An INVESTIGATION
into brands, influencers, and why GEN Z keeps
LE AVI NG YOU
on read.
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We know you really want
to get to know Gen Z.
Our research demonstrates that cringeworthy pick-me behavior won’t help
you connect with today’s youth. To gain a deeper understanding of what Gen
Z loves and what makes them roll their eyes, we phoned almost 400 Gen Z
YouthTellers who shared their honest thoughts on brands and influencers. In
the quantitative phase, 300 Gen Zers filled out an online survey; in the qualitative
phase, 94 Gen Zers discussed topics ranging from influencer inspirations to
their favorite social media posts in a three-day online chat community.
Our research revealed that Gen Z respects brands that use their corporate
coin to improve society and actually view Gen Zers as individuals — not a
monolith. So, to cultivate a profitable relationship with Gen Z, brands need to
recognize their wrongs, realign their values, and reimagine themselves.
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We divided our research into
three categories:

RECOGNIZING WRONGS
A look at how brand transparency and accountability can strengthen your
connection with Gen Zers.

Realigning Values
An analysis of Gen Z’s principles and how brands can reorient their values
to identify with Gen Z’s.

Reimagining Yourself
An exploration of how brands can pursue reinvention authentically.
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Hey you
Just wanted to reach out to check in
We know you’ve
been having a rough time with the whole Gen Z thing .
And look, we get it — it’s hard to start a new, authentic
relationship… especially with someone who isn’t really
feeling your vibe. (Lol jk… but really.) Believe us, you’re
not the first to have your heart broken by Gen Z, and you
won’t be the last .
We know, we know. We’re being super harsh. But we’re
your honest friends, remember? That’s why you always
hit us up when you need someone to tell you the truth,
even if it hurts a little.
So, stop lurking their page from your finsta1 and
obsessing over when they’ll text you back. If you truly
want this relationship to work, then we have good news
— ’cause we’ve actually been thinking about this a lot.
So when you’re ready for the truth, here it is
.

1. A secret, private account on Instagram that a user only shares with select people. Separate from their main, public account. A safe space for questionable memes, rants and other randomness.
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We’re Adolescent Content, a Gen Z advertising agency and content studio
on a mission to help brands connect with today’s youth and create pathways
for underrepresented and emerging young storytellers. At the center of our
work is the desire to reflect the authentic values and diversity of Gen Z. As an
agency built for and by Gen Z, we continuously mine culture and trends to stay
current with the ever-changing views and perspectives of tomorrow’s leading
consumer. Through our work, we evaluate and analyze the drivers of Gen Z
behaviors and sociocultural customs.
Over the course of 2021, our internal research and strategy team members
worked to wrap their heads around the state of Gen Z in a post-lockdown era
and answer the questions many brands are asking. In this report, our junior
creative strategists, Jeremiah Jones and Sydney N. Sweeney, offer key insights
to crack the code to the marketing world’s most mystifying audience.
There’s so much said and believed about Gen Z, so, before you continue, here
are a few things you should know:
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Methodology
To gain a deeper understanding of what Gen Z loves and what makes them tick,
research was broken into two parts: qualitative and quantitative phases.
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Respondent Demographics
The 94 respondents in these sessions were organized into five online
chat communities. Community 1 consisted of 40 randomized Gen Zers
of varying ages, genders, regions, and races; Community 2 consisted
of 15 female individuals; Community 3 consisted of 9 male individuals;
Community 4 consisted of 15 LGBTQ+ individuals; and Community 5
consisted of 15 BIPOC individuals.

RESULTS
Quotes are largely from the qualitative phase consisting of a three-day
online chat community of n=94 Gen Zers.

jump in the
groupchat
For the qualitative phase, a three-day online chat community was designed
in a loose online- focus-group format where 94 Gen Zers were selected to
speak candidly in structured conversations about certain topics ranging
from influencer inspirations to their favorite social media posts.
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Respondent Demographics
Participants ranged from 14 to 27-year-old Gen Zers. A majority of respondents
were based in the United States, while 45 respondents were located
internationally. Gen Zers ranged from college graduates, young professionals,
high school students, and college students of varying race/ethnic and gender
identities.

RESULTS
Statistics were gathered with a margin of error of +/-6.04%. These statistics
provide concrete evidence that aligns with key takeaways from the interview
phase.
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Gen Z isn’t a perfect generation. Despite what you’ve heard, they aren’t a cohort
of insatiable, subversive kids whose only interests are TikTok dances and
Olivia Rodrigo1 . Like every generation before them, they’re greatly diverse in
age, experiences, interests, and ambitions. Yet, even with all these differences,
they share one common vision: creating a more equitable society for not only
themselves, but future generations, too. They’ll never stop striving for this goal,
so brands better shape up.

The reality is that 78% of Gen Zers believe brands are all talk and no action,
sparking skepticism. Gen Z doesn’t trust you, and they’ll continue to leave you
on read until you give them a reason to care. To cultivate a mutually beneficial
(read: profitable) relationship with Gen Z, brands have to throw out their dusty
marketing playbooks, recognize their wrongs, realign their values with those of
today’s youth, and reimagine what it means to be a brand that stands the test
of our ever- changing times.

1. An American singer-songwriter and Disney star best known for her 2021 breakout hit “drivers license.”
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RECOGNIZING
WRONGS
So, if no one’s told you yet — you’re a simp2. But that’s okay, because the first step
to fixing a problem is admitting you have a problem. So say it with us: I’m a simp,
I’m a simp, I’m a simp.

2. A person overly eager for the attention of someone they’re into, even if that person isn’t interested.
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Alright, now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, let’s get to the
matter at hand: just 8% of Gen Zers strongly feel that brands
understand their generation. Cold world. To kick you while you’re
down, Gen Z’s coin amounts to more than $7 trillion3. But money
aside, that 8% doesn’t necessarily speak to Gen Z’s overall
satisfaction with brands. In order to gain purchase intent and
brand affinity from today’s youth, you must be willing to confess
your sins. (You know, like Usher in 2004. And while there won’t be
a Grammy-winning album in the cards for you, this will put you
one step closer to the best relationship ever.)

Admitting you messed up sounds
difficult,
but,
when
you
consider everything else that
stands between brands and Gen
Z, admission is the easiest
part.
The real challenges are the
numerous
barriers
to
entry
you must break down to build
a strong, lasting connection
with Gen Zers (we’ll get to
that later).

3. According to a 2020 research report by Bank of America.
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Gen Zers are a force. They’ve got the tools, communities, and
vision to leave brands in the dust. And they’re not afraid to do so:
94% say they have big goals in life and 75% say they are going to
leave the world a better place than they left it.
They can’t be bothered with capitalism; with just 31% believing
the current system works for them, they don’t have much to lose,
anyway. They’re ready to start from scratch if that’s what it takes
to bring their vision for a more equitable world to life. More than
half (63%) say breaking the mold is more important than stability.

The only thing that will get
them to slow down is taking
a breather in the name of
mental health...

— which 99% say is super important and takes precedence over
physical health, climate change, their career, and their education.
(Speaking of which... we need to take our self-care break right
now. BRB.)
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After a less-than-spotless track record, Kendall Jenner appeared in a controversial
2021 commercial for her new tequila label, in which she galavanted on horseback
across agave fields while Mexican farmers labored under the sun. In the
advertisement — which was notably color-graded with a stereotypical yellow filter4
— the 26-year-old supermodel donned what appeared to be traditional Mexican
clothing and accessories, along with a braided hairstyle often associated with
Indigenous people. But this marketing blunder was not the first time Jenner was
the front and center of a controversial ad. In case your brain deleted every news
headline before 2020, let us remind you that the reality-television personality also
infamously starred in a 2017 Pepsi spot that featured imagery of police-involved
social protests. Naturally, the commercial was met with immediate backlash and
quickly pulled from distribution — and to this day, Gen Zers still feel some type of
way about Pepsi for a plethora of reasons.

“Never, never, never will I purposefully drink a Coke or Pepsi product.
Their plastic packaging has irreparably littered our planet for no
reason other than their own greed. I just read an article today that
they are essentially making bogus nonprofits (backed by government
dollars) to pick up their mess and then give them the plastic for
essentially free. So greedy and unethical! This is all aside from the
fact that sodas are so unhealthy!!!”
– 23-year-old nonbinary college graduate from Florida

4. A color-grading style in film that, according to the Media Diversity Institute, is often used to dramatize
stories taking place in Latin America, Africa and South Asia — regions stereotypically viewed by Westerners
as “developing.”
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Fool Gen Z once, shame on you; fool Gen Z twice, and you’re
irrelevant. Although some audiences gave Jenner a pass for the
Pepsi debacle due to the fact that she wasn’t involved in the
creative conception of the advertisement (we won’t name who
was... you know who you are), upon the release of Jenner’s 818
Tequila commercial, the social media streets were not having it.
TikTok and Twitter users were quick to call out the problematic,
culturally insensitive themes used in the ad, as well as critique
Jenner’s overall decision to launch a tequila brand, despite her,
a white American woman, not having any cultural ties to Mexico.
Interestingly enough, an entire episode of Keep Up With the
Kardashians actually detailed the Pepsi ad fallout, and let’s
just say there were tons of tears rolling down the cheeks of a
remorseful Jenner, who said offending people was not her
“intent.” Yet, she managed to do so, twice. And we wonder why
Gen Z doesn’t trust brands and the people who represent them...
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While Instagram has been criticized by its users for various reasons throughout its
11-year history, the social-media giant made headlines as recently as September
2021 for its idea to create a platform5 specifically for kids under 13. (This sort of
reminded us of that time Apple gifted everyone with an iTunes account a permanent
copy of that U2 album. You know the one you couldn’t delete? Like, who even asked
for that?)
According to an official statement, Instagram Kids was being developed with good
intentions. But it’s hard to believe Instagram’s motives when its parent company,
Meta (then Facebook), was simultaneously earning criticism for downplaying the
negative mental-health effects their platform has on teen girls that same month. And
while parents and policymakers are presently concerned about the mental state
of The Youth™, our research revealed Gen Z has its own reasons to be P.O.’d at
Facebook.

.

“The brand I hate/avoid the most is probably Facebook. I don’t trust
them with any personal information. I also don’t like how they use
people’s personal information. Instagram is owned by Facebook and
is basically the same to me at this point. Facebook uses some really
sketchy methods to get/save information on you. Even if you don’t
have a Facebook account they still save information about you.”
– 19-year-old male college student from Nevada

5. In September 2021, the Wall Street Journal reported that Facebook’s own in-depth research demonstrated a
significant teen mental-health issue that the company attempted to downplay to the public.
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From mental-health ramifications to anxieties about privacy,
instances like these paint a full picture of why our data shows
that 78% of Gen Zers believe brands are all talk and no action.

It’s no surprise Gen Z isn’t
afraid to tell social media
that it’s time for a break.
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We can already hear you asking, “But what about big brands like
Nike? People love them, and they’re definitely not saints.” First of
all, no offense, but you’re not Nike. We know it sounds harsh, but
once again — you wanted to hear the truth, right?

Well, the truth is a company
like
Nike
has
built
enough
cultural clout to cosplay as a
good corporate citizen, even
when it isn’t always true.

That charade has been successful, too; for instance, one of our
research participants said they admire the brand’s “[innovative]
effort to use recycled materials” in its products. However, despite
earning applause from the good-natured general public for their
environmentalism, Nike is viewed differently by fashion-industry
professionals and sustainability experts.
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As of 2021, Good On You, a leading social impact business and
platform that assesses fashion brands’ individual ethics and
sustainability efforts, notes that Nike still has “a way to go” in
proving itself as a legitimately sustainable or ethical company (and
encourages shoppers to purchase activewear elsewhere). Still,
Nike has become synonymous with highly sought-after athleisure
and sportswear. They even did a little shoe collaboration with
some guy named Michael Jordan way back when. The point is
that brands like them are the exception and not the rule.
Yeah, yeah, we know it isn’t fair, but remember everyone has
corporate skeletons Gen Z is more than willing to pick a bone
with. So when it comes to proving you’re the perfect catch amidst
your flaws, how do you woo this younger generation? Well, you
have to connect with them where it matters — their values.
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REALIGNING
VALUES
Remember the days of Craigslist personals? Man seeking woman vibes? Those
extremely sus6 posts titled “Miss my friend” with even more sus descriptions
reading, “In search of a lover who meets all of my needs… send pics?” Well, those
days are (thankfully) over. I mean, you still should send pics — but not those kinds
of pics. People want to see photos of your face. The real you.

6. A cooler way to say “suspicious.” Get into it!
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Now that you’ve already agreed to lay it all on the line by recognizing your
wrongs, you might as well take it one step further and open up to Gen Z
about who you truly are.

Today’s youth want to know that the
brands they support have the same
principles they do — and while
this doesn’t mean you have to be
the Ken to their Barbie, it does
mean you have to check the boxes
where they matter.

Now, not to make you feel inadequate, but if the perfect match did exist,
their names would be Ben and Jerry. We guess that would make a throuple,
but who’s counting? Well, technically we are counting...
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Like an Aries moon7 who has no time to waste, Ben & Jerry’s is upfront with
what they care about. The Ben & Jerry’s website features a “values” tab that
sits smack dab at the top of the homepage. With subsection titled How We Do
Business, Issues We Care About, Our Progressive Values, and The Ben & Jerry’s
Foundation, the website emphasizes the Ben & Jerry’s conviction that “ice
cream can change the world.” Ambitious? Yeah. But authentically so: “We seek
in all we do, at every level of our business, to advance human rights and dignity,
support social and economic justice for historically marginalized communities,
and protect and restore the Earth’s natural systems,” says Ben & Jerry’s. The
proof is in the Chunky Monkey:

“Ben & Jerry’s has been leading the way [in political positioning].”
-24-year-old Latinx male outside of the U.S.

7. People with an Aries moon sign are infamously impatient and impulsive. If you know you know.
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For a generation coming to age at a time at which oppressive systems are
being critiqued and subverted, ice cream pints packaged in provocations
really hit the spot.

“They are known for taking a stand on political issues like police
brutality and the occupation going on in Palestine. They also have
sustainable practices and make a good quality product.”
21-year-old female college student from Massachusetts
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Do you know what
for Gen Zers?

else

hits

the

spot

Radical underwear courtesy of Parade, an apparel company that specializes
in creating size-inclusive, sustainable undies and bras. And here’s what Gen
Z loves about Parade: Unlike brands that have been lambasted for anti-fat,
transphobic, or misogynistic sentiments, such as Victoria’s Secret8, “Parade is
inclusive about body types and they have a lot of diverse models,” noted one
research respondent, a 19-year-old music journalism student from Philadelphia.
Parade’s website expresses sentiments similar to Ben & Jerry’s. On their
homepage, the brand immediately let’s shoppers know what’s up, stating
that not only are their garments made from certified recyclable materials and
offered in sizes XS to 3XL, but they also donate 1% of sales to organizations
they support. Now that’s what we call a bottom line. (Get it?)

8. Throughout history, women’s lingerie and beauty retailer Victoria’s Secret has repeatedly gone under fire for discriminating against trans and plus-size women in their marketing. In 2020, the New York Times reported that, internally,
the company culture at Victoria’s Secret was imbued with misogyny, bullying, and harassment for both models and
employees.
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Gen Z’s love for both Parade and Ben & Jerry’s proves that no
matter the industry you’re in (or product you’re trying to convince
them is the best thing since TikTok), today’s youth still want to
see the same thing from brands across the board: a conscious,
honest effort to make the world a better place for everyone.
Now, we know it seems like we’re going on about these two
companies quite a bit — and we swear, it’s not to make you
jealous or anything. (Then again, our therapists did tell us a little
bit of jealousy in a relationship is perfectly healthy and normal.
Just sayin’.) Rather, it’s crucial to take a look at brands that do a
masterful job of aligning their values with those of today’s young
consumers.
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While these two particular brands have made it crystal clear that
their businesses are not merely driven by profit, but social-good
missions, too, they reinforce what our research at Adolescent
has already uncovered. When considering values as they relate to
both importance and brand love, Gen Z is driven by the following:
inclusivity, ethical business practices, sustainable business
practices, innovation, and overall shared principles.

What can we say?
Gen Z has a type.

A close look at the data also reveals that similar values drive Gen
Z’s overall purchase intent: 92% are driven by sustainability; 91%
affordability; 90% ethical business practices; 87% inclusivity; and
86% shared values.
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When it comes to the dating scene, it doesn’t always hurt to have
some skin in the game. With age comes maturity, wisdom, and
people who are (sometimes) willing to turn a blind eye when you do
something cringey.

Let’s be clear: Any brand pulling
outright problematic stunts and
tricks will receive an onslaught
of criticism, especially as Gen
Zers continue to pave the way
to a more equitable society.

But the biggest corporations aren’t always benched after a couple of
foul balls. For instance, the aforementioned Pepsi protest commercial
riled up many consumers, but the soft drink didn’t get pulled from the
shelves, nor was the Pepsi brand irreversibly tarnished — because
it takes more than a single misstep for a 123-year-old MVP to get
kicked out of the league. Keep in mind that not every brand will be
able to endure a faux pas as big as Pepsi’s, though, so stay on your
best game.
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There’s good news: Brand imperfections can be tolerated as long
as there’s transparency around them and honest intention to
change. However, if false promises are discovered, it can put the
brand at risk with Gen Z. And though it’s not yet clear whether
this same grace extends to smaller, emerging brands, 82% of
Gen Zers would research a brand before making a purchase. We
don’t know about you, but all we need is an Instagram handle to
dig up more dirt than the FBI.
So, whether you’re the Mr. Big of brands or some new cutie in the
DMs, there are a few automatic deal-breakers you should worry
about. For Gen Z — a cohort that almost unanimously (99%) agrees
mental health is of the utmost importance — disengaging with
content that makes them anxious is a priority. More specifically,
racism, violence, and inequality were noted as some of their
biggest fears. If your brand is toeing the lines of any of those
traditions, then you’re probably already on their blocked list (aka
canceled).
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Yes, we said the forbidden word,
canceled. (We wonder what happens
if you say that three times in
the mirror of a c-suite. Try it
out, and text us an update.)

OK, but on a serious note — we know you’re probably spinning your
marketing wheels on a daily basis trying to avoid being burned at
the stake across the interwebs. We get it. Your reputation is all you
have. Just as some brands are able to earn the public’s praise for
being “sustainable” and “diverse” (even when it could be furthest
from the truth), you also can earn a bad rap just as easily. And with
social media, bold, scandalous (and often incorrect) rumors spread
like wildfire.
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TOMMY SAID WHAT?
The social media rumor mill is only a new iteration of cultural
folklore — even before social media existed, brands got the public’s
boot. For instance, beginning in the mid-1990s, American fashion
designer Tommy Hilfiger faced allegations that he appeared on the
Oprah Winfrey Show saying he didn’t make his clothes for “Black,
Hispanic, and Jewish people.” The grapevine — which supposedly
started growing via an email chain letter — also claimed Hilfiger
“didn’t want them wearing [his product].”
Get this, though: The most interesting fact about this whole debacle
is that Hilfiger had never even been on Winfrey’s popular daytime
show. (Sorry, but Lizzo was wrong, and none of the rumors were
true.) Yet, this long-running PR nightmare was so pervasive that the
designer ended up making his official debut on the show in the mid2000s to set the record straight.
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We’ve all been there: sitting at a bar on your first date with a
stomach full of butterflies. The person you’re trying to win over
is a total baddie9, but they’re also a little out of your league. So —
even though you’re rocking your best fit, most enticing fragrance,
and mintiest breath — you’re still nervous. What if they don’t think
you can walk the walk, even after you claim to talk the talk? What
if you say all the “right” things and they still don’t care? What if you
simply can’t stop blabbing and end up looking like an awkward
tryhard with zero filter and no game?
As you’ve learned by now, Gen Z has pretty high standards. And,
even if your brand looks promising on paper (or should we say
Tinder?), Gen Zers can detect B.S. from a mile away. Basically,
not only can they tell you’re lying when you say you’re “super” into
that indie band you can’t even name five songs by, but they also
know you’re capping10 when you falsely claim to care about “deep
stuff,” like social issues and political activism. You heard right
— posting an MLK quote on Instagram when a Black person is
murdered by police or selling rainbow-patterned products during
June doesn’t make you look any more “woke11” or “progressive”
than the next company attempting to circumvent cancelation.

9. Someone who’s a ten. Bad, but in a good way — like a badass or a bad b****.
10. Lying. Smh.
11. A term originating in Black (or African American) Vernacular English, meaning “alert to racial prejudice and discrimination.” Nowadays, the phrase has been appropriated by non-Black people to describe general social awareness.

31

HOW TO BAG A GEN ZER

DO NOT DISTURB
WHY

IS GEN Z

I G N O R I N G YO U

It takes a lot more than marketing and messaging to convince
today’s youth that a brand’s values align with theirs. In an ideal
world, Gen Z would like for a brand’s business practices to truly
reflect their values clearly and holistically; and if brands aren’t
already putting in the work to help make the world a better, more
equitable place, they need to prove to Gen Zers that they’re
changing their practices and keeping their promises in real,
tangible ways.

TL;DR: Gen Z can tell when you’re
bluffing. And it only makes you
look like a thirsty, lyin’ lil’
— kidding, kidding.

Now, don’t get it twisted. None of this means you must be the
Malcolm X, Marsha P. Johnson, or Greta Thunberg of brands.
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In
fact,
contrary
to
popular
belief,
most
Gen
Zers
don’t
necesarily
believe
it’s
up
to
brands to solve the major issues
troubling our society.

So you can go ahead and nix that Underground Railroad playlist you
were throwing together for next year’s Black History Month. Please.
You may also be surprised to hear that taking a stand on political
issues is not a driver of neither brand love nor purchase intent for
Gen Z consumers. But what does matter to Gen Z is honesty and
authenticity — and time and time again, brands have fumbled the
bag in a performative attempt at social consciousness.
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In 2020, direct-to-consumer beauty and skincare brand Glossier — a selfproclaimed “inclusive” cosmetics label that touts phrases like “democratize
beauty” — received flack from its Gen Z and millennial following for claiming to
support racial justice in the wake of George Floyd’s murder despite allegedly
mishandling their own issues with racism and anti-Blackness internally.
The result? Gen Z disengaging.

“[I steer clear of] any brand that’s been outed for being racist (Glossier, Drunk
Elephant, Jeffree Star Cosmetics). Or, really, brands that claim to be inclusive and
care for minority groups but say or do things that are the complete opposite of their
‘beliefs.’”
-College student, 19, North Carolina
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It goes without saying that the only thing Gen Z dislikes more than a company whose
marketing reeks of performative advocacy and virtue signaling12 is a company that
doesn’t even try to fake it. (Like, at least act like you’re fighting for this relationship,
will ya?)

“As hard as it is, I try to avoid ordering anything from Amazon unless I really can’t get
it from anywhere [else]. [The company] exploits its workers, is practically a monopoly
on multiple fronts, and doesn’t have super ethical shipping practices.”
-Female student, 22, Maryland

Their words, not ours. But the tech-and-e-commerce giant’s website tells
a conflicting story: “Amazon strives to be Earth’s most customer-centric
company, Earth’s best employer, and Earth’s safest place to work,” the
site reads. Our Amazon suitor also highlights a new concern for Gen Zers:
How a company’s employees are treated.

12. The action or practice of publicly expressing opinions or sentiments intended to demonstrate
one’s good character or the moral correctness of one’s position on a particular issue.
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A few brands that Gen Zers refuse to patronize due to the fact that said brands seem
apathetic toward issues they care about most, such as sustainability and inclusivity,
include fashion labels Brandy Melville and SHEIN. Despite thinking their clothes are
“so cute,” one 22-year-old female postgraduate student from Ohio refrains from
shopping at Brandy Melville, a women’s apparel company that infamously only
offers its clothing in the size XS/S, because “size exclusivity just isn’t it.” Other Gen
Zers feel some type of way about fast-fashion companies like Chinese brand SHEIN,
which has repeatedly faced criticism for its lack of transparency regarding unethical
labor and nonexistent sustainability efforts.

“SHEIN is a fast-fashion brand with cheap quality and cheap prices but [below
average] standards on sustainability and ethical practices. [I’ve heard] talks of them
using child labor, too. I will not support a brand that uses standards that are inhumane
and bad for the environment — no matter how appealing the prices and the trendy
apparel they carry could seem.”
-Female student, 22, Maryland
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If you’re picking up what we’re putting down, this whole corporate responsibility
thing might sound like one big, confusing Catch-22 — you can’t yell “Fight the
power!” but you can’t not yell “Fight the power!” either. So, what, exactly, do
you do to prove to Gen Z that you’re down for the cause, aka aligned with their
values? You do what you do in any relationship you actually care about: perform
a boombox serenade outside of their house a lá John Cusack. (Yeah, we’ve
seen that movie. We’re not that young, dang.)
Brands need to prove to Gen Z that there are actions underlying their words.
Because it’s not so much that today’s youth don’t want brands to advocate
for the issues they claim to believe in — it’s just that they’d rather see brands
invested in these social causes over the long haul rather than when it’s convenient
or trendy for them to be. So, to prove you’re ready for a serious relationship
with Gen Z, you have to get serious about developing continuing, deep-rooted
strategy for your social responsibility work and the messaging that sometimes
surrounds13 it.

13. Remember what we said about talking too much on a date? Yeah, well, you can talk too much about how great of a company you are for throwing a few grand at the ACLU. Oftentimes, turning your philanthropic or social
responsibility work into entire campaigns looks even more disingenuous than doing nothing. (Pro tip: move in silence.) Still, if you do insist on talking about it, at least let the trees grow before going on about the seeds.
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You’re getting tired of hearing about these old anti-establishment bros, right?
Honestly, so are we. But it’s not our fault their brand is as likable as a forprofit company can be in this present era of late-stage capitalism14, and for
decades, the organization has not only earned a notable reputation for their
creamy concoctions but their genuine effort to make the world a better place
— even before it was expected of (or even acceptable for) brands to involve
themselves in sociopolitical conversations. In recent years, Ben & Jerry’s has
received praise for its progressive stances on issues such as: criminal justice
reform at large and racial injustice in relation to marijuana legalization; LGBTQ+
rights and anti-discrimination laws for transgender folks; and other hot-button,
equity-centric topics like climate justice and refugee rights.

But, long before social justice went
mainstream, Ben & Jerry’s was advocating
for societal change.

14. Late-stage capitalism, aka the wacky world we currently live in, where a handful of old white dudes could literally
solve world hunger if they wanted to… but don’t.
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As far back as 2005, the brand partnered with environmentalist organizations
like the World Wildlife Foundation to enlist young people in programs supporting
climate change research; that same year, they also famously protested
controversial oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. Their candor
didn’t stop at sustainability, either. In 2011, Ben & Jerry’s’ board of directors
stood in direct solidarity with Occupy Wall Street protestors, and in 2018, the
brand released a limited-edition flavor called “Pecan Resist” in response to the
Trump administration’s “regressive and discriminatory policies.” (With the new
flavor, they also donated $100,000 to a variety of organizations “working on the
front lines of the peaceful resistance.”) And, for over 35 years, the company’s
nonprofit, The Ben & Jerry’s Foundation, has helped fund organizations in the
U.S. that are working for progressive social change; overall, the foundation
has donated over $50 million. Now that’s a lot of moo-lah.
To say the least, Ben & Jerry’s’ history proves that the company has always been
about That Equity Life™. So it’s no wonder Gen Zers support them — along
with a handful of other brands that, at their business’ core, share principles
with Gen Z.
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GIRLFRIEND COLLECTIVE
Another company that earns a swipe right from today’s youth for their
transparency, inclusivity, and sustainability efforts is activewear label
Girlfriend Collective:

“It’s really hard to know what’s actually sustainable these days with ‘greenwashing,“[but] Girlfriend Collective actually gives a breakdown on their
website saying how many bottles were used per article of clothing and
is very transparent about their overall process in [clothing production] as
well as shipping [and beyond]. I think they also promote natural bodies by
including models from size XXS-5XL and not photoshopping [images]...
you can see stretch marks, acne, wrinkles. This is refreshing.”
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“Ultimately, the way we exist can be a stance on political issues. If a brand
is honest about their ethical practices, sourcing, etc., and continues to
uphold specific values related to human rights, [then] existing in that fashion
is consequently taking a stand. It is not up to brands to suddenly be the
main voices on political issues, but they often have widespread platforms
where everyday people can be reached. Brands are allowed to say they
were uninformed or do not have the width to grasp certain concepts, but
many political issues are entirely aligned with operating a business in a
capitalistic society, so it seems almost necessary to bring attention to issues
that surround us constantly.”
21-year-old female college student from Massachusetts

21-year-old cis-female part-timer from California
‘Nuff said. Now excuse us while we roast your Instagram feed. Bullying
works!
Refreshing, indeed… and also quite simple. If your brand truly values the
basic ideas that Gen Z values — ethical business practices, inclusivity,
transparency, sustainability, and innovation — then your political or
cultural values will speak for themselves. But don’t take it from us; take it
straight from our research participants:
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REimagine
yourself
We know we probably sound like that young person in your life who’s constantly
reminding you that with each passing second you’re *this* much closer to being
eligible for an AARP membership, but that’s okay — you’re still young at heart.
(Besides, some people are into the cougars and silver foxes of the world. That
could be you if you play your cards right.)
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It’s not enough just to have the same values as Gen Z. You also have to
be willing to reimagine what it means to be in their lives, not just their
parents’.
And while Gen Xers are often associated with consumerism and
meritocracy, only 9% of Gen Z strongly agree that capitalism can work
for them. This generation is not interested in the rat race of the American
Dream but instead focused on pursuing purpose and creating a better
world for themselves and the next generation.
So, how does an established brand fit into these changing times? Well,
you have to be in the know. And not in a Mean Girls, “I’m a cool mom” kind
of way — but with more intention and less condescension. It’s not enough
to know what “it’s giving” means and use the phrase in an Instagram
caption; it’s about evolving your behavior.
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We know we’ve drilled the word inclusion into your mind enough at
this point, but it’s for good reason. For the generation accustomed to
#NationalComingOutDay and using affirmative language to describe a
variety of social identities, it’s no surprise Gen Z is serious when it comes
to making space for others.

“People’s lives and identities deserve to be respected... I can’t live
a peaceful life if people are disrespecting my very existence as if I’m
not alive!”
-Black female college graduate, 23, New York

Exclusivity isn’t “cool” anymore — and evidencing the dwindling success
of exclusionary marketing tactics is the downfall of Victoria’s Secret. For
decades, the lingerie company portrayed the ideal woman as a slender,
tall “angel” with a tiny waist and full bust. In the 1990s and 2000s, the
brand’s sexy, fantasy-focused marketing hypnotized its customer base
of everyday women who viewed the “angel” ideal as aspirational (or, as
millennials would say, #goals). And while Victoria’s Secret’s brand I.D. was
rooted in the male gaze, it was still coveted.
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However, as consumer opinions changed with time, and women identified
less and less with misogynistic beauty standards, Victoria’s Secret began
falling out of popularity in the 2010s. In 2018, the brand received backlash
when Ed Razek, their chief marketing officer, addressed criticisms
regarding his company’s transphobia and anti-fat bias. “We market to
who we sell to, and we don’t market to the whole world,” he told Vogue.
“We attempted to do a television special for plus-sizes [in 2000]. No one
had any interest in it, still don’t.” Razek also mentioned that the show
sells a “fantasy.” (We guess plus-sized and trans women didn’t fit their
cloud nine.) By the sound of it, they made themselves so exclusive, no
one wanted to be included. See what we did there?
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Despite Razek’s beliefs, it actually does pay to “market to the whole world,” especially
in the era of new brands like Savage X Fenty. The trailblazing lingerie label created
by pop icon and business mogul Rihanna made waves in fashion culture for their
inclusive approach to lingerie.

“[If I owned a brand], I would want to make everyone feel included by the brand. [I
would want] people to look at the people in our ads and see people who look like
them so that they can see [themselves] using our products too.”
Black female college student, 23, Indiana

While Victoria’s Secret relied on the desirability of angelic top models for their longrunning, annual Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show, the innovative Savage X Fenty Show
has earned praise for including models of all backgrounds, sizes, and genders. The
2018 Savage show even featured two pregnant models. Since the TV special’s debut,
the Savage X Fenty show has grown popular for not only showcasing talent that has
been historically underrepresented in fashion, but also redefining the meaning and
look of “sexy.”
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Not sure if they got a leak from our research, but post-COVID lockdown,
Victoria’s Secret — the brand once donned by supermodel angels — took
on a new direction. In 2021, the company chief executive, Marin Waters,
admitted the famous lingerie brand had some cultural catch-up to play.
“When the world was changing, we were too slow to respond,” he told
the New York Times. “We needed to stop being about what men want and
to be about what women want.” In conversation with the New York Post,
their new creative director, Raul Martinez, spoke to the current revamping
of the physical stores saying they want to be “more inviting for women to
enter.”
The new integration of full-figured mannequins, and new spokeswomen,
such as soccer player and gender equity advocate Megan Rapinoe, are
proof that any brand can pivot into something better, right? On paper,
yes. However, the timing of this shift could also create the illusion of the
aforementioned bandwagon behavior. Only time will tell if Victoria and
her secret are actually in it for the long haul. If they aren’t, well, TikTok will
be sure to let us know about it in a one-minute exposé.
But the idea of exclusivity isn’t limited to size and gender identity; it even
spills over into conversations of classism. The appeal of luxury is often
rooted in the idea of a product’s price point creating a clear line between
the haves and have nots.

46

STORYTIME

DO NOT DISTURB
WHY

IS GEN Z

I G N O R I N G YO U

Bay-Area rapper Saweetie15 caught heat in 2020 when she took to social
media to essentially say that a man doesn’t truly love you unless he buys
you a Hermès Birkin bag. In case you didn’t know, the high-end purse
she was referring to can cost up to $500,000. This hot take came in the
midst of the coronavirus pandemic when people were in dire need of
financial relief, and remember when we said Gen Z wasn’t really meshing
with capitalism these days? (You can scroll back up if you forgot already.)
Well that 9% statistic may be a clear indication of why there was such
backlash towards the self-proclaimed Icy Girl, and why young consumers
began cashing in on other fashion brands that were waiting in the wings.

15. Known for her hits “Icy Girl” and “Best Friend,” Saweetie is a Grammy-nominated recording artist
who personifies new-money luxury. Her aesthetic is flashy, blingtastic, and ultra feminine.
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Telfar, the Black-owned brand with the motto “NOT FOR YOU — FOR EVERYONE,”
is a prime example of a company with culture and values germane to Gen Z. Now
known for their iconic vegan leather “shopping bags,” also dubbed the “Bushwick
Birkins,” the fashion label has put a stamp on luxury fashion at affordable price
points16. The queer designer behind the gender-neutral label has made an effort
to make Telfar products accessible to those who want them. For instance, in
response to growing frustration from customers who couldn’t get their hands on
the high-demand handbags in 2020, the company issued a statement, saying: “We
are not about hype and scarcity. We didn’t set out to make an impossible-to-get
product. The whole point of our bag is accessibility and community.” This, followed
by a new initiative to make pre-ordering easier, further solidified the public’s
affinity for the popular brand.
Telfar’s “shopping bag” business model is almost a complete one-eighty from
the luxury Hermès Birkin bags that are made in limited quantities for the sake
of exclusivity. Our research shows that inclusion, ethics, affordability, and
sustainability are all drivers toward purchases. So, if it’s a profit that you’re after, it
pays to be a brand that’s doing good — for everyone.

16. Telfar’s famous “shopping bag” tote is sold in three sizes priced from $150 to $257.

48

WE DON’T DREAM OF LABOR

DO NOT DISTURB
WHY

IS GEN Z

I G N O R I N G YO U

The world is much different than when you and Henry Ford used to meet
up on your lunch breaks — we actually have indoor plumbing now. (Clearly,
that was a joke...kinda.) But, honestly, so much has changed in society
and culture since Ford introduced the 40-hour workweek that he thought
would give his employees more time to buy things. This adulting model of
working all week and spending your dollars all weekend is as American
as baseball, but Gen Z is actively rejecting this sentiment. When it comes
to the idea of working a 9 to 5, 66% of Gen Z considers the concept to be
a nightmare.

“In general, [I’m scared of] just becoming a robot as an adult... Just
waking up, going to work, and coming back home. I hate thinking of
that cycle; I watched my family go through it and they weren’t happy.”
Black female college graduate, 23, New York
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They have seen the negative impacts of a society that prioritizes the
growth of corporations at the expense of the people. We’ve alluded to the
issue of mental wellness ad nauseam, but with a whopping 99% of Gen Z
declaring mental health more important than both career and education,
it’s worth mentioning. The generation of self-care and mental health days
is not interested in being burned out for billionaires and their Bugattis.
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“I think Gen Z is doing an amazing job of pushing back against systems
that have been in place for decades that have been the norm for Boomers,
Gen X, and even millennials. I think the pandemic really showed us that
capitalism, professionalism etc are not a viable option for the health
and safety of humans. Many Gen Zers prioritize their mental health over
anything and they are, we are, not afraid to challenge these systems.”
- 21-year-old female part-timer from California

The writing is on the wall. Gen Z knows there’s way more to life than being
held hostage by what they perceive to be a broken system: capitalism. Today’s
youth can’t be bribed with company culture events, free espresso bars, Equinox
memberships, product discounts, or even unlimited PTO — because none of
these “perks” offset the toxic work culture that has resulted from an economic
system prioritizing productivity and profits over our society’s collective mind
state.17

17. Or the wellbeing of Mother Earth
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We said what we said. Long hours, “competitive” pay, and a lack of
balance in work and life is not what family looks like to Gen Z (although
disingenuous HR departments would say otherwise). Newsflash: What
Gen Z doesn’t need is a boss that’s a mom or a peer that’s a sibling.
Instead, they need employers that care about who they are outside of
their corporate service — and if a company isn’t genuinely invested in a
Gen Zer’s personal journey, then byeeeeeee.
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“I think much of our generation is realizing that the jobs offered to us are
often to make other people rich and that our efforts should instead go
towards our own wealth or, [at] the very least, something we enjoy. The
workplace culture of capitalist companies is very much anti-having-a-lifeoutside-of-work, and people become consumed with jobs that ultimately
would replace them in the blink of an eye.”
- 23-year-old female full-time professional from California

Just because Gen Z doesn’t want to work for you doesn’t mean they won’t
buy your products; they will. However, the world in which they live out your
corporate consumer fantasies is a matter of dystopian science fiction.
Remember, it’s you that needs them, and unlike previous generations, Gen Z
is fully prepared to beat you at your own game.
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Gen Z isn’t playing hard to get — they’re just That Girl™ (or guy, or gendernonconforming shawty). Today’s teens and young adults are doing big
things: they’re challenging norms, creating space for others, engaging in
mental health conversations, and binge-playing Fortnite as if the world’s
about to end. (Oh wait, it is. BTW, does anyone remember when climate
change gets to the really bad stage?)
Anyway, what we’re trying to say is: Gen Z don’t need no brand — unless
they’re banking on becoming the next Addison Rae17, which, in that case,
they definitely need you. Relationships are transactional, after all. *wink*

But, on a serious note, it’s important
to remember that some Gen Zers are
moving away from traditional work
models, and 85% want to monetize the
things that make them feel good.
Moreover, another 63% believe that
breaking the mold is more important
than stability — and these numbers
represent a serendipitous opportunity
for
an
internet-savvy
generation
to autonomously create a life they
actually enjoy.

18. Addison Rae, a Gen Z mega-influencer, is one of the biggest stars on TikTok with over 85 million followers. Since rising to
fame, she’s crossed over into music and film. Her debut movie, He’s All That, was released on Netflix in 2021.
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And while there are some Gen Z tastemakers on the internet, some Gen Zers
aren’t happy with the current state of influencer culture. This could be due to
the fact that the numbers aren’t adding up when it comes to brand partnerships
and their metrics. The data shows a clear divide between what audiences want
and what brands prioritize in terms of influencer marketing and social content.

TL;DR: When it comes to influencers on
social media, the qualities that brands
consider turn-ons are actually seen by
Gen Zers as major red flags.

Through our work as a Gen Z creative agency, we’ve seen how some of your
industry peers consider follower count, frequent posting, and overly curated
content to be the defining characteristics of the perfect influencer — not to
mention the unspoken rule of mostly enlisting Gen Z content creators who are
deemed both conventionally “cool” and “beautiful.” (And before you say, “Oh,
everyone is beautiful,” and “Anyone can be cool,” you know exactly what we’re
talking about. Don’t cap.)

53

THE MATH ISN’T MATHING

DO NOT DISTURB
WHY

IS GEN Z

I G N O R I N G YO U

But now is the time to face the music: Gen Z doesn’t give a hoot about all the stuff
you care about. In fact, very few Gen Zers (only 29%) are concerned about how
often influencers post, while even fewer (26%) care about influencers posting
curated content. And if an influencer is “cool” or “beautiful,” they barely bat an
eye. (You feel shallow now, don’t you?)
All in all, just like with brands, Gen Zers are highly selective of the influencers
they choose to engage with.

“I don’t follow many influencers because I like my timeline to be filled with
only things that inspire me. Like, for example, I want to open Instagram
and see posts that make my day better or bring me joy or inspire me to do
something, not posts that make me feel bad about myself or like I have to
buy stuff that I don’t need. I feel like these days (especially here in Brazil),
many influencers are all about consumerism, so I prefer to follow artists
that inspire me and influencers who make content that I find interesting or
helpful.”
23-year-old female college graduate
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There is an understanding amongst Gen Zers that sponsored posts are a
necessary evil of the innately consumeristic influencer world. However, Gen
Z does not want to see influencers exclusively posting sponsored or sales-y
content — especially because doing so signals that they are promoting products
they don’t genuinely use. Other Gen Zers prefer to avoid the “commitment” of
following influencers altogether, even if they do enjoy the content. (You know
them youngins, always afraid of commitment!)

“Sometimes it is just better to check on someone’s page occasionally
rather than commit to following them, especially because it’s not always
healthy to constantly see nothing but influencers on your feed.”
- 19-year-old female college student

While opinions on how Gen Z likes to engage with influencers differ, most of
today’s youth seek out influencers with certain desirable personality traits.
Authenticity (73%) is the most important trait to Gen Z, followed by uniqueness
(59%) and humor (56%). These three qualities tower over the aforementioned
traits that brands have historically regarded as “valuable” for their influencer
collaborations.
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Gen Z doesn’t merely want “pretty, boring” people on their feed — and this
shouldn’t be a surprise, considering Gen Z is all about keeping things real.
But don’t forget that for Gen Z, an imperative aspect of keeping things real
is acknowledging the realities of their collective experiences, both IRL and
online. Gen Zers gravitate toward influencers who are culturally identifiable
and help them contextualize their existence in the world.

“I probably love Aja Dang the most. She’s such an empowering Asian
woman that helps women find authority within their finances.”
- 22-year-old Asian female intern from Ohio

Oh, and one last thing. Hiring a few ethnically ambiguous influencers here
and some queer content creators there doesn’t mean these influencers’
marginalized identities veto the importance of delivering intriguing and
thoughtful content. Gen Z wants to learn from the people they follow on social
media, as well as engage with other Gen Zers who legitimately speak to their
interests.
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“My favorite content creator right now is @blkslvt. They post Black
influencers who wear unconventional clothes, hairstyles, makeup, etc,
and it inspires me to also wear whatever I want despite all the expectations
and stereotypes placed on me as a Black woman.”
23-year-old Black female college student from Indiana

“My favorite influencer is @bestdressed [...] Watching her college student
content inspired me to be motivated and aware of social issues relevant
to young Asian American women, such as feminism, female promiscuity,
and [the “model minority” myth]... Came for the fashion content, stayed
for the wholesome narrative and social awareness.”
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“What makes me want to engage with an influencer is them feeling real.
I don’t want to just follow someone because they’re pretty, or can sing,
or take nice pictures. I like influencers who engage with their audiences
in a way that doesn’t feel forced! Replying to comments, liking them,
being interested in a conversation, etc. Also, [I like] influencers that are
genuinely good people who, for example, donate to good charities, care
about social justice and women empowerment, LGBTQ+ [individuals],
and more. I prefer influencers who can make people laugh but know
when to keep it serious and use their platforms to influence people to be
do better.”
-23-year-old bisexual female college graduate from California

20-year-old Asian female from California
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There isn’t a one-size-fits-all approach to creating a presence in the
digital space — especially when it comes to influencers. But still, Gen
Zers follow an average of 58 of their social-media-forward peers each,
and it’s clear that they’re not leaving the internet anytime soon. Don’t
stress, though. The odds are in your favor, because as the influencer
space grows increasingly diverse, the number of high-quality influencers
increases, too. And you know what they say about true love — sometimes
you find it in unexpected places.

So
think
outside
of
the
usual
surface-level corporate metrics when
establishing
creator
partnerships:
consider an influencer’s authenticity,
humor, honesty, and lived experiences.
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Hiiiiiiii
Long time no talk, hope you’ve been well
We know we’re the ones to blame since we’ve been *accidentally* ignoring your messages. It’s just that ~life~
happened, and we kept telling ourselves we would reply… Well, you know how it goes.
Anyway, we hope you’re feeling a little better than you were the last time we talked, because lord knows you were going THROUGH it back then. But no
judgment; we all have our moments! And we have a feeling you’ve been working on yourself lately. A little bit of heartbreak always leads to a good ol’
identity crisis, right? Did you give yourself bangs? Spontaneously move to a new city? Excessively rebound-flirt with your hot local barista?
If you answered yes to any of the above, congrats: you’ve got big main character energy19 . But in between those worthwhile post-breakup activities,
hopefully you’ve thought a bit about all those self-help materials we sent you — the ones that told you how you can get back with your ex and cultivate a
meaningful relationship that’ll last forever . As a refresher, though, you’ve got to remember that your old bag of tricks won’t work anymore. To get Gen
Z thirsting after your brand, you have to recognize your wrongs, realign your values with theirs, and reimagine what it means to be a corporate brand that
stands the test of our changing times.
Oh, and get ready for another curveball — you’ll never know every single thing about Gen Z (even after reading this wonderful report by two fabulous Gen
Zers). As with every generation ever, Gen Z is an evolving cohort. Over time, Gen Zers will grow older, and along with their age, their opinions, behaviors,
and identities will change — just like the rest of our culture and society. But that doesn’t mean you and your exec BFFs are absolutely screwed. In fact,
reading this already puts you one step closer to catching Gen Zers’ hearts before they’re jaded. And if you move fast enough and play your cards right,
they’ll stick with you for life. So, with that being said, it’s time to get busy — creating actionable steps to make your business better, we mean. Because
even though generational cohorts are always changing, one thing is clear: Gen Z won’t answer any of your messages unless you give them a reason to.
Real talk: their DMs are flooded with players who are more than willing to meet their expectations and share their vision of the future.

So you better get to it, boo.
J&S

19. Feeling like you’re the center of attention — as if the universe you exist in revolves around you.
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that’s a wrap
Now that you’ve got the lowdown on how to properly court Gen Z,
are you ready to take the next step?
Drop us a line — and thanks for your time :) xx, Adolescent

Ramaa Mosley, Co-Founder & CCO
ramaa@adolescentcontent.com

Caitlin Cullen, Sr. Account Director
caitlin@adolescentcontent.com

www.adolescentcontent.com
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