennials—the generation that surpassed baby boomers in size 

and will eventually surpass their spending power. Yet a new and 

even bigger generation that follows the Millennials is already 

coming of age: Generation Z, also called the “post-Millennials.”  

 Generation Z, born from 1995 onward, already makes up more 

than one-fourth of the US population—and is adding to its 

numbers every year.1 By 2020, Gen Z will account for 40% of all 

US consumers.2 This generation already includes 72 million people 

in the US—and 2 billion people worldwide.3 

 This Global Lifestyles brief profiles US members of 

Generation Z. It outlines seven characteristics of post-Millennials, 

details why these characteristics will help shape them as 

consumers and workers as they reach adulthood, and suggests 

some of the outcomes for the future of this generation. And it 

explores the implications of these nascent consumers to 

businesses in the years to come.  

SEVEN CHARACTERISTICS OF GEN Z 

Although the definition of Generation Z varies from source to 

source, with some including those born as early as 1990, this brief 

considers Gen Z as those born from 1995 onward. This means that 

the oldest members of this generation turned 18 in 2013 and have 

begun entering college or the workforce, but the vast majority are 

still children. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

 Generation Z—born from 1995 
onward—is already the largest 
generation in the US, and 
continues to grow larger. 

 Although steeped in the digital 
age, Gen Z values relationships, 
including face-to-face contact. 

 Gen Z has a practical worldview 
and has already acquired a 
degree of financial savvy. 

 Gen Zers filter very rapidly 
through data, giving new sources 
of information eight seconds to 
capture their attention. 

The Characteristics of Generation Z 
A PROFILE OF THE POST-MILLENNIAL GENERATION 
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 While more members of this generation continue to be born 

every year, these children and very young adults already represent 

the largest generation in the US. They account for 25.9% of the US 

population—a higher share than either Millennials (24.5%) or 

boomers (23.6%).4 

 Generation Z has been and continues to be shaped by different 

influences than the Millennial Generation. As a result, it has 

developed characteristics that distinguish it from older 

generations—traits that will influence its consumer, media, and 

marketing preferences in years to come. 

Trait #1: Unprecedented diversity 

Gen Z is the most diverse and multicultural generation in US 

history, comprising a mix of ethnicities unseen by earlier 

generations. 

 The multiracial youth population in the US, for example, has 

reached 4.2 million—an increase of 50% since 2000. And this 

expanding diversity is projected to continue to grow throughout 

this decade. While the population of 6- to 17-year-old Caucasians 

is projected to drop 1.5% by 2018, for instance, the Hispanic teen 

population is projected to climb 7.8%.5 

 In 2015, the share of Gen Z who were Caucasian had dropped to 

just over half (55%). In addition, 24% were Hispanic; 14% were 

African-American; and 4% were Asian-American.6 

 In addition to growing up amid children of widely varied 

ethnicities, members of Gen Z have learned to work with peers of 

all kinds. The US education system in which most were schooled 

focused on mainstreaming and diversity, helping shape them into 

collaborative team players.7 (Their experience on social media—

including establishing friendships around the world—has also 

contributed to their ability to get along with diverse peoples.) 

Outcomes 
Their acceptance and even embrace of diversity as well as their 

ability to transcend differences older generations may have found 

daunting makes members of Generation Z well-prepared for an 

increasingly global business environment.8 Both hyper-local and 

hyper-global—knowing what’s going on in the immediate vicinity 

as well as on a global scale—Gen Z will likely collaborate well with 

colleagues of all kinds when entering the global workforce.9 

CELEBRATING 

DIFFERENCE 

 

Generation Z involves a more 
diverse array of ethnicities than 
any earlier US generation.  

– Image: hepingting (Flickr)
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Trait #2: Digital immersion 

Gen Z is more than tech savvy. Its members are digital natives—

even more so than the Millennials who preceded them. Post-

Millennials have never known a world without smartphones—nor 

a world that wasn’t wireless, user-generated, and hyper-

connected.11 

 Members of Gen Z devote many of their waking hours to 

screentime. More than two-fifths (41%) spend over three hours per 

day on their computers (not including schoolwork). And this 

screentime usually encompasses multiple kinds of screens: Nearly 

three-fourths (72%) of 8- to 17-year-olds watch TV multiple times 

a day, while 57% (including 76% of teens) use their mobile phones 

multiple times, and 39% (including 50% of teens) use their laptop 

several times a day.12 

 Gen Z is connected to the digital world almost constantly. A 

2013 online survey of 13- to 18-year-olds found that fully 100% of 

respondents were digitally connected at least one hour per day—

and nearly half (46%) were connected more than 10 hours per day. 

Nearly three in four (73%) said they connected within an hour of 

waking—including 25% who said they did so within five minutes of 

waking.13 (It should be noted that the pool of survey respondents—

users of Wikia, a collaborative media company—would likely skew 

the results toward high connectivity.) The survey also found that 

although a majority (63%) say they unplug while at school or 

work, less than half unplug while exercising or playing sports 

(45%), at religious services (44%), or while doing homework or 

studying (44%).14 

 The ubiquity of screens in their lives means that post-

Millennials are largely visually oriented, preferring to watch rather 

than to read. The Wikia survey, for example, found that weekly 

(93%) and daily (54%) visitors to YouTube significantly 

outnumbered weekly (65%) and daily (38%) visitors to 

Facebook.16 Post-Millennials communicate online using images 

and symbols, emoticons and emojis.17 And they demonstrate a 

growing preference for more visually oriented social networks 

(e.g., Instagram and Pinterest) over Facebook.18 In fact, 25% of 

Gen Z teens left Facebook in 2014. And by fall 2013, the share of 

Gen Z users on Twitter (26%, slightly down from 27% in fall 2012) 

and Instagram (23%, up from 12%) had equaled or surpassed 

those on Facebook (23%, down from 42%).19 

I  SCREEN, YOU SCREEN 

 

Gen Z is encountering the digital 
world from a very early age. 
Almost 40% of toddlers now have 
access to a tablet.10 

– Image: Tim Samoff (Flickr)

REACH ME ONLINE 

The openness of Gen Z to all 
things digital apparently includes 
advertising. Nearly twice the 
share of Gen Z consumers (28%) 
as Millennials (16%) say they 
prefer marketers to reach them 
through online ads. And an even 
higher share (34%) say they want 
brands to reach them through 
social media (compared to 29% of 
Millennials).15 
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 As a result of this immersion, post-Millennials have developed a 

remarkable facility in the digital world. They not only socialize 

online, but also have become adept online researchers and 

frequently seek knowledge online—learning how to do new things 

or use new gadgets by watching YouTube videos, for instance.20 

Outcomes 
Having grown up in a digital world, members of Gen Z are likely to 

expect and maintain digital connections in their adult lives. As 

consumers, many will continue to gravitate toward the latest, most 

versatile devices and will increasingly expect almost everything 

they own to offer connectivity. As workers, they will expect their 

jobs to involve the employment of digital tools—and most will 

have an almost instinctive command of information technology, 

even new and innovative devices. In fact, most of Gen Z sees 

digital as an essential part of their future. More than three-fourths 

(76%) believe their experience with technology will help them 

reach their goals.22 

Trait #3: Surprising social skills 

As teenagers and even preteens, many members of Generation Z 

have created a digitally focused social life. In fact, the online 

survey of teen Wikia users found that just 43% of respondents 

value their time when unplugged.23 

 More than four of five online teens (81%) are on at least one 

social network: Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, Tumblr, Facebook, 

or another of the numerous options.24 Many say they find it easier 

to talk online than in person. Yet concern that the devotion of 

Gen Z to screentime will make it socially inept—not only as 

teenagers, but later as adults—may be unwarranted. 

 Although immersed in the digital world from an early age, most 

Gen Zers have also been schooled in emotional intelligence from a 

similarly young age. And despite their constant connectivity, many 

post-Millennials say they prefer face-to-face interactions. Separate 

surveys of teenagers in 2014 and 2015 found that a majority (59% 

or 66%) preferred to interact with friends in person. The 2015 

survey also found that 41% choose phone conversations as either 

their first or second preference for communication.27 And the 2014 

survey found that just 15% said they preferred to interact with 

friends through social media.28 

MINE! 

Given their immersion in the 
digital world, it should not be 
surprising that Gen Zers are very 
possessive of their devices. While 
83% say they will gladly share 
books, and 72% say the same 
about toys and games, just 20% 
of Gen Z say they will happily 
share their electronic devices with 
others.21 

LET’S GO SHOPPING! 

Despite an affinity for the digital 
world, Gen Z enjoys a mix of retail 
formats when shopping. A 2014 
survey found that just 38% of 16- 
to 19-year-olds say they make 
most of their purchases online.25 
And 43% say they actually prefer 
brick-and-mortar shops to online 
shopping.26 
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Outcomes 
Relationships seem to matter to post-Millennials, and many see 

clear face-to-face communication as important to their future 

success.29 The value they place on relationships—especially in light 

of their multicultural upbringing—is likely to make members of 

Gen Z both tolerant and respectful of others as they find their 

place in the working world.30 

Trait #4: Practicality and a work ethic  

Despite their youth, many members of Gen Z are already looking 

to the future. Practical, pragmatic, and independent, they are 

looking ahead and taking steps to get where they want to go, even 

preparing contingency plans in case things don’t go exactly as 

expected.31 

 Their practical mindset may spring from their parenting. Many 

of their (largely Gen X) parents, perhaps in a backlash against the 

negative portrayals of the helicopter parenting of some boomer 

parents, gave Gen Z children more of a free rein. As a result, many 

Gen Zers are self-directed.32 

 A 2014 survey of older post-Millennials (16 to 19 years old) by 

Northeastern University supports the suggestion that this 

generation is largely self-directed. Nearly three-fourths (72%) 

think colleges should allow students to design their own programs 

of study in college. More than three in five (62%) want to learn 

about entrepreneurship in college.35 Nearly as many want to 

pursue entrepreneurship. Among high school students, 61% aspire 

to entrepreneurship (compared to 43% of college students, the 

youngest Millennials).36 And 42% (including 60% of African-

Americans and 59% of Hispanics) expect to work for themselves at 

some point in their adult lives—nearly four times the share of 

adults who were self-employed in 2014.37 

 The two biggest aspirations for the next 10 years among Gen Z 

teenagers are finding their dream job (32%) and achieving 

financial stability (27%), according to a 2015 survey.38  

Outcomes 
Gen Z is prepared—or is preparing—to enter the workforce. And 

older members of Generation Z (38%) are more likely than 

Millennials (28%) to think college is doing a good job of preparing 

them for a career.39 

GEN Z VALUES 

CONNECTIONS 

In another indication that this 
generation values relationships, 
most post-Millennials believe that 
career success stems from their 
“network” rather than from their 
qualifications.33 In looking for 
jobs, for example, Gen Z (28%) is 
more likely to turn to professional 
networks and friends than 
Millennials (18%) are, and less 
likely to turn to online job boards 
(27%, compared to 34% of 
Millennials).34 
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 Most of those surveyed seem to be looking to build careers that 

will allow them to establish financial stability. With concerns 

about the future of jobs and the encroachment of automation on 

many occupations, they will likely seek to fill dependable or 

growing employment needs. For this reason, many in Gen Z are 

likely to choose fields resistant to automation: education, 

medicine, and sales, for example.40  

Trait #5: Financial savvy 

Although the oldest members of Gen Z are just turning 20, they do 

have some degree of financial awareness. A 2014 survey found that 

60% of 13- to 17-year-olds are already saving money. And half of 

these teenagers think they know more about money than their 

parents did at their age.41 

 Yet despite this confidence, Gen Z could still benefit from 

financial education. A TD Ameritrade survey of both older post-

Millennials and younger Millennials (those born after 1989) found 

that half see a saving account as the best long-term investment, 

while just 17% prefer stocks.42 

 In line with its financial awareness, Gen Z is not approaching 

adulthood, the job market, and career paths blindly. In fact, the 

2014 Northeastern University survey of 16- to 19-year-olds found 

that 64% were concerned about getting a job—and 60% were 

concerned about not having enough money.44 This finding was 

echoed by a 2015 survey that found that the prospect of getting a 

good job was both the biggest hope (79%) and the biggest fear 

(71%) of Gen Z.45 

 Paying for education—an increasingly important prerequisite 

for success—is another source of financial anxiety for Gen Z. The 

Northeastern survey found that 67% of 16- to 19-year-olds are 

concerned about being able to afford college—but that 65% think 

the benefits of a college degree outweigh the costs.46 

 Perhaps due to their financial anxiety, an overwhelming share 

of post-Millennials want practical experience to be part of their 

education. Six of seven teenagers surveyed (85%) say they want to 

learn about financial planning, saving money, and other practical 

skills. And 79% believe that college education should include 

internships or other real-world professional experience.47 

COLLEGE CROWD 

 

Despite the high cost of 
education, Gen Z is likely to be 
the most educated generation in 
US history. One half are projected 
to be college educated, compared 
to one in three Millennials and 
one in four Gen Xers.43 

– Image: Bart Everson (Flickr)
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Outcomes 
Despite the looming weight of student loans, Gen Z places a high 

priority on achieving financial stability. The high interest of 

teenagers in practical aspects of financial planning suggests that in 

early adulthood, this generation will likely be seeking to balance 

paying off outstanding student loans and saving for both major 

purchases and retirement. 

 These financial goals may prompt many in Gen Z to put off their 

long-term entrepreneurial aspirations in the interest of more 

financial stability. For this reason, companies may find it 

worthwhile to step up recruitment efforts among college graduates 

in upcoming years. 

Trait #6: FOMO 

Due to their constant connectivity, post-Millennials want and 

expect to be on top of everything going on around them—on a 

local, national, and global scale. And because they want to be in 

the loop about everything, many are strongly motivated by a fear 

of missing out (FOMO).49 

 Post-Millennials enjoy discovering new things, and they look for 

products and experiences that offer something different, fresh, 

and exciting. Like most generations of older teenagers and young 

adults, Gen Z wants to be unique—to avoid being like everyone 

else. Gen Z wants to form its own style and express its 

individuality.52 Paradoxically, this often means doing things the 

same way that peers do them: buying the same things, wearing the 

same clothes, not missing out on the newest style or trend. 

 Much more than the Millennials who preceded them, members 

of Gen Z—often motivated by FOMO—are prepared to spend 

money on possessions that help them achieve this goal of self-

expression. A 2015 survey found that 60% of 7- to 17-year-olds 

said they preferred “a cool product” to “a cool experience”—a 

dramatic shift from Millennials, 77% of whom said they would 

prefer “a cool experience.”53 

Outcomes 
As noted earlier, as post-Millennials move into adult lives, they 

will attempt to meet their two primary financial goals of paying off 

student loans and saving for the future—goals that will require 

them to control their spending. At least in early adulthood, 

AMERICAN DREAM 

 

According to a 2014 survey, an 
overwhelming 97% of 13- to 17-
year-olds believe they will one 
day own a home—and 82% see it 
as an important part of the 
American dream. 
 Most have a realistic idea of 
what achieving this goal would 
take. Asked to estimate the cost 
of a house, the average response 
was $274,323—remarkably close 
to the median home value of 
$273,500 in 2014.48 

– Image: David Sawyer (Flickr)

MONEY TO SPEND 

Gen Z already has a considerable 
amount of money to spend. 
Gen Z kids in the US receive an 
average of $16.90 per week in 
allowance—a nationwide total of 
$44 billion every year.50 
 Gen Z also has a powerful 
influence on household spending. 
A significant majority of mothers 
say their Gen Z children influence 
their household’s purchase of 
toys (84%), clothing (74%), family 
dinners (73%), entertainment 
(69%), vacation (65%), TVs 
(60%), phones (55%), and 
computers (52%).51 
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however, they may find it difficult to achieve these goals, since 

FOMO will likely continue to prompt them to spend a premium to 

acquire the newest smartphone or electronic device and to keep up 

with the coolest products and fashions. 

Trait #7: Attention deficit 

Since an early age, Generation Z has been exposed to multiple 

screens and “snack media” (bites of programming that seldom last 

longer than several minutes). Overstimulated and overscheduled 

in childhood, Gen Z has been criticized for having an extremely 

limited attention span and being easily distracted.55 In fact, 

studies have shown that the average attention span now lasts just 

eight seconds, down from 12 seconds in 2000.56 

 Yet post-Millennials also process information faster than earlier 

generations did.57 And they use this rapid processing ability to 

narrow their options, filtering and quickly assessing the limitless 

information, entertainment, and engagement options open to 

them. The “eight-second attention span” may actually be better 

defined as an “eight-second window”: the time Gen Zers typically 

allow for any stimulus to capture their attention.58 

 Once something has captured their attention and truly interests 

them, Gen Zers are capable of intense focus. In fact, Gen Z 

consumers can become excellent brand ambassadors. When they 

like something, they generally stay loyal to it and willingly spread 

the word, both in person and through social media.59 

Outcomes 
Gen Zers will likely be very quick to ignore or dismiss any type of 

communication or information that does not immediately interest 

them. Their ability to evaluate rapidly and either reject or commit 

to sources of information and/ or entertainment may make it 

difficult for teachers, employers, and marketers to capture and 

retain their interest. 

 Those trying to communicate with Gen Z will essentially be 

working under a time limit. To engage post-Millennials, 

communicators will need to use their messaging to convey 

immediately the benefits this information (whether learning, job 

instructions, product attributes, or service) will provide.61 

NOT JUST A METAPHOR  

By 2014, the share of US children 
age four to 17 who had been 
diagnosed with attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
had risen to 11%—a jump from 
7.8% in 2003.54 

“LIFE HACKS” 

In their desire to speed things up, 
Gen Zers enjoy developing and 
using “life hacks”—skills, tricks, 
and shortcuts that solve problems 
or improve efficiency and 
productivity.60 
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BUSINESS IMPLICATIONS 

 Their “eight-second filters” will pose new challenges to 

companies and brands seeking to engage post-Millennials. 

These media-savvy consumers will likely recognize sales pitches 

quickly and instantly tune them out. Marketing aimed at Gen Z 

therefore needs to be fun and creative, and to convey—as fast as 

possible—the relevance and benefits of products and/ or 

services to Gen Z consumers. Such benefits may include unique 

and “cool” product attributes; a means to express themselves; 

help connecting with others like them; or “special” access (to 

information, events, connections). 

 Communication through images (e.g., videos, pictures, visual 

symbols, emojis) may be more effective in reaching Gen Z 

consumers than communication through words—or at least an 

essential complement of it. In addition to employing a 

communication mode familiar to many of the generation, 

effective use of images can often convey messages more quickly. 

 Relationships are important to Gen Z—and this includes 

relationships with brands. Post-Millennials will seek out brands 

with which they share values, as well as brands that convey a 

unique, “authentic” brand personality.62 

 A digital presence is, of course, an essential element of any 

attempt to reach Gen Z. Young consumers expect to engage 

virtually with their favorite brands, whether products, service 

companies, or retailers. Any strategy to engage post-Millennials 

will therefore need to include initiating two-way online 

conversations—through social media, for example. In addition, 

companies will need to deliver consistent, seamless brand 

experience across all platforms (e.g., in-store, digital, mobile). 

 Their fondness for “life hacks” suggests that post-Millennials 

will respond favorably to products and services that empower 

them to be better or to do something better. Products and 

services that can offer convenience or improve access, abilities, 

or knowledge will likely appeal to Gen Z consumers. 

 FOMO and quick changes of fashion among members of this 

generation will necessitate a quicker production cycle in order 

to influence, set, and immediately profit from current trends 

and styles in almost all product categories. 
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 To capture the attention of Gen Z consumers, companies may 

find it effective to experiment with new approaches—apps, 

pop-up shops, immersive store experiences, and other 

marketing approaches—on a small scale in order to discover 

what works best. “It’s this idea of taking on an experimental 

mentality,” advises Dan Gould of Sparks & Honey, an 

advertising agency that researches Generation Z. “The easiest 

way to start is by making small bets.”63 

 With many members of Generation Z planning for their futures 

from their early teen years, companies may want to begin 

tailoring their recruiting practices now to attract this ambitious 

generation of future workers. Forward-looking companies will 

want to begin developing relationships with them as teenagers  

as early as seventh grade: getting involved in middle schools as 

well as high schools, establishing mentor programs, and 

educating them through internships. Establishing relationships 

early can provide companies the opportunity to help shape 

career decisions. And establishing formative relationships can 

also provide valuable access to future employees, since Gen Zers 

are more likely than Millennials to turn to professional 

networks and friends when looking for post-college jobs. 

 Their concern about financial security and their inclination to 

plan for the future suggests that Gen Zers will eagerly welcome 

those who offer them sound financial education and advice. As 

they begin to accumulate wealth, they will also likely be 

attracted to long-term savings and investment opportunities. 

RELATED FORECASTS 

 GL-2012-34: Children of the Great Recession examines the 

impact of one of the most formative events in the lives of post-

Millennials: the Great Recession and its aftermath. 

 GL-2011-45: Family & Home: The Next Decade—a brief in the 

Technology Trajectories series, which examines the impact of 

new technologies on consumer lifestyles—details technology 

trends that could reshape family life over the next decade. 

 GL-2011-12: Are Changing Families Changing Children? 

explores how American children’s day-to-day circumstances are 

being shaped by shifts in the size, composition, and structure of 

American families. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION… 

For a customized analysis about what 
the trends and forecasts in this report 
could mean for your organization, 
please contact Michael Vidikan at 
michael@futureinfocus.com.  
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 GL-2010-8: Generation Z takes an early look at the formative 

experiences, emerging behavioral trends, and implications for 

the future of America’s youngest generation. 
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