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ABSTRACT 

 

A study of the banking and financial behavior of Generation Y consumers based on ten in-depth 

interviews, covering the drivers behind their choice of bank, online banking behavior, and influencers of 

financial decisions.  Research findings suggested that Generation Y copes with information overload by 

skipping the information search and evaluation of alternatives steps in product selection, instead relying 

on a personal recommendation by a trusted influencer.  Although generation Y spends much of their 

time online, interview findings indicated that college students do not use online banking, relying instead 

on their parents and the ATM for all their banking needs. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of this research is to better understand the Millennial Generation’s attitudes and behavior as 

they relate to banking.  Like their baby boomer parents, Gen Y constitutes a powerful group. Although 

they are younger, Generation Y consumers have annual incomes totaling 211 billion and growing, 

compared to 125 billion in annual buying power from Generation X (Umbria Listens, 2005). 

Consequently, Gen Y consumers represent the future market for most consumer brands (OnPoint 

Marketing & Promotions, 2006).  Yet, relatively little is known about Gen Y’s banking behavior and 

financial habits.  Generation Y consumer research in other areas has uncovered that marketing tactics 

which worked for their baby boomer parents and Generation X do not work for them.  Therefore, it is 

important to learn more about the financial attitudes of this generation so that banks can appeal to the 

emerging market.   

 

Research Methodology 

 

In order to better understand the banking and financial behavior of Generation Y consumers, ten in-

depth interviews were conducted with participants 18-28 years of age.  All of the participants held at 

least one checking account. Interviews were conducted in person and audio recorded.  Because the goal 

of this research was to gather information to provide insight into possible future quantitative studies, 

exploratory interviews were chosen as the primary method of research. 

 

Analysis and Findings 

 

The interview findings confirmed that Generation Y is a tech savvy generation with a strong connection 

and interdependence in their parents even as they become adults out of college.   

 

Bank Selection, Perception of Service, and Loyalty 
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Based on the interviews, about half of the participants went with their parents to open their first 

checking, their parents having made the bank choice.  The other half went to the bank on their own, 

having chosen the bank without their parents.  Of the ten participants interviewed, two were unhappy 

with their bank and would switch if it wasn’t so inconvenient to do so, two participants were neither 

satisfied nor dissatisfied, and seven were satisfied with their bank. Elements of service that were 

unsatisfactory included having to use the phone system, fees, and poor customer service. Generation Y 

consumers feel a lack of personal connection to their bank.  An important problem with brand loyalty 

was mentioned by four out of the ten participants, which is the prevalence of bank mergers that has 

happened recently.   

 

Online Banking, Credit Card Use, and Saving for Retirement 

 

Online banking usage seemed to be positively correlated with age. Younger participants ages 18-22 

reported that they do not use the internet to do banking activities. Instead, these participants use ATMs 

for the majority of their banking activities. The trigger to start online banking seemed most commonly to 

be after college graduation.  Many of the participants were given credit cards connected to their parent’s 

accounts before having a checking account of their own, making non-cash transactions the norm from 

the start.  Although saving for retirement is seen as a critical part of financial planning by everyone 

interviewed, the participants were unsure what to invest in. However, learning about investing was seen 

as important.  

 

Parental Involvement 

 

Market research conducted on Generation Y shows that this group is very tightly connected with their 

parents, so it is expected that parental involvement would be high in Gen Y financial behavior as well.  

Research findings in that area were dramatic.  The connection between parent and child is so strong that 

in certain cases parents are monitoring spending even into the late twenties.  The participants were very 

appreciative of this involvement and were happy to keep their parents informed. 

 

Conclusions and Managerial Implications 

 

Through this research as well as the literature review, it becomes apparent that any purchase decision for 

Generation Y will most likely include their parents as key influencers, if not deciders.  For this reason it 

is critical for managers to make it easy for Gen Y consumers to include parents in the decision process.  

Because banks seem to be a low-involvement, low differentiation service, there is opportunity for banks 

to work to differentiate their brand image and service offering.  Although Generation Y is a technically 

savvy generation, customers in high school or college will most likely be using the ATM rather than 

online banking of any kind.  To reach these consumers with marketing promotions, the ATM is a better 

vehicle than the online website. Finally, because this research was conducted with only ten participants 

and is qualitative in nature, it is recommended that any findings uncovered through this research be 

substantiated with further quantitative studies.   
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