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How Boomers and Gen Y are more the 
same than different 

Age is just a number, and has never been less relevant in predicting behaviour. Just look at 

those Baby Boomers, who are spending their golden years acting a lot like their younger 

brethren. 

by Chris Sanderson 

 

We all think we know about Generation Y. They are entrepreneurial. They are tech-savvy. They 

care about the environment. They are also the FOMO and YOLO social media generation who 

are re-writing the business and lifestyle status quo for this decade. (Fear of missing out and you 

only live once, for those not with the lingo.) 

But emerging evidence suggests the traits of those born between 1980 and 2000 aren’t as original 

as many commentators thought. If you really want to understand where Generation Y’s 

millennial take on life comes from, look at their parents – the Baby Boomers. 

“Generation Y are known for prioritising lifestyle over long term, enjoyment over commitment 

and work-life balance,” says Claire Madden, social researcher and director of research at 

McCrindle Research. “However many of these values are also being lived out in the Baby 

Boomer generation.” She says that Boomers, Australia’s wealthiest generation, have a strong 

work ethic but want to live rich and fulfilling lives outside of work – a theme that runs strong in 

their children, members of Generation Y. 

LONGEVITY REVOLUTION 

Born between 1946 and 1964, Boomers invented gap years, pop culture and free love. They were 

the first group to be referred to as teenagers and were at the forefront of the civil rights 

movement, the Freedom Rides and the Vietnam protests. It is a generation that boasts Steve Jobs, 

Richard Branson, and Anna Wintour as members. Now, as the youngest members of this 

demographic move into their 50
th

 year, they are taking no less a revolutionary approach to 

ageing. 

 

Maddy Dychtwald, co-founder of generational marketing firm Age Wave, believes that the size 

of this generation as well as its mentality is set to alter the way we think about getting old. “We 
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are approaching a longevity revolution,” she says. “They [Boomers] are going to be the pioneers 

that begin to change the way this age wave is proceeding.” 

In other words, age is no longer stratified. Instead, it’s flat, meaning the year we were born no 

longer denotes how we should behave. Aside from having an emancipated approach to ageing, 

Boomers are the wealthiest cohort in Australia. Research by the Grattan Institute found that 

Australian households whose main occupants are aged between 55 and 64 years old were 

$173,000 richer in real terms in 2011-12 than eight years earlier. A household with people aged 

65 to 74 was $215,000 more wealthy. Meanwhile, houses run by those aged 25 to 34 saw their 

level of wealth fall. 

While Boomers are rediscovering their groove in retirement, Generation Y has begun to make its 

mark on the world. The youngest of this cohort is about to turn 21, and the oldest, 36. Gen Y are 

starting to discover the trappings of adulthood, forging careers, finding partners, and starting 

young families. The generation has produced personalities such as Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg, 

singer Beyonce Knowles, and fashion designer Alexander Wang. 

“Generation Y grew up during the best economic times Australia had even seen, and the GFC 

was a blip rather than a crisis for most; they have never known total war, economic depression, 

high unemployment or inflation,” says Madden. “They are used to extravagances like two-plus 

cars per family, dinners out and huge family homes. As a result, the Y-ers are an optimistic 

generation, yet not as resilient as generations past.” 

DIGITAL NATIVES 

Generation Y are famous for being early adopters of technology. American writer Marc Prensky 

popularised the term “digital native” in 2001 to describe their innate relationship to devices and 

the online world. This relationship is so significant that 25 per cent of Australians aged 20 to 40 

touch their smartphones on average 34 times a day, according to customer experience agency 

SDL. They also have shorter attention spans, and switch devices readily, from tablet, to phone, to 

desktop, and back again. According to the SDL report, 70 per cent of Australian Gen Ys use two 

devices daily, and 32 per cent use three. Amid this behaviour sits the selfie phenomenon. 

Generation Y are becoming infamous for digital narcissism, and have been branded the selfie 

generation. 

While Gen Ys use technology to edit their personas online, Boomers seem more concerned with 

the utilitarian side of technology. The digital world for them is not as much about the storifying 

of the self, but more about connecting to passions, keeping in touch with friends and relatives, 

and, of course, shopping. 

Boomers are quick to adopt new technology; 72 per cent say they have a positive attitude 

towards technology, according to marketing consultancy Mi9. Nine out of 10 Boomers said they 

had purchased something online and 25 per cent said they did so every week. A third of Baby 

Boomers even consider themselves to be multi-screeners and 45 per cent have watched catch-up 

TV. Boomers are also exhibiting a typically ageless approach to technology, experimenting with 
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dating apps such as Stitch, an app which finds companions for people over 50 using the same 

mechanics as Tinder. 

“Simplifying and making life easier is a significant factor in this growing attachment to 

technology,” says Gabbi Stubbs, director of media, insights and strategy consultancy Veritas 

Insights. “The ability to connect with loved ones is also a major driver, so we see a lot of gifting 

to Baby Boomer parents of things like tablets. It seems like the phrase ‘Skype me’ is as prevalent 

in the lexicon of this generation as ‘Google it’ is to Gen Ys.” 

CONSPICUOUS DOING 

Boomers and Gen Y are enthusiastic participants in the rise of an experience economy, where it 

isn’t about what you’re wearing on your wrist, but about where you’ve been, what you’ve been 

doing, and with whom. Both cohorts are driving this phenomenon. Highly social millennials are 

finding a new wave of conspicuous consumption by Instagramming themselves at exclusive pop-

ups, or posting pictures of themselves relaxing by the pool. 

Brands are trying to monetise this behaviour; Sydney’s 1888 Hotel, for example, is designed to 

cater directly to guests who want to share on Instagram while they’re there. The hotel features a 

designated selfie space with good lighting, a revolving lobby display of Instagram pictures taken 

by guests, and maps of the best spots to instagram around the hotel. The strategy appears to be 

working; last year the hotel was featured in Conde Nast Traveller ’s Hot List. 

Meanwhile, Boomers are having golden gap years where they rediscover the intrepid trips of 

their youths, while expecting all the hallmarks of a millennial trip. “The things they want – 

authenticity, truth, locality – are the same as from our 26- and 27-year-olds that we are 

interviewing,” says Paul James, formerly global brand leader of Starwood Hotels & Resorts. 

Age Wave’s Dychtwald says that while Boomers still yearn for intrepid tours, they expect luxury 

and safety while they holiday abroad. “They want to have a memorable experience of fun and 

romance but they also want safety, security, luxury, all the things that make them feel 

comfortable,” she says. 

While Boomers are enjoying their retirement, their younger kin are at the other end of their 

working lives. After embarking on their careers perfectly on cue with the global financial crisis, 

Gen Ys looking for jobs since 2008 have found many of the traditional career paths known to 

their parents are inaccessible. In this climate, they are showing different attitudes to work. 

Globally, only 28 per cent of Gen Ys feel that their employer is making full use of their skills, 

according to Deloitte. More than half of Gen Ys aspire to become the leader or most senior 

executive within their organisation, and when it comes to selecting a company to work for, 78 

per cent of Millennials are influenced by how innovative a company is. 

CAREERS REDEFINED 

A distinctly millennial job search tool called Good.co allows Gen Ys to learn about themselves 

and decide the right cultural fit with a prospective employer. The tool comes in the form of a 

web browser and a smartphone app that asks questions that help people categorise their 

http://good.co/
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personalities. The psychometric testing includes multiple-choice questions such as “Going with 

the flow is… (a) The best way to go, or (b) Only if I’m rowing.” The app uses examples of 16 

iconic creative minds to associate with the users. These include Will.i.am, Steve Jobs and Albert 

Einstein, presented as digital cartoons. 

While Gen Y will choose an employer based on its culture, or simply start their own venture if 

the jobs market doesn’t suit them, Boomers are reaching retirement age and are re-casting their 

careers with homegrown businesses and new ventures.SeniorPreneurs is a platform for Boomers 

starting new businesses. Some high-profile boomers are starting new businesses in their 50s and 

60s. Jo Malone, founder of the eponymous fragrance brand, has launched Jo Loves, while 66-

year old former fashion editor and stylist Linda Rodin only sold her skincare range to Estee 

Lauder in 2014. 

“The boomer generation now is more financially secure, has plenty of business and work 

experience, and many of them have excellent networks and street smarts accrued from a lifetime 

of work,” says Schaper. “All of these are ideal tools to help launch any new business venture.” 

Boomers are the original hippies, but have worked out how to integrate this into their lives 

without living on a commune and listening to the Grateful Dead. While Boomers use their 

retirement to behave in a youthful way, Generation Y are starting to exhibit the qualities of 

adults. Buying houses where possible, having children and starting careers. As they begin young 

families, Generation Ys are instigating the same flat family structures as their parents did. 

“Both Baby Boomer and Gen Y households have flatter hierarchies than previous generations,” 

says McCrindle’s Madden. “This is resulting in a greater sense of freedom and trust, openness, 

strong communication and peer-to-peer style relationships over parent-to-child. There is less 

structure but ample co-operation.” 

As Boomers and their Generation Y offspring continue to move in tandem into their next life 

stages, it’s somehow fitting that, as Gen Y comes of age, their Boomer parents are intent on 

casting off the shackles of age altogether. 

Chris Sanderson is co-director of UK-based trend forecasting consultancy The Future 

Laboratory. 
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