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Generational Formation
• Historical events such as war
• Parental ideologies
• Experiences- school violence and shootings, terrorism, climate change, 

discrimination, political dysfunction
• A holistic desire to set itself apart and establish itself

Cycle of Archetypes
Idealist (Boomers)
Reactive (Gen X) 

Civic (Millennials)
Adaptive (Silent Gen)

(Rickes, 2016)



Prior Generations
G.I. Generation- (1901-1924) “Greatest Generation” oldest and dwindling. 

Civic minded, optimistic, team focused, achievement oriented. 
Responsible for suburbia and the moon landing. 
Flooded higher ed as a result of the GI Bill. 

Silent Generation- (1925-1942) impacted by Great Depression and coming of 
age after WW II. 

Were the sandwich generation between the war heroes and 
the flower children of the Boomer Generation. 
Did not rock the boat, played by the rules, committed to family, 
career, and friends. 
Many worked at the same place their entire lives. 

(Rickes, 2016)



1943-66 1961-81 1982-04 2005+

Who compromises our current University?

Baby Boomers Gen X Millennials Gen Z

(Rickes, 2016; Seemiller & Grace, 2016)



Generational Mix in the College Environment of the Future

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Baby Boomers
52-75 Gen X

37-57 Millennials
14-36 Gen Z

<13



Baby Boomers

WW
II

Optimists, 
confident, 

distrustful of 
authority

Risk takers

Led to 
campus 

expansion

1/4 of 
tenured 
faculty are 
70 years of 
age and not 
retiring

40% of 
faculty & 
staff

Fertility 
bulge



Gen X

Cynical, 
skeptical and 

pragmatic

Strive for a 
balance with 

work and 
family

Middle child 
between 
two very 

large 
generations

Increase in 
divorce rate 
and witness 
to the 
Challenger 
explosion 
and the 
recession

¼ of faculty 
& staff in 
higher ed

Latchkey kids with 
both parents 
working



Millennials

Cell phone is 3rd

screen

Multi-taskers, 
achievement 

oriented & 
sheltered

Overprotective 
parents as 

helicopters and 
Black Hawks

100 million strong 
as largest 
generation

Sense of 
specialness and 
entitlement

Overscheduled and 
disconnected



Generation Z

X

Born with 
technology

Desire a 
simplified 
existence

Desire interpersonal 
connections and 

independent thinking

Risk averse 
and 
conforming

Entrepreneurial & 
resourceful

Socially 
conscious 
and want to 
enact social 
change



Millennials vs. Gen Z

Millennials
Liberal

More optimistic
Service-oriented

Diversity is the norm
Confident

Me Generation
Tech Savvy

Facebook to connect
Pre-scheduled learning

Gen Z
Conservative

Realistic
Social-change oriented
Diversity is the norm

Confident
We Generation

Tech reliant
YouTube to connect

On demand learning/ Just in time



Impact of Gen Z in Higher Ed

• Physical Change to Campuses
• Recruitment
• Learning Preferences
• Support Services
• Student Engagement
• Career preparation
• Food Service
• Campus Housing



Working with Gen Z in College
Connecting
• Face time (interpersonal interactions) is important
• Transparency is valued by this realistic population as they are problem solvers
• Involve the parent as copilot (what we wanted all along)
Operational Considerations
• Campus Safety for this risk adverse population is key
• Inclusion- they are highly concerned about equity, inclusion, and oppression
• Mental Health- Their exposure to large-scale events and stressors underpin their 

need for support 
• Funding- Student debt is a great concern for them
• Housing- Because of cost, they will opt out of housing on campus
• Food- They desire more healthy food- organic and fresh 
• Other miscellaneous services- 24/7 access to resources



Working with Gen Z in College
Learning Environments
• Align learning with industry to include technical and leadership 

competencies across all majors
• Social consciousness should be in the curriculum
• Must teach them how to ascertain sources as credible or not
• They want to be part of the learning process in an environment where 

they contribute
• Flipped classrooms are the way to teach Gen Z
• Redesign group work- they like to think first and then collaborate
• Use apps, blogs, instead of paper journaling



Working with Gen Z in College
Programmatic Strategies
• Leadership should be worked into the framework of the university
• Must market experiences that reflect the purpose and rewards of such 

experience
• They want engagement in the community to effect social change
• Involve Gen Z in the design of engagement experiences
• Repackage volunteerism as entrepreneurship or sustainable practices
• Expand experiential learning- They desire practical work through 

internships
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