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OBJECTIVE
• Better understand how changing gender expectations and roles are reshaping Generation Y’s

attitudes, mindsets and motives 

METHOD
• The findings are based on a series of Outlaw studies conducted among Trendsetters over the  

past few years 

• Trendsetters were the primary sample of the studies; therefore, the learnings represent very for-
ward mindsets and attitudes

• Trendsetters are defined as having a forward mindset:
-Aware of and seeks new experiences: movies, art, books, sports, technology, media events,    
social events, etc.

-Involved in music, aware of new music groups, genres, artists
-Involved in clothes, strives to makes a statement through his/her look, shops forward    
stores/brands
-Aware of and participating in newest/latest nightlife scenes including bars/clubs/music venues

• A variety of interviewing methods were incorporated in this work:
-Focus groups
-One-on-one in-home interviews
-One-on-ones in cafes
-In-home triads with friends
-Triads in bars
-Going with Trendsetters to bars or social events
-Man on the street interviews 
-On-line surveys  

• Respondents were part of Generation Y
-Defined as ages 20-26 
-Consistent with American Demographics 9/03 article, which defines Generation Y as     

• All of the work was done in San Francisco, Los Angeles and New York

youth born between 1977 and 1984
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Youth today enjoys the freedoms of less societal pressure to become what others expect.
Guys and girls are free to pursue or not pursue whatever they please.  But inherent in this so-
called freedom are several contradictions.  

While this generation feels freer of past societal expectations, they have created their own set
of generational expectations.  Respect from peers comes from having and pursuing an inter-
nal passion.  It is this passion, rather than a job, that defines an individual.  They are judged
on the interests and hobbies they pursue and they are even more harshly judged on whether
or not they pursue any at all.  So while they are free to pursue whatever they want, there is
significant pressure to find and pursue a passion. Choosing a career path they’re not passion-
ate about is seen as a compromise.

Gender roles also bring expectations and contradict the “be whoever you want to be” attitude.
Today, respect and coolness are gained through separating from the gender-specific expecta-
tions of the past.  Women feel strong pressure to establish their emotional and financial inde-
pendence and guys are admired for being emotionally present and pursuing their personal
dreams without worrying about the burden of supporting a family. 

Much of these shifts are culminating in a merging of aspirational personality traits. It used to
be that the type of person women desired to be differed significantly from the type of person
men desired to be.  Today, the aspirational woman and man share more similiarities.  

In addition, there is a sense that men are reaping the benefits of women’s new independence
by allowing themselves to feel unencumbered by the burden of being the breadwinner, with-
out taking on additional household responsibilities.

Lastly, men are adopting some traditionally feminine characteristics including increased
involvement in physical appearances and more emotional-availability.  They walk a fine line,
however, in terms of how much of this newfound femininity is ultimately desirable to women.
Women like to see these new traits in men, but not at the expense of some traditionally mas-
culine traits like strength, assertiveness and problem solving abilities.  
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There is a growing belief that success in terms of career and money doesn’t equal happiness. They
often sense that people, relationships and lifestyle are the key components to happiness and should
not be compromised for careers.  They are firm in their belief that they need only enough money to
get by.  At the same time they bitterly complain about never having enough money and feel that they
are constantly compromising their desired lifestyle because of a lack of cash.  Though they disdain
the desire for money, they focus on their need for it.

Generation Y believes that this is the time to live for them-
selves and not be burdened with worries about the future.
Much of this attitude comes from a belief that they don’t
have to prepare for the next lifestage: marriage, family,
home ownership.  They believe that these things will just
happen and be available for them when they’re ready.  The
prospect of missing out on something now is a far bigger
concern than not being prepared for the future. “I want to
enjoy life, travel, do more exercise and sports, do scuba,
and worry about raising kids later.”(Jeanette, 25, New York)

Much of the ‘life before career’ attitude is mirrored by the
most popular TV shows including Friends and Sex and the
City. The characters on these shows, while older than their
Gen Y audience, easily juggle a successful career and a
great social life. Their careers don’t take over their lives or
become their chief cause of stress allowing the characters
to be able to focus on pursuing relationships and having fun.

Individuality is the core motive of this generation.  This is a strong theme that has been consis-
tently growing over the past several years.  Society is telling young people today: “Don’t
change yourself, don’t compromise your uniqueness, be whatever you want to be.”  There is
an implied freedom from societal expectations and the ability to show indifference to others
opinions is admired.  You can be anything you want:  gay or straight, wealthy or poor, an artist
or a doctor, a corporate president or a singer. 
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They are more concerned with experiencing enough while
young than being financially ready to move to the next stage

For many 20-26 year olds, a career-focused lifestyle feels too self-sacrificing and limiting

Media is mirroring non-career focused lifestyles

What’s cool today: Being an individual and not being a victim of past societal expectations 

 



While this generation strives to disregard judgments put on them, they are highly judgmental of each
other.  Respect only comes from doing something that they are passionate about.  They judge each other
for compromising themselves for any reason. Achieving ‘cool’ status comes from creating lives that allow
them to be true to their gender, sexuality, personality, interests, and passions.  Corporate careers or ‘desk
jobs’ are not admired because they are perceived as requiring too much compromise.  This mindset has
been so strongly ingrained into Gen Y, that it has created an inner confi-
dence and motivation for them to break norms and societal expectations.  

It could be said that the pressures of this generation are more difficult
than past generations.  Young people today are required to create a
unique and personalized path rather than follow a prescribed, well-
traveled one.  The result is a generation that is both more mature than
their predecessors and more fun loving. They are forced to know them-
selves better and make harder decisions in order to create this path, but
they are also taking more risks and having more fun because they are
freer to be themselves and to pursue their interests and passions.

It should be noted, however, that this generation is not rebelling from
societal pressures on an individual basis.  These new values are support-
ed by their families, their peers and society in general.  This generation
enjoys a sense of comfort and safety in that they are breaking the norms
together.

Being an individual and not caring about what is expected is important, but only to a point.  Few hang on
to these ideals at the cost of being poor.  Money or lack of money drives young people to make compro-
mises.  However, in making compromises they strive to remain true to their passions.  Finding stable work
that incorporates their passion is acceptable.  For example, an artist may take a job at an art gallery or a
musician may sell his music for use in commercials.  Another acceptable compromise they may make is
taking a corporate job that is a stepping stone to making it on their own or that allows them time and
money to pursue their passion.  Importantly they strive to not change because of the job; instead they
marginalize it in order to ensure it doesn’t overtake their lifestyle.  

All want to be motivated by an internal drive that defines them as a person.  Ideally, this passion is inter-
nal, natural and not motivated by money.  However, most people struggle to find their passion and the
wide variety of choices and freedoms they have makes it even more difficult.  Choosing just one thing to
focus on and pursue is, for many, a long-term goal in itself.  As a result, those that are not internally moti-
vated feel caught in limbo.
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Being an individual requires remaining true to yourself

It is the road less taken

Not at the cost of being poor

Finding a passion is difficult for some



Lifestyle Portraits

Aspirational Lifestyle Typical Lifestyle

Wanted to write his novel in Paris

after college, but realized he needed

an income

Got a job at prestigious, non-tradi-

tional publishing company

Is working on funding his own 

non-traditional publishing company

- Plans to focus on writing that 

break conventions     

Is a personal assistant to the presi-

dent of a large corporation

Loves his job and the freedom he

feels from having to pursue a tradi-

tional, long-term, career-focused job

Frustrated because he isn’t motivated

by a passion or interest     

Would rather be doing something he

loves, but feels he has too many

options to choose from  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Guillermo, 23, San FranciscoPeter, 23, East Village
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Brands, companies, media, bands and celebrities that convey individuality, and therefore have a unique
voice or approach, are revered by this generation.  

One key way to been seen as having a unique voice is by breaking expected cultural norms and stereo-
types.  Being unique in this way communicates you do things differently, don’t succumb to expectations,
and aren’t afraid of what others think.

However, in crafting a message to this generation it’s important to recognize that integrity is paramount to
acceptance. Gen Y is skeptical and quickly roots out insincerity.  Messages have to be authentic and res-
onate with the perception of the company, brand, band or celebrity.
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Some examples of those respected by Gen Y for being an individual and maintaining integrity include:

Marketing Implications for this Generation

TV
Sex in the City
Will and Grace

Queer Eye for the Straight Guy

Music
Marilyn Manson

Eminem
Kid rock

Brands
Diesel
Apple
MTV

Celebrities
Madonna

Johnny Depp
Gwen Stefani
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SECTION 2
SHIFTING GENDER EXPECTATIONS

Gender brings more expectations
While there is a lack of pressure to follow a prescribed path, strong gen-
der expectations exist for this generation.  They are free to be whoever
they want, however it is important that they separate themselves from the
prescribed gender roles of the past.  In past generations, career-focused
women and emotionally-open men were not aspirational.  Today, each
has become the ideal.
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The “white knight fantasy” is appealing but not acceptable

For Gen Y, the aspirational woman is striving, above all else, to suc-
cessfully be independent.  They define this independence as having
skills that will support them and allow them to have their own identity
and lifestyle.  They want jobs that are part of a career path, never just a
way to pass time until marriage.  This mindset is grounded in a desire
to free themselves from ever having to make self-compromising life
decisions because they need to be supported.  

It’s important to note that this ambitious attitude comes with all the
generational expectations outlined earlier. Women of this generation
believe that lifestyle and relationships are more important than
money. Therefore, their ambition isn’t driving them to make huge
compromises.

Many women of this generation secretly harbor the “white knight fan-
tasy.” They will reluctantly agree that the idea of being taken care of
financially is appealing.  However, they will quickly discount the idea
as an option for them because they are uncomfortable with the idea
of being taken care of.  There is a general sense that it is unaccept-
able for women today to skip the career phase, have kids and rely on
their husbands to support them.  It’s clear that the equality women
have achieved can be difficult and some are struggling with it.

What they have not shed in taking on these traditionally masculine
goals is their sense of femininity.  They are celebrating their wom-
anhood more than ever.  Gen Y has truly embraced the “girl power”
attitude. They love being girls and see being girly and building on
their femininity as part of staying true to who they are.  

Femininity is key to her identity

SECTION 2
SHIFTING GENDER EXPECTATIONS

Girls 20-26 were raised with pressures to be ambitious and independent

Women’s ambitions don’t overshadow their generational mindset 

PRESSURES ON GIRLSPRESSURES ON GIRLS
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As a result of these pressures, the aspirational mate for women has changed. They are no
longer seeking men for financial support.  Today, they are more interested in emotional sup-
port and true love.  The ideal mate is no longer simply a big strong guy who instills a sense
of physical and financial safety.  While these traits are still appealing, it is more important that
he is passionate about
his interests and his
relationship, willing to
make sacrifices for his
partner’s needs and
career, and available
both in terms of time
and emotion. “I actual-
ly think career men
are a turn off to my girl
friends.  They don’t
want that go go go
corporate guy.  They
want someone who is
passionate.” (Dylan,
21, San Francisco)

Align brands, products 
and communications 
with the women
Generation Y aspire to be like and the traits they exemplify: strength, security, independence
and self-awareness. Importantly, women identify with those who break societal norms and
barriers but also maintain femininity.  

At the same time provide a sense of realness that allows women to feel they are not alone in
dealing with the life struggles of today.  Don’t show her life as easy, don’t show her as per-
fect, disclose the flaws and hurdles that women face. 

Girls’ expectations of the ideal mate have changed

Implications for Marketing 
to Women 20-26

SECTION 2
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Shifts in societal expectations of guys are very different from girls.  The pressure has been taken off guys to be
the primary breadwinner. They are less likely to be encouraged to sacrifice their own desires to ensure they
can support a family.   As a result, guys are shedding traditional responsibility and focusing more on their own
dreams and doing what makes them happy. 

The negativity associated with men who are not traditionally successful has been alleviated.  Today, they are
given permission and often admired for being different than what was traditionally expected. They are freer and
more open about it. “I see men taking less of a lead.  They don’t have as much drive, determination, or focus
in their lives.  I think because women have the same responsibilities professionally
they can ease up a little bit.”(Tom, 26, San Francisco)

Importantly, many lack the anxiety generally associated with women being more suc-
cessful than they are.  In fact, men who sacrifice their careers for their families are
held in high regard by their peers.  “I think that most guys would feel it was an honor-
able thing to do to stay home and raise kids.  I think it’s great.” (Peter, 22, New York)

Many are thriving on this newfound freedom.  They are pursuing goals in riskier fields
like writing, publishing, acting, and starting businesses.  However, lack of career pres-
sure makes it hard for some to move forward. Those who don’t have the drive to
choose a path and aggressively pursue it, often end up feeling directionless.  Many
lack both a plan B, and the drive to make their plan A happen. 

While men are opting against traditional career expectations, they are also expected to
take on more traditionally feminine traits of being sensitive and emotionally open with
themselves, their friends and their partners.  Being more emotionally available means
shedding some of the traditionally masculine traits of insensitivity and self-focus.  It’s no longer acceptable for a man
to seem closed off or out of touch with women’s issues. “It’s okay to look vulnerable as a man.  You could wear pink,
you can be in a bad mood or insecure. It’s okay.  It’s alright to admit that.” (Jay, 23, Los Angeles)

New gender expectations have taken away the negative stigma surrounding guys who care about their appear-
ance. It used to be the less effort men put into their appearance, the better.  Today, men are expected to put
effort into their look.  While there are still strong limitations on acceptable clothes for guys, being stylish is
okay.  Further, going beyond just effort and dressing more expressively and revealing more skin and muscular
shape is no longer considered “gay” or inappropriate.  Involvement in hair and skin care products has also
increased. “It didn’t used to be okay to be beautiful as a man.” (Guillermo, 24, San Francisco)

This shift is supported by recent media interest in the feminizing of the heterosexual guy with the success of
“Queer Eye for the Straight Guy” as well as the NY Times recent discovery of the term “Metrosexual” which
emerged as a way to describe this new more appearance-conscious guy.  It’s important to note, however, that
many Trendsetter men have already embraced this mindset to such a degree that the idea of naming it feels
condescending. 

Social stigma has dissipated

Men are no longer encumbered with the pressure to be the provider

New expectations make it harder for some

Guys are expected to be more sensitive

Guys are also expected to be more appearance conscious
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Traditionally, unencumbered masculinity was seen as sexy.  Sexy was being all man, and that meant
being totally uninvolved in physical appearances. “The sexy thing about John Wayne is that he isn’t sexy
at all.” (Peter, 22, New York)  Today, sexy involves more effort.  Women are more likely to be attracted to
men who pay attention to their skin, clothes and hair.  However, like many changing attitudes, this can be

taken too far.  “Too much isn’t good, I don’t want to date a gay
guy.” (Maya, 25, New York)  Achieving the right balance between
stylish but not too conscientious is key.

Masculinity is still important

Men are walking a tightrope between being too masculine and too feminine.  Many of the men we talked
to feel this pressure and admit being confused.  “You still have to be a traditional guy, open doors, pick
up the bill, you still have the pressure to be the classic idea of a man. You have to know when to show
your strength.  A girl likes to feel protected but she also wants to feel independent.”
(Matt, 24, San Francisco)

Recognize that while men want to be seen as different from traditional guys, being seen as feminine is
not desirable.  Provide products and imagery that support the new aspects of men’s lifestyles, but sanc-
tioning them requires adjusting communications and packaging to be gender neutral.  

The definition of a sexy guy is changing 

While embracing and possessing these new traditionally femi-
nine traits is seen as important, what women find desirable
isn’t that simple. Much of what women find attractive in a guy
is still grounded in masculinity.  Most of the 21-26 year old
women we talked to want men to shed only the those aspects
of masculinity they see as negative including being overly
aggressive, dominating, or controlling.  Women want men to
retain the more positive elements of masculinity including
being grounded and centered, ready to solve problems, and
provide a feeling of safety.  “The guy who is too feminine isn’t
good, because I still want him to be able to make me feel like
a girl.” (Rachel, 27, San Francisco)

Men walk a tightrope

Implications for Marketing to Guys 20-26
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SECTION 3
SHIFTING DATING RULES

True role reversal in dating has not happened. However, things have
changed. Today, dating is a free-for-all with a few rules that are used
merely as guidelines.  Everybody knows these rules, but only some peo-
ple play by them. The dating process is laid-back and it comes with an
assurance that whatever happens is probably okay.  Women are no
longer seen as too forward for pursuing, calling or being sexually
assertive. Men are no longer in the position of always paying or pursuing.  

Traditional dating was replaced decades ago by casual group gatherings.
Young people are more likely to meet and go out in large groups.  The
traditional date is rarely part of beginning a relationship.  This takes the
pressure off gender expectations and reinforces the “no rules” agenda. 

Today, making the decision to have sex is based on how much of a con-
nection, based on intelligence and self-awareness – rather than alcohol –
is involved.  Gen Y Trendsetters consider getting drunk, and sleeping
with someone as a result, unacceptable.  Actively deciding to have sex
early in a relationship, however, doesn’t carry the same social stigma it
used to.

Dating rules are up for grabs

Traditional dating has been replaced

Sex has new rules as well
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CONCLUSIONS

The net result of this combination of gender shifts is
that there is a sense that women have more ambition
than men.  Both women and men interviewed noted a
significant difference between their guy friends and
their girl friends. Many became very vocal when the
topic came up. They claim many of the guys they know
have fallen into the role of being taken care of and are
not working toward “a plan” while most of the women
they know are busy making things happen for them-
selves. They say things like, “All my women friends
have jobs, it’s my guy friends
who sit on the couch and can’t
get up to get the remote.”
There is a general sense that
some men are checking out
and letting the women pick up
day-to-day responsibilities. 

In many ways, this generation
is more accepting of women
taking financial responsibility
and, as a result, allowing men
to get more out of life.  Men
are less threatened by
women’s ambitions and abili-
ties than their predecessors,
which allows them the opportu-
nity to redefine themselves. 

While all would prefer to pursue their passion, it’s more
acceptable for women to take on traditional careers.
For women, traditional careers break stereotypes.  For
men, breaking stereotypes means taking an alternative
path that incorporates a personal passion.  For exam-
ple, a female investment banker is heralded for break-
ing stereotypes, but a male investment banker is seen
as following a traditional path.

Women are seen as more ambitious

Career choices are judged differently 



Men are becoming more emotionally open and more
appearance conscious.  What is ultimately desirable to
women, however, is a combination of these new char-
acteristics along with traditional male characteristics.
This makes it a difficult time for a guy.

Guys’ and girls’ personality aspirations appear to be
merging.  Among Trendsetters, traits that in the past
were associated with the aspirational guy are now
desirable to women; traits that were associated with
the aspirational woman are now desirable to men.  

Relationships and dating have a more balanced set of
expectations and the ideal is a relationship in which
both sexes make compromises and are fulfilled by
what makes them happy, not what society expects.

While these are probably only goals among Trend-
setters and not yet recognized by many Mainstream
20-26 year olds, the fact that the tides are changing
and Trendsetters in this generation feel comfortable
with these shifts speaks to a momentum that will prob-
ably continue and thrive. “Everyone is coming into
more of a balance – more give and take, money, sexu-
ality, all a shared role, not a men/women thing – more
of one person.  Everyone’s moving toward the center.”
(Dylan, 21, San Francisco)

Men need to retain masculinity

Personality aspirations are merging

CONCLUSIONS
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CONCLUSIONS

TODAY

TRADITIONAL

Strong

Ambitious

Opinionated

Breadwinner

Masculine

Unemotional

Knowledgeable

Emotional

Self-Sacrificing

Domestic

Pretty

Nurturing

Demure

Guys = Providers Girls = Caretakers

M
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E
M
I
N
I
N
E
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Strong
Emotional
Individual

Open-minded
Ambitious
Attractive

Knowledgable


