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Introduction 
Generation Z refers to those individuals who were born in the decade following the widespread emergence of 
the World Wide Web, from the mid-1990’s to the early 2000’s. Most of Generation Z comprises the children of 
Gen X, although some may be children of later Baby Boomers. Generation Y and Generation Z are often combined 
and share many characteristics, most notably a savvy with technology and a comfort-level with the global world.  
However, Generation Z will likely show some strong consumer-oriented differences from Generation Y because of 
the age of these individuals during periods of economic recession.

Four trends are likely to characterize Generation Z as consumers: 1) A focus on innovation, 2) An insistence on 
convenience, 3) An underlying desire for security, and 4) A tendency toward escapism. Each of these trends are 
discussed in turn below.

Trend #1- Innovation
Generation Z has an innate comfort with the virtual world. For these consumers, the Internet has always existed.  
Since the time of their growing independence from children to pre-teens to teenagers, great strides have been 
made in technological devices (e.g., cellphone capabilities, streaming video, social networks). This generation is not 
surprised by product obsolescence and has a high expectation for the pace of “more, smaller, and better” versions 
of technological products. Rather than feel outpaced and over-charged by planned obsolescence (as evidenced by 
their more frugal or market-cynical parents and grandparents), these consumers are likely to feel that constant 
innovation is a given. As consumers, Generation Z has always had more choices in the marketplace (both in big-box 
brick-and-mortar retailers and in e-commerce) than their predecessors and so their reliance on using design-based 
or aesthetic differentiation to make choices is likely to be strong. While spending may be discriminating in many 
areas (as described in greater detail below), being current in technological and design-based innovation is one area 
where this generation is willing to spend its money.

The only limit to their expectation for innovation may be, counter-intuitively, in their youth. Some of my research 
(published in the Journal of Retailing) demonstrates that Generation Y consumers (tested during their college years) 
had lower expectations for future “radical” changes in retail environments and marketplace delivery than their Baby 
Boomer parents because they had seen less change in their lifetime than had their parents. For younger consumers, 
the “new” way (e-commerce, bar-codes, etc.) was the way it had always been. On the other hand, older consumers 
who had seen the seismic shifts in retail over the past two decades were more prone to expect continuing changes.

Trend #2- Convenience
While Generation Z is likely to be unique in many ways, one way that they will reflect their parental upbringing is 
in the insistence on convenience. Recall that most of Generation Z are the children of Generation X. Generation 
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X has often been an over-looked age cohort by marketers because they do not have the size of either their Baby 
Boomer predecessors or the following “boomlet,” Generation Y. Generation X is known for their independence, 
cynicism, and lack of brand loyalty. Generation X was hit by a combination of difficult trends including the growth 
in the divorce rate, the economic distress of the 70’s, and the rise of working single parents. Many Gen X-ers were 
latch-key kids, responsible for taking care of themselves and siblings as they grew up. They aren’t necessarily expert 
multi-taskers and have a heavy reliance on convenience goods. This use of convenience goods in the home is likely 
to rub off on Generation Z. The lack of exposure to “from scratch” consumption and the increased pressure on today’s 
youth to achieve at young ages is likely to be reflected in an increased reliance on convenience in both product 
attributes (e.g., time-saving devices or mobile devices), product delivery (e.g., retail channels that increase ease of 
acquisition), product experience (e.g., products that are easy to cook, consume, set-up, etc.) and product messaging 
(e.g., ads that are delivered in a “just in time,” mobile, or shortened form). It is clear that much of the e-commerce 
characteristics that cause uncertainty or concern for Baby Boomers or Generation X (e.g., delivery charges, consumer 
monitoring, lack of brick-and-mortar presence) will not have the same worry for Generation Z. 

Again, my research shows that Generation Y (similar to Generation Z on this point) showed significantly less concern 
than Baby Boomers in being monitored by large companies—while Boomers saw this as tantamount to an Orwellian 
Big Brother, Generation Y saw this as an acceptable and normal practice that would help companies deliver better and 
more customized products to them.  While Boomers wanted “anonymous customization” (e.g., through self-design 
in drop-down choices), Generation Y felt much more comfortable “being known” by the company and receiving pre-
designed options.  Generation Y, and it is generally believed for Generation Z, are much less likely to be concerned 
about privacy issues than Baby Boomers and Generation X.  It has yet to be seen whether the parental influence of 
the more cynical and disenfranchised Generation X parents will dampen this “known and networked”.

Trend #3 – Security
Like their Generation X parents, Generation Z will be much affected by growing up in economically difficult times.  
Research from both the recessionary periods around the Great Depression and the 1970’s shows that kids who grow 
up in recessions are often less confident, “settle” in lower paid jobs, and are more fearful about financial difficulties. 
However, how children respond to this kind of environment differs greatly by age (e.g., college-age individuals 
are often hardest hit in terms of future earning potential), family situation (e.g., sons of fathers who were laid 
off in a recession versus those who kept their job were more likely to have reduced earning power themselves), 
and personality. Often, such periods create an increased reliance on education as families work to protect future 
generations through upward mobility. There is often a greater interest in saving and conservative spending, however 
this is strongly reliant on opportunities for financial education or the financial literacy of the parents.  

This can create a situation where there is greater variance within the generation as some respond by greater  
financial saving/investing and others respond by avoiding what is perceived as an “arbitrary” or “uncertain” financial 
system. Public schools can provide a great service by offering more pragmatic lessons on personal finance to 
supplement what Generation Z kids learn at home. This situation may also be likely to create one of the more  
significant differences between Generation Z and earlier Generation Y individuals—as the children of affluent Baby 
Boomer parents, Generation Y is often characterized as “entitled” consumers who have high expectations of their 
lifestyle and comfort level. Given a different parental influence and the current economic environment, Generation Z 
may be more pragmatic and more scarcity-oriented. Generation Z may feel more careful and discriminating in where 
they spend their money. Similar to Generation X, this may result in consumers who are very brand-sensitive, but 
not very brand loyal. For some Generation Z individuals, it may lead to lower-than-expected lifestyle levels, but for 
others, it may serve as a motivating force, thus also contributing to greater generational variance in financial status.
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Trend #4 – Escapism 
Generation Z is likely to be a strong market for goods that cater to escapism. This is due to several reasons. First, this 
behavior in the home will likely mirror their parents’ generation. Generation X is often characterized as a generation 
highly prone to escapist consumption pursuits including entertainment (e.g., movies, music, video-games), extreme 
sports, dining out, and fostering social “tribes” (networks of friends that take the place of distant family). For 
Generation X, this was a response to economic challenges, increased responsibilities at young ages, and displaced 
families. For Generation Z, the economic environment is similar and, while increased responsibilities are not in the 
“latch-key kid” mode, many kids today report greater stress and pressure to achieve at a young age, a phenomenon 
that is fueled by “helicopter parent” trends.
  
This desire for an opportunity to escape is likely to be facilitated by technological advances that 1) make  
entertainment products like video-games more real and compelling, 2) offer greater 24-7 access to social networks, 
and, 3) offer greater mobility in devices that offer escapism (e.g., mobile phones with media and Internet availability). 
Since many of the escapist consumption pursuits available to children are computer-based, this may underlie 
current trends in childhood obesity, increased concern over age-appropriate access to websites, and increasing 
trends in savvy virtual relationships, but eroded skills in face-to-face social encounters and relationships. Given 
the commonly reported characteristic of Generation Y as a highly idealistic generation, it may be that this idealism 
trickles down to Generation Z, but combines with increased security needs and escapist tendencies to create 
situations where Generation Z is increasingly motivated to create or find “virtual” or “produced” worlds where 
experiences approximate an imagined ideal.
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