INTHEIR OWN WORDS



and Journallsm. _

It serves asa vubrant mterdlsmplmal!y hub
fostering eql_la boratllon;betweeru industry

: experts from the Acceleration Commu_mty

of Compames — a premier marketmg,

communlcatlons and media agency

network — and the |an|5|t|ve~student

minds at USC Annenberg.

| er, théy “eﬁ@’é@“:e‘\‘jh

ought-provokmg mterac“:‘t'lve
dlsc_:ussmns, dyna mic research
methode]ogles, and fbrward-

thlnklng trend forecasting, |
creating a ferti_l_e;'_'__ghrbgna‘r:or_

valuableinsights.










A SEMESTER-LONG
LONGITUDINAL STUDY
MADE UP OF 14 USC GRADUATE STUDENTS WHERE WE IDENTIFIED AND

EXPLORED MEANINGFUL AREAS OF INFLUENCE IN THEIR DAILY LIVES AS WELL
AS THE SOCIAL DYNAMICS THAT IMPACT BEHAVIOR AND BRAND ENGAGEMENT

A quantitative and qualitative Two additional focus groups made A nationally representative

community survey of 149 Gen Z up of 15 USC undergraduate and guantitative survey conducted in

adults (aged 18-27) from around graduate students that included partnership with YouGov, a global

the world. in-depth discussions and online research data and analytics
interviews. technology group.*

mple siié;_\A&as 2,006.adults. Field
aken betweenl0th - 22nd Aprili024.
was cafried out online. The figures have been weighted

andiare repesentative of alf Gen z Wéged 18-27).
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DESPITE GEN Z CONSTITUTING — MANY STILL FEELE
409 OF GLOBAL CONSUVIERS = . OVERLOOK
AND BEING EXTENSIVELY

STUDIED

canb

oo

This gap between existing data and
the lived experiences of Gen Z :
highlights the need for more targeted e e - '_;.m;.m,,..@
and in-depth exploration. —— e '



https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/the-influence-of-woke-consumers-on-fashion

disconnect by collaborating dii

with USC stude”htéfrdm the
demographic to explore cri
domains relevant to ther
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A GENERATION OF SPECIALISTS

SO... WE COMMUNE IN TIKTOK

COVID HAPPENED COMMUNITIES WE TAKE OUR
PASSIONS TO THE
THE ALGORITHM WE GATHER IN NEXT LEVEL

IS AGGRO FACEBOOK GROUPS
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As they participate in these communities, they
tend to adopt layered identities and characteristics
depending on the group. This tendency highlights
the stark contrasts between general online
presence, “real-life” behavior, and niche
community participation.







WE CALL THIS IDENTITY
FLUIDITY “"ZEGOS"

AND IT'S REDEFINING THE
WAY GEN Z IDENTIFIES
AND CONNECTS

The Zegos represent the unigque intersection
between digital spaces and the lived experience. It
enables Gen Z to find an immediate sense of
belonging within various subcommunities.

WHILE AN ALTER-EGO IS ABOUT SELF-
EXPRESSION, ZEGOS ARE ABOUT

RESSIVE

ANGIEIMIENTTT

=

14



"ZEGOS"” IS A CONCEPT
SPECIFIC TO GEN Z,
REPRESENTING A VIORE
DYNAMIC AND FLUID FORIM
OF IDENTITY

It's not just about creating a separate persona; it's
about how Gen Z adopts context-dependent
identities and characteristics, enabling them to
embrace and express the multifaceted nature of
their many identities.

ZEGOS LET GEN Z SEAMLESSLY SHIFT
BETWEEN DIFFERENT BUT EQUALLY

HOTEIRL
IMPORTANT ASPECTS OF WHO THEY ARE ‘_/;

N MEG

2

"l"‘

o

MEGAN THEE
ANIME GIRL

artist, college girl turned college grad, animé
super fan, activist, and so much more. 'I',l;i"is
cultural icon is beloved by Gen Z for her tenacity,
creativity, and unapologetic embrace of her
many, many diverse identities.

Megan is a Grammy Award-winnhing music/ >



78% OF GEN Z BELLONG TO ONE OR VIORE
CONMUNITIES SPECIFICALLY RELATED TO
THEIR INTERESTS, HOBBIES, OR
EXTRACURRICULARS*

<4190 18%0 10906

BELONG TO 2+ BELONG TO 3+ BELONG TO 5+

Popular communities**

( Swifties >< BTS Army >< K-Drama )C BookTok >< BeautyTok >< =AVAS >

< ManifestingTok > (Influencer Snark>< Funko )( Disney > C Vogue Club > < LookBook >
( Beyhive > ( Skincare > CStudy Abroad> CWaIIStreetBets) ( Letterboxd > < Wattpad >

C NBA Twitter> < FitTok > C Dogster> <CrossFit> ( Tumblr > ( TravelTok > < Patreons >

Most popular niche communities among those who are a member of 1+ community*
Gaming (8%), Discord (8%), Facebook (8%), K-Drama (7%), Anime (7%)

*Source: YouGov Survey | *Source: Community Survey



IT'S ALSO COMIION FOR GEN Z
TO KEEP SONVIE OF THEIR ZEGOS
TO THEMSELVES AND NOT
SHARE WITH THEIR IRL FRIENDS

OR FAMILY

[/]

Sometimes communities
you might have an
interest in don't align with
the people you hold
closest to your life.

Focus Group
Participant

(/]

People | know won’t
understand my niche. It
would need a lot of
background information
and cultural context to fill
in.

Community
Survey Participant

[/

There is comfort in finding
a space where you can
express the truest form of
you, either anonymously
or not.

Arantxa Landa
Think Tank

Participant

[/]

Different fandoms pull out
different aspects of your
personality. People also
tend to speak differently in
these groups than they do
in real life. There might be
acronyms that only people
in a community would
understand.

Focus Group
Participant
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WOOF! Squirred!

Mail man! A place f

One Sentence
Blind Date Stories

606

¥ been on & bind date, Share your good

WHY FACEBOOK?



https://virtual-communities.thegovlab.org/files/presentation_virtual_communities.pdf

IT'S IVIPORTANT TO NOTE THAT WHILE GEN Z

SAYS THEY FEEL VMIOST CONVIFORTABLE

BEING THEIR TRUE SELVES ON FACEBOOK,
THIS DOESN'T VIEAN THEY USE IT THE MOST
OR EVEN LIKE IT THE BEST

[/]

| feel like my most
authentic self on Facebook
since my feed is curated to
my true interests.

Community
Survey Participant

(/]

| am able to be myself
most freely in Facebook
Groups, specifically
because there isn’t a word
count and | like using a lot
of words.

Community
Survey Participant

[/

Facebook was my first social
account, and I still use it for
messaging with friends who
live abroad or for browsing
Marketplace for deals. It’s
not be the trendiest
platform, but it’'s where |
grew up. You never forget
your first.

Madison Grubb,
Think Tank Leadership

[/]

I'm still in the Facebook
Group of my hometown
reading about people's dogs
escaping or issues they
have with the mayor.
Facebook is almost so old-
fashioned that nothing is
embarrassing, so | do feel
like my true self.

Antonia Abramowitz,
Think Tank Leadership







GEN Z LOOKS AT SOCIAL
MEDIA A LITTLE
DIFFERENTLY THA
GCENERATIONS




[/]

These smaller communities
thrive because they are
owned by a collective of
normal people instead of the
power players in the industry.

Samantha Carpintero,
Think Tank Participant

A/

The metaverse hasn’t taken
off with Gen Z because it feels
like a replacement for face-to-
face connection, whereas
TikTok feels like a supplement
to human connection.

Fernando Cienfuegos,
Think Tank Participant

[/

Part of why Facebook’s
metaverse didn't work was
because they were trying to
own it rather than making it
an experience where users
felt they had a stake.

@

Grayson Wolff,
Think Tank Participant
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ENMIBRACING NICHE
ON THE GLOBAL
STAGE

McDonald’s flipped their golden
arches for an anime-inspired global
marketing campaign.

Playing off the fictional
“WcDonald’'s” seen in dozens of
iconic anime TV shows, this
campaign tapped into the growing
popularity of anime to connect with
Gen Z fans around the world.

WcDonald's

Rafiq Taylor,
Think Tank Participant

| was into anime as a kid,
and | only had like five

other friends in my grade
who were also into anime...
Now you can buy Akatsuki
headbands from street
vendors and go catch the
new Demon Slayer movie
at an AMC Theatre.

|
w
|\
[ } )
{ \ | “



WHAT IS A COVIFORTABLE LEVEL
OF BRAND INVOLVEMENT IN
YOUR ONLINE CONVIMUNITVY/IES?

(Sponsored Content > 38%
(Inﬂuencer Marketing > 52%
(Commenting on UGC with Unigue Brand Voice > 43%
(Brand—Owned Channel Trend Participation | > 49%

(None of the Above ) 15%

Source: Community Survey



( Messages Details

Arantxa Landa,
Think Tank Participant

We know social media

algorithms are tailored AESRC 40

very well to users and { Messages Details
are very effective at
targeting consumers with
a product for a niche
community they are in;
however, we also know Any type of marketing that
when ads are directly seems general or forced
targeted or sponsored we will ignore. ¥ @ @
and it immediately turns

us off. © G

Paola Nieto,
Think Tank Participant




Brands n_éed to recognize and :
respect the diversity of ';-i'd,eht-ltlés ‘
within Gen Z. Because there are

SO many differ'ent’On‘ll,neig?fou;)s,,'

subgroups, and éﬁbgroupsﬂ‘;éf

subgroups, finding ireﬂlevfa:nt?

crossover interests is crucial.




Michael Kittilson,
Think Tank Participant

The phrase ‘@ audience’ is out of touch now
because it implies brands are on the stage and
we must listen to them. But it’s the opposite.
Not only do we want to be heard, we also want
to be actively engaged. <X "X "X "






YOUR BRAND IS A JOKE
..AND A VMIARKETING
OPPORTUNITY

Humor (specifically satire) plays a huge role in
Gen Z's engagement with online content and
advertising / marketing; however, the ways Gen Z
interacts with your product may not be how you
intended.

Even branding that was not meant to be
humorous can be reinterpreted by fans who
take the humor to new and ridiculously
dramatic levels.

Soo000 cool! ...

WE'RE GOING DOWN ...

Big Ben is handsome ...

Replying to ...

D> 585K

Everything IS about m...

Life imitates art ...

Replying to ...

Count mein ..

We are so excitedi ...




o

ABSURDITY IS KEY TO
GEN Z CULTURE,
SERVING AS BOTH A
DEFINING ASPECT AND
A COPING VIECHANISM

This penchant for the absurd arises from
navigating through shared traumatic
experiences which have led this generation
to develop a sometimes cynical and dark
sense of humor.

Brands that don't take themselves too
seriously and embrace the absurd often win.

After the Kansas State Wildcats' Pop-Tarts Bowl victory,
the first-ever “edible mascot” descended into a
gargantuan toaster... only to pop back up below as a
sacrificial sensation for a pack of ravenous footballers,
scoring its spot as the latest viral brand meme.

Hayley McGoldrick
(@Colche OnSports

my anxiety creeping up on me after i had a good

day for once

‘ Papi's Tacos N Que %/
R DFEGEBQ

When wiill the the @espn 30 for 30 air on the Pop
Tart Bowl mascot?

"Not the herc we deserved but the hero we
h needed..” #PopTartsBow| #poptarte
3

Caroline Damey
ewdarney

Barbie vs Oppenheimer

Mike Golic Jr
@micagoiclr

44 'm drunk in the back of the car

| And | cried like a baby coming home the bari/
|

y
| Franklin Leonard
@ Neelkcoxd

| want to make sure fm undarstanding this right:

n di
@ lake toas! hich then produced an edible
[ pop tart of the same size, which was then eaten
by people, all to celebrate the victory of Kensas

@ 111K @ Reply T Share

Read 14 replies

Why you so quiet? What's on your
mind?



Arantxa Landa,
Think Tank Participant

Brands shouldn’t be afraid
to be the butt of a joke. It
humanizes you, makes you
relatable, and, more
importantly, it’s memorable.

Focus Group Participant

| love seeing the Nicole
Kidman ad at AMC. Even if
| wasn’t a big Nicole
Kidman fan before, | am
now. | go to AMC and I'll
get a Coke because she’s
drinking a Coke in the ad.
It’s funny. It’s dramatic. It’s
high camp. When would
you ever talk about an AMC
ad before?

From merch and memes to parodies and audience
participation rituals, Gen Z fans can’t get enough of the
AMC Theatres commercial starring Nicole Kidman.

“o Jarett Wieselman &
g @JarettSays

The audience at #ScreamMovie § last night audibly
quoted and cheered for Nicole Kidman's AMC
commercial. | love being gay.

OMG where are my Nicole Kidman AMC ad stans look
what @x0x0GG got omg I'm dying omg

% David Mack
@davidmackau

if you were the guy who saluted the nicole kidman amc ad at the May 28
screening of top gun at the universal citywalk amc in los angeles, please
please please dm me i am begging you

12419 PM - Sep 2

8,664 Retweets 636 Quotes  180.6K Likes 2,965 Bookmarks

the baffling Nicole Kidman AMC video has sent me into
a tailspin

HEARTBREAK FEELS GOOD g Make Movies Better.
IN A PLACE LIKE THIS

U Waes Ambrecht

I've been to 4 movies in the last 10 days and, at 3 of
them, nearly sell-out crowds have recited the Nicole
Kidman AMC commercial script like a sing-along.

.John Rogers @ &)

COVID may have damaged the movie business, but what will kil it is the 20
minute hard sell about how great it is to be back at the movies before every
maovie.

I'm IN THE THEATER. You do not need to convince me to come here, as | “am,
MNECESSARILY, here in order ta see this”,

when you die, Nicole Kidman watches your life in an
empty AMC theater and determines your fate by
pointing her thumb up or down

if you're in an AMC and you don't give Nicole Kidman
entrance applause when she steps in that puddle then
you hate gays sorry folks | dont make the rules




GEN Z IS DRAVVN TO ANVYTHING THAT
IS OVER-THE-TOP, OUT-OF-POCKET,
AND OFF-THE-VWALL.*

90

SAY HUMOROUS
MARKETING MAKES THEM
LIKE A BRAND MORE

Rebel canned water company Liquid
Death teamed up with drugstore
mainstay e.l.f. for an unlikely makeup
collab that sold out in just 45
minutes.**

*Source: YouGov Survey | *Source: Inc (2024)


https://www.inc.com/sydney-sladovnik/how-elf-cosmetics-liquid-death-sold-out-their-spooky-successful-collab.html

=Nl Z HAS REDEFINED

MISIMIIS

seee0 4G

( Messages

CSULTURIS

Gen Z has taken the concept of memes to new
heights by infusing them with deeper layers of
meaning, cultural references, and social
commentary.

Memes have become a language of their own -
and the brands that speak fluently often inspire
brand loyalty or a product purchase.

GOOD GIRLS GO TO
HEAVEN

BAD GIRLS
| . ¥ GO TO

ROKUCITY

Focus Group
Participant

| bought this shirt of the
Roku City meme not
because I'm a huge Roku
fan, but because | find it
funny how ‘Roku City’ has
become a thing for my
friend group.



\

WHEN BRANDS
BECOIVIE VIEMES:

For some brands, getting in on
the joke shows that they are
attuned to Gen Z conversations.
However, those who don’t speak
meme fluently may just as easily
find themselves branded cringe.

Google Play attempted to get in on the “As You
Scroll, He / She Gets Older” Twitter / X trend
and went viral for all the wrong reasons. Sonic
superfans took to reader context notes and
other social media platforms to decry the
mislabeled images, with one TikTok user
questioning if the brand had “replaced their
social media manager with an Al program.”

12:57 L m
< WhatsApp

Ecm Following Shop ForYou Q
-

09:25 Y4019%

& Post

Google Play @ ( ) D y
1993 Sonic. Ok short king @ J —
(N 4 B

-

/2 Readers added context y N\ < i: i

!
Jajinlong #industrialgradeglycine
This is Sonic as he appears in Sonic Boom, which
released in 2014 sible that
Google Play hav it fo! e Sonic Oo [e)
CD, which did release in 1993 and contains a soeng A\ ,El( g A

called Sonic Boom

not 1993

Do you find this helpful? Rate it

1- glycine joke explained >

Chinese glycine supplier
Donghua Jinlong became a
surprise sensation after its
advertising videos on TikTok
spawned an army of Gen Z fans.

Despite calling the sudden
popularity unexpected, the 45-
year-old company quickly
embraced this newfound fame,
even creating official Donghua
Jinlong merchandise available
exclusively to fans who post
about the company.
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ON TIKTOK, BRANDS e ——
SONMETIVIES FIND HIGHER i o
ENGAGENMENT THROUGH
CONMNIENTING ON VIRAL i 45
VIDEOS VERSUS < Messages Details

CREATING THEIR OWN Community Survey
CONTENT o
| feel my most authentic ;‘ﬁ
self on TikTok. | don't need i @urbanoutfitters ©
. . . to create a persona nor do P
TikTok’s algorlthm rewards dlSCOVGI'y and | upload content, | just Foﬁgzﬁg ?3?25 Z:ILV:
encourages users to interact with the content RREGTS IrtRrct, L B e -
they find most relatable, providing fertile @ A How do you UO? #UOCommunity
. 2 https://likeshop.me/t/urbanoutfitters
ground for brands to be discovered by S

er G

Urban Outfitters &
fr @ this is my burner account btw...

1-30 ) 341.2K  Reply

consumers in the comment section.

In one instance, fast-fashion retailer Urban Outfitters @ Hannah Sandy - Creator

garnered more likes on a Siﬂg'@ comment beneath a BABEEEEEEE ILYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYSMMMMMM
user's viral video than its entire following on the platform.
1-30 (285K Reply

M"I*ﬁ
et/




“relevant” - unexpected

enga‘ger"‘hen_t:v hasseenh|gh
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- INSTEAD, WE HAVE
. A ZEGOSVYSTEM

(ZEGOS + ECOSYSTEM)







Focus Group Participant

When I’m feeling social, | will go out alone.
When I’'m not feeling social, | will go out with
friends. My friends are like my security blanket
and I'd rather meet new people when my

social battery is fully charged.

43



- MEERIENEES

GEN Z PREFERS THE MOST
OUT OF THOSE LISTED BELLOW

/7 /7 /7 /7
= 5095 =21C0o 15C0o 1106

say simple intimate say traditional say visually appealing, say immersive
experiences that experiences like going “Instagram-worthy” experiences that
enable me to easily to a bar, concert, etc. experiences that | can leverage cool
connect and interact share on social media technology (i.e. The
with friends around Sphere in Las Vegas)
me

Source: YouGov Survey
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There’s this skate brand
called FA that makes me
feel like I'm part of a
community. They host
movie nights once a
month, nothing to do with
skateboarding, just
random movies. &

It's about bringing
everybody together that
has this shared interest.




FOR GEN Z, S\VIALL
EXPERIENCES CAN
BECOIVIE UPLIFTING
NMOMENTS (LITERALLY)

Seeking to showcase the Vertuo Pop machine
to younger audiences with limited kitchen
space, Nespresso and AD partnered for the
Vertuo Pop Cafe series.

Kicking off at the Condé Nast offices in New
York City, the experience unfolded within the
confines of a mere 35 sq ft elevator. Here,
guests were invited to experience Vertuo
coffee two at a time, providing an
unexpectedly intimate and immersive
experience.

Source: Architectural Digest with Nespresso (2024)


https://www.architecturaldigest.com/sponsored/story/youll-never-guess-where-nespresso-and-ad-are-brewing-the-best-coffee#:~:text=With%20the%20press%20of%20a%20button%2C%20attendees,Nespresso's%20small%20and%20stylish%20Vertuo%20Pop%20machine.

Gen Z loves a good experience, but unlike mille

place pribrity on experiéh_C esthat ikl -r-h'tlmacy

Platforms like TikTok‘ and Instagram ’ésl
the Zegosystem - but there is a unique oppo
brands to serve as facilitators, creating spaces fo
minded p.eople to_ic_onrj'efcit' and -U‘Itimatey‘b ildi
brandaffinity. =~ =
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Paola Nieto,
Think Tank Participant

| saw an Owala bottle on
TR 82 : 8 : 3 . ' ‘ my TikTok FYP and the

reviews by mﬂuencers’ ink ¢ Lt i influencer highlighted the
havmg seenitona ARG e e fact that you could chug or
'TIkTOk community ér T s R R RN A sip water without having to

R At e e ] buy additional accessories.

| ran to Target ASAP, then
referred it to a friend who
also bought one.

Source: YouGov Survey
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Once | was in Puerto Rico
wearing a hat from this
small skate brand and
some random guy walked
up to me and was like,
“Dude, | love your hat! You
skate, right?”

389 OF GEN Z

OULD CHOOSE

Source: YouGov Survey
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XS 1T AT AINIIMIEN T
° MIETALTAINNMIEINTT

It's their world, we're just living in it.

We know that Gen Z wants to feel

catered to.

They embody the concept of “main
character energy” and expect brands to

build relationships around them.






https://newsroom.chipotle.com/2023-02-27-ITS-OFFICIALLY-OFFICIAL-CHIPOTLE-TO-LAUNCH-NEW-FAJITA-QUESADILLA-INSPIRED-BY-VIRAL-TIKTOK-TREND-ON-MARCH-2

Keith Lee just started a
revolution against Chipotie



https://newsroom.chipotle.com/2023-02-27-ITS-OFFICIALLY-OFFICIAL-CHIPOTLE-TO-LAUNCH-NEW-FAJITA-QUESADILLA-INSPIRED-BY-VIRAL-TIKTOK-TREND-ON-MARCH-2
https://newsroom.chipotle.com/2023-02-27-ITS-OFFICIALLY-OFFICIAL-CHIPOTLE-TO-LAUNCH-NEW-FAJITA-QUESADILLA-INSPIRED-BY-VIRAL-TIKTOK-TREND-ON-MARCH-2

IS BECOMING A

COLLECTION OF F4




THE LORE RUNS DEEP:
TIKTOK RIZZ PARTY X
MARC JACOBS

Shortly after a video showing a group of boys
dancing to “Carnival” by Kanye West and Ty
Dolla Sign was posted, TikTokers gave
nicknames to group members and created in-
depth videos examining the complex group
dynamics depicted in the original video.

Capitalizing on this micro-moment fad,
designer fashion brand Marc Jacobs
collaborated with two of these teens on a low-
budget, high-energy spoof that has become
the brand’s most-viewed TikTok video ever
and put Marc Jacobs on the map with a new
generation of buyers.

TikTok

@ islandentertainment

Source: Marc Jacobs (2024)

TikTok
& marcjacobs

57


https://www.tiktok.com/@marcjacobs/video/7361468939223846190




Targeting Gen Z based on fle tr
is less permanent than amplifying th

already-existing, unique rela

your products and services.




Samantha Fernando Hien Victoria
Carpintero Cienfuegos Dong Fetzer

Michael Arantxa Paola Mary-Kathryn Amrita
Kittilson Landa Nieto Raley Sundaresan

Grayson
V\/%Iff



USC ANNENBERG x ACC
THINIK TANK LEADERSHIP TEAM

=

Michael Nyman Monica Chun Matthew Le Veque Madison Grubb Antonia Abramowitz
Founder & CEO Chief Client Officer & Professor of Account Strategist Account Executive
President of Advisory Professional Practice
Acceleration of Journalism Acceleration Acceleration
Community of Acceleration Community of Community of
Companies Community of USC Annenberg Companies Companies
Companies School for
Co-Chair Communication &
Board of Councilors, Journalism

USC Annenberg
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