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What is a  
   generation?
What is a generation? We define a generation as a group of people passing through life stages at 
the same point in time, whose attitudes and ideals have been shaped by a similar set of historical 
events. Today’s Gen Zers, born between 1997 and 2010, are generationally unique in many 
ways. This is often attributed to their ‘digital native’ status and their literacy in the self-reflective 
languages of social media. But this sophisticated, diverse, and open-minded cohort has also 
been shaped by constant societal upheaval along with concerns about the economy, schooling, 
the prospect of a work culture that requires being constantly ‘on’, and the fast eroding chances 
of owning a home. These teens and young adults, born within the context of 9/11 and the War on 
Terror, are coming of age as society grapples with the toxicity of institutional racism and sexism 
and the collapse of traditional ideas of gender and sexuality.

In the face of this, Gen Zers are not passive – they’re actively advocating and protesting for social 
justice and reform. As they enter the adult world, they expect more than past generations and 
intend to get it. Zers are identity builders, weaving disparate and sometimes contradictory ethics 
and practices into who they intend to be. But the collective anxieties of this generation have been 
exacerbated by the ‘Great Pause’ enforced by COVID-19 – and now a looming recession.

Talking about generations implies broad brush strokes. This snapshot is exactly that – a 
snapshot. We’ve pulled at the common threads that link young people in this age range together 
and have unpicked the ‘why’ behind the way they will grow up, some of the brands that might 
appeal to them, and – importantly – some of the myths attached to them. 

The 2022 Generational Snapshot of Gen Z looks at how Gen Z’s digital experiences are changing 
their attitudes to physical things, what the cost of living crisis means for entrepreneurship, and 
also explores how dissatisfaction with industry representation is changing attitudes to trends.
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The cost of living crisis will seriously impact Gen Zers, many of whom are entering their 
first jobs and signing their first tenancy agreements. With rent already very high in cities, 
the increase in bills and food costs will stretch their lower-end salaries. Keep in mind that 
most have student debt to pay off on top of their income and will not have been able to 
save much yet as they haven’t been in employment for a significant amount of time. As a 
result, expect more young people to use simple budgeting tactics such as meal planning, 
cutting back significantly on delivery services such as Just Eat, Deliveroo, and Uber Eats, 
cancelling subscriptions to some (but not all) streaming services, especially Netflix and 
Disney Plus, and spending less on nights out or leisure activities. Reports from the last 
few years indicate that young people are less inclined to spend big on alcohol and nights 
out, instead focusing on good grades, job opportunities, and health. Expect these to be 
heightened by costly bills, which will push more Gen Zers to save money and stay home.

Now that we’re able to enjoy our freedom, Gen Zers are using the content creation skills 
they picked up during lockdowns to share ‘free things to do in the city’ or ‘best cheap eats 
in London/New York/LA/elsewhere’ and ‘what I do in a day’ style videos. This peer-to-peer 
sharing of information has allowed Gen Z (and other generations, even) to organise social 
outings with their friends to already-vetted trendy areas, whether that’s a particularly 
beautiful park, a cool riverside location, sunset watching spot, or rooftop bar. Overlapped 
by dreamy-style music, colour-enhancing filters, and quick shots of views, this short-form 
content is not only a form of resource sharing but also stands as a catalogue of their best 
and most memorable moments made during their newfound freedom.

Incorporating a community aspect to any interface allows Gen Z to share ideas, opinions, 
concepts, and recommendations with one another within a trusted circle that shares the 
same values and interests. In regard to ‘romanticising their life’ through short-form content 
like TikTok, this stems from looking for the silver lining in a world they know is extremely 
complicated. Gen Z is acutely aware of social issues (Black Lives Matter in 2020 was a 
huge moment for this), environmental issues, the political landscape, and more. TikTok is, 
in itself, a form of escapism with its endless scroll feature, full-screen interface, and broad 
content subject range. The option to watch, share, comment, private message, and stream 
lives in real-time offers an entirely immersive experience in an online community space 
with anyone around the world. It is no wonder that Gen Zers have flocked to TikTok in their 
masses as this app has managed to tick almost all the necessary boxes at once.

2022 has been a tumultuous year for Gen Z. Not only has the 
cohort been hard-pressed to readjust to life post-pandemic, but as 
a demographic with social change at the core of what it stands for, 
the ever-worsening state of the environment, a world war, growing 
political tensions in numerous countries, the backtracking of human 
rights (e.g. the overturning of Roe v. Wade in the US), and cost of 
living crisis have all contributed to rising levels of discontent that 
are shaping Gen Z behaviour.
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Events that have shaped Gen Z

20222008

The proliferation of buy now, pay later services coupled with rising 
inflation means that Gen Zers are struggling to pay off their debts. And 
with inflation continuing to rise in markets around the world, this is set 
to define their financial futures for years to come. The challenge comes 
as many Gen Zers are also gamifying investment, experimenting with 
meme stocks, and playing with crypto. As such, they’re developing more 
volatile behaviours at a time of financial precarity.

The eldest Gen Zers will remember anxious dinner table conversations 
about jobs, money, and future uncertainty as the 2008 recession placed 
a stranglehold on the global economy. As a result, they have become 
more practical when assessing their futures, opting for careers that 
provide both money and meaning. Zers are entering adulthood knowing 
they may never own property and that job precarity is the norm, with 
hustle culture encouraging burnout. While they are financially minded 
and many have already begun to invest in their futures, the overhang 
of the Great Recession and the effects of the pandemic-related slump 
undoubtedly influence their consumer behaviour. 

Rising inflation 
2016

In 2016, the oldest Gen Zers in the US had come of age and were able to 
cast their votes at the ballot boxes. Their first experience came during one 
of the most polarising elections in American history, resulting in reality 
TV celebrity Donald Trump being elected the 45th President of the United 
States. For younger Gen Zers, being unable to vote in this highly significant 
election served to ferment their politicism, as did Brexit and divisive general 
elections in the UK and Europe. 

Donald Trump 
becomes President 

The Great Recession
2020

2020 saw workplaces, leisure spaces, and schools close their doors. For Gen 
Zers, who were either at school, college, or just preparing to enter the world of 
work, the impact was huge. Even now, as the world begins to reopen cautiously 
and vaccine rollouts are extended across many countries, Zers stand to be 
one of the most deeply affected generations. With travel options limited, many 
spent much of the pandemic in their parents’ homes, unable to meet school 
or work colleagues. Crucial exams were disrupted and prospects for funding 
long-awaited independence dwindled. As vaccination efforts reach younger 
cohorts, Gen Zers are facing a shared trauma that will affect their socialising, 
professional life, education, and mental health for some time to come.

The COVID-19 pandemic

2003
 US forces capture 
Saddam Hussein  

as part of the Iraq War 

2001
9/11 and the  
War on Terror 

2022
Joe Biden signs $700 

billion climate and 
health bill into law 

2022
China maintains 

zero-COVID policy

2007
 The first-generation 
iPhone is announced 

by Steve Jobs

2008
 Barack Obama is elected  

the 44th President of  
the United States

2015
ISIS kills 130 people in 

multiple attacks in Paris 

2016
The US and China  

join the Paris global  
climate agreement

2016
Video sharing platform 

TikTok launches

2018
Swedish high school 

student Greta Thunberg 
launches the School 

Strike for Climate

2019
Large-scale adoption 

of 5G technology 
begins, sparking a 

new era of high-speed 
mobile connectivity

2020
The UK leaves the 

European Union and the 
COVID-19 pandemic 

shuts down businesses 
and schools

2020
Black Lives Matter 

and anti-police 
demonstrations take 
hold across the US 

and UK
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Hectic  
   hustlers

OVERVIEW 

Growing up in a post-recession, fully-online era 
set the stage for Gen Z’s adolescence and early 
adulthood. As they step into the workplace 
en masse, the war in Ukraine, cost of living 
crisis, food shortages, and climate change are 
challenging young people globally to adapt to 
an unstable reality. In turn, we’re seeing the rise 
of a new kind of icon that leverages the hustler 
mindset in more subversive and collaborative 
ways. Think vending machine entrepreneurs, 
friends, and family rather than self-proclaimed 
influencers – indeed, only 12% of Zers want to 
be one in 2022.  

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

Over half (53%) of Gen Zers say that they 
want to run their own businesses by 2030. At 
the same time, half of Yers and Zers in the UK 
say they feel stressed most of the time. This 
convergence of entrepreneurship and anxiety 
is being driven by a lack of satisfaction and 
trust in existing systems and speaks to Gen 
Z’s desire for help in actioning new realities. 
We’re seeing again and again how members 
of this cohort seek out a community feeling 
both IRL and online to take on worthy issues. 
But while many may be World Builders, Gen 
Zers aren’t always consistent in their response. 

Faced with multiple crises, Gen Zers are finding creative solutions 
to counter their challenges
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Brat TV: influencer 
entertainment for  
digital natives

CASE STUDY

How are  
Gen Zers redefining  
the workplace?

REPORT

Are we in the era of 
anti-ambition?

REPORT

Must reads

I’m on a mission of reframing how I think 
about work. I’m considering my full-time 
job to actually be my part-time job, and 
life to be my full-time job.” 

Kimi Kaneshina
Tech start-up worker and TikTokker

49%
of Gen Zers say they have made choices 

on their career path and potential 
employers they’d like to work for based 

on their values and ethics

Deloitte, 2021

“

For example, while Zers are advocating for 
‘quietly quitting’ on TikTok, only 4.4% of them 
are members of unions in the US – speaking to 
a struggle to translate observation into action. 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR BRANDS?

In the US, 54% of 18- to 24-year-olds say that 
they have a negative view of capitalism – a 
world-view that’s prompting some to explore 
new forms of system-subverting expression 
that are thoughtfully and consistently coded 
into culture. From WhatsApp academies to 
decentralised autonomous organisations, 
platforms that give young audiences the 
tools they need to experiment creatively are 
resonating in the post-hustle, anti-ambition age. 
In the context of so much anxiety and stress, 
brands that support downtime and create 
the space for people to switch off will also 
resonate with those pursuing a ‘45-degree’ 
lifestyle. Having been confronted with an array 
of challenges, these young people understand 
that community and collaboration are more 
powerful than the personal brand alone.
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OVERVIEW 

In 2020, 73% of US Gen Zers said they 
‘struggled to think properly’ and 71% felt 
miserable or unhappy, according to the 
APA. While debt forgiveness initiatives and 
President Biden’s climate package may ease 
some of the major stressors for this generation 
(in the US, at least), there’s still a sense of 
nervousness about the future and many 
crave control as they seek ways to process 
their anxiety. This is reflected in their search 
for hedonistic relief. Although Gen Zers are 
known for tapping into products and aesthetics 
they didn’t experience the first time around, 
fauxstalgia hasn’t impacted the party scene. 
Rather than taking cues from the past on how 
to bring levity amid a crisis, Zers are finding 
escapism on their own terms.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The important thing to understand – if you 
haven’t had time to catch an episode of 
Euphoria – is that Gen Zers aren’t always 
sensible and their appetite for escapism isn’t 
in decline. But it has changed – they’re vaping 
rather than smoking, choosing psychedelics 
and weed over alcohol, and raving in the 
cloud, not IRL. These shifts show that Gen Z 
still wants – and needs – release, with research 
from Wildgoose suggesting that 44% of 
adults under 25 don’t have friends at work and 
23% suffer from loneliness and workplace 
isolation. As demonstrated by their choices 
of stimulants, Gen Z’s rebellious streak is 
tempered by a degree of cautiousness. This is 

Cautious  
  hedonism
After two years of lockdown, Gen Zers are looking for new ways 
of rebelling that feel exciting and safe 
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Younger consumers aren’t category-loyal any 
longer. Especially after COVID-19, there’s 
much greater consciousness of time, and this 
reflects in people’s beverage choices. They are 
looking to consume at a very specific moment 
in the day where a certain beverage plays a 
role rather than looking at the category first.”

Lee Powney
Senior partner at Vivaldi

Why are Britons  
selecting sober drinks?

REPORT

Must reads

“

also evidenced by the popularity of Inkbox, a temporary 
tattoo brand that allows users to express themselves 
without committing to a long-term change, with mini, 
semi-permanent tattoos similarly offering a playful outlet 
for young beauty fans.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR BRANDS?

These experimental forms of escapism can be 
understood as outlets for an audience that pursues more 
fluid forms of self-expression. Gen Zers perform and 
explore a wider spectrum of identities in the pursuit of 
knowledge and self-realisation. With no singular notion 
of what rebellion should look like – because there’s no 
version of ‘normal’ – Zers are looking for softly hedonistic 
products and services that cater to a more personalised 
and inquisitive appetite for release. Platforms like Woo 
Wellness and Sea Moss Girlies combine decadence 
with community, creating experimental spaces 
where Gen Zers can share and participate in new 
wellness movements. Brands may also win over these 
young consumers by supporting self-discovery and 
helping them build confidence. For instance, German 
supermarket Penny won a Grand Prix prize at the 2022 
Cannes Lion for a film that recognised parents’ anguish 
over what their teenagers missed during lockdown. By 
pairing the campaign with a competition that inspired 
Gen Zers to travel, the brand shows how a combination 
of playfulness and empathy can help young people 
feel supported.

56%
of 16- to 25-year-olds in the UK say 

that they feel anxious often or always

THE PRINCE’S TRUST, 2021
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OVERVIEW 

Fatigued by their flat, minimalist experiences 
of established social media platforms, Gen 
Zers are seeking fresh ways to make digital 
reality work for them. From the mainstreaming 
of chaotic TikTok communities to the rise 
of BeReal – which asks people to capture 
a specific moment of their day at the same 
time, every day – there’s an appetite for a 
more tactile online culture. First iterated in 
visual codes, this is now developing into multi-
sensory experiences and even driving the rise 
of DIY tech culture as people find new ways to 
use digital products.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT

Gen Zers don’t see a divide between online 
and offline identities. This has been true for 
a while, but brands have been slow to catch 
on to the creative possibilities of this outlook. 
Specifically, there’s an opportunity around 
fetishing the physical as seamless digital 
experiences heighten the desire for tactility. 
Research from Spotify has found that 79% of 
Gen Zers felt audio allowed them to explore 
different sides of their personalities, and music 
is proving to be a key experiential space in this 
phygital normal. Nu metal and dance have won 
Gen Z fans through textured compositions that 

Weird  
    worlds
Gen Z’s digital-first approach to socialising and self-expression is 
unlocking new opportunities for physical products and experiences
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How is ‘dopamine 
dressing’ impacting 
wellbeing?

REPORT

Dual-reality eyeshadow 
taps into phygital beauty

SIGNAL

What’s driving the 
decline of ‘blanding’?

REPORT

Must reads

counter the flat, minimal experience of digital aesthetics. 
And psychoacoustics are similarly gaining traction as 
Gen Zers search for alternative ways of engendering 
physical sensation, marking an evolution beyond ASMR 
and towards more collaborative listening practices.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR BRANDS?

It’s not only audio that can bridge the gap between 
the imagined and lived experience for Gen Z. There 
are opportunities for playfulness without boundaries 
across product categories. For example, Coca-Cola’s 
limited-edition Dreamworld flavour seeks to “evoke the 
boundless creativity of the human imagination” through 
a drink. By packaging this concept as something Gen 
Zers can touch and consume, the brand acknowledges 
the new norm of existing in different realities at the 
same time. Similarly, RTFKT and Byredo’s collaboration 
reimagined scent for the metaverse, creating a bridge 
between the vast potential of digital environments 
and the sensorial experiences of the physical world. 
While most phygital innovations to date have sought 
to integrate digital elements in the real world (think 
AR lenses, for instance), these collaborations show 
that for a digital-minded generation, creativity can be 
unlocked when physical experiences are translated 
to virtual spaces.

As marketers, we really shouldn’t shy away from 
material possessions because it’s clear that these 
tangible offerings contribute something different 
to happiness than experiences, and that’s not a 
bad thing.”

Dr. Evan Weingarten
Marketing professor at Arizona State University 

“

88%
In the US, 88% of Gen Zers say 

that immersion is what makes an 
experience fun

VICE, 2022
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OVERVIEW

Research from Deloitte has found that 29% 
of Gen Zers rate the cost of living as their 
main concern for 2022, threatening to further 
challenge their sustainable intentions when 
purchasing products. Even though fast fashion 
brands SHEIN continue to thrive, emerging 
behaviours among this cohort suggest that 
the tensions around style and consumption 
are coming to a head in new ways. Some Gen 
Zers are re-ordering visual codes to embrace 
subversive aesthetics, taking ownership of ugly 
and awkward imagery. While this is a global 
shift, it’s becoming especially apparent in 
China, where ‘ugly cute’ gifts and ironic outfits 
are rapidly gaining traction.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

This shift in visual expression among Gen Zers 
reflects the fact that many people continue to 
feel overlooked by mainstream culture. Indeed, 
a 2021 survey that found 87.5% of people 
don’t feel represented in fashion advertising 
campaigns and on catwalks. With this in mind, 
Gen Zers are establishing new style norms. 
Rather than waiting for the industry to catch 
up, young fashionistas are mixing multiple 
styles on purpose to clash, and we’re seeing 
trends from different eras pulled together into 
a single outfit. The same thing is happening in 
beauty, where young women are channelling 

Anti-vibe  
      visuals
With Gen Zers not bothered by historic taboos, they’re looking 
at new ways of experimenting with visual trends
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47%
of US urbanites say that style is important 

to their personal identity, while only 29% of 
rural Americans say the same

CANVAS8, 2021

Skin Series:  
microbiome fashion  
for healthier skin

CASE STUDY

Harris Reed: gender 
fluidity for the fashion 
conscious

CASE STUDY

Leak NYC: fluid 
lingerie for expansive 
masculinity

CASE STUDY

Must reads

I’m really fashion-oriented. When I browse 
social media, I like my feed to be full of 
different styles. It makes me feel inspired 
aesthetically to follow people that have a 
sense of style that I really like.”

Simona, 22
London

“

smeared eyeliner and smudged lipstick to give off a 
party girl energy that is deliberately messy and undone. 
And this is a global shift – in China, Zers are embracing 
tackiness by ironically appropriating the looks of their 
rural elders and reconnecting with national heritage.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR BRANDS?

For fashion and beauty brands, who have for so long 
relied on a top-down approach to influence, this marks 
a paradigm shift away from classic tastemaker systems 
and towards a new form of rebellious visuals. “Things are 
starting to look the same everywhere,” says Yi Jing Fly, 
the author of China Too Cool: Vernacular Innovations and 
Aesthetic Discontinuity of China. “People are following 
the same trends. Overcuration of physical and digital life 
makes us crave authenticity – in this case, some kind 
of mess and crassness.” Journalist Dino Bonacic adds 
that “today, streetwear seems to be defined more by a 
specific visual aesthetic of casual clothes and trainers 
rather than a cultural reference point it came from.” For 
brands, anti-aestheticism presents an opportunity to 
hand agency over to wearers to interpret collections 
on their own terms. In doing so, they can lean into 
grassroots communities to generate visual moods rather 
than relying on individual influencers. In the streetwear 
space, Corteiz is leading the way. The brand went 
viral when it invited people to show up and swap their 
designer coats for one-off pieces. Meanwhile, Charles 
Gross is advocating for fashion as art, celebrating the 
democratisation of luxury for Gen Zers. 
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56% of American Gen Zers reported 
feeling lonely at least once or 

twice a day during their childhood, 
compared to 24% of Boomers

American National Family Life Survey, 2021

34% of Gen Zers say 
they’re ‘extremely 

concerned’ about their 
personal finances

GlobalData, 2022

Globally, Gen Zers cited pay 
as the number one reason 

that they decided to quit a job 
between 2020 and 2022

Deloitte, 2022 

16% of 18- to 24-year olds in the UK 
say they eat at fast food restaurants 

at least once a week, compared to 
just 4% of those aged 65 and over 

Statista, 2021

63% of Gen Zers in China say that 
they want international brands 

to build an emotional connection 
with Chinese consumers

Vogue Business, 2022

63% of Australians aged 18-24 believe 
that the online behaviour of politicians 
could impact their vote, compared to 

47% of the overall population 
Twitter Australia, 2022

75% of Gen Zers say 
they’ll switch from a 
brand that receives 

bad PR  
VMLY&R Commerce, 2022

75% of 14- to 27-year-
olds want to leave the 

world a better place than 
they found it

Adolescent Content, 2022

In numbers
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Why are Gen Zers rebelling 
against calorie-counting?
Comfort food has become a go-to for Gen Zers who’ve had 
their hopes of post-pandemic liberation stifled by the cost 
of living crisis, turbulent global events, and a divisive political 
atmosphere. How can brands help young people embrace their 
indulgent streaks while also promoting wellbeing and health?

Related reads

How can brands tackle the 
Gen Z loneliness epidemic?
In the US, Gen Zers are the loneliest generation.  
While always-on digital communities are frequently blamed, 
pandemic lockdowns and turbulent world events have also 
taken their toll. What can brands do to help people foster 
deeper connections and more enriching relationships?

Why are young Americans 
taking up birding?
The birdwatching boom that started during pandemic 
lockdowns simultaneously indicates a novel, deeply 
wholesome cultural mood and an emerging signifier of 
what’s ‘cool’ among American Gen Zers and Gen Yers. 
How can brands tap into people’s newfound appreciation 
for nature and the outdoors?
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