Young adults embrace ‘Boom Boom’ culture by flaunting wealth despite financial struggles
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Every Saturday morning, as I scroll through Instagram, I am met with a familiar sight: friends showcasing extravagant lifestyles that glitter from the glassy screens of our smartphones. One friend sports a £400 Gucci T-shirt, brandishing an £8 cinnamon bun from a hot new bakery in West London. Another indulges in bubbly aboard a yacht in Dubai, while a third snaps a selfie during a £26 Barry’s Bootcamp workout, decked out in a £150 Alo Yoga ensemble. You might expect such displays of wealth to be accompanied by a corresponding financial stability. Instead, the startling reality is that they (and many others) are living pay cheque to pay cheque.
This phenomenon has a name: ‘Boom Boom’ culture. Using a term coined by trend forecaster Sean Monahan, who predicted the rise of ‘normcore’ in 2013, Boom Boom represents a trend where young adults appear to flaunt wealth, purely for the sake of perception. Much like the conspicuous consumption of the 1980s, today’s 20somethings seem to be obsessed with projecting affluence, a notion intensifying amid an economic landscape that sees them struggling to accumulate wealth.
The 1980s was a time when the ostentatious display of wealth was often justified by substantial economic growth. The period saw deregulation fuel UK GDP and disposable income rise significantly by 29 per cent. This era birthed the Yuppie, a young urban professional enamoured with luxury brands and equipped with the financial means to indulge. Fast forward to today, and while luxury fashion houses showcase their latest extravagant designs, such as Miu Miu's Madonna-inspired metallic bras, the purchasing power of today’s young adults remains alarmingly diminished.
It’s not merely runway designs fuelling this obsession; social media plays a pivotal role. Influencers such as Alix Earle, with millions of followers across platforms like TikTok and Instagram, set unrealistic standards for aspirational living. Her extravagant lifestyle, portrayed through curated content, reinforces notions of luxury that many feel pressured to emulate. The average user, in an effort to keep up, often finds themselves in financial distress, trading genuine stability for curated images of wealth.
The stark disparity becomes even clearer upon examining personal finances. At 26, I share a reality similar to many of my peers—spending every last penny with less than £2,000 in savings, all while indulging in lavish experiences. Homes that once seemed like attainable milestones are now distant dreams. With the average 25- to 34-year-old facing house prices soaring 65 times higher than they were 50 years ago, there is an acceptance that milestones once reached in your 20s, such as home ownership and starting a family, are often postponed indefinitely.
Compounding this issue, a significant portion of my contemporaries turns to their parents for financial support. Nearly half of Gen Z, according to various reports, relies on familial assistance to help cover essential expenditures. The increasing cost of living has created a dependency that echoes through countless households, as the desire to support one’s offspring coexists with the pressure of rising expenses.
In the face of these challenges, some opt for more unorthodox strategies to navigate their financial realities. The quest for wealth has led certain individuals to consider dating affluent partners as a viable means to achieve financial stability. Viral TikTok trends demonstrate how widespread this sentiment has become, with many young users expressing their longing for relationships that offer financial security rather than emotional fulfilment. Others relocate to fiscal havens abroad in pursuit of better opportunities, lured by tax-free salaries and the possibility of attaining financial independence.
Amidst these evolving strategies and challenges, an intriguing cultural shift has begun to unfurl. The 'loud budgeting' movement encourages dialogue about financial practices among peers, pushing back against the pressures of overspending fueled by social media. This emerging trend encourages transparency around financial issues, a welcome response to the distress many young adults face in these turbulent economic times. It's a social mechanism aiming to promote responsible financial habits amid the chaos of Boom Boom culture.
As the line between social currency and financial wealth blurs, it may be no surprise that many feel compelled to prioritise the former. In a world where tangible currency seems increasingly elusive, the way forward often feels like a juggling act between the need for social validation and the harsh realities of financial pressure. Continuing to clothe ourselves in the trappings of wealth may be a clever coping mechanism, but it raises the poignant question: As we spend like we're wealthy, what happens when the illusion crumbles beneath us?
The reality of Boom Boom culture serves as a poignant reminder that while we may project an image of affluence, many are grappling with the weight of financial uncertainty, living for likes and followers but facing the daunting prospects of adult life with dwindling savings and unfulfilled aspirations.
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