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INTRODUCTION



THE QUESTION OF OUR GENERATION


We are teetering on the brink of a generational war. Wherever you look, generational betrayals and battles are poisoning relations between old and young. Older generations have stolen younger generations’ future, while the young are killing traditions that older generations hold dear. Emerging generations of “social justice warriors” find themselves facing a “war on woke.” Baby Boomers are selfish sociopaths, while Millennials are narcissistic snowflakes.


This, at least, is the endlessly repeated story. But is any of it true?


I began the research that would inspire this book with the intention of separating generational myths from the reality. We seem to intuitively grasp that this idea helps us understand something important about who we are and where we are headed; however, much of the discourse on the topic is based on stereotypes and lazy thinking, making it useless or dangerous. My argument is that although it is possible to learn something invaluable about ourselves by studying generational dynamics, we will not learn these lessons from a mixture of manufactured conflicts and tiresome clichés. Instead, we need to carefully unpack the forces that shape us as individuals and societies; the generation we were born into is merely one important part of the story, alongside the extraordinary influence of individual life cycles and the impact of historical events.


More systematic generational thinking, and the long-term perspective it encourages, will show that the real problem isn’t warfare between generations but a growing separation between young and old. It will show us that the resentments people may have for other generations have more to do with growing economic, housing, and health inequalities. It will explain how and why our culture is changing, on key issues from race to gender identity. And it will help us understand how support for political parties is shifting and whether democracy is really dying. It can tell us a great deal about many of the biggest issues humanity faces, from climate change to mental health.


Ultimately, it will show that the social progress we’ve come to expect as an inevitable feature of new generations taking over is far from certain. It is the product of collective intergenerational will, a dedication to protecting the opportunities that mean the future can be better for our children and grandchildren—a future that looks increasingly under threat.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has only increased the urgency of this type of generational perspective, not least because the virus itself and the measures that have been introduced to control it have affected different generations in radically different ways.


Most obviously, the immediate health threat is hugely dependent on your age. If you were born at the start of the Second World War or earlier, there was a one in twenty chance you would die if you caught the virus. At the other end of the age spectrum, the probability of dying was vanishingly low, doubling with every eight years of age, a generational example of the gruesome exponential curves we’ve learned to dread during the pandemic.1


This massive disparity led to a spate of commentary fretting that the young would flout the measures to control the virus (“a generational war is brewing over coronavirus,” claimed the Wall Street Journal).2 For a brief moment, some called the virus a “Boomer remover,” but the term was distasteful to all but a tiny minority and it quickly fizzled out.3 What really surprised people was the level of solidarity between generations. The overall picture, across countries and age groups, was of incredible compliance with extraordinary measures imposed mainly to protect older generations.


This solidarity from younger generations came despite the fact that the economic and education consequences of the lockdown were clearly going to have a greater negative effect on them. In the UK, for example, young people are two and a half times as likely to work in sectors that were most affected by the social distancing measures, such as hospitality.4 But much more than this direct impact, economists have also talked about the “scarring” these types of exceptional shocks leave on an economy, where progress can be lost for good, both for countries and individuals. Although we can’t yet know what the scale of this loss will be, we can be sure that the young will suffer more than the old, because the wounds are deeper in the early stages of your life and career, and you live with the scars for longer.5 This is an incredible misfortune for younger generations who have already been disproportionately affected by the 2008 financial crisis, previously considered our era-defining economic event. This enormous global recession had already stalled or reversed generational economic progress for young people in many Western countries.


A disease that disproportionately affects the old plus protective measures that disproportionately affect the young seem almost designed to fracture intergenerational ties. But we are surprised at the real outcome only because we have been so conditioned to view generations as opposed factions in a global culture war.


Take climate change, another issue of global concern. At the end of 2019, Greta Thunberg was named Time magazine’s Person of the Year. Just sixteen years old, she was the youngest-ever recipient of the award. The magazine called her a “standard bearer in a generational battle, an avatar of youth activists across the globe.” Her young peers, they suggested, looked to her example in their fights for everything from gun control in the United States to democratic representation in Hong Kong and greater economic equality in Chile.


Time’s recognition of Thunberg’s achievements was certainly warranted, but is the suggestion that she is at the front line of a war between old and young correct? It is true that she triggers a lot of ire from a particular type of older (and mostly male) critics. There was Donald Trump, of course, with his suggestion that she needed to work on her “anger management problem.” And the television personality Piers Morgan, who mocked her for claiming that her childhood had been stolen, while also crossing the Atlantic on a racing yacht. But, as we’ll see, the data on how people really feel about climate change don’t reflect a simple age-based battle. The demographics of climate campaigners, for example, stretch from one end of the life cycle to the other, from Thunberg and thousands of other young activists at one end, via Roger Hallam and Gail Bradbrook, the founders of Extinction Rebellion (aged forty-five and forty-eight), to the author and climate campaigner Bill McKibben (sixty), the former US vice president Al Gore (seventy-two), and David Attenborough (ninety-three).


Concerns about climate change, growing inequality, stalling economic progress, and polarizing politics relate to how all generations see the future. These issues are therefore fundamentally generational, because they are connected to our desire to see our children, and their children, do better than we did. Our confidence in generational progress was already failing before the pandemic, particularly in many Western economies, and this is a key reason people of all ages are more likely to question whether our economic and political systems are working.


Although no simplistic “war” rages between age groups, this sense of stalled progress and future threat is nonetheless stronger in young people. Age has become one of the most prominent political dividing lines in a number of countries, and it seems likely that the pandemic may accelerate these trends. Tumultuous times historically awaken generational awareness. One of the fathers of generational thinking, the Hungarian sociologist Karl Mannheim, outlined a compelling vision of why it matters, drawing on the upheaval of his own lifetime, in the first half of the twentieth century. For Mannheim, generations are not just a group of people born at the same time; they have a social identity formed by common, and often traumatic, experiences.6 His insight was that major events have a stronger effect on those who come of age during them, because we tend to form our value systems and behaviors during late childhood and early adulthood. When generations are shaped by disparate contexts and life prospects, the connection between them becomes strained.


As Mannheim understood, periods of rapid technological and social change also increase both the importance and the difficulty of maintaining intergenerational connections. We need to be careful when assessing claims that our own times are changing more quickly than previous eras, as every generation tends to think the same, but the speed of adoption of and the reach achieved by some modern technologies have had a qualitatively different impact. While it took decades for the inventions of previous industrial revolutions to be widely adopted, the process took just thirteen years for the central technology of modern life: the smartphone.7 According to the German sociologist Hartmut Rosa, a “circle of acceleration” has developed, where “technical acceleration tends to increase the pace of social change, which in turn unavoidably increases the experienced pace of life, which then induces an ongoing demand for technical acceleration in the hopes of saving time.”8 Regardless of whether our era is experiencing a “Great Acceleration,” these technological changes contribute to a growing disconnection between age groups. Today’s generations live increasingly separate lives in distinct physical and digital spaces, allowing deeper misperceptions and stereotypes to breed.


Faltering economic progress, threats that may prove existential for coming generations, and a pace of change that splinters the connection between young and old—each of these trends makes generational analysis vitally important in understanding our futures.


A generational perspective also encourages us to take a longer-term view. The ability to envisage a distant future and work toward it is one of the defining characteristics of humanity, but in evolutionary terms it is a relatively new skill. We are more often most concerned with the immediate, vaguely worried about the medium term, and entirely oblivious about the long term. This is an immense gamble in the face of existential threats like climate change, and it means that we often miss the opportunity to actively shape a better future.


However, the generational analysis in this book is not focused solely on these massive social, economic, and technological challenges. It will also help us to understand the evolution of our attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors across all aspects of life. For example, even apparently minor choices, such as whether to own and drive a car, have shifted significantly in recent decades. Is this because young people today have a different attitude toward fossil fuels, less money to spend, a more urban lifestyle, or because they are growing up more slowly? Understanding why these changes are emerging is necessary to help us plan for our likely futures.


My aim is not to prove that everything can be explained by generational differences or that they are always the most important divisions in society. Indeed, a significant part of this book is dedicated to debunking generational myths that distract us from the real trends. My goal is to find out whether and how societies are really changing, and what that might mean for the future.


OUR LIVES IN LINES


Most people recognize that our current crop of generations runs from Generation Z, the youngest adult generation, to Millennials, Generation X, Baby Boomers, and, finally, the oldest living generation, those who were born before the end of the Second World War. Yet we don’t necessarily know what these divisions actually mean. Our primary way of understanding generations, through superficial and poor-quality punditry, manufactures a multitude of generational differences. Although these fake differences may individually seem trivial and sometimes even funny, there are so many that they can infect the opinions and actions of even sensible sceptics. Assertions that all Millennials are either narcissistic, materialistic, or civic minded (depending on whom you listen to) don’t help anyone. Each is part of a multimillion-dollar “generation industry” that encourages researchers to reduce vast swathes of the population to a handful of characteristics and behaviors.


Another equally unhelpful strand of generational thinking regards generations as repeated waves of archetypes that react predictably to the previous one. This long-term view of generations, developed by US authors William Strauss and Neil Howe, suggests every generation falls into one of four types—idealist, reactive, civic, and adaptive—that exhibit common characteristics. They claim that these generations have appeared in the same order throughout US history, in an eighty-year cycle of crisis and renewal, and that this in turn has driven the dominant social conditions in any era. Their account is fascinating and compelling, but it reinforces our assumptions of irreconcilable differences across generations, and it represents a dubious reading of history that’s closer to astrology than academic study. Their generational analysis was embraced by the likes of Al Gore and the Republican strategist Steve Bannon (though to divergent political ends) and can feel prophetic now—not least because they predicted that an era of crisis would engulf the mid-2000s to the mid-2020s. It would be foolhardy to bet that the COVID-19 era we are living through will not later be regarded as a historically recognizable crisis. But the fact that the pandemic was instigated by a novel coronavirus that originated in the Wuhan district of China only highlights the absurdity of claiming that this crisis is the result of a particular constellation of generational types and the four-generation cycle of catastrophe that Strauss and Howe claimed to have identified.


We have simultaneously gone in two bad directions. One strand of thinking, inspired by Strauss and Howe, zooms out by a million miles and assures us that generations fall into a repeating cycle of types before offering something that resembles a horoscope. The other approach claims that frothy, exaggerated differences in generational characteristics are in fact real, shifting tides.


In contrast, true generational thinking can be a powerful tool that helps us understand the changes and challenges of our day. This starts by recognizing an underappreciated fact: there are just three explanations for how all attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors change over time—period, life-cycle, and cohort effects. By studying how these three effects individually and collectively shape us, we can develop a powerful new understanding of how and why societies are changing, and a much greater ability to predict what comes next on the biggest issues of our times.


Period effects: The attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of a society can change in a consistent way across all age groups. These period effects often occur in response to a major event that affects everyone, whether directly or indirectly, like a pandemic, war, or economic crisis, and they often look like the pattern we see in Figure 0.1. This example measures concern about terrorism in France. Few people in any generation were worried about terrorism before 2015 and 2016, when there was a severe spike in concern following a series of attacks in which more than two hundred people were killed. Every generation of adults surveyed responded to this series of tragic events in the same way.
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Figure 0.1: Percentage of French adults who say terrorism is one of the most worrying issues in their country. Source: Ipsos, What Worries the World survey. Around one thousand interviews per month (2010–2018).








Life-cycle effects: People also change as they age or as a result of major life events such as leaving home, having children, or retiring. Figure 0.2 tracks the proportion of each generation in England classified as being a “healthy weight” as they get older. You can follow your own generational line and see that, on average, people get fatter as they get older (as I’m all too aware). Each generation slowly drifts downward, a result of too many calories and not enough exercise for their falling metabolism until, in middle age, only around a quarter of people are still at a healthy weight.
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Figure 0.2: Percentage of adults with a healthy weight in England. Source: Health Survey for England (1992–2017).








Cohort effects: A generation can also have different attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors because they were socialized in different conditions from those of other generations, and thus they remain distinct from other cohorts even as they age. Figure 0.3 shows the proportion of US adults who say they attend a religious service at least weekly. The oldest generation are much more likely to attend regular religious service, with clear steps down, until we reach what looks like rock bottom with Millennials and Gen Z. And this pattern of generational gaps has not changed much, all the way back to 1975, showing how important when you were born is in shaping your relationship with religion.
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Figure 0.3: Percentage of adults in United States attending religious services at least weekly. Source: US General Social Survey (1974–2018).








Every change we see in societal attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors can be explained by one or, more often, a combination of these three effects. And here we can state more precisely the basic problem with the generational “analysis” in most commentary: explaining all of a person’s attitudes and behaviors according to when they were born relies solely on identifying cohort effects—and misses out on two-thirds of our understanding of societal change. This approach is far more compelling and useful than the sensationalist claims that often pass as generational thinking. Once you realize that all societal change is explained by a combination of these three effects, you have a framework for a deeper understanding of where we are now and what is likely to come next. You may find yourself asking “is this a cohort, period, or life-cycle effect?” about any societal change—and that simple question will help you identify what’s really important.


Throughout the book, we’ll identify similar trends by looking at charts like these using “synthetic cohort analysis.” It has a fancy-sounding name, but it is entirely intuitive. All we do is define groups according to when they were born and track their average progress as they get older. Of course, most of the patterns we’ll see are not as clear-cut as in the examples above, and it is not possible to entirely separate the three effects in any case.9 They nearly always interact, but understanding that interaction is incredibly valuable in itself.


To examine how we are changing, I have analyzed some of the biggest surveys conducted in the world over the past fifty years. I’ve assembled a data set of more than three million interviews from these surveys, linked to help separate the myths of generational difference from the reality. This allows us to get closer to the underlying changes occurring in societies around the world. I’ve also drawn on a series of new survey questions specially commissioned through the global research firm Ipsos.


Before we dig in, we must recognize some of the common misperceptions that get in the way of identifying actual change. In particular, we are often fed analysis that confuses age with generation and stereotypes both the old and the young.


OUR GENERATIONAL DELUSIONS


Older people have always had a problem with the young. According to the Cambridge scholar Kenneth John Freeman, Socrates indicted young people for a whole host of things, including their




luxury, bad manners, contempt for authority, disrespect for elders and a love for chatter in place of exercise.… Children began to be the tyrants, not the slaves of their households. They no longer rose from their seats when an elder entered the room; they contradicted their parents, chattered before company, gobbled up the dainties at table and committed various offences against Hellenic tastes, such as crossing their legs.10





Bizarre complaints about the young didn’t start or stop in ancient Greece. In 1624 Thomas Barnes, a minister at a London church, complained that “the youth were never so sawcie, yea never more savagely sawcie.” In 1771, nearly 250 years before “snowflake” became an attack on the young, a reader’s letter to Town and Country magazine moaned that youth were “a race of effeminate, self-admiring, emaciated fribbles.” And in 1843, the seventh Earl of Shaftesbury lamented in the House of Commons that “young ladies” in the market town of Bilston had taken to “drive coal-carts, ride astride upon horses, drink, swear, fight, smoke, whistle, sing, and care for nobody.”11 Nineteenth-century Bilston sounds like an amazing place for a night out.


Young people have also always been seen as being susceptible to the latest fads and fashions, willing to discard traditional values in favor of dangerous new entertainments and technologies. In 1906—nearly a century before violent video games—the Dawson Daily News in Yukon, in the northwest of Canada roared, “BOYS ARE RUINED. Dime Novels Cause Lads to Murder.”12 Going back a little further to 1859, an article in Scientific American warned that the new craze for chess caused “pernicious excitement” among children of a “very inferior temperament.”13


These repeated waves of moral panic provide a historical context to apocryphal fears about how Millennials’ habits are supposedly “killing” everything from wine corks to wedding rings and the Olympics to serendipity.14 In just a few short years, Millennial-bashing became an established cliché to be mocked in satirical social media posts; @NewCallieAnn tweeted, “I cut my finger slicing open an avocado and now I can’t fix my topknot.”15


Our relentless criticism of Millennials, and increasingly Gen Z too, is a result of a set of human biases that have nothing to do with the essential character of these generations. Generally, people think the past was better than it really was because they forget the bad bits—in these cases, the dodgy behavior of their own youth. We call this bias “rosy retrospection.” We also struggle to keep pace with how social norms change over time, and older people look at the young through the frame of the values that held sway when they were young themselves. Societal values, beliefs, and attitudes shift over time, but our individual ideas of what is right or acceptable are “sticky,” which makes emerging attitudes and behaviors seem strange and unsettling.


Older generations fare no better than younger ones in the public imagination. Psychologists have found that many Western cultures categorize older people according to seven basic stereotypes, more than half of which are negative: “curmudgeon/shrew,” “severely impaired,” “despondent,” “recluse,” “perfect grandparent,” “golden ager,” and “John Wayne conservative.”16 In entertainment or advertisements, older people are almost always depicted this way, whether they are skydiving silver foxes or frail, frightened grannies holding on tightly to their stair lifts as they slowly head to bed at 8 p.m. And that’s when they appear at all—people over sixty are hugely underrepresented in the media, compared with their large share of the world’s population and their even greater share of its wealth.


You would think that smart ad executives would have caught on to the shifting demographics a long time ago, given the number of news analysis pieces that have been written on the subject. In fact, one Time cover story noted that some ad agencies were setting up special units to study and reflect older adults as a growing consumer force: “There was a time when advertisers behaved as though no one past middle age ever bought anything more durable than panty hose. No more.”17 That story ran in 1988—thirty-three years ago—yet surprisingly little has changed since then. The former CEO of a major retailer recently confessed that his company had twelve customer segments for people under fifty-five but lumped everyone older into one segment.18


The main generation of older people today, the Baby Boomers, are also subject to attacks. “OK, Boomer,” Gen Z’s sarcastic collective eye roll, has taken a firm hold and was even used as a put-down by one young MP during a debate about climate change in the New Zealand parliament.19 Boomers may not get quite as much opprobrium as Millennials, but what they do receive is weighty. Forget the examples of products and traditions that Millennials have supposedly killed off; there are frequent claims that Baby Boomers have ruined everything.20 A modern test of what people really think of you is to type your name into Google and see what autocompletes. Boomers don’t come out well; they are “the problem,” “selfish,” “self-centered,” and “the worst generation.”


Between today’s young and old generations is Generation X. This is where I fit in—and yes, I recognize the irony that my obsession with generations is in stark contrast with the scant attention paid my own. As one fellow Gen Xer tweeted, “I am neither a millennial nor a boomer. I come from a generation so irrelevant that people can’t even be bothered to hate us.”21


It all started so well. My generation got its name from Douglas Coupland’s hip 1991 novel Generation X, which followed the supposed “slacker” lifestyle of the twentysomethings of the day. Coupland took his title from a 1990 book on the American class system by the cultural critic Paul Fussell. As he dissected layer after layer of class—from “top out-of-sight” to “mid-proletarian” to “bottom out-of-sight”—Fussell described how some young people were trying to free themselves entirely from this rigid system: “Impelled by insolence, intelligence, irony and spirit, X people have escaped out the back doors of those theaters of class which enclose others.”22 Insolent, intelligent, ironic, and spirited—my generation is definitely the coolest.


However, Generation X has received virtually no attention since those heady days. As one writer put it, they’re the “smaller ‘middle child’ generation,” squashed between Baby Boomers and Millennials, the two demographic and cultural heavyweights.23 Out of the limelight, Gen X has produced a subgenre of generational commentary that resembles photobombing a family get-together you haven’t been invited to. Some of it claims that Gen X can save the world (or “keep everything from sucking”), while other elements of it tip into embarrassing youth bashing: “The Millennials have taken a reputational beating in the last few years, some of it gratuitous, most of it justified. They are needy nellies who can’t take a joke.”24 This seems somewhat beneath a generation that takes its name from a novel in which the narrator observes, “The car was the color of butter and bore a bumper sticker saying WE’RE SPENDING OUR CHILDREN’S INHERITANCE, a message that I suppose irked Dag, who was bored and cranky after eight hours working his McJob.”25 The forgotten middle child has forgotten what it felt like to be young.


Where do you fit in this generational procession? Table 0.1 outlines the most widely accepted definitions. In the United States, the Pre-war generation is sometimes split into the “Greatest Generation,” those born prior to 1928, and the “Silent Generation,” those born between 1928 and 1945. I have grouped them together throughout this book, partly because these labels are generally not used outside the United States but mostly because the Greatest Generation now make up a minute portion of the population.






	Pre-War

	Baby Boomer

	Generation X

	Millennials

	Generation Z






	Born before 1945

	Born 1945–65

	Born 1966–79

	Born 1980–95

	Born 1996–2010?






	

	

	

	

	Born after 1997?






	

	

	

	

	Born after 2000?






	In 2021

	

	

	

	






	Age 77+

	Age 56 to 76

	Age 42 to 55

	Age 26 to 41

	Age 11 (?) to 25







Table 0.1: Generational birth years.


There isn’t complete agreement on where one generation ends and another starts, particularly around the Millennials and Generation Z, where the boundaries are only just emerging. Where you place generational cutoffs is, in any case, to some degree arbitrary. Those at the edges of each group will tend to share characteristics with their birth year neighbors, because social change tends to be gradual rather than sudden. Not to devalue generational thinking—as we will see, there are distinctive characteristics that we can identify using these classifications. The basic point is that many other social divisions—like class and ethnicity—also simplify the underlying realities, yet each still tells us useful things about the makeup of and attitudes within society.


Some researchers are already imposing an end point on Generation Z and starting to call the group that will come next “Generation Alpha.” We won’t be looking at this youngest generation in this book—because it’s ludicrous to do so when the oldest are around ten and the youngest haven’t even been born.


This desperate attempt to label a generation that consists of young children and those who have yet to be conceived demonstrates our obsession with coining names for generations. The US Census Bureau almost certainly came up with the term “Baby Boomers,” while Douglas Coupland undoubtedly popularized “Generation X.” William Strauss and Neil Howe are credited with coining the term “Millennials,” while “Generation Z” follows the first name given to the Millennials, “Generation Y.” But this summary hides countless failed attempts. “Generation Me,” “Generation We,” “the Net Generation,” “Next Boomers,” “Centennials,” “iGen,” and even “Generation K” (after Katniss Everdeen, the protagonist of The Hunger Games series of novels and films) were all tried out at one point or another.


As we may have expected, the media is already using the “COVID Generation” to analyze the predicted effect of the pandemic on the younger generation. Whether it takes hold will become clear only in the coming years, but it certainly has a more powerful claim than names based on characters from forgettable movies. I have no particular interest in the naming of generations—the real value is not the label but what the trends show us about the experiences of different groups in the past, and what they suggest about our future.



WE CAN SEE THE FUTURE


The generational analysis in this book is inevitably future focused, but it does not require any spurious leaps from exaggerated differences or astrological thinking. It is built on three of the few—maybe the only—incontrovertible facts about humans: we are born, we age, and we die. This is seen in each cohort’s share of the adult population over time, in Figure 0.4. In 1972, around 80 percent of the adult population in the UK were born before the end of the Second World War; now they make up just 12 percent. It won’t be long until they are all but gone, as Gen Z makes its way into adulthood and “replaces” them. There is no way to understand how society as a whole will change in the future without understanding what is really different between the generations.


There are skeptics of using past generational changes to predict the future. In The Black Swan, Nassim Nicholas Taleb wrote, “History and societies do not crawl. They make jumps.” He argued that we largely do not see these jumps coming. Change is instead driven by “black swan” events such as the 2008 global financial crisis, which was the focus for Taleb’s analysis, and now, even more powerfully, the COVID-19 pandemic. These events are rare, have extreme effects, and seem predictable only in retrospect, despite our tendency to believe subsequently that we knew they were coming.26
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Figure 0.4: Generational profile of the United Kingdom. Source: Eurostat (1972–2019).








To illustrate the deep unpredictability of future outcomes, Taleb cites an example given by the mathematician Michael Berry, who looked at the challenge of predicting the movement of billiard balls on a table. It starts easily enough, but by the ninth impact, the outcome is so finely balanced that you need to account for the gravitational pull of the person standing next to the table, and by the fifty-sixth, the position of every elementary particle in the universe needs to be factored into your calculations. How can we possibly have an accurate understanding of the possible futures in complex human systems, particularly with “black swan” events like the 2008 crisis or the pandemic coming along and upending the table?


My many years of following generational lines has left me less pessimistic about our ability to see the future. Of course, it is possible that we will suddenly stop getting more overweight as we age or that the whole of Generation Z will embrace Christianity en masse, but such things seem unlikely. Taleb recognizes that there are “long quiet stretches” where sudden shocks don’t happen, and we will see plenty of those in our charts. But generational analysis is helpful even in understanding the influence of the unexpected: we’ll also vividly see the different economic life courses created for younger generations by the 2008 crisis, for example.


This is the crucial point: understanding the impacts of period-effect shocks like the financial crisis and the pandemic is greatly enhanced by a clear view of the slower generational trajectories we were already traveling along. The effect of any crisis is shaped by the context it lands in.


A generational frame helps us understand the influence of major demographic trends too, such as our increasing life expectancy and increasingly aging societies. This is one of the most significant changes that we’re seeing today, and it has huge implications for how we should understand the future. In Japan, the median age (the age of the middle person, if you lined up the whole population, from young to old) was forty-six in 2015, and by 2050 it will have increased to fifty-three. This increase of seven years may not seem like a big shift, but it reflects an incredibly aged society; 33 percent of Japan’s current population are currently over sixty, but 42 percent will be by 2050.


Japan is often held up as the exemplar of the “graying society,” but there are even more dramatic changes coming in other countries. For example, the median age in Brazil was just thirty-one in 2015 but will increase to forty-five by 2050. The proportion over sixty will rocket from just 13 percent in 2015 to 30 percent by 2050. The shifting age balance in our populations is due to not just increasing longevity but the steeply falling birth rates seen around the world. A generational perspective shows that this is not a sudden change but the end of a long trend that will be incredibly difficult to shift.


I examine these generational trends across countries rather than focusing on one because they are increasingly global phenomena. Early twentieth-century thinkers like Mannheim tended to see generations as nationally bounded, because of the importance of shared experience in forming meaningful cohorts. But with the globalization of so many aspects of life, sociologists have recognized that generations could also be globalizing. Businesses and consumer products are now multinational by default, and new communications technologies provide many more ways to share experiences across national boundaries. Even before COVID-19, traumatic events and threats such as the climate emergency, economic crises, and the “war on terror” had a more global perspective. The pandemic has again accelerated this trend, emphasizing our profound global interconnections. At the time of writing, 213 countries or territories had reported cases of the virus; more than this, our response and the economic implications of these measures are much more international than in any previous pandemic.27


This is not to say that differences between countries are unimportant. “Country before cohort” will still be a regular message in this book: even now, where you are born often remains more important than when. The true value of the international study of generations isn’t in identifying global generational groups; looking at generations across countries reveals when and why generational difference is important.


In the end, the fundamental reason that now is the right time to take an international look at generations is that, even before the pandemic, the assumption that our children will enjoy a better future had evaporated in a number of more developed nations. For example, more than a decade after the 2008 financial crisis, only 13 percent of people in France expected a better life for young people, while 60 percent expected the future will be worse. The contrast with lower-income nations such as China, Indonesia, and India is stark: two-thirds or more in these countries are confident in a better future for their young people. If people in Western countries—of every generation—maintain this increasingly pessimistic view, it will have profound repercussions. Not only will we risk losing the optimism and dynamism of youth; when people think progress has stopped, they start to question the value of the whole system. We know this is important to people: in the same study, 77 percent of people agreed that every generation should have a better standard of living than the one that came before it, with only 15 percent disagreeing.28


As far as we can tell, such pessimism about the future for coming generations is a new trend in more developed economies. In both the UK and the United States, we have seen a stunning reversal: the proportion of Brits who think the future will be better for their children halved between 2003 and 2019, and the proportion of Americans who think it’s unlikely their kids will have a better future has nearly doubled.29


When we see how incomes and wealth have stagnated for recent generations of young people, we can start to understand why.
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CHAPTER 1



STAGNATION GENERATION


“The Baby Boomers—Can They Ever Live as Well as Their Parents?” This was the anxious question posed by a Money magazine headline in March 1983. The implied threat was seriously undermined by the accompanying photo shoot of a real-life couple, which contained glimpses of a luxurious and tastefully decorated (for the time) home. The cover line offered a more direct spoiler: the couple were “Not Yet 30” but had “two strong careers and a prospering business on the side.” It’s clear that they were hardly the 1980s equivalent of minimum-wage employees toiling in an Amazon warehouse on zero-hours contracts, supplementing their meager earnings by trading on eBay and waiting for drones to take their jobs.


Of course, Money magazine had a particular target market—well-off middle managers interested in tables of mortgages and tax-efficient saving schemes. That makes the uncertainty implied in the question all the more striking now, when we know how things turned out. The question “Can they ever live as well as their parents?” reflects the fundamental belief that animates the social contract between generations. As individuals, we have a deep desire for our children to do better than we did, and we’ve become accustomed to guaranteed generation-on-generation progress across society as a whole.


It’s easy to forget that progress was not always a given for Baby Boomers. Several serious economists raised doubts about their financial future. In his 1980 book Birth and Fortune, Richard Easterlin argued that being part of a big cohort like the Baby Boomers was bad for your economic success, given the competition for education, resources, and jobs. Being a member of a smaller cohort, like the interwar generation, marked you out as part of the “lucky few,” where wages would rise as demand for workers outstripped supply. It seemed a perfectly reasonable assumption to many then, but as David Willetts outlined in his 2010 book The Pinch, globalization entirely changed the calculation.


After countries with lower labor costs like China opened up to world trade in the 1990s, the generations following the Boomers had to compete with many more people, which kept wages down. As Willetts put it, “The Boomers gain in two ways. When it comes to political power and all the decisions taken by national governments, they are a big cohort. But when it came to the post-war global labour market they were part of a small cohort: they were a scarce resource that could get away with charging a higher price for their labour.”1


Downward trends in financial progress in many Western countries came after the Baby Boomers were well established in their careers and more able to weather the storm. And then came the 2008 financial crisis. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, this was the generation-defining economic event and the cause of a largely lost decade that hit younger generations particularly hard. There were tentative signs of a recovery in generational progress in the late 2010s, which has made the timing of this latest generation-defining shock even more cruel.


The net effect has been that income growth for younger generations in many countries has ground to a halt or reversed, while the vast majority of gains in wealth that we have seen in the past decade or so have gone to older generations. A generational perspective, separating period, cohort, and life-cycle effects, is vital to determining how these shifting economic conditions have utterly changed the life course of whole cohorts. Not only have your chances of economic success been affected by the accident of when you were born, but they are also increasingly affected by your parents’ assets.



POORER LONGER


The UK-based think tank the Resolution Foundation has analyzed personal income across the United States, the UK, Spain, Italy, Norway, Finland, and Denmark, using data that stretch all the way back to 1969, when the oldest Baby Boomer was twenty-four years old. The study compares average disposable real incomes—that is, adjusted to take inflation into account and after subtracting housing costs—of three 5-year slices of each cohort, to compare generations when they were the same age, in their thirties, forties, and sixties.2 It’s a cascade of ever-decreasing gains for each new generation.


Baby Boomers enjoyed significantly improved incomes in middle age compared with the Pre-war generation, up 26 percent when each were aged forty-five to forty-nine. Gen X started off well compared with the Boomers, but their incomes stalled as they ran into the aftershocks of the 2008 recession, which hit when the oldest were in their early forties, and ended up only 3 percent ahead of Boomers. Most strikingly, Millennials’ real disposable income was actually 4 percent down from Gen X’s when they were in their early thirties. Progress didn’t just stall, it reversed—driven by the financial crisis.3


These averages hide significant variation across countries. One of the best places to be a Millennial is Norway. There, Millennials aged thirty to thirty-four earned 13 percent more than Gen Xers at the same age. Not too bad, you might say (while researching Norwegian work visa requirements). But this still represents a slowdown in economic progress: Gen X earned incomes that were 35 percent more than Baby Boomers at that age range.


More typical is the pattern in the United States. Generation X had 5 percent lower real income at ages forty-five to forty-nine than Boomers did at the same age, and Millennials had an income that was 5 percent less at ages thirty to thirty-four than Gen X.


As demoralizing as things are in the United States, they’re nothing compared to the generational disaster that is underway elsewhere. In Italy, Gen X had 11 percent less income than Baby Boomers when each were forty-five to forty-nine years old, while Millennials had 17 percent less income than Gen Xers when they were thirty to thirty-four. This is not so much a ratcheting down as a free fall.


The trends in the UK have not been as dire, but they still represent a shuddering halt to progress, particularly for Millennials. Data from 2018 showed that Gen Xers are slightly ahead of where Baby Boomers were when they were in their mid-forties, but Millennials are slightly behind where Gen X were when they were in their early thirties.4


These economic realities are powerfully reflected in how the different generations in Britain feel. This is a key question, because if groups feel left behind, they’re more likely to question the entire social contract. Since 1983, the British Social Attitudes survey has asked people whether they identify themselves as a high, middle, or low income. And when we look at the proportions of each generation placing themselves in the “low-income” group over the past three and a half decades, in Figure 1.1, we can see dramatic life stories played out in five simple lines.


One sad story stands out. Look at the gap between Millennials and all other generations for the years between 2008 and 2015. It is not normal for this many people in their early to mid-career (the oldest Millennial was thirty-five in 2015) to feel poorer than the rest of the population, including retired generations, for so long.


A large part of the explanation for the relative experience of Millennials is the remarkable fall in the proportion of the oldest living cohort, the Pre-war generation, who count themselves as having a low income over the past couple of decades. The trend is especially unusual given the changing labor market position of this group during this period. In 1983, only 26 percent of this Pre-war generation had retired—but by 2017, when the youngest was seventy-two, nearly all had retired.
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Figure 1.1: Percentage of adults in Britain saying they have a “low income.” Source: British Social Attitudes, 1983–2017.








Although this may partly be due to decreased expectations (people generally expect to have less in retirement), it also reflects the much stronger pension position for many in this generation compared with the generation before them and compared with working-age people today. The UK Office for National Statistics estimates that the average retiree’s disposable real income increased by 16 percent between 2008 and 2018, while it increased by only 3 percent for working households.5 By 2016, net incomes after housing costs were actually £20 per week higher for the retired than they were for working-age people, having been £70 per week lower in 2001. That’s a huge switch. More than this, the pattern extends down into the poorest ends of each group. The poorest fifth of working-age households are getting by on £2,000 less per year than the poorest fifth of retirees.6


The end of the chart promises a hopeful future for younger generations, with a steep drop in the proportion of Millennials who say they have a low income, and Generation Z have entered adulthood much closer to the overall average than Millennials did. They are still the generations that are most likely to feel poor, but the difference is less than in the recent past. However, although it is too early to assess the lasting effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on incomes, signs are that these faint glimmers of optimism will be snuffed out. Analysis across China, South Korea, Japan, Italy, the United States, and the UK shows that in all except South Korea, the young are much more likely than others to have already experienced a drop in income, with the UK seeing one of the biggest relative declines.7


BLAMING THE VICTIM


These types of major shifts in income make the “advice” that regularly targets these younger generations particularly maddening. “Small ‘Swaprifices’ Could Save Millennials Up to £10.5bn a Year” was one especially toe-curling example of this trend, in a press release from Barclays Bank in 2019.8 Not only does it confirm that awful attempts at catchy portmanteaus should be a sackable offence—it also typifies the victim blaming of young people for their tough financial circumstances.


The thrust of the “analysis” was a breakdown of how young people spend £3,300 per year on daily treats, going out, and fashion, followed by some finger-wagging about how this group could save “a whopping” amount by making “minor changes to their spending habits.”9 Of course, £3,300 is not a vast amount to cover all those different types of spending in a year, especially when it includes things like “food” and “clothing.” Even the frivolous-sounding “daily treats,” for example, totaled just £441 a year, or about £1.10 per day.


This is typical of the curious double whammy for younger cohorts today. Not only have they had a much tougher financial time, but they are also criticized for the reduced spending they do manage. It’s also a case of us missing the real shift in generational circumstances. In the UK, for example, over-fifties account for around one-third of the population but 47 percent of consumer spending, which has increased by eight percentage points since 2003.10 In the United States, over-fifties already account for more than 50 percent of spending, and they’ve been responsible for more spending growth in recent years than any other cohort.11 The figures are staggering: the American Association of Retired Persons estimates that in the United States, over-fifties spend nearly $8 trillion each year—more than the combined GDP of France and Germany.12


A new consumption gap has opened up between younger and older households in many countries. In 1989, twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds and fifty-five- to sixty-four-year-olds in the UK both spent about £260 per week on nonhousing consumer goods such as clothing, entertainment, travel, and eating out. By 2014, fifty-five- to sixty-four-year-olds were spending, on average, £50 a week—nearly 20 percent—more than twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds.


Although this narrative of profligate youth massively misses the point, it remains pervasive. In a global survey of twenty thousand people, the second–most popular adjective to describe Millennials was “materialistic.” The stereotype is sticky partly because it is endlessly repeated, for both Millennials and Gen Z. As the author of Generation Me, Jean Twenge, put it, “[Millennials’] brand of self-importance also shows up in materialism.”13 In her later book on Gen Z, iGen, she wrote, “[Gen Z] are very interested in becoming well-off and less focused on meaning than previous generations.”14


Those are some sweeping generalizations that you’d need cast-iron data to support. But on each survey measure held up as evidence—whether it’s a desire to earn more than their parents, believing that it’s important to be well-off financially, or not finding fault with advertising products that people don’t need—the major shift actually happened between Baby Boomers and Gen X, and there is nothing particularly new in Millennial and Gen Z attitudes. And there are also plenty of countertrends—for example, recent generations care half as much about what their friends and family have.15


These figures don’t suggest some emergent generational trend in materialism, newly presenting in Millennials and Gen Z as a distinctive characteristic. Instead, Gen Xers blazed the trail, and younger cohorts have stuck to it. It might be that American Gen Xers were raised in a period of increased consumerism and exposure to advertising that hasn’t changed all that much over the past forty years, despite new technologies. Or it could be that these generations came of age during a shaky financial period and carry the scars of that experience. In the United States, income stagnation set in earlier, with Gen Xers rather than Millennials.


It makes sense that money becomes more of a focus when your financial prospects are diminished. Indeed, we see this tendency in behavioral science studies of poverty. These show that a lack of resources induces a “scarcity mindset,” where immediate goals take precedence over peripheral goals: “Scarcity orientates the mind automatically and powerfully toward unfulfilled needs.”16 Young people’s responses to these US surveys reflect the undeniable fact that financial progress was less certain when they were coming into adulthood.


These blunt characterizations reflect a tendency to pick on younger generations for traits that are created by context. This faulty interpretation of cause and effect is related to another common bias, which social psychologists call the “fundamental attribution error,” a term coined by the Stanford University professor Lee Ross. This is the tendency for people to overemphasize personality-based explanations for behaviors that we observe in others, while underemphasizing situational explanations. A driver who cuts us off in traffic is a jerk, for example—but when we do the same thing it’s because we’re late for a vital appointment. This is often why we blame victims for their own misfortune.
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Figure 1.2: Percentage of adults in Germany who say that “It is important to be rich” is true of themselves. Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2018.








There is another important point. The surveys of high school students cited above are a powerful resource, but they cannot pinpoint what is truly generational because they track the same age group over time. We don’t know how each successive wave of these kids changed as they aged, and that is why it is also useful to check these trends with generational analysis.


Consider the example in Figure 1.2 from Germany. At just about any point from 2003 to 2012, it could be summed up under the banner headline: “Materialistic Millennials Are Twice as Likely to Say It’s Important to Be Rich Than Their Wiser, Better Elders.” But that headline could also have been repeated between 2014 and 2016 for Gen Z. Looking generationally, it’s clear that focusing on getting rich is primarily a life-cycle effect, a feature of youth that we tend to grow out of.


THE WEALTH OF GENERATIONS


Achieving these childhood dreams of becoming rich is increasingly about the wealth you have rather than the salary you make. The main economic change of the past few decades, across numerous countries, is how much more quickly wealth has grown than income, largely driven by a housing boom. And because wealth is more unequally distributed than income, including by age, this has resulted in greater concentrations of wealth among older groups. In fact, since 2007, all of the extra wealth created in the UK went to people over forty-five, with two-thirds going to those over sixty-five.17 This feels less fair than income differences, because the amounts are so large and wealth is not as clearly linked in our minds to merit or hard work.


The UK is far from alone in this trend. Credit Suisse, the international investment bank, produces an annual global wealth report, which I always look forward to, in order to ogle the ultra-high-net-worth individuals. The 2017 report included less pleasurable reading for younger generations, however, with a whole chapter dedicated to “the unlucky Millennials.”18


The report described how the 2008 recession, and subsequent higher levels of unemployment and lower wage growth, hit younger people’s savings potential, especially in richer countries. But it wasn’t simply that incomes were stagnating—home prices also remained high, as government action supported existing homeowners through interest rate cuts and by pumping money into the system. These factors were coupled in several countries with rising student debt loads, creating a “perfect storm” for stifling wealth accumulation. In contrast, according to the authors, Baby Boomers’ “wealth was boosted by a range of factors including large windfalls due to property, pension and share price increases.”19


Separate analysis in Australia illustrates this increasingly unbalanced distribution of wealth. More than two-thirds of the $2.3 trillion in household wealth generated in Australia in the first half of the 2010s went to those aged fifty-five or older. Those aged sixty-five to seventy-four were on average and in real terms $480,000 wealthier in 2015–2016 than those in the same age group twelve years earlier. In contrast, households headed by thirty-five- to forty-four-year-olds were on average only $120,000 wealthier, and for twenty-five to thirty-four-year-olds, the figure was a measly $40,000.20 Figure 1.3 shows this incredible wealth curve, where only older cohorts are benefiting significantly.


These gains are not due to the frugal habits of older people, yet that is the view encouraged by a stream of articles on how the young could learn a thing or two about finances from their elders. A Forbes piece titled “5 Money Tips Millennials Can Learn from Their Grandparents” included this timeless piece of wisdom from one grandfather: “Eat at a reasonably priced restaurant.… It all comes out the same the next day.”21 As the Credit Suisse report suggested, older generations’ greater wealth wasn’t derived from following such nauseating advice but was rather the result of unexpected financial windfalls.22
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Figure 1.3: Gains in wealth among Australian households, 2003–2016. Source: ABS Survey of Income and Housing.








Economists distinguish between “passive” asset gains—where we benefit from the overall performance of the market—and “active” gains, where our savings decisions influence our outcomes. The vast majority of gains across most Western countries are a result of people just sitting back and profiting from repeated waves of property booms and stock market rises.23


You might be thinking that the young should suck it up for now and wait for their own “passive gains” of inheritance from their loaded parents. Surely all those assets gathering at the top of the generational hierarchy will soon be flowing down to the youngsters? There is, after all, a lot more wealth out there: the value of estates passed down has more than doubled in the UK in the past twenty years, and it will double again in the next fifteen.24


Unfortunately, that will not help hard-pressed middle-age groups through tough times. First, inheritance is shifting to later in life. In the UK, the most common age at which today’s twenty- to thirty-five-year-olds will inherit is sixty-one.25 That’s a long wait for cash-strapped Millennials and Gen Zers, and it is increasingly likely to be eaten up by the cost of caring for their longer-living parents.26


However, the key point is that these figures for average gains among older cohorts mask a huge amount of variability. Plenty of older people have acquired very little or nothing. My own inheritance so far has been a Seiko watch and a love of whisky, which, though they hold a lot of personal value, aren’t going to help me pay off my mortgage. This disparity is one of the big challenges for the future. Dependence on inheritance to accumulate wealth will reinforce inequality, increasing the gaps between the top and bottom for younger cohorts.27


This pattern of growing inequality from generation to generation isn’t a new one—the rich have been passing on their wealth to their children throughout history. In one study, the economists Gregory Clark and Neil Cummins created a database of 634 rare surnames (including wonderful examples like Bigge, Angerstein, and Nottidge) so that they could track inheritance across five generations in English and Welsh probate records between 1858 and 2012. They tagged each person who died in the first generation as rich or poor based on the value of their estate and watched the wealth flow down to the present day. Even after high inheritance taxes were introduced between the wars, the children of the rich remained rich, to a quite remarkable extent. As Clark and Cummins conclude, “To those who have, more is given.”28 So the pattern may be old, but the increased scale and generational concentration of wealth is new—and brings greater potential to divide.


It is, of course, possible to bring forward some of this transfer in wealth through gifts or loans, and many do, through an increased reliance on the “Bank of Mom and Dad” (BOMAD). In its early days, BOMAD, as typified by a 2004 BBC TV series, was the generational equivalent of an intervention, as parents and experts were drafted to teach feckless youngsters the value of money.29 Today it is a much bigger business. For example, nearly two-thirds of US Millennials say their parents helped them out “a lot” or “some” when they were just starting out, compared with 36 percent of those parents who say they got this level of financial help at the same stage in life.30 A study out of the London School of Economics showed that in 2017 some 34 percent of first-time home buyers in England received money from their parents to put toward their deposits. The amount of money contributed is substantial: the BOMAD gave enough money in 2018 to be ranked tenth among UK mortgage lenders.31


But BOMAD is not a real bank, not least because almost all transfers of wealth are given as gifts rather than loans. As one of the parents surveyed, a sixty-seven-year-old, said, “I think that young people today have it far tougher than my husband and I did. Our son and daughter-in-law have the triple whammy of student debt, horrendously high rents and rocketing house prices. I am just so pleased that we are able to help.” Another, a seventy-five-year-old, noted, “Aren’t we lucky that we were able to help our children like this? And aren’t they?”


They are indeed lucky to have parents who can help, because the average growth in wealth among older generations hides massive variations. In the UK, for example, the top 25 percent of Baby Boomers have an average of around £600,000 in total wealth, while the bottom 25 percent have under £100,000. The increases in wealth for Boomers overall over the past ten years largely come down to acceleration in growth at the top: the top 25 percent gained around £200,000 between 2007 and 2016, while the bottom 25 percent barely gained at all.32 The same pattern was seen in the United States. In 2004, the top 5 percent of American Baby Boomers owned 52 percent of all financial assets within their cohort, a figure that increased to 60 percent in 2016. By contrast, the bottom 50 percent saw their tiny share of wealth decrease, from 3 to 2 percent.33


The huge growth and uneven concentration of wealth bakes in the generational transfer of inequality, and this involves much more than just pure cash, as the sociologist Robert D. Putnam powerfully argues in his book Our Kids. Advantages have piled up for the kids born to the right parents, all but guaranteeing their own success in life—in stark contrast to those struggling at the bottom. Putnam presents dozens of “scissors graphs” showing the top pulling away from the bottom on all sorts of factors, including obesity, maternal employment, single parenthood, financial stress, college graduation, and friendship networks. This increasingly has a geographical dimension, with economic sorting at the neighborhood level, and social sorting within schools, churches, and community groups: “Whether we are rich or poor, our kids are increasingly growing up with kids like them who have parents like us.” This represents, Putnam warns, “a kind of incipient class apartheid.”34


These increasing gaps between rich and poor have consequences not just for the individuals left behind but for how people see the system as a whole. One of the questions in the World Values Survey, the biggest social survey in the world, covering one hundred countries, asks people whether they think wealth can grow so that there is enough for everyone or whether people get rich at the expense of others. In a number of advanced economies, younger generations are the most suspicious about whether wealth really does trickle down. In Germany, for example, nearly two-thirds of the Pre-war generation agreed that “wealth can grow so there is enough for everyone” in 1997. By the mid-2010s only around half of this oldest generation still believed this was the case, and only one-third of Millennials thought the same thing. There are both generational and period effects at work here, with each generation having a gloomier outlook than those born before the end of the war, and a general decline in faith across all generations.


These perceptions are based on economic reality. Through much of the postwar period, “a rising economic tide lifted all boats,” according to the sociologist Douglas Massey. And as Robert Putnam puts it, in the early decades of this period, “the dinghies actually rose slightly faster than the yachts.” In fact, incomes for the bottom fifth of society in the United States grew a bit more each year, compared to incomes for the top fifth. But then in the 1980s the tides started to turn, first with income gains stalling and then, after the 2008 financial crisis, sometimes reversing.


As sentiment in Germany shows, a majority of the oldest generation are holding on to the view that the system works, because it used to, but this belief is fading out with them.


You may wonder, why have we let this happen? A large part of the reason is the continuing rise in individualism across countries, which is a powerful cultural tide that informs many of the trends we’ll see throughout this book. For decades, Ron Inglehart, director of the World Values Survey and professor emeritus at the University of Michigan, and his colleagues have tracked the generationally driven shift from “security values” (such as the importance of economic growth and maintaining order) to “self-expression values” (such as valuing freedom of speech and gender equality) across dozens of countries.35 Others, such as Geert Hofstede and Shalom H. Schwartz, have measured similar factors using different models.36 Each of these thinkers brought distinct angles to this research, but they all found similar trends—of a slow, evolutionary, and generational shift toward the individualist end of each measure across many countries.


Long-term trends in our politics have also pushed us along the path to individualism. Margaret Thatcher’s 1975 Conservative Party conference speech is an excellent example: “We believe [people] should be individuals. We are all unequal. No one, thank heavens, is like anyone else, however much the Socialists may pretend otherwise.”37 Ronald Reagan was a fellow staunch supporter of “rugged individualism.” In his famous “A Time for Choosing” speech in 1964, he described his resentment of the tendency in some quarters to refer to the people as “the masses” and asserted that individual freedom was still the best approach to solving the complex problems of the twentieth century.38 Younger generations today are at the end of this long shift, and they have a particularly strong sense of personal responsibility for how life turns out. They tend to blame themselves.


THE END OF THE CONTRACT?


I ran a survey on generational differences with the Guardian several years ago. It was one of the first international surveys that examined the decline in people’s belief that the future was going to be better for young people in the world’s richer countries. I wasn’t alone in being concerned. So too was Ángel Gurría, secretary-general of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). “What would be tragic is if the very trait that we count on the young to infuse into our societies—optimism—were to somehow become permanently scarred,” he said in response to the report. “We can’t afford that.”39 There is a reason why leaders of global economic organizations are alarmed by generation-on-generation declines and loss of faith in a better future. If things aren’t going to get better, what’s to stop people from attempting to overturn the system altogether? Our long drift to individualism and increased sense of personal responsibility has forestalled this outcome—but that has a breaking point. And even if we’re not heading toward a revolution, this stalled generational progress is behind a lot of the explosive tension in societies today.


So what should we do? A lot of analysis suggests it’s simple: take from the old to give to the young. The tone is set by countless stories in the media of “selfish” Baby Boomers looting the economy and the environment in lives of happy abandonment, leaving future generations to fend for themselves. A number of books with titles like The Theft of a Decade: How the Baby Boomers Stole the Millennials’ Economic Future have been published in recent years. Some of them are well-reasoned analyses that point out the coincidence of many favorable circumstances and political decisions that have caused today’s generational divergence. However, their polemical framing suggests that a whole generation is to blame for a trend that they happened to benefit from. One book, A Generation of Sociopaths: How the Baby Boomers Betrayed America, scores this cohort against indicators of sociopathy.


Indeed, a number of generational analysts have been predicting a breakdown in the intergenerational contract for some time. For example, in 1992, David Thomson, an academic from New Zealand, asked, “Why should the young adults of the 1990s and beyond feel bound to pay for the welfare state of their predecessors? What bonds, what obligations, what contract requires this of them? Why would they not argue that there now is no contract between generations, because it has been voided by the behaviour of their elders?”40


This may seem a compelling argument, but it underplays some clear “bonds” and “obligations” within families and overplays the generational drivers of our motivations. In fact, the vast majority of people don’t want to act on grudges against older generations. For example, a question in the American General Social Survey asks whether the government should be responsible for providing a decent standard of living for the old: in 1984, around nine in ten people agreed, with no difference between the generations—and in 2016 the position was exactly the same. Indeed, American Millennials and Gen Xers are slightly more likely to say that more money should be spent on retirement benefits.41 This pattern is mirrored in other countries: for example, a majority of each generation in the UK consistently selects benefits for the retired as a priority for any extra government spending.42


There are no countries where there is strong agreement among any age groups that older people get more than their fair share. For example, in a UK study on how younger people might achieve a better quality of life, all the most popular answers are actions that could benefit everyone: making jobs more secure, supporting economic growth, increased housing, and improved health care. Only tiny minorities select shifting the balance of taxation to the old or reducing welfare benefits for the retired.


Whichever way you look at the evidence, there is little sign of a coming “generational war” based on economic resentment—and there are a number of excellent reasons for this. Most obvious are our family connections, which are driven by both practical and emotional factors: we don’t want our parents and grandparents to be penalized, partly because we love them and partly because it may cost us time or money. More generally, we have a strong belief that those who have contributed should receive support—and that older people, having been around for longer, have contributed most.43


This lack of generational tension is also related to the fact that we inevitably pass through each age range ourselves. Unlike gender, race, ethnicity, or even social class or income, we cannot avoid switching categories ourselves (except through dying). As a result, we see our own futures in the older people ahead of us, and that includes the level and nature of support we’ll get from government. Contrary to common misconceptions, the main outcome of taxation and welfare is lifetime redistribution—the transfer of money between different periods in someone’s life—rather than the redistribution of money between different income groups.44 And when you see the system in those terms, the idea that younger generations should want to tear up the intergenerational contract makes much less sense. If a generation shifts the balance away from the old, they will likely lose out themselves at a later life stage. Overall, it’s no surprise that young people are not ready to go to war with their grandparents.


We cannot dismiss concerns that current young generations will have a poorer economic future than their parents. The social contract between generations is under real strain. However, this is more the result of increasing economic precarity for large proportions of the population while wealth is increasingly concentrated among the few. It is this growing imbalance and the consequent baked-in inequality that are the real issue. And this is where we need to focus in order to regain a sense of optimism for future generations.
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