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ABSTRACT 

	Aims: This study aims to systematically examine and synthesize existing literature on generational differences in spending and investment behavior among Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. Specifically, it investigates variations in discretionary versus essential spending, the influence of risk tolerance on investment decisions, and the adoption of financial tools across these cohorts.
Study design:  This research employed a qualitative systematic literature review design guided by a  structured screening and synthesis framework.
Place and Duration of Study: This review encompasses studies conducted across various global regions and was completed over 3 months from December 2025  to February 2026.
Methodology: Relevant literature was retrieved from major academic databases and institutional sources using defined keywords related to generational financial behavior, investment decisions, and financial technology usage. Inclusion criteria required English-language publications with empirical, theoretical, or analytical relevance to financial behavior across generational cohorts. Retrieved studies were screened by title, abstract, and full-text review, followed by quality assessment based on methodological rigor and relevance. Extracted data were organized and synthesized thematically to identify patterns and contrasts in spending priorities, investment risk tolerance, and financial tool adoption.
Results: The review found consistent generational distinctions in financial behavior. Baby Boomers emphasized essential expenditures and conservative investment strategies prioritizing wealth preservation. Generation X balanced essential obligations with discretionary spending and demonstrated moderate risk tolerance in diversified investments. Millennials showed higher discretionary spending, stronger engagement with digital financial platforms, and greater inclination toward growth-oriented and alternative investments despite financial constraints. Financial tool adoption reflected technological familiarity, with older cohorts favoring traditional instruments and younger cohorts embracing digital platforms.
Conclusion: Generational financial behavior is shaped by lifecycle stage, economic context, and technological exposure. Recognizing these distinctions can guide financial institutions, policymakers, and educators in developing targeted financial literacy initiatives, inclusive financial products, and adaptive regulatory strategies that support financial well-being across age groups.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Financial behavior across generations is a widely studied topic in economics, behavioral finance, and consumer studies. Baby Boomers (1946–1964), Generation X (1965–1980), and Millennials (1981–1996) represent cohorts that have encountered unique economic conditions, technological changes, and cultural contexts that influence their financial decisions(Heo et al., 2024). Understanding these patterns across Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials provides insights into financial risk management, investment strategies, and adoption of financial tools, which are relevant for policymakers, financial institutions, and educators(Smrithi, 2024).
Previous studies suggest that each generational cohort exhibits distinct behaviors influenced by formative experiences. Baby Boomers, born between 1946 and 1964, are often characterized by a focus on financial security and retirement planning (Fan & Henager, 2025). Generation X navigates financial responsibilities for both children and aging parents, requiring a balance between consumption and savings (Qi et al., 2022; Bank of America Institute, 2024). Millennials have been shaped by digital technology, high exposure to debt, and socially conscious values, leading to evolving preferences in financial engagement (Smrithi, 2024)
Despite the growing body of research, there is limited synthesis of contemporary literature using a comparative framework across generations. Existing studies often examine individual cohorts, isolated financial behaviors, or specific tools, without addressing intergenerational differences holistically. This gap highlights the need for a systematic review consolidating evidence on spending patterns, investment risk tolerance, and financial tool adoption.
Accordingly, this study aims to systematically review and synthesize literature on generational financial behavior between 2016 and 2026. By analyzing peer-reviewed articles, institutional reports, and credible industry publications, this review seeks to provide an integrated understanding of the financial behaviors, preferences, and decision-making tendencies of Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. The findings are expected to inform financial literacy programs, policy development, and the design of age-appropriate financial tools that support intergenerational financial well-being.

2. Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design using a literature review approach to examine generational differences in spending and investment behavior among Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. The literature review provided a structured framework for collecting, evaluating, and synthesizing existing scholarly and industry-based studies relevant to financial behavior across generations.

The first stage involved defining the research questions and establishing the scope of the review. The study focused on identifying patterns, factors, and differences influencing spending habits and investment decisions among generational cohorts. Clear boundaries were set by specifying the time frame of included studies (2016–2026), selecting relevant keywords and search terms (e.g., generational spending behavior, investment behavior, financial decision-making, risk tolerance, financial well-being, Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials), and identifying databases and sources. Literature searches were conducted through academic databases such as Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Scopus-indexed journals, and JSTOR, as well as selected institutional and industry reports. Inclusion criteria required that sources be written in English, relevant to generational financial behavior, and provide empirical, theoretical, or analytical insights. Studies unrelated to financial behavior or lacking credibility were excluded.

In the second stage, relevant data was collected and organized. Keywords and combinations of search terms were used to ensure comprehensive retrieval of sources. Selected references were stored and organized electronically to facilitate efficient tracking and citation management. Essential information from each study was documented, including authorship, publication year, objectives, methodology, and key findings.

The third stage involved screening and quality assessment of the collected literature. Titles and abstracts were reviewed to determine relevance, followed by full-text evaluations of selected studies. Sources were assessed based on methodological rigor, credibility of publication venue, clarity of analysis, and relevance to the research objectives. Peer-reviewed journal articles were prioritized, while industry reports were included selectively to provide contextual insights into current financial trends.

The fourth stage consisted of analyzing and synthesizing the literature. Extracted information was examined to identify recurring themes, patterns, and contrasts across generational groups. Comparative analysis enabled the identification of similarities and differences in spending priorities, investment preferences, and financial attitudes. Findings from multiple sources were integrated to develop a comprehensive understanding of generational financial behavior.

Finally, the literature review was written and structured thematically to present the synthesized findings in a logical and coherent manner. The review began with background context, followed by discussion of major themes emerging from the literature, and concluded with a summary of key insights and implications. A complete reference list of all cited sources was compiled following APA guidelines.


2.1 Research Design
This study utilized a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) design to explore spending and investment behaviors among Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. The review emphasized three core areas aligned with the research questions: generational differences in discretionary versus essential spending, the influence of risk tolerance on investment behaviors, and the adoption and impact of financial tools on decision-making. Guided by the PRISMA 2020 framework (Page et al., 2021), the study systematically identified, screened, and synthesized peer-reviewed articles from international and local sources to analyze how generational experiences, socio-economic contexts, and technological adoption shape financial priorities, behaviors, and decision-making patterns across these cohorts.
2.2 Research Questions 
This review addressed the following research questions:
1. What are the key differences in the spending behavior of Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials, particularly in relation to discretionary versus essential expenditures?
2. How does risk tolerance influence the investment behavior of Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials?
3. Which financial tools are most adopted by Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials, and how do these tools influence their financial decision-making?
2.3 Research Locale and Data Sources
This study did not involve human participants and instead focused on existing academic literature. Peer-reviewed articles were retrieved from reputable databases, including Google Scholar, Scopus, ScienceDirect, JSTOR, SAGE Journals and ResearchGate. The review primarily included studies addressing spending and investment behaviors, financial literacy, risk tolerance, and the use of financial tools and platforms among Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials.
In addition, the review incorporated broader financial research examining investment behavior, personal finance management, and digital financial tool adoption. While not always cohort-specific, these studies provided contextual insights and comparative perspectives critical to understanding financial behavior trends across generations.
To ensure currency and relevance, the literature was limited to publications from 2016 to 2026, reflecting contemporary financial trends, technological advancements, and generational shifts in spending and investment behavior. Sources were retrieved using Boolean keywords such as “Baby Boomer spending behavior”, “Generation X investment”, and “Millennial financial behavior”.
Finally, grey literature, including institutional and organizational reports from sources such as OECD, FINRA, Pew Research, Bank of America Institute, and NielsenIQ, was included to complement peer-reviewed evidence and provide up-to-date insights into financial behaviors, tools, and trends. 
2.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Articles were selected using the following criteria:
· Peer-reviewed status
· Published between 2016 and 2026, to include both foundational and recent development studies
· Discussion of generational differences specifically involving Baby Boomers, Generation X, or Millennials, or findings that provide relevant insights into financial behaviors applicable to these cohorts
· Availability of full text
· Focus on spending behavior, investment behavior, financial literacy, risk tolerance, retirement planning, or adoption of financial tools
Exclusion criteria included:
· Outdated Information: Research published before January 2016.
· Studies unrelated to financial behavior, personal finance, or investment
· Articles that do not provide sufficient analysis or discussion of generational financial behaviors
· Publications not written in English

3. results and discussion

3.1 DIFFERENCES IN SPENDING BEHAVIOR: DISCRETIONARY VERSUS ESSENTIAL EXPENDITURES
Baby Boomers  allocate a significant portion of their income to essential expenditures, including healthcare, housing, and daily necessities (Best, 2018; PYMNTS Intelligence, 2024; Cottrell, 2025). Their discretionary spending focuses on leisure activities, travel, and hobbies, but remains moderate and conservative. These spending patterns reflect financial stability and a long-term security orientation, which is also evident in their preference for conservative investment strategies such as bonds, pensions, and retirement accounts (Antwi & Naanwaab, 2022). Overall, Boomers prioritize essentials and financial security while maintaining measured discretionary spending
Generation X  demonstrates a more balanced approach between essential and discretionary expenditures. Essentials include household needs, children’s education, and eldercare responsibilities, reflecting their midlife financial obligations (Wadford, 2024). Discretionary spending covers travel, technology, and lifestyle products, although Gen X remains relatively price conscious. Their investment behavior is active but cautious, reflecting experiences with economic volatility and a focus on long-term planning (Bank of America Institute, 2024; NielsenIQ, 2025; Qi et al., 2022; Antwi & Naanwaab, 2022). This generation exemplifies a “caretaker” financial profile, balancing obligations with discretionary engagement and investment participation.
Millennials face constrained essential spending due to financial obligations such as student loans, rent, and mortgages (Lu & Henager-Greene, 2025). Despite these constraints, they demonstrate higher discretionary spending on experiences, including travel, dining, and lifestyle services, often guided by socially responsible and sustainability-oriented values (Hazeera et al., 2025; Nicoletti, 2024). Millennials are digitally native and engage actively with financial technology platforms, participating in higher-risk investments and demonstrating behavioral patterns such as herding and short-term decision-making (Altaf & Jan, 2023; Saputra, 2024). Their spending and investment behavior reflects a combination of digital adaptation, value-driven priorities, and financial constraints.
Overall, comparison across cohorts indicates a clear generational distinction in the allocation between discretionary and essential expenditures. Baby Boomers prioritize essential spending for stability and security, Generation X maintains a balanced distribution reflecting midlife obligation, while Millennials allocate proportionally greater attention to discretionary experiences despite financial constraints, highlighting lifecycle and contextual influences on spending behavior.

3.2 INVESTMENT BEHAVIOR: RISK TOLERANCE
Baby Boomers generally demonstrate low to moderate risk tolerance in their investment behavior. They prefer conservative financial instruments such as bonds, pensions, and retirement accounts, prioritizing capital preservation and long-term security (Antwi & Naanwaab, 2022). Their cautious approach is influenced by accumulated wealth, proximity to retirement, and a desire to protect their financial stability. While some Boomers are adopting digital investment platforms, their engagement remains limited compared to younger cohorts, reflecting both technological hesitation and risk-averse tendencies (Schwab Center for Financial Research, 2021).
Generation X exhibits moderate to high risk tolerance and actively participates in equities and employer-sponsored retirement plans.Compared with Baby Boomers, Gen X demonstrates greater risk tolerance, though their risk appetite remains lower than that of Millennials. These patterns suggest a cautious yet opportunistic approach to wealth accumulation and financial growth (Antwi & Naanwaab, 2022).
Millennials exhibit moderate risk tolerance and gravitate toward growth-seeking and alternative investments, such as technology stocks, cryptocurrencies, and FinTech platforms (Afiani et al., 2024; Rosdiana, 2020; Altaf & Jan, 2023). Millenials behavior is shaped by digital savvy, social networks, and biases like herding and overconfidence (Afiani et al., 2024). Millenials’s also prioritize value-based decisions, incorporating sustainability and socially responsible investing into their portfolios(Altaf & Jan, 2023) . Although they have a higher risk appetite, financial burdens like student loans and housing debt often temper their exposure(BAHNEAN & PANTA, 2022) (Marjerison et al., 2025). This generation's investment decisions are also influenced by their sound economic knowledge and high confidence in decision-making (Afiani et al., 2024). 
Collectively, the findings indicate a clear generational gradient in investment risk tolerance and behavior. Baby Boomers exhibit lower risk tolerance and favor conservative, security-oriented assets, Generation X demonstrates moderate to high risk tolerance with balanced participation in growth-oriented and retirement investments, and Millennials show comparatively higher risk tolerance with a preference for growth, alternative, and value-based investments shaped by digital engagement and behavioral biases.
3.3 ADOPTION OF FINANCIAL TOOLS
Baby Boomers generally prefer traditional financial tools such as savings accounts, retirement accounts (pensions and 401(k)s), mutual funds, and bonds (Antwi & Naanwaab, 2022; Lech, 2025). Although the use of digital tools like online banking and basic financial apps is gradually increasing, many Boomers remain cautious about adopting new financial technologies. They tend to rely on established, low-risk methods for managing and preserving wealth, often combining online banking with in-person financial advice (Schwab Center for Financial Research, 2021; Futurify, 2024). This approach reflects their conservative risk tolerance and emphasis on long-term financial stability.
Generation X demonstrates a hybrid approach to financial management, combining traditional and digital tools. Core instruments include retirement accounts, employer-sponsored savings plans, and equities, while discretionary use of FinTech tools—such as online trading platforms, budgeting apps, and investment management apps—is also common (Bank of America Institute, 2024; Qi et al., 2022). This usage reflects Gen X’s transitional life stage, as they balance debt management, family responsibilities, and investment planning, enabling them to maintain financial security while pursuing opportunities for growth (Mussa et al., 2023; Get Ready for the Next Banking Generational Shake-Up, 2025).
Millennials are highly digitally oriented in their financial tool usage. They actively engage with FinTech platforms, mobile banking apps, digital wallets, peer-to-peer payment systems, robo-advisors, and online investment platforms for stocks, ETFs, and cryptocurrencies (Saputra, 2024; Rosdiana, 2020; Altaf & Jan, 2023; Beck et al., 2023). Their preference for technology-enabled tools reflects both comfort with digital solutions and a higher risk tolerance. Millennials also leverage platforms that incorporate sustainability and social responsibility filters, aligning investment choices with personal values (Afiani et al., 2024). Despite their technological proficiency, financial constraints such as student debt and housing costs can influence the scale and frequency of their tool adoption (Lu & Henager-Greene, 2025).
Financial tool adoption varies across generations, reflecting differences in technological familiarity, risk tolerance, and life-stage priorities. Baby Boomers favor traditional, low-risk instruments with cautious integration of digital solutions, Generation X balances conventional tools with selective use of digital and FinTech platforms, and Millennials actively engage with technology-enabled financial tools, often incorporating personal values into investment decisions. These patterns underscore that financial tool usage is shaped by both generational characteristics and broader behavioral and contextual factors, including financial goals, constraints, and investment preferences.

4. Conclusion

This systematic literature review examined generational differences in financial behavior, focusing on spending behaviors, investment risk tolerance, and financial tool adoption among Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials. The review revealed that Baby Boomers prioritize essential expenditures and conservative investment strategies, reflecting a strong orientation toward financial security and stability. Generation X demonstrates a balance between essential and discretionary spending, coupled with moderate risk-taking in investments, influenced by midlife responsibilities and past economic experiences. Millennials exhibit higher discretionary spending, greater risk tolerance, and extensive use of digital financial tools, often guided by values such as sustainability and social responsibility.
These findings highlight that generational financial behavior is influenced by lifecycle stage, economic context, technological familiarity, and inherent behavioral tendencies. Understanding these distinctions is critical for policymakers, financial institutions, and educators in designing effective financial literacy programs, inclusive investment products, and strategies to enhance intergenerational financial well-being. Future research should explore emerging trends in digital finance and socially responsible investing, particularly among younger cohorts, to better understand the evolving landscape of generational financial behavior.
5. RECOMMENDATION
To this end, actionable recommendations can be drawn for all key stakeholders:

For Financial Institutions: It is essential for financial institutions to develop products and services that account for generational differences in spending behavior, investment preferences, and risk tolerance. This includes creating secure, user-friendly digital platforms for older cohorts and offering sustainable, technology-enabled investment options for younger generations.
For FinTech Companies: FinTech firms are well-positioned to design innovative digital tools that meet the specific needs of different generations, such as mobile banking applications, peer-to-peer payment systems, robo-advisors, and platforms incorporating socially responsible investment features.
For Policymakers: Policymakers should implement regulatory frameworks and financial literacy initiatives that balance consumer protection with the promotion of financial innovation. Such frameworks should recognize the distinct technological familiarity, economic contexts, and behavioral tendencies characteristic of each generational cohort.
For Academic Institutions: Curricula should integrate generational financial behavior, digital financial literacy, and behavioral finance concepts to equip students with the knowledge and skills necessary for informed and responsible financial decision-making.
For Academic Researchers: Future research should examine emerging trends in digital finance, socially responsible investing, and intergenerational financial behaviors, with particular attention to younger cohorts such as Millennials and Generation Z. Longitudinal studies are recommended to assess the long-term impact of early financial education and the effectiveness of technology-enhanced instructional methods.
For Employers: Organizations should tailor financial wellness programs and employee benefits to reflect generational priorities, offering technology-based tools and resources for younger employees while providing stability-focused financial support for older cohorts, thereby enhancing overall workforce financial well-being.
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