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Consumers are changing, and the businesses forming around them are principled, purposeful and creative. The next generation of entrepreneurs thinks differently, and Cult Status will show you how you can too.


Enough has been written about huge cult brands founded last century – Nike, Apple, Red Bull. What will the cult companies of tomorrow look like? Who is amassing the kind of passionate community that gives them the best chance of getting through difficult times to build a long-term, sustainable success?


Tim Duggan, co-founder of one of Australia’s most innovative and awarded new media companies, has studied hundreds of successful entrepreneurs and change makers over the last decade to uncover what they all have in common.


Learn from the founders of modern brands like Blake Mycoskie (TOMS), Zoe Foster Blake (Go-To), Tim Brown (Allbirds), Daniel Flynn (Thankyou), Lucy Moss (SIX), Oscar McMahon (Young Henrys) and more. In this book you’ll discover:


 


• The 7 Steps to building a business with cult status


• The one thing you should do before starting something new


• Why every business of the future needs to balance profit and purpose together


• How to have just as much impact working inside a company as you can from outside


• The traits every leader needs


• How to create a passionate community that will rally around you in tough times


• 14 practical exercise you can do today to set up for success tomorrow


Armed with this book, anyone from anywhere can help create the next business with serious cult status.
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This book is dedicated to my first mentors who taught me the real power of community: my dad, Phil, and my mum, Anna.
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Introduction


There’s never been a better time to have a good idea.


Look beyond the daily drumbeat of negative news that blares from most nightly TV bulletins, and you’ll quickly realise that this is one of the most remarkable times in human history to be alive.


Sure, that sounds like hyperbole, but hear me out.


Right now, as you’re reading this, someone in the world is throwing an idea around their head that will overhaul an industry that’s been dominated by multinational companies for generations. Someone else has just launched a first prototype of a device that is going to save millions of lives.


There’s another person out there who’s had that flashing moment of realisation that their current job no longer fulfils them, and has made a firm commitment to begin the hunt for a career that’s going to mean they start each day with a genuine buzz. And there’s someone who’s been slaving away for years who has no idea they’re about to discover an untapped audience that will supercharge their business in a major way.


All the old ways of thinking are being rewritten in real time. Clever ideas travel around the world in days, entire industries are getting disrupted by accelerating trends, and there’s an emerging group of people who are grabbing onto these opportunities to create businesses that will have meaningful impact in the future.


Anyone from anywhere can take advantage of the shifting tectonic plates right now. It doesn’t matter if you work inside a company or for yourself, someone is going to use this pivotal moment in time in a positive way, and it might as well be you.


I often joke that I’m the world’s oldest living millennial. As a member of the front flank of my generation born in the early 1980s, I’ve watched business break as advances in technology, shifting global politics and changing behaviours have taken hold.


I’ve been fortunate over the past two decades to watch as the traditional channels through which people got their daily news have crumbled and been rebuilt by social media. I’ve taken advantage of some of the opportunities, co-founding my first media title in the mid 2000s; it has proudly evolved into an innovative business with multiple award-winning titles and was acquired by one of Australia’s largest media companies.


In that time, technology has evolved as fast as our ambitions. When I started my first website in 2006 – the national gay and lesbian website Same Same – it took a technical team of ten people over six months to build it from the ground up. We planned and built everything from scratch using complicated wireframe thoughts sketched out on A3 sheets, which were then interpreted and hand coded by an experienced team of front-and back-end developers.


By 2013, when we launched pop culture title Junkee, it took a team of three people six weeks to spin it up, using open-source technology such as WordPress as the base. Today you can create and publish a website in minutes. The playing field has finally been levelled so much that you’ve now got a fighting chance of competing with bigger companies, even if you’re a first-time creative sitting in bed armed with only a laptop and a good idea.


The company I co-founded, Junkee Media, is now Australia’s leading digital publisher and content agency for millennials. Our aim has always been to know more about young people than anyone else, and one of the most rewarding parts of my work over the last decade has been to observe, study and respond to how young Australians are changing so we can evolve the type of content we create for them. In that time, we have conducted one of the largest youth studies in Australian history, partnering with independent research agency Pollinate. We’ve spoken to over 25,000 young people over ten years, tracking their opinions, behaviours and actions as they matured through early adulthood, and we’ve analysed over five million data points in the process.


When you observe something that closely, even the tiniest of changes are noticeable before they show up anywhere else. Two small things that we first noticed years ago have slowly morphed into large trends that are meeting each other in the middle right now, with huge consequences and exciting opportunities.


On one side is the changing attitude of young people. The simplest way to think of millennials is roughly everyone in their twenties and thirties right now, with Gen Z our younger siblings who are currently late teens and early twenties. We’ve grown up straddling technological change, becoming adults in a fast-paced world that’s beamed directly into our hands every single day. At Junkee we’ve tracked millennials and Gen Z as they’ve become increasingly engaged with big, important issues like news, politics, the environment, and gender and social equality. We’ve watched the rise of ‘wokeness’, a word appropriated from African American culture and applied to someone who is ‘awake’ to the social injustices in the world. As our global spending power increases to an estimated US$14 trillion in 2021, according to the World Data Bank,1 millennials will be the biggest contributors to the global economy out of every generation for the next 15 years.


How we are spending our money is changing dramatically. We care about these big issues, and we’re demanding that decision-makers within any company we buy from not only care about us, but be vocal, active and genuine in their concern. It’s a huge movement that’s growing louder as we age and our disposable income grows. This increasing demand that businesses change their behaviour to help solve some of these issues is the biggest change we’ve tracked at Junkee over the past decade of data.


The other trend is demographic. The oldest tranche of millennials, of which I’m one, are turning or about to turn forty. As we enter our forties and then, over the next decade, our fifties, we are moving into positions of power. There are now millennial heads of state, CEOs, billionaires, politicians, activists and media owners. As a new generation takes charge, we’re able to effect real change inside small and large companies and institutions.


So on one side we have millennials demanding more, and on the other we have the same cohort taking control of the vehicles that can give them that. These twin trends of demand and supply are crashing into each other and creating circumstances ripe for combustion. Business owners who know this and tailor their product or services towards it are building passionate communities of fans who adore them. Those who don’t will be left behind.


Adding fuel to all of this was the Covid-19 pandemic that shut down the world in 2020. Alongside economic and social devastation, the coronavirus was like a magnifying glass, taking any tiny weaknesses that existed in a business and amplifying them. Trends that were slowly unfolding, like regional newspapers squeezing out the last remaining years of advertising spend, or bank branches holding onto past traditions, were accelerated by the coronavirus as a decade’s worth of changes unravelled in a few months. It wasn’t all negative however, with the inverse meaning green shoots of ideas that had just begun to take hold, like telehealth, the online delivery of information and entertainment and genuinely flexible work-from-anywhere arrangements were fast forwarded. This disruption up-ended a staggering number of businesses, but amidst all of it lay opportunities if you looked hard enough, especially for a new generation who didn’t have the baggage of history holding them back and could see the possibilities over the horizon.


When you think about starting something new or evolving the company you currently work in, you’ve got a decision to make: do you want it to be a run-of-the-mill business that just exists, or do you want to aim for something higher? Of course, if given that choice, most people would choose the latter. Who doesn’t want to run or work for a business whose customers are dedicated fans of what they do and can help them navigate good and bad times? Who wouldn’t want an engaged and powerful community that goes out of its way to evangelise about them to friends and family? That is the simplest definition of a business with cult status.


In researching this book I have met, interviewed and studied hundreds of people from all over the world who are thinking about business in a new way. There’s an entire generation coming through who are ignoring the rules their parents and grandparents followed and who firmly believe that there’s a better way to do business.


The research we conducted at Junkee Media dives deep into the minds of young Australians, but this is not just a trend isolated to the bottom of the world; the same insights are reflected in Europe, the United Kingdom, United States and other countries. Millennials are the first truly global culture, with a 2017 study of more than 10,000 young people finding that almost six out of ten viewed themselves as global citizens rather than a citizen of any one country.2 Social media, global megabrands and a converging internet have meant that cultural globalisation happened while we were all distracted.


Our world is changing so fast that we’ll need different skills to thrive tomorrow from those we had in the past. I’m a business optimist, and have written this book as a road map for anyone who loves the good side of business without all the bullshit. This book is for those who want to have fun, make cool things, be creative, have some impact and leave the world a slightly better place than it was before we started.


In this book you will meet a new type of emerging business leader, the untrepreneur, who’s taking the old rules of business and undoing them for a new world. You’ll meet dozens of them, from tech founders to drag queens, marketers to engineers, all giving their businesses cult status by rethinking the way things have always been done.


It’s also important to be clear on what this book is not. This book is not about the old guard of mega companies who have already built armies of consumers, like Nike, Red Bull, IKEA and Apple – the ones most people think of when you talk of a cult brand.


IKEA was founded in 1943 by Ingvar Kamprad as a mostly mail-order sales business, before selling its first furniture five years later. Phil Knight and Bill Bowerman began Nike in Oregon in 1964. Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak started Apple Computer in 1976 in California, the same year Thai entrepreneur Chaleo Yoovidhya first introduced Krating Daeng before evolving it into its current form when Austrian entrepreneur Dietrich Mateschitz launched Red Bull to the Western world in 1987. Today they are some of the biggest cult businesses – but we already know all about them. They are consumed, studied and revered the world over. That’s not what this book is about.


This book will tell you all about the new breed of businesses being started today that we will be talking about in 20 years’ time. Who are the next generation building modern businesses? What can we learn from how they think? If you were to start a business today or evolve your current one, how could you create something that has serious impact with a powerful community around it?


Or put most simply: how do you earn and keep cult status?




The 7 Steps to Cult Status


As I studied the new breed of companies emerging today and met with their founders, I saw that most of the successful people who build businesses with cult status have several things in common. So we’re crystal clear from the start, a business with cult status is one that has a passionate and dedicated group of fans who identify strongly with its mission. The size of the audience is not the determining factor, it’s the depth of their passion.


I’ve distilled the way this new generation has created these businesses into seven steps that will give you the best chance to do the same. But let’s be upfront: these are not easy steps. It will probably take you longer than you think and be harder than you imagined. At the end of every step is a section called IRL (which if you don’t live on the internet stands for In Real Life). This is where I’ll teach you how you can put into practice everything you’ve just learnt with 14 exercises showing you how to apply each step in the real world straight away.


These are the seven steps.


Step 1: Think Impact First


One of the most fascinating insights that emerged after spending time with smart, interesting and successful business leaders is that almost all of them did something unexpected when they were just about to launch a new product or service, or embark on a project at work.


Instead of rushing into it, the first thing they all did was quantify, on paper, exactly what impact they wanted to have. By clarifying their impact before they started, they were able to stay afloat when the rough seas of business inevitably picked up. They knew exactly what success looked like before they began, and they could measure, recalibrate and celebrate as they reached it.


Don’t worry if you haven’t thought about defining your impact yet. Most people haven’t, and it took me a few businesses until I finally figured that out for myself. In this first important step you’ll meet a dozen people who defined their impact first and see what happens when you don’t, and we’ll run through some practical examples of how to write a clear and honest Impact Statement for your business.


Step 2: Question all the Small Things


Anyone can take a business idea that already exists and copy it, but the ones that gain cult status are those whose founders question everything. Thinking about big, existential problems can be daunting and overwhelming, so if you tackle the little things first and make dozens of small, incremental changes it can have a compounding effect on your results.


In this step, we’ll look at the old rules of business that have got us into some of the mess we’re in, and how a new way of thinking will get us out of it. You’ll learn what an untrepreneur is and see how they are undoing some of the traditional rules to forge new paths. You’ll meet people who have revolutionised their industries by unleashing their curiosity on all of the little things that have made big differences.


Step 3: Refine Your Superpower


We’ve all got something that makes us unique, a small ‘superpower’ that gives us an edge. It can be anything, like experience you’ve worked hard to earn or a natural talent you’ve developed. It might be a challenge you’ve faced, the connections you’ve built or the number of times you’ve failed. Whatever it is, we all have something we are slightly better at than others are. It doesn’t need to be an Olympic-gold-medal-winning difference: you just need to be better at it than the person sitting in the cubicle next to you.


In this step I’ll help you recognise what your superpower is, then how to refine it so you can use it to your advantage. We’ll discuss the importance of becoming an expert and show that to achieve cult status you don’t need to be bigger than everyone else, just better.


Step 4: Define Your Altar


Cult followings don’t build up around a product or service for no reason. To gain one you need to focus the love of your community towards a central point. In many religions, the altar is the heart of their place of worship. For a business, your altar could be somewhere physical, like a store or a real-world event, or it could be a digital place where people congregate.


Modern businesses with dedicated followings know exactly what their altar is and how to maintain it. In this chapter we’ll look at how to define your altar, understand the language and rituals that are unique to your community and help your followers form a deeper bond with you.


Step 5: Drop the Bullshit


There is so much noise in our world today. Everyone is trying to tell or sell you something at the same time. What sets many cult brands apart is that their audience actually wants to hear from them. Wouldn’t you love it if your customers welcomed your messages into their inboxes or social media instead of seeing them as a distraction?


In order to cut through the noise you need to drop the bullshit. By being transparent with your customers and treating them just as you would one of your good friends, you will build trust in your business quickly. You earn cult status by standing up proudly for what you believe in, even if that means some people won’t like it.


In this step, you’ll meet people who cut through the clutter with a clear tone of voice that’s honest and bullshit-free, and you’ll learn that the best way to control your message is to build your own media channels where you can communicate directly with your audience.


Step 6: Lead From the Middle


Every business with cult status has a strong and passionate community around it. They are usually drawn to a unifying message everyone buys into, or that forms naturally around a charismatic founder or group that makes them feel welcome. Where previous generations taught us we should lead from the front, or by observing from behind, these businesses lead from the middle. They’re walking alongside the community they’ve built, empowering them to choose the direction to head in and what speed to go at. Modern leaders are guided by those around them as much as they lead them.


You can give your fans a sense of belonging by co-creating something together. Step 6 shows you how to build a passionate fan base united by a common goal, as well as what happens if the community gets out of control.


Step 7: Strap Yourself In


The last step is the hardest. After you’ve completed each of the first six steps, the final one is to strap yourself in and get ready for the ride ahead.


Running a business can be draining. It takes all of your energy and attention, and comes with a wild amount of ups and downs, especially in a world where everything can change in an instant. The best way to be prepared is to acknowledge that these obstacles are coming your way. Some businesses can reach cult status within a few months of launching; others take years of hard work to earn every single follower. This final step shows you how to embrace the flux of business, as well as simple techniques to help you remain calm throughout it all.


One thing to remember on this entire journey is that you are not alone. You’re about to meet inspiring people who have succeeded, failed and succeeded again in creating meaningful impact in their world. At the end of each of the seven steps are in-depth case studies of businesses I believe have potential to be cult brands of the future: Allbirds, Go-To, Thankyou, Airbnb, Shameless, TOMS and Outland Denim. Some of them are still small with just the founders working in them, and others have ballooned to thousands of employees. The youngest is a few years old, the eldest began 15 years ago. Some of them generate billions of dollars in revenue, and others are just covering their costs for now or even donating all of their profits to causes they believe in. What they all have in common is they’ve followed the steps to grow a passionate community that’s fuelling their growth and earning them cult status.


You might have noticed each of the steps starts with an active verb: think, question, refine, define, drop, lead and strap. They are all actions. To create a company with staying power you need to keep moving, be prepared and plan ahead.




Step 1:


Think Impact First


Before you do anything else, define the clear and measurable effect you want to have





If you think you’re too small to have an impact, try going to bed with a mosquito


Anita Roddick, founder of The Body Shop





Think Impact First


There are two types of people in this world, and all of us fall neatly into one camp or the other.


The first are the creative types. They’re the ones who approach old ideas in new ways. They apply their creative thinking to their work, a hobby, a talent or their family. They have deep imaginations they’re able to tap into to pull ideas seemingly out of nowhere. They might work for themselves, for someone else or start their own companies, and if they choose to focus their creativity on business they’re able to concentrate their energy on building something with passionate customers who go wild for what they do.


They are the first type of people in the world.


The second type of people are dead.


I genuinely believe that everyone has the ability to be creative in life and business, it’s just that some people haven’t had the chance to show us their skills yet. We’re all creative in our own ways, with ideas percolating in the background – and we sometimes need help and external motivation to make those ideas concrete.


There’s a feeling I’m sure you’ve felt at some stage: it’s the feeling you get when an idea begins bubbling away inside you, trying to break through. Sometimes it’ll hit you as you’re taking the freeway home after a long day at work, or it could jolt you awake at three am for some divine reason and then refuse to leave you alone for the rest of the night. The excitement of a new idea can be sparked by a personal experience, a story you heard, a video you watched, a Facebook link you scrolled past or any tiny flash of information from the data we’re bombarded with every day (174 newspapers worth of data!).3


For some reason this idea for a new product, a service that’s lacking, or a way of reinvigorating something at work will get deep into your thoughts and plant its roots firmly into the synapses of your brain and not let go.


In fact, it’ll grow. Fast.


With every snatched moment, like the first few minutes upon waking, the linger in the shower, or some downtime in traffic, the cells of the idea will multiply into something bigger, feeding on itself until the idea becomes fully formed inside your head. This is what it will look like. This is what I’ll call it. This is exactly how it will work. I mean, I don’t throw this word around lightly, but this is a genius idea.


At least, that’s what you tell yourself.


But when you get to that point just after excitement and well before execution, you need to stop right there. Don’t dampen your enthusiasm, but before you start a project, brainstorm a name, quit your job, buy the domain, workshop it with friends or colleagues, develop marketing ideas or start to formulate the project, you need to do something else first.


I sat down with dozens of successful businesspeople while researching this book, and almost all of them did something unexpected at this point in the ideation process. Instead of rushing in, the first thing that they did was quantify, on paper, exactly what impact they wanted their business or idea to have.


The need to find your ‘why’4 is well documented, with purpose almost becoming an overused buzzword. Despite the wide acceptance of this theory, it’s surprising how many people and businesses still haven’t figured their ‘whys’ out yet. Cult business leaders clearly define their intention before they do anything else, and make specific, achievable targets that they refine as they grow. It’s only after they know exactly where they are heading that they begin thinking about the rest of the project – what it’s called, how to make it or when to launch.


Let’s look at the alternative. For generations, money has been the sole driver behind many businesses. But if making money is the only reason your business exists, and the impact you have is just an afterthought, the former will always win when the two of them crash into each other, as they inevitably will.


Ask some entrepreneurs what they want to do, and it’s often phrased solely in dollar terms:




I want to start a multi-million-dollar business


I want to earn six figures


I want to scale my revenue ten times





This is even how some people introduce themselves on LinkedIn. Money is the driving, and often only, force that propels some business people to keep going.


Don’t misinterpret this: money is still an extremely important part of business. Without cash flow and profits a business will eventually die, but without a clearly defined purpose that aims for impact, it might well struggle to grow in tomorrow’s world.


The old way of thinking about business was making as much money as possible. The new way of thinking is to balance profit with the impact you want to have. Instead of starting with a dollar figure or how many sales you want to achieve, start with the number of people you want to affect.


Here are some examples of the shift in mindset:






	Old thinking


	New thinking







	I want to sell 1000 products


	I want to help 1000 people







	I want to make $1000


	Every $1000 impacts more people







	I want to increase revenue ten times


	I want to affect ten times more people








Concentrating on the human impact first helps to focus your decision-making. The old way of thinking is that impact is a by-product of revenue. If you aim to have a seven-, eight- or nine-figure turnover (a vanity metric that doesn’t actually mean anything), then one of the natural by-products is that you will have a lot of customers in whose lives you will have some impact. The bigger your revenue, the bigger your impact, so aim for the most revenue and you’ll reach the most people.


There is a new generation who thinks about business in the opposite way. For them, revenue is a by-product of impact. They focus on how many people they want to affect, and the revenue follows from there.


Take some of these examples of people who clearly defined the impact they wanted their business to have first and who are creating products and services that are reaching cult status with their customers.


Brandon Stanton began a photography project in 2010 with a goal of photographing 10,000 New Yorkers on the street; he hoped to catalogue some of the city’s inhabitants. He soon started interviewing the subjects and started a blog to share their photos and stories. Humans of New York now has over 20 million followers on social media, a line of bestselling books and an enthusiastic community that reads, shares and is inspired by the common humanity Brandon captures in each photo.


When Mark Coulter co-founded online homewares store Temple and Webster in 2011, his measure of success was to build a business that everyone in Australia knew. ‘We wanted to make the world more beautiful one room at a time,’ says Mark. ‘We loved what IKEA had done in bringing design to the masses and making cool design affordable, but no one was really doing that online.’ Less than a decade later, Temple and Webster now sell more than 180,000 products with sales of over A$100 million a year. They listed on the Australian Stock Exchange in 2015 and have over 335,000 active customers. During the coronavirus pandemic, Temple & Webster were one of the businesses that thrived. They had spent almost a decade building trust to deliver quality furniture direct to their customers’ homes, and were able to use the lockdown period when everyone was stuck inside to gain an even stronger foothold in the market.


Naomi Hirabayashi and Marah Lidey co-founded Shine, an American company that sends young women empowering motivational messages every day. They started because they wanted others to have a constructive, peer-based support system for their daily wellbeing like the one provided by their friendship with each other, and now over three million people get their texts every day.


Whitney Wolfe Herd was 22 years old when she co-founded dating app Tinder. Two years later she broke off her personal relationship with one of the other co-founders, left the company and sued them for discrimination and sexual harassment. ‘I went into this deep depression to a point where I didn’t think I’d ever leave the house,’ she told Vogue.5 ‘I was considering getting a lot of cats.’ Instead, she channelled her energy into launching Bumble, a female-led dating app that gives women the power to initiate conversations instead of men. The impact she wanted to have was to invert the power dynamics that can occur in heterosexual dating back in favour of women to help stop male users from harassing them. Bumble’s simple flip in logic has had a profound effect. Bumble now has over 66 million users in 150 countries, and over US$300 million in revenue.


You will meet dozens of people in this book who will inspire you with their stories of how they’re approaching work and life in a different way. They’re part of a growing cohort of people motivated to solve problems not just for the monetary return, but for the number of people they can affect along the way. They genuinely believe business can be used as a force for good in the world.





The Youth Revolution


Time magazine named their first ever Person of the Year in 1927. For almost a century they’ve recognised the key figures shaping our world, including every US president at least once, controversial choices such as Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, and occasionally large groups of people like ‘The Protestor’ in 2011 and ‘You’ in 2006, to reflect the rise of the internet.


It’s also included an entire generation of young people under 25 years old. ‘[This] generation,’ wrote Time,6 ‘will soon be the majority in charge… Never have the young been so assertive or so articulate, so well educated or so worldly. This is not just a new generation, but a new kind of generation.’ Time wrote that these young people were becoming more socially aware than their parents’ generation.




Today’s young are committed as was no previous generation to redeeming the social imperfections… If they have an ideology, it is idealism.


They have taken on, willy-nilly, a vast commitment toward a kindlier, more equitable society. The young often seem romantics in search of a cause, rebels without raison d’etre. Yet in many ways they are markedly saner, more unselfish, less hag-ridden than their elders.





Time paints a picture of an upcoming generation that wants a fairer planet than they inherited and has taken to new forms of activism to try to shake up the world around them. You’d be forgiven for thinking they were writing about millennials or Gen Z, except that this cover story appeared on Friday 6 January 1967, talking about the baby boomer generation born from 1946 to the mid 1960s. This wasn’t about today’s youth: it was about their parents and grandparents.


When baby boomers were young they shared the same idealism, drive and push for a better society that most of their grandchildren feel today. The rise of ‘conscious consumerism’ is not new or the sole domain of young people today; it’s a growing concept that’s been brewing for half a century.


What is new is that the need for action has now become urgent. Where 50 years ago the desire for change was based on beginning progress on societal and environmental issues, half a century later it’s moved from a want to a need. If our generation can’t figure out how to address pressing crises like our impending climate breakdown, by the time another half century rolls around it will be too late. Millennials and their younger brothers and sisters know that this is the last chance to affect real change, and they are taking that responsibility seriously.


I was born around the time a generational change occurred from the previous Generation X, named after Douglas Coupland’s seminal book of the same name. The loose naming convention of Generation Y as the next logical one to follow has been popularly overtaken by the term ‘millennials’, a once-in-a-thousand-year chance to lump together everyone who grew up around the turn of the millennium in 2000. Since then, millennials has stuck as the catch-all term for everyone born from 1980 to the mid 1990s.


Millennials and Gen Z make up more than half of the world’s population. We are now most of the global workforce, so we’re no longer talking about what’s going to happen in the future, we’re already here. Thanks to infinite news, constant social media and rising consciousness, millennials are more keenly aware of the problems in the world than any other generation before them.


The world’s climate has evolved from ‘changing’ to a full-blown ‘crisis’ in our lifetime. In 2019, The Guardian became one of the first mainstream newspapers to update their style guide to refer to these environmental issues as a ‘climate emergency, crisis or breakdown’ instead of the usual benign way of talking about it. ‘The phrase “climate change” sounds rather passive and gentle when what scientists are talking about is a catastrophe for humanity,’ said Editor-in-chief Katharine Viner.7 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, a group of scientists convened by the United Nations, determined that the world’s climate will be irreparably damaged as soon as 2040 if we don’t dramatically change our actions now.8


Matt Rogers is the co-founder of Nest, a company that reinvented the home thermostat. ‘Our generation will be affected by climate change the most,’ he says. ‘We’re going to be affected by not having as much wealth as the previous generation. All the things that lead to civil unrest and the changing political dynamic in the world are also related to climate. I think we are a much more socially conscious generation because of that.’


Recent years have seen an increase in populism, the breakdown of global political norms, the rise of the #MeToo movement, regular threats of nuclear and trade wars, and other globe-tilting phenomena. Of course it’s not just millennials who are affected by these, but we’re now heading into power with the ability to do something about it.


Evan Spiegel, the co-founder and CEO of Snapchat, gave a commencement address at the University of Southern California’s Marshall School of Business when he was 24 that directly addressed the public mocking he received after he decided not to sell his company to Facebook for a reported US$3 billion. ‘When we decided not to sell our business people called us a lot of things besides crazy – things like arrogant and entitled,’ he said. ‘The same words that I’ve heard used to describe our generation time and time again. The millennial generation. The “me” generation. Well, it’s true. We do have a sense of entitlement, a sense of ownership, because, after all, this is the world we were born into, and we are responsible for it.’


In our Junkee research, we ask young Australians each year what they ‘give a shit’ about. We record their responses on what we jokingly call our ‘give-a-shit-o-meter’. The scale ranges from ‘I really give a shit’ at one end all the way through to ‘I don’t give a shit’ at the other. It’s an entertaining way of tracking what young people really care about over time.


The most surprising result is how much it shows young people are genuinely concerned about a lot of problems. From the environment and sustainability (95 per cent say they give a shit about that), to social equality (93 per cent), gender equality (92 per cent) and animal welfare (87 per cent), there is a lot of concern spread wide across various issues.


In the same research, the percentage of young people who say they want brands they buy from to act ethically and with integrity increased from 53 per cent in 2013 to 78 per cent in 2019. Out of the dozen or so traits we’ve monitored over this period, this was the most dramatic change.


It’s not just in Australia either. The 2019 Deloitte Global Millennial Survey9 of over 16,000 young people across 42 countries showed that younger generations speak with their wallets more than any cohort before them. ‘Millennials and Gen Zs start and stop relationships with companies for very personal reasons, often related to a company’s positive or negative impact on society,’ it said. ‘For example, 42 per cent of millennials said they have begun or deepened a business relationship because they perceive a company’s products or services to have a positive impact on society and/or the environment… 36 per cent started/deepened a relationship because they believed a company was ethical.’


Millennials care deeply about the world’s big issues and they want brands they buy from to do the right thing. So it makes complete sense that the simplest way to fulfil both needs at the same time is to increasingly purchase from companies able to prove that they are having a positive impact on the world.
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