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HEN Growing Up Digital was published in 1997, my
daughter Niki had just turned fourteen. She did her
homework on the computer in her room and, like most
| girls her age, she loved to talk with friends on the phone. We had a
| phone curfew of 10 p.m., and after a while we noticed she wasn’t

talking on the phone anymore. That seemed like a good thing, until

we discovered that Niki was talking to her friends on the Internet
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via ICQ—one of the early instant messaging systems—from the
moment she walked into her bedroom until she turned out the light.
As her parents, our first reaction was to feel like she had tricked
us, and the issue of ICQ became a sore spot for us all. But my wife
and I were torn, because she was getting very good grades, and it
was clear that all her friends were connected this way.

Since I was in the business of observing the impact of the Inter-
net, I started pestering Niki with questions at the dinner table
about what she was doing online. She was checking her horoscope,
downloading music, researching for her homework, playing games,
checking the movie schedule, and, of course, talking with friends.
Niki tried to put an end to it, with a plea: “Can we have a normal
conversation at the dinner table?”

For Niki, her link to the Internet was a sweet taste of freedom.
She could talk to whomever she wanted, find out whatever she
wanted, and be who she wanted to be, without interference from
parents or other adults.

We all want that sense of freedom, but this generation has ‘

learned to expect it. They expect it because growing up digital gave
kids like Niki the opportunity to explore the world, find out things,
talk to strangers, and question the official story from companies
and governments. When teenagers in my era did a geography proj-
ect, they might have cut out some pictures from their parents’
National Geographic and included some information sent by the PR
department of the foreign country’s local consulate. Niki, on the
other hand, could find significantly more interesting information
just by tapping her fingers on her computer in her bedroom.

Niki and her younger brother Alex, who started playing games
and drawing pictures on the Internet at age seven, were the inspi-
ration for Growing Up Digital. 1t seemed that every week they
would do something amazing with technology or through technol-
ogy that I had not seen before. Through my experience with them
and the 300 other youngsters we studied, I concluded that these
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kids were very different from their boomer parents. I refer to these
differences as “norms”—distinctive attitudinal and behavioral
characteristics that differentiate this generation from their baby-
boom parents and other generations. These norms were tested in
the nGenera survey of 6,000 Net Geners around the world. The list
stood up pretty well.

>>> freedom

When my generation graduated from college, we were grateful for
that first job. We hung on to it like a life preserver. But times have
changed. Kids see no reason to commit, at least not to the first job.
High performers are on their fifth job by the time they are twenty-
seven and their average tenure at a job is 2.6 years.! They revel in
the freedom. My son Alex, for instance, is thinking about getting
an MBA or a law degree. But when I asked him about his immedi-
ate plans for a job, he put it this way: “A commitment of three years
or more would make me hesitate. I don’t want to get locked in to
something I may not enjoy ten years down the road. I want the
freedom to try new and different things. If I like what I'm doing, if
it challenges me and engages me and is fun, then I would definitely
commit to it, I guess. I think about the time I reach age thirty, I
would settle on something. I view my twenties as a period of self-
discovery and self-realization.”

Alex is typical of his generation. The Internet has given them
the freedom to choose what to buy, where to work, when to do things
like buy a book or talk to friends, and even who they want to be.
Politicians like Barack Obama have tapped into it. Obama’s iconic
line, “Yes we can,” has spawned a music video by will.i.am of the
Black Eyed Peas, plus the spoofs—proof positive that it went viral.
These three words speak volumes about the Net Gen’s belief that
they can do anything, that no one can tell them not to. “Yes we can”
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was perfectly tuned to this generation, just as the peace sign was
for mine. They’re on a quest for freedom, and it’s setting up expecta-
tions that may surprise and infuriate their elders.

Our research suggests that they expect to choose where and
when they work; they use technology to escape traditional office
space and hours; and they integrate their home and social lives
with work life. More than half of the Net Geners we surveyed online
in North America say they want to be able to work in places other
than an office. This is particularly true of white- and some gray-
collar workers. An almost equal number say they want their job to
have flexible hours, again with some differences among the various
employee types.?

Alex doesn’t buy the line that young people expect their first
employers to accommodate them with flexible hours and telecom-
muting. “It makes young people look childish. We’re not going to
start making demands about hours.” Alex says he and his friends
want to work hard, be productive, and succeed. “I'm not sure it’s a
young—old thing.”

Yet, in my research and in my work as a consultant to major
corporations and governmental institutions, I see signs of a gen-
erational trend. They prefer flexible hours and compensation that
is based on their performance and market value—not based on face
time in the office. And they’re not afraid to leave a great job if they
find another one that offers more money, more challenging work,
the chance to travel, or just a change. As one twenty-six-year-old
woman who answered our online survey put it: “We’re given the
technology that allows us to be mobile, so I don’t understand why
we need to be restricted to a desk; it feels like you’re being micro-
managed.”

Intel gets it. Many of its employees telework, while other staffers
take advantage of flextime, compressed workweeks, part-time
hours, and job shares. All the company’s major work sites offer
employees great amenities, such as fitness centers, locker rooms,

L
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basketball and volleyball courts, dry cleaning, sundries, and food
court—style cafes with menus that change daily.? Studies repeat-
edly show that perks such as those offered by Intel boost employee
satisfaction and performance.*

So does Google. Its engineers are asked to spend 20 percent of
their workplace time on projects that are of personal interest to
them. Google says it has a strong business case for making such an
offer. If Google’s employees are the best and brightest available—
and Google believes they are—then whatever piques their personal
interest could open new avenues of business for the company.

While flexible work hours and workplace amenities are routine
practice at many high-tech firms, the flexible workplace philosophy
is making inroads in other sectors. Best Buy, America’s leading
electronics retailer, is trying to revamp its corporate culture to
make its workplace more appealing to young employees. The
endeavor, called ROWE, for results-only work environment, lets
corporate employees do their work anytime, anywhere, as long as
they get their work done. “This is like TiVo for your work,” says the
program’s cofounder, Jody Thompson.? By June of 2008, 3,200 of
Best Buy’s 4,000 corporate staffers are participating in the ROWE
program. The company plans to introduce the program into its
stores, something no retailer has tried before.

There are even signs that more Net Geners will seek to own
their own business, especially after they worked for a traditional
bureaucratic company for a while. The appeal is having more cre-
ative control, more freedom, and no boss to answer to. In recent
years, YouTube, Facebook, and Digg have emerged as outstandingly
successful examples of organizations started by individuals under
the age of twenty-five. Such stories inspire other youthful entre-
preneurs to pursue their dreams.

Young people insist on freedom of choice. It’s a basic feature of
their media diet. Instead of listening to the top ten hits on the radio,
Net Geners compose iPod playlists of thousands of songs chosen
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from the millions of tunes available. So when they go shopping, they
assume they’ll have a world of choice. Curious whether the African
Pygmy hedgehog makes a good pet for a pre-teen? Google offers
more than 25,000 links to “African Pygmy Hedgehog” to help the
Net Gener decide. Interested in buying a book? Amazon offers mil-
lions of choices. Search for a digital camera on Froogle, Google’s
shopping search engine, and more than 900,000 pages appear. The
number is even greater in Asia, which has far more choice in con-
sumer electronics than North America.

Baby boomers often find variety burdensome, but the Net Geners
love it. When faced with thousands of choices, they show no signs
of anxiety, from what we could see in our online survey of 1,750
North American kids. Only 13 percent strongly agree with the
statement “There is so much to choose from that when I buy some-
thing, I tend to wonder if I have made the right decision.”

Typical Net Gen shoppers know what they are going to buy
before they leave the house. They've already checked out all the
choices online, and they are well informed and confident in their
decisions—83 percent say they usually know what they want before
they go to buy a product.” With the proliferation of media, sales
channels, product types, and brands, Net Geners use digital tech-
nologies to cut through the clutter and find the product that fits
their needs. And if it turns out to be the wrong choice, Net Geners
want to be able to change their mind. They are attracted to compa-
nies that make it easy to exchange the product for something dif-
ferent or get their money back.

The search for freedom is transforming education as well. At
their fingertips they have access to much of the world’s knowledge.
Learning for them should take place where and when they want it.
So attending a lecture at a specific time and place, given by a medi-
ocre professor in a room where they are passive recipients, seems
oddly old-fashioned, if not completely inappropriate. The same is
true for politics. They have grown up with choice. Will a model of
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democracy that gives them only two choices and relegates them,
between elections, to four years of listening to politicians endlessly
repeating the same speeches actually meet their needs?

N
\

>>> customization

Last year, someone sent me an iTouch PDA. It was sitting in a box
on my desk at home when Niki and her boyfriend spied it. They
were astonished I hadn’t opened it up, so Moritz opened the box,
and then hacked into the iTouch so he could give it some special
features—lots of widgets, some of my favorite movies, like The
Departed, plus some music from my computer, including a couple of
great tunes pounded out by my band, Men In Suits, with Niki sing-
ing lead vocals and me on the keyboard. They kindly left the horrid
PDA on my desk with a little note. It sat there for months, until
someone took it away. It’s not that I wasn’t grateful. I just wanted
the PDA to work. I didn’t need it to work for me. That’s the differ-
ence between me and the Net Gen.

As a typical boomer, I took what I got and hoped it would work.
Net Geners get something and customize it to make it theirs. This
is the generation that has grown up with personalized mobile
phones, TiVo, Slingbox, and podcasts. They've grown up getting
what they want, when they want it, and where, and they make it fit
their personal needs and desires. :

Half of them tell us they modify products to reflect who they
are.® Niki, for example, has a phone with white-and-orange swirly
“wallpaper” on the screen, plus a ringtone that sings out a techno
version of “Taking Care of Business.” .

My son Alex has a special mouse for his laptop. Now, most of us
have a mouse with two or three buttons. Alex has five. “My mouse
is called the Mighty Mouse,” he tells me. “Each of those buttons
does a separate thing, according to my interests and what I need to
use it for. My left button clicks on something. The right button
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opens up a window, just like a regular one. The middle button is a
track wheel, so if I'm on a Web page or a window in my operating
system I can scroll 360 degrees. On the side, if I click on one button
every single window that’s open on my computer will shrink down
so I can choose individually. On the other side is a button that opens
up my dashboard, basically, which shows me different widgets—a
news widget, a wild widget, a sports widget, a weather widget, a
time zone widget, and a widget that monitors the health and pro-
ductivity of my computer.” See what I mean? “It’s funny,” Alex notes.
“I'm actually in the middle to the low end of technological advance-
ment in my peer group.”

Today, the “timer” car-customization industry, largely fueled by
Net Geners, is worth more than $3 billion in North America. The
trend snuck in under the radar of the big auto companies. At least
one auto company, Toyota, is trying to pounce on it by introducing
the Scion niche brand back in 2003. Company research shows own-
ers spend $1,000-$3,000 on customization and accessories, from
paint jobs to XM satellite radios with Bazooka subwoofers. These
are kids in their twenties, and they “have changed every category
they have touched so far,” says Jim Farley, VP of Scion. “It’s the
most diverse generation ever seen.”?

Our research at nGenera also shows that the potential to per-
sonalize a product is important to the Net Generation, even if the
individual decides not to make any changes. The desire is about
personalizing and accessorizing—it is more aesthetic than func-
tional. Personalized online space is now almost obligatory; witness
the popularity of sites such as MySpace and Facebook. Net Geners
also customize their media. Two-thirds of early technology adopt-
ers say they watch their favorite TV shows when they want to
rather than at the time of broadcast. With YouTube, television net-
works run the risk of becoming quaint relics. The industry will still
produce programming, but where and when the programming is

watched will be up to the viewer.
At work, the Net Geners will want to customize their jobs. In
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our online survey of 1,750 kids in North America, more than half
of Net Geners said they liked working offsite.’® They enjoyed the
change of scenery, they said, and their ability to work outside the
office showed their employer they could be trusted to get the job
done. They may even want to customize their job descriptions,
although they still welcome some structure and want to know what
is expected of them. Ideally, companies will replace job descriptions
with work goals, and give Net Geners the tools, latitude, and guid-
ance to get the job done. They may not do it on day one, though.
“Demanding to customize a job description is a bit brash if you've
only just started a job,” Alex told me. “But after a while, I think it’s
fine to make suggestions on how the job could be changed or
improved.”

>>> scrutiny

On April Fools’ Day 2005, I decided to play a bit of a gag on my
employees and associates. I asked my executive assistant to send
them the following e-mail:

Through Don's connections at the World Economic Forum, Angelina
Jolie (she’s an actress who has become involved in social responsibil-
ity), who attended the last Forum meetings, is interested in Don’s work
and wants to come to Toronto for a meeting to discuss transparency in
the global economy.

This has been arranged for Thursday, May 26th.

Don will be having a private lunch with her and will come to the office
afterwards so she can meet others here and continue the discussions.
The day will end with a cocktail party\ at Verity.

She'll bring some of her friends.

Please confirm your attendance.

Thanks,
Antoinette
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In my dreams. Anyway, not a single young member of my staff fell
for the joke. I would get responses like “Nice try” and “You and
Angelina. Right.”

However, associates my age reacted in a completely different
manner. They were falling over themselves to join the afternoon
discussions and attend the cocktail party. I believe the expression
is they fell for it hook, line, and ink. And they were not happy to
find out that Angelina was not going to appear.

Net Geners are the new scrutinizers. Given the large number of
information sources on the Web, not to mention unreliable informa-
tion—spam, phishers, inaccuracies, hoaxes, scams, and misrepre-
sentations—today’s youth have the ability to distinguish between
fact and fiction. They appear to have high awareness about the
world around them and want to know more about what is happen-
ing. They use digital technologies to find out what’s really going on.
Imagine if Orson Welles had directed the radio version of War of the
Worlds today, instead of in 1938, when it caused widespread panic
as many listeners believed that Martians had actually landed. In
a couple of clicks, Net Geners would figure out it was a play, not a
news broadcast. No one would have had to flee their homes!

The Net Generation knows to be skeptical whenever they’re
online.'! When baby boomers were young, a picture was a picture;
it documented reality. Not so today. “Trust but verify” would be an
apt motto for today’s youth. They accept few claims at face value.
No wonder the 74-second “Evolution” video was such a big hit when
it was posted on YouTube in October 2006. The video showed an
ordinary attractive girl—the director’s girlfriend, in fact—being
transformed into a billboard model—with considerable help from
Photoshop, which lengthened her neck, reshaped her head, and
widened her eyes. You could see, before your very eyes, how fake the
image of beauty is in magazines and billboards. The video was
made for Dove soap by a young Australian working for the Ogilvy
& Mather ad agency in Toronto. It instantly struck a chord among
Net Geners worldwide. Unilever, the British conglomerate that
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owns Dove, estimates it was seen by at least 18.5 million people
worldwide on the Net,'? not including how many saw it on TV, where
it was prominently featured on morning talk shows. Not bad for a
video that cost only, $135,000 to make.

But the story didn’t end so well for Dove’s parent Unilever. Very
quickly, some young consumers took note that Unilever was also
the maker of Axe, a men’s cologne with a campaign of ads featuring
highly sexual and exploitative photos of women. The theme was
that if you bought Axe, women would be dying to strip and submit
to you. As fast as you can say “mockumentary,” videos began
appearing on YouTube pointing out the contradiction. One, “A mes-
sage from Unilever, the makers of Axe and Dove,” ends with the

tagline “Tell your daughters before Unilever gets to them.”

For anyone wanting to reach this age group, the best strategy is
candor. They should provide Net Geners with ample product infor-
mation that is easy to access. The more they have scrutinized a
product, the better they feel about purchases, especially ones
requiring a large financial or emotional investment. Boomers mar-
vel at the consumer research available online; Net Geners expect

it. When they go shopping, almost two-thirds of Net Geners tell us,
! they search for information about products that interest them
before they buy.!® They compare and contrast product information,
online, and look for the cheapest price without sacrificing value.
They read blogs, forums, and reviews. Theyre skeptical about
online reviews. Instead, they consult their friends. They can be
| very picky. Our survey found that 69 percent of the “Bleeding Edge”
(first adopters) said they “wouldn’t buy a product unless it has the
exact features I want.” Only 46 percent of Luddites (technophobes)
felt that way.* It’s easy to be a smart shopper in the digital world,
and it’s about to get easier. As Niki tells me, “You'll be able to scan
the bar code of a product on the store shelf and up will pop informa-
tion on what the product costs at other stores.” Bar codes that can

hold that amount of information are already registered with the

patent office.’> It’s only a matter of time.
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Since companies are increasingly naked, they better be buff.¢
Corporate strategies should be built on good products, good prices,
and good values. The Progressive Group of Insurance Companies
website is ideally suited to the Net Generation. It provides potential
customers with an online insurance quote and calculates how much
the company’s competitors would charge for the same package. Pro-
gressive believes it offers the best value in most cases, and backs
its beliefs with facts.

Companies should expect employee scrutiny. Two-thirds of the
Bleeding Edge say that they’ve searched a great deal for online
information about the organization they are currently working for
or about people working in their organization. Sixty percent of the
same subgroup say they would thoroughly research an employer
before accepting a job offer. Respondents say they want to prepare
for a job interview, learn about corporate culture, and ensure that
the company and job fit their needs and desired lifestyle.

Scrutiny, as we have seen, can go the other way, too. Many Net
Geners still don’t realize that the private information they disclose
- on social networking sites like Facebook may come back to bite
them when they’re applying for a big job or public office.

>>> integrity

Recently, Niki received an alarming message from one of her high
school friends. The young woman, who was volunteering in Ecua-
dor, reported that she had seen the horrible conditions of people
working in the fields of roses—the dreadful chemicals sprayed on
the flowers, the long hours, the child labor. Niki instantly sent the
message to all her friends on her Facebook network. Now, whenever
she buys roses, Niki asks questions about where they come from.
She won’t buy flowers from a company that sprays poisonous chem-
icals on plants that children pick. It’s a small, but telling, example

of the values Niki shares with her generation.
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The stereotype that this generation doesn’t give a damn is not
supported by the facts. Net Geners care about integrity—being hon-
est, considerate, »t'ransparent, and abiding by their commitments.
This is also a generation with profound tolerance. Alex had an expe-
rience that drove this home for me. I asked him to describe it.

My junior year, | decided to study abroad in London,
England. | will always remember what one of my fellow

students said the very first day. Before we began, he stood

up in front of an auditorium of 250 students, faculty, and
program coordinators and made this announcement:

“Hi everyone, my name is Steve, | am from St. Louis,
Missouri, and, like the rest of you, | am really excited about
being in London. But perhaps unlike the rest of you, | have
Tourette syndrome. So if you tﬁrink you hear a donkey or a
sheep in the back of the classroom, don’t hide your lunches
because it is just me. Sometimes | can’t help making animal
noises. Also, don’t be distracted if you hear any swear
| words or grunting either, because that’s me too. Thanks for

hearing me out.”
‘ With that, most people in the class just shrugged their
shoulders and began making small talk with the people
around them. Sure enough, the head of the program was
barely able to get out a “Welcome to London” before Steve
started BAAAAIng away. At first, some people did seem
distracted. | personally was fascinated with him, both for his
peculiar problem, and with his ballsy move at the beginning
of class. | was impressed with his confidence and how hon-
est and direct he could be about his illness, and | think
everyone else was too. After a couple of minutes, it was like
his illness wasn’t even there (even though his grunting and

cursing still was).
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Alex’s story made me flash back to when I was a kid. There
_uld have been no student in my class with Tourette’s syndrome.
re likely, he would have never made it to any university, or worse,
sould have been locked up in a mental institution. If he had gotten
ato our class, how would we have reacted to such a seemingly
izarre thing? Would we even have known about psychiatric condi-
ions like this? Would we have just shrugged it off as Alex and his
50 classmates did? Would we have had such tolerance for diversity
nd such instant compassion for someone with an illness like this?
r would the stigma of mental illness have gotten the better of us?
' And would we have had Alex’s admiration for the courage and
" determination his fellow students showed?

It’s not surprising that Net Geners display such tolerance, and
even wisdom, compared with previous generations. They have been
' exposed to a ton of scientific, medical, and other pertinent informa-

tion that wasn’t available to their parents. The world around them

has changed, too. So it’s not surprising that they care about hon-
esty. Among other things, they have seen the giants of corporate
corruption, the CEOs of Enron and other major companies, being
led away in handcuffs, convicted, and sent to jail. It’s far easier for
Net Geners than it was for boomers to tell whether a company pres-
ident is doing one thing and saying another. They can use the Inter-
net to find out, and then use social communities like Facebook to
tell all their friends.

They expect other people to have integrity, too. They do not want
to work for, or buy a product from, an organization that is dishonest.
They also expect companies to be considerate of their customers,
employees, and the communities in which they operate. Net Geners
are also more aware of their world than ever before, due to the
abundance of information on the Internet.

This astuteness of the Net Generation has big implications for

companies that want to sell things to Net Geners or employ them.

At a time of uncertainty, young people look for companies they can
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trust. They have a low tolerance for companies that lie when they’re
trying to sell something, and they can find out pretty quickly if
that’s the case.

In a crowded in\arketplace, a company’s integrity becomes an
important point of difference. Net Geners don’t like to be misled or
hit with costly surprises, whether measured in money, time, qual-
ity, or function. Seventy-seven percent agreed with the statement
“If a company makes untrue promises in their advertising, I'll tell
my friends not to buy their products.”” They get angry when they
feel they were wronged: “Blockbuster says no late fees. It is all a
lie!” said one fifteen-year-old boy. “After a week you have to pay
$1.25 and then you have to buy the movie after two weeks. They
trick you!”

Although Net Geners are quick to condemn, they are also quick
to forgive if they see signs that the company is truly sorry for an
error. Seventy-one percent said they would continue to do business
with a company if it corrected a mistake honestly and quickly.!®

Integrity, to the Net Gener, primarily means telling the truth
and living up to your commitments. Does it also mean doing good?
Would Net Geners shun a company that pollutes on a massive scale
or mistreats its employees? The survey data are not clear. Our
research suggests that only a quarter take info account a compa-
ny’s policies on social responsibility or the environment when mak-
ing a big purchase. About 40 percent would abandon a product they
love if they discovered that the company has suspect social prac-
tices.®

Yet my interviews with Net Geners suggest that significant
numbers of them think about values before they buy. It’s not because
they’re necessarily better human beings. It’s because they can eas-
ily find out how a product is made, and what’s in it. Knowledge leads
to action. When you can scrutinize the environmental and labor
practices of a company as readily as Net Geners like Niki can, you
can make decisions on the basis of what that company is doing—not

just what it’s saying.
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Integrity swings both ways, though. You can find plenty of Net
Geners who judge companies by a very strict ethical standard, and
yet they are downloading music for free—which the music industry
regards as stealing. A third of iPod owners are downloading ille-
gally, according to a study by Jupiter Research.?® My research sug-
gests that’s an underestimation. According to nGenera research, 77
percent of Net Geners have downloaded music, software, games, or
movies without paying for them.? What’s more, 72 percent of file-
sharers age eighteen to twenty-nine say they don’t care about the
copyright status of the files they share, according to a Pew Internet
and American Life Project.?? Most don’t view it as stealing, or if they
do, they justify it in different ways. They see the music industry as
a big business that deserves what it gets, or they think the idea of
owning music is over. Some even think they’re doing small bands a
favor.

There’s one clear sign that Net Geners value the act of doing
good: a record number of Net Geners are volunteering for civic
causes. One of them even launched a magazine, aptly called Good
magazine. Niki says 70 percent of her crowd is volunteering, and
she’s an enthusiastic example. This winter, she helped organize a
big fundraiser for Toronto’s Centre for Addiction and Mental Health.
“We want to end the stigma against mental illness,” says Niki. Her
friends have taken a big step in this direction. “A lot of my friends
have anorexia or depression, and like most I've got mental illness
in my own extended family. It’s time to take a stand. We can talk
about it. It’s not swept under the carpet.”

Integrity is driving their behavior in other institutions as well.
They want their universities, schools, governments, and politicians
to be honest, considerate of their interests, accountable, and open.
As parents, the early evidence suggests, they want to run their
families based on such values. This is such a hopeful finding—the
biggest generation ever is demanding that companies and other
institutions behave with integrity. What a powerful force for a bet-

ter world.
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>>> collaboration

At most companies', (\amployees chat over coffee, in front of the fax
machine, or by the water cooler. But at Best Buy, Net Gen store
employees—some as young as nineteen—helped to create an
entirely new kind of digital chat zone. It’s The Watercooler, a mass-
communication and dialogue tool for all employees at all levels. It’s
part of Best Buy’s big effort to tap the unique skills of its Net Gen
employees, especially in using digital technology to get the front-
line staff to contribute ideas. “The Watercooler fills a huge hole
we've had,” said Best Buy’s senior manager of communications, Jen-
nifer Rock. It’s “a direct line between employees in stores and all
locations to talk about business topics directly with corporate lead-
ers, teams, and with each other. In the first three months, we’'ve
gained 85,000 active users.”

The Watercooler is the best place for employees to get answers
to their questions about things like best practices for home theater
installation, or why they do not sell Dell products in their stores. It
gives the company a way to mine the knowledge and experience of
the entire employee population for input on weighty business deci-
sions. “Being that Best Buy, like most companies, has traditionally
communicated at employees instead of with them, we didn’t fore-
cast how quickly The Watercooler would become this business com-
munication tool,” said Rock. “But our employees were obviously
ready.”

Net Geners are natural collaborators. This is the relationship
generation. As much as I thought that I, as a ten-year-old, had a
relationship with the fabulous teenager Annette Funicello on The
Mickey Mouse Club, it wasn’t so. (She did eventually answer my
letters, but today I wonder if they were really her answers.)

They collaborate online in chat groups, play multiuser video
games, use e-mail, and share files for school, work, or just for fun.
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They influence one another through what I call N-Fluence net-
works, where they discuss brands, companies, products, and ser-
vices. They bring a culture of collaboration with them to work and
the marketplace and are comfortable using new online tools to
communicate. They like to be in touch with their friends on their
BlackBerrys or cell phones wherever they are—on the street, in the
store, or at work. It gives them a sense of virtual community all day
long. It makes them feel like they have a friend in their pocket.

Their eagerness to collaborate can be a bonus for companies.
Net Geners want to work hand-in-hand with companies to create
better goods and services, something their parents never dreamed
of. Companies never thought of it either: without the Internet for a
free two-way dialogue with customers, they conceived new products
in secret.

» Today, Net Geners are helping companies develop advertising
campaigns. In one early experiment in advertising collaboration,
GM invited consumers to a newly built website that offered video
clips and simple editing tools they could use to create ads for the
~ Chevy Tahoe SUV. The site gained online fame after environmen-
talists hijacked the site’s tools to build and post ads on the site
condemning the Tahoe as an eco-unfriendly gas guzzler. GM didn’t
take the ads down, which caused even more online buzz. Some pun-
dits said GM was being foolhardy, but the numbers proved other-
wise. The website quickly attracted more than 620,000 visitors,_
two-thirds of whom went on to visit Chevy.com. For three weeks
running, the new site funneled more people to the Chevy site than
either Google or Yahoo did. Most important, sales of the Tahoe
soared.?® To be sure, concern for the environment did not impede
the young car enthusiasts from purchasing the Tahoe. For them,

the competing norms resolved in GM’s favor.

Many Net Geners are happy to help with product design. They
believe they offer useful insights and like to feel part of a knowl-
edgeable and exclusive group. They are willing to test product
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prototypes and answer survey questions. Half of Net Geners are
willing to tell companies the details of their lives if the resultis a
product that better fits their needs. This number rises to 61 percent
of Early Adopters-apd 74 percent of the Bleeding Edge. However,
they hesitate to share the data if they feel a company might misuse
the information, sell it to other companies, or inundate them with
junk mail and spam.?

Now, Net Gen consumers are taking the next step and becoming
producers, cocreating products and services with companies. Alvin
Toffler coined the term “prosumer” in his 1970s book Future Shock.?®
I called it “prosumption” a decade ago.?® I can see it happening now,
as the Internet transforms itself from a platform for presenting
information to a place where you can collaborate and where indi-
viduals can organize themselves into new communities. In the Web
2.0, new communities are being formed in social networks such as
Facebook and MySpace, and these communities are starting to go
into production. People are making things together. So prosump-
tion was an idea waiting to happen, waiting for a generation who
had a natural instinct to collaborate and co-innovate.

Collaboration extends to other aspects of the Net Geners’ lives.
At work, they want to feel that their opinion counts. While they
acknowledge their lack of experience, they feel they have relevant
insights—especially about technology and the Internet—and they
want the opportunity to influence decisions and change work pro-
cesses to make them more efficient. Making this happen requires
a receptive corporate culture and the work tools, such as blogs and
wikis, that encourage collaboration.

The new collaboration is not traditional teamwork at all. The
difference today is that individual efforts can be harnessed on a
large scale to achieve collective outcomes, like Wikipedia, the online
encyclopedia written by 75,000 active volunteers and continually
edited by hundreds of thousands of readers around the world who
perform millions of edits per month. That would have been impos-

sible to achieve without a new generation of collaboration tools.
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These tools make collaboration on an international scale so
easy, as my daughter Niki found last year while working for an
international consulting company. She'd cook up an idea for a wid-
get that might be useful for a client, and at the end of the day she’d
send a message to a team of four computer developers in the Czech
Republic. The next morning, there it was: a new widget ready for
her to check out. “There’s an old saying that two heads are better
than one,” she says. “Well, I say that ten thousand heads are better
than two. There are lots of smart people out there, and we should
be using new technologies to tap into their talents.”

Net Geners are collaborators in every part of their lives. As civic
activists, they’re tapping into the collaborative characteristic with
aplomb. The Net Gen wants to help. They’ll help companies make
better products and services. They’re volunteering in record num-
bers, in part because the Internet offers so many ways, big and
small, to help out.

Educators should take note. The current model of pedagogy is
teacher focused, one-way, one size fits all. It isolates the student in
the learning process. Many Net Geners learn more by collaborat-
ing—both with their teacher and with each other. They’ll respond
to the new model of education that’s beginning to surface—student-
focused and multiway, which is customized and collaborative.

>>> entertainment

In the high-tech world, where employers put a premium on attract-
ing the brightest Net Geners they can find, some work sites look
like playgrounds. You can play foosball at Microsoft’s Redmond
campus—or baseball on the company diamond or soccer or volley-
ball. There’s even a private lake. You can take your pick of the
twenty-five cafeterias on campus, along with the requisite Star-

bucks stands. Xbox consoles are stashed in alcoves. Nearly three
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thousand works of art hang on the walls. You can even go on whale-
watching excursions. Over at Google, there’s a rock-climbing wall
on the premises, along with a company pool, a beach volleyball pit,
a gym, plus pool tables. You'll feel like you're right back in college.
You can even bring your pet.

These employers know that for Net Geners, work should be fun.
Net Geners see no clear dividing line between the two. This may be
anathema to corporate types who enjoy the grind. The old para-
digm was that there was a time of day when one worked and a time
of day when one relaxed and had fun. These two models have now
become merged in the same activity because Net Geners believe in
enjoying what they do for a living. Net Geners expect their work to
be intrinsically satisfying. They expect to be emotionally fulfilled
by their work. They also see nothing wrong with taking time
off from work to check their profile on Facebook or play an online
game. Eighty-one percent of teens play online games—and once
they get jobs, they’re likely to play online games at work to blow off
steam.

Employers often growl when they see Net Geners goofing off
online at work. But I think that employers should cool it. What’s
wrong with spending twenty minutes playing an online game at
work? Why is that any worse than what my generation did—amble
downstairs for a coffee, a smoke, and a shared complaint, usually
about management? Immersion in digital technology has taught
this generation to switch very quickly between one line of thought
and another. Switching off for a few minutes by playing a game
can generate fresh ways to solve problems. It’s arguably more pro-
ductive than hunkering down and spinning your wheels for hours
on end.

The Internet gives them plenty of opportunity to amuse them-
selves online. The Web is the fun tool of choice with which to catch
up on news headlines, Google, check e-mail, and IM with friends.
There’s entertainment from around the world from websites, chat-
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ting with “Net pals,” and online gaming. There’s niche entertainment
that caters to their interests, such as HollywoodStockExchange
.com for movie buffs, or StyleDiary.net for fashionistas. Many Net
Geners maximize their interactions by engaging in multiple “netiv-
ities” simultaneously, such as chatting with friends on MSN while
listening to their media player and surfing the Net. YouTube raises
the bar for interactive entertainment. Users upload hundreds of
thousands of videos daily, either snippets of television programs
they like or content they’ve created. Users vote and comment on the
submissions. '

To be sure, employers who allow Net Geners to amuse them-
selves online or wear headphones need proper work design and
policies to maximize productivity. In some situations, listening to
music on headphones at work is fine, while in other situations it
might not be. Notwithstanding the Net Gen ability to multitask, it’s
best to minimize distractions, including online ones, for work that
requires deep thinking.

Net Geners’ love of entertainment also has important implica-
tions for companies that want to sell things to them. Nearly three-
quarters of Net Geners agreed with the following statement:
“Having fun while using a product is just as important as the prod-
uct doing what it is supposed to do.” Net Geners value the experi-
ence of using the product beyond its primary function. They find
amusement in accessory options and playing with tactile features,
particularly younger males. Net Geners become bored easily, so
playing with their tech devices keeps them interested.

Still, making a product fun as well as useful presents a chal-
lenge to companies targeting the generation. How, for instance, do
you make a mortgage fun? Well, take a look at what MtvU, the
national network for college students, is doing as part of its cam-
paign to help Darfur. On the site, the network launched an auda-

cious game that asked players to put themselves in the shoes of a
teenager in Darfur faced with a terrible decision of whether to go
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and get water before the bloodthirsty militia roll in. Millions of
kids have played the game online—a testament to the power of the

“games for change movement.”

N\

>>> speed

When I began working with computers, I used a 360-bits-per-
second dial-up modem to write my first book from my home office.
Fifteen years later, when I wrote Growing Up Digital, the typical
access rate was 9,600 bits per second. Many young people today
access the Web at between 5 million bits per second and 65 million
bytes per second!

Having grown up digital, they expect speed—and not just in
video games. They’re used to instant response, 24/7. Video games
give them instant feedback; Google answers their inquiries within
nanoseconds. So they assume that everyone else in their world will
respond quickly, too. Every instant message should draw an instant
response. If a member of their peer group doesn’t respond instantly,
they become irritated and worried. They fear it may be a negative
comment on their status and a personal slight. “IM has made this
worse, because if someone sees you online and you don’t answer,
they know you are ignoring them,” a twenty-eight-year-old man
said in our online survey.

Net Geners also expect to receive an item they have purchased
within a matter of days. They are no longer willing to wait four to
six weeks to receive their secret decoder ring after sending in their
cereal box tops. Corpbrations that are quick to respond to inquiries
are praised and viewed as trustworthy, while long wait times are
criticized. Needless to say, Net Geners do not like being put on hold.

When they e-mail a company, 80 percent expect an answer back
quickly. But when they talk to their friends, e-mail is too slow for
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this generation, too cumbersome. They prefer the speed of instant
messaging. They’re impatient, and they know it. When we asked
them what they thought of the following statement—*I have little
patience and I can’t stand waiting for things”—56 percent agreed.2

It makes working in the conventional office hard. “Working in a
typical company can really sap one’s energy, because things happen
so slowly,” said Net Gener Moritz Kettler. “A lot of my friends tell
me they are frustrated with the glacial pace of decision making.
There is a lack of urgency. There’s no ‘let’s get this done.” There is a
big culture clash in the workplace with my generation and the
bosses, who can often be much older.”

The pressure of living in an instantaneous environment can
overwhelm some Net Geners. They know others are expecting an
immediate response from them, and many experience feelings of
saturation, craziness, and never having a moment of peace. Some
wish they could disconnect by turning off their cell phones and log-
ging off their computer, but they’re reluctant to do this because they
fear missing an important message and don’t want to feel detached
from their social environment.

E-mail is faster than talking, which is why Net Geners often
prefer to communicate with people at work via electronic means
rather than meeting them—unless it’s a first-time meeting or an
important negotiation.

Many Net Geners would like their careers to progress at the
same fast pace as the rest of their lives. They appreciate continual
performance feedback from employers. It helps them gauge their
progress and enhances their professional self-esteem and sense of
career momentum. Loyalty is strengthened when Net Geners regu-
larly receive feedback that helps them feel “on track” to being suc-
cessful at the company. Conversely, loyalty may weaken if requests
for regular feedback are not acknowledged in a short time frame.
This alone may not cause them to switch jobs, but they will feel less

emotionally satisfied at work.




154 the eight net gen norms

>>> innovation

When I was a kid, the pace of innovation was glacial. I remember
when the transistor radio came on the scene. I got one and took it
to summer camp. We all had one. It was a wonderful innovation.
And that radio and its predecessors didn’t really change for years.
I also remember our first television. That thing lasted for many
years as well, until a new innovation—color—appeared on the
scene.

This generation, on the other hand, has been raised in a culture
of invention. Innovation takes place in real time. Compare my tran-
sistor radio that lasted for years with today’s mobile devices that
improve, sometimes dramatically, every few weeks. Today my kids
want the new mobile device every few months, because the current
one doesn’t have the capability of the new one. And as for televi-
sions, flat-panel technology is an engine of innovation, dropping in
price significantly every few months or so.

For marketers, there is no doubt that Net Geners want the latest
and greatest product available—in ways that supersede the needs
of their parents. The Net Geners live to stay current, whether it’s
with their cell phone, iPod, or game console. The latest. product
makes their friends envious and contributes to their social status
and their positive self-image.

Motorola came out three years ago with the RAZR, its ultrathin
cell phone with built-in camera and music player. Samsung Group
answered within a year with the Blade. Motorola responded with
its SLVR, a phone even sleeker than its predecessor. “It’s like hav-
ing a popular nightclub. You have to keep opening new ones. To stay
cool, you have to speed up,” says Michael Greeson, president of mar-
ket researcher The Diffusion Group.?®

For Niki, her latest innovation is the Nike+ iPod Sport Kit. The
Sport Kit allows a Nike+ shoe to talk to an iPod nano. The sensor
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uses a sensitive accelerometer to measure a runner’s activity; then
it wirelessly transfers this data to the receiver on the runner’s iPod
nano. As Apple’s website says: “You don’t just take iPod nano on
your run. You let it take you. Music is your motivation. But what if
you want to go further? Thanks to a unique partnership between
Nike and Apple, your iPod nano becomes your coach. Your personal
trainer. Your favorite workout companion.” As you run, iPod nano
tells you your time, distance, pace, and calories burned via voice
feedback that adjusts music volume as it plays. In addition to prog-
ress reports, voice feedback congratulates you when you've reached
a personal best—your fastest pace, longest distance and time, or
most calories burned. Voice feedback occurs automatically, accord-
ing to predetermined intervals that vary by workout type. Niki
loves her Nikes and nano: they help keep her fit.

In the workplace, innovation means rejecting the traditional
command-and-control hierarchy and devising work processes that
encourage collaboration and creativity. Former chairman and chief
mentor N. R. Narayana Murthy at the Bangalore-based Infosys
Technologies introduced the company’s “voice of youth” program
eight years ago. Each year, nine top-performing young employees—
all under thirty—participate in eight senior management council
meetings, presenting and discussing their ideas with the top lead-

“ership team. “We believe these young ideas need the senior-most
attention for them to be identified and fostered,” says Sanjay Puro-
hit, associate vice president and head of corporate planning. Info-
sys CEO Nandan M. Nilekani concurs: “If an organization becomes
too hierarchical, ideas that bubble up from younger people [aren’t
going to be heard].”®°

Infosys is on the right track. Net Geners don’t want to toil in the
same old bureaucracies as their parents. They’ve grown up in an
era of constant innovation and change, and want the workplace to
be equally innovative and creative. Net Geners told us an innova-

tive work environment is perceived to be leading edge, dynamic,
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creative, and efficient. Not surprisingly, an innovative workplace is
expected to have leading-edge technology.

These are the eight norms of the Net Generation. They value
freedom—freedom tg be who they are, freedom of choice. They want
to customize everything, even their jobs. They learn to be skeptical,
to scrutinize what they see and read in the media, including the
Internet. They value integrity—being honest, considerate, trans-
parent, and abiding by their commitments. They’re great collabora-
tors, with friends online and at work. They thrive on speed. They
love to innovate. This is the Net Generation, and in the next few
chapters, we will explore how those characteristics are displayed in
different spheres of the Net Gen life and how, if you understand
these norms, you can change your company, school or university,
government, or family for the twenty-first century.
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