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Who Are Generation We?
First, a few simple factual definitions. 
Generation We includes people born between 
1978 and 2000. They follow two other 
well-known generations: the Baby Boomers 
(born 1946–1964), famous for their battles 
over sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll, and 
currently holding most positions of power 
and influence in American society, and 
Generation X (born 1965–1977), a politically 
and socially conservative cohort that has 
struggled to define itself against the vast 
and dominant Boomer group it followed. 

Of course, there is no absolute or objective definition of a generation. 
No one issues a decree from on high declaring “as of January 1, a new 
generation will begin.” But the definition of Generation We we’ve  
adopted represents the emerging consensus among social commenta-
tors, statisticians, and demographers.

It would be simplistic to claim that everybody in a particular gen-
eration is the same or holds the same views. Of course they don’t. Bill 
Clinton and Newt Gingrich are both Baby Boomers, and when they 
held political power, they fought tooth and nail over the best direc-
tion for the country. Being members of the same generation didn’t give 
them identical perspectives on anything.

But members of a generation do have some things in common. 
Clinton and Gingrich, for example, were both members of the first 
generation to grow up after World War II, in an era of relative afflu-
ence. They were among the first Americans to watch and be shaped 
by TV, to dance to rock ‘n’ roll, to take geographic and social mobility 
for granted, and to participate in the sexual revolution. Maybe it’s not 
an accident that they battled over issues from tax policy to healthcare: 
Baby Boomers have been fighting ideological and social battles with 
one another for almost 50 years.

So being part of a certain generation does have an influence on peo-
ple, even if every generation has all the range of psychological, emo-
tional, and personal variation human beings have always exhibited. 
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That’s why the generation you belong to is genuinely meaningful and 
important—not a bit of fun but irrelevant trivia. Members of a genera-
tion tend to share a range of interests, beliefs, and values, as well as 
defining historical moments and cultural experiences that shape their 
point of view. It is these shared features that define a generation.

The MillenniAl TidAl WAve

What, then, are the characteristics that make Generation We unique? 
One of the most important is their huge numbers. The Millennials are 
the largest generation in American history. Yes, you read that right—
there are more Millennials than any other similar age group that has 
ever been born in this country.

Everyone has heard about the huge size and importance of the 
Baby Boom generation. (If you haven’t, just ask any Boomer—most 
Boomers are endlessly fascinated by themselves and their special 
place in history.) American culture, business, politics, and society 
have all been transformed by the Baby Boom wave as it rolled through 
the history of the fifties, sixties, seventies, eighties, and nineties. Now, 
as they prepare to enter retirement, their vast numbers are about to 
seriously stress the nation’s Social Security and Medicare systems. 

There are 78 million Boomers—a larger number than any prior 
American generation, and more than the “baby bust” group that followed 
them, Generation X. But the Millennials are even more numerous—95 
million strong, over 21 percent larger than the Baby Boom generation.

You might object that our definition of Generation We includes 
more birth years than we assigned to the Baby Boomers—maybe 
that’s why the Millennials seem to be so numerous. Actually, it’s not 
true. Even if you use a narrower definition of the Millennials, cutting 
off their birth years at 1996, they still outnumber the Boomers, 80 
million to 78 million. (And note that other generations are routinely 
defined as including the larger number of birth years—for example, 
the group known as the Greatest Generation spans 22 years.) Sheer 
numbers mean that Generation We is going to have a gigantic impact 
on American society, and in turn, on the world.

Every life experience the Millennials pass through together will 
have a huge effect on the world. We already see this happening. 
Generation We includes the people who have made social networking 
(Facebook, MySpace, and so on) an important technological and soci-
etal trend. They live on instant messaging (IM), text each other con-
tinually, and have created entire new industries such as massive multi-
player online gaming. Through their vast numbers and economic 
power, they forced the music business to accept free downloading as a 
fact of life, and they appear poised to do the same to the TV and movie 
businesses. They’ve made the Internet the world’s most important 
and fastest-growing medium for entertainment and information. And 
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“We must use time wisely and forever realize that  

the time is always ripe to do right.”

NELSON MANDELA
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they’ve begun affecting the outcome of national elections, especially 
as participation rates by young voters climb steadily—a reflection, as 
we’ll see, of the values of Generation We.

In years to come, the world will be changed by the shared life-cycle 
stages of Generation We. When large numbers of Millennials start 
buying houses and having children, it will affect industries such as 
real estate, education, and automobiles. When Millennials get older 
and more affluent, they will transform businesses like travel and the 
market for luxury goods. When Millennials reach their forties and fif-
ties, they will take over positions of power in corporations, bringing 
with them their generational attitudes about consumerism, the envi-
ronment, and society (all of which we’ll discuss in a moment).

But think about their political impact. By 2016, there will be 100 
million Millennials (taking immigration into account), and all will be 
old enough to vote. Even if Generation We follows past generations in 
voting at somewhat lower rates than older Americans, they will con-
stitute some 30 percent of the electorate. On the other hand, if their 
rates of participation increase (as is already happening), their clout 
will be even greater. It will only increase over time, as the Millennials 
age and become a proportionately larger share of the voting-age popu-
lation. For the first time, the youth could have more voting clout than 
their elders. 

Generation We is about to rock the world. There are so many of 
them, they can’t help doing it even if they wanted to.

A neW FAce For AMericA

Sheer numbers would make Generation We a powerful force for 
change even if they were basically similar to past American genera-
tions. But they’re not. In many ways, the Millennials represent a brand-
new America, transformed by demographic and cultural trends that 
have been building for decades.

Generation We is America’s most diverse generation ever, with more 
Hispanics (18 percent), Blacks (14 percent), and Asians (five percent) 
than any previous cohort. This is due, in part, to the unprecedented num-
bers of immigrants to the United States over the past several decades.

They are also the best-educated generation in history, boasting a 
higher percentage of well-educated men and women than any other. 
Enrollment rates in postsecondary education are increasing; in 2004, 
the rate for 18- to 19-year-old Millennials was 64 percent. By compari-
son, the enrollment rate for Boomers of that age in 1970 was only 48 
percent. Similarly, the enrollment rate for 20- to 24-year-olds was 35 
percent in 2004, compared to just 22 percent in 1970. 

According to 2005 Census data, about 28 percent of workers in their 
twenties had a B.A. degree or higher.1 Generation We is also hanging 
out on college campuses longer than past generations. The median 
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years taken for college completion went up from four to five years be-
tween 1970 and 2000. As a result, today 45 percent of college students 
are 21 or older, compared to just 25 percent in 1970.

They knoW Who They Are

As we’ve seen, the demographic characteristics of Generation We 
are unique. But even more interesting and important are the atti-
tudes and opinions of the Millennials. It is these qualities that tell 
us Generation We is poised to spearhead one of the decisive turning 
points in American history.

In the rest of this chapter, we’ll be presenting the results of a 
major research study into the characteristics of the Millennial 
generation conducted especially for this book. It was sponsored by 
author Eric Greenberg and conducted by Gerstein | Agne Strategic 
Communications, one of the most respected research organizations 
in the United States, and included both extensive oral and written sur-
veys and a series of in-depth focus groups. We’ll refer to this study as 
the Greenberg Millennials Study (GMS). Detailed information about 
how this study was conducted, as well as a wealth of specific data, can 
be found in the appendix of this book. 

From time to time, we’ll also cite some other important studies 
of Generation We.2 As you’ll see—and as other commentators and 
analysts have observed—practically every study of the Millennials 
agrees on certain conclusions. The points we’ll be making about the 
Millennials are about as well documented as any findings from social 
science can be. 

One of the most significant basic findings of every study of 
Generation We is that they are a highly self-aware generation. They 
readily identify themselves as a unique age group with shared atti-
tudes, experiences, and characteristics. 

Findings from the GMS indicate that Millennials have a clear sense 
of generational identity. By 10 to 1 (90 percent to 9 percent) they agree 

that their generation “shares specific beliefs, atti-
tudes, and experiences” that set them apart from 
generations that have come before them. By 68 
to 31, they believe their generation has a great 
deal or a fair amount in common with young 
adults of their generation in other countries, 

rather than just a little or nothing at all. They even say, by 54 to 44, that 
they have more in common with young adults of their generation in 
other countries than they have with Americans of older generations.

Note, however, that Millennials are not convinced that the needs 
and goals of their generation are necessarily opposed to that of older 
generations in their own country. Half believe that “[t]he needs and 
goals of my generation are similar to those of older generations, and 

Generation We is poised to 
spearhead one of the decisive  
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our best course is to work together to advance common interests” 
rather than “[t]he needs and goals of my generation are fundamentally 
at odds with those of older generations, and accomplishing our goals 
will require removing those currently in power and replacing them 
with ourselves” (49 percent).

This tells us some important things about Generation We. They 
know who they are. They see themselves as a unique group, and iden-
tify strongly with others of the same age. Yet they don’t define them-
selves in opposition to other generations—as the Baby Boomers did, 
for example. (Remember the Boomer slogan, “Don’t trust anybody over 
30”?) The Millennials are ready to work together with those who are 
older and younger than they. It’s one of several qualities we’ll point to 
that make Generation We especially well-positioned to serve as lead-
ers for the revolutionary social changes we think are coming.

GenerATion We AroUnd The World

In this book, we’ll focus primarily on Generation We in the United 
States. We have several reasons for choosing this focus: American 
youth are the Millennials about whom most is known. We, the au-
thors, are Americans immersed in the political, social, and economic 
circumstances of our own country; and we view the United States as 
being at a crossroads in history, which Generation We is uniquely po-
sitioned to affect. 

Since the United States is perhaps the most pow-
erful nation on the planet—certainly in military 
terms, and arguably in cultural and economic terms 
as well—trends and changes driven by American 
Millennials are likely to have an enormous impact on 
the population of the whole world. But we live in an 
increasingly interdependent world, and American Millennials them-
selves believe that they are called to work with their counterparts 
from other nations and continents. We cannot—and must not—ig-
nore the important role that youth from around the world will play in 
shaping the decades to come. Let’s take a brief detour into the world 
of Millennials outside the United States. As you’ll see, there are some 
notable similarities—as well as some striking differences.

First, whereas American Millennials are children of both the out-
sized Baby Boom generation and significant immigration from Latin 
America and Asia (which accounts, in large part, for their vast num-
bers), global Millennials are the offspring of a world in which fertility 
rates have generally been on the decline, especially in the developing 
world. Nonetheless, the number of young people around the world 
who are currently under the age of 30 is still huge, more than half of 
the world’s population. In 2005, the median age of the world’s popula-
tion was 28 and falling. Current estimates suggest that the number 
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of people in the world in their twenties (which does not include the 
youngest Millennials, now 18 and 19 years old) is over 1.1 billion, or 
nearly 17 percent of the total population.3 

Second, in cultural and social terms, it seems likely that most non-
U.S. Millennials are several years “younger” than 
their American counterparts. As generational schol-
ars Neil Howe and William Strauss explain in their 
study Millennials Rising, this fits the differing his-
torical circumstances they and their parents expe-
rienced in the post–World War II period. The afflu-
ence, security, and freedom that characterized life 
in the United States during the 1950s (and which 
shaped the world of the Baby Boomers) came later 
to Europe and Asia. Therefore, young people outside 
the United States are still catching up to Americans 

in terms of their social and cultural characteristics.
But they’re catching up fast. Thanks to the Internet and other global 

communications technologies, youth culture is rapidly becoming a 
planetary rather than national or regional culture. As Howe and Strauss 
put it (at a time when Generation We was still mostly in its early teens), 

“Millennials are today forging a mind-set borrowed from bits and pieces 
of their countries of origin. The amalgam is part Ricky Martin, part 
Harry Potter, part Lego, part Kwanzaa, and part Pokémon.” 4

The crucial point is Generation We around the world is an incred-
ible force, and one that sees itself as a single, closely linked generation 
with much more in common than dividing them. They all watch TV 
together, go online together, and swap ideas and information continu-
ally. As a result, they will make crucial social and political decisions 
within a framework that is multicultural and planetary rather than 
nationalistic, making their combined global power even greater.

A Wired GenerATion

American Millennials share a remarkable number of personal and  
attitudinal traits regardless of geographic, gender, religious, and eth-
nic differences. 

The first and most striking trait is this: Generation We is incredibly 
smart about and driven by technology. They are profoundly shaped by, 
and comfortable with, the new technologies that connect people 
around the world electronically, and they have already played a major 
role in creating and shaping some of those technologies (such as so-
cial networking). 

The GMS asked Millennials to rate a series of events or trends for 
their importance in shaping the attitudes and beliefs of their genera-
tion. The clear leader was “the rise of the Internet, cell phones, text 
messaging, email, and similar advances in personal technology,” with 
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an average importance rating of 8.3 (where 10, the highest rating, rep-
resents extremely important, and 0, the lowest rating, represents not 
at all important). Moreover, 48 percent of Millennials gave this trend a 
perfect 10 rating for its effect on their generation. (The next most im-
portant influence was the terrorist attacks of 9/11, with an average 7.9 
rating and 36 percent giving it a perfect 10.)

This impression is borne out by a wealth of other survey data. A 
survey of “Generation Next” by the respected Pew Research Center in 
January 2007, shows rates of Internet usage (86 percent) and email us-
age (77 percent) are high among Millennials (18–25-year-olds). And 
more than half of Millennials (54 percent) say they have used a social 
networking site such as Facebook or MySpace. 

Even stronger results come from an April 2006 survey of 18- to 
25-year-olds by Greenberg, Quinlan, Rosner Research (no relation to 
author Eric Greenberg). In that survey, respondents reported spending 
an average of 21.3 hours a week online, including time spent emailing 
and instant messaging (IM). In the June 2007 Democracy Corps survey, 
18- to 29-year-old Millennials reported a lower average weekly time 
online of 15.1 hours.

Also in the April 2006 GQR survey, 86 percent reported using email 
every day; 56 percent said they read news online every day; 41 percent 
said they used MySpace, Facebook, or something similar every day; 
and 40 percent said they instant messaged every day. More than half 
(52 percent) said they had a personal page on MySpace and 34 percent 
said they had one on Facebook.

But perhaps the most striking and distinctive aspect of technology 
usage by Generation We is their embrace of mobile media. For ex-
ample, in a March 2005 mKids World Study survey (reported in NPI’s 
2006 study, Mobile Media in 21st Century Politics), 28 percent of 18- to 24-
year-olds reported text messaging regularly, compared to 16 percent of 
25- to 34-year-olds and just 7 percent of 35- to 54-year-olds. Even more 
impressive, in the 2005 Pew Gen Next survey, a majority (51 percent) 
of 18- to 25-year-olds said they had sent or received a text message in 
the past 24 hours, compared to 22 percent of those 26 to 40 and 10 per-
cent of those 41 to 60.

So Generation We is deeply involved in using new technologies. 
They also like the new technologies and feel good about their impact 
on the world.

Generation We is generally optimistic about the social and eco-
nomic impact of new technologies. In the May 2006 Young Voter 
Strategies poll, 69 percent of Millennials believe new technologies 
(such as the Internet, cell phones, text messaging, IM, iPods, etc.) make 
people more efficient, 64 percent believe they make you closer to 
old friends and family, and 69 percent believe they make it easier to 
make new friends (the latter two figures are substantially higher than 
among older generations). On the other hand, 84 percent believe these 
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new technologies make people lazier (more than 
any other age group), 67 percent believe they make 
people more isolated, and 68 percent believe they 
make people waste time.

In a June 2006 Pew survey, 18- to 25-year-old 
Millennials were more likely than any other age 
group to believe that email and new ways of com-
munication have helped American workers (88 
percent). They were also the only age group where 

a majority thought that the automation of jobs has 
helped American workers (54 percent). In an April 2006 

GQR survey of 18- to 25–year-olds, 86 percent agreed that the 
benefits of the Internet far outweigh any dangers it presents.

The fact that the largest generation in history is also the first 
generation for whom technology is as basic as eating, drinking, and 
breathing will revolutionize economies around the world. Metcalfe’s 
Law states that the value of a network expands logarithmically as its 
volume/usage doubles; in other words, as participation in the wired 
economy grows, the impact of that economy grows even faster. Look 
at how the Internet has transformed life in the last 15 years. The long-
term effects of the technological innovations Generation We will 
spearhead will be even greater, impacting business, finance, commu-
nications, entertainment, education, government, and healthcare in 
ways we can’t even conceive of today. 

In short, we’re living in the Millennials’ world, part of a global 
economy and technological infrastructure that is in the midst of trans-
formational change and whose future will be based on their behavior. 

A hoPeFUl GenerATion

Generation We is optimistic. As a generation, they are generally convinced 
that today’s children will grow up to be better off than people of today. 

A June 2007 Democracy Corps survey of 18- to 29-year-old 
Millennials bears out this impression. In that poll, 79 percent thought 

“hopeful” described most people their age very well or well, 78 percent 
thought “independent” well-described their age group, and 77 percent 
thought “forward-looking” and “progressive” well-described their gen-
eration. When asked how well specific terms described themselves, 
93 percent picked “forward-looking,” and 90 percent, 91 percent, and 
86 percent, respectively, felt that about the terms “hopeful,” “indepen-
dent,” and “progressive.” 

What’s more, according to the Pew Center’s September 2006 Gen 
Next survey of today’s 18- to 25-year-olds, 84 percent believe that, 
compared with young adults 20 years ago, they have better education-
al opportunities, 72 percent believe they have access to higher-paying 
jobs, 64 percent they believe they live in more exciting times, and 56 
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percent believe they have better opportunities to bring about social 
change. 

In terms of their overall views, as measured in the same Gen Next 
survey, 50 percent thought it was better to be a young adult today 
than 20 years ago, compared to 45 percent who thought those 20 years 
ago had the better deal.

Another sign of optimism in the Gen Next survey among 18- to 
25-year-olds was that, while most believe they currently do not have 
enough money “to lead the kind of life you want” (63 percent among 
those not employed and 70 percent among those who are employed), 
almost all of those individuals believe they will have enough money 
to do so in the future.

Other Pew surveys also show considerable optimism among mem-
bers of Generation We. In a February 2006 survey, 18- to 29-year-olds 
(Millennials would include the 18- to 28-year-olds in this group) were 
the most optimistic age group in assessing whether today’s children 
would grow up better or worse off than people are now (45 percent 
better/39 percent worse; other age groups were more negative than 
positive by margins of from 17–27 points). In a July 2006 survey, 18- 
to 29-year-olds were the most optimistic about whether they would 
move ahead in life (as measured by self-placement on a “ladder of life” 
going from 0 as lowest to 10 as highest) in the next five years. Seventy-
two percent thought they would, compared to 13 percent who expect-
ed no change and 8 percent who thought things 
would get worse. They were also more likely to 
believe they had made progress in life in the last 
five years (58 percent thought so, while 20 percent 
thought they’d stayed the same and 18 percent 
thought they’d slipped).

At the same time, despite their optimism in 
life, Generation We has a sober sense of reality and of the problems 
their generation faces. Many worry that, if current trends continue, 
the world will be worse off, and they understand the peril of not doing 
anything at all.

A plurality in the GMS (46 percent) believed that 20 years from 
now their generation will live in a country that is worse off than the 
one we live in today, compared to 34 percent who thought the country 
will be better off. In a June 2007 New York Times/CBS News/MTV sur-
vey of 17- to 29-year-old Millennials, almost half (48 percent) thought 
their generation will be worse off than their parents’ generation, com-
pared to 50 percent who thought their generation would be the same 
(25 percent) or better off (25 percent).

Certain aspects of the way things have changed in the last 20 to 30 
years elicit clearly negative views from Generation We (though even 
here they tend to be less pessimistic than older generations about 
these changes). Pluralities or majorities of 18- to 29-year-olds believe 

...a generation that believes in  
the power of human ingenuity  
and creativity to develop solutions 
to the problems we face.
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there is less job security for the average worker to-
day than 20 to 30 years ago; there is more on-the-job 
stress; retirement benefits are worse; and people need 
to work harder to make a decent living.

Yet despite these concerns, Generation We is optimistic about 
their potential and believe that their destiny is in their own hands. 
Combine the Millennials’ belief in technology with their fundamental 
optimism, and you get a generation that is strongly committed to the 
idea of innovation—a generation that believes in the power of human 
ingenuity and creativity to develop solutions to the problems we face.

Later, we’ll be looking at some of the problems Generation We will 
face as they gradually take responsibility for the world they are inher-
iting. Those problems are serious—even frightening. Sobering statis-
tics suggest that the Millennials may, in fact, be the first generation in 
American history to face tougher life prospects than their parents did. 
This makes their optimistic attitude toward the future all the more 
remarkable—and admirable.

A resPonsiBle GenerATion

Generation We is a responsible group. In comparison with other gen-
erations, they shy away from drugs, unsafe sex, and other high-risk 
behaviors that harmed the two preceding generations, the Baby 
Boomers and the Generation Xers.

The first Millennials entered their senior years in high school in 
1996 and 1997. Those years generally marked the peak of drug use 
by twelfth graders (as measured by the National Institute on Drug 
Abuse’s annual Monitoring the Future survey), which had been ris-
ing throughout the early 1990s, when the later Gen Xers were reach-
ing that grade. Since then, drug use has been declining for almost 
all drugs tracked by the survey. For example, 42 percent of twelfth 
graders in 1996 said they had used some illicit drug in the last year, 
compared to 37 percent in 2006. Perhaps of even more significance is 
the fact that drug use is now being delayed by adolescents. In 1996, 24 
percent of eighth graders said they had used an illicit drug in the last 
year; that’s now down to 15 percent.

These levels are still higher than they were in the very early 1990s, 
before measured drug use started increasing. But if current trends 
continue, measured adolescent illicit drug use should fall below those 
levels in several more years.

Teens are also waiting longer to have sex. According to the 
Guttmacher Institute, some 13 percent of females and 15 percent of 
males ages 15 to 19 in 2002 had sex before they were 15; that’s down 
from 19 and 21 percent, respectively, in 1995. In addition, currently 75 
pregnancies occur every year among females age 15 to 19; that rate is 
down 36 percent since its peak in 1990. Births among this age group 
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are also down by 31 percent over this time period.
Recent rates of juvenile crime have also declined dramatically. For 

example, in 1994, the rate of violent crime by juveniles was 40 percent 
above its average for the last several decades; the latest data show that 
rate is now 15 percent below its average. Also, between 1994 and 2002, 
the number of murders involving a juvenile offender fell 65 percent, 
to its lowest level since 1984.

Furthermore, as Millennials are shying away from dangerous or 
health-threatening behaviors, they are also enthusiastically taking up 
socially beneficial activities, including volunteerism, activism, charity, 
blogging on social issues, political organizing, and voting. The youth 
of Generation We care more deeply about the poor, the disenfran-
chised, and the vulnerable than past generations. They are especially 
concerned about the environment and the effects of our past bad stew-
ardship over it, and as we’ll show in later chapters, they are changing 
their behaviors to reflect these concerns. These are all impressive 
signs of responsibility, all the more remarkable in a generation that is 
still so young.

Many people, especially Baby Boomers, make the assumption that 
irresponsible behavior is just a natural part of being young. (President 
George W. Bush, himself a Boomer, responded to rumors of his sub-
stance abuse by saying, “When I was young and irresponsible, I was 
young and irresponsible.”) But what was true of the Boomers isn’t true 
of Generation We. They tend to take life and its responsibilities seri-
ously—the kind of trait most of us like to see in a generation that will 
soon be helping to guide the fate of our nation and our world.

reAdy For chAnGe

Generation We is innovation-minded. They’ve adopted the pioneering 
American spirit and embraced it in the form of a profound belief in in-
novation—technological, social, political. This belief is the hallmark 
of their generation. Millennials do not see a world of limits but one 
of possibilities in which anything can be accomplished with enough 
creativity and determination. 

Generation We is also comfortable with risk, as evidenced by 
their embrace of the ideal of entrepreneurship. In our focus groups, 
when we asked Millennials to name their personal heroes, they rarely 
mentioned politicians, athletes, or entertainers, choosing instead cre-
ative visionaries from the worlds of business, technology, and social 
innovation—people such as Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Nelson Mandela, 
Muhammad Yunus, and even Oprah Winfrey (whom Millennials view 
not as a talk show host but as a pioneering female business leader and 
human rights advocate). 

With their affinity for technology, Generation We is pursuing their 
belief in innovation personally. They are working in the world’s top 
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university research labs, witnessing the laws of 
chemistry, physics, materials science, and elec-
trical engineering being transformed by their 
own research. They know from personal experi-
ence that the future is in their hands, and their 
comfort with the latest technology along with 
their open-minded attitude makes them a more 
formidable force for innovation than any previ-
ous generation. 

Survey results bear out these impressions. 
The GMS asked Millennials whether their gen-

eration was more likely or less likely than earlier 
generations of Americans to be characterized by 

various attitudes and behaviors. Topping the list was embracing in-
novation and new ideas. More than three-quarters (78 percent) thought 
Millennials were more likely than earlier generations to embrace in-

novation and new ideas, compared to a mere 7 percent 
who thought Millennials were less likely than earlier 
generations to do so, for a net score (more likely minus 
less likely) of +71. This is by far the strongest result for any 
of the 14 characteristics we tested. 

Consistent with this finding, another question in the 
GMS found 87 percent of Generation We agreeing with 
the statement, “Throughout our history, America’s suc-
cess has been built on innovation and entrepreneurship. 

As we confront the many challenges facing us today, it is that same 
spirit of innovation and entrepreneurship that is needed to maintain 
America’s strength in the 21st century.”

Equally important, Generation We is noncynical and civic-minded. 
They believe in the value of political engagement and are convinced 
that government can be a powerful force for good. What’s more, there 
are many signs that Generation We is already acting on these beliefs, 
getting far more involved in social and political activism at a young age 
than other recent American generations.

One of the most significant findings from the GMS is Millennials’ 
interest in and belief in collective social action. When asked about 
the best way to address the challenges facing the country, the leading 
choice by far was “through a collective social movement” (60 percent 
made that their first or second choice) over through individual action 
and entrepreneurship (35 percent), through the media and popular 
culture (33 percent), through government action (40 percent), or 
through international cooperation (30 percent). Note that the num-
ber choosing a collective social movement (38 percent) as their first 
choice was more than twice the number that chose any other option 
as their first choice.

Consistent with this belief in collective action, Generation We 
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has a strong and activist sense of generational mission. The results of 
these four questions from the GMS show just how robust that sense of 
mission is:

In our country, each generation has a responsibility to wisely 
use the country’s resources and power so that they can provide 
the next generation a secure, sustainable country that is stron-
ger than the one they inherited (91 percent agree, 53 percent 
strongly agree).

Young Americans must take action now to reverse the rapid 
decline of our country. If we wait until we are older, it will be too 
late (89 percent agree, 48 percent strongly agree).

Life in the future in America will be much worse unless my 
generation of Americans takes the lead in pushing for change (85 
percent agree, 42 percent strongly agree).

My generation of Americans has better opportunities to make 
a difference and produce structural change than previous genera-
tions (79 percent agree, 31 percent strongly agree).

Moreover, Generation We explicitly rejects the idea that individu-
als shouldn’t step forward and try to make a difference. More than 
three-quarters (78 percent) say they are willing to make significant 
sacrifices in their own life “to address the major environmental, 
economic, and security challenges facing our country.” By 4 to 1, 
Millennials say that addressing the big issues facing my generation starts 
with individuals willing to take a stand and take action (80 percent) rather 
than individuals can’t make a real difference in addressing the big issues fac-
ing my generation (20 percent).

Consistent with these sentiments, volunteerism is unusually high 
among Millennials. According to UCLA’s American 
Freshman survey—conducted for the past 40 years 
with several hundred thousand respondents each 
year—83 percent of entering freshman in 2005 
volunteered at least occasionally during their high 
school senior year, the highest ever measured in 
this survey. Seventy-one percent said they volun-
teered on a weekly basis. (Some data sources indi-
cate that rates of volunteering among Millennials 
may actually have been highest right after—and presumably in reac-
tion to—9/11, but differences in question wording and population 
surveyed prevent a definitive judgment on this possibility.)

Generation We is deeply concerned about the common good. They 
also believe in social change—and they are ready, even eager,  

Millennials do not see a world 
of limits but one of possibilities 
in which anything can be 
accomplished with enough 
creativity and determination. 



GENERATION WE 32

to play their role in making positive changes hap-
pen. Committed to innovation, they are determined 
to leave the world better off (even if this means they 
must take on the difficult challenge of reversing de-
cades of environmental, economic, and social dam-
age), and they are prepared to work outside the tra-
ditional boundaries and institutions to drive change. 

Combined with their technology-driven cul-
ture, this means the Millennials are ready to mobi-

lize differently, more powerfully, more collaboratively, and more cre-
atively than past generations. The results are likely to be astounding. 

PoliTicAlly enGAGed

By comparison with past generations, Generation We is highly politically 
engaged. In the 2006 American Freshman survey, more freshman re-
ported they discussed politics more frequently as high school seniors 
(34 percent) than at any other point in the 40 years covered by the 
survey. According to the December 2006 Pew Research Center Gen 
Next data, Millennials who are 18 to 25 today (birth years 1981–1988) 
are running about 10 points higher than Gen Xers at the same age 
on following what’s going on in government and in level of interest 
in keeping up with national affairs. In a Greenberg Quinlan Rosner 
(GQR) April 2005 survey of 18- to 25-year-olds, respondents gave 
themselves an average of 7 on a 10-point scale as to how well “I read a 
lot about politics” describes them (higher even than the 5.6 they gave 
themselves on reading about technology).

More recently, in a January 2007 Pew Research Center survey, 77 
percent of 18- to 29-year-olds said they are interested in local politics, 
up 28 points from 49 percent in 1999—the highest increase of any 
age group surveyed. The survey also found that 85 percent of 18- to 
29-year-olds report they are “interested in keeping up with national af-
fairs,” a 14-point increase from 71 percent in 1999 and nearly the same 
level of interest as adults of all ages (89 percent).

Generation We also comes out well in measures of election-related 
political engagement. According to the University of Michigan’s 
National Election Study (NES), 18- to 29-year-olds in 2004 (an age 
group dominated by Millennials who were 18–26 at the time), were 
either higher or matched previous highs on a wide range of political 
involvement indicators, when compared to 18- to 29-year-olds in pre-
vious elections. These indicators included level of interest in the elec-
tion, caring a good deal who wins the election, trying to influence oth-
ers’ votes, displaying candidate buttons or stickers, attending political 
meetings, and watching TV programs about the campaign. 

More detail on political engagement is provided by the Harvard 
Institute of Politics (IOP) November 2007 survey of 18–24-year-olds.  

Generation We is deeply 
concerned about the common 

good. They also believe in social 
change—and they are ready, 

even eager, to play their role in 
making positive changes happen.
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In that survey, 50 percent said they had signed an online petition, 28 
percent had written an email or letter advocating a political position, 
23 percent had contributed to an political discussion or blog advocat-
ing a political position, 21 percent had attended a political rally, 15 
percent had donated money to a political campaign or cause, and 12 
percent had volunteered on a political campaign for a candidate or 
issue. In addition, 60 percent said they closely followed news about 
national politics.

In the same survey, 63 percent also thought political engagement 
was an effective way of solving important issues facing the country, 66 
percent thought such engagement was an effective way of solving im-
portant issues facing their local community; the analogous figures for 
community volunteerism were 61 and 80. The GMS found somewhat 
stronger results, with 69 percent saying political activism was a very 
or somewhat effective way of solving the major challenges facing our 
country and 73 percent saying community volunteerism was an effec-
tive way of solving those challenges.

Given Generation We’s strong support for collective action, sense 
of generational mission, and high levels of activism and political 
interest, it is not surprising that Millennials’ voter turnout so far has 
been exceptionally strong.

In the 2004 election, Census data indicate that the 18- to 24-year-
old group, completely composed of Millennials, increased their turn-
out 11 points to 47 percent of citizens in that age group, while 18- to 
29-year-olds—dominated for the first time by Millennials—increased 
their turnout 9 points to 49 percent. These increases were far higher 
than among any other age group. 

Studies from 2006 also suggest that turnout went up even more  
in precincts where a special face-to-face, door-to-door effort was made 
to get young voters to the polls. CIRCLE’s analysis of nonpartisan 
voter turnout efforts in student-dense precincts indicated that turnout, 
on average, doubled over 2002 in these precincts. Evidence continues 
to accumulate that direct contact (as opposed to phone-banking) turn-
out efforts are extraordinarily effective with Generation We voters. 

The long-term trends at work here are huge and spell a steady in-
crease in the influence of youthful voters. Pundits called the electoral 
shift of 2006 a mandate on the war in Iraq, but it reflected even more 
the rise in youth voting combined with their strongly progressive at-
titudes (as we’ll explain in the next section).

Turnout among members of Generation We, even with these in-
creases, still lags behind older cohorts—a long-standing pattern among 
American voters. But the gap has narrowed dramatically. If we take into 
account volunteerism and community activism levels that are already 
on a par in most respects with older cohorts, it is clear that Millennials 
are poised to make a big impact on society with their unusually high 
rates of civic participation, political involvement, and voting.
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In the 2008 primaries, Generation We is continuing their trend 
toward increased voter participation in dramatic fashion. Here’s a 
summary by CIRCLE of youth (18- to 29-year-olds—all Millennials) 
turnout in early primaries where comparison to previous elections 
was possible:

[Y]outh turnout rose dramatically in Iowa, Florida, and 
New Hampshire. In Iowa, the youth turnout rate rose to 
13 percent in 2008 from four percent in 2004 and three 
percent in 2000. Young voters expanded as a proportion 
of all caucus-goers, and the total number of Iowans who 
caucused grew, producing a three-fold increase in youth 
participation. Similarly, in New Hampshire, the youth 
turnout rate rose sharply to 43 percent in 2008 compared 
to 18 percent in 2004 and 28 percent in 2000. Young people 
increased their turnout more than the older voters. The 
youth turnout rate increased by 15 percentage points over 
2000 while the turnout rate for those ages 30 and above in-
creased by only six percentage points. In Florida, the youth 
voter turnout tripled compared to 2000 despite the fact 
that the Democratic primary was not fully contested.

These trends continued into Super Tuesday. The basic results in 
states that had previously participated in Super Tuesday were as 
follows: in California, youth turnout went up from 13 percent to 17 
percent; in Connecticut, youth turnout went up from 7 to 12 percent; 
in Georgia, youth turnout tripled; in Massachusetts, youth turnout 
doubled; in Missouri, youth turnout tripled; in New York, youth turn-
out was steady while overall turnout fell; in Oklahoma, youth turnout 
tripled; and in Tennessee, youth turnout quadrupled. Granted these 
turnout increases are measured against a low base, but they are im-
pressive nonetheless. And typically the percentage point increase in 
youth turnout exceeded the percentage point increase among voters 
as a whole.

Paradoxically, members of Generation We are not quick to claim 
for themselves the mantle of being particularly active or politically 
engaged, even though they are, in fact, among the most involved 
young people in history. In our focus groups, many Millennials criti-
cized their own generation as being “apathetic” or “materialistic.” 
There are a number of possible explanations for this paradox.

One is that the Millennials are measuring their and their genera-
tion’s activism—actually high relative to earlier generations of young 
people—against the seriousness of the planetary problems they face 
and finding it wanting. They are worried that their generation has not 
yet launched the kind of social and political movement they see as 
necessary to address the major issues of our time. This attitude is a re-
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flection of their strong sense of responsibility—and also a measure of 
their readiness to step forward when conditions are right and a clear 
agenda emerges for Millennials to rally around.

Negative media coverage of youth probably also plays a role. It 
is intriguing to note that although Millennials in the June 2007 
Democracy Corps survey were overwhelmingly convinced (87 
percent) that the word “materialistic” well-described people their 
own age, only 35 percent felt that term well-described themselves. 
Generation We as a group strongly condemns materialism even as 
they believe (or fear) it is rampant among their peers.

The fact is Generation We is ready to work for large-scale change 
and to support the kind of collective movement they consider neces-
sary for such change to occur. Perhaps only such a movement—one 
that empowers individuals to become, in Gandhi’s words, “the change 
they wish to see in the world”—can overcome the barriers Millennials 
see as holding them and their generation back. 

We’d argue that a movement aimed at engaging and mobilizing 
Generation We must build on the distinctive aspects of the Millennial 
personality: a view that overcoming tradition and innovating to create 
a better future is both necessary and a central strength of their genera-
tion; a wish to embody in their lives and actions the kind of change 
they are seeking to make; an unabashed willing-
ness to use their economic power as consumers; a 
deep embeddedness in social networks; a clear-eyed 
assessment of the difficulties of change, which 
leads them to seek not just action but plans for suc-
cessful action; and of course, an appreciation of the potential of the 
new technologies that have done so much to shape this generation. 

In short, Generation We is becoming more active and increasingly 
ready to support a collective social movement that embraces both 
government and entrepreneurship focused on the greater good. Based 
on their numbers and their sense of urgency, once such a movement 
emerges it is certain to be large, powerful, and lasting. 

The ProGressive shiFT

The political attitudes of Generation We reveal a distinct pattern that 
is markedly different from that of their immediate predecessors, the 
Gen Xers—the most politically conservative cohort in American his-
tory. Thanks to their open-mindedness and their overwhelming embrace of 
the greater good, Generation We is developing strongly progressive views on 
a wide range of issues and is poised to lead the most dramatic leftward politi-
cal shift in recent American history. 

On the political stage, Generation We is already beginning to make 
their influence felt. The oldest Millennials were eligible to vote for the 
first time in 1996. In their first few elections, Generation We has voted 

By comparison with past 
generations, Generation We  
is highly politically engaged.



GENERATION WE 36

more heavily Democratic than other recent generations. For example, 
in 2002 (otherwise a terrible year for Democrats), Millennials (then 
18- to 24-years old) voted Democratic by 49 to 47 percent. In 2004, 
Millennials age 18 to 24 favored Democrat John Kerry for president 
by 56 to 43 percent. (Polling data for the entire Millennial cohort 
aren’t available.) If young people ruled America, Kerry would have 
been elected with a landslide victory of 372 electoral votes to 166 for 
Bush.5 In 2006, Millennial voters (then 18- to 29-years old) favored 

Democrats for Congress by a margin of 60 
to 38 percent. They were the swing vote 
role that delivered the Democratic take-
over of Congress during that year’s mid-
term elections.

The Democratic leanings of Generation 
We extend beyond voting choices into 
party identification. According to the most 
recent survey by the Pew Research Center 
for the People and the Press (released in 
April, 2008), Americans age 18 to 29 iden-
tify themselves as Democrats (or “lean” 
Democratic) over Republicans by a 58 to 33 

percent margin.
This is the largest progressive shift since the New 

Deal—the movement launched in the 1930s by 
Franklin D. Roosevelt that earned him four terms in 
the White House, a rewriting of the social contract 
between Americans and their government, and 
nearly a half-century of political dominance for the 
Democratic Party, buoyed by the loyalties of voters 
whose sensibilities were shaped by the politics of 

the New Deal. Thus, the progressive shift of Generation We isn’t going 
to be an important trend for one or two years or even one or two elec-
tions. It’s likely to shape American politics for several decades to come.

You might wonder whether the Democratic preferences of 
Generation We simply reflect their youth. After all, it’s a common folk 
belief that young people are generally liberal and gradually become 
more conservative as they get older. But that’s not the case. When we 
compare today’s Generation We with their predecessors the Gen Xers, 
we see a huge crash in Republican support. Back in the 1990s, when the 
Gen Xers were the same age as Generation We is today, they identified 
with the Republicans at a 55 percent rate. Those same Gen Xers, now in 
their thirties, continue to be the most Republican generation today. 

The fact is that party identification and other voting behaviors 
formed in a generation’s twenties tend to persist for a lifetime, as dem-
onstrated by many political science studies.6 This is good news for the 
Democratic Party. On Election Day in 2006, the exit polls showed the 

This is the largest progressive 
shift since the new deal— 

the movement launched in the 
1930s by Franklin d. roosevelt 

that earned him four terms  
in the White house...

GEN WE: 
Voting Heavily Democratic

In 2002 Millennials voted Democratic 
by a 49 to 47 margin.

In 2004 Millennials voted Democratic 
by a 56 to 43 margin.

Since 2002 there has been a steady increase 
in a progressive direction with Millennial voters.
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Democrats with a 12-point lead in party identification 
among 18- to 29-year-old voters. Polls taken since then 
typically give the Democrats even larger leads in party 
identification among this age group, as well as substan-
tial leads in generic presidential and congressional voting 
intentions for 2008. 

Of course, party preference is one thing—political at-
titudes are another. Does the Millennial leaning toward the 
Democratic party merely represent a swing in “brand pref-
erence” from one vaguely defined collection of positions to 
another—or does it reflect a real shift in attitudes?

Our research demonstrates that the latter is true. In fact, 
Generation We is far more wedded to progressive political and 
social views than to the Democratic party. On issue after issue, 
Generation We favors progressive positions, even as they 
resolutely reject familiar labels, party banners, and ideologi-
cal straitjackets. For example, in the GMS, fully 70 percent 
of respondents agreed with this statement:

Democrats and Republicans alike are failing our coun-
try, putting partisanship ahead of our country’s needs and 
offering voters no real solutions to our country’s problems.

 And more Millennials surveyed described themselves as 
independents (39 percent) than either Democrats (36 percent) 
or Republicans (24 percent).

The fact is that the progressive shift of Generation We 
is not about party politics. It’s about a belief in the fu-
ture; about embracing possibility and hope (the themes 
that have driven Barack Obama’s popularity among the 
young); and about rejecting the divisive rhetoric, penchant 
for social control, and protection of entrenched interests that young 
Americans identify with the conservative movement. 

Members of Generation We see their friends coming home from 
war with permanent injuries; they find themselves unable to afford 
healthcare, to save for retirement, or to fill up their tanks with gas. 
They blame the right for these problems, and they see the obstinacy 
and narrow-mindedness of conservatives as being antithetical to their 
own optimism and spirit of innovation. So they reject the failed solu-
tions of the right, even as they refuse to commit themselves whole-
heartedly to any political party.
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A TolerAnT GenerATion

Generation We is remarkably open-minded and tolerant on social issues. 
They are more accepting of gender equality, gay rights, racial blending, 
and immigration than any other generation.

Gender equality is rapidly becoming a nonissue with Generation 
We. In the 2004 National Election study, respondents were asked to 
place themselves on a 7-point scale relative to the following state-
ments: “Some people feel that women should have an equal role with 
men in running business, industry and government. Others feel that 
women’s place is in the home,” where 1 is the strongest support for 
women’s equal role and 7 is the strongest support for women’s place 
being in the home. Two-thirds of Millennials selected 1, the strongest 
support for women’s equal role, and 88 percent of Millennials picked 
1, 2, or 3—both figures that are higher than for any other generation.

In another NES question on whether government should see to it 
that women receive equal treatment on the job, Millennials (18- to 26-
year-olds in their 2004 survey) were significantly stronger than other 
generations in the women’s equality direction. Eighty-five percent of 
Millennials felt that government should do this, compared to 68 per-
cent of Xers and 71 percent of Boomers.

To some extent, Generation We is just responding to the lived re-
ality of their generation—for them, gender equality is a “fact on the 
ground.” Indeed, women are not only equal in their experience but 
frequently taking the lead. For example, today girls tend to outper-
form boys in elementary and secondary school, getting higher grades, 
following more rigorous academic programs, and participating in ad-
vanced placement classes at higher rates. They also now outnumber 
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boys in student government, in honor societies, on school newspapers, 
and in debating clubs. And more girls are attending college than boys: 
56 percent of today’s undergraduates are women, compared to 44 per-
cent who are men. Reflecting this disparity, women now earn 170,000 
more bachelor’s degrees each year than men do. Finally, while in 1970 
fewer than 10 percent of medical students and four percent of law stu-
dents were women, today women are roughly half of the nation’s law 
and medical students, not to mention 55 percent of the nation’s profes-
sionals as a whole. 

On race, too, there’s strong trend among Generation We toward 
seeing race as fundamentally a nonissue. In 2003, almost all (89 per-
cent) of white 18- to 25-year-old Millennials said they agreed that 

“it’s all right for Blacks and Whites to date each other,” including 64 
percent who “completely” agreed. Back in 1987–1988, when the same 
question was posed to white 18- to 25-year-old Gen Xers, just 56 per-
cent agreed with this statement. 

Gallup data from a 2005 poll underscore these findings; 95 percent 
of 18- to 29-year-olds said they approve of Blacks and Whites dat-
ing, and 60 percent of this age group said they had dated someone 
of a different race. In addition, 82 percent of white 18- to 25-year-old 
Millennials in 2003 disagreed with the idea that they “don’t have 
much in common with people of other races.”

But it is their views on sexual preference issues that are perhaps 
the most strikingly liberal. On gays, the views of Generation We are 
far more liberal than that of their elders. For example, in a 2007 Pew 
survey, an outright majority (56 percent) of 18- to 29-year-olds sup-
ported allowing gays and lesbians to marry, while the public as a 
whole opposed gay marriage by a 55-to-37 majority. 

Millennials are also concerned about political trends that put toler-
ance at risk. In an April 2005 GQR poll of 18- to 25-year-olds, 64 per-
cent believed that religious conservatives had gone too far in invading 
people’s personal lives, and 58 percent thought the country needs to 
work harder at accepting and tolerating gays, rather than work harder 
at upholding traditional values.

Sexual tolerance was not a big subject of the GMS focus group dis-
cussions. Nevertheless, it is striking just how much tolerance of diver-
sity and difference defines this generation’s perspective. In fact, they 
pride themselves on this tolerance and see it as distinctive to their 
generation. Consequently, they believe divisive social issues will have 
far less effect on their generation than on previous generations.

Generation We also has an open and positive attitude toward im-
migration, much more so than older generations. In the Pew Gen Next 
poll, 18- to 25-year-olds, by 52 to 38, said immigrants strengthen the 
country with their hard work and talent, rather than are a burden 
on the country because they take our jobs, housing, and healthcare, 
compared to very narrow pluralities in this direction among Gen Xers 

64% BELIEVED 
that religious 
conservatives had 
gone too far in 
invading people’s 
personal lives.

58% THOUGHT 
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rather than work 
harder at upholding 
traditional values.
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and Boomers and 50–30 sentiment in the other direction among those 
61 and over. In a 2004 Pew survey, 67 percent of 18- to 25-year-old 
Millennials thought the growing number of immigrants strengthens 
American society and only 30 percent believed this trend threatens 
our customs and values—again, much stronger positive sentiment 
than among any other generation.

Generation We not only believes in the concept of “live and let 
live,” they are prepared to act on it—and to vote by it. The “culture 
war” politics that were used effectively by right-wing politicians dur-
ing the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s appears to have little power over the 
tolerant, open-minded Millennial generation.

The socially tolerant attitudes of Generation We mirror and link to 
their openness to new ideas and approaches toward solving our prob-
lems. It also means that the Millennials are ready to consider them-
selves a part of a planetary humankind not divided by race, religion, 
or national boundaries, but ready to accept differences in beliefs and 
values in exchange for progress, peace, and a better life for all.

A GenerATion oF Green AcTivisTs

Generation We is overwhelmingly pro-environment. Having grown up—
unlike any previous generation—with the image on their computer 
monitors of Planet Earth as a precious, fragile blue sphere floating like 
an island of life in the darkness of space, the Millennials have a more 
profound environmental consciousness than earlier Americans. They 
can’t even remember a time when they thought of themselves as dis-
connected from other peoples, nations, or continents, their behavior 
of no consequence to others. They’ve always understood the deep  
interdependence of all humans on one another and on the environ-
ment we share.

They worry about global warming and believe strongly that we 
need to move away from dependence on fossil fuels and embrace the 
need for major investments in new energy technologies. In fact, one of 
the strongest elements of Millennials’ generational identity is making 
environmental protection a top priority—two-thirds said their gen-
eration is more likely than earlier generations to have this orientation.

Not only does Generation We embrace the cause of environmen-
tal protection and a new energy paradigm, they have a real sense of 
urgency about it. For example, in the GMS, 74 percent say, “We must 
make major investments now to innovate the next generation of non-
fossil fuel based energy solutions,” compared to just 26 percent who 
say, “We should continue on our current path, gradually shifting the 
mix of sources used to meet our energy needs.” In addition, 94 percent 
agreed that “our country must take extreme measures now, before it is 
too late, to protect the environment and begin to reverse the damage 
we have done.” Seventy-four percent say this situation is either a  

ENVIRONMENTAL
URGENCY

74% Believe we must make
major investments now 
in nonfossil fuel based 
energy solutions

74% Believe our environmental 
situation is a “crisis that
our country must address 
immediately”or it will be 
a major problem.

Believe our country
must take extreme
measures to protect the 
environment now before it is too late

94%

s
o

U
r

c
e

: G
r

e
e

n
b

e
r

G
 m

IL
L

e
n

n
Ia

L
 s

t
U

D
y

 2
0

0
7



41

 An AMAZinG +  
PoWerFUl GenerATion2

“crisis that our country must address immediately” 
or a major problem.

The sentiments underlying this sense of urgency 
are vividly highlighted by responses to three other 
GMS questions:

Our nation’s continuing dependence on oil has 
weakened our economy and stifled innovation, left 
us dependent on foreign countries—some of whom 
sponsor terrorism against us—and dragged us 
into unnecessary wars (93 percent agree; 79 per-
cent say this situation is either “a crisis that 
our country must address immediately” or a 
major problem).

Man-made causes are destroying our environment and the 
Earth’s delicate ecosystem. As a result, we could see massive, ir-
reversible damage to the Earth’s landscape during our lifetimes 
(91 percent agree; 74 percent say this situation is either “a 
crisis that our country must address immediately” or a ma-
jor problem).

Our reliance on fossil fuels is a byproduct of the interests of 
those currently in power. We need to invest in and innovate new 
energy sources in order to protect our quality of life and prosper-
ity (96 percent agree; 76 percent say this situation is either 

“a crisis that our country must address immediately” or a 
major problem).

In light of these views, it should come as no surprise that 
Generation We is highly supportive of ambitious ideas for changing 
our paradigm on energy and the environment. (Such ambitious ideas 
also closely track their penchant for innovation, collective social 
movements, and optimism.) For example, the following proposed 
solution received an average effectiveness rating of 7, where 10, the 
highest rating, represents extremely effective in dealing with that 
challenge and 0, the lowest rating, represents not at all effective in 
dealing with that challenge. Moreover, 71 percent gave it a rating of 
between 6 and 10 and about half (49 percent) rated it between 8 and 10 
on the effectiveness scale.

Launch a concerted national effort, similar to the Apollo 
Program that put a man on the moon, with the goal of moving 
America beyond fossil fuels and inventing the next generation 
of energy, based on new technologies such as hydrogen or fusion. 
This aggressive plan would require a huge national investment 

93% AGrEE

our nation’s continuing 
dependence on oil has  
weakened our economy and,  
stifled innovation, left us 
dependent on foreign countries—
some of whom sponsor terrorism 
against us—and dragged us  
into unnecessary wars. 
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but would produce millions of new jobs, could dramatically re-
duce environmental damage, and free us from our dependence on 
fossil fuels and foreign oil.

Given the scale of the proposed solution, this is an impressive 
response to which national leaders must pay attention. (We’ll have 
more to say about the energy issue and this proposed solution a little 
later in the book.)

Evidence from other surveys is consistent with the GMS findings. 
According to the Pew Gen Next survey, Generation We overwhelming-
ly believes that the country should do “whatever it takes” to protect 

the environment, that stricter environmental laws 
and regulations are worth the cost and that people 
should be willing to pay higher prices in order to 
protect the environment. They also, according to 
the Magid Associates 2006 survey of Millennials, 
were more likely than any other age group to favor 
environmental protection, even at the cost of eco-
nomic growth. 

Concern about global warming, as in the GMS, is also high. In the 
June 2007 Democracy Corps poll of Millennials, 61 percent thought 
that “global warming represents an immediate threat and we need 
to start taking action now,” rather than “global warming represents 
a long-term threat and we need to study the problem before taking 
drastic action.”

Generation We is also concerned about the possibility of large-
scale environmental disasters and the ability of government to pre-
vent them. In a GQR December 2005 survey of 18- to 25-year-olds, 71 
percent thought it was very or somewhat likely that environment 
damage caused by global warming would happen in their lifetime, 
and 88 percent thought a natural disaster would wipe out another U.S. 
city, like what happened to New Orleans. Sixty and 49 percent, respec-
tively, did not trust the government to deal with the problem.

The GMS focus groups confirmed the centrality of protecting the 
environment, promoting alternative energy and combating global 
warming to the Millennials’ generational agenda. In particular, focus 
group participants fully endorsed the idea that reliance on fossil fuels, 
since it both threatens our national security and contributes to global 
warming, must be eliminated as rapidly as possible. They were willing 
to endorse very bold efforts to try to accomplish this goal. 

A quest to develop the next generation of energy sources also 
seemed to engage the focus group participants more personally than 
most of the other big challenges presented to them. In keeping with 
the Millennials’ view that innovation, entrepreneurship, collective ac-
tion, and advanced technology are the best ways to solve our biggest 
problems, they saw energy as an area within which they could really 
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not only does Generation We 
embrace the cause of environmental 
protection and a new energy 
paradigm, they have a real sense of 
urgency about it...74 percent say, 
“We must make major investments 
now to innovate the next generation 
of nonfossil fuel based energy 
solutions,”...94 percent agreed that 
“our country must take extreme 
measures now, before it is too late, 
to protect the environment and 
begin to reverse the damage we 
have done.” seventy-four percent 
say this situation is either a “crisis 
that our country must address 
immediately” or a major problem. 
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make a difference and where advancing American technology could 
potentially achieve something quite spectacular and alter the course 
of America’s future.

econoMic Worries

Generation We is deeply concerned about a host of large-scale economic prob-
lems affecting the country. They are worried particularly about health-
care, but also about education, inequality, the decline of middle-class 
jobs, and the national debt. What is most striking, though, is their 
understanding of the financial costs of social problems and how these 
will impact their future.

In the GMS, Millennials register high levels of concern about 
the U.S. healthcare system and endorse the need to fundamentally 
overhaul it. These views are highlighted by the following two 
statements:

With costs rising out of control and the quality of health cov-
erage declining, the health care system in our country is broken, 
and we need to make fundamental change (96 percent agree; 80 
percent say this situation is either “a crisis that our country 
must address immediately” or a major problem).

The health of our country is collapsing under an epidemic of 
chronic, preventable diseases as we slowly poison our own bodies 
through environmental pollution, overmedication, and unhealthy 
diets (93 percent agree; 71 percent say this situation is ei-
ther a “a crisis that our country must address immediately” 
or a major problem).

It’s worth noting that among the 15 situations tested, the first list-
ed above elicited the highest levels of Millennials saying the situation 
was a crisis to be addressed immediately. It also had the highest levels 
saying it was either a crisis or a major problem.

The solution proposed below to the healthcare crisis also elicited 
the highest effectiveness rating from Millennials of the nine solutions 
tested. Generation We gave this solution an average effectiveness rat-
ing of 7.3, and 75 percent rated it between 6 and 10 on the 10-point 
effectiveness scale. 

Provide quality health care and nutrition for all children in 
our country, regardless of their financial condition. Poor nutrition 
is creating an epidemic of preventable chronic diseases, including 
diabetes and obesity, that will cost our country billions of dollars 
and ruin the lives of millions of children.

“Freedom is never more 

than one generation 

away from extinction. 

We didn’t pass it to 

our children in the 

bloodstream. It must 

be fought for, protected, 

and handed on for  

them to do the same.”

RONALD REAGAN
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Consistent with this, in the June 2007 New York Times/CBS News/
MTV survey of 17- to 29-year-olds, Generation We endorsed having 
one health insurance program administered by the government cover 
all Americans, rather than the current system, by a 62–32 margin. This 
contrasts with a 47–38 split among all adults in a February, 2007 sur-
vey that asked the same question.

Generation We also registers high level of concern about the educa-
tional system, as shown by the GMS question below.

We have an unequal education system in our country, where 
students in affluent areas enjoy better resources and learning 
environments while those in rural areas and inner cities too often 
receive an inferior education (92 percent agree; 71 percent say 
it is “a crisis that our country must address immediately” or 
a major problem).

This translates into a desire to reform the educational system to 
mitigate this inequality and meet global challenges. The solution to 
educational system problems proposed below elicited the second-high-
est effectiveness rating from Millennials of the nine solutions tested. 
Millennials gave this solution an average effectiveness rating of 7.2, and 
73 percent rated it between 6 and 10 on the 10-point effectiveness scale. 

Provide equal funding for public education and learning 
resources for all children and all communities, regardless of eco-
nomic class. This is a critical investment in the human potential 
of our country and its ability to compete in a global economy.

Concern about inequality is generally high and goes far beyond the 
educational system, as shown by the question below (also from the GMS):

Hurricane Katrina revealed the extent to which our country is 
divided into two Americas, one of which lacks many basic needs 
and is largely ignored by our government. The growing gap be-
tween the wealthy and the rest of us must be addressed, because 
no democracy can survive without a large, vibrant middle class 
(90 percent agree; 70 percent say this situation is either “a 
crisis that our country must address immediately” or a  
major problem).

Related to this, there are strong concerns that middle-class jobs and 
benefits are eroding drastically in today’s economy:

The changing nature of America’s economy, where we import 
most of our goods and export millions of jobs to developing coun-
tries, is threatening America’s middle class (92 percent agree; 
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69 percent say this situation is 
either “a crisis that our country 
must address immediately” or a 
major problem).

Long-term jobs that provide 
comprehensive health benefits and 
retirement security are becoming 
a thing of the past, and individu-
als in our generation will have 
to provide for their own health 
care and retirement security (93 

percent agree; 74 percent say this 
situation is either “a crisis that our 

country must address immediately” or a major problem). 

An issue underlying all of these questions is that of equality of 
treatment and the claim of America to be a land of opportunity for 
all. The fairness issue is a major one for Generation We; their commit-
ment to the greater good makes them intolerant of economic struc-
tures that benefit the few at the expense of the many.

Finally, the GMS also finds high levels of concern about the nation-
al debt and strong support for a serious effort to deal with it. The high 
level of concern is demonstrated by results from two GMS questions:

The growing burden placed on our country by our massive 
national debt is hurting our economy, stifling job growth and 
investment, and making it harder for American businesses and 
entrepreneurs to be competitive in the global marketplace (94 
percent agree; 74 percent say this situation is either “a cri-
sis that our country must address immediately” or a  
major problem).

The federal debt is exploding, with no end in sight, shifting a 
tremendous burden onto future generations to pay for the failed 
leadership of the current generation and weakening America’s 
economic growth for decades to come (92 percent agree; 65 
percent say this situation is either “a crisis that our country 
must address immediately” or a major problem).

Support for a bold solution is indicated by response to the proposal 
below. Millennials gave this proposal an average effectiveness rating 
of 6.8, with 69 percent rating it between 6 and 10 on the 10-point ef-
fectiveness scale.

Balance the federal budget, but also eliminate the 8 trillion 

©brIan noLan/Istock InternatIonaL, Inc
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dollars of national debt that have been built up over decades of ir-
responsible spending. This debt makes it impossible for our coun-
try to keep pace and leaves us indebted to other countries who are 
potential competitors.

Another budget-related proposal also received a positive response. 
The proposal below on fully funding Social Security and Medicare re-
ceived an average effectiveness rating of 6.7, with 66 percent rating it 
between 6 and 10 on the 10-point effectiveness scale.

Fully fund Social Security, Medicare, and other social insur-
ance commitments being passed on to future generations, which 
have doubled to over 40 trillion dollars just since 2000 and are in-
creasing by several trillion every year. These commitments must 
be met by current generations because it would be morally wrong 
to pass on unfunded liabilities of this size to our own children.

Evidence from other surveys is consistent with findings from 
the GMS, particularly on inequality and jobs. In the 2004 NES, 84 
percent of Millennials (18- to 26-year-olds) said the gap between 
rich and poor had grown in the last 20 years and 94 percent thought 
that the change in the gap between rich and poor was a bad thing. 
Also, despite their personal optimism about their own future, they 
do worry about how poorly the economy has been performing for 
ordinary people. In June 2005 Democracy Corps polling, 62 percent 
of 18- to 29-year-olds (Note: Only the 18- to 27-year-olds in this group 
qualify as Millennials.) believed the economy wasn’t doing well 
and jobs were scarce, incomes stagnant, and benefits being cut back, 
compared to 35 percent who thought the economy was doing well, 
with rising incomes and home ownership. 

The focus groups, consistent with the GMS, 
documented Generation We’s deep feelings about 
the healthcare crisis and interest in large-scale 
change in this area. They see the healthcare crisis, 
including cost, quality, and coverage problems as 
not just a tragedy for the country but as a problem 
of catastrophic proportions for their own genera-
tion—a problem that makes the society they live in and are inheriting 
so much worse than it needs to be. 

They are also hugely concerned with the prevention aspects of the 
healthcare crisis and believe the country in general, and their genera-
tion in particular, is being encouraged to consume food and prescrip-
tion drugs that worsen health, even as they enhance corporate profit 
margins. In their view, this is outrageous and should be combated 
by a new emphasis on healthy diet and lifestyles. They are less sure 
about how exactly to reform the healthcare system but clearly see 

An issue underlying all of these 
questions is that of equality 
of treatment and the claim of 
America to be a land of  
opportunity for all. 
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big change as necessary, leading to a system where 
universal access is combined with a far stronger 
emphasis on prevention.

Focus group participants were also concerned 
with the various aspects of economic insecurity 
that affect today’s labor market and the jobs they 
hope to attain. And they definitely saw rising in-
equality as a problem that was having a deep effect 
on their society and themselves. They particularly 
worried about how inequality is entrenched in the 
educational system and is putting an unfair burden 
on many members of their generation who are not 
getting the education they need. They appeared 
willing to support aggressive action to address this 
problem, including diversion of tax revenue to 
areas that are educationally distressed. But focus 
group participants did not feel a comparable level 
of urgency about economic problems that were 
more distant from their day-to-day experiences and 
concerns—the primary example here being the 
national debt.

To summarize, members of Generation We tend 
to be hopeful and ready, as a group, to take collec-
tive action to solve problems. However, they see the 

national economy as having been badly mismanaged, and systems 
such as healthcare and education as broken and in need of repair. 
They’re also more mature in their attitudes than earlier generations, 
and because of their belief in technology and innovation, they are im-
patient when it comes to demanding change. 

This combination of attitudes offers fertile ground for a powerful 
response to these vexing national issues. Given the right leadership 
and inspiration, they will be ready to provide the political will that 
change agents can rely upon, much as Roosevelt’s support helped gal-
vanize the transformation of America in the New Deal era. 

For A PeAceFUl World

Generation We strongly believes in a cooperative, multilateral approach to 
foreign policy and solving global problems. The Millennials already see 
themselves as part of an interconnected planet linked by the Internet 
and other technologies that are integral parts of their lives. Tolerant 
and accepting of different cultures, they consider isolationism con-
trary to their social and political mores. Further, deeply influenced 
by what they perceive as a failed U.S. response to the terror attacks of 
9/11 and a disastrous war in Iraq, they are ready to jettison the unilat-
eral approach to world affairs that has characterized the far right, the 

HEALTHCARE
CONCERNS

96% With costs rising out of control 
and the quality of health 
coverage declining, the health 
care system in our country is 
broken, and we need to make 
fundamental change
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93%The health of our country is
collapsing under an epidemic

of chronic, preventable
diseases as we slowly poison

our own bodies through
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This situation is either a “a 
crisis that our country must 
address immediately”or a 
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neoconservatives, and the Bush Administration.
Generation We seems more oriented toward a multilateral and co-

operative foreign policy than their elders. Pew Values data show that 
18- to 25-year-old Millennials in 2002–03 were split down the middle 
on whether military strength is the best way to ensure peace, while 
older adults endorsed this idea 61 to 35. 

In 2004 Pew data, only 29 percent of 18- to 25-year-old Millennials 
believed that “using overwhelming force is the best way to defeat ter-
rorism,” compared to 67 percent who thought “relying too much on 
military force leads to hatred and more terrorism.” By contrast, those 
26 and over were much more closely split (49–41). In addition, 62 per-
cent of 18- to 25-year-olds believe the United States should take into 
account the interests of its allies even if it means making compromis-
es with them, compared to 52 percent of their elders. 

Furthermore, in November 2004 Democracy Corps polling, 57 
percent of 18- to 29-year-olds (Note: Only the 18- to 26-year-olds in 
this group qualify as Millennials.) believed that America’s security de-
pends on building strong ties with other nations, compared to just 37 
percent who believed that, “bottom line,” America’s security depends 
on its own military strength. This was the most pro-multilateralist 
sentiment of any age group.

Moreover, when the same question was asked of 18- to 29-year-
olds in 2007 in the GMS, when all members of that age group were 
Millennials, sentiment was even stronger on the multilateral side. In 
that survey, 69 percent said that America’s security depends on build-
ing strong ties with other nations, compared to only 30 percent who 
thought that America’s security depends on its own 
military strength.

Millennial 18- to 25-year-olds also tend to be less 
worried about terrorists attacking the United States. 
In 2004, 53 percent of this age group said they 
were very or somewhat worried about this, com-
pared to 63 of those 26 and older. In addition, just 27 percent of these 
Millennials say they are more suspicious of those with Middle Eastern 
origins since 9/11. 

They also take different lessons from 9/11. In an April 2005 GQR 
poll, 18- to 25-year-olds believed by 55 to 44 that the attack on 9/11 
means America needs to be more connected to the world, rather than 
have more control over its borders. And in the 2004 NES, 57 percent 
of Millennials (18- to 26-year-olds) said that promoting human rights 
was a “very important” goal of U.S. foreign policy, a figure substantial-
ly higher than among any other generation.

Comments from our focus groups suggested that these reactions to 
9/11 are widespread among Generation We. One participant made the 
following comment, to general agreement:

Generation We rejects dogma 
and propaganda that pits one 
race or nation against another. 
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9/11 made our society paranoid. The security measures 
that are in place now are just ridiculous. You even have to 
justify where your money is going when you do a simple 
bank transaction. People overreact to a silly joke. And the 
media encourages us to be afraid of one another. Americans 
seem to believe everything scary they hear on TV.

Millennial 18- to 25-year-
olds are now most hostile to 
the war in Iraq and to George 
W. Bush’s handling of it. In 2006 
Pew polls, an average of 26 per-
cent of this age group approved 
of Bush’s handling of the Iraq 
war, compared to 69 percent 
who disapproved. In the 2006 

exit polls, 62 percent of 18- to 29-
year-old voters disapproved of Bush’s 

handling of Iraq, including 43 percent who strongly disapproved. 
Sixty-five percent—more than any other age group—thought the 
United States should start withdrawing troops from Iraq. In addition, 
a majority of those voters did not think the Iraq war had improved the 
long-term security of the United States. 

Similarly, in an April 2005 GQR poll of 18- to 25-year-olds, 63 per-
cent of this age group thought the war in Iraq wasn’t worth the costs 
and 64 percent thought the Iraq war wasn’t part of the war on terror-
ism. In the June 2007 Democracy Corps poll of Millennials, 65 percent 
thought “the current course cannot bring stability [in Iraq] and we 
need to start reducing the number of U.S. troops in Iraq.” Sixty-six per-
cent thought “we should withdraw our troops from Iraq” rather than 
give the president’s plan a chance. Finally, in the June 2007 New York 
Times/CBS News/MTV survey of 17- to 29-year-old Millennials, only 31 
percent thought the war in Iraq had made the United States safer from 
terrorism, compared to 66 percent who thought it had either made no 
difference (47 percent) or made the country less safe (19 percent).

As for patriotism, Generation We members in the same poll gave 
themselves a 7.2 out of 10 on whether they consider themselves patri-
otic, higher than any other trait tested except for being a healthy per-
son. But almost 70 percent say they would be unwilling to join  
the U.S. military.

Although this area was not one explored in any detail in the fo-
cus groups, two factors in Millennials’ experience appeared to move 
them strongly toward a global mindset and orientation: 9/11 and the 
Internet. The former forced them to see their country as part of a global 
system that could not be ignored, and the latter has made it vastly easi-
er to know about and interact with people in other parts of the world. 

©LUsHPIx/fotosearcH
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More than any other recent generation, Generation We rejects 
dogma and propaganda that pits one race or nation against another. 
Boundaries mean little to them, especially in comparison to their ide-
alistic vision of a peaceful world. Having lived much of their lives in 
a nation at war, they yearn for a united planet in which the environ-
ment is being cleaned up and resources that might be squandered on 
arms and warfare are devoted instead to creating a prosperous, secure 
world. Generation We wants the same opportunity previous genera-
tions had to raise their families in peace, and given the opportunity 
they will vote, organize, and act in support of that objective.

ideAlisTic ABoUT GovernMenT,  
yeT FrUsTrATed 

Generation We believes strongly in the potential of government to do good. 
They don’t see government as a panacea for all problems and reject 
socialist doctrine as outdated and discredited. But they believe in the 
power of the collective—including government—to achieve the great-
er good for society as a whole. At the same time, they have serious  
reservations about the ability of today’s politicians and political par-
ties to realize that potential. They believe in our American system,  
but fear it is being hijacked by special interests and self-serving  
power elite.

Generation We endorses ambitious problem-solving goals for our 
nation on a scale that can only be achieved with government playing 
a large role. They are ready to embrace that role for government, pro-
vided individual action, private enterprise, and entrepreneurship are 
also given free rein to contribute.

Here’s some specific supporting data. Millennials in the GMS 
strongly endorsed the idea that government needs to do more to address 
the major challenges facing our country (63 percent) rather than agreeing 
that Government is already too involved in areas that are better left to indi-
viduals or the free market (37 percent).

Similarly, Millennials in the GMS said that Government has a respon-
sibility to pursue policies that benefit all of society and balance the rights of 
the individual with the needs of the entire society (63 percent) rather than 
The primary responsibility of government is to protect the rights of the  
individual (37 percent).

But Generation We’s views about whether today’s government, po-
litical leaders, and political parties are meeting these responsibilities 
are decidedly negative, consistent with their self-image as a genera-
tion less likely than earlier generations to “trust government and po-
litical leaders.” Consider these results from two GMS questions about 
the current role of government:

Government is dominated by special interests and lobbyists, 



GENERATION WE 52

who give millions of dollars in campaign contributions to politi-
cians, who in turn give even more back to those special interests, 
while the rest of us are left holding the bag (95 percent agree;  
73 percent say this situation is either “a crisis that our 
country must address immediately” or a major problem).

From the failed response to Hurricane Katrina to persistent 
fraud, corruption, and abuse, our government has failed to meet 
its most basic responsibilities and violated the very taxpayers 
who fund it (90 percent agree; 71 percent say this situation 
is either “a crisis that our country must address immedi-
ately” or a major problem).

Similarly, 82 percent of Millennials in the GMS agree (45 percent 
strongly) that “[o]ur current political and corporate leaders are abus-
ing their power for selfish gains, wasting our nation’s resources for 
their own short-term gain and threatening our long-term security.”

As discussed earlier, Generation We tends to lean Democratic in 
elections and in party identification, probably because they consider 
Democrats more sympathetic to their progressive ideals and because 
they reject the conservative dogma that has controlled the Republican 
Party for the past 25 years. Despite these partisan leanings, however, 
both political parties and the two-party system in general tend to be 
regarded with considerable dissatisfaction by Millennials. For exam-
ple, Millennials overwhelmingly say that Democrats and Republicans 
alike are failing our country, putting partisanship ahead of our country’s 
needs and offering voters no real solutions to our country’s problems (70 per-
cent) rather than The two-party political system in our country is working 
because it offers voters a clear choice between two different visions for our 
country’s future (29 percent).

Not surprisingly, given these sentiments, Generation We expresses 
some interest in the possibility of a third party that might offer an al-
ternative to the Democrats and Republicans:

There should be a third political party in our country that 
fits between the Democrats and Republicans and offers a viable 
alternative to the two major parties (76 percent agree, 35 per-
cent strongly agree).

This is consistent with their generational self-image as a genera-
tion more likely than earlier generations to “support an emerging 
third political party.” (As we’ll discuss later, although we share the 
Millennials’ frustration with the failures of the two leading political 
parties, we don’t advocate a third party as a solution.)

Findings from other surveys are generally consistent with GMS 
findings on Millennials’ positive view of government’s potential role. 
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For example, in June 2005 Democracy Corps polling, 63 percent of 18- 
to 29-year-olds (Note: Only the 18- to 27-year-olds in this group qualify 
as Millennials.) believed the role of government should be to promote 
the principle of a strong community and policies that expand oppor-
tunity and promote prosperity for all not just a few, compared to 35 
percent who thought the role of government should be to promote 
the principle of self-reliance and policies of limited government and 
low taxes. This split was by far the most pro-active government/strong 
community of all the age group; 30- to 39-year-old Xers, for example, 
were split 50 to 45 on this question. 

Similarly, the 2006 CIRCLE Civic and Political Health of the Nation 
survey of 15- to 25-year-olds found strong endorsement among this 
age group of the idea that “government should do more to solve prob-
lems” (63 percent), rather than “government does too many things 
better left to businesses and individuals” (31 percent), a view that is 
essentially unchanged in that survey since 2002.

And in a June 2007 Democracy Corps poll of 18- to 29-year-olds, 
Millennials even declared themselves in favor of “a bigger government 
providing more services” (68 percent), rather than “a smaller govern-
ment that provides fewer services” (28 percent).

In addition, the Harvard IOP October, 2006 survey of 18–24-year-
olds found considerable evidence of a rejection of political cynicism 
among Generation We. Seventy-one percent disagreed that “politics is 
not relevant to my life right now”; 84 percent disagreed that “it really 
doesn’t matter to me who the president is”; 55 percent disagreed that 

“people like me don’t have any say about what the government does”; 
59 percent disagreed that “political involvement rarely has any tangi-
ble results”; and 56 percent disagreed that “it is difficult to find ways to 
be involved in politics.” In addition, 67 percent agreed that “running 
for office is an honorable thing to do”; the analogous figures for com-
munity service and getting involved in politics were 88 and 60. 

The GMS focus groups strongly support the survey findings that, 
for Generation We, although government has much potential to do 
good and should be doing good, at this point, it is falling woefully short 
of that potential. Participants in our focus groups expressed consider-
able contempt for many current political leaders and the system that 
is producing them. Because of their disgust with the system, they tend 
to lump all political leaders together, seeing many of them as venal 
and self-serving, making little effort to deal with the challenges that 
are putting America and the world as a whole at risk. They are “fid-
dling as Rome burns,” in the old phrase, and Generation We fears they 
will inherit the consequences.

Our focus group participants were particularly incensed at the 
influence of lobbyists and special interests on government and politi-
cians. They believe that this breeds pervasive corruption that strongly 
impedes positive change. In their view, rooting out government pan-

They believe in our 
American system,  
but fear it is  
being hijacked by 
special interests  
and self-serving  
power elite.
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dering to special interests and the plundering it permits is critical to 
getting the country moving in the right direction again.

Given these views, it’s not surprising that the focus group 
members found little satisfaction with the two parties as currently 
constituted. They may lean Democratic when they vote, but both 
Republicans and Democrats came in for withering criticism as institu-
tions not up to the task of change and more responsive to the wishes 
of lobbyists than the needs of the country.

That said, conservatives and 
the policies they have come to 
represent were a particular focus 
of Millennials’ ire. They are seen 
as hopelessly out of touch and 
reactionary in the classic sense of 
the term. When asked to define 

“conservatism,” most focus group participants referred not to political 
positions or ideological tenets (small government, low taxes, strong 
national defense) but rather to personal traits and qualities, and most-
ly negative ones: rigidity, close-mindedness, intolerance, moralism, 
and even hypocrisy. 

This is a striking political development. It means that, for 
Generation We, the conservative movement has been fundamentally 
discredited. Having seen “conservatism” used to justify bigger gov-
ernment, limitation of free debate, and an economic free-for-all that 
serves the rich and powerful, they appear poised to reject this label 
decisively for the next 30 to 40 years. 

But this doesn’t mean the focus group participants were comfort-
able with the label of “liberal.” Generation We tends to reject conventional 
labels as not well representing their views and preferences. They see ex-
treme liberalism as being almost as flawed as conservatism, pointing 
toward large government programs that are self-justifying rather than 
tailored to serving human needs and that end up limiting rather than 
expanding the scope of human freedom.

Interestingly, though this was not a spontaneous form of self-iden-
tification, the word “progressive,” when brought to their attention, 
did seem to capture much of the way they like to think about them-
selves. They see themselves as creators of the future, and the progres-
sive word resonates with their sentiments. They believe in a govern-
ment that does good things, but they do not want a socialist state that 
dictates how the economy works, nor do they desire a moralist state 
that tells them how they should think and live. They see the progres-
sive label as representing a moderate approach that is focused on the 
important issues of the day rather than ideology.

Millennials’ rejection of current political institutions also extends 
to institutions outside the government, especially dominant business 
interests. Perhaps the chief difference here with our focus groups par-

...eager to experiment with new solutions 
no matter where they may come from 

and no matter what political orientation 
they may be associated with.
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ticipants was that they did not necessarily expect big business to act in 
a way that promoted the common good, while they had some expecta-
tion or hope that political institutions could act in this way. Much of 
the vitriol toward government and parties is, therefore, an expression 
of frustrated idealism as much as anything else.

Generation We believes that government can do a lot to help 
people, even though it is currently failing to live up to that responsi-
bility. Rather than echoing the conservative mantra that “government 
should just get out of the way and let individuals solve their own 
problems,” the Millennials expect government to play a positive role 
in helping people help themselves. They’re ready to support a new ef-
fort to reform government along more responsive, responsible lines.

PosT-ideoloGicAl, PosT-PArTisAn, 
PosT-PoliTicAl

Determined to find their own solutions to the major problems we face, 
and convinced that their unprecedented levels of education and tech-
nological prowess will enable them to do so, Generation We shares a 
social orientation that might best be described in terms of what they 
have left behind. Speaking in broad terms, Generation We is post-ideo-
logical, post-partisan, and post-political.

They are post-ideological because they are uninterested in learning 
about and defending the “conservative” or “liberal” approaches to the 
problems our country faces. Instead, they are pragmatic, open-minded, 
and innovation-oriented, eager to experiment with new solutions no 
matter where they may come from and no matter what political orien-
tation they may be associated with.

They are post-partisan because, although they lean Democratic, 
they are disgusted with what they perceive as the narrowness, 
pettiness, and stagnation that often characterize both major par-
ties. Though they are open to the possibility of a third party, the 
Millennials are far more interested in getting beyond party identi-
fication altogether and in focusing on cooperative efforts to make 
America and the world a better place.

They are post-political because they are fed up and bored with the 
interest-group conflicts, identity-based appeals, and power-seeking 
maneuvers they see as dominating the public arena. More tolerant and 
accepting than any previous generation, Generation We is ready to 
call a halt to “culture wars” that pit people of different religions, races, 
ethnicities, regions, cultures, values, and sexual orientations against 
one another for political gain. They believe that all of us—not only all 
Americans, but all humans around the planet—will ultimately share 
the same destiny, and therefore must find ways to work together for 
the common good. And they stand ready to lead the effort.

How can Americans build on the promise of Generation We to cre-

PHoto: erIc GreenberG
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Q 43

Please tell me whether you agree or 
disagree with the statement. 

Strng
Agree

Total
Agree

Smwt
Dis

Agree

Total
Dis

Agree

Agree
Dis

Strng
Dis

Agree

Smwt
Agree

 DK-
Ref

In our country, each generation has a responsibility to 
wisely use the country's resources and power so that 
they can provide the next generation a secure, 
sustainable country that is stronger than the one they 
inherited.

Our current political and corporate leaders are abusing 
their power for selfish gains, wasting our nation's 
resources for their own short-term gain and threaten-
ing our long-term security.

Young Americans must take action now to reverse the 
rapid decline of our country. If we wait until we are 
older, it will be too late.

45 37 15 3 0 82 18 64

48 41 9 1 0 89 11 78

Life in the future in America will be much worse unless 
my generation of Americans takes the lead in pushing 
for change.

I am willing to personally make significant sacrifices in 
my own life to address the major environmental, 
economic, and security challenges facing our country.

My generation of Americans has better opportunities to 
make a difference and produce structural change than 
previous generations.

42 43 13 2 0 85 15 70

27 51 18 4 0 78 22 56

31 48 17 3 0 79 20 59

When something is run by the government, it is neces-
sarily inefficient and wasteful.

There should be a third political party in our country 
that fits between the Democrats and Republicans and 
offers a viable alternative to the two major parties.

Throughout our history, America's success has been 
built on innovation and entrepreneurship. As we confront 
the many challenges facing us today, it is that same 
spirit of innovation and entrepreneurship that is needed 
to maintain America's strength in the 21st century.

38 49 11 2 0 87 13 75

14 40 36 9 0 54 45 9

35 41 18 6 1 76 24 52

53 38 8 1 91 9 820
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