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Classifying Generations

• Traditionalists (Born Before 1946)

• Baby Boomers (1946-1964)

• Generation X (1965-1984)

• Millennials (1985-2004)

• TBD (Generation Z?) (2005-present)



Poll

• Traditionalists (Born Before 1946)

• Baby Boomers (1946-1964)

• Generation X (1965-1984)

• Millennials (1985-2004)

• TBD (Generation Z?) (2005-present)



Outline of the Discussion

1) Generational/Cohort Perspective

2) Developmental Perspective

3) Individual Differences Perspective

4) Conclusion



Generational/Cohort Perspective



Generational/Cohort Perspective

• There are social events or trends that shape the 
behavior, attitudes, and life course of individuals 
born into different generations

• The view of this perspective tends to be negative of 
each subsequent generation, but there are positive 
adaptations that occur across generations.

• Lends itself to broad generalizations about members 
of a generation





“Kids these days” (August 2017)

• “are not treated like they are the future. They’re mistreated”

• “don’t receive the adequate amount of stimulation for proper 

development” “need more interactive parents”

• “are attached to their phones and social media”

• “I often hear…. are spoiled and entitled, but I don’t agree w/ that”

• “want the world handed to them giftwrapped with a pretty bow”

• “very involved with technology and there is a difference w/ the ideas of 

privacy, networking, & acceptance compared to other generations”

• “growing up very quickly”

• “are not thinking for themselves. They learn electronics at a young age, 

where they know they can use Google” 



Events shape generations (cohort effects)

• Traditionalists
– Great Depression, World War 2

• Baby Boomers
– Availability of television, Vietnam War

• Generation X
– Emergence of the Internet

• Millenials
– Emergence of social media, 9/11/2001, new 

communication technology

• Generation Z
– Even more accessible technology and social media



Generational Differences

• Example:  “The Flynn Effect”

• Scores on IQ tests have continued to increase since 
the 1930s

• Highlights a need to re-norm and revise the tests
• Prevailing theory:

– Generational differences and adaptations to solving more 
abstract problems



Generational Differences 
• “Emerging adulthood”

– Increasingly later end of formal education and beginning 
a family and/or career

• Social/political attitudes (Alwin, 2002)

• In 1977 66% said that it is better if the man works and woman stays at 

home; in 2000, 35% did.

• In 1972, 48% said that sex before marriage is wrong; in 2000, 36% did. 

• In 1972, 39% said that interracial marriage should be illegal; in 2000, 12% 

did

• In 1958, 78% said the government could be trusted; in 2000, 44% did. 

*Attitudes will not necessarily always move in a more 
progressive/liberal direction



Twenge (2017)







Research on Generational Differences

• Most extensively studied in:
– business 
– how generational differences shape interactions

• Methodology is problematic
– Poor measures of constructs like motivation, attitudes, 

values
– Research conducted at one time point (cross-sectional) 

makes it hard to tease apart generational and 
developmental influences



“The young are in character prone to desire and ready to 
carry any desire they may have formed into action.  Of 
bodily desires, it is the sexual to which they are most 
disposed to give way, and in regard to sexual desire they 
exercise no self-restraint.  They are changeful, too, and 
fickle in their desires… Their lives are lived principally in 
hope.  They have high aspirations, for they have not yet 
been humiliated by the experience of life, but are 
unacquainted with the limiting force of circumstances.  
Youth is the age when people are most devoted to their 
friends… If the young commit a fault, it is always on the 
side of excess and exaggeration, for they carry everything 
too far, whether it be their love or hatred or anything else.”

Aristotle (4th century B.C.)



Developmental Perspective



Periods of Development Shape Individuals

• Comparisons of generations based on a snapshot of 
where cohorts are developmentally
– e.g., comparisons right now may be a function of Baby 

Boomers retiring vs. Generation Z being adolescents

• Adolescence marked by biological, cognitive, and 
social transitions that are unique
– Relatively heightened period of conflict with authority 

figures, moodiness, risk-taking behavior, peer influence

• Older adults have the benefit of experience to guide 
decisions
– Less caught up in fads, less risk-taking



Developmental Differences

• Downward trend in narcissism with age (e.g., Wilson & Sibley, 

2011)

• Antisocial/illegal behavior tends to peak at age 17-18 and 
then decline throughout adulthood (numerous sources across 

decades and countries)

• Depression rates rise from childhood through approx. 
age 60 and then decline (CDC, 2012)

• Deaths in motor vehicle accidents peak in ages 15-29 and 
then start to rise again after age 60 (National Safety Council, 2013)

• Suicide highest in ages 45-64 (CDC, 2014)

– 15-24 rate is lower than 25-44 & 65-74



Individual Differences Perspective



Mean Narcissism Scores for 16-19 year-olds 
(2005-2014)



Narcissism in 16-18 at-risk teens (n = 1,919)



Individual Differences

• A focus of psychology (and should continue to be).
• The individual is impacted by a complex interplay of 

biological, psychological, and social factors
– These include generational experiences and development

• Personality research over the past several decades 
has focused on Big 5 Personality Dimensions

• Emotion research has identified 6 universal facial 
expressions

• So, there are core ways that we are different from 
each other, & we act differently in different 
situations



It’s Complicated



Example: Number of Social Media Accounts Predicts 
Anxiety Symptoms (but only for some teens) 
(Barry, Sidoti, Briggs, Reiter, & Lindsey, 2017)



Summary/Conclusions

• Development is influenced by historical context 
(generational influences)

• Social context (e.g., SES, race, gender) likely has a more 
direct influence on psychosocial development than 
generation/cohort

• Some universal trends in stages of development appear to 
exist 

– e.g., children differ from adolescents who differ from 
adults

• Caution needed in making broad generalizations about 
generations and about developmental stages



Questions?
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