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Introduction
The higher
education
experience—
and student
housing—
will likely
be viewed
diﬀerently for
years to come.

Generations are always shaped by shared experiences
and formative societal events.
In a 2018 article, Is Your Student Housing Ready for Gen Z, Scion Advisory
Services provided college and university housing professionals with insights on
how to best engage with this cohort. The article stimulated a conversation around
key trends shaping Generation Z and their experiences in student housing. Without
a doubt, the COVID-19 pandemic is a formative event that will have a lasting
impact on today’s generation of college-aged students. With many campuses
abruptly closing housing, and education primarily driven online for up to a year,
the higher education experience—and student housing—will likely be viewed
differently for years to come.
Scion reconnected with Kim Lear, Founder and Content Director of Inlay Insights,
to discuss the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on Gen Z students and
speciﬁcally the trends identiﬁed in 2018. Over the following pages, we revisit the
characteristics initially discussed in our earlier guide and reexamine them through
a post-pandemic lens. Our goal is to share information that on- and off- campus
housing professionals can apply as they welcome Gen Z students back to the
physical campus.
In many ways, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated many of the trends
previously identiﬁed. This generation has become even more socially conscious
and tied to a sense of common cause. Due to the inﬂuence of constant
connectivity and social media, Gen Z has become more vocal and motivated to
engage in social causes important to them. In addition, these students’ focus on
well-being has taken on new dimensions in the wake of both physical and mental
health crises. Furthermore, with the growing economic inequity resulting from this
pandemic, Gen Z has honed its existing sense of competition and has sharpened
the edge needed to drive successful careers. Finally, the pandemic has created a
new sense of longing for community and a focus on lost rites of passage that have
become even more important in the age of social distancing. This loss, coupled
with Gen Z’s characteristic resourcefulness, has done much to strengthen resolve
and demonstrate a powerful resiliency.
The accelerating traits that deﬁne this generation will continue to inﬂuence
how Gen Z makes housing decisions and what they expect from their residential
experience. From any perspective, housing managers must prepare for a cohort
of students deeply affected by the events of 2020.
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A Connected
Generation: From
Awareness to Action
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1

As the ﬁrst true digital natives, Generation Z has grown up more “connected”
than any other previous group. Gen Z has never known a world without a
smartphone. This familiarity with technology has had many effects. Constant
connectivity, increased screen time and social media savvy have honed this
generation’s ability to make connections online and ﬁlter through the barrage
of messaging.
Beyond the enabling of more distanced personal relationships, connectivity has furthered
global awareness in ways different from previous generations. Well before the COVID-19
pandemic pushed all generations to ﬁnd social connection online, Gen Z had been using
social media platforms to connect with other like-minded individuals, particularly around
social issues. Social media has served as the tool of choice for increasing awareness,
organizing, and compelling action around a wide range of collective concerns and
injustices.
Protests never really went out of style, but today they are not always happening in the
streets. This is a generation that has seen how regular people with a cause can drive
change using nothing more than a smartphone. From the March for Our Lives Movement,
spurred by the 2018 shooting at the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland,
Florida, to the #MeToo social media discussions around sexual violence, Gen Z is not
afraid to use technology to amplify the call for change.

The push
for change
accelerates

The challenges of 2020 have created an even more socially-conscious generation and
afﬁrmed the critical need to be able to engage online. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit,
it placed a great responsibility on young peoples’ shoulders to distance themselves from
friends and family. The generation’s reliance on social media and the Internet for daily
communications—and ability to form authentic relationships by digital means—has only
accelerated under the unique constraints of social distancing.
In 2020, this online connection also drove Generation Z’s global awareness into overdrive.
The pandemic shook the world, but its aftershocks ranged far and wide. For starters,
COVID-19 mortality rates have magniﬁed health inequities among ethnic and racial
minority groups. The emerging K-shaped recovery to the pandemic has highlighted
tremendous economic disparity and ﬁnancial insecurity among members of this
generation.
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New needs
for campus
housing

This disparity has been further ampliﬁed by protests against racial injustice. After Gen Z
took the helm in protesting the death of George Floyd while in police custody, a Business
Insider survey found that 78% of the “Action Generation” has used social media to
express support for equality for Black Americans and 90% support Black Lives Matter.
These protests helped motivate a generation eager to speak up at the polls as the older
Gen Z members voted for the ﬁrst time during a highly contentious presidential election.

The way online connection and messaging has shaped Gen Z will also shape their
expectations of the college experience. In some ways, these expectations are matterof-fact. Strictly from the standpoint of facilities services, it is clear that if Wi-Fi was
important before the pandemic, it has become more crucial now. Whereas previously the
Internet was largely used by Gen Z to support online social interaction, it is now a greater
part of accessing educational content. Strong and reliable bandwidth will be critical
differentiators for student housing.
Given their social and global awareness, Gen Z will also look closely at how institutions
position their messaging. After a summer of protests, with every brand jumping to make a
statement of corporate social responsibility, young people have become more skeptical and
jaded of corporate messaging. Gen Z has a good radar for what is lip-service versus what is
genuine. They want authenticity—and can tell when they are not getting it.
This does not mean that housing ofﬁcers should
avoid engaging on relevant topics. Whether a
college, university, or off-campus community,
Gen Z wants to associate with organizations that
share their values. Brands and institutions must
become more intentional about the topics they
speak up about and identify causes that best align
with their mission and purpose. Housing ofﬁcers
may be particularly adept at identifying these
movements as they are often the individuals closest
to residents and attuned to cultural shifts.
While institutional policies and positions often
evolve with changing societal values, it is important
to acknowledge these changes. Technology makes
it easier than ever to uncover a company’s track
record, and Gen Z is ready and eager to dig deep
to ensure past messaging aligns with today’s
core values. Brands must be clear about where
they stood on issues in the past, why they have
changed, and what that change looks like today.
It is also important to respond to concerns raised
about past statements or positions.

Gen Z is a
generation that
has seen how
regular people
with a cause can
drive change
using nothing
more than a
smartphone.

When students ask questions, consider it an
opportunity to engage more deeply with your target clientele. Do not shy away from
engaging students in problem-solving. Try to develop authentic and meaningful solutions.
This is an opportunity to build greater respect for the institutional brand while better
serving students.
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The Shifting Deﬁnition
of Wellness
Every recent generation has been inﬂuenced by the national conversation around
pressing health issues. Generation X saw “your brain on drugs” and messaging
from Mothers Against Drunk Driving. Millennials grew up with constant antismoking campaigns. Today’s youth are ﬂooded with messages about reducing
obesity, limiting sugar intake, and the idea that “sitting is the new smoking.” As
a result, this generation has a different idea of wellness. They are keenly aware
that what they put in their body impacts their ability to do everything.
Focus on physical activity may account for part of Gen Z’s afﬁnity for the physical world.
Nature has also been something of a prescription for the challenge of growing up in an
increasingly digital world. With campaigns including former ﬁrst lady Michelle Obama’s
Get Moving initiative, Gen Z has grown up understanding the critical need for outside
play to counter the evils of excessive screen time. As a result, market research continually
indicates that protecting the environment is a core value for Gen Z.
Gen Z is not only thinking about their physical health. Even before the pandemic,
they took a holistic view of wellness and emphasized mental health. A 2019 American
Psychological Association survey found that 91% of GenZ adults reported experiencing
at least one physical or emotional symptom because of stress, such as feeling depressed
or sad (58%) or lacking interest, motivation or energy (55%). Results of the survey noted
that this socially-conscious generation considers headline issues like immigration, sexual
assault, and climate change to be signiﬁcant sources of stress. This is a group that has
been encouraged more than any other generation to seek support for mental health. Gen
Z’s rates of depression and suicidal thoughts are signiﬁcantly higher than other groups.

How COVID
ampliﬁed
wellness
awareness

Given Gen Z’s heath awareness, it is easy to imagine that the group would be overly
sensitive to the health risks that come with COVID-19. While in some ways this is true,
this age group has not historically carried as heavy a risk of severe illness due to COVID-19
as other age groups. This comparatively lower risk reinforced feelings of invincibility
already typical to young people. It is a feeling that spurred thousands of college students
to break social-distancing mandates for spring break in 2020 (and consequently
contribute to local spread of the disease).
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The COVID-19 pandemic has put the spotlight on preexisting conditions, which makes
Gen Z more conscious than previous generations of the need for preventive healthcare. An
American Heart Association and American Diabetes Association survey conducted by One
Poll found Gen Z to be more concerned about their health than any other generation. In
that same survey, three-quarters of U.S. adults
18 to 23 admitted to worrying that ill health
would impinge on their life experiences,
compared to only 63% of Baby Boomers 56
and older.
Mental health concerns have also increased.
Signiﬁcant evidence indicates that the
COVID-19 pandemic and the forced isolation
required has been disastrous for Gen Z’s
mental wellbeing. A June 2020 study by
researchers with the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention found that 63% of
18- to 24-year-olds in the U.S. reported
experiencing some level of anxiety and
depression due to the pandemic. A quarter
of these young adults told CDC researchers
that they had considered suicide in the past
thirty days.

Housing
professionals
remain on the
frontlines of a
major health
crisis.

If there is a silver lining, it is that this “most depressed generation” is also the generation
most likely to seek treatment for their mental health through counseling and therapy. That
makes it critical to have these resources easily available on campus.

Tools for
supporting
wellness

Housing professionals remain on the frontlines of a major health crisis. The most valuable
service they can provide to incoming Gen Z students is their continued recognition of
distress indicators, behavioral changes and potentially alarming behavior among residents.
Housing ofﬁcers have long worked closely with on-campus clinical staff but should renew
efforts to keep abreast of evolving resources for supporting students’ mental health.
In addition to sensitivity to behavioral signals, we must all be able to recognize any
evolving symptoms of COVID-19 or other prevalent infections and have procedures in
place for managing mandated isolation, observation, and quarantines.
The pandemic has added another dimension to this generation’s afﬁnity for outdoor
activities. Among the best tools at housing ofﬁcers’ disposal for supporting social
distancing and wellbeing are outdoor common areas. Residents will react positively to
outdoor programming. Previously underutilized basketball courts, volleyball nets, and grills
may see a resurgence in popularity with increased appreciation for outdoor socializing.
Supporting a connection to nature is an excellent strategy for housing professionals
looking to encourage resident interaction for this health-conscious generation.
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Education to Secure
a Safe Future
Generation Z has earned a reputation for focusing on the pragmatic aspects of
education. After all, this generation grew up on the heels of the Great Recession,
which in many cases impacted older siblings who graduated from college in
debt and without hope of employment. They may have had parents lose jobs or
become resigned to underemployment. Today, they are listening to discussions
about the next “bubble”—the student loan crisis. As a result, Gen Z has become
highly risk-adverse when it comes to ﬁnances. Not only have they seen the
fragility of one ﬁnancial reality, but they are also keenly aware that graduating
from college can leave a student unemployed and thousands of dollars in debt.
The intensely competitive environment for job-seekers has had an impact on this
generation. In focus groups with young people, Gen Z shows they understand that when
they step into the workforce they are competing with others, locally and internationally,
who can do what they do better, and maybe for less. Due to their connected nature, they
are acutely aware of the gig economy and societal issues around income inequality. This
has created an intensely competitive environment for these students. It has also put young
people under a great deal of pressure. Teachers often say that students today do not even
have a childhood. From a young age, there is an intense focus on academic excellence,
sports accolades, resumes, positioning to get in the best college possible, and so on.
Having watched the drama of the recession unfold, and being focused on competing from
early on, members of Gen Z tend to look at college more strategically, selecting practical
majors that will translate into a career, rather than following their intellectual passion.
It has also made Gen Z more aware of the opportunities they may have lost due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

An
increasingly
competitive
environment

The economic backdrop of Gen Z’s educational and early professional life is poised to be
one of crippling inequalities. Growing up with this type of environment is likely to push
this generation’s inherently competitive nature further.
It has also pressured Gen Z to rethink their majors. According to a September 2020
study from the UMass Dartmouth Center for Marketing Research, pandemic-induced
stress encouraged 15% of surveyed Gen Z college students to change directions in their

HOMECOMING: WELCOMING BACK GEN Z RESIDENTS IN A POST-PANDEMIC WORLD

8

CHAPTER

3

The need for
intentional
amenities

academic careers. The students reported being motivated by the desire for a job that
provides ﬂexibility (57%) and stronger job security (51%). More than a third (39%)
reported a change in values that encouraged them to pursue a career in a ﬁeld that is
considered “essential.”
While the pandemic may have heightened
this competitive environment, it has also led
to a sense of loss around the social capital
that students hoped to gain in their higher
education experience. Because this generation
views education primarily as a launchpad
for their careers, they are keenly aware of
the difference between an in-person college
network and the virtual experience that they
have had. They are very aware that they have
not started building social networks and
have missed the valuable interaction with
faculty members that often leads to doctoral
program placement and other graduate school
opportunities. This generation is also savvy
enough to understand that if they do not
meet new people and form friendships, they
are missing part of what they are paying for,
particularly with expensive private schools.

... students are
becoming even
more attuned to
their post-college
life and where
their studies will
lead them.

In the post-pandemic world, students are more attuned to post-college life and where
their studies will lead them. As a result, intentional amenities are even more important
than they were a couple of years ago. Housing ofﬁcers will want to prioritize features
and programs that bring educational experiences into living spaces. These might include
study rooms, group working areas, presentation spaces, music practice rooms, and the
like. These spaces were becoming increasingly important before the pandemic but will be
valuable differentiators today.
The desire to maximize the college experience, coupled with the social awareness and
unity around causes and movements, could also translate to an increased desire to be in
living-learning communities focused on common interests. While it may take some creative
thinking, housing ofﬁcers can identify ways to build these communities while effectively
ensuring social distancing as the pandemic lingers.
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Retrieving Lost Rites
of Passage
Even before the pandemic, there was evidence among some 18- to
22-year-olds of a pendulum swing away from some technology. These digital
natives recognized a need for in-person social interaction and a real-life
community. Generation Z may have proven that they could form meaningful
relationships in the digital realm, but they also understand that it was not
a full replacement for human contact.
The good news is that the Gen Z’s tech-savvy nature made this cohort of students
somewhat more prepared for the rapid shift to online education that took place in 2020.
On the other hand, this necessary shift was met with varying degrees of success in part
because of its troubling impact on social interaction.
When schools shut down in the spring of 2020, Scion saw many students opt to remain
in their educational communities. For those already in off-campus student housing, there
were only modest drops in occupancy during the height of the pandemic. In April 2020,
as the nation shut down, Scion observed physical occupancy rates in the low 80% range
in off-campus, purpose-built student housing. Citing the need to stay connected to write
papers, take exams, and so on, young people often did not return to their families’ homes.
They stayed in the environment most conducive to their studies and where they hoped to
retain some sense of community among peers.

Grieving lost
moments

In interviews, students who opted to stay home for the 2020-2021 school year tended to
express regrets about this lost opportunity for in-person social interaction as their friends
moved onto campus. Graduating high school seniors were “ready to launch” and those who
started college in Fall 2020 reported profound sadness from being denied earned rites of
passage including such momentous events as high school graduation ceremonies, prom,
and signiﬁcant parts of the ﬁrst-year college process.
While a year may seem like a brief moment in time, for incoming college students it
was a highly formative time they expected to spend creating lasting memories. Students
who stayed home delayed that ﬁrst roommate or residence hall experience, or the fun of
hanging out on the quad with new friends. For many students, losing a single year might
mean losing the opportunity to play a college sport or study abroad.
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Balancing
in-person and
online social
interaction

Another result of this loss has been a shared desire across Gen Z to reclaim a sense of
youthfulness. For a generation that had long been considered to have lost its childhood—
having been pushed to compete at a young age in preparation for higher education,
suffered high rates of stress, and had their play time carefully scheduled by parents to
provide balance to screen time—this sense loss has been deeply felt.
This yearning for an elongated adolescence has left this generation wanting a “typical”
college experience. Students today talk about their desire to live more fully, once
COVID-19 vaccinations are more widespread. They anticipate hanging out in crowded bars,
going dancing, and attending concerts, ballgames and religious services—being out in the
world and together with their peers.

Longing for connection could drive an uptick in craving for communal activities. Housing
ofﬁcers will want to consider the impact this may have on campus housing and provide
housing offerings that make space for this generation to rejoin the college or university
community—and perhaps regain some lost rites of passage.
It is important that housing professionals be mindful of amenity and common area usage,
as the tendency may be for residents to not comply with recommended social distancing
requirements that may remain in effect. In focus group discussions, many students
assumed that most of their peers will get COVID-19. It is an attitude both dismissive of
the risk, but also defeated by it, and it impacts their willingness to comply with safety
recommendations.
For all their talk, this generation is not known
for its partying attitude. After all, Gen Z has
placed an incredibly high value on higher
education. This is a generation that drinks
less, and is statistically less sexually active,
than other generations. It is also a generation
that has been long accustomed to building
meaningful relationships through technology.
While they are craving opportunities to be
together in person, prioritizing these types
of community outings may be a big shift for
many GenZers accustomed to having most of
their social interactions on a screen.
This is a trend that housing ofﬁcers will
want to watch carefully. The higher education
experience is well known as a time of
transition, but housing ofﬁcers will play
a key role in keeping students safe during
their evolution.
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Generation Z long known for its resourcefulness, has been able to innovatively
deal with challenges and setbacks. This may help this generation become
resilient to change, an attitude needed to deal with the unexpected shifts driven
by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Leveraging
resourcefulness

As digital natives, Generation Z grew up with a world of information at their ﬁngertips.
At a young age, they learned how to make and ﬁx things on YouTube. Soon they turned
that knowledge to their advantage, selling products on Etsy and launching ad-supported
inﬂuencer communities. The democratization of business fostered by the Internet means
that they grew up in a world where they can be entrepreneurs at 12 years old.
Given that a majority of Gen Zers ultimately want to run their own business, one might
expect these youths to head straight from high school educational experiences to the
workforce. Quite the contrary: Generation Z has viewed higher education as a launching
pad to an even higher-paying career. It has been projected that a larger percentage of Gen
Z will attend and graduate from college than any previous generation.
Generation Z’s resourcefulness and DIY spirit ﬂourished under the COVID-19 pandemic.
As schools shut down, young people turned to YouTube, TikTok and other apps to leverage
study hacks and build good habits to help make the most of their at-home educational
experiences during this unprecedented time.

A resilient
mindset in the
face of change

Although Generation Z was caught as off guard as anyone by the rapid acceleration of this
pandemic, they did ﬁnd something completely expected in this tragedy. This generation
has grown up facing economic volatility, becoming the ﬁrst generation in some time
without an expectation that their life will be better than that of their parents. They have
faced the undesirable impacts of social media, negatively-charged politics, and social
injustice head-on and have emerged with a dark sense of humor. In some ways, the lifealtering moments that further derailed their young adulthood seem oddly ﬁtting to them.
COVID-19 reinforced a mindset that Gen Z already had: that things were not going to go
smoothly for them. This sentiment around the pandemic became a shared experience that
Gen Z could rally behind.
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Building new
educational
experiences

While this mindset may reﬂect this generation’s inherent skepticism, it is also a sign of
their resilience to change. Resilience is usually deﬁned as an innate capacity to absorb
stress and recover critical functionality. A resilient individual can thrive, not just survive,
during such dramatic changes. This generation carries more stress but, as noted in
Chapter 2, is also more adept at handling it. While this generation may encounter more
ﬁnancial insecurity, this has made many members more entrepreneurial and built greater
resourcefulness. In feeling there is not a lot to lose, it has become easier for Gen Z to take
certain risks. In some ways, the uncertainty Gen Z faces is breeding a more resourceful,
resilient, entrepreneurial spirit.

Resilience is not simply about adjusting strategies to help individuals deal with extreme
change. It is also about rebuilding ways of doing things to provide better support systems,
greater adaptability, and stronger preparation for future changes.
Gen Z is made of self-starters and, as such, this a group is looking to “rebuild” its sense
of normal. They expect to see greater blends of online and in-person connection and
education to meet their needs. In addition, this resilient generation may expect to be
more actively involved in driving change on campus. Just as this group rallied to support
social causes and taken to heart their role in preventing climate change, Gen Z sees that
the pandemic presents an opportunity to recover to something better. Those in housing
roles should prepare for conversations with these young adults who are eager to serve as
partners in reimagining their world.
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Conclusion
Creating
a sense of
togetherness
in this context
will be a
central goal.

It is good news for housing professionals that many of the
trends they have been watching for several years are still
relevant for Generation Z—particularly as they face the need
to adapt housing to account for social distancing and other
health needs. However, there are some changes to consider to
attract students during this challenging time.
Housing providers seeking to connect with Generation Z will need to be
more intentional, authentic and transparent in their communications.
Communication needs to occur frequently for a generation used to having
access to a nonstop stream of information. An update that says “we don’t
know” or “TBD” is better than no update at all. Because this generation is
accustomed to a wealth of information at their ﬁngertips, an explanation
of changes, or lack thereof, with supporting context is important. You are
likely to receive stronger compliance, collaboration and understanding if
communications share the “why” behind housing decisions.
Housing ofﬁcers looking to attract these value-conscious, academically driven
students will also want to bring educational experiences into residences.
Intentional amenities are key. Despite their academic focus, COVID-19 has
made this generation even hungrier for community and connection. Creating a
sense of togetherness in this context is a central goal.
Fortunately, housing ofﬁcers have a powerful ally in Generation Z. The
pandemic strengthened this resourceful generation’s resiliency and prepared
them to help shape their future. By allowing space for discussion, housing
ofﬁcers can beneﬁt from the powerful insight this generation has to offer.
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