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Facebook study shows young are the me, myself and I generation
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“Young people,” said Don Draper in Mad Men, “don’t know anything. Especially that they’re young.”

Today’s teenagers and young adults may be every bit as blindly full of themselves as their parents were in the Sixties, according
to a new study.

Mark Liberman, professor of linguistics at the University of Pennsylvania and editor of the Language Log blog, analysed data
from 75,000 volunteers’ Facebook accounts and found that under-20s used “I”, “mine”, “my” and “me” almost twice as often as
over-60s.

Conversely, first-person plural pronouns - “we”, “us”, “our” and “ours” - were much more frequent among older Facebook users.
It is the latest in a series of linguistic studies to show that young people talk about themselves considerably more than their
elders.

The findings come at the crest of a wave of irritation at the perceived narcissism of Generation Y, those born from the mid-1980s
to the turn of the millennium. Last month Bret Easton Ellis, the author of American Psycho and Less Than Zero, wrote a pitying
2,000-word feature on the lost tribe of youth in the magazine Vanity Fair.
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“My huge generalities touch on their oversensitivity, their insistence that they are right despite the overwhelming proof that
suggests they are not, their lack of placing things within context, the overreacting, the passive-aggressive positivity, and, of
course, all of this exacerbated by the meds they’ve been fed since childhood by over-protective ‘helicopter’ parents mapping their
every move,” he wrote.

These jeremiads against the millennials may be misguided, however, according to academic linguists. James Pennebaker,
professor of psychology at the University of Texas, Austin, said that self-centredness was a perennial characteristic of the young
that went back at least as far as Shakespeare.

“When we are young, we are far more insecure about who we are, where we are in societry, and how we feel,” he said. “We want
others to know more about us. As we age, these insecurities begin to vanish. We develop stable friendships and we no longer
need to prove who we are. We spend less time introspecting because we have either figured out who we are or have finally
realised that we don’t need to know any more.

“This applies to most human beings who have ever lived. For example, we find the same basic patterns among authors going
back to Shakespeare’s time who wrote over the course of their lives. Their first plays used far more I-words and, as they aged,
their characters used fewer and fewer self-references.”

Professor Pennebaker said that parents had always bemoaned their children’s inability to look beyond their own interests.

“If you are a millennial today, you will be complaining about your children’s generation in a few years, about how they are so
much more self-involved than you are today,” he said. “Hopefully, someone will be around to straighten you out when that day
happens. I’m 64 years old and my parents said the same thing about my generation.”

Professor Liberman said his findings strongly suggested that it was a “life-cycle” effect rather than a self-absorption peculiar to
Generation Y.

“Some of the pronoun effect might be due to the Facebook context, say because on average older Facebookers are writing for an
audience of people who have known him for a longer time,” he said.

Ben Zimmer, the lexicographer and executive producer of the Visual Thesaurus, a language app, said: “One factor in the changes
in pronoun use is simply that our immediate frames of reference change as we get older, relating more to marriage and family,
which are by their nature more other-oriented than self-oriented.

“The life of the single millennial is, through the lens of Facebook, much more about individual activity than the life of someone
married with kids, when the ‘I’ becomes subsumed by the ‘we’ of the family.”
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