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Does Generation Z Trust Anyone Over 30?
Who influences today’s youth most when it comes to academics, values, career and life choices, 
and extracurricular activities? Do parents and teachers have the ears of Gen Z—or do young 
people mostly take their cues from close friends? Education marketing expert MDR and its 
corporate, education, and nonprofit clients wanted to find out. And we knew that the only way 
to get at the truth was to ask Gen Z directly.

In this country, Gen Z is already a force to be reckoned with: It is 61 million strong, a pragmatic 
and passionate generation that knows how to get things done. Perhaps one of the most 
significant characteristics of Gen Zers is that they want their lives to make a difference—and 
expect their employers to do the same. 

For organizations that want to engage young people in their causes, find the next generation 
of donors, expand their customer base, build their workforce pipeline, or otherwise market to 
youth, we promise invaluable insights from this first-ever Gen Z Influence Meter. The findings in 
this report are bound to challenge some of your pre-existing notions.

About Gen Z 

Although agreed-upon date ranges vary, MDR considers any student from Grade 
2 through the end of college (born from 1996-2010) to be Generation Z (Gen Z). 
In contrast, Millennials were born between the early 80s and mid 90s. The oldest 
Millennials are in their late 30s and are often parents—and teachers—themselves. Most 
Gen Z students, however, are being raised and taught by Gen Xers (born 1965-1979).

Here are some other ways Gen Z is different from Millennials:

 6 Gen Z doesn’t remember life before terrorism and now engage in  
active shooter training in school.

 6 Gen Z easily communicates with images and 5 screens—at one time.

Notable characteristics of Gen Z: 

 6 Realists

 6 Future focused

 6 Blended (race & gender)

 6 Distrustful of 
government & business

 6 Willing to work hard for 
their success

 6 Want their lives to make 
a difference

 6 Social media pros

 6 Expect businesses to 
give back

 6 Buying power is a 
vehicle to activism 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In Fall 2018, MDR, a division of Dun & Bradstreet, surveyed more than 500 current middle 
school, high school, and college students, ages 13–23, nationally. We asked youth to rate on a 
sliding scale the influence of teachers, parents, and close friends in 11 different categories. The 
higher the number, the more positive the influence; the lower the number, the more negative 
the influence. Working with Gen Z consulting firm JUV Consulting, we reached out to Gen Zers 
via email and Instagram ads over an 11-day period from September 10–21, 2018. 

MDR gained insights about youth in three broad areas: Academics/Careers, Values, and 
Extracurricular Activities. 

Academics/Careers Values Extracurricular Activities
 6 Academic and Study 
Habits

 6 Career Path, Major, and 
Favorite Subject

 6 Nurturing an Interest in 
STEM

 6 Goal Setting and Stress 
and Time Management

 6 Interest in Civic 
Engagement, Voting, 
and Volunteering

 6 Anti-Smoking, Anti-
Alcohol, and Anti-Drug 
Messages

 6 Money Habits and 
Knowledge

 6 Social and Emotional 
Well-Being

 6 Physical Fitness, Sports, 
and Nutrition

 6 Involvement in After-
School Clubs and 
Activities

 6 Creative Endeavors  
(Art, Music, Theater)

As we analyzed the results of the MDR Gen Z Influence Meter, we noticed three themes.

1. Today’s youth seem to appreciate the guidance of teachers, parents, and close friends. 
Overall, no one group stood apart from the others. On our scale, a score of 0 indicates “little 
to no influence.” The higher the positive number, the greater the positive influence while the 
lower the negative score, the more negative the influence. Most average scores in each of 
the 11 categories we measured, whether for teachers, parents, or close friends, fell within a 
3-point range of +2.5 to -0.5. 
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2. Educators are the most positive influences on career/subject choices; parents are the 
top values influencers; close friends most positively impact extracurricular activities.  
We all talk a lot about the influence of peers in the lives of youth. But, for the most part, the 
Gen Z Influence Meter did not support our assumptions. Indeed, today’s youth also value the 
opinions of trusted adults.

Where Each Group Wields the Most Influence

teachers parents friends
Teachers 

• Career Path, Major, 
Favorite Subject

• Nurturing an Interest in 
STEM

• Academics and Study 
Habits (tied with 
Parents)

• Goal Setting, Stress and 
Time Management

Parents

• Academics and Study 
Habits (tied with 
Teachers)

• Money Habits and 
Knowledge

• Anti-Smoking, Anti-
Drinking, Anti-Drug 

• Civic Engagement, 
Voting, Volunteering

Close Friends

• Creative Endeavors 
(Art, Music, Theater)

• Social and Emotional 
Well-Being

• Physical Fitness, Sports, 
and Nutrition

• Involvement in After-
School Clubs and 
Activities

3. The lower the family income, the more important the teacher. While Gen Z overall ranked 
parents as slightly more influential than teachers, with close friends coming in third, those 
from low-income homes gave educators much higher rankings (see below). Youth with 
estimated family incomes of less than $30,000 gave teachers an average score of +1.7, much 
higher than the +0.6 average we calculated for both parents and close friends.

Overall Influence
Influence by Household Income  

(under $30,000)

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

overall
in�uence

0.9
1.0 1.4

friends

parents

teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

household
income under

$30,000

0.6
1.7

friends parents
teachers
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Who Responded to the Survey 

• White

• Black/African-American

• Hispanic/Latino

• Asian

• Other

40 states, 
plus D.C. and 

Puerto Rico

Race

31%
22%

47%

(self identi�ed)

Household Income
(student estimates)

Geography

500+
respondents

Optional: 401 respondents

Optional: 398 respondents

Optional: 258 respondents

• Under $30,000 
    (poverty level)

• $30,000 to $125,000 
     (middle class)

• $125,000+ 

middle school, high school,
and college students

ages

13-23

46%

8%
14%

28%

4%
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KEY FINDINGS 
Academics/Careers
Parents and teachers are equally powerful forces (+2.1) in 
helping students with academics and study habits. Friends 
are less of a positive influence, especially if respondents come 
from households with less than $30,000 in annual income 
(+1.6 for all incomes vs. +0.9 for <$30,000 HHI). Parent and 
teacher impact remained solid among students of different 
household incomes and races.

Academic Success Influencers
Friend Influence on Academics by 

Household Income

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

academic
success

2.1

1.6

friends parents

teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

friend
in�uence by
household

income

2.4

1.5
0.9

Over
$125K

$30K-
$125K

Less
than
$30K

For help in choosing career paths, favorite subject areas, and majors, Gen Z ranked teachers 
as their #1 influencers (+1.8). And teachers become even more influential (+2.1) for students 
in middle- and low-income households (less than $125,000). The more corporations can do to 
educate the educators about careers of the future, the better prepared students will be.

One of my middle school teachers told me I have a gift for writing, that I shouldn’t 
give up, and he’d be looking for me on the bestseller’s shelf. 

—   Joseph

A teacher inspired 
me to stop settling 
for good and find  

the drive to 
become excellent.

— Josh
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Career Path/Major/Favorite Subject 
Influencers

Career Path/Major/Favorite Subject 
Influencers in Under $125,000 Households

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

career path/
major/favorite

subject

1.8
1.1

0.5

friends parents

teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

household
income
under

$125,000

2.1

0.9

parents
teachers

In helping students with goal setting and stress and time management, teachers are slightly 
more impactful (+0.7) than parents (+0.4) with no group having a particularly strong showing. 
And among families with a household income less than $30,000, Gen Z says that parents 
actually become a slightly negative influence (-0.5). Clearly, there is an opportunity here to 
help both teachers and parents become better coaches and mentors to young people in  
these areas. 

Goal Setting/Stress and Time 
Management Influencers

Goal Setting/Stress and Time 
Management Influencers in Under 

$30,000 Households

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

goal setting/
stress and time
management

0.7

0.5
0.4

friendsparents
teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

household
income
under

$30,000

1.0
-0.5

parents teachers

My educators have taught me to manage stress and my well-being first.  
If I can manage myself, I can manage other things. 

— Kishan
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Teachers are again the most important influencers when it comes to nurturing an interest in 
STEM (+1.5), followed by parents (+1.0). Here, close friends are actually a slightly negative 
influence (-0.4). It’s also worth noting that teacher impact over STEM ranked even higher (2.0) 
among younger students in our survey (ages 13–15). For corporations and nonprofits working 
to get more people to pursue STEM careers, the message here is to start engaging students in 
younger grades.

Nurturing an Interest in STEM Influencers Teacher STEM Influence in 13-15 Year Olds

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

STEM

1.5
1.0

-0.4

friends parents
teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

STEM
in�uence

ages 13-15

2.0

teachers

I never really liked math until 5th grade when my teacher ignited a  
flame inside me. Math has been my favorite subject ever since. 

 — Khaled
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KEY FINDINGS 
Values
In the area of values, respondents say that parents are, by 
and large, the most powerful influencers. 

For civic engagement, voting, and volunteering, Gen 
Z rated parents (+1.2), teachers (+1.0), and close friends 
(+0.7) all as slightly influential. Teachers were substantially 
more powerful influencers (+1.8) among Black and Hispanic 
respondents. Civic engagement was the only area where 
we were able to see a notable correlation between teacher 
influence and student race. And educators themselves can be a great resource for engaging 
youth in volunteer efforts and civic engagement. If you are a nonprofit that would like to attract 
youth to your cause, think about the classroom resources you could provide and keep in mind 
that many states and districts have service learning requirements.

Civic Engagement, Voting, and 
Volunteering Influencers

Teacher Civic Engagement, Voting, and 
Volunteering Influence by Race

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

civic
engagement/

voting/
volunteering

1.2
1.00.7

friends

parents

teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

civic
engagement/

voting/
volunteering

1.2
1.8

0.7
Black and
Hispanic

White Asian/Asian-
American

In a government class 
I took, the professor 

made me want to 
become more involved 

in our government 
and possibly even try 

politics. 
— Adrian
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Financial Knowledge and Money Habits Influencers

The Gen Z respondents to our survey 
surprised us by saying that both close 
friends (-1.0) and educators (-0.8) are 
negative influences when it comes 
to financial knowledge and money 
habits. On the other hand, they rated 
their parents quite high (+1.9). This 
response tells us that, even with the 
extensive financial literacy curriculum 
out there, teachers still need to be 
better equipped with knowledge and 
tools to teach financial literacy.

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

money habits
& knowledge

1.9

-0.8-1.0

friends parents
teachers

And parents ranked highest (+2.2) for delivering effective anti-smoking, anti-alcohol, and 
anti-drug messages, ahead of teachers (+1.4). Here, friends received a negative overall score 
(-0.4). However, parent influence dropped from +2.2 to +1.1 among Gen Zers in <$30,000 
households. And close friends went into deeper negative territory (-0.8). Again, we see the 
powerful impact of teachers among students from low-income households.

Anti-Smoking, Anti-Alcohol, and  
Anti-Drug Influencers

Anti-Smoking, Anti-Alcohol, and  
Anti-Drug Influencers in Under  

$30,000 Households

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

anti-smoking/
anti-alcohol/

anti-drug

1.4
2.2

-0.4

friends

parents

teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

household
income
under

$30,000

1.1

-0.8

friends
parents
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KEY FINDINGS 
Extracurricular Activities

After-School Clubs and Activities Influencers
We were somewhat surprised by the 
strong influence close friends have 
over each others’ extracurricular 
activities such as clubs they join, 
sports they play, and whether or not 
they choose to try out for the school 
musical. Close friends ranked highest 
for positively impacting involvement 
in after-school clubs and activities 
(+2.2), followed fairly closely by 
educators (+1.7).

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

involvement in
after-school

clubs/activities

2.2

1.1
1.7

friends

parents teachers

Our Gen Z Influence Meter rated friend influence highest (+0.9) in the category of physical 
fitness, just slightly ahead of parents (+0.8). Students were neutral on teachers (0.0) meaning 
that, on average, they provide neither a positive or negative influence. However, youth in 
<$30,000 households gave parents a slightly negative ranking (-0.4). We suspect that youth in 
low-income homes are more likely to receive negative nutritional messages from parents.

Physical Fitness, Sports, and  
Nutrition Influencers

Physical Fitness, Sports, and Nutrition 
Influencers in Under $30,000 Households

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

physical
�tness/sports/

nutrition

0.9
0.8

0.0

friendsparentsteachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

household
income
under

$30,000

0.4

0.1
-0.4

friendsparents teachers

My friends are a big positive influence in my life, the ones who have the most say in 
my decisions. I trust my friends more than my family, other peers, or teachers. 

— Roni
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Students who participate in creative endeavors such as art, music, and theater also say that 
their close friends are their most positive influencers (+1.6). And among 13- to 15-year-olds, 
friends are even more significant forces (+2.3). Overall, teachers hold slightly more sway than 
parents (+1.0 vs. +0.9).

Creative Endeavors Influencers
Friend Influence on Creative Endeavors  

by Age Range

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

creative
endeavors
(art, music,

theater)

1.6
1.0

0.9 friends

parents teachers

-5 +5

positive
in�uence

negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

creative
endeavors

by age

1.6
1.4

2.3

ages
13-15

ages
16-18

ages
19-22

Additionally, respondents say that close friends have an extraordinarily powerful influence 
(+3.0) over their social and emotional well-being. Not surprisingly, friends have the most 
impact among the youngest students we surveyed (+3.3). These 3-plus scores were the highest 
influence numbers measured in our Gen Z Influence Meter. Keep in mind that while friends 
have the strongest impact on a child’s feeling of well-being, there is much that teachers and 
parents can do to help children learn to be more socially and emotionally resilient.

Social and Emotional Well-Being 
Influencers

Friend Influence on Social and Emotional 
Well-Being by Age Range

-5 +5
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negative
in�uence

little to 
no in�uence

social and
emotional
well-being

3.0

1.4
0.6 friends

parentsteachers

-5 +5
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social and
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by age

2.8

ages
13-15

ages
16-18

ages
19-22

3.1
3.3



THE GEN Z  
INFLUENCE METER

Looking Ahead 
As the nation’s preeminent school expert, MDR is continually looking to better understand 
what matters most to today’s PreK – college students. At the majority of classroom desks sits a 
Gen Zer. School communities are a force for good, and as the survey demonstrates, educators 
have a lasting impact on young people, particularly those from low-income households. This 
generation has faced national and global tragedies that have directly affected their lives, 
leading them to take a stand for change in our society. Gen Zers expect organizations to give 
back and help champion causes they care about to make a difference.

We hope you find the Gen Z Influence Meter to be a helpful resource as you make your 
strategic plans for engaging with this audience. For more information about the survey or to 
arrange for an in-person presentation at your offices for you and your colleagues, you can reach 
MDR at 800-333-8802 or mdrinfo@dnb.com.

For additional insights on Gen Z, be sure to visit our Gen Z Resource Library for related articles, 
infographics, and webinars. And for more insights into educators and the education market, 
visit MDReducation.com, check out our School of Thought blog, or browse our other reports. 

About MDR

MDR is a full-service school and community engagement partner. A division of  
Dun & Bradstreet, MDR is a different kind of marketing agency, integrating rich data 
with unique digital, creative, and branding capabilities. Through partnerships with 
corporations, education companies, nonprofits, and foundations, MDR connects 
teachers to the tools and resources they need in the classroom to help build a brighter 
tomorrow for our nation’s youth. For nearly 50 years, MDR has connected brands, 
corporations, and nonprofits with educators, youth, and parents through its database 
and digital communities, including SchoolData, WeAreTeachers, WeAreParents, and 
School Leaders Now.

A Dun & Bradstreet Division

 

MDReducation.com

800-333-8802

mdrinfo@dnb.com

https://mdreducation.com/lp/generation-z-resources/
https://mdreducation.com/
https://mdreducation.com/marketing-blog/
https://mdreducation.com/reports/
http://mdreducation.com
https://twitter.com/mdrbiz?lang=en
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mdr
https://mdreducation.com/
mailto:mdrinfo%40dnb.com?subject=Marketing%20to%20Educators%20Guide
https://www.facebook.com/mdreducationmarketing/

