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The Millennials’ optimism dovetails with their need for 
structure, order, and a guaranteed place in “the system.” It 
also poses certain dangers. Young Gen Xers, holding fewer 
illusions about what can go wrong, embraced an ethic of 
resilient free agency and excelled at bouncing back from 
disappointing outcomes. Millennials, not possessing these 
strengths, are far more likely to feel derailed, even perma-
nently damaged, when their high hopes are thwarted—
whether by poor educational alignment, a plummeting 
economy, or a stagnant job market. If a growing number 
of today’s youth find themselves stuck outside the system, 
they will support any program that promises a stable place 
for them. This might include a universal national service 
program, a subsidized internship/apprenticeship pro-
gram, or a national early college program designed for at-
risk high school students and dropouts. 

In domestic policy, they favor large-scale national solu-
tions. A decreasing share of youth say that government 
should only get involved in initiatives that cannot be run 
at the local level, and it is now far below the share for older 
Americans.96 They are more likely than Boomers to say 
that technology will have to play a larger role in protecting 
the environment. Millennials tend to support ambitious 
government solutions for everything from global warming 
to healthcare to unemployment.

In foreign policy, Millennials favor intervening in inter-
national affairs, not just for America’s own economic 
interest, but for the good of foreign nations. When asked 
about the results of American activity abroad, they tend to 
think first in positive rather than tragic terms. Whatever 
they may think of the wisdom of starting a war in Iraq, 
for instance, today’s young adults are more likely than any 
older age group to say that the Iraq war will end well, with 
beneficial results for the region and the world.97

Make capitalism work better
In their economic orientation, Millennials support govern-
ment regulation without opposing businesses or markets. 
Millennials have grown up in the shadow of Reaganomics. 
Their entire lifespan has coincided with the longest finan-
cial boom and perhaps the most robust era of economic 
expansion in American history—all predicated on deregu-
lated markets, entrepreneurialism, and globalization. They 
know that markets work, and in high school and college 
they study how markets work in far greater depth than 
older Americans ever did. Yet Millennials are also a risk-

good in domestic affairs and that bold social programs can 
dramatically improve Americans’ lives. Like older conser-
vatives, they believe America is a force for good in global 
affairs and that bold technology programs can solve press-
ing national problems.

Like older liberals, they believe that govern-

ment is a force for good in domestic affairs 

and that bold social programs can dramati-

cally improve Americans’ lives. Like older 
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Millennials’ political optimism starts with their confidence 
in themselves—both as individuals and as a generation. 
According to a Bayer/Gallup “Facts of Science” survey, 
84 percent of today’s young people believe someone in 
their generation will become the next Bill Gates, 66 per-
cent believe they personally know such a person, and one-
quarter believe they actually are that person.90 The share of 
youths aged 18 to 25 who predict they will be “financially 
more successful than their parents” has been rising, reach-
ing 65 percent overall in 2005 and 75 percent for young 
blacks and Latinos.91 In a recent survey, 18- to 29-year 
olds were the most optimistic group in assessing whether 
today’s children would grow up better or worse off than 
people are now.92

Today’s youth are also optimistic that government action 
is capable of generating great results, both at home and 
abroad. In the 2004 national exit poll, fully 60 percent of 
voters under age 24 agree that “government should do more 
to solve problems,” higher than any older age bracket.93 In 
2008, 69 percent of voters under 29 agreed—again much 
higher than in older age brackets (in which the agreement 
was always under 50 percent).94 Millennials want policy 
makers to echo their positive tone. More than two-thirds 
agree that “the political tone in Washington is too nega-
tive.”95 Barack Obama’s “yes we can” message resonated 
especially well with the Millennials for just this reason. 
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With their signature optimism, Millennials believe that the 
right public-policy framework can both promote market 
efficiency and encourage social equity—thus, their policy 
priorities cut across the traditional divide between free 
markets and government intervention. By a sizable margin, 
they support free trade and believe that globalization has 
positive consequences. They are the least likely of all age 
groups to say that free trade agreements “hurt you or your 
family financially.”102 Yet they are the most likely to say that 
government “definitely should” have the responsibility to 
provide all interested citizens with jobs.103 In educational 
policy, they favor both school vouchers and increased fed-
eral funding for education.104 

Champion unity over diversity
Millennials are less interested in the “identity politics” 
that distinguishes one group from another (by race, 
gender, religion, sexual orientation) and more interested 
in making room for everyone in a broad American middle 
class. Though they accept diversity as a given, Millennials 
believe that each group should affirm its own solidarity in 
ways that do not demoralize or fragment the national com-
munity. Like older liberals, they take for granted a diverse 
range of cultures, backgrounds, and lifestyles. Like older 
conservatives, they are drawn to the vision of a unified 
American melting pot. 

Millennials are the least Caucasian and most racially 
and ethnically diverse generation in U.S. history. As 
of 2008, non-whites and Latinos accounted for 42 per-
cent of Millennials, much larger than the 26 percent 
for Boomers or the 15 percent for today’s senior-citizen 
G.I.s.105 Many of these minority Millennials, the children 
of foreign-born Boomers and Gen-Xers, have acquired 
the joiner mentality common among second-generation 
immigrants—and are eager to assimilate. In any case, the 
growing diversity of their geographic and racial origin 
makes the old black-and-white divisions seem no longer 
relevant. Millennials are moving away from the idea of a 
multiracial society with a fixed number of discrete minor-
ity groups, and towards the idea of a transracial society, 
in which infinite gradations of racial identity allow fusion 
into one heterogeneous community. 

Surveys confirm the declining significance of race among 
Millennials. When they are asked for the most important 
characteristic that defines their identity, “religion,” “eth-
nicity,” “race,” and “sexual orientation” clock in distantly 

averse and community-oriented generation that wants 
government to safeguard the economy against mounting 
systemic financial risk and an increasingly unequal dis-
tribution of wealth and income. As part of the solution, 
they believe that regulation should be used to give a market 
economy a proper structure and direction. Like older liber-
als, they believe that government regulation is necessary to 
ensure a stable and equitable economy. Like older conser-
vatives, they believe that markets are the best way for an 
economy to perform most of its functions efficiently in a 
globalizing, high-tech world. 

On the one hand, most Millennials believe that the govern-
ment can be a force for good in the economy. Millennials 
agree 45 percent to 32 percent that government should 
ensure everyone has a good job and standard of living, 
rather than letting each person get ahead on his or her own. 
In 1972 young Boomers said nearly the reverse in response 
to this question, and in 1994 young Gen Xers were evenly 
divided.98 Millennials are significantly less likely than older 
generations to agree that government regulation per se 
does more harm than good.99

On the other hand, Millennials do not share the view of 
many older liberals that markets are inherently harmful or 
unfair—indeed, they are generally supportive of business 
as an institution and of markets as a means to empower 
consumer choice. In 2007, people under age 30 were more 
likely than older people to agree that the strength of this 
country is mostly based on the success of American busi-
ness. (When young Gen Xers were asked the same ques-
tion in 1989 and 1994, they were less likely than older 
people to agree.)100 Fifty-two percent of Millennials believe 
that “business corporations generally strike a fair balance 
between profits and public interest,” compared with 38 
percent of older generations.101

With their signature optimism, Millennials 

believe that the right public-policy frame-

work can both promote market efficiency and 

encourage social equity—thus, their policy pri-
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free markets and government intervention. 
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Favor realistic and multilateral world leadership
Millennials favor a multilateral approach to foreign policy, 
but are not hesitant to use force if it proves necessary to 
protect their country. This generation shies away from 
geopolitical idealism on both sides of the aisle. They don’t 
believe that America should reshape regions of the world 
in its own image, nor do they believe that America could 
best serve the world by reducing its military presence. 
They favor instead a strong dose of realism. Like older 
liberals, they believe that diplomacy and multilateral-
ism are generally the best means to keep America strong 
and safe. Like older conservatives, they don’t hesitate to 
use force when needed and support military service with 
patriotic enthusiasm. 

Millennials favor a multilateral approach to foreign policy, 
not as an idealistic end in itself, but as the most practical 
way to protect America’s interests. Coming of age in a 
post-9/11 era, they believe that military force cannot effec-
tively counter America’s most pressing security threats, 
from suicide bombers to bioterrorism. By a much larger 
margin than older Americans, today’s young people 
agree that our nation’s security depends more on “build-
ing strong ties to other nations” (64 percent) than on “its 
own military strength” (29 percent). 112 They agree 3 to 1 
that America should let other countries and the United 
Nations take the lead in solving international crises.113 
Pew surveys indicate that today’s 18- to 29-year olds have 
the lowest opinion of military force alone as the best way 
to achieve peace.114 

Yet Millennials are not ideologically opposed to using 
military force when force becomes necessary. Indeed, 
this generation strongly supports the military, even more 
than it supports other national institutions. Sixty-three 
percent of today’s youth have a “good” or “very good” 
opinion of the military, up from 55 percent in 1996.115 
In 2002, shortly after the attacks of September 11, they 
were more in favor than older Americans of taking mili-
tary action against Iraq.116 This is in part because today’s 
youth feel a rising patriotic commitment. In a 2005 GQR 
survey, Millennials ranked their own “patriotism” at 7.2 
on a scale of 0 to 10, which was higher than any other 
trait except their own “health.”117 Even the most liberal 
Millennials are less averse than their elders to the use of 
military force. Among Howard Dean activists in 2004, 31 
percent of Millennials supported the concept of preemp-
tive war, compared to only 13 percent of Boomers.118

behind “music or fashion preference.”106 From the late 
1980s to today, the share of youth age 18 to 25 who “com-
pletely agree” that “it’s alright for blacks and whites to date 
each other” has risen from 20 percent to 64 percent.107 
Millennials are twice as likely as Xer youth in the late 
1980s to disagree with the statement “I don’t have much in 
common with people of other races.”108 With their upbeat, 
unity-oriented take on diversity, today’s youth are often put 
off by the adversarial, pessimistic outlook of old-guard civil 
rights activists. In the rising schism between older Silent 
and Boomer minority leaders (like Jesse Jackson, Sr., and 
Al Sharpton) and the younger Gen-X minority leaders (like 
Barack Obama and Jesse Jackson, Jr.), Millennials resonate 
with the unifying message of the latter.

Millennials are twice as likely as Xer youth in 

the late 1980s to disagree with the statement 

“I don’t have much in common with people 

of other races.”

Millennials support policies that invite minority groups to 
integrate into the larger community and succeed there. They 
are more likely than older generations to reject a fence along 
the Mexican border and to endorse a program that would 
allow undocumented immigrants to gain legal status and cit-
izenship109. Nearly 60 percent of Millennials believe homo-
sexuality is an acceptable lifestyle, 61 percent believe gays 
and lesbians should be able to adopt, and 61 percent think 
gay marriage should be permitted.110 (All of these percent-
ages are larger for Millennials than for older generations.)

At the same time, most Millennials do not favor policies that 
seem to pit one group against another. Roughly half of col-
lege undergrads in recent years say that affirmative action 
should be abolished as a factor in college admissions.111 In 
an era of splintering skin-color identities and of wealthy 
minority celebrities, most Millennials question whether it is 
possible to identify a uniquely disadvantaged racial or ethnic 
group all of whose members are categorically deserving. 
Many are offended by the abrasive style of diversity sensitiv-
ity training as it is meted out by older generations in college 
and in the workplace. A growing number are attracted to 
policies that would render assistance solely on the basis on 
wealth or income or educational disadvantage.
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(assisted by IM) than many individual answers. A related 
trend among Millennials is the rising importance of dem-
onstrating competence, of earning credentials—in short, 
of being “smart.” Almost by definition, being “smart” 
requires deliberation and restraint. According to one 
survey, Millennials rank “knowledge” first among every 
advantage (including money, fame, and believing in your-
self) that makes a person successful.121

In politics, as in the popular culture and their own lives, the 
Millennials seek a new atmosphere of consensus and well-
behaved amiability. Seventy-four percent of 18- to 24-year 
olds agree that “politics has become too partisan,” and 78 
percent agree that “elected officials seem to be motivated 
by selfish reasons.”122 Today’s youth agree more strongly 
than any older age bracket that “I like political leaders who 
are willing to make compromises in order to get the job 
done.”123 This is an astonishing development to anyone 
who recalls young Boomers back in their heyday.

Barack Obama’s post-election pledge to “create an atmo-
sphere where we can disagree without being disagree-
able”124 has been immensely attractive to Millennials. 
Obama’s cool discipline and post-partisan image helped 
him jump ahead of rivals among Millennial voters, par-
ticularly in a primary battle that painted Hillary Clinton 
as hotheaded and deeply divisive. Obama also appeals to 
Millennials by showcasing his team’s intelligence and cre-
dentials. The slogan of the Millennial-run youth advocacy 
group Youth Entitlements Summit sums up this new atti-
tude: “Governance, not politics.”125

Plan ahead for the long-term
Millennials show a new determination to plan for the long-
term future, both in managing their personal lives and 
in making policy for the nation. For Boomer youth, “live 
for today” became both a lifestyle motto and an antidote 
for repressive public institutions. By the time Gen Xers 
arrived, everyone assumed that free agency trumped career-
ism and that there was little use bothering about long-term 
policy objectives. Today’s youth are reviving the view that 
success is the predictable outcome of effort and planning. 
They want policy makers to plan strategically for the long 
term—and they believe that if this is done right, America’s 
greatest problems can be solved and potential difficulties 
averted. Like older liberals, Millennials believe that major 
public priorities, such as providing benefits to the elderly 
or protecting the environment, should be established as 

Seek consensus and decorum in politics
Millennials seek a new sense of consensus and decorum 
in public life. Boomers, who grew up in an era of stolid 
national unity, came of age breaking cultural taboos, 
shaking up the complacent establishment, and introduc-
ing a tone of passion (at times even hysteria) into their 
advocacy. Millennials, who have grown up watching 
national leaders pummel each other with symbolic ges-
tures, scandal charges, negative ads, and scorched-earth 
partisanship, now want to push politics in another direc-
tion. They want to reestablish a regime of comity, polite-
ness, and rationality. Like older liberals, the Millennials 
prefer a broad and sweeping consensus on policy issues. 
Like older conservatives, they seek a new restraint and 
decorum in political discourse. 

In everything from their personal behavior to their pop cul-
ture tastes, Millennials have been moving to the ordered 
center rather than pushing the anarchic edge. They take 
fewer risks, they listen more closely to their parents, and 
they seek more structure in their lives. “Here come the 
traditionalists,” wrote George Gallup, describing first-wave 
Millennial teens earlier this decade, while the New York 

Times described a new “turn to the traditional.”119 By nearly 
two-to-one, Millennials agree that today’s pop culture has 
too much violence, sex, profanity, drugs, and meanness.120 
Upbeat, well-behaved Millennial culture icons (Miley 
Cyrus, Zach Efron, America Ferrera) are driving a new 
“blanding” of the popular culture.

If one answer is correct, Millennials ask, why 

can’t we all just agree without argument?  

When journalists interview today’s teens, 

they often remark on how much this genera-

tion prefers to offer a team answer (assisted 

by IM) than many individual answers. 

On college campuses, faculty are noticing, along with the 
new team focus, a growing student resistance to debates 
in the classroom. If one answer is correct, Millennials 
ask, why can’t we all just agree without argument? When 
journalists interview today’s teens, they often remark on 
how much this generation prefers to offer a team answer 
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strategy. Nearly nine in ten teens believe “world leaders 
should do ‘whatever it takes’ to tackle climate change.”131 
Boomers defending their own interests may resist sweep-
ing change in these areas. But Millennials will be stead-
fast in insisting that the needs of America’s future should 
come first—and they will remind everyone that an invest-
ment in the rising generation is equivalent to an invest-
ment in that future

This generation also seeks ambitious policy programs that 
will help them keep their own long-term life plans on track. 
Millennials are very aware that, in today’s globalized econ-
omy, planning for a secure future means pursuing a post-
secondary degree. They strongly favor policies that facilitate 
successful completion of postsecondary education, from 
aligning curricula through “P-14” initiatives to helping 
students retroactively with college debt to supporting com-
munity colleges and trade schools. Millennials are more 
likely than older generations to say that government should 
ensure that everyone has a good job and standard of living, 
demonstrating both their focus on long-term life stability 
and their faith that government can help deliver it. 

The Future of the Millennial Generation
A generation in its youth, observed Ortega y Gasset, is like 
“a species of biological missile, hurled into space at a given 
instant… with a preestablished vital trajectory.”132 Mannheim 
called this path a generation’s “essential destiny.”133

The overall timing of the Millennials’ trajectory can already 
be foretold. Through the 2010s, Millennials will be marry-
ing, starting families, and giving birth in large numbers, 
returning to college for their fifth-year and tenth-year 
reunions—and swarming into business and the profes-
sions, no longer as apprentices. Already in the 2010s, some 
will enter state houses and the U.S. Congress. In the early 
2020s, they will elect their first U.S. Senator—and perhaps 
in the early 2030s, their first U.S. President. Their share of 
the national electorate will rise sharply in the coming years, 
from 13 percent in 2008 to 35 percent in 2024,134 when the 
next youth generation begins to reach voting age.135 (See 
Appendix A.) Their share is likely to peak (at about 39 per-
cent) in 2044, when the negative effect of mortality begins 
to overwhelm the positive effect of age on voting rates.

Middle-aged Millennials are likely to dominate the White 
House in the 2050s, during which period they will also 

permanent and planned functions of government. Like 
older conservatives, they want government, while carry-
ing out these functions, to protect the living standards of 
future generations and avoid burdening them with unaf-
fordable liabilities.

They want policy makers to plan strategi-

cally for the long term—and they believe 

that if this is done right, America’s greatest 

problems can be solved and potential diffi-
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Starting in elementary school, Millennials have faced 
rising pressure to set long-term personal goals—for edu-
cation, for extra-curricular pursuits, for careers—and to 
meet each milestone “on time” in order to keep up with 
their peers. By the late 1990s, the majority of high school 
students said they had detailed five- and ten-year plans.126 
Eighty-two percent of young adults age 18 to 25 agree that, 
by the time people reach their mid-20s, it is important 
to have a good plan for what they will do with the rest of 
their lives.127 Today, both college students and their par-
ents agree six to one that students today spend more time 
planning for the future than their parents did at the same 
age.128 Millennials continue to think long term as they 
plan their careers. On a 2006 Universum survey, gradu-
ating college seniors came up with the most detailed list 
of desired long-term job benefits in the history of the poll, 
from retirement plans to life insurance to health insur-
ance for dependents.129

In public policy, Millennials want leaders to put more 
energy and effort into solving long-term national prob-
lems, from Social Security and Medicare to global warming 
and storing nuclear waste. Today’s youth tend to assume 
that government entitlements are (and should be) perma-
nent social fixtures—but they also favor major systemic 
changes to make them sustainable for their lifetimes and 
for future generations: Nearly 40 percent of 18- to 29-year 
olds want to reduce the growth rate of social security ben-
efits, far more than any other age bracket.130 Millennials 
strongly support a government overhaul of the healthcare 
system. Clearly, they want a long-term environmental 



22	 new america foundation | next social contract initiative

launch vast public works. They will strengthen public insti-
tutions and restore the trust of citizens at home. They will 
reinforce multilateral institutions and restore the image of 
America abroad. They will continue their blanding of the 
pop culture, put an end to the culture wars, and restore 
a respectability to the politics. They will build a new and 
durable social contract, redefining the fundamental rela-
tionship between citizens and public institutions.

In their effort to unify the nation and concentrate their 
votes, Millennials will be more likely than most genera-
tions to gravitate toward a single political party (a tendency 
already revealed in the 2008 election). This will probably 
be the Democratic Party, though perhaps it could be a 
reborn Republican Party or a new third party if either were 
to emerge over the next two or (at most) three Presidential 
terms. For decades thereafter, both within parties and 
across party lines, Millennials will have to forge alliances 
with, or wage struggles against, the leaders of older gener-
ations—Boomers and Gen-Xers in particular. In support, 
Millennials will be enthusiastic and deferential. In opposi-
tion, they will be respectful but implacable. On both sides, 
they will be easy to organize.

Unavoidably, during the 2010s and especially the 2020s, 
the mounting pension and health-care costs associated 
with the retirement of the large Boom Generation will push 
entitlement reform to the top of the Millennials’ domes-
tic policy agenda. Unlike young Boomers, Millennials 
are serious about long-term economic stewardship and 
worry about their future living standards. Unlike young 
Gen-Xers, Millennials have the collective self-confidence 
to demand that something be done about unsustainable 
fiscal commitments. Millennials will insist that the social 
contract between generations be redrawn. They are likely 
to frame their argument as the crusade of a special rising 
generation to safeguard the nation’s future against the 
selfish interests of entrenched elders. Investment (in the 
young) will be pitted against consumption (of the old). 
Piece by piece or all of a sudden, the Millennials’ argument 
will prevail.

Some Boomers will resist this agenda. But in an era of 
strengthening extended families and tightening personal 
relationships between generations, most Boomers are 
likely to go along. Boomers will accept less material sup-
port from the young in order to retain extra moral authority 
over them. In their own youth, Boomers would never have 

provide majorities in the Congress and Senate, win Nobel 
prizes, rule corporate boardrooms, and fill the ranks of 
collegiate parent bodies. Thereafter, into the 2070s, they 
will occupy the Supreme Court and be America’s new 
elders. They will make lasting contributions to literature, 
science, technology, and many other fields. Their children 
will dominate American life in the latter half of the twenty-
first century—and their grandchildren will lead us into 
the twenty-second. Their influence on the American story, 
and the memory of their deeds and collective persona, will 
reach far beyond the year 2100. 

How will this generation’s collective life story reshape 
America? Though the ultimate substantive impact of 
Millennials as a political generation cannot be foreseen, 
the attitudes and priorities they will bring to public life 
over the next few decades can in some measure be antici-
pated. Though we do not know what specific national 
challenges Millennials will face, we can describe themati-
cally how they will try overcome such challenges—and 
how they will see themselves, and be seen by others, as 
they do so.

We believe that Millennials are on track to become a gen-
eration of extraordinary political power, both as voters and 
as leaders. They are already acquiring a reputation as more 
civically engaged than the next older generation. By the 
time they reach their legislative apogee in Congress and in 
state houses, sometime around 2050, they will be regarded 
as more civically engaged than younger generations.

Millennials will remain as busy and pro-

grammed in their 30s, 40s, and 50s as they 

already have been in their youth.  They will 

have high hopes and design ambitious social 

programs.  The will fortify the sense of com-

munity and energize government. 

Millennials will remain as busy and programmed in their 
30s, 40s, and 50s as they already have been in their youth. 
They will have high hopes and design ambitious social 
programs. The will fortify the sense of community and 
energize government. They will champion the family and 
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close the gap between rich and poor. Today, from the per-
spective of our current political landscape, these points 
of view seem irreconcilable. Yet in the decades ahead, in 
the new political landscape that Millennials will shape as 
voters and leaders, they will all seem to make sense. Every 
rising generation approaches timeless political questions 
from a different perspective than their elders. The inter-
nal logic of each new approach becomes clear only when 
the youth generation is empowered to redefine the very 
context of those questions.

Ultimately, of course, there is no such thing as good 
or bad generation. The collective personality traits that 
seem so welcome in a rising generation—because they 
promise to correct for excesses and errors of the older 
ruling generation—eventually contribute to the excesses 
and errors of the rising generation itself as it ages. 
The future will likely be no different for Millennials. 
For every trait now hailed as positive, one can easily 
imagine flip-side that will eventually be criticized as 
negative. Given a few decades and a few gray hairs, the 
Millennials’ attraction to teamwork may come across as 
collectivism, their consensus as groupthink, their aver-
sion to risk as aversion to spontaneity, and their conven-
tionality as complacency. No one will remind them of 
this more effectively than the generation of youth due to 
come of age in the 2040s.

Given a few decades and a few gray hairs, 

the Millennials’ attraction to teamwork may 

come across as collectivism, their consensus 

as groupthink, their aversion to risk as aver-
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as complacency. 

By that time, when today’s youth have become the domi-
nant generation of public leaders, America will be a very 
different place. No one can tell exactly how their collec-
tive life story will unfold. Yet by thinking generationally, 
by understanding who the Millennials are and how they 
are spurring nonlinear social and political changes, certain 
themes in this drama can be anticipated and their implica-
tions made clear. 

agreed to such a trade with their own elders—and in fact, 
back then, the retiring G.I.s made a deal which ran in the 
opposite direction. Millennials, however, are accustomed 
to leaving the realm of vision and values in the hands of 
their Boomer (and Gen-X) parents. They may find this 
arrangement perfectly acceptable. 

Compounding the fiscal meltdown over entitlements, 
Millennials will likely find the period in which they are 
entering adulthood to be an era of national urgency and 
perhaps even global crisis—for geopolitical and economic 
reasons (ranging from nuclear proliferation to a financial 
collapse) perhaps too obvious to mention. If history contin-
ues to accelerate, fear will spread, need will be obvious, and 
government will be called upon to assume unprecedented 
responsibilities. Over a decade or two, our political and 
economic institutions may be torn down and rebuilt from 
the ground up.

If an era of crisis is indeed on America’s horizon, it is easy 
to see how the Millennials’ constructive new approach to 
politics could be of rising value to the nation. If old insti-
tutions fail and America needs to build new institutions 
rapidly to fill the gap, Millennials will be able to put their 
generational strengths to work.

The prospect of an ideal match between the collective 
personality of the rising generation and the mood of the 
coming era may seem fortuitous, but it is nothing new. 
In fact, this happens repeatedly throughout American 
history. Consider how well prepared the rising Silent 
Generation was for the caution and conformity of the 
1950s, or how well prepared Boomers were the passion 
and idealism of the 1970s, or how well prepared Gen-
Xers were for the free agency and carnival culture of the 
1990s. This recurring match may not be a coincidence. 
Every generation of youth comes of age just as the gen-
eration of parents who raised them are assuming the full 
leadership roles of midlife and setting the mood of the 
era. The rising generation is, in a sense, expressly raised 
to handle what’s coming.

To be sure, the Millennial political agenda is hardly at 
this stage a coherent and well-structured program. Some 
parts of it seem to contradict others. Millennials prioritize 
close community but favor open borders and globaliza-
tion. They are increasingly patriotic, but want to defer to 
the United Nations. They trust free markets but want to 
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Appendix A: Millennials as Projected Share of the 
Voting Electorate in Presidential Elections136

Year Millennial electorate 
(in millions)

Total U.S. electorate 
(all ages)

Share of total 
U.S. electorate

2000 1.7 110.8 1.5%

2004 8.7 125.7 6.9%

2008 17.3 133.3 13.0%

2012 27.5 139.4 19.7%

2016 37.6 145.0 25.9%

2020 47.9 150.3 31.8%

2024 54.8 155.6 35.2%

2028 59.5 161.2 36.9%

2032 63.4 166.9 37.9%

2036 66.3 172.5 38.4%

2040 68.8 177.8 38.7%

2044 70.9 182.7 38.8%

2048 72.7 187.7 38.7%
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