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CHAPTER 1

The How and Why  
of Generations

In the Bay of Bengal between India and Myanmar lies North Sentinel, an 
island about the size of Manhattan. In 2018, a 26-year-old American paid a 
group of fishermen to take him there. He was never seen again.

North Sentinel is the home of one of the last groups of humans isolated 
from the rest of the world. Outsiders have visited over the centuries, includ-
ing a group of anthropologists between the 1960s and 1990s, but the tribe 
has made it clear they want to be left alone. Boats and helicopters that get 
too close are greeted by tribesmen waving spears and bows, and the few lone 
outsiders who have ventured there have been killed, leading India to ban 
boats from traveling within a three-mile radius of the island. Although the 
tribe uses metal from shipwrecks for their weapons, they have no modern 
technology. Their day-to-day lives today are, in all likelihood, barely differ-
ent from how they were two hundred years ago.

As a result, parents on North Sentinel are not shooing their kids off 
video games and telling them to go outside and play. Parents are not worry-
ing that their teenage children are spending too much time on TikTok. They 
are hunting, gathering, and cooking over an open fire instead of picking the 
best Amazon Fresh delivery window. With no birth control, young women 
on the island have children at about the same age that their mothers, grand-
mothers, and great-grandmothers did. We can guess that cultural values 
have changed little; the North Sentinelese likely follow the same rules for 
communal living as their ancestors.
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2  GENERATIONS

Not so in most of the rest of the world. New technologies have reshaped 
social interaction and leisure time, value systems have shifted from rigid 
rules and strict social roles to individual expression and an embrace of di-
versity, and the milestones of adolescence and adulthood are now reached 
much later than they were seventy years ago. A time traveler from 1950 
would be shocked that same-sex marriage was legal—and then they’d prob-
ably faint after seeing a smartphone.

The breakneck speed of cultural change means that growing up today 
is a completely different experience from growing up in the 1950s or the 
1980s—or even the 2000s. These changes have an impact: The era when you 
were born has a substantial influence on your behaviors, attitudes, values, 
and personality traits. In fact, when you were born has a larger effect on your 
personality and attitudes than the family who raised you does.

These differences based on birth year are most easily understood as 
differences among generations. Traditionally, the word generation has been 
used to describe family relationships—for example, that a three-generation 
household includes grandparents, parents, and children. The word gen-
eration is now more commonly used to refer to social generations: those 
born around the same time who experienced roughly the same culture 
growing up.

The United States is currently populated by six generations: Silents 
(born 1925–1945), Boomers (1946–1964), Generation X (1965–1979), Mil-
lennials (1980–1994), Generation Z (aka iGen or Zoomers, 1995–2012), and 
an as-yet-unnamed generation born after 2013 (I call them Polars; some 
marketers have called them Alphas). Generations aren’t just an American 
phenomenon; most other countries have similar generational divisions, 
though with their own cultural twists.

Not that long ago, it was difficult to determine whether and how gener-
ations differed from each other, even on average. More than one pundit has 
complained that musings on generations occasionally resemble horoscopes. 
They have a point: Many books and articles on generational differences are 
long on subjective observations but short on hard data. Others poll a small 
segment of people and attempt to draw broad conclusions. With the age 
of Big Data upon us, that no longer needs to be the case. In these pages, 
you’ll find the results of generational analyses spanning twenty-four datasets 
including thirty-nine million people—nearly as many people as live in Cal-
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The How and Why of Generations  3

ifornia, the most populous state in the U.S. With so much data, it’s possible 
to get a better understanding of generational differences than ever before.

Appreciating generational differences is crucial for understanding fam-
ily relationships (Why is my teen always on her phone? Why do my parents 
not know what nonbinary is?), the workplace (Why are younger employees 
so different? Why does my boss think that way?), mental health (Which 
generations are more likely to be depressed, and why?), politics (How will 
each generation vote as they grow older?), economic policy (Are Millennials 
actually poor?), marketing (What does each generation value?), and public 
discourse (Why are more young people so negative about the country? Is 
putting your pronouns in your email signature just a fad?). These questions 
capture just a few of the reasons why generations are endlessly discussed 
online. At a time when generational conflict—from work attitudes to cancel 
culture to “OK, Boomer”—is at a level not seen since the 1960s, separating 
the myths from the reality of generations is more important than ever.

Studying the ebb and flow of generations is also a unique way to under-
stand history. Events such as wars, economic downturns, and pandemics are 
often experienced differently depending on your age. Having Dad at home 
because he was laid off during the recession might be fun for the kids but 
terrifying for Dad. However, history is not just a series of events; it’s also the 
ebb and flow of a culture and all that entails: technology, attitudes, beliefs, be-
havioral norms, diversity, prejudice, time use, education, family size, divorce. 
What your grandmother called “living in sin” is today’s accepted unmarried 
partnership. What a teenager now considers entertaining (Instagram scroll-
ing) is very different from what her parents considered entertaining when 
they were teens (driving around with their friends).

Generational differences also provide a glimpse into the future. Where 
will we be in ten years? Twenty? Because some traits and attitudes change lit-
tle with age or change in predictable ways, the data—especially on younger 
people—can show us where we are going as well as where we are. Although 
people continue to change throughout their lives, our fundamental views 
of the world are often shaped during adolescence and young adulthood, 
making the younger generations a crystal ball for what is to come.

I’ve spent my entire academic career—more than thirty years—studying 
generational differences. It all began when I noticed something odd while 
working on my college honors thesis in 1992: College women in the 1990s 
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4  GENERATIONS

scored as significantly more assertive and independent on a common per-
sonality test than their counterparts in the 1970s. But this was at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, where everyone is a little weird, so I thought it might just 
be a fluke. After getting the same result the next year with undergraduates 
at the University of Michigan (who were considerably less weird), I realized 
there might be something more systemic going on. A few months of library 
work later, I’d found a steady rise in college women’s self-reported assertive-
ness and independence across 98 psychology studies from 1973 to 1994—a 
result that made perfect sense given the shift in women’s career aspirations 
over that time. I’d documented my first generational difference.

Over the coming years, I would gather studies from scientific journals 
ensconced on dusty shelves, finding generational differences in personality 
traits, self-views, and attitudes. By the mid-2000s, large, nationally repre-
sentative datasets became accessible online, including the results of huge 
surveys of young people conducted across the country since the 1960s. 
Other sources of data, like the Social Security Administration database of 
baby names and Google’s huge database on language use in books, both of 
which draw from data going back to the 1800s, appeared online as well, 
giving additional glimpses into how the culture was changing.

Seeing big shifts in self-confidence, expectations, and attitudes around 
equality, I wrote a book on Millennials, called Generation Me, in 2006. When 
optimism plummeted and teen depression rose during the smartphone era, 
I wrote a book on Generation Z, called iGen, in 2017. But as I traveled the 
country giving talks about iGen, managers, parents, and college faculty 
would ask, “But hasn’t new technology affected all of us?” Or they’d want 
to know, “Do other generations also look different now from before?” This 
book is the answer to those questions—and to many others about Silents, 
Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, Gen Z, and Polars.

To begin, let’s consider two broader questions. First, what causes gener-
ational differences? And second, how can we discover the actual differences 
among generations?

What Causes Generational Differences?

Unlike the more static culture of a place like North Sentinel Island, mod-
ern societies are always changing. Cultural change leads to generational 
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The How and Why of Generations  5

change as each generation effectively grows up in a different culture. But 
which specific cultural changes are the most responsible for generational 
differences?

The classic theories of generational change focus almost exclusively on 
just one aspect of cultural change: major events. In the 1920s, Karl Mann-
heim wrote that “generation units” who experienced the same events while 
they were young were bonded by common experiences. In the 1970s, soci-
ologist Glen Elder found that people who experienced the Great Depression  
as children were different from those who experienced it as adults. In the 
1990s, William Strauss and Neil Howe theorized that American generations 
cycled through four different types, with each type in a particular life stage 
when the country was seized by major events, such as the Civil War or 
World War II; for example, the GI or “Greatest” generation born 1901–1924 
was the “civic” type, perfect for rising adults leading the country through 
war. Many presentations and books on generations start with a list of the 
events each generation experienced when they were young, like the Vietnam 
War for Boomers; fears of nuclear war with Russia for Gen X; September 11, 
2001, for Millennials; and the COVID-19 pandemic for Gen Z.

Major events can certainly shape a generation’s worldview. Those who 
lived through the Great Depression, for example, were often frugal for the 
rest of their lives. However, this view of generations as shaped by cycles of 
events misses the rest of cultural change—all the ways in which life today 
is so different from life twenty years ago, fifty years ago, or one hundred 
years ago. A hundred years ago, household tasks like laundry and cooking 
took so much time and effort that much of the population could do little 
else. As recently as the 1990s, publicly sharing an opinion on politics meant 
physically attending a protest or writing a letter to the editor and hoping it 
got printed; it now involves a few keystrokes on a smartphone to create a 
post on social media. In much of the U.S. in the mid-20th century, Whites 
accepted racial segregation as normal, while today it is considered morally 
repugnant. The average woman born in 1930 ended her education with high 
school, married at 20, and had two kids by 25, while the average woman 
born in 1990 went to college and was unmarried with no children at 25. 
These cultural changes were not caused solely by major events—for one 
thing, they are linear, moving in roughly the same direction year after year, 
rather than cycling in and out like recessions or pandemics.
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6  GENERATIONS

So what is the root cause of these cultural changes—and thus the root 
cause of generational differences? It should be something that keeps pro-
gressing year after year, and something with a big impact on day-to-day life. 
The strongest candidate is technology.

Technology has completely changed the way we live—and the way we 
think, behave, and relate to each other. Unlike the ebb and flow of wars, 
pandemics, and economic cycles, technological change is linear. The mode 
may change (say, from TV sets to streaming video), but technology keeps 
moving in roughly the same direction: easier, faster, more convenient, more 
entertaining. Technology and its aftereffects—on culture, behavior, and 
attitudes—have broken the old cycles of generations to form something 
novel. This model—let’s call it the Technology Model of Generations—is a 
new theory of generations for the modern world.

Technology isn’t just tablets or phones. The first humans to make con-
trolled fire, invent the wheel, plant crops, or use written symbols were using 
technology (defined as “science or knowledge put into practical use to solve 
problems or invent useful tools”). Today, technology includes everything 
that makes our modern lives possible, from medical care to washing ma-
chines to multistory buildings. Large cities, with many people living close 
to each other, are not sustainable without modern architecture, sanitation, 
and transportation, all things made possible by technology. Our lives are 
strikingly different from the lives of those in decades past, primarily due 
to the technology we rely on. That’s why it’s reasonable to guess that the 
culture on North Sentinel Island is similar now compared with a hundred 
years ago, because the people of North Sentinel have experienced very little 
technological change.

On the surface, many cultural changes don’t seem related to technology 
at all. What does same-sex marriage have to do with technology? Or the 
shift from formal to casual clothing in the workplace? Or the trend toward 
having children later in life? In fact, each of these cultural changes is, ulti-
mately, due to technology—via a few other intervening causes (we’ll come 
back to these questions later).

Technological change isn’t just about stuff; it’s about how we live, which 
influences how we think, feel, and behave. As just one example, the tech-
nological change of agriculture about ten thousand years ago completely 
transformed the way humans lived, with downstream effects on cultural 
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The How and Why of Generations  7

attitudes and beliefs. With more stable homesteads, personal property 
became more important and societies of more people became possible, 
resulting in a more collective mindset and more emphasis on following 
rules. While hunter-gatherers lived in small groups, agriculture led to larger 
towns and eventually complex societies that required more structure and 
cooperation. In more recent times, certain technological developments 
have ultimately led to behavioral and attitude changes far beyond the device 
itself (see Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1: Examples of the wide-reaching effects of technological advance-
ments

	 Primary Years 
Technology	 of Growth	D ownstream Consequences

Television	 1947–1990	 Immediate experience of events;  
		  exposure to other regions and  
		  cultures; decline of reading;  
		  materialism

Home appliances 	 1947–1985	 Ability to live alone; women 
(microwaves, 		  pursuing careers; increase in 
washing machines, 		  leisure time 
refrigerators)	

Air-conditioning	 1950s–1980s	 Population growth in the U.S.  
		  South and West; fewer people  
		  socializing outside

Birth control	 1960–1969	 More premarital sex; lower birth  
		  rate; women pursuing careers

Computer 	 1964–2005	 Increase in skills and education 
technology		  necessary for many jobs; rise in  
		  work productivity

Internet news	 2000–2010	 Instant access to information;  
		  decline of newspapers; ability to  
		  filter news to preferences

Social media 	 2006–2015	 Ability to reach large social network;  
		  decline in face-to-face social  
		  interaction; political polarization
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8  GENERATIONS

Technology also contributes to many of the major events prized in classic 
generational theories. Consider airplanes, a key technological development 
of the 20th century. Airplanes played a role in at least four major events of the 
last one hundred years: World War II (where planes were used in combat, 
including dropping the first nuclear bomb), 9/11 (where planes were used 
as weapons), and the AIDS and COVID-19 pandemics (where both viruses 
spread via airplane travel).

A classic anecdote relates the story of an anthropologist gathering or-
igin stories from hunter-gatherer tribes. One elder says the earth rests on 
the back of a giant turtle. “But what does the turtle rest on?” the anthro-
pologist asks. “Oh,” says the elder. “It’s turtles all the way down.” The story 
evokes the image of a chain of turtles, with the smallest at the top and each 
turtle below a little bigger as the chain fades down into infinity. Although 
meant to illustrate the limitations of origin stories, the idea of turtles rest-
ing on progressively larger turtles has always reminded me of the search 
for ultimate causes of phenomena: Each cause leads to another below it, in 
an endless chain of turtles, making it difficult to see what is really causing 
things to change.

Sometimes, though, the chain does have an ultimate origin. For gener-
ational differences, that origin is technology. Technology does not always 
cause generational differences directly—there are intervening causes as 
well, which we can think of as daughter turtles resting on the back of the 
big mother turtle of technology. Two of these intervening causes are indi-
vidualism (more focus on the individual self) and a slower life trajectory 
(taking longer to grow to adulthood, and longer to age). A modern theory 
of generations can be modeled this way (see Figure 1.2), with technology 
as the root cause of the intervening forces of individualism and a slower 
life and a side role for major events. Technological change is the mother 
turtle, individualism and a slower life are the daughters, and major events 
are friends of the family that show up every once in a while.

This model is not completely comprehensive—there are certainly some 
causes of generational differences not included here, like income inequality—
but it captures the strongest influences. Along with the direct impacts of 
technology, individualism and a slower life trajectory are the key trends that 
define the generations of the 20th and 21st centuries.
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The How and Why of Generations  9

Daughter Turtle 1: Individualism. Individualism, a worldview that places 
more emphasis on the individual self, is often discussed in the context of 
world cultures. Individualistic cultures such as the U.S. value freedom, in-
dependence, and equality, while more collectivistic cultures such as South 
Korea instead value group harmony and rule-following.

Levels of individualism also vary over time. Two hundred years ago—say, 
in early 1800s Regency era England, when Jane Austen’s novels take place—
behaviors and life choices were heavily constrained. Gender, race, and class 
were destiny. Many boys entered the same profession as their fathers. Nearly 
all upper-class women married by age 25 and had children; those of the 
lower classes married or became servants. Lower-class men and all women 
could not vote, and slavery was legal. There were some individual freedoms, 
particularly for upper-class men, but even those men were required to follow 
strict rules for dress, speech, and behavior. The culture strongly promoted the 
idea that individuals should sacrifice for the greater good, with, for example, 
young men expected to fight in the military if they were asked.

Over the decades, these social rules began to fall. By the 1960s and 
1970s the highly individualistic world we know today had begun to emerge 
in many countries around the world: Personal choice was paramount, the 
U.S. military became an all-volunteer force, and “do your own thing” be-

GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES

TECHNOLOGY

Individualism Slower life Major 
events

Figure 1.2: The Technology Model of Generations

Notes: Major events include wars, terrorist attacks, economic cycles, pandemics, natural disasters, crime waves, impactful 
people, and other factors.
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10  GENERATIONS

came a mantra. Sacrificing for the greater good was less prized. Treating 
people as individuals means setting aside the idea of group membership as 
destiny, which gave rise to movements for individual rights based on gender, 
race, and class, enshrining equality as a core value of the culture.

With so much reliance on the self, it was important that people feel good 
about themselves, so viewing the self positively received more emphasis. Be-
tween 1980 and 2019, individualistic phrases promoting self-expression and 
positivity became steadily more common in the 25 million books scanned 
in by Google (see Figure 1.3; you can try this database yourself by googling 
“ngram viewer”). Assuming verbal language mirrored written language, 
Boomers growing up in the 1950s were only rarely told “just be yourself ” 
or “you’re special,” but Millennials and Gen Z’ers heard these phrases much 
more often. Writing “I love me” would have garnered questions about tau-
tology and perhaps onanism in 1955, but was an accepted expression of 
high self-esteem by the 2000s.
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Figure 1.3: Use of individualistic phrases in American books, 1950–2019

Source: Google Books database

Notes: Shows the percentage of each phrase in all books published in that year. Percentages are smoothed across three 
years. The scale has been adjusted for some phrases by factors of 10 so they can appear in the same figure; the phrases 
are not actually equally common.
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The How and Why of Generations  11

Two important caveats are worth mentioning. First, neither individual-
ism nor collectivism is all good or all bad. They both involve trade-offs, and 
whether one judges the outcomes of either system as good or bad is heavily 
influenced by which system you were raised in. For example, is it good or 
bad that Western societies have become more accepting of single parents? 
Your answer partially depends on whether you lean toward individualism 
or collectivism. In general, individualism has the advantage of more indi-
vidual freedom and choice, and the downside of more social disconnection; 
collectivism offers less choice but tighter social connections.

Second, it’s important not to conflate individualism and collectivism 
with political ideologies—they are not the same. Conservatism embraces 
some aspects of individualism (favoring light regulation of the individual by 
government) and some aspects of collectivism (emphasizing family and reli-
gion). Liberalism prizes individualism’s insistence that race, gender, and sex-
ual orientation should not restrict rights or opportunities, but also supports 
collectivistic social policies such as government-funded health care. Thus, 
it’s best to think of individualism and collectivism as cultural systems, not 
political ideologies. The one possible exception is libertarianism, a political 
philosophy that takes some views from the liberal basket and others from the 
conservative one and overlaps with individualism to a good degree. But indi-
vidualism and collectivism are not proxies for Democrats and Republicans.

In the Technology Model of Generations, individualism is caused by tech-
nology. How? Technology makes individualism possible. Until well into the 
20th century, it was difficult to live alone or to find the time to contemplate 
being special, given the time and effort involved in simply existing. There 
was no refrigeration, no running water, no central heating, and no washing 
machines. Modern grocery stores didn’t exist, and cooking involved burning 
wood. Those who could afford it hired servants to do the enormous amount 
of work involved, but the poor did it all themselves (or were the servants doing 
it for someone else). Daily living in those eras was a collective experience.

In contrast, modern citizens have the time to focus on themselves 
and their own needs and desires because technology has relieved us of the 
drudgery of life. Being able to hit the drive-thru at McDonald’s and get a 
hot meal in under five minutes is not an unmitigated good, but it’s a prime 
example of the amazing convenience of modern life and the flexibility it 
allows the individual. Or consider laundry: Instead of slaving over a hot 
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12  GENERATIONS

cauldron for an entire day, often with a group of other people, you throw 
your clothes in a machine and go watch TV for forty minutes. Then you put 
your clothes in the dryer and watch more TV. Electric washing machines 
were not widely used until the late 1940s, and clothes dryers were not com-
mon until the 1960s. In 1940s rural Minnesota, my grandparents and their 
neighbors used outside clotheslines for drying. If there was an unexpected 
cold snap, the clothes would freeze solid.

Technology also made the middle class possible. With labor-saving 
devices decreasing the need for servants and farmworkers, more people 
could do other types of work, and most of that work paid better and al-
lowed for more freedom. One of the great success stories of 20th century 
America was the emergence of a stable middle class. A society where most 
people consider themselves middle class (70% of Americans did so in 2017) 
is fertile breeding ground for individualism, which posits that everyone is 
equal. That belief is easier to hold when daily chores require less time and 
thus less division of labor based on gender, race, and class.

Overall, technological progress shifted economies away from agricul-
tural and household work, which required many people to work together 
collectively, to information and service work, which are often performed 
more independently. People still work together, but family farms and family 
businesses are less common. Large cities, which promote individualism as 
they allow people to live fairly anonymously without their behavior being 
monitored by everyone else (as is common in small towns), are made pos-
sible by technology. Technology also favors paid work that relies more on 
verbal and social abilities and less on physical strength, which brings more 
women into the workplace, promoting more gender equality.

More recent technological progress has also gone hand in hand with 
individualism. When people first bought TVs, they had one per family. 
TVs were so big they were often styled with wood on the outside like a 
piece of furniture. Then it became popular to have more than one TV in 
a house so members of the family could watch different things. Now each 
family member has their own phone or tablet, complete with streaming 
video and earbuds, so each person can watch exactly what they want to 
when they want to.

Technological change doesn’t always result in uniformly high individ-
ualism—for example, Japan is a collectivistic country immersed in tech-
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nology. But individualism can’t exist without modern technology. Every 
individualistic country in the world is an industrialized nation, although 
not every industrialized nation is individualistic.

Let’s return to two of the questions we posed earlier: What does same-
sex marriage have to do with technology? What about the shift from formal 
to casual clothing in the workplace? Both of these changes are rooted in 
technology’s daughter, individualism. Individualistic countries were the 
first to embrace equal rights for lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) people, 
while more collectivistic countries have not. Same-sex marriage is legal in 
the Netherlands and Canada but is not in China or Saudi Arabia. The link 
between individualism and LGB rights is also true over time. As cultures 
grow more individualistic, they place more emphasis on individual choice 
and less on everyone being the same. For most of the 20th century, Western 
cultures shunned same-sex relationships because they were different, with 
these beliefs often intertwined with collectivistic religious tenets. Same-sex 
relationships also challenge the traditional social structure of male-female 
marriage and family-building that forms the basis of collectivistic societies. 
When families come in many shapes and sizes in an individualistic culture, 
however, LGB relationships are just another variation. LGB family-building 
is also directly impacted by technology, with assisted reproductive tech-
nology enabling gay and lesbian couples to have genetic children via intra
uterine insemination, egg donation, and surrogacy.

Individualism also promotes equal treatment on the basis of gender, 
race, ethnicity, and transgender status. Individualism is at the root of the 
civil rights movement, of Black Lives Matter, of the feminist movement, of 
the gay rights movement, and of the transgender rights movement. It says: 
You are who you are, and you should be treated equally. The charming novel 
Nine Ladies, by Heather Moll, imagines the aristocratic Mr. Darcy from Jane 
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice time-traveling from 1812, when race, gender, 
and class were destiny, to 2012. He’s of course amazed by smartphones, air-
planes, and restaurants, but the advice the born-in-1987 version of Elizabeth 
Bennet gives him the most often is, “Remember, treat everyone equally.” 
Equality is one of the unifying themes of cultural change over the last one 
hundred years, making it one of the unifying themes of generational change.

The ascendance of casual clothing is a more trivial but tangible result of 
individualism. In the early 20th century, leaving the house usually meant a 
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suit and hat for men and a dress and gloves for women—and often a tight 
girdle. People dressed this way even in their time off. Pictures of the crowd 
at baseball games in the 1950s reveal a sea of men wearing formal suits, ties, 
and hats—fedoras, not baseball caps. Tennis shoes are called that because 
people once wore them only to play tennis. During this era, the goal of 
clothing was to communicate status. Being respectable meant dressing a 
certain way to be presentable to others.

Individualism turns this around: The goal of clothing is for the person 
wearing it to be comfortable. It’s a material example of the individualistic 
advice that “you shouldn’t care about what other people think of you.” We 
still do, of course—otherwise we might go to the office naked, or wearing 
pajamas—but the balance between individual comfort and other-focused 
status-signaling has definitely started to tilt toward comfort.

Daughter Turtle 2: A slower life. Technology also leads to another cul-
tural trend that’s had an enormous impact on how we live: taking longer 
to grow up, and longer to grow older. This trend isn’t about the pace of our 
everyday lives, which has clearly gotten faster, but about when people reach 
milestones of adolescence, adulthood, and old age, like getting a driver’s 
license, getting married, and retiring.

In my daughter’s desk drawer, there’s a picture of my maternal grandpar-
ents and four of their eight children, taken in the late 1950s. They stand outside 
their farmhouse in rural Minnesota. My grandmother wears a white-and-blue 
dress, my grandfather wears a suit and a beige fedora hat, and my mother and 
her siblings wear their Easter best, including small hats for my mother 
and aunt Marilyn, a bow tie for my uncle Mark, and a blue suit coat and 
movie-star pompadour for my uncle Bud.

Their lives, from childhood to old age, followed a different trajectory 
from today. My grandmother, born in 1911, went to school only until the 
8th grade and married at 19. She had eight children over eighteen years 
(the youngest was born on the day of the eldest’s high school prom). In the 
picture, my grandmother is 47, but she looks like she’s in her mid-fifties or 
early sixties. My grandfather, born in 1904, went to school only through the 
6th grade before he left to work on his family’s farm. He’s in his mid-fifties 
in the picture, but looks closer to retirement age.
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Their children, born between 1932 and 1950, grew up doing work 
around the farm—milking the cows, mucking out the stalls, feeding the 
chickens, making the meals. They also had the run of the neighborhood. 
One of Uncle Bud’s favorite stories is about the time he and his brothers went 
skinny-dipping in the river and the neighborhood girls stole their clothes. 
I asked him how old he was when that happened and was surprised when 
he said, “eight or nine”—it’s hard to imagine many American kids with that 
kind of freedom now. It wasn’t just farm kids—my father, who grew up in 
a medium-sized city in the same era, described roaming the neighborhood 
with his friends when he was still in grade school, playing baseball in the 
summer and ice-skating in the winter. This was childhood in the mid-20th 
century: You had responsibilities, but you also had freedom. Mothers told 
their children to play outside as long as they were home by dinner; parents 
considered it normal for 8-year-olds to be gone, unsupervised by adults, 
for the entire day. In more recent decades, however, few children have this 
much independence. Even teens have their every move tracked by their 
parents via smartphone apps.

What changed? A model called life history theory gives some insight. Life 
history theory observes that parents have a choice: They can have many chil-
dren and expect them to grow up quickly (a fast life strategy) or they can have 
fewer children and expect them to grow up more slowly (a slow life strategy).

The fast life strategy is more common when the risk of death is higher 
both for babies and for adults, and when children are necessary for farm 
labor. Under those conditions, it is best to have more children (to increase 
the chances that some will survive) and to have those children early (to 
make sure the children are old enough to take care of themselves before 
one or both parents dies).

In the late 1800s, an incredible 1 out of 6 babies died in their first year—
so for every six women who had a baby, one would lose the child within a 
year. Infant mortality declined precipitously during the 20th century, but 
1 out of 14 babies still died in their first year when the first of the Silent 
generation were born in 1925. When the first Boomers were born in 1946, 
1 out of 30 babies died before reaching their 1st birthday (see Figure 1.4). 
Infant mortality did not dip below 1 out of 100 until 1988; in 2020, it had 
decreased to 1 out of 200.
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Child mortality was also higher. At the beginning of the 20th century, 1 
out of 10 children who reached their 1st birthday did not reach their 15th. 
By 2007, however, only 1 out of 300 Americans died in childhood. Deaths 
of children 5 to 14 plummeted more than 80% between 1950 and 2019. My 
mother’s family experienced this firsthand: My grandparents’ fifth child and 
first girl, Joyce, died at age 13 in 1954 of a kidney infection that would not 
have been fatal today.

The environment of the past was different for other reasons as well. Ed-
ucation took fewer years and lives were shorter, so development happened 
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Figure 1.4: Infant mortality rate, U.S. and Massachusetts, 1850–2020

Source: National Vital Statistics (CDC), Statistical Abstract of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957

Notes: Rate is out of 1,000 live births. Infant mortality refers to death in the first year of life. Massachusetts data shown for 
earlier years as records are available beginning in 1850 for that state, when national data is not available.
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faster at each life stage. That meant more independence for young children; 
more working and dating for teens; marriage, children, and jobs for those 
in their late teens and early 20s; feeling old by 45; and death in one’s 60s. 
Average life expectancy in the U.S. did not consistently top 60 until 1931, 
did not reach 70 until 1961, and did not reach 75 until 1989 (see Figure 1.5; 
the huge downturn in 1918 was due to the double impact of the influenza 
pandemic and World War I, both of which killed many young people; the 
decline in 2020–2021 is due to the COVID-19 pandemic).

In the 21st century, infant and child mortality is lower, education takes 
longer, and people live longer and healthier lives. In this environment, the 
risk of death is lower, but the danger of falling behind economically is higher 
in an age of income inequality, so parents choose to have fewer children 
and nurture them more extensively. As an academic paper put it, “When 
competition for resources is high in stable environments, selection favors 
greater parental investment and a reduced number of offspring.” This is a 
good description of the U.S. in the 21st century: It is a stable (low-death-
rate) environment, but also one with considerable competition for resources 
due to income inequality and other factors.

Figure 1.5: Life expectancy in years, U.S., 1900–2021

Source: National Center for Health Statistics
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The result is a slow-life strategy, with lower birth rates, slower develop-
ment, and more resources and care put into each child. Thus, children do 
fewer things on their own (fewer walk to school by themselves or stay at home 
alone), teens are less independent (fewer get their driver’s license or date), 
young adults postpone adult milestones (marrying and having children later 
than earlier generations), life stages once considered middle-aged tilt younger 
(“fifty is the new forty”), staying healthy past retirement age is the rule rather 
than the exception, and life expectancies stretch toward 80. The entire devel-
opmental trajectory has slowed down, from childhood to older adulthood.

These slower life trajectories are all ultimately caused by technology, 
including modern medical care (which lengthens life spans), birth con-
trol (allowing people to have fewer children), labor-saving devices (which 
slow aging), and a knowledge-based economy (which requires more years 
of education). Especially at older ages, the slowing is actually biologically 
quantifiable. A recent study using eight biomarkers of aging found that 60- 
to 79-year-old Americans in 2007–2010 were biologically 4 years younger 
than the same age group in 1988–1994, and 40- to 59-year-olds were bio-
logically 2 to 3 years younger.

An important note: Neither the slow- nor fast-life strategy is necessar-
ily good or bad. Both are adaptations to a particular place and time, and 
both have advantages and disadvantages. The same is true of individualism, 
which also has upsides and downsides. This is a good caveat to keep in 
mind for the rest of the book: Just because something has changed over the 
generations does not make it bad (or good). Often, it just is.

The breakdown of generational cycles. These three influences—technol-
ogy and its daughters individualism and a slower life—have fundamentally 
changed the culture and shaped each generation. Especially since World 
War II, these linear influences have been strong enough to overpower the 
previous generational cycles.

In their 1991 book, Generations, Strauss and Howe argued that major 
events caused generations to cycle through four different types (Idealist, 
Reactive, Civic, and Adaptive), with each type suited for their age during 
the event. For example, they predicted that Millennials, the young adults 
during the next big event, would resemble the Greatest (or GI) generation 
born 1900–1924, the Civic-type generation who were the young soldiers, 
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officers, and factory workers during World War II. Using that same model, 
Gen Z would resemble the Adaptive-type Silent generation, who were kids 
and teens during the war and young marrieds in the postwar era.

Although some of Strauss and Howe’s predictions were eerily prescient—
for example, they forecasted a major event would occur around 2020—the 
generations did not behave as predicted. If Millennials resembled the Great-
est generation, for example, they would have come together collectively as 
one to face the challenge of the pandemic, relying on their strong sense of 
patriotic duty and rule-following. Primarily due to individualism, that’s not 
what happened. Instead, patriotism declined and rule-following was con-
troversial. As for Gen Z resembling the Silent generation, Silents embraced 
traditional gender roles and married young. So far, Gen Z has done exactly 
the opposite. The strong influence of technology since the middle of the last 
century has seemingly broken the previous pattern of generational cycles.

Strauss and Howe are correct that American history goes through 
somewhat predictable cycles of stability followed by conflict; for example, 
their theory predicted that the late 2010s and early 2020s would be an un-
settled time. If recent technological change has thrown off the generational 
types, however, the current generations may be ill-suited to the crisis at 
hand. Strauss and Howe argued that during previous crises, each generation 
had the traits they needed to lead the country through the calamity and out 
the other side. If generational personalities are now misaligned with the 
temperaments needed to help the country triumph over adversity, that may 
spell trouble for the coming years.

How Can We Discover the Actual Differences among 
Generations?

Technology has not only shaped generations but has made it possible to 
study them in more depth. Not that long ago, authors of books on genera-
tions described the events and demographics that impacted each group but 
were then forced to guess about what those events might mean for each gen-
eration’s attitudes, traits, and behaviors, often relying on anecdotes alone. 
One-time polls and surveys could assess people of different generations, 
but it was impossible to tell which differences were due to generation and 
which were due to age.
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Now, however, we live in the era of Big Data, and a much sharper and 
more definitive picture is beginning to emerge. With large national surveys 
conducted across many decades, we can reach back in time to see the view-
points of decades past, follow generations as they age, and compare young 
people in one era with those in another. We can see how generations really 
differ—based not on guesses, but on solid data collected in real time.

This book’s conclusions about generational differences are based on 
twenty-four datasets, some of which go back to the 1940s. They assess chil-
dren, adolescents, and adults and include a staggering total of 39 million 
people (see Figure 1.6), considerably more than the combined population 
of the ten largest cities in the U.S. This is a significant upgrade from my 
previous book, iGen, which relied on four datasets including approximately 
11 million people. These datasets allow us to hear each generation’s story 
through the voices of its members. That fulfills the primary goal of this 
book: To separate the myths from the realities of generational differences 
so we can understand each other better.

Nearly all of the datasets are nationally representative, meaning that 
respondents resemble the whole population in terms of gender, race/
ethnicity, age, socioeconomic status, and region of the country. Most of the 
data is from the U.S., but other datasets were collected in countries around 
the world.
				    Number 
	 Age			   of People  
Dataset	 Group	 Agency	Y ears	 Included

National Health and 	 Ages 2 	 CDC	 1999–2020	 107,622 
Nutrition Examination 	 and up 
Survey (NHANES)		

National Survey on 	 Ages 12	 U.S. Dept.	 1979–2020	 1,436,802 
Drug Use and	 and up	 of Health	  
Health (NSDUH)		  and Human  
		  Services

Monitoring the 	 8th and	 University	 1991–2021	 936,118 
Future	 10th	 of Michigan; 
	 graders	 funded by  
	 (ages	 National 
	 13–16)	  Institutes  
		  of Health	

Continues
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				    Number 
	 Age			   of People  
Dataset	 Group	 Agency	Y ears	 Included

Monitoring the 	 12th	 University of	 1976–2021	 692,817 
Future	 graders	 Michigan; 
	 (ages 	 funded by 
	 17–18)	 National 
		   Institutes  
		  of Health

Youth Risk Behavior 	 9th–12th	 CDC	 1991–2021	 224,283 
Surveillance System 	 graders 
and Adolescent 	 (ages 
Behavior and 	 14–18) 
Experiences Survey	

Health Behaviour in 	 13- to 15-	 World	 2002–2018	 650,504 
School-Aged Children	 year-olds	 Health 
(international)		  Organization

Millennium Cohort 	 14-year-	 University	 2000–2015	 10,904 
Study (UK)	 olds	 College,  
		  London

Programme for 	 15- and 16-	 Organisation	 2000–2018	 1,049,784 
International Student 	 year-olds	 for Economic	  
Assessment 		  Co-operation 
(international)		   and Development	

World Values Survey	 Ages 15	 World Values	 1981–2020	 28,809 
(international)	 and up	 Survey 
		  Association

American Time Use 	 Ages 15	 Bureau of	 2003–2021	 219,673 
Survey	 and up	  Labor Statistics	

Current Population 	 Ages 15	 U.S. Census	 1947–2021	~7,000,000 
Survey, Annual Social 	 and up	 Bureau, U.S. 	  
and Economic 		  Bureau of 
Supplement		   Labor Statistics	

American National 	 Adults 18+	 Stanford	 1948–2020	 69,498 
Election Studies		  University and  
		  University of Michigan	

Continues
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				    Number 
	 Age			   of People  
Dataset	 Group	 Agency	Y ears	 Included

American Freshman 	 Incoming	 UCLA	 1966–2019	 10,551,020 
Survey	 college students 
	  (most ages 18–19)	

Panel Study of	 Adults 18+	 University of	 1968–2019	 90,264	 
Income Dynamics		   Michigan

General Social Survey	 Adults 18+	 NORC, 	 1972–2021	 68,846 
		  University  
		  of Chicago

Behavior Risk Factor 	 Adults 18+	 CDC	 1993–2021	 9,550,207 
Surveillance System

National Health 	 Adults 18+	 CDC	 1997–2021	 1,835,337 
Interview Survey

Gallup poll 	 Adults 18+	 Gallup, Inc.	 2001–2022	 22,842 

Cooperative Election 	 Adults 18+	 Harvard 	 2006–2021	 531,755 
Study		  and YouGov	

Pew Research 	 Adults 18+	 Pew	 2010–2018	 17,021 
Center polls		  Charitable 
		  Trusts 

CIVIQs poll	 Adults 18+	 CIVIQs 	 2017–2022	 345,605 
		  polling company	

Nationscape	 Adults 18+	 Democracy 	 2019–2021	 413,790 
		  Fund

Voter Survey	 Adults 18+	 Democracy 	 2020	 4,943 
		  Fund

Household Pulse 	 Adults 18+	 U.S. Census 	 2020–2022	 3,339,697 
Survey		  Bureau

Total respondents, all surveys		  39,198,141

Figure 1.6: Source datasets

Notes: Numbers of people includes all those participating in the years used; exact sample sizes vary by question. Some 
datasets have earlier years or other age groups not used here. Most datasets were analyzed at the individual level; some 
(such as the Current Population Survey and the American Freshman Survey) were analyzed at the group (average) level.
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Most of these datasets do not yield their secrets easily. Getting at the 
data involves downloading the datafiles, scouring them for variables of in-
terest, merging them across years, recoding variables, running analyses, and 
a whole array of the data-analysis equivalent of sausage-making. Fortunately, 
crunching data is what I do for a living. With a few exceptions, you’re not 
going to be able to find the graphs in these chapters in a Google search or on 
a government web page; the analyses behind them are unique to this book.

What generational differences are fair game? Just about everything. 
These datasets cover sexuality, birth rates, political affiliation, income, time 
use, views about gender, life goals, drug and alcohol use, age at marriage, 
divorce, leadership roles, education, obesity, self-confidence, and desires for 
material things. They also delve into mental health and happiness. In his 
book Sapiens (A Brief History of Humankind), Yuval Noah Harari noted that 
historians rarely consider how technological progress impacts people’s hap-
piness and well-being. That should end now: We need to understand not just 
how things have changed but the impact on the generations’ mental health.

Before we dive into what the data say about each generation, we should 
consider a few frequently asked questions about generations, and a few 
misconceptions.

Am I Still a Millennial If I Don’t Feel Like One?

We all belong to a generation. For some, it fits like a familiar glove, enclosing 
us in the warm, fleece-like protection of solidarity with our birth mates. For 
others, a generation is more like an itchy sweater, annoying in its overgenera
lizations and misunderstandings of who we feel we are. For many, it is both: 
wonderful in its sense of common experience and support, but not as wonder-
ful when it’s weaponized as an insult, as in the derisive use of “OK, Boomer,” the 
labeling of Gen X’ers as slackers, or the accusation that Millennials can’t afford 
houses because they spent too much money on brunch plates of avocado toast.

No one has a choice in the year they were born. Thus we belong to a gener-
ation whether we like it or not. As writer Landon Jones puts it, “A generation is 
something that happens to people; it is like a social class or an ethnic group they 
are born into; it does not depend on the agreement of its members.” Someone 
doesn’t have to know or care that they are a Millennial to have been influenced 
by the technology and culture present when the generation was growing up.
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So even if you don’t feel like a Millennial, if you were born between 1980 
and 1994, you are one. It’s true that these birth-year cutoffs are somewhat 
arbitrary—if you were born between, say, 1978 and 1982, you could argue 
that you are either a Gen X’er or a Millennial and have a point. In fact, some 
people born in this span have taken to calling themselves Xennials, a com-
bination of Gen X and Millennials. Even though the cutoffs aren’t exact, it 
is clear that people have different experiences depending on the year they 
were born; it’s just a question of where you draw the line.

What if you don’t feel like a Millennial (or a Silent, Boomer, Gen X’er, 
or Gen Z’er) because your generation’s traits are not similar to yours? Not 
everyone will be a typical member of their generation, just as not all women 
are typical members of their gender and not all New Yorkers are typical New 
Yorkers. Like all group differences, generational differences are based on 
averages. For example, the average Gen Z teen spends more time online than 
the average Millennial teen did in 2005. Of course, some Gen Z teens spend 
little time online, and some Millennial teens spent a lot of time—there is 
considerable overlap between the two groups.

Just because there is an average difference doesn’t mean that everyone in 
the generation is exactly the same. When someone says, “But I’m a Gen Z’er 
and I don’t spend much time online—so I don’t think there’s really a genera-
tional difference,” they are committing what some call the “NAXALT” fallacy, 
for “Not All [X] Are Like That.” The NAXALT fallacy is the mistaken belief 
that because someone in the group lies at the extreme, the average does not 
exist. It’s like someone saying, “Seat belts save lives,” and her friend arguing 
back, “You’re overgeneralizing. I know somebody who got strangled by their 
seat belt.” Maybe so, but seat belts have saved many more lives than they 
have taken. The rare counterexample does nothing to disprove the average 
result, which is a much lower risk of death when wearing a seat belt than 
when not. Groups differ within themselves as well as between each other, 
but the group differences still exist.

Some people have argued that generational differences are just stereo
types. If someone is guessing about how one generation differs from an-
other, yes, that’s a stereotype. But if generations really do differ from each 
other—say, in their average age at marriage, or how religious they are, or 
how self-confident they feel—it is not stereotyping to conclude that there are 
generational differences (that, for example, Millennials get married later, are 
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less religious, and are more self-confident than previous generations). This 
isn’t stereotyping—it’s comparing groups using a scientific method. Plus, it’s 
interesting that people tend to cry “stereotyping” if the generational differ-
ence is seen as negative, but are more than willing to embrace it if it’s positive.

Even if the generational differences are verifiable, stereotyping can still 
occur if someone assumes that any individual person must be representative 
of his or her group. Someone who assumes every Millennial they meet got 
married in their 30s, is less religious, and is highly self-confident is stereo-
typing, because they are assuming every individual fits the average. How-
ever, such stereotyping is an error in interpretation, and not in the studies 
themselves. Finding a generational difference does not mean that everyone 
in the generation is the same, nor does it imply that other characteristics 
(like gender, race, or religion) don’t matter. They do, because people vary in 
many ways. Thus it’s not a valid criticism of generational studies to say that 
they “overgeneralize.” If a study finds, say, that Gen X’ers are more materi-
alistic on average, that doesn’t mean all Gen X’ers are highly materialistic. 
Someone who assumes so is overgeneralizing, but the study itself is not.

Still, many people don’t feel like a member of their generation because 
they are not typical of the generation in their attitudes, traits, or behaviors. 
Even so, they are still influenced by their generation’s place in history. Con-
sider this scenario. Ethan is 21, is not religious, and goes to college in a large 
city on the East Coast. He decides that he’d like to get married in the next 
year and start having children soon afterward.

If it were 1961, Ethan would have little trouble finding a young woman 
in his social circle who wanted to get married as soon as they gradu-
ated from college. His family and friends would be happy for him, and 
his choice would be considered normal. But if it were instead 2023, few 
young women around Ethan’s age in his social network will be thinking 
about getting married or having children in their early 20s. His friends 
and family will think he’s getting married too young and will try to talk 
him out of it. His desire to get married at his age would be considered odd, 
and he might not be able to find a partner to marry that young. Ethan has 
different desires than the typical Gen Z’er, but he is still impacted by being 
born in the 2000s.

Thus, generational change is not just about individual people chang-
ing; it’s about cultural norms shifting. Most Westerners have been trained 
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to think of choices as stemming from personal preferences alone, and our 
behavior as impacting only ourselves. But we are all interconnected.

That’s important to keep in mind for a number of reasons. First, it means 
generational trends have an impact even if you’re the exception, even if you 
dislike the trends, and even if you’re not a member of the group advocating 
for change. Even if Ethan does find a young woman who wants to get married 
at 22 and have children at 23, the couple will probably be the only people in 
their peer group who have kids, making their experience different from young 
couples in the 1950s, who were surrounded by like-minded peers. The social 
equality movements of the last seventy years are another example. The femi-
nist movement didn’t just bring more opportunities for women who marched 
or filed court cases—it changed the lives of women and men in future gen-
erations, most of whom did not consider themselves feminists but who work 
and parent very differently than their parents and grandparents did.

Second, our interconnected relationships mean the causes of genera-
tional changes aren’t centered just on individual behaviors but on group-level 
dynamics. The smartphone, introduced in 2007 and owned by a majority of 
Americans by 2013, is a good example. Smartphones are communication 
devices—they don’t impact just the individual user but their whole social 
network. As smartphones and social media became the pervasive norm, 
everyone was affected whether they used them or not. The whole social dy-
namic changed as communication shifted online and away from in-person 
meetings and phone calls. In-person interactions were interrupted by peo-
ple looking at their phones. Spending a lot of time on social media meant 
you could see what everyone else was doing without you, but not using it at 
all meant you felt excluded from certain interactions. As a college first-year 
once told me, “You’re left out if you don’t use social media, and left out if 
you do.” Everyone is affected by the shift in the mode of social interaction 
whether they use these technologies or not. Similarly, everyone is a member 
of a generation whether they want to be or not.

Do Generations Exist at All?  
And Whose Fault Is It, Anyway?

The concept of generations has taken some hits recently. Several academics 
and writers have argued that generations “aren’t real” or are “just in your head.” 
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In most cases, these writers are not saying that people live the same way now 
that they did fifty years ago. Instead, they take issue with the way generations 
divide people using birth-year cutoffs (say, that someone born in 1964 is a 
Boomer, but someone born in 1965 is a Gen X’er) and how books and articles 
on generations make broad generalizations about a heterogeneous group.

It is true that any generational cutoff is arbitrary—there is no exact 
science or official consensus to determine which birth years belong to 
which generation. Still, as you’ll see later in the book, there are often transi-
tions around the birth year cutoffs, though they rarely take place instantly. 
That’s because people born right before and right after the cutoff have 
experienced essentially the same culture. But the line has to be drawn 
somewhere. It’s also true that generations are sometimes too broad: those 
born ten years apart but within the same generation have experienced a 
different culture. Still, too many micro-generations would be confusing 
and would make it harder to discern broad generational trends. I’ve tried 
to take a compromise position: Although the chapters are organized by 
generations, most of the graphs in this book are line graphs showing all 
of the years instead of bar graphs averaging everyone in the generation 
together—the transitions between generations and within generations also 
tell important stories.

Generational groupings are not alone in facing challenges. Just like city 
boundaries, the demarcation of 18 as legal adulthood, and personality types, 
the birth-year cutoffs draw bright lines when fuzzy ones are closer to the 
truth. Generational groupings are not perfect, and valid arguments can be 
made for doing them differently, but they persist because they are useful. 
It’s much more concise to use the label Millennials than “people born in 
the 1980s and early 1990s,” and easier to group people based on birth years 
instead of examining each birth year separately.

Another argument is that generations have lost meaning because they 
are getting shorter—for example, that the Millennial generation (1980–
1994) is only fifteen years long, while the Silent generation (1925–1945) was 
twenty-one years long. However, that’s not a coincidence—generations are 
turning over faster because the pace of technological change has sped up. It 
took decades after the introduction of the landline telephone for half of the 
country to have one, but the smartphone went from introduction to more 
than 50% ownership in just five and a half years, the fastest adoption of any 
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technology in human history. Some have questioned why the numbers of 
years in the defined generations are getting smaller as people are having 
children later, thus lengthening reproductive generations. The answer is 
straightforward: The generations we label and discuss publicly, like Boomers 
and Gen Z, are social generations, a different concept than reproductive 
generations.

Then there’s the issue of separating generational differences from those 
due to age or to time period (meaning it affected everyone of all genera-
tions). For one-time polls or surveys, the differences could be due to age 
instead. However, most of the data you’ll see in this book has been collected 
over decades. That means we can compare different generations at the same 
age, so age can’t be the cause of any differences. If more Gen Z young adults 
are depressed than older Gen X adults in any given year, that could be due 
to either age or generation. But if the number of 18- to 25-year-olds who 
are depressed has increased over the years, that’s not due to age—it means 
something is different for this generation of young adults.

It’s more difficult to eliminate the possibility that the differences are due 
to a particular time period where all generations are affected in exactly the 
same way. In most cases, time period effects and generational effects work 
together. For example, support for same-sex marriage increased among all 
generations between 2000 and 2015 (a time period effect), but Millennials 
were more likely to support same-sex marriage than Silents in all years (a 
generational effect, if we can assume that support for same-sex marriage 
doesn’t decline with age). As another example, social media changed the 
lives of people of all ages after it became popular after 2010, but it had a 
bigger impact on younger people since they were still building their social 
lives and communication skills. Although older people began to use social 
media, too, they had already developed their social ties and honed their 
communication skills in an earlier, less technology-saturated time. Some-
times we can be confident a generational effect is occurring if a change im-
pacts only people of a certain age. Millennials are marrying much later than 
Silents did, for example; since first marriages tend to occur when people 
are younger, that’s clearly a generational difference and not a time period 
one. Overall, though, many of the trends covered in the chapters on each 
generation reverberate across the generations, even if one generation began 
the trend or was most impacted by it.
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What about the idea that older people have “always” complained about 
younger generations? This is often used to argue that generational differ-
ences don’t actually exist—how can younger generations be “too soft” when 
people said the same thing fifty years ago?

It might be because they were always right. With technology making 
life progressively less physically taxing for each generation, each generation 
is softer than the one before it. Just because something has been said before 
doesn’t make it wrong, especially if the change keeps going in the same 
direction. The first humans to use fire probably said to their children, “You 
have no idea how good you have it” in the same tone that Gen X’ers com-
plain to their Gen Z children, with nostalgia-tinged wistfulness, about the li-
brary card catalog, landline phones in the kitchen, and other inconveniences 
of the 20th century. With technology ever-progressing, both sets of parents 
are right, thousands of years apart. The survey data also help address this 
question: They rely on young people’s own reports, not the complaints of 
their elders. Studying generational differences is about understanding, not 
about criticism.

When I give talks on generations, I’m inevitably asked some version of 
the “blame question.” “Whose fault is it that young people are so entitled?” 
someone will ask. Or, alternatively, “Don’t blame us—the Boomers were the 
ones who messed everything up.” These are also extremely common ques-
tions when generational differences are discussed online or in books. For 
example, Millennial Jill Filipovic writes, “ ‘OK Boomer’ is more than just an 
imperious insult; it’s frustrated Millennial shorthand for the ways the same 
people who created so many of our problems now pin the blame on us.”

This way of thinking has, to put it mildly, some issues. First, not all gen-
erational changes are negative; many are positive or neutral. If everything 
is the Boomers’ “fault,” does that also mean they should take credit for the 
good trends? In addition, generational changes are caused by many factors, 
mostly large cultural changes (like in technology) that can’t be laid at the 
door of a single generation. Trying to decide whom to “blame” is counter-
productive, leaving us carping about fault rather than understanding the 
trends, both good and bad. These arguments make the generations seem 
like squabbling siblings, arguing over “who started it” when everyone is 
getting punched. The analogy to a family works fairly well in the 2020s: Si-
lents and Boomers are the powerful older siblings, Millennials and Gen Z are 
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the energetic but misunderstood younger siblings, and Gen X—the middle 
child—is often forgotten.

Another question is whether these generational differences apply to 
countries outside the U.S. This book focuses primarily on American gen-
erations, but many of the cultural changes identified here have appeared 
around the world. For example, smartphones were adopted around the 
same time in most industrialized countries. Given that, if a generational 
difference is caused by smartphones, we’d expect to see roughly the same 
pattern of change in countries that adopted the technology around the same 
time (though there will of course be other cultural influences as well). In 
the Gen Z chapter I’ll share some international data that reveals what the 
smartphone age meant for teens around the world.

What about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic? Surprisingly, most 
attitudes and behaviors do not show unprecedented changes between 2019 
and 2020–2022. That might be because so many trends of the 2010s, from 
declining face-to-face interaction to increasing political polarization, were 
heightened by the pandemic, not reversed by it. As historian Kyle Harper 
wrote in 2021, pandemics “seem to . . . find and expose all of our other so-
cial pathologies. . . . [L]ike a radioactive tracer, this COVID pandemic has 
given us a view into our own faults and failings and the cultural polarization 
that makes it impossible to achieve societal consensus.” In other words, 
the pandemic amplified what was already there, instead of changing it into 
something different. With virtual communication already increasing in 
the late 2010s, we were in dress rehearsal for the pandemic we didn’t know 
was coming.

Where We Go from Here

The chapters that follow feature the generations with a quorum of living 
members in the 2020s: Silents, Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, Gen Z, and 
Polars. (Each chapter builds on the previous ones, but you’re forgiven—and 
will be fine—if you flip to your generation’s chapter first . . . or the one on 
your kids’ generation.) After the introduction, each chapter includes a box 
with the generation’s birth years, population, and the generation of their 
typical parents, children, and grandchildren. There’s also a rough racial 
breakdown, with multiracial and multiethnic people included with their 

8p_Generations_Twenge.indd   308p_Generations_Twenge.indd   30 2/7/23   12:34 PM2/7/23   12:34 PM



The How and Why of Generations  31

non-White identification (the U.S. Census found that 10% of Americans 
were multiracial in 2020). A note on language: I will use the U.S. Census 
names for racial and ethnic groups, capitalizing all to avoid confusion; I 
sometimes refer to people as Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and so on 
for brevity and do not mean to imply that race is the whole of identity.

After this background, there’s a list of the most popular first names of 
the generation, drawn from the amazing Social Security names database of 
all Americans with a Social Security card. The list includes all names that 
ever cracked the top five for popularity during the generation’s birth years 
(because girls’ names cycle in and out of popularity more frequently, this 
list is usually longer for the girls’ names than the boys’).

That’s followed by a list of some of the generation’s famous members 
from entertainment, politics, sports, and business. Given the focus on U.S. 
generational trends, I’ve limited the list almost exclusively to Americans 
(both native-born and immigrant), so your favorite actor, singer, or soccer 
player might not be there if they are, for example, British or Portuguese. (I’ve 
made an exception for some Canadians who gained fame on American TV, 
usually via comedy. TV isn’t very funny without Canadians.) Some of these 
luminaries are still famous, while others were well-known in decades past 
and have since faded, so might provide a pleasant surge of nostalgia if you 
remember them when.

Listing people by generation provides a new perspective outside of the 
usual prototypical representatives of a generation. Most people know that 
Kurt Cobain of Nirvana was a Gen X’er—but so are Jimmy Fallon, Kanye 
West, Blake Shelton, Julia Roberts, Elon Musk, and Jennifer Lopez. Mark 
Zuckerberg is a quintessential Millennial, but the generation also includes 
Beyoncé, Michael Phelps, and Lady Gaga. You may find a few surprises: 
Until I made these lists, I didn’t realize that Melania Trump was a Gen X’er. 
There are also some intriguing parallels: Bill Gates and Steve Jobs were born 
in the same year, 1955.

After that, it’s off to the races with the generational trends, including in 
marriage, sexuality, birth rates, drugs and alcohol, equal rights movements, 
pop culture, technology, income, education, politics, religion, gender iden-
tity, mental health, happiness, and everything in between. Each generation 
is unique in its character and experiences, so each chapter is structured dif-
ferently. You’ll also notice that there’s a lot more data—and thus more book 
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pages—on the middle four generations (Boomers, Gen X’ers, Millennials, 
and Gen Z) than on Silents (who were already well into adulthood when 
many of the large national surveys began) and Polars (who are mostly still 
too young to participate in surveys).

Many technologies and events impacted more than one generation, 
but to avoid repetition I don’t cover them in each chapter. I’ve placed the 
trends with the generation most affected, or with the generation of their 
leaders or exemplars. For example, changes in religion were the most pro-
nounced among Millennials, so trends in religious commitment are found 
in that chapter. Some topics were tough calls; the fight to legalize same-sex 
marriage, for example, was led mostly by Gen X but had (and will have) 
the biggest impact on Millennials and Gen Z. I ended up putting it in Gen 
X given the huge change over their lifetimes, and because Jim Obergefell, 
the lead plaintiff in the 2015 Supreme Court case, is a Gen X’er. Events that 
had a broad impact across many generations are interspersed between the 
chapters; September 11, 2001, for example, doesn’t just belong to one gen-
eration, or even two, but to all.

With pop culture and technology, the emphasis is on media that reflect 
the generation’s ethos, experiences, and innovators. You’ll notice a mix of 
the obvious and the less well-known; your favorite pop culture snack of the 
time might not be there—but many of them will be. By the time Millennials 
and especially Gen Z were coming of age, pop culture fractured across so 
many modalities that it became more difficult to summarize.

The last chapter explores what generational differences are likely to 
mean for the future in various realms, including the workplace, politics, 
and consumption. These trends portend fundamental changes to American 
society in the next few decades. Predicting the future is not an easy task, but 
with data from the very young, the view becomes less murky. Generations 
are a way of understanding the past, but they also can help us understand 
the future. As the generations go, so goes the world.
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CHAPTER 2

Silents  
(Born 1925–1945)

“The most startling fact about the younger generation is its silence,” opined 
Time magazine in 1951. “With some rare exceptions, youth is nowhere 
near the rostrum. By comparison with the Flaming Youth of their fathers & 
mothers, today’s younger generation is a still, small flame. It does not issue 
manifestoes, make speeches or carry posters. It has been called the ‘Silent 
Generation.’ ”

The name stuck as the Silent generation married young, had children, 
and built the stable, suburban lives associated with the 1950s and early 
1960s. But the name is a misnomer: This generation was far from silent.

In fact, the Silent generation ushered in some of the most impactful 
social changes in American history. Consider just two of the generation’s 
members: civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (b. 1929) and Su-
preme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (b. 1933). Much of the social 
change we associate with Boomers and the 1960s instead originated with 
Silents. The events during their young to middle adulthood were far from 
quiet, including the civil rights movement, the feminist movement, and the 
’60s counterculture. Even Bob Dylan (b. 1941) is a Silent. So is Joni Mitch-
ell (b. 1943). Still, Silents are often overshadowed and forgotten, wedged 
between the Greatest generation (born 1901–1924), who were celebrated 
for winning World War II, and the Boomers, who continued the social 
upheavals that Silents debuted.
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Although many are now retired, Silents continue to participate in busi-
ness, education, and public life. Dr. Anthony Fauci (b. 1940), who became 
the best-known government health expert during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
is a Silent. So is President Joe Biden (b. 1942). Biden became his generation’s 
first U.S. president: The presidency skipped over the Silent generation in the 
1990s when George H. W. Bush (b. 1924), a Greatest generation member, 
lost to Boomer Bill Clinton (b. 1946), the first in a line of four Boomer 
presidents. The Silent generation is still a potent political force: At age 75 
and older, 3 in 4 reported voting in 2020, more than any other age group 
except those ages 65 to 74.

With birth years spanning the roaring 1920s through the mid-1940s, 
the Silent generation entered the world during years of upheaval. They are 
the last American generation to remember the years of the Great Depres-
sion, and the last to know a time before the end of World War II. Unlike the 
Greatest generation just before them, who were adults at the time, Silents 
experienced these events as children and adolescents. Nearly all Silents were 
born too late to serve in World War II, creating a dividing line in genera-
tional experience. Yet these two cataclysmic events of the mid-20th century 
still had a profound influence on Silents, who spent their formative years 
during times when prosperity and peace could not be taken for granted. 
Even the later Silents—those born in the early 1940s—lived in a culture 
suffused with memories of breadlines and bombing campaigns that quickly 
morphed into the postwar prosperity of the 1950s, a time when the country 
felt technology could make everything better.

As author Benita Eisler (b. 1937) describes the ’50s, “there were TVs 
and transistors, credit cards and computers, long-playing records and king-
size, filter-tipped cigarettes. Chrome, glass, steel, aluminum, shiny glazed 
brick, and baked enamel were everywhere.” Although the decade seems 
quaint now, at the time the technology of the 1950s felt breathtaking, with 
the Silent generation witnessing the exciting modern era of jet travel and 
astronauts—not to mention more everyday but impactful innovations like 
refrigerators, televisions, early computers, and interstate highways. These 
new technologies planted the seeds of individualism that would usher in 
the social upheavals of the 1960s.

By that time, though, most Silents were already well settled into adult-
hood, leaving them feeling perpetually in-between. As writer Wade Greene 
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(b. 1933) observed, “During the ferment of the ’60s, a period of the famous 
‘generation gap,’ we occupied, unnoticed as usual, the gap itself: When no-
body over 30 was to be trusted, our age was thirtysomething.”

Silents also had other experiences different from the generations who 
followed them. On a sunny August afternoon in San Diego, I met John, 
who was born in 1944. John grew up in a small town in Virginia, and his 
experiences as a boy are mind-blowing to just about everyone he meets, 
especially younger people.

John is Black, and his hometown was segregated until the early 1970s. 
“The Blacks lived downtown; the Whites lived uptown. There was this 
invisible line of demarcation. I had no White friends growing up,” he 
said. He and the other Black children were bused to a run-down school 
seventeen miles from town with no running water and no heat other 
than a fireplace. “We never did see the evidence of separate but equal. 
They were definitely separate institutions, but equal, no,” he said. At the 
movies, “the Whites would sit downstairs, the Colored—as we were called 
then—would sit up in the balcony. Some of us would throw popcorn 
down on the White kids and they would say ‘Oh, throw some more!’ ” 
The Black kids couldn’t use the town pool, he noted. There were separate 
bathrooms, separate water fountains, separate waiting rooms at the doc-
tor’s office, separate seating on the bus (whites to front, coloreds to 
rear, the sign read).

As a college student in the 1960s, John participated in a sit-in at a seg-
regated lunch counter in North Carolina with a few friends. At the time, 
the restaurant had a sign that said we do not serve negroes. The waitress 
came over to them, looking unhappy, and said, “We don’t serve n———s 
here.” One of John’s friends replied, “Ma’am, we don’t want one of those—we 
want a cheeseburger.” (A line so good it would have surely gone viral if social 
media had existed at the time.)

The waitress stormed away to get a manager, who asked them to leave 
and eventually called the police. They were carted off to jail and put in a 
cell. As the hours passed, John and his friends sang “We Shall Overcome” so 
loudly and for so long, the officer let them go so the other prisoners could 
get some sleep. John went on to see not just the elimination of segregation, 
but the election of the first Black president—and the rest of the sweeping 
changes of the last eight decades.
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“Some men see things as they are, and say why,” Robert F. Kennedy (b. 
1925) said. “I dream of things that never were, and say why not.” Silents have 
seen things they never would have dreamed of when they were young, and 
their life trajectory from tradition to change reflects the transformation of 
American society since their midcentury youth.

Silents (born 1925–1945)

POPULATION IN 2021:  19.7 MILLION  

(6% OF U.S.  POPULATION IN 2021)

78.1% White
8.2% Black
8.1% Hispanic
4.8% Asian, Native Hawaiian, or Pacific Islander
0.8% Native American

Parents: Greatest or Lost

Children: Gen X and Boomers

Grandchildren: Millennials and Gen Z

MOST POPULAR FIRST NAMES

Boys
Robert
John
William
James
Charles
Richard

Girls
Mary
Dorothy
Shirley
Betty
Barbara
Patricia
Linda
Carol

FAMOUS MEMBERS (BIRTH YEAR)

Actors, Comedians, Filmmakers

Johnny Carson (1925)
Paul Newman (1925)
Rock Hudson (1925)
Lenny Bruce (1925)
Marilyn Monroe (1927)

Sidney Poitier (1927)
Shirley Temple (1928)
Audrey Hepburn (1929)
Grace Kelly (1929)
Bob Newhart (1929)
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Clint Eastwood (1930)
Elizabeth Taylor (1932)
Carol Burnett (1933)
Joan Rivers (1933)
Woody Allen (1935)
Mary Tyler Moore (1936)
Robert Redford (1936)
Burt Reynolds (1936)
Alan Alda (1936)
Dick Cavett (1936)
Dennis Hopper (1936)
Jane Fonda (1937)
Jack Nicholson (1937)
George Carlin (1937)

Dustin Hoffman (1937)
Evel Knievel (1938)
Sherman Hemsley (1938)
Tommy Chong (1938)
Lee Majors (1939)
Richard Pryor (1940)
Annette Funicello (1942)
Harrison Ford (1942)
Chevy Chase (1943)
George Lucas (1944)
Goldie Hawn (1945)
Loni Anderson (1945)
Mia Farrow (1945)
Henry Winkler (1945)
Steve Martin (1945)

Musicians and Artists
Chuck Berry (1926)
Tom Lehrer (1927)
Andy Warhol (1928)
Jasper Johns (1930)
Yoko Ono (1933)
Elvis Presley (1935)
Bob Dylan (1941)
Joan Baez (1941)

Aretha Franklin (1942)
Barbara Streisand (1942)
Jerry Garcia (1942)
Jimi Hendrix (1942)
Barry Manilow (1943)
John Denver (1943)
Joni Mitchell (1943)
Janis Joplin (1943)
Diana Ross (1944)

Entrepreneurs and businesspeople

Warren Buffett (1930) Andy Grove (1936)
Ted Turner (1938)

Politicians, Judges, and Activists
Robert F. Kennedy (1925)
Cesar Chavez (1927)
Walter Mondale (1928)
Martin Luther King Jr. (1929)
Sandra Day O’Connor (1930)
Ted Kennedy (1932)
Diane Feinstein (1933)
Ruth Bader Ginsburg (1933)
Gloria Steinem (1934)
Ralph Nader (1934)
Geraldine Ferraro (1935)

John McCain (1936)
Antonin Scalia (1936)
Madeleine Albright (1937)
Colin Powell (1937)
Nancy Pelosi (1940)
Dick Cheney (1941)
Jesse Jackson (1941)
Bernie Sanders (1941)
Joe Biden (1942)
Mitch McConnell (1942)
John Kerry (1943)
Angela Davis (1944)
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Athletes and Sports Figures
Arnold Palmer (1929)
Mickey Mantle (1931)
Roberto Clemente (1934)
Wilt Chamberlain (1936)

Jack Nicklaus (1940)
Muhammad Ali (1942)
Arthur Ashe (1943)
Joe Namath (1943)
Billie Jean King (1943)

Journalists, Authors, and People in the News

Harper Lee (1926)
Hugh Hefner (1926)
Erma Bombeck (1927)
Maya Angelou (1928)
Barbara Walters (1929)
Neil Armstrong (1930)
Tom Wolfe (1930)
Toni Morrison (1931)
Dan Rather (1931)
Susan Sontag (1933)
Philip Roth (1933)
Joan Didion (1934)
Charles Kuralt (1934)
Carl Sagan (1934)
Phil Donahue (1935)
Ken Kesey (1935)
Judy Blume (1938)

Peter Jennings (1938)
Joyce Carol Oates (1938)
Jerry Rubin (1938)
Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (1939)
Tom Brokaw (1940)
Anthony Fauci (1940)
Sue Grafton (1940)
Ted Koppel (1940)
Ed Bradley (1941)
Nora Ephron (1941)
Martha Stewart (1941)
Michael Crichton (1942)
Erica Jong (1942)
John Irving (1942)
Bob Woodward (1943)
Carl Bernstein (1944)

The Equality Revolution
Trait: Pioneers in Civil Rights

Imagine hopping into a time machine and stopping at two different times, 
just seven years apart: 1963 and 1970. You’d first be surprised by how for-
mally most people dressed in 1963, and then blinded by the bright colors 
and wide lapels of 1970. Men’s hair was longer in 1970, and facial hair was 
back in. Drug use, rare in 1963, was common by 1970, along with a general 
rejection of the rigid social rules of just a few years before.

In the popular imagination, the countercultural shift from 1963 to 1970 
was driven by Boomers. In fact, most of it was led by Silents. The 1964 gene-
sis of the Berkeley Free Speech Movement, where students at the University 
of California demonstrated for the right to fund-raise on campus on behalf 
of the civil rights movement, was led by Mario Savio (b. 1942). Other promi-
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nent figures of the ’60s counterculture were also Silents, like antiwar activists 
Abbie Hoffman (b. 1936) and Jerry Rubin (b. 1938), “acid test” promoter 
Ken Kesey (b. 1935), and feminist Gloria Steinem (b. 1934). Muhammad Ali 
(b. 1942), who gained fame not just for his boxing but for his opposition to 
the Vietnam War, was a Silent. The musicians most associated with hippie 
culture were mostly Silents, like Jimi Hendrix (b. 1942) and Janis Joplin (b. 
1943). Even the Beatles, whose music traveled the trajectory of the ’60s from 
upbeat early in the decade to psychedelic later on, were all Silents.

Much of ’60s counterculture, from LSD to the brightly patterned clothes, 
has faded into history. But the time has one very enduring legacy: the leaps 
forward in equal rights. The civil rights movement, the feminist movement, 
and the gay rights movement fundamentally altered American culture, with 
much of the change taking root in that relatively brief seven-year period 
from 1963 to 1970, when the Silents were in their 20s and 30s.

It began, as usual, with changes in technology. As the technological 
leaps of the postwar era accelerated, individualism grew: TV allowed people 
to see others’ perspectives and experiences, jet and space travel made the 
rest of the world seem closer, and the shift away from manual labor opened 
up more job opportunities for women. Gradually, an emphasis on individ-
ual rights began to replace the old system of social rules organized around 
race, gender, and sexual orientation. In the early 1960s, Blacks and Whites 
were segregated in the South, women were actively discriminated against 
in professions such as law, medicine, and engineering, and people could 
be arrested for being gay. By 1970, all of these had begun to change, even-
tually resulting in the enshrining of one of the most deeply held beliefs of 
our current society: that people should be treated equally. That is also, not 
coincidentally, one of the core beliefs of an individualistic culture.

Silents were ages 18 to 38 in 1963 and were thus the last generation to 
grow into adulthood under the old system and the first to experience full 
adulthood in the new one. With a foot in each world, Silents were at the 
forefront of the changes that created our modern vision of equality, espe-
cially around race, gender, and sexual orientation.

Race: The color of love. The pounding on the door came at two in the 
morning, and the couple woke to a flashlight being shined in their eyes. 
“What are you doing in bed with this woman?” asked the police officer.
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The two sleeping in bed that early morning were Richard Loving (b. 
1933) and Mildred Loving (b. 1939). It was July 11, 1958, and the couple 
were arrested and taken to jail. Their crime was being married when Richard 
was White and Mildred was Black and Native American: Interracial mar-
riage was illegal in Virginia. Richard spent one night in jail, Mildred three. 
They pleaded guilty, admitting they had been married in the District of 
Columbia and then gone back home to rural Virginia. The judge told them 
they could either go to prison or leave the state. They left to live in Washing-
ton, D.C., but longed to return home, so in 1965 the Lovings brought a class 
action suit against the state of Virginia with the help of the American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU). The Virginia judge responded, “Almighty God 
created the races white, black, yellow, malay and red, and he placed them 
on separate continents. And but for the interference with his arrangement 
there would be no cause for such marriages. The fact that he separated the 
races shows that he did not intend for the races to mix.”

The case was eventually heard by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1967 as 
Loving v. Virginia. The court ruled that laws against interracial marriage 
were unconstitutional, and that “the freedom to marry, or not marry, a 
person of another race resides with the individual and cannot be infringed 
by the state.” The couple always saw the issue as very straightforward. “Tell 
the Court I love my wife and it is just not fair that I cannot live with her in 
Virginia,” Richard Loving wrote to the ACLU lawyers.

In one national survey, 1 out of 12 White Americans in 2021 said they 
would oppose a close relative marrying a Black person, down from 2 out of 3 
in the early 1990s. In recent years, the lone holdout is likely to be a member 
of the Silent generation—the only living generation to all enter adulthood 
before the Loving case made interracial marriage legal across the country 
(Silents were ages 22 to 42 in 1967). Many Silents changed their views on 
interracial marriage over the years, while others did not (Figure 2.1). Cur-
rently, more than a third oppose interracial marriage. Like most big shifts 
in public opinion, some in the older generations retained the views of an 
earlier era, but others changed along with the times.

Although the Lovings were unintentional activists—they simply wanted 
to live as a married couple in Virginia—they are just two examples of Silent 
generation members at the forefront of the movement for equal rights for 
Black Americans. Virtually every civil rights activist and Black trailblazer 
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who rose to prominence in the 1960s was a member of the Silent genera-
tion. The most prominent among them was Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (b. 
1929), the civil rights giant and advocate for peaceful protest. More than 
a thousand streets around the world are named after King. His birthday is 
celebrated as a federal holiday—the only person born in the last 250 years 
to have that honor. (There’s more on the civil rights movement in the next 
chapter.)

The life of Sidney Poitier, the eminent Black actor born in 1927 in 
Miami, captures the Silents’ life trajectory around race. Poitier was 21 when 
Harry Truman signed the order to integrate the U.S. military in 1948 and 
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Figure 2.1: Percent of U.S. Whites who would oppose a close relative marrying 
a Black person, by generation, 1990–2021

Source: General Social Survey

Notes: Follows each generation as they age over the years. The survey does not follow the same people over time, but 
each sample is nationally representative.
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was 36 when he became the first Black man to receive an Academy Award 
(for 1963’s Lilies of the Field). He was 40 when Loving v. Virginia legalized 
interracial marriage in seventeen states in 1967; that same year, he starred 
in Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, a movie about an interracial couple.

Even Silents born after Poitier can identify with these milestones—these 
events were part of their lives, not part of a history book as they are for 
younger generations. John Lewis (b. 1940) was one of the Freedom Riders 
in the early 1960s who worked for racial integration in the South. He later 
served seventeen terms in Congress as a representative from Georgia. Just 
before he died in July 2020, Lewis posted the mug shot from his 1961 arrest 
in Mississippi. His crime? Using a so-called “White” restroom.

Women: Career girls in the typing pool. On August 30, 1967, protestors 
gathered outside the offices of the New York Times classified advertisements 
department. They objected to something that now seems almost unbeliev-
able: At the time, help-wanted ads in the Times had two columns: “Help 
Wanted—Male” and “Help Wanted—Female,” with jobs for each gender 
listed beneath. The protestors, mostly Silent and Greatest generation women 
from the National Organization for Women (NOW), had a simple demand: 
Stop segregating job ads by sex and put them all under one heading.

The newspaper refused their request. “Advertisements are arranged in 
columns captioned ‘Male’ and ‘Female’ for the convenience of readers,” they 
argued. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the 
federal agency tasked with enforcing the 1964 Civil Rights Act, had been 
no help: NOW had asked the EEOC to order the newspapers to eliminate 
gender segregation in job ads, but they had taken no action.

Finally, more than a year later, the Times ran a small article noting that a 
city regulation would bar sex discrimination in help-wanted ads beginning 
December 1, 1968. Only after that, on the last day possible, did the Times 
and other New York papers stop listing job ads by gender.

This was the world of young women at the time—yes, you can get a job, 
but it will probably be in the typing pool. And forget about being paid well. 
That was the job market Silent women entered and sometimes experienced 
for decades: In 1968, the youngest Silents were 23, the oldest 43.

It was an era of contrasts for women. Despite rampant gender discrim-
ination, the number of working women increased steadily after World War 
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II, even after many were laid off from their Rosie the Riveter factory jobs 
and 1950s culture seemed to expect women to stay at home. But they didn’t 
(see Figure 2.2).

Later-born Silents were the first to experience more than a third of 
their mothers working when they were school age, and Silent women con-

Figure 2.2: Percent of U.S. women working, by marital status and age of chil-
dren, 1925–1980

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Notes: Percent is labor force participation within each group. In earlier years, statistics for women with children are only 
available broken down by marital status; married women are shown as they are the largest marital status group of women 
with children.
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tinued the trend as they married and had children themselves, even in 
the housewife-glorifying era of the 1950s. It had long been fairly common 
for Black mothers to work outside the home, but the postwar era saw more 
White mothers employed as well. By 1959, 40% of women with school-
aged children worked, up from 26% in 1948. Technology played a role in 
this shift; fewer jobs required the type of physical labor where men had an 
advantage, and more jobs involved service and office work, where women 
were just as capable as men, if not more so.

However, women’s growing participation in the workforce in the 1950s 
and 1960s hid a stark truth. Take a look at Figure 2.3, which shows the 
percent of higher degrees earned by women.

Figure 2.3: Percent of higher degrees granted to women, U.S., 1900–1975

Source: Digest of Education Statistics and the Statistical Abstract, U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: The shaded area shows the years of World War II and the peak years of soldiers going to college on the GI Bill. 
Reflects the proportion of degrees granted to women out of all degrees conferred, not the total number of degrees.
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There’s a huge increase in the percentage of women earning degrees in 
the years of World War II (1941–1945) when college-age men were away 
fighting, and then a huge decline in the four years afterward as mostly male 
war veterans used the GI Bill to go to college (1946–1950). These years 
(shaded in gray) were unusual, so let’s set them aside. Instead, look at the 
years just before the shaded area and just after it, and you’ll see something 
surprising: Women were earning a higher proportion of college degrees in 
the 1930s than they were in the 1950s and even the early 1960s. In 1941, 
just before the U.S. entered the war, 43% of four-year college degrees went 
to women. Yet in 1952, after nearly all men on the GI Bill had finished 
their degrees, only 32% of college degrees went to women. The percentage 
would not reach 43% again until 1970—when most college graduates were 
Boomers, not Silents.

Some of the dip in college degrees came from women who entered 
college but then dropped out to marry, a common occurrence at the time. 
For example, Barbara Bush, b. 1925, dropped out of Smith College in 1945 
to marry the future president George H. W. Bush at age 19, and had her first 
child, future president George W. Bush, the next year. Some young women 
and their families believed women should go to college not to prepare for a 
career but to get their “MRS” degree (as in Mrs.). That attitude was prevalent 
even for later-born Silents: A high school guidance counselor advised my 
mother’s parents that she would be more likely to meet a well-off man to 
marry if she went to college. (She did meet someone—my father—but in 
the end the joke was on the guidance counselor: My parents both became 
junior high school teachers, so riches weren’t in the cards.)

The downward trend for women in the postwar years also appears for 
PhD and law degrees, with a greater proportion of women earning degrees 
in the 1930s than in the 1950s (see Figure 2.3). The percentage of medical 
degrees granted to women was about the same in the 1930s and the 1950s, 
possibly because medical schools limited entering classes to 5% women no 
matter how many qualified women applied, in an informal but systematic 
program of discrimination. (The Women’s Equity Action League eventually 
sued U.S. medical schools for sex discrimination in the 1970s.) Law was even 
more limited: A scant 3% of graduating lawyers were women in the 1950s 
and early 1960s, and many had trouble finding jobs. Despite graduating at 
the top of their law school classes, future Supreme Court justices Sandra Day 
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O’Connor (b. 1930) and Ruth Bader Ginsburg (b. 1933) both struggled to 
land jobs when they graduated in the 1950s. One law firm offered O’Connor, 
third in her class at Stanford Law School, a job as a secretary.

Thus during the young adulthood of Silents, women often worked, but 
they rarely worked in well-paying or prestigious jobs. A 1956 article in Look 
magazine summed up the popular view of women at the time: “She works 
rather casually . . . less toward a big career than as a way of filling a hope chest 
or buying a new home freezer. She gracefully concedes the top job rungs to 
men.” This was often true even well into the 1960s, although the concession 
was not always graceful. Author Erica Jong (b. 1942) calls Silents the “whip-
lash generation.” “Caught between our mothers (who stayed home) and the 
next generation (who took the right to achieve for granted), we suffered 
all the transitions of women’s history inside our skulls,” she wrote in 1994. 
“Whatever we did felt wrong. And whatever we did was fiercely criticized.”

Linda, born in 1944 in New Jersey, worked as a nurse for decades. She 
regaled me with stories from her time on the job, including working for a 
urologist who was trying to develop a penis-enlarging pump and insisted that 
Linda try it out on her husband. Linda loved the autonomy and experiences 
she had while working, she told me—she was glad she’d been able to both 
work and raise her two children and three stepchildren. When I asked if she 
had ever considered becoming a doctor instead, she gave me a funny look. 
“We could be nurses or teachers—that was pretty much it. . . . I don’t think 
you knew you had any other choices,” she said. In high school, Linda was 
very interested in law, but thought she might train to be a paralegal. “I never 
considered becoming a lawyer—I thought, ‘That’s a guy thing,’ ” she said.

LGBT: The Stonewall Inn. The partygoers at the National Variety Artists 
Exotic Carnival and Ball, held at Manhattan Center on a chilly October 
evening in 1962, thought they’d have a fun evening dancing and talking. 
Instead, the police raided the event, arresting forty-four people wearing 
ball gowns. Why? Because they were dressed as women though their birth 
sex was male. The charges included indecent exposure and “masquerading.”

Throughout the 1960s, it was common for the police to arrest citizens 
for cross-dressing. Rusty Brown, who was born female but dressed as a man, 
said in 1983, “I have been arrested in New York more times than I have 
fingers and toes for wearing pants and a shirt.”
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Clubs and bars where LGBT people gathered were also routinely raided, 
with patrons arrested for disorderly conduct and other charges. Most of the 
time, the bars were tipped off, so patrons scattered and proprietors hid the 
alcohol (most operated without a liquor license, partially because it was 
illegal to sell alcohol to LGBT individuals in New York State until 1966). If 
they were arrested, most went with police quietly.

In the early morning hours of June 28, 1969, police raided the gay bar 
known as the Stonewall Inn, handcuffing patrons and loading them into 
paddy wagons. This time, though, a crowd gathered, and the patrons—most 
Silents and Greatests—began to fight back. Stormé DeLarverie (b. 1920) 
yelled to the crowd, “Why don’t you guys do something?” She was thrown 
into a paddy wagon, and the crowd began to fight the officers.

The crowd remained for six days, with the event often called the Stone-
wall Riots. DeLarverie disagreed with the label, later saying, “It was a re-
bellion, it was an uprising, it was a civil rights disobedience—it wasn’t no 
damn riot.” By the second night, others had joined the uprising, including 
trans activist Marsha P. Johnson (b. 1945), who went on to found a shelter 
for gay and trans runaways in 1972.

Stonewall is often considered the first event of the LGBT rights move-
ment, the night when LGBT people decided to fight back. After Stonewall, 
things slowly began to change as individualism normalized difference and 
encouraged accepting people for who they are. It took time, which is why 
most LGBT trends are covered instead in the later chapters. Yet, like the 
history of the civil rights movement and the feminist movement, the LGBT 
equality movement began with Silents.

Just ask Michael McConnell and Jack Baker (both b. 1942). The two 
applied for a marriage license in 1970 in Minneapolis; at the time, Minne-
sota’s marriage laws did not explicitly mention the gender of the partici-
pants. The clerk denied their petition and they took the case to court. They 
were able to get a marriage license in another county after Jack changed 
his name to the gender-neutral Pat Lyn. Wearing white bell-bottom pant-
suits and macramé headbands, the two were married in 1971, though the 
county clerk later refused to file the marriage record. Newspaper coverage 
of their case at the time referred to Baker as McConnell’s “roommate” or 
“homosexual friend,” and the University of Minnesota rescinded McCon-
nell’s job offer. When he sued, the court criticized him for attempting to 
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“foist tacit approval of this socially repugnant concept upon his employer.” 
Their original marriage case, Baker v. Nelson, was curtly dismissed by the 
Supreme Court in 1972 “for want of a substantial federal question.” Their 
marriage, finally legally recognized in 2019, is thought to be the longest 
same-sex marriage in the U.S.

Even with these trailblazing members, not many Silents identify as 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender in the 2020s—only 0.8%, compared 
to 2.6% of Boomers. A few more have had same-sex sexual experiences, 
however: In data collected since 1989 in the General Social Survey, 5.5% 
of Silent men say they have had sex with at least one man since age 18, and 
2.3% of Silent women have had sex with at least one woman. That means 1 
in 13 Silents have had homosexual experiences.

Many LGBT Silents came out later than subsequent generations did. 
One study found that gay and bisexual men born before 1960 were 22 
on average before they told someone about their sexual orientation; but 
those born in the early 1990s (late Millennials) told someone by age 16. 
For those in the public eye, coming out often happened even later. At age 
21 in 1964, singer Barry Manilow (b. 1943) married Susan Deixler. The 
marriage lasted only two years, and after he became famous in the 1970s he 
told People magazine, “I don’t want to share my life with anybody.” In truth, 
he had been in a relationship with Garry Kief, his longtime manager, for 
decades. They married in 2014. Manilow said he avoided speaking about 
his private life for the sake of his fans. “I thought I would be disappointing 
them if they knew I was gay. So I never did anything,” he said. When he 
did finally come out, he was pleasantly surprised by the reaction. “When 
they found out that Garry and I were together, they were so happy. The 
reaction was so beautiful—strangers commenting, ‘Great for you!’ I’m just 
so grateful for it.”

Not-so-Silent attitudes. As we’ve seen, Silent activists were at the forefront 
of the 20th century civil rights, feminist, and gay rights movements. But 
activists are, by definition, at the fringes of their generation. So what do 
ordinary Silents think about the enormous shifts for women and for LGBT 
people? And were the shifts really that big?

They were. Combining all of the survey data 1972–2021, Silents were 
twice as likely as those in the Greatest generation (born 1901–1924) to be-
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lieve that traditional gender roles were not necessarily better, a huge shift 
in just one generation (see Figure 2.4).

Within two generations, opinions flipped, with most Greatests support-
ing traditional gender roles and most Boomers disagreeing, and Silents’ 
views closer to Boomers’. Silents were also more positive than Greatests 
about women with young children working for pay, with half of Silents 

Figure 2.4: Percent of U.S. adults with certain views of gender roles and gay 
rights, by generation

Source: General Social Survey

Notes: Data 1972–2021. Controlled for year. The figure shows those who disagree that “It is much better for everyone 
involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and family,” who disagree that 
“A preschool child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works,” who agree that “a man who admits he is a homosexual” 
should be “allowed” to “teach in a college or university,” and those answering “not wrong at all” to “Do you think it is 
wrong or not wrong . . . sexual relations between two adults of the same sex?” Controlling for year removes the influence 
of time period and leaves the influences of generation and age.
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disagreeing that “a preschool child is likely to suffer if his or her mother 
works,” an opinion held by only a third of Greatests.

The majority of Silents also supported the right of a gay man to teach at 
a college or university, with their attitudes again closer to Boomers’ than to 
Greatests’. However, Silents’ views are closer to Greatests’ on whether homo-
sexual sex among adults is wrong or not. Overall, Silents occupy the middle 
ground of the 20th century revolution in attitudes around gender and LGBT 
rights, with the population at large reflecting the change wrought by their 
more activist members, but not as progressive as the Boomers who followed.

Don’t Be Afraid to Marry Young
Trait: Early Marriages and Lots of Kids

In her 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, Betty Friedan (b. 1921) featured 
a sample of women’s magazine article headlines from the 1950s: “Have 
Babies While You’re Young,” “Are You Training Your Daughter to Be a 
Wife?” “Don’t Be Afraid to Marry Young,” and “The Business of Running 
a Home”—a collection unsurprising to post-Boomer generations accus-
tomed to hearing about the domesticity of the past. But there was a twist: 
Women’s magazines in the 1930s, twenty years before, instead featured 
independent young women who explored other interests before they got 
married. “I don’t want to put you in a garden behind a wall,” said a young 
man to a young woman in a 1939 magazine story. “I want you to walk with 
me hand in hand, and together we could accomplish whatever we wanted 
to.” Then everything changed. The New Woman of the 1930s and 1940s 
was “soaring free,” Friedan writes, but by the late 1940s she “hesitates in 
midflight, shivers in all that blue sunlight and rushes back to the cozy 
walls of home.”

Friedan was onto something: Americans married younger in the 1950s 
than in the 1930s, with the result that Silents married younger than any 
other generation born in the 20th century. For Boomers, Gen X’ers, and 
Millennials used to seeing each generation marry later than the one before, 
it’s somewhat shocking to see a graph showing declines in the average age 
at marriage (see Figure 2.5). In 1956, the median age of first-time brides 
reached an all-time low of 20.1. Let that sink in: Nearly half of new brides in 
the 1950s were teenagers.
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