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Insights that Influence New Product 
Development and Fragrances



INTRODUCTION
Gen Z and Millennials are becoming increasingly influential in spending power and disposable income. With the oldest 
Gen Z-er turning 25 this year and the youngest Millennial turning 26, they cannot be brushed aside by brands. 
 
The fragrance industry specifically is facing massive growth with the rise of Gen Z and millennial consumers. With 
evolving demands in terms of sourcing, formulation, and inclusion, it’s clear that Gen Z and Millennials have become 
immense players in the fragrance industry.1 But what drives Gen Z and Millennials’ shopping behaviors compared to 
Baby Boomers and Gen X?

In this White Paper, we’ll take an in-depth look at the various generational consumer cohorts in the U.S and how 
their shopping behaviors and product interaction will help shape and influence new product development and, more 
specifically, the scenting of products. 



PART 1 : CONSUMER INSIGHTS
A generational cohort refers to a group of people born within a similar period, sharing common life events in their formative years, and 
consequently displaying similar values, attitudes, and preferences. Currently, there are four main generational cohorts in the U.S – Baby 
Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, and Gen Z.

1 Rimensnyder, Jenna, Future Proofing Fragrance: Impacts of Gen Z and Millennials, 2022, 
https://www.perfumerflavorist.com/events/event-coverage/news/22262819/futureproofing-fragrance-impacts-of-gen-z-millennials 
2 Resident population in the United States in 2021, by generation
https://www.statista.com/statistics/797321/us-population-by-generation/
3 Population distribution in the United States in 2021, by generation
https://www.statista.com/statistics/296974/us-population-share-by-generation/ 

Baby Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Y

Birth Years 1946 - 1964 1965 - 1980 1981 - 1996 1997 - 2012

Age Group 58 - 76 
years old

42 - 58 
years old

25 - 42 
years old

11 - 25 
years old 

Generation 
Size in the U.S2

70.23
million

65.8  
million

72.19 
million

68.6  
million

Percentage in  
the U.S3 21.16% 19.83% 21.75% 20.67%
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Market Impact of Each Generation

Baby Boomers

Post-World War 2, Americans enjoyed prosperity resulting in a “baby boom.” The 
generation of children in that era became known as Baby Boomers. Post-war 
optimism, the Civil Rights movement, Vietnam War, Watergate Scandal, Cold War, 
and hippie culture helped to shape their belief system and outlook. 

There are about 71 million Baby Boomers in the U.S, and their cumulative spending 
power is about $2.6 trillion. 

Interestingly, 29% of Baby Boomers aged 65+ haven’t retired yet, despite their age.4 
They’re known to be optimistic, competitive, hardworking, and team-oriented and 
favor products that appeal to that spirit. They respond well to brand messages that 
value their opinion and vast experience and prefer a communication style that is 
efficient and personalized. 

Gen X

Sandwiched between the Baby Boomers and Millennials are Generation X. The 
AIDS epidemic, the end of the Cold War, MTV, the rise of personal computing, and 
the dot-com boom are among the events that shaped their worldview. They are 
motivated by diversity, work-life balance, and personal development. 

Generation X currently makes up 31% of the total U.S. income.5 Their highly 
entrepreneurial nature has built some of the most significant startup empires. 
According to a 2015 State of the Start Up report by Sage, 55% of startups were 
founded by Xers.6 

Growing up as the first generation to see a widespread increase in divorce rates 
led them to become cynical and jaded. In turn, they tend to be more logical and 
conservative when purchasing. They appreciate quality and service. 

4 Prodanoff, Jordan T, 19 Baby Boomer Facts That Are Sure to Change The Way You See Them, 2022, 
https://webtribunal.net/blog/baby-boomer-facts/#gref 
5 Lewis, Danielle, Marketing to Gen X: How Your Ecommerce Strategy Can Successfully Convert Them, 
https://www.bigcommerce.com/blog/gen-x-marketing/#stats-on-gen-x 
6 2015 State of the Startup, 
https://www.sage.com/na/~/media/site/sagena/responsive/docs/startup/report 
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Millennials 

Also known as Gen Y, Millennials overtook the Baby Boomers as the largest 
generational cohort. Naturally, the influence that millennials have on the retail market 
is growing. 

With Millennials soon becoming the largest living generation in America, brands 
and companies need to pivot their sales tactics and marketing approaches towards 
that demographic. The full impact of Millennials’ purchasing power and brand 
preferences will be visible in the near future, when Millennials represent 75% of the 
global workforce –a figure expected to be reached by 20257, with an accompanying 
spending power estimated at $2.5 trillion8. 

Millennials are known to be socially aware, open-minded, and achievement-oriented 
individuals motivated by meaningful experiences. They’re also very technologically 
connected and informed about global and local events. The widespread internet 
use, the Great Recession, mass school shootings and 9/11 helped shape their 
worldview. 

They see shopping as a fun experience and prefer to interact with a sales associate. 
With Millennials becoming a major part of the US economy, brands need to stay 
educated on the spending habits of this growing powerhouse.

Gen Z

Gen Z is a generation of digital natives who can’t remember a time before 
the Internet existed. At nearly 70 million strong in the US, they represent 20% 
of the population. They’re a hyper-connected generation that favors instant 
communication with a strong social connection. Their worldview influences 
are Post 9/11 life, the Great Recession, ongoing global wars, and easy access 
to smartphones and technology. They tend to seek diversity, creativity, and 
individuality in all experiences and products that they choose to purchase. 

The cohort has $360 billion in disposable income; more than double what it was 
just three years ago.9 They use every online resource available to make the most 
informed decision about a product before purchasing it. This generation is a group 
to watch as they grow up and enter the workforce. 

They place sustainability high on their list of priorities, with 90% of Gen Z 
consumers surveyed saying they have made changes to be more sustainable in 
their daily lives and more sustainable attitudes toward fashion play a central role. 10 

7 Big Demands and High Expectations, The Deloitte Millennial Survey, 
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-dttl-2014-millennial-survey-report.pdf 
8 Molenaar, Koba, 20 Millennial Spending Habits Statistics That Will Blow Your Mind, 2022, 
https://influencermarketinghub.com/millennial-spending-habits/#:~:text=3.-,Millennials’%20Spending%20Power%20Is%20%242.5%20Trillion,30%25%20of%20retail%20expenditure 
9 Pollard, Amelia, Gen Z Has $360 Billion To Spend, The Trick Is Getting Them To Buy, 2021, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-11-17/gen-z-has-360-billion-to-spend-trick-is-getting-them-to-buy 
10 Wightman-Stone, Danielle, Gen Z Consumer Inspired By Sustainability and Self-Expression, 2021, 
https://fashionunited.uk/news/retail/gen-z-consumer-inspired-by-sustainability-and-self-expression/2021060155788 
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Cohort Insights by Market 

Cohort Insights by Scent 

Baby Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Y

Beauty &  
Personal Care

Focus is on feeling and 
looking good, and they 
have the disposable 
income to spend.
Loyal to a product 
regimen instead of
experimenting with 
brands. Surprisingly, 
men in this cohort have 
increased interest in
products that will make 
them look and feel 
good.

Spend much more on 
Personal Care than 
younger cohorts.
Have the 2nd highest
engagement in beauty 
after Millennials. 
Look for practicality
and proof of 
performance vs.
flashy marketing 
tactics.

Look for a personal 
connection and 
a means of self-
expression in products 
they buy. Favor niche 
brands to megabrands. 
Eager users of inclusive 
brands using non 
traditional, clean 
ingredients that
cater to a variety of 
consumers.

Favor brands that tap 
into social activism, 
diversity, positive &
inclusive messaging. 
View others in a non-
binary way and
purchase products 
likewise.
Prefer products vs. 
experience or frills.

Home Care 

Treat their homes as 
reflections of
themselves, and as a
gathering place for 
family and friends. 
Prefer to stick with 
known brands.

They closely link 
wellness to their home 
environments. Often
have multi-generational 
homes that include 
their children and
aging parents. Prefer 
products that help 
them create their 
desired ‘sanctuary’.

Respond to ‘visual’ 
messages. Care more 
about ‘clean brands’
than their older 
cohorts, and about the 
environmental & social
footprint of the brands 
they buy.

Social activists that 
dislike waste.
Gravitate towards 
products that offer 
moments of calm and
sensorial experiences 
and that support 
overall well-being.

Baby Boomer Gen X Millennial Gen Y

Personality  
Traits

Optimistic, Team-
Minded, Competitive, 
Efficient

Motivated by
diversity, work life
balance and 
developing their own 
personal interests

Open minded,
achievement 
oriented, socially 
aware. Motivated by a 
sense of responsibility 
and unique 
experiences.

Global, entrepreneurial,
progressive, but
less focused.
Independent and  
self reliant.

Scent Matches

Traditional, Fougeres, 
Florals, Fresh, Ambery, 
Woody

Floral, 
Ambery, Metallic,
Fresh Florals,
Sheer Woods

Fruity Florals,
Fresh Marine,
Gender Neutral, 
Gourmand

Citrus, Gourmand,
Fresh Florals,
Vanilla Spice, Unisex, 
Gender-Fluid
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PART 2 : CONSUMER INSIGHTS

The Pandemic Effect

As the world slowly recovers from the aftermath of Covid-19, we are now 
beginning to see its impact on peoples’ lives. After a prolonged period of 
lockdowns, self-isolation, economic turmoil, and a ‘new normal’ way of living, 
it is inevitable that consumer behaviors also experienced a change after the 
pandemic.

Being home-bound forced people to switch to online shopping, which 
increased significantly across a wide range of categories. Even as we come 
out of the pandemic, US consumers report an intention to continue to shop 
online post-crisis. Categories that have seen an increase of online shoppers 
by over 35% include medicine, groceries, household supplies, and personal 
care products. Discretionary categories such as skincare, makeup, apparel, 
and jewelry & accessories also show an expected growth of more than 15%.11

After Millennials, the Baby Boomers showed the most significant switch to 
online shopping since the start of the pandemic. They increased their online 
shopping as a share of their total spending from 25% to 37%, followed by 
Gen X, who increased their share of online spending from 39% to 47%. 
During Covid, online shopping for essential products, such as groceries 
and cleaning supplies, has become more deeply entrenched, with average 
monthly expenditure increasing by 78% and 49%, respectively, for the two 
categories.13

11 The Great Consumer Shift: Ten Charts That Show How US Shopping Behavior is Changing, 2020,  
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/the-great-consumer-shift-ten-charts-that-show-how-us-shopping-behavior-is-changing
12 How Generations Shop Online Will Define the Future of Retail,  
2021, https://news.sap.com/2021/02/generations-online-buying-behavior/ 
13 How Generations Shop Online Will Define the Future of Retail, 2021,  
https://news.sap.com/2021/02/generations-online-buying-behavior/

Millennials also reported that  
53% of their total purchases  
were online.12 

From June to August 2020, 
Millennials reported shopping  
2.5 times more than Baby 
Boomers, 1.5 times more than 
Gen X, and 1.3 times more than 
Gen Z. 

It is interesting to note that consumer behavior 

varies by generation. Millennials, for example, 
are the largest consumers of online shopping. 



Generational Cohort Social Media Platform

Baby Boomers

• Facebook. 
• The number of Baby Boomers on Facebook nearly doubled from 2012-2019.
• 37% have increased their social media usage over the past year, and 16% expect it to 

continue to increase over the next three years. 

Gen X
• Facebook, YouTube.
• 52% observed their social media use has increased over the past year
• 56% learn about new brands on social media

Millennials
• Instagram, Twitter
• 72% consider social media an essential part of their lives
• 75% say that social media enables them to interact with brands and companies

Gen Z

• TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram
• An extremely online generation
• 65% have increased their social media usage in the past year and 45% expect it to 

continue to increase over the next three years. 

Social Media Influence 

Another factor leading to changing consumer behavior and brand interaction is the influence of social media, where over 81% of 
consumers agree that their purchasing decisions are influenced by their friends’ social media posts.14 Which social media platform does 
each generational cohort tend to lean towards to? 

The wide-ranging differences among generational consumer cohorts are most visible when 
considering brand interaction. According to a McKinsey Report, during the pandemic 36% 
of consumers tried a new brand, and 73% intend to continue to incorporate new brands into 
their routine.15

Compared to Baby Boomers and Gen X, Millennials and Gen Z’ers prioritize brand values, 
seeking out brands whose values align with theirs, such as authenticity, diversity and 
inclusion, ethics, environmental sustainability, and social justice. 

Brand Loyalty

14 Masoor, Ahmed, Is Social Media the Biggest Influencer of Buying Decisions, 2015, 
https://www.socialmediatoday.com/marketing/masroor/2015-05-28/social-media-biggest-influencer-buying-decisions 
15 The Great Consumer Shift: Ten Charts That Show How US Shopping Behavior is Changing, 2020, 
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/the-great-consumer-shift-ten-charts-that-show-how-us-shopping-behavior-is-changing 
16 Fisher, Bill, What Digitally Savvy Gen Z Consumers Expect From Brands, 2022, 
https://www.insiderintelligence.com/content/what-digitally-savvy-gen-z-consumers-expect-brands 
17 Osborne, Michael, Brands Need To Step Up Their Game To Win Over Millennials, 2017, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesagencycouncil/2017/09/26/brands-need-to-step-up-their-game-to-win-over-millennials/?sh=496cf2741b32 

Gen Z and Millennials are the 
least brand loyal among all the 
generational cohorts, with only 
20% of Gen Z-ers16 and 7% of 
Millennials17 identifying as brand 
loyalists.
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PART 3: THE FUTURE OF FRAGRANCE: 
MILLENNIALS AND GEN Z’ERS

Why Scent is Important to Millennials and  
Gen Z Consumers

Millennials and Gen Z’ers have completely shaken up how the 
world communicates, works, and shops. Their impact is far-
reaching, ranging across many industries, including the beauty, 
cosmetics, and personal care industries. 

These two cohorts use products not just to make themselves more 
attractive, but as a form of self-expression. For them, the freedom 
to express their individuality is essential, with nearly 80% of them 
saying that the way they present themselves is fundamental to who 
they are as people.18  

Millennials and Gen Z’ers seek out unique and tailored scents. 
In fact, Forbes reports that 23% of consumers would try a more 
expensive personal care product if it had a unique scent.19 From 
saffron, to cannabis, to gourmand, these unique scents are rising 
in demand and popularity, especially among younger consumer 
cohorts, who are known to be revolutionary, and they’re breaking 
barriers when it comes to gender stereotypes. This is also reflected 
in their choice of fragrances, where only 39% of Gen Z and 49% of 
millennials buys fragrances geared towards their own gender.20 

Compared to the generations before them, the younger consumer 
cohorts are more focused on clean and natural ingredients in their 
beauty, fragrance, and skincare products. Gen Z’ers have spent 
26% more on clean beauty since the start of the pandemic21, while 
approximately 75% of Millennial women prefer buying natural 
products with 45% choosing nature-inspired perfumes.22

18 How Gen Z and Millennials Are Redefining the Beauty Industry & It’s Advertising, 
https://wefirstbranding.com/gen-z-millennials-redefining-beauty-industry-advertising/ 
19 Top Fragrance Trends Driven by Millennials, 
https://www.flavorchem.com/trends/top-fragrance-trends-driven-by-millennials/ 
20 Gen Z Goes Beyond Gender Binaries in A New Innovation Group Data, 
https://www.wundermanthompson.com/insight/gen-z-goes-beyond-gender-binaries-in-new-innovation-group-data 
21 Utoske, Diana, Clean Beauty Spending up 26% Among Gen Z Consumers, 2020, 
https://www.cosmeticsdesign.com/Article/2020/08/20/Clean-Beauty-spending-up-26-among-Gen-Z-consumers 
22 Grand View Research, Perfume Market Size, Share & Industry Trends Report, 2019-2025, 
https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/perfume-market#:~:text=Approximately%2075%25%20of%20
millennial%20women,celebrity%20personalities%20for%20product%20endorsement 
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CONCLUSION
The new generations are paving their own way in terms of how 
they choose to spend their money. They engage with brands more 
thoughtfully and holistically, and brands need to understand their 
values and what they stand for. According to research from Hearst 
Magazines and MarketCast where 2,000 fragrance-loving U.S. 
consumers ages 16 to 64 were polled, shoppers aren’t just focused 
on a scent anymore.  As more and more brands switch gears to 
include more sustainable practices, diversity, and inclusion in their 
brand values and production, it’s clear that Gen Z’ers will remain a 
force to be reckoned with in the coming years.

23 Hue by Hayley, 
https://www.huebyhayley.com/ 
24 Buddemeyer, Ruby, The State of Scent: How the Fragrance Industry is Changing in 2021, 
https://www.cosmopolitan.com/style-beauty/beauty/a36340690/fragrance-industry-2021/ 

What Does Gen Z Look for in Fragrances?

Gen Z seems to have a penchant for shaking things up wherever 
they go. Whether they’re demanding cleaner ingredients, sustainable 
packaging, or authenticity from their brands, they’re pushing new 
frontiers in the beauty and fragrance industry. Niche and cult brands 
are rising in popularity among Gen Z’ers, who prefer authentic brands 
that aren’t “trying too hard”. 

Celebrity fragrances were all the rage in the fragrance industry 10-15 
years ago. Britney Spears, Ariana Grande, Justin Bieber, Jennifer 
Lopez, and Beyoncé are among the celebrities who saw their 
fragrances rise to the top of perfume lists. While loved by Millennials 
and Gen-Xers back in the day, they seem to miss the mark with the 
current Gen Z generation. 

Contemporary celebrity fragrance marketing is attuned to Millennial 
and Gen Z consumer insights. Pop star Billie Eilish launched her 
fragrance, ‘Eilish’ earlier this year, featuring gourmand notes of 
sugared petals, creamy vanilla, and warm musk. Marketed as a 
“perfume for everyone”, this unisex and gender fluid fragrance has 
been a hit among Gen Z and Millennials alike. 

Actress and singer Hayley Kiyoko launched her fragrance ‘Hue’, 
which targeted Gen Z and Millennials. An icon for the LGBTQ+ 
community, her fragrance is described as an expression of liberation, 
freedom, and self-empowerment.23
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At OnScent, we help brands big and small stand out through scent. We pride ourselves in using natural ingredients, sourced 
sustainably to create fragrances and natural cosmetic solutions that accelerate your success. Our team of fragrance industry 
experts combine creativity, science, market intelligence and regulatory expertise to deliver authentic solutions that differentiate 
your brands and delight your customers. 

About OnScent

Email: info@onscent.com   Phone: 732.469.6615   Fax: 732.469.6772
Address: 201 Egel Avenue, Middlesex, New Jersey 08846-2502  www.onscent.com

https://onscent.com

