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Praise for Generation Me

“Those vague hunches we have about this generation—Twenge does a huge, decidedly un-GenX amount of research and replaces them with actual data. Her writing is lucid and entertaining, and she’s unafraid to draw bold conclusions when necessary. It’s nothing new for a generation to be misunderstood by popular and commercial culture, but the one she describes has been misdrawn to the point of absurdity; refreshing, then, to have someone swap those persistent old myths for thoughtful, careful observations.”

—Chris Colin, author of What Really Happened to the Class of ’93: Start-Ups, Dropouts, and Other Navigations through an Untidy Decade

“Jean Twenge is not only dedicated as a researcher and social scientist, but she is clearly passionate about it. In this forward-thinking and clear-eyed book, she immediately stands out as a social critic of substance, in a world of dogmatic and chattering media pundits who are only guessing when they are “covering” major social trends and generational changes.”

—Paula Kamen, author of Feminist Fatale and Her Way: Young Women Remake the Sexual Revolution

“Everyone knows that American society is changing, but no one until now has documented how the people themselves are changing. In this startling, witty, and refreshing book, a pioneering researcher explains how the very personality of the average American is different. An upbringing that featured forming rather than meeting high expectations, and feeling good before doing good, has resulted in a generation with the highest self-esteem on record—and the highest rates of depression. Based on careful, groundbreaking research but filled with touching and amusing stories, this book explains exactly how the American character is changing and evolving, sometimes for the better, sometimes not. Americans should read this book and ponder whether we should raise the next generation on unrealistic hopes, undisciplined self-assertion, and endless, baseless self-congratulation.”

—Roy F. Baumeister, author of The Cultural Animal: Human Nature, Meaning, and Social Life, and Eppes Eminent Professor of Psychology, Florida State University

“Dr. Jean Twenge provides an insightful analysis of the young adults she labels ‘GenMe’—their supreme self-confidence in their own worth, their concern with doing things ‘their way,’ and the benefits and costs that come from their focus on themselves. Twenge draws upon her outstanding research to describe generational differences and their sources, lending an authority to her analysis that few previous commentators on GenMe have enjoyed.”

—Susan Nolen-Hoeksema, PhD, Yale University professor and author of Women Who Think Too Much

“Jean Twenge has the intelligence and courage to voice a concern that is in the minds of all today’s parents. If you want your child to succeed in today’s world, read this book.”

—Mona Lisa Schulz, MD, PhD, author of The New Feminine Brain

“Twenge’s book is comprehensive . . . filled with statistics and thoughtful observations about the group she’s dubbed Generation Me . . . accessible and a must-read.”

—Booklist

“[The] book is livened with analysis of films, magazines and TV shows, and with anecdotal stories from her life and others’. The real basis of her argument, however, lies in her 14 years of research comparing the results of personality tests given to boomers when they were under 30 and those given to GenMe’ers today. . . . Many of her findings are fascinating. And her call to “ditch the self-esteem movement” in favor of education programs that encourage empathy and real accomplishment could spare some Me’ers from the depression that often occurs when they hit the realities of today’s increasingly competitive workplace.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Twenge tells an engaging story, fueled and supported by a solid base of data, illustrative quotes from her and others’ research, and barometric examples from TV shows, movies, comics, and advertisements. . . . Throughout the book, her analyses of myriad topics articulated a number of ideas on the tip of my mind’s tongue.”

—AARP the Magazine

“This book should be required reading for parents-to-be.”

—The Washington Post
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To Craig, for my family



Preface to the Revised Edition



Young people are angry.

Told they could be anything they wanted to be, they face widespread unemployment. Raised on dreams of material wealth, more than a third live with their parents well into their 20s. No one told them it would be this hard, they say, and older generations don’t understand how difficult it is to find a job, cover the rent, and pay off their huge student loans. Young people are told to “pull yourself up by your bootstraps,” observed Tiffany Vang, 23, in the Twin Cities Daily Planet. “But we’re not even wearing the same shoes anymore; we’re given high heels to race in this catch-22 marathon. It’s become a rite of passage for people my age to work for free even after college.” It bothers her, she says, when someone tells a young person, “You will be fine.” Because what if she’s not?

“We are said to be entitled,” writes cartoonist Matt Bors, 30, on cnn.com. “We think we deserve something, that the world should hand us something for being here. We do. Like jobs . . . because student loans can’t be paid off with air.” He concludes, “Stop hating on Millennials. We didn’t create this mess. We came late to the banquet and were served up crumbs. Which we will Instagram before we eat. #YUM.”

A lot has changed since the first edition of Generation Me was published in April 2006. At the time, the economy was doing well. Even so, I predicted that this generation would find the transition to adulthood difficult: After a childhood of optimism and high expectations, reality hit them like a smack in the face. That became even more true when the Great Recession hit in 2007. Technology has also fundamentally changed our world and this generation in particular. Back in 2006, only college students could get a Facebook account. YouTube had premiered just a year before, Twitter went online a few months later, and the iPhone debuted soon after. The generational conversation is also very different. In 2006, the generation born after 1980—variously called GenY or Millennials—was rarely discussed, outside of a book declaring them “the next Greatest Generation,” a few articles praising their high school community service, and—paradoxically—other articles describing them as “brash” and “entitled.”

Things are different now. We take smartphones, social networking, and streaming video for granted. Gay marriage is legal and a black man has been elected president—twice. Millennials—the common label for the group I call Generation Me—are now endlessly dissected. At least 10 books advise managers on how to work with them. HBO’s Girls depicts their struggles to reach independent adulthood, and Glee highlights their yearning for fame and tolerance for diversity. Time magazine, which featured Baby Boomers and Generation X on covers when their inaugural members were still in their 20s, finally published a cover article on Millennials in May 2013 when its oldest members were 31—seven years after Generation Me appeared. It was titled “The Me Me Me Generation.”

The article spawned a huge reaction, from parody covers to opinion pieces. In the comments, the blog posts, and the videos, the emotion nearly leaps off the computer screen. One video featured a group of GenMe’ers mock-apologizing, saying, “You raised us to believe that we were special—so special we didn’t have to do anything to earn it. . . . We’re really sorry we suck so much.” But, they say, it’s the Boomers’ fault, not theirs: “It’s not like we jacked up college tuition prices, destroyed the manufacturing industry, started two quagmire wars, gutted the unions, destroyed the global economy, or left our offspring with an environmentally devastated planet. . . . It would be crazy if there were a generation that recklessly awful, huh?” GenMe’s other responses to the article varied from “Yes, but we actually are awesome” to “But older generations have always said younger generations were more self-centered.”

But is this generation more self-centered than previous generations were at the same age? And what other characteristics define them? We now know. The first edition of Generation Me featured 14 studies on generational differences, based on data from 1.2 million people. In the years since, my coauthors and I have published 19 additional studies based on the responses of 11 million people. Most of these new studies draw from large, nationally representative surveys (including of high school students), providing a view of the entire generation, not just one selected segment. These findings, along with those from other researchers, are featured here for the first time. This is the main difference you will notice in this revised edition: much more data. These data capture the opinions and self-views of young people—not what older generations are saying about them, but what they say about themselves. The trends demonstrate the impact of recent cultural change on a new generation of Americans.

These new studies confirm the conclusions of the first edition of Generation Me: this generation is more confident, assertive, entitled—and more miserable. They also add some new twists: exploring trends in religious belief, tolerance, trust in others, attitudes toward work, and even the names given to babies. Overall, the results suggest that GenMe’s anger is somewhat justified: everyone told them they were special and didn’t need anyone else, and then adulthood shows them, sometimes quite harshly, that these things just aren’t true.

Because the studies described in this book survey people at the same age at different points in time, the differences cannot be due to age: they must reflect the changing times. This is a crucial point, as many people have argued that of course GenMe is self-focused—every generation is when young. But the studies show that GenMe is more self-focused than previous generations were when they were young.

But haven’t older generations “always” criticized the younger generation? Perhaps, but the generational studies don’t measure older people’s criticisms—they measure how young people describe themselves. And if culture has become progressively more individualistic over the last century, each generation may actually be more self-focused than the last. Some, such as Elspeth Reeve in Atlantic Wire, have argued that “every generation” is the “me generation” because magazine articles have often described the next generation this way. However, that observation isn’t particularly relevant to the research finding that GenMe—by their own description—is more self-focused than Boomers were at the same age. Perhaps Boomers were also more self-focused than the previous generation, but that has little to do with GenMe. At base, Reeve is arguing that because something has been said before, it must be wrong. That seems nonsensical at best.

But aren’t this generation’s characteristics the fault of their Boomer parents instead? Why blame GenMe for a world they didn’t create? In my view, it is not necessary to assign fault or blame for generational differences. Cultures change, and generations reflect those changes. It’s not a matter of blame. Focusing on whose “fault” it is also assumes that all cultural change is negative, yet of course it is not. For example, individualism—a now-prominent cultural influence—has advantages such as equality and tolerance, but disadvantages if it veers toward narcissism and overconfidence. GenMe reflects both trends.

All of these trends have had an impact in the workplace, and sure enough, generations at work has become a hot topic over the last decade. Many books, business-magazine articles, and consulting firms seek to explain GenMe to managers trying to figure out their young employees. Unfortunately, few of these sources rely on empirical data. Fewer still rely on data collected over time—the type necessary to conclude that generational differences have occurred. A few years ago, I coauthored the first paper on generational differences in work attitudes based on a nationally representative, over-time dataset. This edition of Generation Me thus features a completely new chapter (“Generation Me at Work,” chapter 8) reviewing the evidence for generational differences in the workplace from this study and others. It also covers how managers can best recruit, retain, and motivate GenMe employees, and some tips for GenMe employees themselves.

Do these findings “stereotype” the generations? No, because these studies compare empirical data on generational differences, not the perceptions of others. However, these comparisons do rely on averages. Not everyone in a generation will fit the average. It’s important to realize, though, that generational studies are far from unique in this respect: every scientific study looking at group differences uses averages. Sex differences are a good example. Some men cry more than some women, but those exceptions do not undermine the finding that, on average, women cry more often than men. Some in GenMe are extraordinarily humble, but that does not negate the finding that the average GenMe’er, compared to previous generations at the same age, is less humble.

These findings do not seek to “label” everyone in this generation; they instead aim to discover how, on average, cultural change has affected young people. People differ based on many factors; generation is just one of them. However, the generational trends are remarkably similar across race, gender, and class. The idea that generational trends only appear among the “rich, white kids,” as some have asserted, is simply not true. However, almost all of the data on generational differences is based on US samples, so it is not clear whether the same trends appear in other cultures as well. Emerging research suggests that they do, but there’s much more work to be done.

Along with the research results in this book, you’ll find quotes from real young people, pop-culture examples, and anecdotes. These have been updated as well, to reflect the pop culture influencing GenMe now—including the new technology that shapes their lives. Generations are about culture, and about real people, so the book would not be complete without this material. It’s also now possible to analyze pop culture more objectively. The Google Books Ngram Viewer can trace the use of any word or any phrase up to five words as far back as the 1800s. I’ve added many analyses from that database here. In the first edition of Generation Me, I guessed that the now-ubiquitous phrase believe in yourself was uncommon the 1950s. Now the Google Ngram Viewer can prove it.

Some have pointed out that pop culture examples and anecdotes are not data. I agree. The examples are meant to illustrate, not replace, the data. The data always come first in structuring a chapter and its conclusions. The data already paints a specific picture—the examples are the individual brushstrokes in that portrait. Yes, counterexamples could be found, but it would be confusing to include them when the examples are meant to illustrate the general trends in the data. So no, the examples are not data, but they are not meant to be.

Can the data be interpreted in different ways? Of course. To some people, a change from 47% to 52% sounds significant; to others, that might seem small. In most cases I will present the numbers so you can judge for yourself whether the change is small or big. Keep in mind, though, that a small change at the average can lead to larger changes at the extremes. A shift of a few points on the narcissism scale seems small, for example, until you realize that at least 50% more college students now score problematically high in narcissism. This is also a case where it’s best to consider all of the data. Some may question a specific measure or a particular sample, but when similar results appear across many measures and samples, the overall picture becomes clear. In some cases, the data are contradictory, and I’ve included those too.

Along with the world’s changing, I have also changed. When I began writing Generation Me, I was 32 years old and had just gotten married. I’m now 42 and have three children, all born after the book was published. So I’m not the representative of the young generation that I used to be. Thus I’ve taken out some of the examples from my own life and those of my friends and family born in the 1970s. Other examples, such as my experiences with self-focused projects in school, remain as illustrations of the nascent movement experienced full blown by those born after me.

I’ve also gained valuable perspective from others in the last decade, through talks at businesses, universities, nonprofit organizations, student-affairs groups, human-resource conferences, and military bases. During these visits, I was privileged to hear the perspectives of many people—both in GenMe and older—on how generational trends have affected them.

I owe a tremendous debt of gratitude to the readers who made the first edition of Generation Me a success. I was pleased when people told me it was a fun read, and even more pleased when young GenMe’ers told me they recognized the culture that shaped them. But we know so much more now about Generation Me, and I’m excited to be able to share it with you in this new edition. I hope you enjoy it.

Jean M. Twenge

San Diego, California

April 2014



Introduction



Linda was born in the 1950s in a small town in the Midwest. After she graduated from high school, she moved to the city and enrolled in secretarial school. It was a great time to be young: Free Love was in, and everybody smoked, drank, and had a good time. Linda and her friends joined a feminist consciousness-raising group, danced at the discos, and explored their inner lives at est seminars and through meditation. The new pursuit of self-fulfillment led Tom Wolfe to label the 1970s the Me Decade, and by extension the young people of the time the Me Generation.

Compared to today’s young people, they were posers. Linda’s Baby Boomer generation grew up in the 1950s and early 1960s, taught by stern, gray-suit-wearing teachers and raised by parents who didn’t take any lip and thought that Father Knows Best. Most of the Boomers were well into adolescence or adulthood by the time the focus on the self became trendy in the 1970s. When Linda and her friends sought self-knowledge, they took the ironic step of doing so en masse—for all their railing against conformity, Boomers did just about everything in groups, from protests to seminars to yoga. Their youthful exploration also covered a brief period: the average first-time bride in the early 1970s had not yet celebrated her 21st birthday.

Today’s under-35 young people are the real Me Generation, or, as I call them, Generation Me. Born after self-focus entered the cultural mainstream, this generation has never known a world that put duty before self. Linda’s youngest child, Jessica, was born years after Whitney Houston’s No. 1 hit song “Greatest Love of All” declared that loving yourself was the greatest love. Jessica’s elementary school teachers believed that they should help Jessica feel good about herself. Jessica scribbled in a coloring book called We Are All Special, got a sticker on her worksheet just for filling it out, and did a sixth-grade project called “All About Me.” When she wondered how to act on her first date, her mother told her, “Just be yourself.” Eventually, Jessica got her lower lip pierced and got a large tattoo on her lower back because, she said, she wanted to express herself. She dreams of being a model or a singer, takes numerous “selfies” a day, and recently reached her personal goal of acquiring 5,000 followers on Instagram. She does not expect to marry until she is in her late 20s, and neither she nor her older sisters have any children yet. “You have to love yourself before you can love someone else,” she says. This generation is unapologetically focused on the individual, a true Generation Me.

If you’re wondering what all of this means for the future, you are not alone. Reflecting on her role as a parent of this generation, San Francisco Chronicle columnist Joan Ryan wrote, “We’re told we will produce a generation of coddled, center-of-the-universe adults who will expect the world to be as delighted with them as we are. And even as we laugh at the knock-knock jokes and exclaim over the refrigerator drawings, we secretly fear the same thing.”

Everyone belongs to a generation. Some people embrace it like a warm, familiar blanket, while others prefer not to be lumped in with their age-mates. Yet like it or not, when you were born dictates the culture you will experience. This includes the highs and lows of pop culture, as well as world events, social trends, technology, the economy, behavioral norms, and values. The society that molds you when you are young stays with you the rest of your life. These kids didn’t raise themselves: they are doing exactly what they have been taught. Generational differences are the clearest manifestation of cultural change.

Today’s young people speak the language of the self as their native tongue. The individual has always come first, and feeling good about yourself has always been a primary virtue. Everything from music to phone calls to entertainment is highly personalized, enjoyed on a cell phone instead of with the whole family. Generation Me’s expectations are highly optimistic: they expect to go to college, to make lots of money, and perhaps even to be famous. Yet this generation enters a world in which college admissions are increasingly competitive, good jobs are hard to find and harder to keep, and basic necessities such as housing and health care have skyrocketed in price. This is a time of soaring expectations and crushing realities. Joan Chiaramonte, head of the Roper Youth Report, says that for young people “the gap between what they have and what they want has never been greater.” If you would like to start an argument, claim that young people today have it (a) easy or (b) tough. Be forewarned: you might need referees before it’s all over.

I have researched generational differences for more than 20 years, since I was a 21-year-old undergraduate working on my BA thesis in the early 1990s. Back then, most of what had been written about generations was based on an amalgam of personal experience and educated guesses: it speculated about possible differences, but had little proof they actually existed. I read book after book that said such things as young people now are more likely to come from divorced homes, so they are more anxious and cynical (but were they really?). And, people born after 1982 entered a more child-centered society, so they would be more group-oriented (but was that really true?). It was all interesting, but vague and nonscientific. I kept thinking, “Where’s your proof? Has anyone ever found the real differences among the generations, instead of just guessing?”

The next year, I entered a PhD program in personality psychology at the University of Michigan. I soon learned that academic psychologists measure personality traits and attitudes with carefully designed and validated questionnaires. Best of all, many of those questionnaires had been used thousands of times since they were first introduced (usually between the 1930s and the 1970s), and most people who filled them out were college students and schoolchildren. That meant I could compare scores on these measures and see exactly how young people’s personalities and attitudes differed among the generations. To my surprise, no one had ever done this before.

As my colleagues and I continued with this work, we also drew from several large annual surveys of young people, such as the Monitoring the Future study of 500,000 US high school students, conducted since 1976; the American Freshman Survey of 9 million college students, conducted since 1966; and the General Social Survey of 50,000 US adults, conducted since 1972. All three are nationally representative, which means the results are more likely to apply to an entire US generation. We also started to consider how the culture was changing—for example, trends in baby names, song lyrics, written language, and TV shows, using new technology such as the Google Books database of 5 million books. These “cultural products” are a vitally important piece of the puzzle, as generational change is, at essence, cultural change. Young people do not raise themselves—they absorb the culture around them. As that culture shifts, so do the generations. Young people today may not have invented the culture they inhabit, but they absorb its messages from parents, teachers, and media until they begin to shape it themselves—and the cycle continues. When the Pew Research Center asked Americans in 2010 if they thought there was a large generation gap, 79% said yes—even more than had said so at the height of the Boomer youth wave of 1969.

This book presents the results of more than 30 studies on generational differences, based on data from 11 million young Americans. Many of the studies find that when you were born has more influence on your personality and attitudes than the family who raised you. Or, in the words of a prescient Arab proverb, “Men resemble the times more than they resemble their fathers.” When you finish this book, you’ll be ready for an argument about which generation has it easy or tough and why—you might even want to start it.

I focus here on the current generation of young people, born in the 1980s and 1990s. Right now in the 2010s, GenMe ranges from high school kids to thirtysomething adults. They are sometimes called GenY or Millennials. I don’t expect the Generation Me title to replace these other labels, but it does nicely capture the group of people who grew up in an era when focusing on yourself was not just tolerated but actively encouraged. This trend has been building for a long time—I was born in 1971, right in the middle of Generation X, yet was exposed to plenty of GenMe ideas, experiencing the first stirrings of the hyperindividualism GenMe would come to take for granted.

A neat twist on the Generation Me label is iGeneration. The first letter is nicely packed with meaning: it could stand for Internet (as it does in iMac, iPhone, and iPad) or for the first-person singular that stands for the individual. Its pronunciation also appropriately suggests vision, either the things inside young people’s heads, which are usually glued to their cell phones, or the vision of young people in shaping a new world. It’s an appropriate name for a generation raised with on-demand “iMedia,” such as DVRs, the Internet, iPads, and iPhones. Maybe iGen will catch on as the label for the next group of youth, those born after 2000 (I have three kids in this group—maybe if I named their generation they would listen to me when I ask them to put on their shoes). The first edition of this book in 2006 marked the first appearance of the iGen label—we’ll see if it endures.

Another issue: of course, any birth-year cutoffs for generations are necessarily arbitrary, drawing a sharp line where none actually exists. Someone born on December 31, 1981, was exposed to the same culture as someone born on January 1, 1982, yet the first is usually called a GenX’er and the second a Millennial/GenMe. And who’s to say the cutoff isn’t 1980 instead? In general, the data back up this commonsense logic, showing gradual changes with time, not sudden shifts that cleave one generation from the next. It’s also problematic to assume that someone born in 1982 was exposed to the same cultural influences as someone born in 1999. The data support this observation as well: because many trends are linear, those born later will express higher levels of the GenMe traits. Think of Generation Me as a broad description of cultural influences, not a rigid definition of a set of people, and remember that the year you were born—not necessarily your generational label—is a better indicator of the culture you’ve absorbed.

Just to make it easier, I employ the most common generational cutoffs and labels: Baby Boomers (roughly 1943–60), Generation X (1961–81), and Millennials (1982–99), whom I call Generation Me. But I do so under duress, and because no other easy solution has presented itself. These cutoffs are a switch from the first edition, when I defined GenMe as those born 1970 to 1999. The post-1982 cutoff conforms to that used in previous books and articles, many of which have a different perspective on this generation. Some wondered if the 1970 versus 1982 cutoffs were the cause of those different perspectives. I was fairly sure that was not the case, but this change removes that possibility. However, that decision was also made under duress, because in many cases those born in the 1970s and 1980s look fairly similar to each other. GenX and GenMe have a lot more in common than most people realize—the transition from Boomers to GenX’ers was the more profound shift, and GenMe has built on those trends. In some cases I present the studies showing the shift from Boomers to GenX and then describe further shifts with the transition to GenMe.

Many people comment that older generations have “always” described the next younger generation as too self-focused. There’s no definitive proof that’s true—the quote from Socrates often used to illustrate that belief (“Our youth now love luxury. They have bad manners, contempt for authority . . .”) is apocryphal, penned by a British graduate student in 1907. But let’s assume for the moment that older generations have “always” seen youth as more self-centered. If so, that doesn’t undermine the Generation Me findings in the least. First, the research presented here is based on what young people say about themselves—not what older people think of them. Second, perhaps people have “always” observed more individualism among the young generation because younger generations have indeed “always” been more individualistic. Individualism has been increasing steadily for several decades now—perhaps even several centuries—so that observation may indeed “always” have been true.

Of course, generational differences are based on averages, so some people will be the exception. But those exceptions don’t seem to occur systematically in certain groups: the generational trends are very similar across regions, racial and ethnic groups, social classes, and among men and women. In most cases, the changes have reached all segments of the generation, and we’re even more certain of that now that we’re drawing from nationally representative samples. Because the differences are based on data, they are not stereotypes. Yet they are generalizations, like any scientific study of groups. However, these shifts in averages are important. Marketing studies, for example, find that generational styles influence purchasing decisions as much or more than sex, income, and education.

Why the label Generation Me? Since GenMe’ers were born, they’ve been taught to put themselves first. Unlike the Baby Boomers, GenMe didn’t have to march in a protest or attend a group session to realize that their own needs and desires were paramount. Reliable birth control, legalized abortion, and a cultural shift toward parenthood as a choice made them the most wanted generation of children in American history. Television, movies, and school programs have told them they were special from toddlerhood to high school, and they believe it with a self-confidence that approaches boredom: Why talk about it? It’s just the way things are. This blasé attitude is very different from the Boomer focus on introspection and self-absorption: GenMe is not as much self-absorbed as self-important. They take it for granted that they’re unique, special individuals, so they don’t need to think about it.

This is not the same as saying that young people are spoiled, which would imply that they always got what they wanted. Although some parents are indeed too indulgent, young people today must overcome many difficult challenges that their elders never had to face. Once, families could achieve middle-class status on the earnings of one high-school-educated person, but it now takes two college-educated earners to achieve the same standard of living. The recession of the late 2000s only made that problem more acute, with unemployment hitting GenMe the hardest. But it started long before that. Many teens feel that the world demands perfection in everything, and some are cracking under the pressure. Many GenMe’ers in their 20s find that their jobs do not provide the fulfillment and excitement they had anticipated, and that their salary isn’t enough to afford even a small house. An acronym describes how this growing self-reliance can be stressful: YO-YO (You’re On Your Own).

GenMe believes that people should follow their dreams and not be held back by societal expectations—not necessarily a selfish viewpoint, but definitely an individualistic one. Taking a job in a new city far from one’s family, for example, isn’t selfish, but it does put the individual first. The same is true for a girl who wants to join a boys’ sports team or a college student who wants to become an actor when his parents want him to be a doctor. Not only are these actions and desires not considered selfish today (although they may have been in past generations), but they’re playing as inspirational movies at the local theater.

This is the good part of the trend—GenMe’ers enjoy unprecedented freedom to pursue what makes them happy and to look past traditional distinctions based on race, gender, and sexual orientation. But their high expectations, combined with an increasingly competitive world, have led to a darker flip side, in which they blame other people for their problems and sink into anxiety and depression. Perhaps because of the focus on the self, sexual behavior has also changed radically: these days, sex outside of marriage is not the main story—the focus is on hooking up, or sex without the benefit of a romantic relationship at all.

My perspective on today’s young generation differs from that of Neil Howe and William Strauss, who argued in their 2000 book, Millennials Rising, that those born since 1982 will usher in a return to duty, civic responsibility, and teamwork. Their book is subtitled The Next Great Generation and contends that today’s young people will resemble the generation who won World War II. I agree that in an all-encompassing crisis today’s young people would likely rise to the occasion—people usually do what needs to be done. But there is little evidence that today’s young people feel much attachment to duty or to group cohesion—high school students in the 2000s and 2010s are significantly less civically engaged and less trustful of government and other large institutions than Boomers were in the 1970s. Instead, young people have been consistently taught to put their own needs first and to focus on feeling good about themselves. This attitude is not conducive to following social rules or favoring the group’s needs over the individual’s. Fewer young people are interested in joining the military now than when the Boomers and GenX’ers were young; this generation is no more inclined than Boomers were to get killed in a war. Even the subtitle, The Next Great Generation, displays the hubris fed to the young by their adoring elders. When the World War II generation was growing up during the 1920s, no one was calling them the Greatest Generation and telling them they were the best kids ever. That label was not even applied to them until 2001, more than fifty years after their accomplishments during the 1940s.

Strauss and Howe also argue that today’s young people are optimistic. This is true for children and adolescents, who have absorbed the cheerful aphorisms so common today (chapter 3 of this book, for example, is titled “You Can Be Anything You Want to Be”). Yet this optimism often fades—or even smashes to pieces—once Generation Me hits the reality of adulthood. If you are a Baby Boomer or older, you might remember the 1970 book Future Shock, which argued that the accelerating pace of cultural change left many people feeling overwhelmed. Today’s young people take these changes for granted and thus do not face this problem. Instead, they face a different kind of collision: Adulthood Shock. Their childhoods of constant praise, self-esteem boosting, and unrealistic expectations did not prepare them for an increasingly competitive workplace and the economic squeeze created by underemployment and rising costs. After a childhood of buoyancy, GenMe is working harder to get less.

This book focuses on changes among young Americans—and on trends that have arrived at different times, or not at all, in many other cultures. However, many of the changes here can be generalized to other nations, particularly other Western nations such as Canada, Great Britain, Australia, and Germany. These cultures have also experienced the movement toward focusing on the needs of the self, as well as the dark flip side of increased depression and anxiety. Developing countries might well be next. Like McDonald’s and Coca-Cola, American individualism is spreading to all corners of the globe. If current trends continue, Generation Me boomlets might soon be arriving around the world. The more exposure kids get to American culture, the more they will rebel against the family-first, group-oriented ethos of many cultures around the world.

The accelerated pace of recent technological and cultural change makes it more important than ever to keep up with generational trends. A profound shift in generational dynamics is occurring right now in the 2010s. Baby Boomers (born 1943–60) have dominated the culture since they were born because of their large numbers. But with many Boomers now in their 60s, they have already lost their grip on the marketers and advertisers of the world. As early as June 2000, Time magazine announced the “twilight of the Boomers.” Marketers have already moved on to GenMe, which is now the entirety of the lucrative 18-to-35 age group. These are the young workers who will replace the Boomers, now retiring at a rapid clip. They are also the consumers everyone wants to reach, and it’s time to understand them.

And I do mean understand, not change. I do not, for example, believe we should return to the supposedly ideal days of the 1950s (which were ideal only for some people). Nor am I suggesting that these trends are this generation’s “fault.” Instead, young people today are products of their culture—a culture that teaches them the primacy of the individual at virtually every step, and a culture that was firmly in place before they were born. Asking young people today to adopt the personality and attitudes of a previous time is like asking someone raised in the United States to instantly become Chinese. Morris Massey, for years a popular speaker on generations, put it this way: “The gut-level value systems are, in fact, dramatically different between the generations. . . . The focus should not be so much on how to change other people to conform to our standards, our values. Rather, we must learn how to accept and understand other people in their own right, acknowledging the validity of their values, their behavior.” As Massey points out and research supports, our value systems are set in childhood and don’t change much thereafter. Massey’s favorite question is “Where were you when you were ten?” Put another way, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.

The empirical research on generational differences in personality and attitudes provides the backbone to this book: it shapes the chapter topics and provides the basis for how GenMe differs from previous generations. This makes the book unique among those that discuss generations because it summarizes a large amount of psychological and behavioral data collected at different times. We haven’t surveyed the generations as they are now, with Boomers middle-aged and GenMe in youth and rising adulthood. Instead, we’ve found data on what Boomers were like when they were young in the 1960s and 1970s, and what GenX was like in the 1980s and 1990s, and compared it to data on young people in recent years. That means the differences aren’t due to age or to people’s misremembering what they were like when they were young (how many parents have fudged a detail or two about their own teenage years?). I’ve provided more details about this method in the next section and in the appendix.

I have also gathered a large amount of supplemental data from various sources. The Statistical Abstract of the United States is a gold mine of statistics going back decades (I often joke that it is my favorite book: what it lacks in plot it more than makes up for in information). Many other surveys, polls, research studies, and books reveal the feelings of today’s young people. I have tried to bring to life a wide range of research on generational differences in personality, attitudes, and behavior—my own research and that of others, and from both academic and popular sources.

I have supplemented this numerical data with more qualitative opinions. Over 200 of my students at San Diego State University shared their stories through written essays. This diverse group included students of every ethnicity and background, ranging from first-generation college students to upper-middle-class kids. Another 100 young people from around the country contributed stories and thoughts through my websites, www.generationme.org and www.jeantwenge.com. In all cases, I have changed names and, in some instances, identifying details; stated ages reflect the person’s age at the time of the quote.

I also include ample references to popular culture, including television, movies, music, and magazines, without which a book on young people today would not be complete. This is where the culture lives and breathes, especially for a generation that has always enjoyed cable TV with one hundred channels. American pop culture refers constantly to the self and individuality. I was astounded at how often I heard the word self from so many different sources. I had never noticed it before, as most of us haven’t: like fish swimming in the ocean, we don’t notice the water because it is all around us and has always been there.

These examples from pop culture are not meant to replace the hard data on generations, but instead to illustrate them. I present the results showing how the generations differ, then use examples to show how these trends appear both in real people’s lives and in the media that shapes their worldviews. No, the characters on Glee aren’t real, but their words both reflect and shape the views of Generation Me. (In the online survey, for example, several said they first learned about gays and lesbians from watching Glee). Since the last edition of this book, new technology has allowed researchers to more systematically examine popular culture. Now there’s actual proof that phrases such as you are special and I love me were rarely used before the 1970s—but are much more common now.

Even the most innocuous TV comments now catch my attention. During an episode of her eponymous talk show, Ellen DeGeneres said that the most important thing is “how you feel and being happy.” It’s a statement most young people take for granted. Dan Atkins, 17, says in Growing Up Digital, “My basic philosophy toward life is, do whatever makes you happy.” But when I asked my mother (born in 1943) about this, she said, “In the early 1960s, most people would have said the most important things were being honest, hardworking, industrious, loyal, and caring about others. I can’t even remember thinking about whether I was ‘happy.’ That’s not to say we weren’t happy—we just didn’t focus on it.” We do now. Here’s Mario, a recent college graduate quoted in the book Quarterlife Crisis: “I just try to do whatever will make me happier, and think of myself first.” Welcome to Generation Me.

HOW IT ALL STARTED

The idea for this book began when I was a 21-year-old college student at the University of Chicago in 1992, working on my BA thesis. Unfortunately, and unknown to me at the time, my thesis was a rather undistinguished project that would ultimately be rejected by four journals and never published. However, an intriguing tangent of this work led to the 22 years of research and 33 scientific-journal articles that form the basis of this book.

One of the questionnaires I used in my ill-fated BA project was the Bem Sex-Role Inventory, which measures personality traits associated with one sex or the other. For example, “assertive” and “acts like a leader” are items on the “masculine” scale, and “compassionate” and “yielding” are items on the “feminine” scale. I had always been fascinated by how gender shapes our personalities and still had a copy of the scale I’d received nine years before at a Texas Tech University program designed to show middle school students what college was like (the program bore the clumsy name “Shake Hands with Your Future,” and now that I’ve been to college, I think it would have been more accurate if it had included beer).

For my BA thesis, I gave this questionnaire and one about appearance choices to 150 college students, mostly by hijacking people everywhere I went. People filled out questionnaires at loud parties, during particularly boring classes, and between bites of barely edible food in the dining hall. Several questionnaires bore water stains from being penciled in at a swim meet. Most people were willing to help, although as word got around, the occasional potential victim would duck around a corner if I appeared carrying pencils.

I went about analyzing the data on my ultimately doomed project, looking for correlations between things such as hair length, earrings, and—yes—that test of gender-related personality traits. That’s when I noticed something interesting: about 50% of the women in my sample scored as “masculine” on the gender-roles test, meaning that they had endorsed significantly more of the stereotypically masculine traits (such as “assertive”) than the feminine items. When the test was written in 1973, only about 20% of women scored that way. This was completely tangential to the main question of my amateurish thesis, but interesting nevertheless.

I immediately thought that this might be a difference between generations—being a woman in 1973 was surely quite different from being one in 1992. On the other hand, my sample was far from random and consisted of students at the University of Chicago, a group not known for its normality: the school is intensely intellectual and proud of its asocial nerdiness. In his popular syndicated column, The Straight Dope, Cecil Adams once wrote that U of C undergraduates, like insects that eat book paste, developed their “intellectual predilections as the consequence of an unhappy sex life.” So what if he was a biased Northwestern grad—he was basically right. So I didn’t think much of it. Besides, I had a BA thesis to write, and it was going to change the world! (Insert ironic eye-rolling here.)

By the next fall, I was a graduate student at the University of Michigan, collecting more data on my gender-role project. This time, participants from an undergraduate class filled out questionnaires in a large classroom over a few evenings. The generational difference popped out again: more than half of the women in the sample had high scores on the scale of stereotypically masculine personality traits. I couldn’t write it off to campus this time—the Michigan undergraduates were distressingly normal—and these differences were even more interesting than the main results of my thesis (did you know that college women, on average, own fifteen pairs of shoes, compared to five for men?).

But what did I have? Two recent samples to compare to the original one in 1973. What had happened in between those years? Were my samples just a fluke? Fortunately, this scale had been used by a large number of people over twenty years, so the data had to be out there. One spring day in 1994, I decided I just had to find out if women did embrace more stereotypically masculine traits now, and I developed the method I ultimately used for many of the studies in this book. (As for the results of the “masculine” traits study, you’ll find them in chapter 7.)

The method is fairly straightforward, though labor-intensive. I begin by searching computer databases for journal articles, master’s theses, and dissertations that used a particular scale. I keep only those that used a normal population of a specific age—usually children or college students. Then I search to find them at the library or in full-text databases online, since only the entire article or thesis will have what I’m looking for: the average score of the sample on the questionnaire. Once I find all of the data, I can then graph those scores by the year the data were collected, showing how scores changed over a range of years—not just from one year to another, but across the entire period. Because the samples are roughly the same age, this shows how young people differ from one generation to the next. No one had ever done this type of analysis before, so I started from scratch, developing a way to find and analyze the data.

I did most of these searches in the labyrinthine stacks of the graduate library at the University of Michigan, a building so vast and confusing that red and yellow lines are painted on the floor to help people find the exits. The university had added on to the library in 1970, smushing two buildings of different styles and heights together with limited access between the two. The older building ended up with floors such as 4A, connected by narrow, apparently randomly placed staircases. The tall shelves filled with books created a nerdy form of a Halloween cornfield maze. I would often sit looking through journals only to see some poor soul walk past me, double back again, and then stand under the dim lights with a look of utter confusion on his or her face. During those years, I probably helped more people escape from the Michigan library than anyone else. I imagined these rescued students stumbling gratefully into the thin winter sunlight, relieved that they weren’t going to wander around the library for hours until someone finally found them, weak and dehydrated, on floor 1A between HM and HQ.

During those years, I probably pulled half a million journals off the shelves. (“I hope you’re not allergic to dust,” my dissertation adviser quipped.) When I left one section of the library to move to another, I would leave behind several teetering stacks of colorfully bound journals, each about four feet tall. I felt sorry for the work-study students who had to reshelve my looming piles of discarded books, many of which were twenty or thirty years old. The workers must have thought someone left them as a joke, or that a book monster was loose in the library, pulling down old journals from the rusty shelves to create random stacks in scattered carrels. But there were perks as well. One of my favorite finds was an advertisement in a 1920s journal that announced a contest with a $20,000 prize, an enormous sum in those days. The money would go to anyone who proved he or she could perform telekinesis (moving an object with only the force of your mind). I was amused to see that one of the judges for the contest was Harry Houdini. A few issues later came the unsurprising conclusion: no one won the prize.

I also used the Interlibrary Loan Department to obtain endless dissertations and master’s theses, another great source of data. I requested so many that the staff began to grimace when I walked up to the desk. I couldn’t get every thesis that way, but I soon found out that the Library of Congress in Washington, DC, has a copy of every American doctoral dissertation on microfiche. I made many trips there, usually staying with friends in Baltimore, where I slept under a comforter that, despite my friends’ best efforts, was their cat’s favorite alternative litterbox. Fortunately, the data I got during the day and the great conversations with my friends in the evenings more than made up for it—what’s a little cat pee when you’re finding out how generations differ?

The dissertations were a study of change in themselves. The earliest, from the 1940s and 1950s, were on transparently thin, onionskin paper, with blurred typewriter print—there were no photocopiers, so documents had to be typed on carbon paper, with the copies made as the typing was done. Apparently, the library copy was never the original, and the type blurred as the typewriter keys struck through several layers of paper and carbon. Who knew? Certainly not a child of the computer age like me.

A little later, after copiers became more common, dissertations were still typewritten but clearer. In the 1950s and 1960s, almost every male student thanked his wife for typing his dissertation. I could just see those poor women, tired from a day in the secretarial pool, coming home to struggle through their husbands’ scribbled sentences. By the late 1970s and 1980s, dissertations almost always appeared in the then-ubiquitous, straight-serif font of the IBM electric typewriter. Slowly, computer fonts began to appear; someone had bought one of the first Apple Macintoshes and would get overly creative using more than one font in a document. By the 1990s, almost every dissertation was in Times New Roman. No one thanked his wife for typing his dissertation anymore, and many of the dissertations were written by the wives themselves, who were now getting their own PhDs. The modern age had arrived.

After years of library searches, I overloaded on the tedium. Fortunately, by then I had wonderful and enthusiastic graduate students to help. In recent years I’ve also drawn from large databases I can wade through right on my computer. But I still feel a misty wave of nostalgia when I remember the library stacks I frequented in just about every place I lived and visited, including Iowa, Michigan, Texas, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Washington, DC, and California. Every time I went to the library, it felt like a treasure hunt: somewhere amid those dusty books was the answer, and all I had to do was find it. I imagined the numbers I sought flying off the candlelight-yellow pages, swirling into the air between the metal shelves of the stacks, drawing a picture of change across the generations. (What can I say? I was an overeager graduate student.) Even as the years passed and I started new projects, I knew that those dusty books I mined contained a rich vein of information from which to reassemble the remarkable story of past and future generations. This book tells that story.
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You Don’t Need Their Approval: The Decline of Social Rules

Getting dressed in the morning is a fundamentally different experience today than it was fifty years ago. For all of Generation Me’s lifetime, clothes have been a medium of self-expression, an individual choice in a range of alternatives and comfort. Contrast this to past decades, when men wore ties most of the time and women did not leave the house without crisp white gloves and a tight girdle. Pictures of crowds in the early 1960s show quaint sights such as men wearing three-piece suits at baseball games and ladies lined up in identical-length skirts. To GenMe, these images look like those of people on an alien planet—who wears a suit to a baseball game?

Even our shoes are different. Today’s casual footwear are called tennis shoes because people once wore them only to play tennis or basketball. Not even kids wore these types of shoes on the street—their shoes were made of stiff leather, just like adults’.

Now that’s all but forgotten. Except in the most formal of workplaces, few men wear suits to work, and virtually no one wears them to baseball games. Women have (thankfully) abandoned wearing tight girdles and white gloves everywhere they go (and many young women don’t even know what a girdle is, though some are devoted to Spanx, the GenMe version). The trend toward more informal dress has accelerated in the past ten years, with many companies opting for “business casual” and others going for just plain casual. The trend reached all the way to the top in July 2005, when about half the members of the Northwestern University women’s lacrosse team wore flip-flops during their White House visit, resulting in a picture of the president of the United States standing next to several young women wearing shoes that were once reserved for walking on sand or showering in scuzzy gymnasiums. Although most people still want to look good, we are a much more informal and accepting society than we once were. This is a perfect illustration of generational trends in attitudes, as the entire point in dressing up is to make a good impression on others and elicit their approval. You don’t dress to be relaxed, natural, and happy.


[image: Image]
Holiday card, Minnesota, 1955. Not only are the clothes formal, but so is the posing and demeanor. The perfect family was proper and composed.




[image: Image]
Holiday card, Massachusetts, mid-2000s. Formal clothing is no longer necessary to make a good impression. It is now more important to dress for yourself or for your comfort; if you really wanted to do things “your way” and just for yourself, you’d wear jeans to work. Many of us already do.



The strict rules of previous decades went far beyond appearance. Beneath the wool suits and tailored hats, yesterday’s men and women were bound by another type of conformity. Male or female, you were considered strange if you did not marry by age 25 and even stranger if you married outside your race or religion. It was expected that you would have children—it was not considered a choice. Your race and sex dictated your fate and behavior. When war came, you went to fight if you were male and able. Overall, duty and responsibility were held more important than individual needs and wants. You did certain things, you said certain things, and you didn’t talk about certain things. End of story.

Today, few of these rules apply. We are driven instead by our individual needs and desires. We are told to follow our dreams, to pursue happiness above all else. It’s okay to be different, and you should do what’s right for you. The phrase my needs was four times as common in American books in the 2000s compared to those in the 1960s. Young people today are only half as likely as those in the late 1980s to believe that children should learn obedience above all else. Baby boys in the 2010s (versus the 1950s) were three times less likely to receive one of the ten most popular names. These changes are not clearly good or clearly bad, but they do indicate a strong shift toward individualism.

The choices of the individual are now held so paramount that the most common advice given to teenagers is “Just be yourself.” (Not that long ago, it was more likely to be “Be polite.”) This started with Generation X: Filmmaker Kevin Smith says, “My generation believes we can do almost anything. My characters are free: no social mores keep them in check.” Or take Melissa, 20, who says, “I couldn’t care less how I am viewed by society. I live my life according to the morals, views, and standards that I create.”

This is the social trend—so strong it’s a revolution—that ties all of the generational changes together in a neat, tight bundle: do what makes you happy, and don’t worry about what other people think. It is enormously different from the cultural ethos of previous decades, and it is a philosophy that GenMe takes entirely for granted. “As long as I believe in myself, I really do not care what others think,” says Rachel, 21.

GENERATIONS AT THE CINEMA

The ethos of self-belief appears frequently in popular movies; my favorite examples involve what I call “the apparent time traveler.” The main character in these films is supposed to be a real person in the 1950s, but he or she actually represents the enlightened voice of the 21st century, which makes him (or her) the hero of the film. These movies were ubiquitous in the 2000s, when much of GenMe were forming their view of the world. In 2003’s Mona Lisa Smile, Julia Roberts plays a professor at Wellesley College in 1953. Soon after arriving, she rallies her students against the restrictions of early marriage and training for motherhood. When she critiques sexist advertising during a class, the modern audience knows exactly what she is doing, but few people in the 1950s would have seen it before—or even thought to do it. Roberts’s character has clearly taken the time-traveler shuttle to the future and absconded with a copy of the 1987 feminist antiadvertising film Still Killing Us Softly.

The Majestic, released in 2001, is an even worse movie. Jim Carrey’s character, a Hollywood screenwriter, gets blacklisted and takes refuge in a small town. After he is asked to testify, he convinces the entire town that McCarthyism is bad and that free speech is our most treasured right. The whole town unites behind the accused writer, and the main female character says, “It doesn’t really matter if you are a Communist or not—this is America and you can be one if you want to. It’s nobody’s business.” Uh, not really. Had this actually been the 1950s, an accused Communist would have been everybody’s business. This viewpoint was common even in the 1970s, when 48% of Americans believed Communists should not be allowed to give a speech, teach at a college, or have a book in a local library.

Movies that admit to time travel are somewhat more enjoyable. In Pleasantville, two modern teenagers help a 1950s town find passion and the freedom of ideas. Every character who discovers an individualistic freedom such as sex or intellectual questioning instantly turns from black and white into color. The film sinks into predictability once discrimination against the “colored” people begins. (Get it?)

Other movies travel across cultures rather than time, but they promote the same message. In 2002’s Bend It Like Beckham, an Indian girl living in London wants to play soccer. Her parents, already taken aback that their older daughter did not have an arranged marriage, want Jess to learn to cook and be a proper young lady. The plot comes to a head when Jess must shuttle back and forth between a game and her sister’s wedding. By the end of the movie, Jess wants to join a professional women’s soccer team and move to America. Her parents, finally convinced that it’s right for Jess to follow her dreams, reluctantly agree. The overall message of all of these movies—whether they travel in time or cultures—is to rebel against restrictive social mores. Don’t follow the rules; do whatever makes you happy.

And sometimes you don’t even need to travel. The biggest box-office draw in late 2004 and early 2005 was Meet the Fockers, the sequel to the highly successful comedy Meet the Parents. The movie revolves around the culture clash between the conservative Byrnes family and the hippie Focker family. The Fockers provide most of the comedy in the film, with their sex-therapy business, their leather sandals, and their display of their son’s ninth-place ribbons (because, they say, “It’s not about winning—it’s about what’s in your heart”). But by the end of the movie, the Fockers are not the ones who have been convinced to change—it’s the straitlaced Byrnes family who learns from them. Mr. Byrnes, played to crusty perfection by Robert De Niro, learns to loosen up and show emotion toward his daughter. He also decides that it might be good for him and his wife to enjoy more physical affection in their marriage, and he puts some of Mrs. Focker’s sex tips to good use. Hippies may be laughable, but they teach us how to live. No need to walk around all uptight like that—which you must be if you’re not a hippie. I’m exaggerating a bit, but the movie does make it clear which life philosophy is correct, and it’s definitely Let It All Hang Out.

These movies dramatize two interlocking changes: the fall of social rules and the rise of the individual. As the individualistic viewpoint became prominent, concern with the opinions of others plummeted. This chapter discusses the decline in the need for social approval, and the following two chapters document the ascendance of the individual self. Over the last few decades, the entire nation has experienced the transformation parodied in an episode of The Simpsons, when Springfield’s usual Do What We Say Festival (started, they say, in 1946 by German settlers) is replaced with the new Do What You Feel Festival.

DO YOUR OWN THING

Imagine you are seated at a table with six other people. Four lines are drawn on a chalkboard at the front of the room: a medium-length target line; along with line A, medium; line B, short; and line C, long. You’re to say which of the lines is the same length as the target. You’re all ready with the obvious answer of A, but the six others go first and say line C. What do you do?

When Solomon Asch first performed this experiment in 1951, 74% of people gave the group’s incorrect answer on at least one trial, and 28% did on the majority of trials. People felt the need to conform to the group and not to stand out. The study became one of the most famous in social psychology, taught in every class as an example of the social nature of human beings. Yet some have pointed out that this was the essence of getting along in 1950s society, when no one wanted to be thought of as different. But when researchers tried to replicate the study in 1980, they got completely different results: few people conformed to the group anymore. Apparently, it was no longer fashionable to go along with the group even when they were wrong. The authors of the study concluded that the Asch study was “a child of its time.” A similar thing happened when a psychologist tried to replicate the Milgram study, an early 1960s study finding that people would shock someone else at dangerous levels when told to do so by an authority figure. In 2009, nearly twice as many men refused to obey the experimenter’s orders.

Throughout the 1970s, self-help books and therapists actively encouraged people to flout social rules, telling readers they should stop caring about what others think. A central chapter in the 1976 megabestseller Your Erroneous Zones, by Wayne Dyer, is called “You Don’t Need Their Approval.” The author argues that people can do anything they put their minds to, and that others’ opinions only get in the way. (It’s probably no coincidence that both the cover and back of the book feature oversize pictures of the author, complete with a 1970s, powder-blue, V-neck shirt and the resulting display of male chest hair.) Dyer rants on and on about how courteous acts such as giving a wedding gift or attending a funeral are “musterbation,” his double-entendre term for unnecessary social rules. Dyer argues that seeking approval from parents, teachers, and bosses undermines self-reliance and truth. “Needing approval is tantamount to saying ‘Your view of me is more important than my own opinion of myself,’ ” he writes. Another self-help book carries on the tradition with the title What You Think of Me Is None of My Business. Unlike the Baby Boomers, who learned these new standards as adults, GenMe takes these attitudes for granted and always has.

“Just be yourself” is the central ethos of modern parenting. In 1924, a group of sociologists did an extensive study of the citizens of a place they called Middletown (later revealed as Muncie, Indiana). When mothers were asked which traits they wanted their children to have, they named strict obedience, loyalty to church, and good manners. In 1988, when the first wave of GenMe were young children, few mothers named these traits; instead, they chose independence and tolerance. Modern mothers might be gratified to learn that these values sank in. In Growing Up Digital, an 11-year-old girl says, “I think the individual determines what is cool, and it is his or her opinion. What is cool to one person might not be to another. The days of conformity are over.” Danielle, 29, agrees: “I refuse to do something because it’s what everyone else is doing, or because it’s the socially acceptable thing to do at the time.” When I asked my undergraduate students to name the characteristics that best described their generation, the two most popular answers were “independent” and “open-minded.”

GenMe has been taught these values since birth—beginning with the unique names bestowed upon them. Like just about everyone else, I’d noticed that baby names seemed to be getting stranger every year. When my husband and I were naming our first child in 2006, I discovered the Social Security Administration’s database of 325 million Americans’ names going back to the 1880s. So I had to see if there was a generational change. Sure enough, the parents of GenMe’ers, and GenMe’ers themselves, were more likely than those in previous eras to give their children unique names (so they could stand out) instead of common names (so they could fit in). In 1950, 1 out of 3 boys received one of the top 10 names. By 2012, less than 1 out of 10 did. Girls receiving a common name dropped from 1 out of 4 to less than 1 out of 10. (We also controlled the analyses for immigration and looked within states with low Latino populations, such as North Dakota and Mississippi, to make sure that ethnic changes didn’t account for the effects, and they did not.) By 2012, new parents—the majority of whom were GenMe—took things a step further to proclaim their child’s greatness. The boys’ names that increased the most in popularity between 2011 and 2012 included Major, King, and Messiah. Somewhat high expectations to put on a newborn.

As Jaden, 25, puts it, “For my grandparents, questioning their religion, their country’s system of government, or what they ate was not acceptable. The fear of standing out or being judged by others for their beliefs was strong. My generation is much more independent. I pride myself on being a free and independent thinker. My wish is to break down the walls that humans have socially constructed.” A book on generations in the workplace notes that today’s young people were instructed to “Never just do what an adult asks. Always ask, ‘Why?’ ” Some people say this should be the label for the generation—not Generation Y, but Generation Why?

At times, this attitude can lead to the more questionable idea that there are no rules, so you might as well make up your own. In interviews of 18-to-23-year-olds conducted in 2008 for his books Souls in Transition and Lost in Transition, Christian Smith found that most young Americans espouse “moral individualism,” believing that morality is a personal choice. “I have no other way of knowing what to do morally but how I internally feel. That’s where my decisions come from. From me, from inside of me,” said one. So should people follow rules for what the society says is right or wrong? the researchers asked. “I think it’s your personal belief system,” said another young person. “I don’t think it’s anything like social norms or like that. I think it’s just . . . dependent on each person and their own beliefs and what they think is right or wrong.”

Thus, it follows that everyone has his or her own individual moral views, and it’s not right to question someone else’s view. “I guess what makes something right is how I feel about it, but different people feel different ways, so I couldn’t speak on behalf of anyone else as to what’s right and what’s wrong,” said one young man.

This moral individualism can easily become, as Smith puts it, a “live and let die” philosophy. When asked if people have any moral responsibility or duty to help others, one young person replied, “No, not really.” Would it be a problem if someone didn’t want to help others? asked the interviewer. “No. . . . They can help themselves. . . . Do they really need anyone else?” he replied. “So if someone asks for help, we don’t have an obligation to them?” prodded the interviewer. “Yeah, it’s up to each individual, of course,” the young adult asserted.

Smith concludes that most emerging adults seem unaware of any source of moral reasoning outside of themselves. “Instead . . . the world consists of so many individuals, and each individual decides for themselves what is and isn’t moral and immoral,” Smith writes. “Morality is ultimately a matter of personal opinion. Everyone should tolerate everyone else, take care of their own business, and hopefully get along.” This is the razor’s edge of modern individualism: tolerance is great, but perhaps not when each individual is free to decide for himself which rules to follow, and helping others is rarely one of those rules.

What about all of the GenMe’ers who are serving in the military, and who served in Afghanistan and Iraq when we were all sitting safe at home? Military service can certainly be an example of self-sacrifice, duty, and collectivism. However, the data suggest that GenMe service members are the exception, not the rule. According to the Pew Center, only 2% of GenMe has served in the military, compared to 6% of GenX and 13% of Boomers. Polls of 16-to-24-year-olds conducted by the Department of Defense show that fewer now say they are likely to join the military: 18% expressed interest in 2010, down from 26% in 1986. This is partially because many more young people automatically rule out military service. In a nationally representative sample of high school students, 2 out of 3 (67%) said they “definitely won’t” join the military in 2012, up from 57% in 1976. This does not diminish the contributions of the GenMe’ers who do serve, but it contrasts them with the majority of their generation.

One upside to the individualistic attitude is lessened prejudice and discrimination. Amanda, 22, says that one of the main lessons in her Girl Scout troop was “being different is good.” It’s a mantra GenMe has heard over and over. They absorbed the lesson of tolerance with their baby food—not just for race and religion, but for sexual orientation. It also extends to beliefs, feelings, and all kinds of other intangibles. Just about the only difference that wasn’t good? Someone who was prejudiced.

That’s exactly what appears in our recent analysis of data from the nationally representative General Social Survey. Boomers set in motion strong trends toward tolerance of groups such as Communists, gays and lesbians, and those who oppose religion. Generation Me continued those trends throughout the 2000s and 2010s, but diverged from Boomers in one major way: they were less tolerant than Boomers toward someone who claimed that blacks are genetically inferior. GenMe is thus the most tolerant generation in American history—the only group they will not tolerate are those who are intolerant themselves.

WHO CARES WHAT YOU THINK?

Not caring what others think may also explain the apparent decline in manners and politeness. GenMe’ers do not believe there is one right way of doing things, and most were never taught the rules of etiquette. When that means wearing white shoes after Labor Day and using whatever fork you want, no problem. But most etiquette was developed to provide something often lacking in modern life: respect for other people’s comfort. “Society has gotten increasingly callous and me-centered, and we’re fed up with [the results],” says Corinne Gregory, founder of a class called the PoliteChild. A high school teacher told me that she noticed her students don’t “clean up nice”—they find it difficult not to swear and to speak more formally when necessary. They talk to older people and authority figures the same way they talk to their friends. A business book relates the story of a company founder who visited one of his shops and asked a young employee how she was doing. “Well, a little hungover this morning, but okay,” she replied.

A recent article related numerous stories of young job applicants’ lack of perspective, from answering their cell phones during the interview to bringing their parents. Jaime Fall, vice president of the HR Policy Association, says GenMe’s mind-set is “You’re perfect just the way you are—do whatever you’re comfortable doing”—an attitude that can backfire in interviews. “Life has gotten more casual,” observes Mara Swan, executive vice president at Manpower. “They don’t realize [the interview] is a sales event.”

It goes beyond manners—people today are less likely to follow all kinds of social rules. Business professor John Trinkaus finds that fewer people now slow down in a school zone, and fewer observe the item limit in a supermarket express lane. More people cut across parking lots to bypass stoplights. In 1979, 29% of people failed to stop at a particular stop sign in a New York suburb, but by 1996 a stunning 97% of drivers did not stop at all. In Trinkaus’s most ironic finding, the number of people who paid the suggested fee for lighting a candle at a Catholic church decreased from 92% to 25% between the late 1990s and 2006. In other words, 75% of people cheated the church out of money in the most recent observation.
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