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The Convergence Generation

Sociologists call them “Millennials,” and define them as those born since the 1980s.  They are the babies of the Baby Boomers, the huge generation born after World War II.  By 2010, Millennials will outnumber all other generations in the 18- to 49-age category that advertisers love because of their free-spending habits. 

Not all members of this or any other generation are the same, but one thing that distinguishes the Millennials is the way that most of them use media.  They are the most technologically savvy generation in history.  Thanks to the Internet, hand-held computers and cell phones, Millennials literally have billions of facts at their fingertips.  They like to watch television, but they barely recognize the concept of "prime time," downloading their favorite shows (without commercials), to TIVOs, laptops, video iPods and cell phones.

They almost never buy newspapers or magazines, getting nearly all of their information from the Internet, or from their network of electronic contacts. They take broadband Internet access for granted.  


This is a generation weaned on computer technology. They tinker comfortably with digital media - from creating Web sites and blogs to mixing their own music files - and they have constant access to their friends through instant messaging and online networking.  "It consumes my life," said one college senior. "If I'm not texting my friends over the cell phone, I have my laptop with me and I'm IM'ing them, or I'm doing research on Google. Honestly, the only reason any one of my college friends use the library is for group meetings."
  

The Millennials find entertainment and information (and one another) through a wide variety of new media, including the newest versions of iPods, Treos and Blackberries.  Many of these new media are products of convergence, the integration of previously separate forms of media.  

Millennials are highly skilled at multitasking and teamwork.  Shaped by the end of the Cold War, the explosion in technology, a new global economy, September 11 and terrorism that continues, they tend to be more sober-minded than those who came before them. They are also more willing to work within the system to effect change.  Millennials are focused on achievement and have a respect for authority.  They are less violent and less inclined to risky behavior than their parents were at the same age.   Millennials drink less, use fewer recreational drugs, and smoke fewer cigarettes than earlier generations.  They are more likely to go to college.


It’s no wonder that experts expect great things from this generation.   As one set of authors predict, "The Millennial Generation will entirely recast the image of youth from downbeat and alienated to upbeat and engaged - with potentially seismic consequences for America."

Not all of the traits of Millennials are positive, however.  Their English teachers feel that they’ve lost touch with the nuances of grammar and punctuation.  They tend to possess notoriously short attention spans.  One researcher coined the term "grasshopper mind" to describe the Millennial’s inclination to leap quickly from one topic to another.
  Under intense pressure from their parents to succeed and faced with a new, more competitive world economy, they also feel more stress than earlier generations.  Millennials are more prone to childhood obesity and depression.

Perhaps more than anything, the Millennials stand as proof that media have affected young people—and that those same young people are poised to change the world.  If nothing else, this is a great argument for the idea that everyone needs to understand today’s media.
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