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Make no mistake about it: the market is in charge. As a provider of services, the best you 

can hope for is to understand them better than the competition, give them what they 

want, anticipate their wants, needs and demands, be as multimodal as possible in the 

manner in which you engage with them. Many years ago, Tom Peters used a quote in In 

Search of Excellence that I have never forgotten: 

 

Probably the most important management fundamental that is being ignored today is 

staying close to the customer to satisfy his needs and anticipate his wants. In too many 

companies, the customer has become a bloody nuisance whose unpredictable behavior 

damages carefully made strategic plans, whose activities mess up computer operations, 

and who stubbornly insists that purchased products should work. 

 

The truth is, customers want to be actively involved in the relationship they have and 

the service they receive from a service provider. For a traditional, legacy organization, 

that translates into “giving up control.” There is no other choice, of course; the enterprise 

must be willing and able to connect with customers in different ways as part of a 

multimodal customer service experience. That means blowing up toe traditional script 

used in the contact center, allowing customer to engage with you using e-mail, texting, 

SMS, Facebook Twitter, Google+, even a personal telephone call, in addition to the 

contact center. The customer makes the rules, now more than ever before.  

 

We do know this: The marketing budget dedicated to customer loyalty and customer 

retention is at its highest level ever, and the Universal Customer History Record is the 

number one most important customer service trend in the domain of the contact center 

today. Peer evaluation sites like Yelp, Angie’s List, Zagat and others have exploded in 

the past few years, largely because customers are demanding experience quality that 

surpasses previous expectations. 

 

Catering to the Generations: Watching the Market Grow Up 
In our discussion about the new customer it would be irresponsible to ignore the 

generational nature of changing market demographics, particularly the impact of two 

generations in particular: The Millennials, and the Plurals.  

 

From work done by William Strauss and Neil Howe, and later by Morley Winograd and 

Mike Hais (see the citations in the bibliography), we know that generational change is a 

repeating cycle of four, twenty-year cycles, each cycle being a generation. A generation 



is defined as a group of people who share a common place in history and therefore 

develop a common set of beliefs and values that tend to be common across the entire 

generation. It is often said that generations create history, and history creates 

generations – true enough. And while there are always exceptions to the rules of 

behavior, the Law of Large Numbers tells us that over a sufficiently large population, we 

will be able to identify behavioral characteristics that are statistically common  – and 

relevant. This is very, very important: Understand generational theory and you 

understand human behavior, market dynamics, politics, etc. 

 

Every generation is born for about 20 years, after which the next generation arrives. 

There is always a certain amount of overlap between the generations; people born 

during this overlap period are called “cuspers” because they are born on the cusp of a 

generational shift. These people tend to make very good leaders and managers because 

they have one foot firmly planted in each of two generations and have the ability to view 

the world through both generational prisms.  

 

The Cycle of Life  
Societies as a general rule pass through four behavioral phases. Powerful forces drive 

these phases including the evolution of social values, political power shifts, balances in 

demographics and social makeup and economic upturns or downturns. The phases 

blend one into the next like the seasons of life, with each season lasting about 20 years, 

together making up an 80-year (or so) cycle. The first cycle, by convention, is a time of 

social strength, of growth and optimism during which business and government 

institutions grow stronger and the individual’s influence weaken as individuals place 

more trust in the institution – banks, health care institutions, large corporations. During 

this period the individual worker becomes relatively anonymous and places his or her 

trust in the institution to guide society along. Think back to the 1950s and 1960s when 

seemingly everybody worked for a large oil company, or a bank, or IBM, or AT&T 

(remember that there was a time when AT&T had a staggering one million employees). 

This is the period when comedian Bob Newhart released his “Organization Man” album 

that made light of Corporate America. During this period a social norm emerges and 

flourishes as the strength of the previous norm declines. The most recent occurrence of 

this evolutionary phase was during the Truman, Eisenhower and Kennedy presidencies 

in the U.S. During that time the United States became powerful and confident but also 

became highly conformist. A societal “Borg” formed as everyone marched to the dance 

of the large corporation. This was the “Leave it to Beaver” era when the corporate 

uniform was the white button-down shirt, dark blue suit, dark tie (maybe a stripe or two 

if you were feeling particularly zippy that day), briefcase and hat. At the same time, 

however, a feeling of spiritual emptiness gripped the country that prompted follow-on 

generations such as the Baby Boomers to seek greater meaning in their lives.  



 

The second phase of the generational cycle is a period of realization that bubbles just 

below the surface for some time. During this period the individual, who has become 

anonymous with the vesting of their social power in the institutions, begins to question 

the social fabric that led to this anonymity. Increasingly disturbed by the sense of being 

increasingly powerless, a strong probing of social mores ensues. This period becomes 

loud and passionate, and, prompted by a sense of spiritual emptiness that has begun to 

grow, attacks on the existing social order take place as new values arise and begin to 

take effect. Think about the rise of such movements as Erhard Seminars Training (EST) 

and LifeSpring, both targeted at the self-affirmation hunger of the 1960s and 1970s.  

Most recently this phenomenon was seen during the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon 

presidencies, a time that saw such manifestations as the sometimes-violent unrest of the 

1960s and the political turmoil of the 70s. A certain “moral courage” came into play as 

the values of the past were openly rejected and a sense of personal liberation and a 

glimmering of individual power emerged.  

 

In phase three, society is in wholesale revolt against the institution. The individual rises 

in importance, rejecting the anonymity of the corporate workplace. A search for greater 

meaning in life strengthens as the institution weakens. During this period individuals 

become much stronger and more influential elements of the social fabric, institutions 

weakens as they decline in the public trust, and the values of the inbound generational 

“regime” take root and diminish the incumbent values. As the quest for meaning peaks, 

a sense of moral restlessness grips the country. The controversial presidencies of the 

elder George Bush, Bill Clinton and Bush the Younger—not to mention Donald the 

First—fall into this category. 

 

Finally, phase four arrives amidst a strong sense of change. This is a period of secular 

crisis in society, a period when individuals go in search of relevance in their lives. This 

final phase is typically characterized by crisis and social emergency, a time of strong 

social upheaval that continues as the new social infrastructure takes effect. George 

Bush’s second term experienced this with the devastation of 9/11 and the ensuing (and 

ongoing) crisis in the Middle East. 

 

These four evolutionary periods have been cycling for as long as historians have been 

studying cultural change, and as might be expected sociologists give each generation a 

name. Most recently the four archetypical generations, in the same order as the four 

phases described above, are the Hero Generation (born 1901 – 1924), the Silent 

Generation (born 1925 – 1945), the Baby Boomers (born 1946 – 1964), and Generation-X 

(born 1965 – 1981). The most recent arrival, the Millennials, were born between 1982 and 

2004. This is critical because their generational cycle, their time in the spotlight, has 

ended; has the oldest of them are now mid-level managers; the youngest of them are 



pre-teens. The oldest of them are having their own children now and the cycle refreshes 

yet again.  

 

Note that we have just named five generations, yet in the last few paragraphs we 

described four archetypes. In fact, the Millennials are the beginning of the next cycle and 

are identical in every way to the Hero Generation, the generation that rebuilt following 

World War II, the generation that Tom Brokaw called “The Greatest Generation” in his 

book of the same name. This is a generation of fixers, a generation determined to right 

the wrongs left behind by the prior two generations – at least that’s how they see their 

role. And they are extraordinarily good at it.  

 

Today we find ourselves at the end of an inner-driven, introspective, Baby Boomer-

centric era. The narcissistic Baby Boomers, with their emphasis on accountability, wealth 

accumulation, and community values, left their mark on succeeding generations. 

Following the Boomers are the Gen-Xers, an alienated group of kids who felt abandoned 

by their dual-income parents. And behind them come the Millennials, sometimes 

erroneously called Gen-Y (wrong because ‘Y’ implies that they are an extension of the 

Xers – something they decidedly are not).  

 

Baby Boomers  
Each of these most recent generational groupings has definable characteristics that 

follow them throughout their lives. Baby Boomers are ideological to a fault, highly 

judgmental, unwaveringly focused on values, and inordinately narcissistic. They are the 

most egocentric generation to come along in a very long time (Enough about you, what 

about me?), a characteristic that often manifests itself in the workplace. Baby Boomers 

feel an inordinately strong need to be right and will often argue their own point of view 

unceasingly in meetings to ensure that they are heard. When it comes to work they are 

driven: remember that these are the children of the people who grew up enduring the 

impact of the Great Depression, people who saw their accumulated wealth disappear on 

one, single, fateful day. As a result they inculcated in their Boomer children the belief 

that wealth is fleeting and should therefore be amassed and diversified. Baby Boomers 

are the dual income generation, a generation for whom work is life and for whom the 

line between the two is increasingly ephemeral. In fact, Boomers tend to define 

themselves by their work. If you want to see evidence of this, introduce yourself to a 

Boomer, and during the handshake watch what happens. The first question out of their 

mouth will be, “So, What do you do?” Not, “Do you have a family,” “Do you have a 

dog,” or “What are your hobbies.” Work for Boomers is something they are, not 

something they do.   
 

Their Silent Generation parents also instilled in them a strong set of values that, good or 

bad, stayed with them for the rest of their lives and permeated everything they did. If 



you want to see an example of this relationship between the two generations, you need 

go no farther than Netflix. Find an old episode of the 1950s TV series Leave it to Beaver – 

it doesn’t matter which one, they all have the same story – and watch. Here’s what you’ll 

see. Every day, Dad (Ward Cleaver) gets up, puts on his suit, tie, and hat, picks up his 

briefcase, and goes off to work at the company. We never know what company, because it 

doesn’t matter. His wife, June, gets up every day and puts on her dress, high heels, 

pearls and apron so that she can clean house and make dinner. 
 

The two boys, Theodore (the Beaver) and his big brother Wally, get up and head off to 

school, but somewhere between school and home – every episode - they get into some 

kind of trouble. The story, then, is about how they can hide it from their parents, which 

of course, they can’t. Why? Because of social networking. That’s right – the Mom 

network. All the Moms talked with one another on the phone, and by the time the boys 

got there, the network had kicked in, and the neighborhood equivalent of the Oracle at 

Delphi was on the front porch, arms crossed, tapping her foot, looking sternly at the 

boys. Ordering them up to their room, she added tension to the scene with this line: Wait 

‘til your father gets home. 

 

Father gets home and hears the tale from his wife. He goes upstairs, sits on the edge of 

the bed and listens to their tale of woe, occasionally shaking his head and nodding 

sagely. At the end of the story he says two things, every episode. To the boys, he says, “I 

hope you’ve learned something from this.” To his wife, he says, “Boys will be boys.” 

There is an assumption in his words to his sons that the parents have instilled in them a 

value set strong enough to help them reason their way through whatever it takes to 

realize the errors of their ways and not do the same thing again—without having to be 

told, word-for-word, the steps they must take to correct course. 

 

Boomers were indulged as children, but were also drive by the deeply instilled values 

that their parents passed on to them. Interestingly, Boomers also have a love-hate 

relationship with authority of all kinds (think 1960s, Berkeley, Kent State, the Blue 

Meanies of Chicago). These are the people who smoked so much dope in the 60s that 

they don’t even remember the 60s, yet if they catch their own children smoking it they 

ground them for the rest of their lives. Baby Boomers are perfectionists by nature, 

somewhat spiritual, and often community oriented. They are fairly optimistic and 

involved in life, concerning themselves with youth (their own as much as that of their 

children), health and wellness. They are also somewhat schizophrenic when it comes to 

relationships: they have the highest divorce rate in history, often because work 

supersedes all else. The all-important work-life balance is often lacking in their lives. 

Remember, work is something they are, not something they do. 

 

Generation X 



Generation Xers, on the other hand, are strikingly different from their Baby Boomer 

predecessors. They are skeptical and cynical about life, as you might expect. These are 

the children of the Baby Boomers, after all. Because both of their parents worked, their 

perception is that they grew up in the modern-day equivalent of a Charles Dickens 

novel, raising themselves and living on their own. As one Gen-Xer said to me (partially) 

in jest, “I lived on the street and had to kill small animals to eat.” These are the latchkey 

kids who came home from school to an empty house and had to fend for themselves, 

because both parents worked. As you would imagine, they became self-reliant, action-

oriented and highly self-accountable. They are also far more balanced in terms of the 

division of time between their work and personal lives. A typical interaction at work 

between a Baby Boomer boss and a Gen-X employee might go something like this: 

“Look, boss, I understand that to get paid, I have to work hard for you – for eight hours. 

After that, I go home. And as for this misplaced, pathological idea you have that I’m 

going to carry a pager and a second cell phone so that you can call me after hours? 

That’s just not going to happen.” Imagine what happens when a driven Baby Boomer 

manages a group of Gen-Xers. I refer to Xers as the “Jerry Maguire Generation.” Think 

about it: “Show me the money. You want something extra from me? Then I expect 

something in return that goes above and beyond. Working longer hours so that I can tell 

people that I worked longer hours is not a reward. Time with my family, that’s a reward. 

Poor planning on your part? Not an emergency on mine.” The most common verbal 

response from a Gen-Xer to exercised authority by a Boomer is – preceded by an 

exaggerated sigh and roll of their eyes – “Whatever…” Talk to the hand, because I’m not 

listening. 

 

Millennials 
Now we turn our attention to the Millennials. The Millennials are as different from Gen-

X as Xers are from Boomers. Millennials tend to be confident, team-oriented, and 

remarkably, refreshingly conventional. Unlike the Gen-Xers, who eschewed everything 

that would identify them with their parents, it’s OK for Millennials to be smart. And also 

unlike the Gen-Xers, the Millennials actually like their parents.  

 

This is a very large generation, larger, actually than the Baby Boomers, who up until the 

arrival of the Millennials were the largest generation in human history. Part of this is 

because they are the children of two generations – the Xers, who wanted to have 

children, and the late-stage (younger) Boomers, who did as well. These are sometimes 

called Echo Boomers. 

 

Millennials are an optimistic, practical, high-achieving generation that demonstrates the 

lowest levels of teen pregnancy, drug abuse, alcohol abuse and violent crime that we 

have seen since we started measuring them. They believe that they have the potential to 

be a great generation. The good news is that they’re right. The question to ask, however, 



is why do they believe it? The answer isn’t surprising: Because they’ve been told their entire 

lives how great they are. This is a generation that was indulged as children. They weren’t 

allowed to fail; everybody got a trophy just for showing up at the ball field. The problem 

is that this behavior bleeds over into the workplace, and for legacy-thinking managers, it 

makes no sense and has no place. But we don’t have the right to blame them for the 

behavior they exhibit: we created them, so it’s our job to learn how to deal with it and to 

help them blend their learned behavior with the way the real world works. Here are a 

few anecdotes, all true, that will help you understand the Millennial mind. 

 

The Gamer  
I ran an executive leadership program at a major university a couple of years ago, and 

when we got to the part of the presentation where generational theory entered the 

conversation, a woman in the class raised her hand. Her husband, who was also in the 

class and worked for the same company, groaned and dropped his head into his hands, 

mumbling, “I know what story she’s going to tell.” With that she laughed and suggested 

that her husband tell the story. He did. 

 

“As you know, I’m the executive vice-president of operations for the firm (a very large 

service provider in Canada) and my wife is the executive assistant to the CEO,” he 

began. “We’ve both been with the company for more than 25 years. A few weeks ago my 

phone rang, and it was my wife, calling from the CEO’s office. ‘Do you have an 

employee named John LaChance?’ she asked me? Confirming that I did and that he was 

a new-hire with two weeks with the company under his belt, I asked why she was 

asking about my newest employee. ‘Because he’s here in the CEO’s office,’ she 

explained. At this point I could see my career burning down around me, and I 

responded, ‘What the hell is he doing in the CEO’s office?!?!?’ Laughing, she responded, 

‘It’s kind of interesting. He walked in and introduced himself to me, told me he was a 

new hire and who his boss was, and said, ‘I don’t know what a CEO does but I think if I 

did it might help me do my job better. Can I ask him?’ Well, the CEO was standing in 



the door of his office at the time going through the mail and overheard the conversation, 

and said, ‘Sure, come on in.’  

 

“What happened next?!?” I asked her.  

 

‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘They just left for lunch.’ 

 

At this point the husband looked at me at the front of the classroom and said, “Son of a 

bitch! I’ve been with this company for almost thirty years and I’ve never had lunch with 

the CEO!”  

 

I looked right back at him and responded, “yeah, but you’ve also never asked, have 

you?” 

 

Millennials aren’t afraid to die – they’ll happily try things to see what might happen. If 

they die, it’s okay – they always get another life! 

 

The Barrister 
Another participant in a different executive leadership program told me this story. “My 

husband and I have a sixteen year-old daughter. On Friday and Saturday nights she has 

an 11:30 PM curfew. Last Friday night she came home an hour late but didn’t call, so my 

husband and I waited up for her. When she got home she walked in the door and said, ‘I 

know, I know…’ We sent her to her room and told her that we’d talk about it in the 

morning. 

 

The next morning our daughter came downstairs with her Mac PowerBook under her 

arm. Without saying a word she opened it and turned it around so that we could see the 

screen. On it was a four-slide PowerPoint presentation. Slide one, statement of the 

problem. Slide two, short-term implications. Slide three, long-term implications. Slide 

four, ‘So here are the three punishment options from which you may choose.’” 

 

When I asked her what their response was, she said, “What do you think? We felt like 

we were on Let’s Make a Deal. We’ll take door number three.” 

 

Millennials are a generation of attorneys. They will negotiate with anyone, for anything. 

Adults call it arguing; they call it getting what they want. 

 

The Adventurer 
While walking with a friend of mine in his neighborhood in Los Angeles a few months 

ago we encountered one of his neighbors, a young woman with her three year-old child. 



We chatted for a while, but as we stood there I couldn’t help but notice that the child 

was wearing a bike helmet, elbow pads and kneepads. And, she was in a stroller. Not on a 

dirt bike, not on a pony, not on her way to a roller derby competition. I couldn’t help but 

think, “God forbid that this child should learn about gravity by falling down and 

scraping her knee.” Discretion got the best of me and I kept my mouth shut, but the 

stories about overprotected Millennial children are true. I have to point back at the 

parents, though, not at the kids. In fact, two new words have been added to the 

generational lexicon because of them: Boomerang Kids and Helicopter Parents.  

 

Boomerang Kids are those kids who finish university and come right back home to live, 

typically because the economy is poor and there are no jobs to be had in their field. 

Interestingly when they arrive they find that their parents have preserved their rooms in 

precisely the state they were in when they left four years ago, a shrine to their 

remarkably special kids. 

 

Helicopter Parents refers to the parents who simply can’t let go when their kids grow up 

and fledge. To this point, I am personally aware of three different universities, one in 

Canada, two in the U.S., that are building dormitories specifically for parents – not 

because they’re enrolled as students but because they have to be physically close to their 

kids to make sure that they survive the rigors of university life. Really?!? Yes, I’m afraid 

it’s true. 

 

The Bright Side of Millennials  
It’s easy to poke fun at Millennials as they struggle to adapt to the modern workplace, 

but let’s get serious for a moment and recognize a few things that should change the 

way you think about them.   

 

First, they are the single largest human generation that has ever lived on this planet. Let 

me say that in a different way: They are the single largest human generation of 

employees, customers and competitors we have ever seen.  

 

Second, they are extraordinarily team-oriented. Whereas Baby Boomers are wont to say, 

“It’s alright for the team to win as long as I get the credit,” Millennials are more likely to 

say, “It’s alright if I get a little credit as long as the team wins.” They are goal-oriented – 

it’s all about the goal. 

 

Third, they are extremely team-centric. It’s not an accident that all of their childhood TV 

and movie heroes are groups, not individuals: Sesame Street, Fraggle Rock, 

Ghostbusters, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Power Rangers, Barney – and Friends. 

Even recent cinema events reflect this bias. Harry Potter is based on a group of wizards-

in-training (Millennials all) that, as a team, will save the world from the forces of 



darkness, represented by Severus Snape (clearly Gen-X) and guided to a certain extent 

by the all-seeing Albus Dumbledore and Minerva McGonagall (Boomers to the core). 

 

Television content reflects the generational bias as well. Today, Gen-X is in its prime 

earning years as late-stage middle managers on their way to executive positions. As a 

result, primetime advertising targets them, as does programming. Remember, this is a 

generation that is also referred to as the Latchkey Kids – they essentially raised 

themselves, which means that they were put into a position where they had to fend for 

themselves because no on else did. And what about television content that targets them? 

Well, think about it. Virtually 100% of primetime programming today has the same 

theme: A strong competitive environment where everybody dies…except one. This is 

the universal theme of so-called “reality TV.” 

 

As Millennials enter their peak earning period over the course of the next few years, 

watch how the profile of primetime television content changes from where it is today to 

content that is more team-oriented and that has a strong social message. It’s already 

beginning to happen; look at the new programs that are appearing on the scene in which 

the heroes are freshly-minted police and firefighter rookies, learning the ropes from the 

older generation but doing things their own way while at the same time being 

somewhat deferential to those who came before. 

 

Fourth, Millennials want to be connected to the world 24 hours-per-day, seven-days-per 

week, 365 days-per-year. That’s all they ask. Peer connectivity is central to their lives, 

which is why it’s not an accident that social media in all its various manifestations came 

along when it did – and why, if you have a policy that prohibits its use in the workplace, 

you need to strike it down now. Not tomorrow; now. 

 

Fifth, Millennials have no loyalty to brand or company. They are loyal to two things: 

Their soul, meaning the things that are deeply, personally important to them, and their 

3,500 closest friends on Instagram and Snapchat. 

 

Millennials are on a quest for meaning. They’re looking for relevance, for a way to make 

a difference in their lives, and that is true for their career as much as it is for their 

personal lives. If their job gives them a sense of relevance they will stay in it for a very 

long time. Place them in a position, however, that has them doing the same meaningless 

task repeatedly with no sense of social value, and they will leave without warning. It 

may not happen today because of the questionable economy and sparse availability of 

jobs, but it will.  

 

Motivating Millennials  



Whenever I lecture about this subject there is always a handful of people who come up 

to me laughing, telling me that I just described their kids. And it’s true: the Law of Large 

Numbers says that as long as the statistical sample is sufficiently large, it is valid to 

make general assumptions about the behavior of social groups. So here are some 

additional facts. Because Millennials play by the rules and are morally-driven, they 

naturally expect others to do so as well. Baby Boomers, take note: If you make a 

commitment to a Millennial, and then fail to meet the commitment, you will hear about it for the 

rest of your natural life.  

 

So what is the best way to motivate Millennials in the workplace? First, pay attention to 

the characteristics listed earlier and to the degree possible structure the workplace 

around them. Recognize Millennials’ high level of required social interaction. Use 

experiential learning and team assignments wherever and whenever possible. Give 

them freedom with regard to where, when and how they do their jobs. Put work in a 

nice place, like their homes, and encourage telecommuting. As morally driven as this 

generation is, an employer will not be disappointed with the results. Note that the self-

policing Millennials do not tolerate delays in themselves and others – they are often seen 

to be unrealistically impatient - and will therefore deliver on time. They also will not 

tolerate “being managed.” Just because they don’t do the work the way you would do it 

is not a reason to assume that the work will be done poorly.  

 

Next, make the work they are assigned meaningful. Nothing will turn off a Millennial 

faster than work that has no perceived value. Remember, they are looking for meaning, 

so give it to them. At the same time, they like variety, so give Millennials a chance to 

learn continuously and reward their learning with diverse, ever-changing jobs.  

 

Remember, Millennials look at work differently than generations that came before them. 

They’re not necessarily looking for a career – they’re looking for meaningful work. If the 

work is meaningful and challenging, they may become long-term employees. 

 

Finally, give them plenty of continuous feedback. When assigning work, state the 

desired outcome as clearly as you possibly can, then step out of the way and let them 

run with it. It will get done, and will most likely exceed expectations – provided the work is 

meaningful and challenging. I can’t state this strongly enough. 

 

Enough about the Millennials—on to the next generation. Brace yourselves—they’re 

seriously important, and the oldest of them are now getting close to voting age—and the 

implications of that are potentially enormous. 

 

The Plurals 



Businesses have been deluged with information about the Millennials—a generation of 

people born, roughly, between 1982 and 2004 (By the way, all of these date ranges have 

a ‘plus or minus six years’ on either end, so don’t get too wrapped up in absolutes). In 

many ways, they are an extraordinary generation, vastly different from Gen X and the 

Boomers who preceded them. They are naturally collaborative; they seek balance 

between work and life; they are oblivious to race, gender, and ethnicity; and are 

committed to making a difference in the world. Add to that the fact that they dwarf all 

other generations, and you understand why marketers and sociologists have paid so 

much attention to them. 

 

Enter the Digital Natives 
But a new generation is now coming of age, and it’s time to shift our attention to them. 

In the same way that the Millennials were sometimes called Gen Y, this latest generation 

is often referred to as Gen Z. So, before we go any farther, let’s be clear: that’s not their 

name. They have accurately been given two equally descriptive names: The Digital 

Natives, and the Plurals.   

 

Digital Natives were born during or after the introduction of digital technologies, and 

have therefore never lived in a world without them. Think about it: they have never 

known a world without mobile telephony, or the Internet, or video games, or social 

media. Consequently, they are sometimes described as the ‘native speakers’ of the 

digital world. They are the best educated, most connected, and technologically most 

sophisticated generation in human history, and they’re about to become buyers and 

decision-makers. Pay attention. 

 

But they’re also called the Plurals, a name that speaks more to the world to which they 

were born than their behavior. Here’s what we know.  

 

A Generation of Differences 
Plurals are the most ethnically diverse generation that has ever lived on the planet. 55% 

of them are white, compared to 72% of Baby Boomers. This reflects an ongoing trend in 

the United States toward a truly pluralistic society in which there is no single dominant 

ethnicity or race. By 2019, babies born in America will be less than 50% white, which 

means that the Plurals will usher in a truly pluralistic society—a wonderful and 

important shift for the country. 

 

So, as a generation, what do they think about this? It’s all good: the vast majority of 

Plurals are overwhelmingly positive about America becoming more diverse, and it’s 

reflected in the fact that their friendships are ethnically and racially heterogeneous. Like 



the Millennials before them, race, ethnicity, and gender are about as important as eye 

color. 
 

Generations come in 80-year cycles, a repeating pattern of four generational archetypes. 

Most recently we’ve seen the Silent Generation, followed by the Baby Boomers, 

Generation X, and the Millennials. The Plurals, then, are a repeat of the Silent 

Generation, a slice of society that worked hard, was committed to getting things done, 

and believed in the power of compromise—the value of healing ideological differences 

on the way to achieving a common goal. How timely is that! 

 

Engaging the Plurals 
So, as the Plurals come into their own and take up an influential position in society, 

what must companies know about them, if they are to attract them as employees and 

customers? There are a few things that will go a long way. 

• Plurals have a finely tuned BS meter. They don’t hate corporations or brands, but 

they do hate anything artificial.  

• Be genuine in your messaging. They bring with them many of the same 

characteristics as the Millennials, including a desire to be involved in something 

bigger than themselves, something socially relevant that makes a difference in the 

world. Incorporate that in your messaging. Don’t mess this up: By some measures, 

they’re already more than 20% of the population, and by 2020, they’ll represent 

about 40% of all consumers.  

• Use the tools that they use. Contrary to popular belief, they enjoy Facebook, and they 

also use Snapchat. And, they simultaneously use as many as five different screens 

and parse information in the blink of an eye—is this relevant to me or not.  

• Engage—don’t market to them; market with them. 

 

If you help them get what they want, which is to fix the world, have a stable and 

comfortable life, use the most current technology, and have a home of their own, you 

win. 

 

Conclusion 
Because the Millennials are a functional repeat of the famously capable Hero Generation, 

they are ideally suited to inherit the chaos of the first half of the 21st century. They will 

rebuild and strengthen the institutions that stabilize the country, will create a longed-for 

sense of community and belonging, and will restore order and purpose, leading the 

country out of the crisis that plagues it today. Fear not: We’re in good hands. 

 

Networks and content are only as valuable as the people using them, and the value is 

directly proportional to the degree to which they bring value to those users. For 



Millennials, technology is a lifestyle choice, not a visible set of tools that they 

occasionally use. They expect to be fully connected, all the time, and want to have 

seamless access to content from a broad variety of devices, both mobile and fixed, 

without hassle. The network to them is immaterial because in the minds of Millennial 

customers, access means access to my stuff, not to the network.  The network must adapt 

to ensure that it delivers the right content, to the right device, in the hands of the right 

person, in the right form, with the right features, at the right time, for the right price - 

period and end of discussion. In other words, the network must learn to adapt to the 

requirements of the user, instead of the user having to modify their behavior because of 

the physical limitations of the network. And because Millennials are not only employees 

but also highly influential customers and competitors, it is critical to start thinking now 

about how the network and the resources that it makes available to the largest generation 

in human history must evolve to accommodate their needs. 

 

The Plurals, right behind the Millennials, are similar: As the digital natives of the planet, 

they wield technology like a smart bomb—with extreme finesse and effectiveness. They, 

like the Millennials before them, will disrupt the world in ways we can’t begin to 

imagine, which gives the rest of us a choice: Learn to understand them and harness their 

skills—in other words, join the disruptors—or be disrupted. There are no other options. 

 

 

 

Steven Shepard is an author, photographer, audio 

producer, and educator based in Williston, Vermont.  

 

This content is excerpted from his book, Telecom Crash 

Course, 3rd Edition. Reach him at 

Steve@ShepardComm.com, or +1-802-238-1007. 
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