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>business  NEXT GENERATION

What’s the X Factor? Meaningful marketing resonates most with kids and young adults. 

BY  M E L I S S A  K V I DA H L

Generations Y and Z

 giftsanddec.com

SPOILED. NARCISSISTIC. 

IDEALISTIC. These are just 

some of the unatt ractive 

traits commonly associated 

with Millennials, the 80 

million Americans cur-

rently between the ages of 

18 and 34. But according 

to fi ndings from Future-

Cast, a Millennial trends 

consulting fi rm, much has 

changed for this group 

since marketers fi rst began 

studying them. Events 

such as the dot-com bust to 

September 11 to the wars 

in Afghanistan and Iraq—

largely fought by Millen-

nials—have resulted in a 

change in this generation’s 

priorities, and it’s shaping 

the way they spend their 

nearly trillion dollars in 

direct buying power. 

Today’s Millennials 

are pragmatic shoppers, 

explained Tina Wells, 

CEO and founder of Buzz 

Marketing Group. “They 

assess the value of a prod-

uct to make sure they’re 

getting the best deal based 

on their needs and wants,” 

she said. They do their re-

search—whether it’s online 

or through surveying their 

peers for opinions—and 

they’re not afraid to spend 

if they’re purchasing a 

quality gift.

New to the scene is Gen-

eration Z, made up of indi-

viduals ages 17 and under, 

who are just beginning to 

also wield significant pur-

chasing power. According 

to a report from Mashable, 

these youngsters already 

contribute approximately 

$44 billion to the U.S. 

economy. 

“They’ve witnessed the 

struggles of Millennials, 

who have experienced 

difficulty finding jobs or 

who have moved back 

home after graduation, and 

they’re vowing to do things 

differently,” explained Mi-

chael Carey, executive vice 

president and director of 

client services at Fluent, a 

marketing firm specializing 

in Millennials. “They’re pre-

pared to work hard to suc-

ceed, they’re confident they 

will, and that loosens their 

purse strings a bit more.”

Indeed, Generation Z 

fancies itself as prepared 

and pragmatic, and their 

shopping habits reflect 

this. Recent findings from 

The Cassandra Report’s 

Generation Z focused issue 

revealed that 57 percent 

in this generation would 

rather save money than 

spend it immediately and, 

like the Millennials before 

them, they heavily research 

gifts before purchasing.

Online Advocacy
Because of both genera-

tions’ propensity for pre-

purchase research, brick-

and-mortar retailers can 

gain an upper hand online 

even if e-commerce isn’t a 

part of their merchandis-

ing plan. When it comes 

to Millennials, said Carey, 

about 75 percent report 

researching their options 

online. For Generation Z, 

technology is even more 

paramount. “Children born 

today don’t even remember 

a time when smartphones 

were not an extension of 

the average consumer,” said 

Jeff  Fromm, president of 

FutureCast and co-author 

of Marketing to Millennials. 

“On average, Gen Z-ers mul-

titask across fi ve screens, 

compared to just two 

screens for Millennials.”

The key to gaining some 

of this fleeting attention, 

said Jason Parks, a self-

“CREATE CONTENT THAT’S SHARE-WORTHY 

AND YOU’LL GET A LOT OF WORD OF MOUTH 

AND WORD OF MOUSE.”  

JEFF FROMM, FUTURECAST
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identified Millennial and 

owner of marketing firm 

The Media Captain, is cul-

tivating brand advocates—

people who will become so 

enthusiastic by products 

or stores, they’ll spread the 

word on their own social 

media. 

“Millennials are way 

more likely to trust their 

friends’ reviews than pro-

fessional reviews,” agreed 

Fromm. “Increased profit-

ability for most stores will 

be related to the advocates 

they have, not the number 

of customers.”

To gain advocates, brands 

and stores must generate 

content that is compelling 

enough to share, whether 

it’s original content or what 

Fromm calls curated con-

tent: carefully chosen items 

of interest that are pulled 

from other sources. So-

cial media is one effective 

channel for this, he said, 

as long as brands remem-

ber to generate value, not 

volume. “Create content 

that’s share-worthy,” he 

advised, “and you’ll get a lot 

of word of mouth and word 

of mouse.”

When it comes to Gen-

eration Z, brands are com-

peting for attention across 

smartphones, computer 

screens, televisions, gam-

ing devices, e-readers and 

tablets, so the messaging 

has to be concise. Carey 

recommends using pic-

tures and even symbols like 

emojis to quickly convey a 

message before Generation 

Z readers shift their atten-

tion elsewhere. Twitter is 

one effective tool for this 

type of communication, 

as posts are limited to 140 

characters, but it also lends 

itself well to the interaction 

expected by Generation Z, 

since brands and shoppers 

can openly speak to one an-

other (“They do not want to 

be marketed at,” he added). 

And while Millennials 

might be tagged as the 

generation of “me-me-me,” 

Generation Z consumers 

are “we-we-we,” said Carey, 

which means that if they 

find something they like, 

they’re very likely to share 

it with their network.

Cultivating Conversa-
tion...and Sales
It’s clear that content is 

paramount to both Millen-

nial and Generation Z shop-

pers, but what do they care 

to learn? Across the board, 

it cannot be overstated the 

interest both groups have 

in the story behind a 

product. What’s even more 

compelling for them is if 

this story aligns with their 

own values.

A 2014 survey by Mind-

share, a media agency, 

revealed that Millennials 

evaluate a brand’s treatment 

of employees, environmen-

tal impact, morals, char-

ity work and if the brand 

“puts people over profit.” 

Whether it’s the result of 

Boomer parenting or their 

teamwork-focused educa-

tion, empathy is a key trait 

for Millennials, and they 

expect the same in the gift 

brands they support. “Mil-

lennials want their brands 

to be authentic,” agreed 

Fromm. “This means they 

must be transparent and 

stand for more than their 

bottom line. Think con-

scious capitalism.” 

“Roughly one-third of all 

Millennials have stopped 

buying from companies 

because they find their 

social practices unaccept-

able,” added Carey. “And 

Gen Z, even more than 

Millennials, want to know 

what a business stands 

for.” The good news is that 

gift brands with a positive 

In Their Own Words
What products appeal most to Generation Z and Millennials? Gifts and Decorative Accesso-
ries learned the most popular gifts will be:

Useful: “I look for the item’s potential frequency of use. Can it be used frequently, or will 
it be a one-and-done type of item? This is a priority for me because I like the usefulness of 
an item I’ve spent money on to be over some kind of term, rather than just once or twice.” 
—Mason Kern, age 15, San Diego, CA

High Quality: “I look for items that match my taste but they also have to be good quality. 
I’d rather spend more on something that I’ll enjoy for a long time than less on something 
that I’d have to replace soon.” —Katelyn Afonso, age 17, Old Bridge, NJ

Undiscovered: “I like to discover new products or brands that most people haven’t heard 
of. I like brands that offer a unique design or mission statement, and are good quality. But 
once something becomes popular in the mainstream, it’s not appealing to me anymore.” —
Max McFarland, age 23, Manhattan Beach, CA

Cost Effective: “I like shopping for deals and items that aren't going to break the bank, 
but still look like they did. I want something that looks expensive but isn't.” —Laura Drazil, 
age 30, Orlando, FL

Unique: “With accessories, specifi cally jewelry, I look for unique and one-of-a-kind prod-
ucts. It's not fun to wear the same thing as everyone else. I shop at independent stores for 
my jewelry and I get a lot of compliments, and I think it's because it's different from what 
people see all the time in other stores.” —Tanya Kenevich, age 30, Jackson, NJ

“GEN Z, EVEN MORE THAN MILLENNIALS, WANT 

TO KNOW WHAT A BUSINESS STANDS FOR.” 

MICHAEL CAREY, FLUENT
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backstory to share will find 

favor with both groups, 

who will rally behind an 

item and vote with their 

dollar if it supports a cause 

with which they identify. 

Social media and scan-

nable email marketing are 

both effective platforms for 

telling these stories, which 

sometimes can’t be told on 

the shelf.

But these stories need 

not be limited to social 

causes. Learning some-

thing as simple as the 

origin story of a gift taps 

into the Millennial desire 

for the unique, which is 

an incredibly high mo-

tivator when it comes to 

purchase. “What appeals 

to Millennials in the gift 

space are those items they 

can’t find everywhere,” 

said Carey. From the per-

sonalized to the simply 

hard to find, Millennials 

want to feel like they’ve 

made a discovery that can 

enhance their personal 

style. This can mean jew-

elry they can customize, 

stationery they can per-

sonalize, or locally made 

artisan items that are one-

of-a-kind.

“Millennials are grow-

ing up and starting to nest, 

but they’re not doing it the 

way their parents did with 

everything matching,” 

Carey added. “They want to 

personalize their space and 

belongings in a way that 

is uniquely them. It could 

be something that’s hand-

made, or something local, 

but it’s about individual 

pieces over sets, and hav-

ing a sense of personality 

throughout.” 

This is a preference 

that’s also common in 

Generation Z who, because 

they’re so plugged in, have 

access to more products 

and brands than other 

groups. So it’s especially 

important to communicate 

to them what sets a store or 

a gift apart from the scores 

of others they see on a 

given day. 

“They really do take no-

tice, and you can sway a lot 

of Millennials and Genera-

tion Z with the right mes-

sage,” Carey said. “They are 

shopping and browsing al-

most nonstop, and they’ve 

got every conceivable tech-

nology at their fingertips. 

They’ll splurge if a gift has 

value, is good quality and is 

priced right.” •

The Y of It in Business
How do we best integrate Millennials into our busi-
nesses as employees? Jason Dorsey, a Millennial 
himself, has made it his business to help companies 
successfully attract, cultivate and retain Gen Y employ-
ees by helping potential employers understand what 
makes Millennials tick and how to work with them 
for best  results for all concerned. Here are a few tips 
gleaned from his book Y-Size Your Business. —C.K.

Attracting Gen Y 
•  Make company website appealing by highlighting the 

workplace and the company’s culture, values and 
mission; include a simple, yet entertaining, intro-
duction. Give your website personality.

•  If possible, offer applications online for 24/7 access. Beyond the standard required infor-
mation, include questions related to the company’s values or situational problem solving.

•  Outline clear expectations in the interview, but make the job sound fun and interesting.
•  Highlight benefi ts beyond salary, such as work/life balance fl exibilities, interesting proj-

ects that are being worked on and/or potential career paths to develop expertise.

Cultivating Gen Y
•  Send a pre-Day One email of welcome and outline dress code and other basic information 

such as where to park, arrival time, etc. This makes them feel welcomed. 
•  Make Day One of the job a positive experience that sets the tone for the days to come. 

Make them feel welcome, but also make it challenging and interesting.
•  Develop and provide a “First 30 Handbook” outlining policies, procedures and perfor-

mance expectations based on input from peer employees.

Maintaining/Retaining Gen Y
•  Keep them engaged. Find ways to make boring or rote tasks a challenge instead of a drag. 
•  Ask for an opinion: how fast/how soon can X be done; how can it be done better?
•  Turn monotony into victory by dividing larger projects into smaller “bites.” If you want 100 

things done in a week, break it down to 20 per day.
•  Communicate clearly. Give regular feedback and updates on what is going on in the company. 
•  Be specifi c with instructions and expectations; highlight expected end result.
•  Provide opportunity to develop their talents to best advantage for company, with programs 

such as “Manager for a Day,” and give feedback during the process.
•  Make sure they understand that “Good enough…isn’t” to get ahead.
•  Ask them what motivates them, and then fi nd a way to do it.
Jason Dorsey, author, speaker and consultant, is known as “The Gen Y Guy.” To learn more, visit 
www.JasonDorsey.com or www.genhq.com. Y-Size Your Business is published by John Wiley & 
Sons. www.wiley.com
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