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Introduction  

Generation X came of age in the infancy of the Internet and the 24-hour news cycle. They are the 

link between the analog past and digital future.  While this group appears less visible in media and 

popular culture, their memories of a less connected life with rapid adaptability to technology in 

early adulthood give them a special professional and social vantage point. The experiences of these 

vastly shifting paradigms and maturing age make them uniquely valuable to financial services 

groups.  

Who is Generation X?  

The name Generation X originated from a pair of British pop culture journalists, Jane Deverson and 

Charles Hamblett, who compiled the eponymous book from a series of interviews of rebellious, 

anti-establishment teens.  Author Douglas Coupland popularized the phrase and made it applicable 

to an American audience for his novel, Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture.1 Here, the 

group born between 1965 and 1980 is also defined with X representing the Roman numeral ten as 

in the tenth generation born in the United States since the country’s independence from Britain in 

1776.2  

Generation X is smaller at 65 million3 than both their Baby Boomer 77 million predecessors4 and 

Millennial 83 million successors, yet unique in their impact.  One of the standout qualities is their 

racial and ethnic diversity.  This group includes prominent members of many endeavors including: 

Quentin Tarantino, Will Smith, Tiger Woods, Julia Roberts5, Google founders, Larry Page and Sergey 

Brin and more.  

As they made their mark in the world, a demand for work-life balance became not only a quality of 

life choice, but a necessity as many members of this cohort found themselves sandwiched between 

caring for aging parents and raising young children.  In efforts to seamlessly manage the personal 

and professional aspects of their lives, Gen X became the first generation to use personal technology 

for both business and recreation, creating opportunities for financial institutions seeking long-term 

relationships for banking and investment products.  



 

 

 

How Generation X Compares to Other Generations   

In 2015, the earliest born members of this group reached their 50th birthday. The graph represents 

unique characteristics of this group, largely in terms of education, racial and ethnic diversity and 

delays in marriage and parenthood.  

Gen X has faced some defining moments on the horizon: the burst of tech bubble and The Great 

Recession. Both have created challenges in the wealth building prospects for this generation. The 

stock market crash of 1987 created job insecurity and a threat to the global economy right when 

some members of this group were just beginning their careers. 6 These conditions arguably helped 

redefine expectations for this group. They understood that lifetime employment was a thing of the 

past as they became comfortable changing careers and jobs multiple times. What was known as “job 

hopping” of the previous generation became a necessary for skill adaptation, flexibility and financial 

sustainability.   

Upon reaching adulthood, they defined success outside of the previous generation’s tradition of 

lifelong employment, helping them become entrepreneurial and savvy in many areas.7 They and 

their younger Millennial colleagues share some views socially and politically – they’re critical of 



government and since 2009 reported a “sharp drop in financial satisfaction.” 8  Financial 

institutions can likely correlate this dissatisfaction with marked fluctuations in the nation’s 

economy and create useful savings and investment products to allow Gen Xers to maximize wealth 

creation despite the group’s perceptions and challenges.  

 

The Sandwich Generation   

The middle child syndrome some Gen Xers feel is not completely unfounded.  They’re sandwiched 

between the larger attention-getting cohorts - Baby Boomers and Millennials. Not only have they 

seemingly fallen out of favor in popular culture, they’ve faced significant challenges to their career 

prospects and financial sustainability.  Unprecedented delays in retirement may create an 

intergenerational power struggle between Boomers and Xers as the former group holds on to 

leadership roles longer.9  

Financial support and care for both parents and children remains a challenge. According to a study 

from The Pew Research Center, nearly half (47%) of adults in their 40s and 50s have a parent age 

65 or older and are either raising a young child or financially supporting a grown child (age 18 or 

older).   

About 1-in-7 middle-aged adults (15%) is providing financial support to both an aging parent and a 

child.10 The Great Recession and the subsequent weak recovery has been particularly difficult for 

young adults, creating a need for parental support, though families with greater resources – an 

income over $100,000 are more likely to be a part of the Sandwich Generation.11 

Breaking Through the X Factor 

Entering the world in a declining birthrate, high divorce rate, diminishing economic prospects, and 

a perilous job market threatened some Xers belief in the American Dream. As a result, the cynical, 

shiftless, “slacker” label, though unfair, stuck.  While the letter X represents the number ten, in 

other iterations of the Generation X label, it also implies an unknown or undefined variable.  

Perhaps some of these variables appear to correlate with the numbers related to this cohort’s 

financial future.  

According to a survey of 5,474 Americans by Northwestern Mutual Life Insurance Co, almost 40 

percent say they lack financial security and 38 percent have more debt than savings, more than any 

other generation.12  

These harsh realities make reaching this group a daunting prospect for some financial institutions. 

However, all is not lost. This is a group that values traditional media while showing an equal 

interest in technology and social media. Breaking through Gen X skepticism is worth the reward as 

they possess the highest brand loyalty at 70 percent. 13 

 

 

 

 



Generation X and Retirement  

Too many members of Gen X are guessing at their retirement needs. Financial service institutions 

can connect with them by providing good, free retirement calculators.   This is only a start. 

Institutions must consider the following:  

The Harris Poll survey American workers and compared those results with other surveys it had 

commissioned from 2011-2015. Among the findings: While Generation X approaches retirement, it 

has grown increasingly less interested in planning for retirement. Specifically: 

• Approximately 45% of Gen X workers prefer not to think about or concern themselves with 
retirement investing until they get closer to their retirement date. 

 

• A full 46% say they are not confident that they will have enough income to last 
through retirement. 14 
 

• While 11% of Gen X workers said they had no sources of information for retirement 
planning or investing in 2011, today 25% say that. Many are not using retirement 
calculators, instead receiving 401(k) advice at work, from money articles or financial 
planners. 
 

• And although a smaller percentage of boomers and millennials reported that they don’t 

know as much as they should about retirement investing (63% of boomers, down from 
71% in ’11 and 73% of millennials, down from 82%), Gen X: 66% stayed fairly consistent 
from 2015 to 68% in 2011.15  

 

The group who encountered several economic shake-ups in youth grabbed a strong toehold on 

reality is remaining hopeful. Consider these positives:  

• Gen Xers has realistic expectations about working longer while maintaining a good standard 
of living. About (55 percent) plan to work past age 65, and (51 percent) plan to work during 
retirement.  
 

• Only 13 percent of Gen Xers think their standard of living will increase in retirement, and 34 
percent believe it will remain the same. Some believe their standard of living will decline 
while others are not sure16.  

 

These are realistic perspectives that will help their stretch out their savings to meet the demands of 

working later in life.  Financial institutions can help by providing planning tools that allow them to 

map a workable retirement plan through later life working years as their income gradually 

decreases.  

Conclusion 

Generation X still has quite a lot to offer the world.  While smaller than the preceding and following 

generations, many remain youthful as they mature – connected to both brick and mortar traditions 

and the electronic future. They have the energy, innovative spirit and longevity to build wealth for 

decades to come.   
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