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I sometimes read out loud this excerpt from a Time magazine 
story to my colleagues when discussing Gen Z:

“Deeply committed to the redemption of social imperfections, 
they have taken on a vast commitment towards a kinder, 
more equitable society; they are markedly saner and more 
unselfish than their elders.”

Everyone nods respectfully, seeing images of Greta Thunberg 
in their mind.

There’s One Phrase for the Aspirations of Gen Z that I Think is 
Oracular in an Interesting Way …

The twist: it’s from a 1965 issue of the magazine. And they’re 
actually talking about Baby Boomers.

It’s easier to spot mythic thinking when it takes place in the 
past – like the idea that a single generation would be more 
“unselfish” than any previous generation.

Selfishness is a human constant; it can’t be repealed by 
something as nebulous as a generational self-concept.

But once in a while a generation comes along that is 
particularly…smug. And that generation is not “Z,” it is 
Boomer.

Gen Z are the 
first true digital 
natives, that’s 
what.

“

”

Richard Wise  | Brand Anthropologist, Geometry UK
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Yes, the Boomer myth is that they wanted to “teach the world 
to sing in perfect harmony.” But the reality of their self-
righteousness gave us an American culture torn apart by 
angry political divisiveness and a preference for divorce as a 
way of resolving marriage conflicts.

… a life beyond binaries, boxes and borders.

So how could the Yale-educated writer at Time make such an 
error in capturing a generation’s character? How could he 
miss all the signs of entitlement that were already quite 
visible and would later be superbly documented by the 
generational experts Strauss & Howe in Generations: The 
History of America’s Future?

We project. We all do it.

We do it negatively. That’s called “judgmental.”

We do it positively. That’s called “delusional.”

We just can’t help it. We congratulate ourselves on our own 
values by either finding them sorely lacking (“spoiled 
snowflakes”) or in supernatural abundance (“they will save 
the world”).

And just as we go through life constantly finding out that we 
are quite fallible at reading people, so it goes with 
generational insights.

If you are part of the marketing community of a multinational 
headquartered anywhere in the Western hemisphere, it’s a 
good bet that you despise Trump, bemoan Brexit and 
perhaps abstain from eating meat (or just admire those who 
do). You probably take these views to be “self-evident.” But 
the truth is, you’ve worked hard to become a member of an 
elite cohort whose views have been shaped by a privileged 
education.

Therefore, when it comes to generational insight, if you have 
an optimistic temperament, what the behavioral economists 
call “confirmation bias” will take over and you will describe 
Generation Z as emblems of political correctness.
But, here’s the thing: Gen Z are not politically correct. Just 
the opposite.
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Therefore, when it comes to generational insight, if you have 
an optimistic temperament, what the behavioral economists 
call “confirmation bias” will take over and you will describe 
Generation Z as emblems of political correctness.
But, here’s the thing: Gen Z are not politically correct. Just 
the opposite.

The Pew Research Center’s latest survey shows that Gen Z 
are far more likely than Boomers to agree with this statement:

Too many people these days are easily 
offended by language.

That’s right.

While Gen Z agrees that climate change is man-made, are 
more comfortable with alternative pronouns and more 
supportive of decriminalizing marijuana, they also tend to 
think we’ve all gotten too politically correct.

Corroborating Pew, The Atlantic recently reported that 
Progressive Activists represent a vocal minority of only 8% of 
Americans. But 79% of Americans under the age of 24 think 
that “political correctness has become a problem for our 
country,” and they are the largest age cohort to agree with 
that statement. Who doesn’t have a problem with political 
correctness is the aforementioned vocal minority and, you 
guessed it, wealthy Boomers. The rest of us are tired of it, 
frustrated by its constantly changing rules and the 
intransigent severity of its wrath.

So, if you are busy trying to figure out how to make your 
brand “woke” by aiming it at the apex of political correctness, 
you are probably just tuning it to an elitist – and annoying –
projection of what Gen Z is.

Remember when Emma Watson posed for Vanity Fair in a 
provocatively revealing crochet cape and it made a firestorm 
on Twitter? Supposedly, she had betrayed her woke feminist 
beliefs by doing this. It was interesting to scrutinize her 
puritanical critics, sorting them through the generational filter. 
Easy to find elitist Boomers. Almost impossible to find Gen Z.
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https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/07/20/in-political-correctness-debate-most-americans-think-too-many-people-are-easily-offended/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/10/large-majorities-dislike-political-correctness/572581/
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The difference between political correctness and genuine 
respect is that political correctness is a virtue signaling code. 
It’s driven by status affirmation – something entirely different 
than discerning the truth. Like that naked Emperor strutting 
about in his new clothes.

Ogilvy’s Rory Sutherland describes how this affects even 
restaurant recommendations in the UK:

"Indian restaurant recommendations are like this. Whenever I 
have tried an Indian eatery on the advice of a knight of the 
realm or a Nobel laureate, I get served fancy crap. When a 
plumber or a builder recommends a curry house, however, 
it’s always bang on the money. In recommending a 
restaurant, the eminent are more interested in displaying 
sophistication and discernment than in relaying useful 
information. It is this signaling instinct that led to the culture 
wars. A noisy minority has co-opted the focus of political 
debate from discussing how problems can best be solved, 
to demonstrating how much you care about those 
problems.”

So is there something factual you can say about Gen Z, 
without merely making elitist demonstrations of “how much 
you care?”

Gen Z are the first true digital natives, that’s what.

And that means they have experienced as given – not 
innovative – everything that the Internet and smart phones 
have done to accelerate six major macrotrends, most of 
which have been going on for decades, all over the world.
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Sincerity and Authenticity

We are exposed to such an onslaught of information, our 
ability to sense when something is contrived is ultra-
sensitive. And we get called out by our peers if we try to 
share things about us that are borrowed. Knowing who you 
really are - your personal weirdness - and how to express that 
convincingly has become a general skill that was once the 
sole province of celebrities, artists and creative types. For 
brands, you can’t just pretend to be taking a position on 
something, if it’s not a true belief of the entire organization 
behind it.

Meaningful lives

Psychologist Abraham Maslov gave us the “hierarchy of 
needs” concept in the 1950s – and we still use it today. The 
key insight is that once our physiological and safety needs 
are met, we are preoccupied with the constants that inform 
human happiness: love, belonging, esteem and self-
actualization. It’s important to remember that Gen Z came 
into a world where a singularity had already taken place, one 
that is so big we easily overlook it. Fully two thirds of the 
human population have come out of dire poverty into 
emerging and full-blown middle class in just the last forty 
years. Now billions of people are pursuing the upper tiers of 
the Maslovian pyramid – looking not just to make their lives 
more comfortable but more meaningful. To truly appreciate 
what we have and live in peak moments of togetherness and 
inspiration is the dream of self-actualization and this dream is 
as true for Gen Z as it is for any previous generation, just 
more massively so.

Individualism and Anxiety

Even in supposed collectivist societies, even for people who 
believe in a transcendent ideal above their personal 
advantages, the Internet and social media triggers all of us to 
be more self-aware and to feel more powerful than ever 
before. But it is much easier to imitate other people than it is 
be one of a kind. While we all aspire to be captains of our 
own destinies, the fact is, it’s a journey fraught with anxiety 
and loneliness and the constant drumbeat of your 
smartphone only makes it more so.

JANUARY 2020 | GEOMETRY | INSIGHT 5



66

Respect and courtesy

Respect and courtesy are the dividends of well-ordered 
government, shared ideals and peace and prosperity. One of 
the markers of the cultural ideal we call “progress,” that 
sense that things are getting better and better, is when 
respect and courtesy are extended not just to people of high 
standing but to all humans. That the social dignity of people 
who have different sexual personae or different abilities than 
the rest of us is now being affirmed by Gen Z is a new 
manifestation of respect and courtesy. Brands can express 
themselves through it provided their expression bears the 
stamp of authenticity – believable, rooted in the category’s 
meaning or the company’s culture. Microsoft’s “We all 
win” was a dramatic expression of this – authentically 
inspired by their new and surprising corporate focus on 
empathy as a way of doing business.

Stewardship of the Earth

Media philosopher Marshall McLuhan famously predicted in 
the 1960’s the advent of television would create a “global 
village.” How prescient, now that each of us has a television 
in our pocket - one that we look at hundreds of times a day. 
Our primordial desire to build safe and prosperous places to 
live is matched by our equally powerful drive to live in 
communion with the Earth. Now we can see, from all over the 
world, on live TV, where our vast human projects are 
upsetting the balance of Humans and Earth. When we look at 
global Generation Z, we have to distinguish between post-
consumer cultures like Northern Europe and Coastal America 
where environmental consciousness is a religious value (and 
where Greta Thunberg is a secular saint) and developing 
cultures which have no intention of stopping industrialization 
in order to match the high environmental standards of those 
privileged nations who have already achieved it. But the 
shared bottom line is, all over the world, brands are expected 
to “take care of their stuff” and do everything they can to 
reverse climate change. Be wary of trying to get credit (virtue 
signaling again) for finally doing what you’re already
supposed to be doing. Reducing waste doesn’t suddenly 
make you Patagonia.
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Constant self-reinvention

It used to be that only celebrities stunned us by morphing 
into new selves as they went through life’s journey. A 
beautiful example of this was Jane Fonda who went from 
Barbarella to Hanoi Jane to Workout Queen to Mogul’s Wife 
to Wise Woman and captured our imaginations at each turn 
in the road. But now the Internet makes us all celebrities –
even if it’s just to the few dozen, hundreds or even thousands 
of online followers and friends we have. And disruption and 
globalization mean that very few of us are likely to have the 
same job for more than several years and need to constantly 
learn and acquire new skills. Lifemanship now includes a 
steady diet of learning, exercise and (sustainably minded) 
travel. Brands can’t sell us anymore that “you’ll be this kind 
of person if you use our brand” but instead need to connect 
with us on a more profound human meaning than a fixed 
stereotype.

There’s one phrase for the aspirations of Gen Z that I think is 
oracular in an interesting way: a life beyond binaries, boxes 
and borders.

I think it captures the inflection they are living of the big 
macrotrends of our time.

Beyond binaries: much has been made, perhaps too much, 
of how Gen Z will “blur” gender identity. But, as the 
perspicacious Richard Tolley of Kantar Consulting,pointed
out to me: non-binary thinking is not about blurring but about 
two seemingly contradictory ideas being able to successfully 
co-exist at the same time. On the chessboard, Richard says, 
Black and White don’t become gray. And you can move from 
one to the other instantly. It’s the cultural manifestation of 
quantum physics, Tolley . A ripped Tom Holland using his 
mad athletic skills to do a perfect Rihanna’s Umbrella on Lip 
Sync Battle is a beautiful expression of the joyful freedom of 
this.

Beyond boxes: our aspirations stretch beyond a fixed 
personal and professional identity. The sense of life as a 
journey is more generalized.

JANUARY 2020 | GEOMETRY | INSIGHT 7
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Beyond borders: we are seeing a massive return to the idea 
of all humans as, first, citizens of the Earth, and as, second, 
citizens of their nations and communities. Nationalistic 
populism is springing up everywhere. But if we apply non-
binary thinking, why would we have to choose between Earth 
and Country? It’s a false dichotomy.

The best-selling book Hit Makers: How to Succeed in an Age 
of Distraction has been described as starting where Malcolm 
Gladwell’s The Tipping Point leaves off. In it, journalist Derek 
Thompson argues that the way to “go viral” is to offer 
something so profoundly true that people who are influential 
jump on it and distribute it those they influence.

I predict the brands that will prosper under the Gen Z order 
will be those that transcend political correctness and connect 
with a deeper, enduring human truth. Being profoundly 
courteous might look politically correct on its surface but it’s 
more deeply meaningful – less vanity driven than mere virtue 
signaling. Same with sincerity, authenticity, care for the Earth 
and constant self-reinvention. They’re worth pursuing 
because they’re enduringly true - not because they’re what 
we might project is “on point with Gen Z.”

If you dig deep enough, you might just find something more 
original - and more humble - to say than, “We’re working to 
save the planet,” or “We believe in the rights of transgender,” 
or “Immigrants are people, too.”

Not taking yourself too seriously is the key here.

With that in mind, I would like to share with you that I (at the 
cusp of Boomer and Gen X) read this piece out loud to my 
wife (at the cusp of Millennial and Gen Z) and she smiled at 
me when I was done and said…

“OK Boomer.”

J

Photo by Marvin Meyer on Unsplash.
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