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Foreword


 O scar Wilde predicted and dismissed Generation X over a hundred years ago when he said “Youth is wasted on the young.” He foresaw the slackers, the nonchalance bordering on indolence, the oddly contradictory mix of foolish romanticism and even more foolish cynicism. In one phrase he summed up the inability of young people to express (coherently at least) and define themselves, to concentrate and be seriously responsible, and even to capitalize on the precious vitality and opportunity that appears, with hindsight, to be the effortless and infinite currency of youth. And, of course, he was wrong. 

We all know what he meant, and those of us past youth may feel the tug of his impossible fantasy, to know when we were younger what age has taught us, but Wilde’s quip is equivalent to saying that life is wasted on the dying. Life is the process of dying—every exhaled breath is a footstep closer to expiration. Few people—and no sane ones—see that as a reason to abandon life, to hasten death. We just accept it, shrug our shoulders, and do as much as we can to lengthen the process. 

And youth itself is a process, a life within one’s total life. But the prosecutors of so-called Generation X, having already convicted them in absentia of that awful name, have successfully prevented the plea of “process” from being admitted into the debate. The rest of humanity—particularly us older people—are allowed to live to the rhythms of our age, with no unreasonable expectations. But, suddenly, in the past few years, young people between eighteen and thirty-four have been hauled before some Kafka-esque court and charged with the illogical crime of not being completely adults, and therefore failures. When young people complain, rightly, that they have been sucker punched, this is turned against them, as proof that they are nothing more than piteous whiners. In the kangaroo court of America’s generally socially deteriorated culture, young people have been convicted of being young and await their sentencing. 

The wrong generation is on trial, but that was deliberate and the real culprits, the people who mortgaged the future and absconded with the money, have long escaped by now and if we could even summon the energy to pursue them, we probably wouldn’t have the resolve to prosecute and punish them, because it would require effort and self-reflection, two things our society lost its courage for some time ago. The villains know this and in fact, literally, banked on it. 

I don’t think any one person conceived of the brilliant scheme to blame the next generation, to accuse the heirs of blowing the as-yet-uninherited inheritance. It was all part of a mass consciousness, each individual’s contribution imperceptible, virtually molecular. In fact, the author of this book, in her shrewd insight that the approaching generation was already here, not safely off in the eveningless distance, may have unwittingly been the impetus for the surge against youth, the air of her intelligent observations and conclusions gathered and reshaped into the wind of the first shout of “J’accuse,” which quickly led to a mob lynching of a definitively blameless generation. 

Karen has a superb sense of human nature. She saw the next generation taking its formidable shape as a silhouette against the relief of Boomers dismissing young people as losers. She knew that only when a community senses their receding potency do they attack people whose potency is increasing. She strode to a podium at a magazine publisher’s conference (she’ll tell you this better herself) and gave the speech that was heard (at least repeated) around the world: the Baby Boomers era was effectively over; the day belonged to the young. 

I know Karen did not intentionally set off the firestorm that followed. She’d intended to change a thirty-year ingrained cultural paradigm, that the sun would never set on the Boomers, presumed, by themselves, to be God’s own favorite sons and daughters. She didn’t intend to crucify anyone, least of all the people who were our cruel God’s new favorite sons and daughters. But no sooner had her pronouncement landed on the front page of U.S. newspapers’ business sections, than magazine and newspaper “lifestyle” editors were simultaneously discovering and burying alive 65 million young adults. The epithet “Generation X” stuck like unshakable toilet tissue to the shoe of every young person in America, the great majority of whom were trotted out for every local and national TV news show, positioned under the tungsten lights, and gawked at, prodded and generally encouraged to communicate (“Are you a friendly people? Do you come on a mission of peace, or to enslave us?”). In media coast to coast, young people were treated like aliens, as if they had suddenly dropped out of the sky, ironically and quixotically, often by people their own age. 

Along with the insulting moniker—their “X” this century’s scarlet letter—went the awful image, hardening fast on them like lacquer. They were shiftless, indifferent, and, if their attention span lasted long enough for them to start something they could give up on, quitters. They only watched mindless TV or MTV, which was separated out as a kind of refined degree of mindlessness, listened to nihilistic and unharmonious rock and rap music, disavowed solid American values and conventions (like marriage, religion, and, you know, employment). They read magazines like SPIN—poor, lost souls. Oh, and of course they killed themselves pretty regularly and for sex they had AIDS, which, once you got to thinking about it, was probably their fault. 

This first explosion of hysteria happened at the end of 1992, when such youth culture-sensitive publications as Atlantic Monthly and The New Republic had the duelling cover stories about who and what Generation X was. You’d have thought they were explaining a new virus and the people most commonly afflicted with it as they dourly, and with a heavy air of sageliness, gave their eulogies for the first generation that was not going to be able to do as well as its parents. Their bottom line was that Generation X was stillborn—that the monster had died in its horrible childbirth. 

In January 1993, I wrote an Op-Ed for the L.A. Times, and reprinted it in SPIN, saying that the personification of Generation X was a deliberate propaganda campaign intended to make young people seem less desirable to employers, thus preserving jobs and career options for the Boomers, and slowing the next generation’s succession to power.

I implored young readers not to be distracted by the attempt to categorize them, and not to fall into the easy and understandable trap of becoming cynical, that this was precisely what their elders wanted them to do. I also said that I believed Boomers—my generation—were guilty of raping the economy and the environment and that young people were inheriting a bankrupted American Dream but in that adversity was an opportunity to remake American society and rebuild American ideals, and that they, the new generation, could and probably would make a new and better world. 

The sociological conditions facing this generation are the most important aspect of the equation of how they will fare, yet, other than dire predictions about the job market, it’s never discussed. Neither is the fact that all of our fates are inextricably intertwined: it’s not as if the future is the sole province of people under thirty—everything influences everybody. 

This ignoring of the real issue is what makes the debate about Generation X as hollow as its title. The focus is always on whether or not people now eighteen to thirty-four will amount to much in the future—a deliberately meaningless point, since it’s as valid as critiquing a painting before the artist has finished painting it. It’s designed to inflame the young person into righteous denials of their alleged worthlessness: an abstract response to an abstract proposition. But an energy consuming one, therefore strategically valuable to the older generation trying to keep the new one at bay. The debate is also hollow because no one, on either side, is disputing that the rising generation is a huge, rich market, and no one can deny, no matter how much they might want to, that the younger adult generation is inexorably moving into place as the dominant force on the planet and that the older people are just as inexorably getting older and fading from dominance. In the end, even the fact that the debate is hollow—a vigorous exchange of accusations and denial forming a façade behind which is nothing meaningful—is irrelevant: nothing can stop the transfer of power. All the Newsweek stories in the world, with their brightly colored boxes and neatly accumulated sound bites, will not make a blind bit of difference. Karen was right the first time, the Boomer era is ending fast. 

The only thing that is really going to make a difference to all of our futures is how all of us deal with the worsening social conditions in America, and the hardening barrier between the haves and the have nots. 

The problems are now so deep, there’s no escaping them. When you realize that some impoverished families have been unemployed for three generations, you have to realize that for these people there is no possibility of the American Dream, only a tradition of hopelessness. Without hope there can’t be morals; hunger and need and a sense of worthlessness chokes morality. Our ghettos have become cesspools of crime, spreading across the rest of society, because we aren’t compassionate or smart enough to extend reasons for hope to people who must, eventually, if only out of self-preservation, take what they can’t otherwise get. In the last twenty years, we’ve more than sold out our young, we burned our bridges too. Our policies—and our greed, and hypocrisy, and deceit, and our own amorality—have created a slice of humanity as scavengers, preying inevitably on us. Our much maligned young may be our last hope. 

Bob Guccione, Jr.
 Editor and Publisher
 SPIN Magazine



 How I Got Started 

 I accepted my dream job in November of 1989, after nearly seventeen years in the advertising business—Director of Media Services at McCann-Erickson, Detroit. It was not only a major agency in Detroit but one that boasted two (count ’em, two) divisions of General Motors among its client list. Running the media department (almost any media department) was the job I had secretly lusted after for years. But in truth it seemed unlikely for much of that time that I would ever get this kind of opportunity. Then, suddenly it was there, and I was anxious to make a mark. 

I undertook the new position with what I hoped was convincing public modesty, and much private glee, since never before had a hometown woman risen through the ranks to become Media Director at a Detroit agency with a major automobile account. Certainly, I was the only Media Director I knew whose first job had been as a secretary. It was not that Detroit was “backward” as a city, I used to say; it was just that the advertising business here was dominated by the automotive industry, traditionally a bastion of machismo—Henry Ford, the assembly line, Hank the Deuce, the rust belt, the Industrial Revolution, John DeLorean, Lee Iaccoca, Ross Perot, and all that. 

McCann’s new female Media Director was a big deal, even in these semienlightened times. To give you an idea, in 1986, the Detroit Athletic Club voted to allow women full membership privileges for the first time in its history. In 1989, the Detroit Advertising Association (DAA), whose primary function was a monthly summer golf outing, briefly threatened to disband over the same issue. The Adcraft Club of Detroit, the largest and most active advertising club in the world, has never had a woman President. 

In this heady climate, the Detroit membership of the Woman’s Ad Club enjoyed a season of unprecedented influence and, in their enthusiasm, elected me Ad Woman of the Year. Success was sweet. Little did I know that I was about to discover just how ignorant I was. 

About that same time, the General Manager of our agency, a rather blunt-spoken, but friendly fellow named Jerry Atkin, came in to talk with me about the annual all-employee meeting. Traditionally, Jerry held a meeting in January of each year to assess for the employees the achievements of the previous 12 months. New accounts were listed. Awards were handed out. Information was passed along from Worldwide headquarters. In his typically understated way, Jerry called it the “State of the Agency” meeting. “Usually,” he told me, “I ask the Creative Director to do the presentation. Show some commercials—something not too heavy—something all the employees can enjoy. 

“But as you know,” he said, “we just hired a new Creative Director, and he doesn’t want to show the old commercials—they’re not his work…. And he hasn’t been here long enough to have new work to show. So I thought maybe it would be good to have the Media Director do the presentation this year, for a change. You could talk about new media technology, something like that. But don’t make it too technical. Don’t talk about cpms or anything like that. Remember, Todd the Mailboy won’t understand that stuff. By the way, I think John Dooner and maybe Bob James will fly in for the meeting. So it’s got to be really good. You can have all the A/V backup you need.” 

At that time, John Dooner was President of McCann-Erickson North America, and Bob James was Chief Executive Officer of McCann Worldwide. The assignment, as I understood it, was to write and deliver a presentation, on the subject of media, which would impress the two of them and Jerry and, at the same time, entertain Todd the Mailboy. The audience would include my new colleagues at McCann and everyone who now reported to me, but was actually still waiting to see whether or not I would fall on my face. Jerry was thinking about inviting reporters. 

I considered early retirement. I considered hara-kiri, but this was Detroit. I considered asking the Woman’s Ad Club to storm the gates with bras burning and placards in hand. None of these plans seemed foolproof. 

At last there was no alternative but to face the challenge head-on. I decided to fall back on the tried and true. I reverted to what I had come over the years to call privately “the Baby Boomer trick.” And once again, it saved me. 

Throughout the ’70s and ’80s, I, like many other marketers, had learned how to take a quick initial read on the potential of a new product, a new media opportunity, or a new campaign by asking one simple question: Will Boomers like it? I had learned, as others had, that the sheer weight of this birth cohort we called Baby Boomers was often the difference between success and failure for a marketing concept. By analyzing the peculiar appeal of each new proposition to the leading edge of the Baby Boom generation, I could often predict which magazines would grow in popularity, which television plots would have broad appeal, and how to “grow a market” for a new product. It was as easy as it sounds. After all, leading-edge Boomers were my contemporaries. I only had to look about me—to observe my friends and relatives—and then to project what I saw to the larger population. 

If the subject of my “state of the agency” presentation was media, I would simply apply the same yardstick. I knew that television had been catering to Baby Boomers for years. I would simply show how changing Boomer tastes were reflected in programming over the decades—how television grew and changed as Boomers grew and changed. 

It promised to be a great show, if I do say so myself. I borrowed clips from I Love Lucy and All in the Family and still shots from the new television season. As I went through the history of Baby Boomers I was, I realized, also recounting the history of network television and the personal history of most of the McCann-Erickson executive group. Yet the twenty-year-old television footage was still entertaining for Todd the Mailboy and his friends—some of the jokes were still funny after all these years. 

Then I got to that part of the presentation which dealt with the future. What could we anticipate, what was coming in the 1990s and beyond? And suddenly my old reliable yardstick failed me. I didn’t know. 

Oh, I knew that the leading edge of the Baby Boom would turn fifty in the ’90s (as I would). I could predict a brief wave of nostalgia, as a large part of the population marked half a century. Indeed, we were already beginning to see it, and it was easy to choose examples from current shows like The Wonder Years and from magazine articles marking famous Boomer anniversaries. I could also predict a revival of the political activism that had characterized our adolescence. I was seeing that telltale restlessness among my own peers, as career goals were achieved and families grew up. My friends were looking for a return to “meaningful” activities, and volunteerism was enjoying a resurgence. 

And, of course, I could predict great gains in technology. McCann was affiliated with the MIT Media Lab, and I was aware of new research into interactive television, electronic print, the latest in computer communications. I knew the breakthroughs, and their subsequent impact on the consumer marketplace, were closer than anybody imagined in 1989. But as I tried to visualize the face of the consumer of this new technology, his attitudes, his style of living, I came up blank. I knew the driving force of the new media marketplace would not be fifty- or sixty-year-old Boomers. We were trying to make our lives simpler. And most people over forty looked upon computers with all the enthusiasm of a ten-year-old facing a plate of boiled spinach. 

No, the new consumer would be younger, raised with technology, hipper to electronics and computers than my contemporaries were. This new consumer was now in his/her late twenties or just turned thirty, and I thought, with no little chagrin, that I knew or had read or learned virtually nothing about people in that age group. What were we talking about here? People the same age as my children. How ludicrous! I was thinking about marketing to my own children. My God! It hit me like a clap of thunder: I was thinking about marketing to Todd the Mailboy! 

I tried to fix the presentation. I searched for examples of products successfully marketed to young consumers. I couldn’t find any. I looked for television shows whose popularity could be explained by their appeal to twenty-somethings. There were none. I looked for pictures of young people in magazines and found not one. Nobody looked even remotely like Todd the Mailboy. 

[image: Image]

Todd Gilleland (Todd the Mailboy) was an early inspiration to me. 

I went with what I had. My “Baby Boomer” media presentation was good enough, so they let me keep my job. But I knew it wasn’t good enough. Even as I concluded my presentation that day, I knew that I had not begun to attack what would be the core issue of the ’90s: what comes after the Boom? I knew, even as I brazenly accepted the trophy as Detroit Ad Woman of the Year, that I was totally unprepared for the future of advertising.

During the next couple of years, I often found myself returning to this question. I was preoccupied with Generation X, but I was making little progress. 

I would ask the young people on my staff about their interests and opinions. They seemed to find this amusing, but didn’t tell me much that I could understand. I asked about their career goals. This was a concept that had inspired some deep thought. They would say things to me like, “You mean like earning twice your age? Goals like that? I would like to earn $50,000 by the time I’m 25. That’s my goal. And also I want your job—that’s my other goal.” I couldn’t get my head around it. 

I read Douglas Coupland’s book Generation X. I didn’t get it, but I liked the name.

I noticed that there were fewer and fewer people on television who were in their twenties. Everybody in the media seemed to be aging. 

I would try talking to my twentysomething daughters. I would say things like, “Wouldn’t you like to have your own apartment?” Or, “Are you and what’s-his-name thinking about getting married? Ever?” Or, “You can’t start all over in college now! You just spent ten years in college. And what does one do with a degree in botany?” Things like that. They would say, “You don’t understand. Things are different now.” Or, “Get real, Mom!” Things like that. 

I kept thinking that something was going to happen. Sooner or later, all these kids in their twenties or early thirties would catch the fancy of advertisers, and somebody would do a study. Sooner or later they would start to act in some predictable, understandable manner and we would then be able to make reliable predictions about the future of advertising. 

I felt that this was important. My experience told me that people who were unacknowledged by advertisers and by the media did not somehow have the same advantages, the same visibility in our capitalist society. The media, after all, depicted our role models, our heroes. It taught us who and what to admire. If a group was ignored by the media, it was invisible in a larger sense to society as a whole. 

During my own career, minorities had successfully campaigned to be represented in the media, because thoughtful leaders recognized that lack of such representation contributed to bigotry and prejudice.


 Imagine for a moment, the public outcry if the networks were to announce that, in the new fall season, Blossom and Married with Children will be the only prime-time network television programs that would portray the lives of white people in America…. But if you can imagine how upset white TV viewers would be by a steady diet of narrow depictions of their lives, perhaps you can begin to understand why so many black television viewers are upset to hear news reports that the Fox Television Network has decided to drop Roc, Sinbad, and South Central from their fall lineup….
—Clarence Page, June 12, 1994, The Detroit News 



Blacks, Asians, and Hispanics wanted to be seen on television and to be acknowledged as consumers, because the alternative is to continue as an unacknowledged and persecuted underclass. When advertisers recognized that minority populations were potential “markets,” they suddenly had “clout.” And the desirability of these populations to advertisers helped them gain places in prime time, in daytime television, and on eyewitness news teams. Once there, stereotypes could be shattered and learning could take place on a broader scale. The desirability of these groups as markets, it seemed to me, contributed to their political and economic liberation. 

Similar reasoning had inspired retirees, divorced or widowed women, homosexuals, and the physically challenged to regularly campaign for media representation and acknowledgment by advertisers. As a media buyer, I had been targeted by efforts from the American Association of Retired Persons, the National Organization for Women, and various other advocacy groups to help accomplish such recognition. 

Still, Generation X stayed quiet. I kept waiting for somebody else to give me a clue. But nobody seemed very concerned about the younger generation. We called them “Baby Busters.” We assumed they had no money. They told us they had no money. Everything stayed the same. 

I went to Bermuda in 1992. I had been invited to speak at the American Magazine Conference, a convention of magazine publishers. I was one of a panel discussing the future of magazines—not that any of us had any special insights about what the future would be, but “the future of media” is a very popular topic with media people, and the panel was well attended. 

I told the assembled publishers that I was puzzled by the media’s continued emphasis on Baby Boomers. I told them that the media were ignoring younger people—Generation X. They were writing nothing that would interest people in their twenties, there were no programs on television that featured twenty-year-old characters, it was still difficult to find a photograph of a twenty-year-old in a major magazine. The consequence of this, as I saw it, was that the next generation would never look to the media as a source of information, entertainment and popular culture, the way Boomers had. 

A funny thing has begun to happen lately, I said. Lately, when I look at my brother the Baby Boomer, I see a fifty-year-old man with a pot belly, a bald spot, and his own corporation. Yet, every day in our business we talk about reaching the younger Baby Boomer. What younger Baby Boomer? Face it. Boomers are getting old. 

Perhaps, I said, it was time we started talking to the next generation: Generation X … the purple-haired people … Your kids, I said, and mine. You know who I am talking about, I told them. You probably have one at home. Maybe it was yesterday, you came home from work, and you found one of these purple-haired people lying about in your living room. And you looked at him or her, shook your head, and said to yourself, “I gave up drugs for this?” 

I had hoped that my speech would have an impact, since these were issues that I found genuinely perplexing. But nothing had prepared me for the barrage of attention that followed. Advertising Age printed the text of my speech in its entirety. I began to get letters from young people across the country, I was invited by ad clubs and media groups and private companies to speak to them about Generation X, and I traveled from New York to Hawaii and from Oregon to Dallas, talking to marketers, listening to Boomers, and meeting Generation X in every city I visited. 


November, 13, 1993

Dear Ms. Ritchie:

I am a part of Generation X. I read your article in November 9 issue of Advertising Age and discovered that so much of what you wrote rings true. But rather than being upset that the media has in a sense skipped my generation, I am thrilled.

It is nice not to have a plethora of magazine articles, television shows and advertisements aimed at me…. Please don’t screw it up. 

Sincerely,

Joseph B. Schramm



In no time at all the lemming effect had set in. In the past year, I’ve seen more articles about Generation X than freckles on a redhead. Most of these articles are slicker and more superficial than a Coke commercial, but at least we are finally talking about people under age thirty-five. At least we have finally admitted to ourselves that they exist. 

In 1994, we finally see younger faces on television, we can occasionally read the opinions of young people in magazines and newspapers. If we don’t always understand what we hear or read, if we don’t always get it exactly right, at least we can say we are trying to communicate. Xers themselves are not always comfortable with this new scrutiny. After all, there is a certain safety in anonymity. But the recognition was long overdue, probably inevitable, and healthier, I think, than pretending that the Emperor is wearing new clothes. 


 Now they’re waking up to the discovery of 46 million people, which is like all of a sudden, noticing France.
—Bob Guccione, Jr., SPIN Magazine, New York City 



Finally, a brief word on the term “Generation X”: Despite the fact that I have heard some objection to the use of this name, I have yet to discover a better one. I have not adopted Strauss and Howe’s designation “Thirteener.” Calling them by the number “thirteen” does not seem an improvement over the no-brand label. Similarly, Details’ “Generation 2000” will lose its relevance in just a few years. More pejorative terms like Baby Busters, Slackers, or Latchkey Kids seem unfairly biased. The “MTV Generation” is self-serving and misleading (as was the “Pepsi Generation”). Attempts to glamorize them as “twentysomethings” or the “re-generation” have failed. 

If it is any comfort, most Baby Boomers hate that term, too, almost as much as they hated our other labels: Yuppies, Hippies, Yippies, and DINKS (Dual Income, No Kids). I actually prefer the term “Generation X,” because it represents a group that has not yet named itself. There is also something anticommercial, antislick, anti-Boomer, and generally defiant about the “X” label. It is somehow specifically in your face, and at the same time hidden, like the generic brand, or the product comparison ad of the 1950s. It is mysterious, powerful, and a little threatening to the status quo. 
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