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They’re like “Millennials on 
steroids”...except when they’re  

not like Millennials at all 

Are you looking at today’s teenagers and wondering why they’re always online or how on 
earth their views on sexuality, government, and life in general can be so drastically different 
from yours? 

American society has gone through incredible change in the past few decades, which has 
especially impacted how teenagers see the world because of their age and level of 
development. In this guide, we want to look at how the generations have changed over time, 
what has shaped Gen Z’s views on life, and how that knowledge can help you better connect 
with your kids. 

 

 

What is a “generation”  
and why do they matter? 

We can define a “generation” as “a group of people born within a certain period of time 
whose shared age and experiences shape a distinct worldview.” 

As you read through this guide, bear in mind that whenever we’re talking about large masses 
of people, we can’t avoid stereotyping them. We simply can’t generalize trends across a culture 
and cover the experience of every individual. Also, there could be multiple, contradicting 
trends within one generation. People are endlessly diverse. Nevertheless, we still think that 
evaluating the generations is helpful because of the truths we can glean. As Business Insider 
explains, “Defining generations helps researchers see how coming of age during certain historical 
events and technological changes the way people see the world.” 

  

https://www.businessinsider.com/generation-z-profile-2017-9
https://www.businessinsider.com/generation-z-profile-2017-9
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IfYjGxI6AJ8
https://www.businessinsider.com/generation-you-are-in-by-birth-year-millennial-gen-x-baby-boomer-2018-3
https://www.businessinsider.com/generation-you-are-in-by-birth-year-millennial-gen-x-baby-boomer-2018-3
https://www.businessinsider.com/generation-you-are-in-by-birth-year-millennial-gen-x-baby-boomer-2018-3
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What are the primary generations  
of the 20th and 21st centuries? 

Not everyone agrees on the exact name for each generation, nor do they agree on the 
precise year when each begins and ends. We’ve done our best to give estimates based on 
the sources we found. 

Except for where other links are cited, we’ve gathered the following information from CNN, 
MarketingTeacher.com, and studies cited by BuzzFeed. 

The Lost Generation, b. 1893—1900, came of age during WWI 

Defining events: 

• Mass production of the Model T  
• World War I 
• Prohibition 
• Women’s right to vote 

What are they known for? 

People use the term “Lost Generation” to refer to those who entered adulthood around the 
time of WWI and who suffered loss or disillusionment as a result of the war. Brittanica says, 
“The generation was ‘lost’ in the sense that its inherited values were no longer relevant in the 
postwar world and because of its spiritual alienation from a United States that… seemed to 
its members to be hopelessly provincial, materialistic, and emotionally barren.” 

The works of early twentieth century writers—such as Gertrude Stein (credited with coming up 
with the generation’s name), Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and T. S. Eliot—capture 
the disillusionment and overindulgence of the members of this group. 

The Greatest Generation (G.I. Generation), b. 1901—1924 

Defining events: 

• The Great Depression  
• FDR’s New Deal 
• WWII 
• Pearl Harbor 

https://www.cnn.com/2013/11/06/us/baby-boomer-generation-fast-facts/index.html
http://www.marketingteacher.com/the-six-living-generations-in-america/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IfYjGxI6AJ8
https://www.timetoast.com/timelines/modernist-era-the-lost-generation
https://www.timetoast.com/timelines/modernist-era-the-lost-generation
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Lost-Generation
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Lost-Generation
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-lost-generation-4159302
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What are they known for? 

News anchor Tom Brokaw is credited with naming this group the “Greatest Generation,” but 
they are sometimes called the “G.I. Generation” because of their service in WWII. The 
members of this generation are known for their strong work ethic, high morals, and sense 
of duty. They tended to avoid divorce and debt. They built modern America by helping to 
develop its infrastructure and gave rise to the suburban middle class. The majority of them 
were religious, and there was a significant increase in the average level of education during 
this time. 

The Silent Generation (the Lucky Few), b. 1925-1945 

Defining events: 

• Korean War 

• Space race/moon landing 

• McCarthyism 
• Cold War 

What are they known for? 

Described by some as “grave and fatalistic,” the Silent Generation is known for not wanting 
to go against the government or the “system.” They had higher employment rates than either 
the Greatest Generation before them or the Baby Boomers who came after, but men’s and 
women’s gender roles were still traditional, with women generally staying at home. Women 
also had children at an average younger age than any other generation. Men tended to stay 
at their jobs for their whole lives. Divorce and having children out of wedlock were taboo. 
This generation was characterized both by wealth and conformity. President Biden is the 
first member of the Silent Generation to become President.  

Baby Boomers, b. 1946-1964 

Defining events: 

• Vietnam War/protests 

• Watergate/Nixon resignation 
• Woodstock 

• Summer of Love 

• JFK, Martin Luther King, Jr., Robert Kennedy assassinations 
• TV becomes mainstream in homes 

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/religious-landscape-study/generational-cohort/greatest/
https://www.ourmidland.com/insider/article/Biden-first-member-of-Silent-Generation-to-be-15842881.php
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What are they known for? 

The “Baby Boomers” get their name from the dramatic increase in the birth rate following 
World War II and are the only generation officially named by the U.S. Census Bureau. In contrast 
to the Silent Generation, the Boomers were much more willing to question authority. The 
time period when the Baby Boomers came of age was one of great social and cultural change 
in America. Besides the Civil Rights movement, there was the controversial Vietnam War, 
and the sexual revolution. The radio waves were taken over by rock and roll. Premarital sex 
and divorce became much more common. Even though many stayed at home, women started 
working outside the home more than ever before. As time went on, many Boomers who 
grew into successful adults took a more positive view of traditional institutions and authority.  

Generation X (Gen X), b. 1965-1980 

Defining events: 

• Fall of the Berlin Wall  

• End of the Cold War 
• AIDS crisis 

• Premiere of MTV 

What are they known for? 

Gen Xers come between two large generations and, compared to Boomers and Millennials, 
have less of a tendency to see themselves as unique. They often are stereotyped rather 
negatively as cynical and passive. They’re individualistic, motivated to learn, and have a lot 
of startup founders compared to other generations. They’re the first generation in which 
women had greater levels of education than men, and they are known for having a lot of 
personal debt. Many of the parents of Gen Xers were divorced or checked out due to being 
focused on their careers. Gen Xers have tended to marry later and divorce sooner than previous 
generations. 

Millennials (Gen Y), b. 1981-1996 

Defining events: 

• 9/11 

• Obama election 
• Great Recession 

• Rise of global internet 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/01/defining-generations-where-millennials-end-and-post-millennials-begin/
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What are they known for? 

In 2016, Millennials surpassed Boomers to become the largest living generation. Millennials 
show a greater aversion to labels and institutions compared to previous generations. They 
are less likely to identify with a political party, marry, join the military, or identify with a religion. 
They are known for being more optimistic than cynical. They are three times as likely not to 
be married when compared with the Silent Generation at the same age, and Millennial 
women are twice as likely to be in the workforce as women from the Silent Generation. It 
became much more common for Millennials to identify as LGBTQ+ compared to those in 
previous generations, and it also became more common for Millennials to continue living at 
home between the ages of 25 and 35. Millennials’ parents tended to be fairly involved in 
their lives and to praise their achievements. 

Gen Z (iGen), b. 1997-2012 

Defining events: 

● COVID-19 pandemic 

● #MeToo movement 

● George Floyd and racial justice protests 

● Overturn of Roe v. Wade 

● Trump election/Brexit 

● Supreme Court ruling on same-sex marriage 

What are they known for? 

Gen Z is known for being anxious and hard-working. Some think they will end up being the 
most entrepreneurial generation. They’ve grown up in a world where everyone has a 
smartphone, a Black president was elected, and same-sex marriage is a constitutional right. 
Gen Z tends to see morality as relative, they are growing up in a far more diverse world than 
previous generations, both when it comes to race and gender identity. According to a 2022 
Gallup poll, 20.8% of Gen Z identifies as a member of the LGBTQ+ community—an increase 
in 18 percentage points over the Baby Boomers.  

  

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/16/how-millennials-compare-with-their-grandparents/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/16/how-millennials-compare-with-their-grandparents/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/389792/lgbt-identification-ticks-up.aspx
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How Gen Z is different from  
& similar to Millennials? 

In some ways Gen Z takes trends that were noticeable in Millennials and makes them more 
extreme. In other ways, Gen Z is simply different. 

Technology 

Technology is one of the first aspects of the modern world that comes to mind when asking 
what major cultural events have shaped Millennials and Gen Z. During both generations’ 
lifetimes, the internet became a key part of everyday life. Social media followed in the early 
2000s, which was in turn followed by the popularity and ultimate ubiquity of the smartphone. 

Unlike Gen Z, Millennials remember MySpace and were around when the iPod was new, 
trendy technology. Millennials also tend to post more openly online. The defining device of 
Gen Z’s generation is most definitely the smartphone, and Gen Z grew up with social media 
and YouTube. Gen Zers tend to be much more private about their online activity compared 
to Millennials. 

Life goals and values 

Neither Millennials nor Gen Zers are very concerned with traditional life milestones such as 
getting married or buying a house. Neither values company loyalty very highly, but both 
generations want their employers to invest in them. While Millennials tend to be idealistic, 
Gen Zers are more practical. Millennials tend to value teamwork, while Gen Z is more 
independent and competitive. Both want to make a difference in the world and to have 
purpose in their lives. Yet while Gen Z does want purpose in their jobs, they are unlikely to 
give up financial security to attain it. 

Both value authenticity, but Gen Z values it even more. Both multitask, but Gen Z multitasks 
even more (or if you believe multitasking to be inherently impossible, switches from task to 
task more often). Millennials saw emotional maturity as a sign they’d arrived at adulthood, 
while Gen Z values financial independence. According to Barna, “six out of the top ten reasons 
teens look up to their role model are related to career or financial success.” 

  

https://thebossmagazine.com/generation-z-vs-millennials/
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/20/fashion/move-over-millennials-here-comes-generation-z.html
https://talexes.com/blog/millennials/generation-z-vs-millennials-similarities-differences/
https://www.alabamamediagroup.com/2018/05/29/millennials-vs-gen-z-comparing-the-youngest-generations/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/deeppatel/2017/09/21/8-ways-generation-z-will-differ-from-millennials-in-the-workplace/#28ceb41e76e5
https://www.forbes.com/sites/deeppatel/2017/09/21/8-ways-generation-z-will-differ-from-millennials-in-the-workplace/#28ceb41e76e5
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/20/fashion/move-over-millennials-here-comes-generation-z.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/20/fashion/move-over-millennials-here-comes-generation-z.html
https://www.barna.com/research/is-gen-z-the-most-success-oriented-generation/
https://www.barna.com/research/is-gen-z-the-most-success-oriented-generation/
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Mental health 

Gen Z has a different attitude toward mental health than previous generations. These young 
people are increasingly concerned with erasing the stigmas that can surround mental health 
conditions. Gen Z puts a high priority on seeking mental health treatment and using resources 
like talk therapy and medication, and they toss around “therapy-speak” terms about attachment 
styles and cognitive behavioral strategies as part of their everyday vernacular.  

Gen Z may have embraced a new attitude toward mental health, but that doesn’t mean they 
are mentally healthier. In fact, the generation has come of age in the midst of a much-remarked 
upon mental health crisis. According to the American Psychological Association, only half of 
Gen Zers they surveyed in 2021 feel that they do enough to manage their stress. This 
generation is also far more likely to report a clinical mental health diagnosis, with anxiety 
disorders and clinical depression among the most common diagnoses. Gen Z is much more 
likely to have had a friend, classmate, or peer complete a suicide attempt, as the rate of 
suicides amongst teens tripled between the years of 2007 and 2017.  

This mental health crisis has been called out as an “epidemic” by institutions like the Center 
for Disease Prevention and Control (CDC) as well as the American Association of Pediatricians. 
In the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, more teens than ever reported 
isolation, depression, anxiety, and a general sense of unease and unhappiness. 

Sexuality 

A trend we can observe in Millennials that only grew with Gen Z is a less traditional view of 
sexuality: as noted above, in 2021, 20.8% of Gen Z identified as LGBTQ+, compared to 10.5% 
of Millennials.  

It’s common now for young people to see gender as fluid and non-binary. Johnny Depp’s 
daughter, Lily-Rose Depp (b. 1999), has said, “You don’t have to label your sexuality; so many 
kids these days are not labeling their sexuality and I think that’s so cool.” Gen Zers are more 
likely than Millennials to support same-sex marriage and transgender rights. 

Religion and truth 

Barna calls Gen Z the “first truly ‘post-Christian’ generation” and has found that most previous 
generations had a “basic education on the Bible and Christianity”—but not Gen Z. Gen Z is 
also more likely than other generations (apart from Millennials) to say that the problem of 
evil is what’s stopping them from believing in Christianity. 

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/the-rise-of-therapy-speak
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2019/01/gen-z
https://www.businessinsider.com/cdc-teenage-gen-z-american-suicide-epidemic?op=1
https://news.gallup.com/poll/389792/lgbt-identification-ticks-up.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/389792/lgbt-identification-ticks-up.aspx
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/lily-rose-depp-clarifies-comments-about-her-sexuality-a6853151.html
https://www.barna.com/research/atheism-doubles-among-generation-z/
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Gen Z typically sees truth as relative, but also cares about there being evidence to support 
claims. Their view of the Church is often impacted by scandals around abuse and misuse of 
power, which can cause them to see the Christian church as a broken institution.  

Morality 

Gen Zers tend to think that what’s right is what doesn’t hurt anyone. Why is that? According 
to Barna, the reasons are complex and include: 

• the vast amount of information Gen Z has access to  
• the level of diversity they’re around 

• empathy for people who are different from them 

There is, however, a notable difference in beliefs among Gen Zers when comparing Christians 
to non-Christians. Barna’s research concluded that Christian young people are more likely 
to believe that premarital sex and homosexuality are wrong compared to their non-Christian 
or only nominally Christian peers. 

 

 

Which of the previous generations  
is Gen Z most similar to? 

In an article published in 2015, the New York Times found clear similarities between Gen Z 
and the Silent Generation, writing that “the parallels with the Silent Generation are obvious… 
There has been a recession, jobs are hard to get, you can’t take risks. You’ve got to be careful 
what you put on [social media]. You don’t want to taint your record.” 

Besides caution, two other major similarities between the two generations are their entre-
preneurial tendencies and their prioritization of their careers. 

  

https://www.barna.com/research/gen-z-morality/
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/20/fashion/move-over-millennials-here-comes-generation-z.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/20/fashion/move-over-millennials-here-comes-generation-z.html
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Which generation do they  
relate with best? 

We’ve noticed through our interactions with families and students that members of Gen Z 
often relate well with their grandparents, who are typically Baby Boomers. There could be 
many reasons for this, including that both generations tend to desire financial security and 
thus make similar decisions in pursuit of that. In addition, as previously mentioned, both 
generations grew up during periods of rapid social and cultural change. The Christians in 
both generations experienced social pressures on their beliefs (Roe v. Wade for Boomers, 
the legalization of gay marriage for Gen Z) and grew up knowing that their beliefs were 
unpopular and considered “intolerant.” 

There could be many more reasons for this, but the point is that Baby Boomers (grandparents) 
could be key in reaching today’s teens and tweens. When possible, enlist the help of trusted 
Baby Boomers in your discipleship efforts. 

 

 

What are Gen Z’s preferred  
methods of communication? 

Unsurprisingly, Gen Z prefers using devices to communicate. They especially like texting 
because of how manageable it is: “According to the research, Gen Z and Millennials 
communicate with others more digitally than in person (65%). This percentage is even higher 
in English-speaking countries, with the US (73.7%) and UK (74.4%) relying more heavily on 
digital channels for communication.” 

Nevertheless, it’s interesting to note that Gen Z also appreciates face-to-face communication. 
39% say it’s “the most effective” way of communicating. It’s worth noting that some members 
of Gen Z are opting out of smartphone communication entirely out of a belief that it’s better 
for their mental health and long term well-being.  

  

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/20/fashion/move-over-millennials-here-comes-generation-z.html
https://www.leadsquared.com/how-higher-education-communicates-with-gen-z/
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What are their favorite social  
media apps and why? 

Gen Z is, as they say, “extremely online.” According to survey results from Morning Consult, 
54% of Gen Zers say they spend 4 or more hours on social media every day. What they seem 
to enjoy the most online is visual media. That same data suggests that Gen Z’s favorite social 
media apps are YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok.  

What’s more, that same survey says,“Gen Z spends more time on mobile devices (an average 
of 11 hours per week) and streams more content (an average of 23 hours of video content a 
week) than any other generation. That’s almost one full day spent watching (rather than, say, 
reading) content.” 

 

 

What are their strengths? 
weaknesses? 

As you can probably already see, Gen Zers have some real strengths. They are pragmatic, 
they value relationships, and they love people no matter how different they are or how 
“shocking” their lifestyles might be. They’re interested in being self-starters and in finding 
creative ways to educate themselves and better their lives. They strongly dislike hypocrisy 
and are unwilling to go along with institutions merely because of their perceived authority 
(which has been a weakness of previous generations). Gen Zers also want to see evidence 
before accepting something as true. 

On the other hand, Gen Zers’ emphasis on relationships and acceptance means that they can 
let their empathy overwhelm their morality. They tend to see truth and morality as relative 
and can value authenticity so highly that they have an aversion to making any kind of judgment, 
especially about another person. They can also fail to see that sometimes the most loving 
step we can take toward people is to confront them with the truth and challenge them to 
live differently. They need to know where their hope truly comes from and that there is good 
reason for believing in Christianity.  

https://morningconsult.com/2022/12/12/gen-z-social-media-usage/
https://morningconsult.com/2022/12/12/gen-z-social-media-usage/
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How can we encourage  
and love them? 

Because Gen Zers emphasize their education and careers so much, Barna concludes the 
church should prioritize vocational discipleship, writing, “This means teaching young people 
about the integration of faith and occupation, helping them to better understand the concept 
of calling and emphasizing the meaning and theological significance of work (not just their 
potential for professional or financial success).” 

Speaking with Barna, Jonathan Morrow of Impact 360 says he believes that students are 
reluctant to take a stand on moral beliefs because they don’t want to be or appear judgmental 
and because they live in a culture that doesn’t believe people can have true knowledge 
about spirituality and morality.  

So how can we help Gen Z influence culture instead of letting culture influence them? Morrow 
says, “In order to build a strong and lasting faith, students need reasons, relationships, and 
rhythms. These are the things we can directly influence.” He calls these the “Three R’s” of 
worldview transformation.  

From a young age, students need parents and other mentors to teach them the truths about 
Christianity, educate them about false ideas, and allow them the safety of being able to doubt 
well. Morrow says, “In short, teenagers need a grown-up worldview, not coloring-book Jesus.” 

 

 

Conclusion 

We hope this guide helps you better understand Gen Z and tailor your parenting and/or 
discipleship efforts to specifically fit them. As you seek to understand, love, and lead this 
generation, have grace and patience for both them and yourself. Though different and 
growing up in a very different world that could’ve even been imagined just 100 years ago, 
the members of Gen Z are still human beings made in the image of God. No matter how 
different things become, God’s design for us will never change. Despite all the technological 
advancements, the rise of globalization, changes in the political landscape, and more, Gen 
Z still needs relationship, connection, discipleship, love, and Jesus—just as we all do. 

https://www.barna.com/research/gen-z-questions-answered/
https://www.barna.com/gen-z-qa-with-jonathan-morrow/
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Discussion questions 

● What do you see as the greatest strengths of your generation? 

● What do you think are the greatest weaknesses of your generation? 

● What do other generations misunderstand about you? 

● What do you appreciate about other generations? 

● What have you learned from people in your life who are from other generations? 

● Is there anything about the successes and failures of older generations that sheds 
light on where you are? 

● What do you think are the best ways to connect with you and your peers? 

● Is Christianity relevant to your generation? Why/why not? 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Invitation to Generosity 

If you liked what you learned in this Parent Guide and want to help us continue to make 
great resources to serve parents like you, consider making a gift at axis.org. 

http://www.axis.org/

