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So much has been written about
the baby boomers in the past few years
that many of us are on overload. We
know that the boomers are reaching
traditional retirement age and enter-
ing a new phase of life. But what makes
them different from other generations,
and what about those who came before
them—their parents—and those who
follow—their children?

One way to better understand the
boomers and other generations is to
analyze each cohort and figure out
what major external events took place
as the members of the cohort were
growing up. For the GI Generation,
for example, it was World War II that
had a profound impact on how they
viewed the world around them and
provided a context throughout their
lives. While it would be naive to gener-
alize about the individuals in each
cohort, they do share some common
values and experiences that influence
how they see the world. These com-
monalities can provide valuable insight
into their attitudes and behaviors and
what makes them tick as they move
through the continuum of life. It also
can help those in sales and marketing
figure out what products and services
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are attractive and how to tailor their
approaches and communication.

The Generations:
What Makes Them Different?
There are slighty different
approaches to segmenting the genera-
tions. Many consider generational cuts
to be about 22 years in length. Others
look at cohort analysis differently, focus-
ing on the formative years in our lives as
children and teens, a 10- or 12-year cut.
And of course there is a blending at the
edges of each cohort, with younger
boomers relating more in attitude and
behavior to Generation X than to the
leading edge boomers who protested the
Vietnam War. However it is done, the
concept remains the same—what was
the collective experience of the cohort
and how does that manifest itself in
behaviors and attitudes?

Gl Generation

Let’s start with the GI Generation,
which we might define as those born
before 1932. They are the parents of
the boomers, and for those still alive,
likely to be experiencing the frailties
of old age. But, as we look back in
recent history, they are recognized for
their stoic and heroic behavior. We
now call them the greatest generation.
This was the generation that lived
through the Great Depression of 1929,
a defining event for many in this
cohort. Many people lost jobs during
the Depression, and had no source of
income. Just before the stock market
crash, only 3% of the workforce was
unemployed. By 1933, the figure had
risen to 25%.' The Social Security sys-
tem was a response to the need to pro-
vide all citizens with a minimum

income. When the United States
entered World War II in 1941 after the
bombing of Pear] Harbor, the country
rallied behind it. Men made an effort
to enlist, and the war enjoyed the sup-
port of the vast majority of citizens.
These shared experiences influ-
enced their savings and spending pat-
terns. At home, this generation turned
off the lights when they left the room
and kept the heat low. They were patri-
otic, trusted their government to do the
right thing, and shared the opinion that
the good of the country, not the indi-
vidual, was key to a functioning society.
The GI Generation witnessed
some amazing new developments—the
first transatlantic flight by John Lind-
bergh, mass-produced automobiles,
central heat, and radio. They danced to
the music of big bands like Glenn
Miller and listened to crooners like
Frank Sinatra. And when the war
ended, the economy was in good
shape, they could buy a house for
$10,000, and they could get a free edu-
cation on the GI Bill. They started
their families, and a baby boom
resulted. The United States would

never be the same.

The Silent Generation

The Silent Generation is a smaller
generation, born between 1932 and
1945. The cohort is small because men
were away at war and also because of
the influence of the Great Depression,
resulting in fewer children. Members of
this generation are known to be more
conservative, less apt to make waves.
There was no large-scale turmoil dur-
ing their teen years. They were influ-
enced by the cold war and nuclear arms
race, the McCarthy trials of commu-
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nists, and the Korean War. There has
never been a U.S. president elected
from this cohort.

They are often called the Swing
Generation, or the transitional genera-
tion. The nation was changing rapidly
as new technology was introduced and
lifestyle attitudes began to change. As a
result, those born in the early part of the
1930s are more likely to have values like
the GI Generation, more likely to be save
their money, and adhere to traditions.

Those born in the 1940s, on the
other hand, are more like the older
boomers. They grew up with Elvis
Presley, the first television set, and were
at the cusp of the feminist and civil
rights movement. Gloria Steinem,
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Bob
Dylan were all silents—hardly a good
word to describe them.

By and large, however, this genera-
tion tends to adhere to traditional values.
They were brought up to be polite and
not to contradict adults. Most worked
for one employer all their lives. They
married early and started a family, saving
money and living well but not flamboy-
antly. Not too many women worked
outside the home. They were probably
the last generation that could count on a
steady stream of income through a
defined-benefit plan. And by shear num-
bers, they were outnumbered by the next
cohort. But the early adapters in this
generation gave signals that times were
changing. They paved the way.

Leading-Edge Boomers

The leading-edge boomers, born
between 1946 and 1955, are most likely
the “poster children” for the images we
have in our minds of the boomer gener-
ation. They grew up when the country

was booming and prosperous. In the first
half of the 1960s, salaries were up
(increasing 20%), inflation was stable
(1%-2%), and unemployment was low
(5%-6%).> Their parents—the GI Gen-
eration—wanted them to have all the
things they didn’t have when they grew
up. This was by and large a child-cen-
tered era, partially because there were so
many of them (the pig in the pytheon).
Witness the large numbers of schools
that were built and the suburban sprawl
to accommodate growing families. They
were the Dr. Spock babies, and they were
told to believe that nothing was impos-
sible for them to achieve. They grew up
to be individualists who expected to live
a lifestyle better than their parents, and
to do it their own way.

They were the rebels. Not all of
them, of course, but Woodstock defined
the generation. They experimented with
drugs, became Hippies, and started the
sexual revolution with the onset of the
pill. They lived in dorms on college
campuses, and many marched against
the Vietnam War and participated in
the Civil Rights movement. When they
graduated from college with more edu-
cation than any previous generation,
they had job opportunities that their
parents never had.

The leading-edge

expected a lot out of life as they moved

boomers

into the workforce. Many had not
saved money and, in fact, had not
believed as their parents did in delayed
gratification. Instead, many were likely
to buy a bigger home, a better car.
They are the workaholics, willing to
put in long hours for self-gratification
and monetary returns.

Now, for some, there is a rude
awakening. You might say that this

generation feels that the contract was
broken on their charmed lives. They
didn’t expect that employers would cut
back on defined-benefit plans or elim-
inate retiree health benefits, or that
there would ever be any uncertainties
about Social Security. They are more
likely to worry about retirement and
less likely to think that they can retire
with the income they need at age 65
than younger boomers .>

Yet, they are redefining retirement
in ways unimaginable to their parents
and grandparents. Their belief in self
still drives them to look inward to fig-
ure out how to live this new stage of
life, and their orientation to “making a
difference” manifests itself in looking
for ways to contribute to society.

Younger Boomers

The younger boomers, born
between 1956 and 1964, had a different
experience. When a Newsweek cover
story appeared recently about the
boomers smoking pot at Woodstock,
there was a stream of letters to the editor
from this cohort indicating that they
were boomers too, but they didn't have
the same experience. In fact, the younger
boomers grew up in different times.

While the leading-edge boomers
grew up when the economy was
strong, the younger boomers lived
through an economic downturn.
While the leading-edge boomers lived
in an intact nuclear family with mom
at home, the younger boomers were
the first latchkey children—many
mothers worked and weren’t there
when they came home from school.
They also were the children of divorce,
even of the “swingers” as the sexual rev-
olution reached some suburbs. By
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1979, the divorce rate had increased
since 1968—the median duration of
marriage being 6.6 years.* Watergate
was a defining moment, and they lost
their sense that they could do much
about government or society.

But as a result, they may have
grown up to be more realistic about
their future. They didn’t expect things
to be handed to them, and they had a
sense that life would be hard. Some of
these boomers, born in the 1960s, are
closer to punks than hippies, the
cohort called Generation X.

Generation X

In many ways, Generation X, born
between 1965 and 1976, has some
similarities to the Silent Generation,
There are fewer of them, squeezed in
between the larger generation before
them (the boomers) and the larger gen-
erations behind them (Generation Y
and the Millenniums). They are the
baby bust generation.

Perhaps for that reason, it appears
that they are pessimistic—or maybe just
realistic—about their future. They recog-
nize that the boomers may place a real
burden on government entitlements like
Social Security and Medicare to the
point where they can't count on these
benefits being there when they get older.
They also have watched their parents
work night and day, and they opt instead
for quality of life rather than putting in
long hours to launch a great career.

They are, perhaps, the ultimate
pragmatists as they are very comfort-
able with change as they adapt to a
world that is more fast paced and more
ethnically diverse than their parents
experienced. Perhaps it isn’t surprising
that the generations—like history—

repeat themselves. Despite the genera-
tional divide, the Generation Xs are
conservative in their spending and sav-
ing behaviors since they know they
must manage their own finances, and
they care a lot about relationships with
their family. They too are blazing new
trails, but in a quieter way.

Generation Y

Generation Y, born between 1977
and 1994, is sometimes called the Echo
Boom, and they have some similarities to
their parents generation. Like the
boomers, their numbers are greater than
the smaller generation before them. They
also grew up in a relatively peaceful and
prosperous time, so they share the opti-
mism many of their parents experienced.

But while Generation Ys social
values may be similar to their parents,
their world view is different. Their
optimism is tinged with fear brought
on by 9/11; the defining event that for-
ever changed their outlook on life.
Their world has shrunk—intercon-
nected through global communica-
tions—and they take diversity for
granted. They are the true techies,
where high speed and instant response
is the norm. It’s no wonder that they
look for constant feedback from
friends, families, and employers alike.
They are redefining how we communi-
cate and share information.

The Generation Ys have close ties
with their parents; some say because the
social values of the boomers and the
echo boomers are not that different.
While boomers struck out on their own
after college, witness the phenomenon of
the “boomerang kids.” It is estimated
that 65% of recent college graduates
have moved back home with their par-

ents.’ It is okay it seems for Generation
Ys to stay out late and not check in—a
rarity among phone-based boomer grads
and their conservative GI Generation
parents. Maybe boomer parents are
more simpatico as they fondly remember
their own Woodstock experiences.

Implications for Financial
Service Professionals

What can financial service profes-
sionals learn from this generational exer-
cise? As any good sales professional
knows, it is useful to step back and to
walk in the other person’s shoes. Often,
because of stereotypes we carry—
whether it is about elderly people or
baby boomers—we make some assump-
tions that might not be true and, in fact,
can lead us in the wrong direction. Each
generation comes with its own shared
experiences that can influence what
products they purchase and how they
respond to our communications.

The leading-edge boomers—now
about to face the retirement transi-
tion—find themselves increasingly
worried about the future. Because they
were given a lot and had high expecta-
tions since childhood, many are sur-
prised that they are facing this chapter
in their lives without sufficient savings
and no assurance of a steady stream of
income. Many would be open to advis-
ers who take an interest in them.

Despite their advancing age, they
will never see themselves as “senior cit-
izens.” Their orientation toward youth
has both pros and cons. Many are in
denial that they will need health and
long-term care insurance. Witness the
surge in plastic surgery and fitness cen-
ters. Preparing them for possible health
events is a challenge. On the other
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hand, one can build on their desire to
stay active and healthy by helping them
figure out how long they want to
work—perhaps they can add a few
more years to their work life—and the
impact additional earned income will
have on their financial future.
Advisers would do well to change
the conversation from accumulation
of assets to distribution of assets. The
generation that thought they would
never have to worry about money—
and who haven’t paid much attention
to their investments and their 401 (k)
allocations—may find the idea of a
having a steady stream of income in
retirement the safety net that will
make them feel most secure. This,
along with protecting them against
possible health and long-term care
needs that could derail their financial
plans, will free them up to enjoy a new

stage of life with fewer worries.

With the generations that fol-
low—younger boomers, Generation Xs
and Ys—the financial service advisers
might try to view the world as they do,
if only from 10,000 feet. Understand-
ing each generation better can only
help in building relationships and in
communicating the value of the prod-
ucts and services they will need for a
secure financial future. l
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SUMMARY

Each generation comes with its own
shared experiences that can influence
what products they purchase and how
they respond to our communications.
A review of the various generations can
help planners “to walk a mile in their
client’s shoes.”
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