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This is the fifth edition of POV, where we turn our attention to Generation Z.

With Millennials moving to the suburbs, buying homes, and having babies, marketers 
are shifting focus to the new kids on the block.

According to the Pew Research Center, as of February 2018, the oldest of Gen Z is now 
23 and just beginning to dip their toes into the workplace. Earning regular paychecks 
makes brands stand at attention, and they’ve got some catching up to do. Because 
Gen Z is not a chip off the Millennial block. 

They are one-quarter of the US population, and if we’re painting with a broad brush 
as most generational studies do, Gen Z embodies the following characteristics: 
digital natives, culturally aware, constant access/WiFi in their pockets—96% own a 
smartphone and half are spending 10 hours a day online. There is no online/offline. 
It’s simply life without defined boundaries.

Born into a post-9/11 world and growing up during the worst financial crisis since the 
Great Depression, Gen Z has only ever known uncertainty. This colors every aspect of 
their lives, from goals and aspirations to education, career choice, and buying habits. 
Is it any wonder that brands are clamoring to understand Gen Z? 

In an effort to not only identify trends but new opportunities, on the following 
pages you’ll find insights on Gen Z, what matters to them, and how brands can best 
reach these up-and-comers. In “The Street Meets Social,” Meredith Chase reveals 
why Wall Street is paying attention to great social, at long last. Gen Z’s self-starter, 
entrepreneurial spirit is the focus of Brandon Geary’s article “Gen E Not Z.” Jamie 
Gutfreund asks if your company is ready for Gen Z, while Dr. Jake Beniflah discusses 
discusses how this predominately multicultural group is changing the mainstream. 
Lara Ferris wraps her head around Gen Z and digital banking in “Follow the Money.” 
Jason Brush then shares a different perspective on generational theory in “Don’t fear 
the Future.” Brand love, mobile, gender, and more round out the Gen Z features. 

While Gen Z is front and center in this issue, it’s not the only area we’ve explored. 
In a world that’s embracing AI like never before, Martha Hiefield suggests listening 
will be the key to brand success in 2018. Joe Crump shares a personal experience that 
changed his perspective on gender diversity in “Shut Up and Hire Her,” and in “Make 
Leadership Work for You,” Nelson Freitas questions how we might produce a diverse 
class of leaders. Jaime Klein Daley provocatively asks who minds the brand—when it 
comes to planning and experience. In addition, you’ll find other insightful pieces on 
voice, content, creative, and more.

Sit back, dig in, and get to know these savvy kids who are out to change the world—
for the better. 

Rebecca Bedrossian
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Brandon Geary

What’s driving the Gen Z hustle? A few 
things. 

First, traditional jobs once reserved for 
teens are not as prevalent as they once 
were. The summer unemployment rate 
for teens fell to 9.6% in 2017. The labor-
force participation rate, a measure of 
the share of people with jobs or looking 
for employment, was 35% in July. We 
can compare this to 2000 when the US 
economy last came close to achieving 
full employment. Then, the labor-force 
participation rate for this group was  
nearly 53%. 

The many plug-and-play business services 
and technologies available today are also 
playing a role. With cloud solutions from 
AWS, Google, and Microsoft, it’s never 
been easier to start a digital venture. In 
addition, kids have access to a new wave 
of inexpensive business services: Legal 
Zoom and Rocket Lawyer for legal matters, 
99Designs for logos, Postmates for delivery, 
and Square for payment. Nearly every 
headache once associated with creating a 
business has gone away. 

Finally, inspiration for young entrepreneurs 
abounds. They’ve been watching their 
Gen Y counterparts create huge followings 
on YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat for 
everything from gaming and beauty to 
education and entertainment content. 
They’ve been raised on user-generated 
content, so they know how to build an 
audience for themselves and their 
companies. 

But oddly enough, brands aren’t taking 
the new wave of entrepreneurialism seri-
ously. Or at least not seriously enough to 
build it into their marketing and product 
development budgets. Instead, they’re 
focusing on influencer marketing, pro-
duct placement, and regramming 
(the tactic of reposting someone else’s 
Instagram content in order to give their 
audiences fresh material). 

While there’s nothing wrong with co-
creation and product placement, we can 
do better. 

Here are three new areas of focus for brands:

Provide encouragement and support. While brands look to 
youth for influencer activity, they traditionally don’t consider them as a 
source of viable business ideas and investment opportunities. This will 
change with the right support and encouragement. 

Eddy Zhong dropped out of high school in 2016 to start Leangap, the 
first high school entrepreneurship accelerator program in the world. It 
helps students conceptualize and launch their business in as little as six 
weeks. That’s a far cry from your typical computer summer camp. And it 
has already helped graduates launch companies such as Crescent Lamps, 
Campus Insider, and Seedlings—an iOS app with over 10K downloads. 

Brands can help scale products and services formed in Gen Z-focused 
accelerators and connect them to a bigger stage in keeping with corporate 
product development strategies. 

Take the call. Steve Jobs’s story of landing a summer job at HP by 
calling then CEO Bill Hewlett directly is the stuff of Silicon Valley legend, 
but it mostly serves as an example of job hunting persistence. Marketers 
take notice. Kids these days aren’t like they used to be. If they have an 
idea, be ready to listen. 

For example, when 14-year-old app developer Soroush Ghodsi cold-called 
Y Combinator founder Sam Altman, Sam took the call. Not only that, he 
made Soroush and his partner Stefan Stokic the youngest founders in Y 
Combinator history. “If they build something good,” Sam said, “it doesn’t 
matter how old they are.” 

Test and earn. While paying influencers to co-create content is part 
of most marketing playbooks, licensing partnerships are not. And they 
should be. 

The NBA entered a licensing partnership with Moziah “Mo” Bridges, the 
15-year-old founder of Mo’s Bows, which manufactures handmade bowties 
and neckties. Mo can now sell ties with the logos of NBA clubs and 
distribute them through his company’s online store. 

Bella Weems founded Origami Owl, a custom jewelry company at the age 
of 14, and quickly built a customer base for her locket designs. It is now 
a commerce platform for independent jewelry designers and salespeople 
and has a licensing agreement with Illumination Entertainment and 
Universal Studios to give independent designers access to Despicable Me 
characters. 

As media continues to fragment and compete for limited attention, it’s time to start 
thinking of Gen Z as more than a source of content creation or product placement. 

Young people can be a source of tangible product and 
service development for your brands. After all, the future of 
businesses, not just marketing, depends on them.

—Brandon Geary is global chief strategy officer at POSSIBLE.

Not Z

Gen E Think of what you wanted to be when you 
grew up. It was probably a job. Lawyer, 
firefighter, filmmaker, or rock star. Ask 
that question to a Gen Zer, and you’ll get a 
different answer. According to Gallup, 77% 
of students in grades 5 through 12 say they 
want to be their own boss. And 42% go so 
far as to say they will invent something 
that will change the world.

Not surprisingly, the 40 under 40 lists that 
come out in business magazines now have 
company. BusinessWeek publishes a 25 
under 25 list. Not to be outdone, Fortune 
has an 18 under 18. And plenty of kids are 
launching their own businesses, including 
seventh-grader Mikaila Ulmer. She combined 
hard work with shrewd product innovation 
to leverage a Shark Tank appearance into a 
national distribution deal for her Me & the 
Bees Lemonade. 
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My eight-year-old son says he’s bored.  

As he sits there with his Bluetooth headphones, slumped on 
the couch staring at the iPad, I notice his “boredom” acts quite 
differently than you’d expect. He’s not watching six seconds of 
“content” and skipping ahead, as we’ve been told digital natives 
do. He’s not displaying the attention span of a goldfish. He’s not 
“snacking” on content. He’s going all-in.  

And he’s not watching exaggerated adolescents playing Minecraft, 
either. He’s watching what I used to call infomercials, albeit on 
an online retailer’s bespoke video channel. To him, boredom is 
the result of having too much choice, not too little (in my head, 
I can hear my husband’s voice rhapsodizing about the three BBC 
channels he grew up with). 
 
As a marketer, it stresses me out to know my clients’ brands are 
facing a similar sea of content and future consumers like my son. 
As a parent, it stresses me out to realize my son prefers content 
to programming—like so many of us nowadays.

Then a friend stopped by and my son went outside to play baseball, 
all the while confidently educating him on the non-Newtonian 
properties of neon slime and the benefits of unicorn poop. And all 
was right with the world.

That two-minute interlude made me realize a few things about the 
business of content creation and the next generation of content 
consumers.  

No matter how digitally savvy we’ve become, social currency 
works in exactly the same way it always has done, albeit in a much 
more accelerated form. We see this with Gen Zers, who are more 
likely than Millennials to like and share content and tag their 
friends. According to a Fullscreen report, they expect entertainment 
to feel like conversation, meaning they expect influencers to talk 
to them as if they are peers and the stories they watch to come 
from “friends.” 

But what has changed is the way we 
store and reference those nuggets of 
precious talk value.  

I’m reminded of the famed marshmallow test, an experiment in 
which scientists offer children the choice between a marshmallow 
for immediate consumption and a pile of marshmallows in exchange 
for another few minutes of waiting time. It’s a longitudinal study, 
which means the test is retaken by new willing subjects every year. 
Scientists are finding that “the length of time kids were able to 
resist the marshmallow increased an average of six seconds per 
year, or about a minute per decade.” 

There are two lines of thinking around this phenomenon.  

The first hypothesis—that kids just aren’t into marshmallows anymore 
—is plausible but probably not the ultimate reason. The second 
hypothesis—that marshmallows are so plentiful, so available, and 
immediate it makes them less worthy of “stressing out” over—
seems closer to the truth. 

Imagine this isn’t a marshmallow, but a client’s long-form 
video. I’d argue that as long as your audience knows where your 
“marshmallow” lives, and how to access your “marshmallow” at 
any time, it’s still likely to be eaten. But instead of being gobbled 
up right away, it’s being filed away until a craving strikes. 
 

We’re getting more patient because we 
know our content is always waiting for us.

As marketers, how do we make sure we’re creating craveable 
content, something people will want to look for, binge on, and 
share with their friends? How do we make sure our content is not 
only interesting, but attributable—yielding some positive kick-
back for our brand image?

The answer is surprisingly simple: More than ever, brands need to 
create and own their points of view, be about something, and share 
their unique perspectives on the category, culture, or consumer 
mindset they’re tapping into. In fact, it’s more imperative than ever 
for marketers to find their sweet spots for content, to own their 
subject matter expertise, and become a go-to reference. 

The latest Pew Research Center study explores a theory that the 
brains of Gen Z consumers are now rewiring themselves to adapt 
to the increasing glut of information online. Again, like the meme 
about Einstein never remembering his phone number (he famously 
said, “Why should I memorize something I can so easily get from a 
book?”), Gen Z is simply doing what humans do—finding shortcuts 
to manage what they need to know and find what they want to 
learn. They don’t need to always know where the “marshmallow” 
is, they just need to remember the keyword to access it.
 

This means the small cognitive shortcuts 
we create for consumers need to work 
harder, so anytime someone’s looking to 
feel a little more cultured or cosmopolitan, 
they’ll immediately head to Warby Parker’s 
blog. If they’re seeking inspiration and 
connection to the outdoors, they’ll check 
out REI. This is the new branding, but it’s 
also an old-school thought—only now top 
of reference is the new top of mind. In a 
world of plenty, a message’s usefulness is 
dependent partly on entertainment value 
and partly on being discovered at the exact 
moment when it’s needed.  

The novelty goods company my son loves is now synonymous with 
“stories about cool stuff I can buy and show off.” Which is exactly 
as it should be, and in many ways, how it’s always been. 

When content is commerce and everything is instantly available, 
the best we can do as marketers is to be “about something,” while 
ensuring that it’s easy to find, easy to relate to, and easy to share.
—Jaime Klein Daley is EVP, strategy and insights at POSSIBLE.

What’s 
Old Is New 
Again

Jaime Klein Daley
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Every generation throws a hero 
up the pop charts. 
~Paul Simon

Come on, Sir
Just give me the answer
I fear the future.
~St. Vincent

If you’re lucky enough to make a living in a creative vocation—
making content or advertising, designing products or buildings—
chances are you often make things for people who aren’t exactly 
like you: people with different backgrounds, socioeconomic 
statuses, genders, political perspectives, and, almost certainly, 
people from different generations. This is why empathy is such  
a key creative attribute. 

However, the way in which we talk about generational differences 
vis-à-vis personal identity differs surprisingly from how we talk 
about other personal attributes. How many times have you been 
in a conversation where someone makes an assertion such as, 
“Millennials think…” or “Boomers want…” or “Gen Xers feel…”? 
Would we (creative practitioners) ever talk about race or gender 
or geography as being so broadly constraining to somebody’s 
identity as we do when talking about their generation? 

The notion that people born between certain years share unique, 
predictable attributes of identity is pseudo-science, popular 
because it’s a convenient tool for easy, yet simplistic analysis  
of complex social issues.

While the idea that one’s generation is 
immutable and determinative of selfhood 
is a reductive fallacy, it doesn’t mean 
that the technological, economic, political, 
and cultural context in which people are 
born and raised does not shape how they 
view and interact with others and society. 
People with shared experiences are likely to 
naturally share a particular point-of-view.

Human beings, regardless of when or where they were born, share 
the same fundamental needs—of belonging and inclusion;  
of health and comfort; of the elevation of the spirit—regardless  
of generational label. So, when considering generational differen-
ces, it’s most useful to think about generations—or, as a socio-
logist might describe them, “birth cohorts”—as a lens to evaluate 
how the different contexts in which people come of age shape 
their pursuits of those needs, as opposed to being the nucleus of 
identity. Generational labels are convenient for the purposes  
of discussing differences of context.

I was born in 1973. Like many other Gen X-ers (not so-named 
until I was a senior in high school), my worldview was shaped by, 
among other things, the Cold War’s pervasive cloud of fear  
of nuclear Armageddon, Reaganism’s crass commercialization and 
celebration of avarice, and the resistance against those things 
represented by irony and punk rock. Now in my forties, working 
at a design and marketing agency, the majority of the lovely, 
creative, enthusiastic people with whom I work are Millennials. 

Don’t Fear 
the Future  
The responsibility 
of designing for 
the next generation.

When I think about the experiences they 
went through coming of age, but which I 
experienced when already married and out  
of graduate school—9/11 and the subsequent 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; the Great 
Recession and Obama’s hope-led restoration 
of our economy; the Internet’s ever-growing 
integration into every facet of life—their 
egalitarianism and optimism seem to make 
sense:
 

The world has the potential 
to get better and improve, 
and personal passion can 
lead to great things.

My Gen X peers and my Millennial 
colleagues alike all want the same things 
for our lives—as did our parents and theirs 
before them. However, based on our different 
contexts of experience, and what we believe 
to be true about the world as informed 
by those experiences, we might go about 
pursuing those goals in (sometimes) differing 
ways. Likewise, this will be true for my 
daughter, 13, in eighth grade now, and part 
of Gen Z. The world in which she’s growing 
up will undoubtedly shape how she and her 
peers think and behave vis-à-vis their innate 
human needs and desires.

My father, born in 1943, made a striking 
observation this past year: My parents 
belonged to what people like to call  
“The Greatest Generation.” They won  
World War II and went to the moon. So, 
what does that make us? We’re leaving our 
grandkids the legacy of climate change and 
resurgent ethno-nationalism. If my parents 
were part of the “The Greatest Generation,” 
what does that make us [Boomers]? The 
“Worst Generation?” Undoubtedly this is too 
harsh, but it does raise a key question: What 
is the responsibility of one generation to help 
shape the worldview of the next?

Humanity is facing a future of unprece-
dented and terrifying challenges: rising sea 
levels, floods, and droughts caused by our 
inability to combat climate change; rising 
income inequality, at the same time as AI 
and robotization threaten to make large 
swathes of the workforce redundant; 
political polarization amplified by state-
sponsored disinformation made possible 
by technologies that extant checks and 
balances are poorly equipped to neutralize. 
These issues, and more, are not going away. 
And, I’m grief stricken to say, this is the 
world in which my daughter is growing up.

Of course, the most important thing one generation can do to help 
the next is to actually fix—or, at least, mitigate—problems to leave 
the world better off. Whether it’s political action or technology 
innovation, this is something to which everybody can contribute, 
both personally and professionally, no matter where you live, 
what industry you work in, or what your job is, and no matter your 
station.

But it’s not enough to focus solely on fixing problems. Because, 
truth be told, many (if not all) of these problems are not going to 
be solved this year, next year, or even five or ten years from now. 
These are issues that we will hand down to the next generation, 
which they are going to have to be part of solving, with or without 
us. A friend once told me, “Your job as a parent is to give your 
kids the tools they need to live a healthy, happy, productive 
life without you.” This is true on an individual level as well as a 
generational one.

How might we equip Gen Z—and the generations that follow—with 
the tools to help them live healthy, happy, productive lives in the 
face of the climate crises, automation, and more?

When we think about the context that informs generational 
attitude, we too-often only look at that context retrospectively, 
as a fait accompli, rather than as something that can be 
actively shaped. This is unfortunate because it exempts earlier 
generations from their impact on subsequent ones, asserting 
that the context shaping generational attitudes is like some sort 
of uncontrollable environmental phenomenon. This is nonsense. 
Culture is created, with every single movie, song, TV show, 
book, and advertisement made by one generation that the next 
generation consumes. It doesn’t just happen on its own. 

Election night 2016 will, undoubtedly, be a lifelong memory for my 
daughter, shaping her worldview. When we saw that it wasn’t going 
our way, she asked to borrow my phone so that she could rewatch 
old episodes of Parks and Recreation, letting the goofy optimism 
of (Gen Xer) Amy Poehler’s Leslie Knope be a salve on the wounds 
of the election results.

What lessons will my daughter and her cohorts learn from the 
context in which they’re coming of age? If the Parkland teens’ 
courageous reaction to the unspeakable horror they endured, 
turning tragedy into action, is any indicator, we can be hopeful 
for the future. It’s heartening to watch this activism considering 
that these kids have lived most of their lives under the even-keel 
of the Obama presidency, which one might (mistakenly) presume 
not to have prepared them for today’s turmoil. But instead of 
passivity, we see resistance. It seems that a painful primary 
lesson has been learned: You can’t always get what you want.  
The post-Parkland activism, the #MeToo movement, and the other 
actions that so many, of all generations have been inspired to are 
shaping Gen Z’s perspective of the world as much as the 2016 
election results, teaching them that if you try, sometimes you just 
might find you get what you need.  
—Jason Brush is global EVP, experiences and innovation at POSSIBLE.

Jason Brush
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Dr. Jake Beniflah

Fountain
of Youth
How to grow 
your business 
with Gen Z.

Who’s driving America’s youth? According to the 2010 Census, Latinos continue to be the 
youngest ethnic group in the United States. Thirty-three percent of the country’s Latino 
population is under the age of 18 (17.9 million), compared to 25% of all Hispanics are 
Millennials (14.6 million). Altogether, nearly 6 in 10 US Latinos are Millennials or younger. 
By comparison, about 50% of the African American population and 46% of the US Asian 
population are Millennials or younger. Among non-Hispanic Whites, the nation’s oldest 
racial group, only 39% are Millennials or younger. Because so few children come to the 
US as immigrants, young Latinos are overwhelmingly US-born. Among children 18 and 
under, 94% are US-born, and about 65% of Latino Millennials were born in the US. This 
compares with about 40% Gen Xers, Boomers, and older adults who are US-born. 

The disproportionately young profile of Latinos in the US is driven by the overwhelming 
youth of US-born Latinos. With a median age of 19, 47% of US-born Latinos are younger 
than 18. This is similar to the youth share among the nation’s other major racial or ethnic 
group with a large immigrant population—US-born Asians, of whom 49% are younger than 
18. By comparison, just 27% of US-born African Americans, and 20% of US-born Whites 
are younger than 18. 

Hispanic

US-born

32%

47%

26%

6%

20%

19%

26%

27%

25%

26%

25%

20%

22%

14%

21%

37%

25%

20%

14%

9%

21%

24%

21%

27%

4%

3%

7%

7%

8%

13%

Under 18
Gen Z Millennial Gen X Boomer Silent Gen

18-33 34-49 50-65 69 Plus

African American

Foreign Born

Asian

Non-Hispanic White

Under 18
Gen Z Millennial Gen X Boomer Silent Gen

18-33 34-49 50-65 69 Plus
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These demographic changes are not only transforming the 
American landscape but changing marketing as we know it. 
Gen Z and Millennial consumers are digitally and socially 
connected and have a different set of values compared to 
Gen Xers and Boomers.

New research conducted by mitú and ThinkNow Reseach on Gen Z and Millennials is 
challenging conventional wisdom on how brands should think about them. Gen Z Latinos 
are reported to value the opinions of their parents most (84%), compared to 75% of non-
Hispanic Whites, 78% of Asians, and 84% of African Americans. Interestingly, only 51% of 
Gen Z Latinos said they relied on friends to make decisions, compared to 50% of African 
Americans, 56% of non-Hispanic Whites, and 61% of Asians. Thirty-two percent of Latinos 
said that social media influencers are good role models, compared to 31% of African 
Americans, 34% of non-Hispanic Whites and Asians. While 27% of Gen Z Latinos say that 
celebrities are good role models, compared to 25% of Whites, 29% of Asians, and 32% of 
African Americans. 
  
Given their young age, it should not surprise anyone that 88% of Gen Z Latinos and African 
Americans say that family is the most important thing to them, compared to 80% of Whites 
and Asians. And most surprisingly, despite their digital savviness, a little over 50% of 
Gen Z Latinos, Whites, and African Americans say they prefer to hang out with friends in 
person than online. Only one-third of Gen Z (regardless of ethnicity and race) said they 
preferred to hang out with friends online than in person. 
  
The other misconception of Gen Z consumers is that they are assimilated Americans who 
are like their non-Hispanic White counterparts. These narratives feed the false notion that 
America is a cultural “melting pot.” Recent research conducted by mitú and ThinkNow 
Research suggests otherwise. Seventy-nine percent of Gen Z Latinos, 76% of Asians, and 
84% of African Americans say that their ethnic heritage is important to them—compared to 
62% of Whites. Seventy-four percent of Gen Z Latinos, 72% of Asians, and 79% of African 
Americans say that they want to maintain their cultural heritage—compared to 64% of 
Whites. Furthermore, 84% percent of Gen Z Latinos, 80% of Asians, and 89% of African 
Americans say they are proud of their cultural heritage—compared to 74% of Whites. Gen Z 
consumers, like their older multicultural counterparts, want to standout as Latinos, African 
Americans, and Asians—because this is who they are. Research also tells us that they 
are all proud to be American. These findings suggest that market research should be less 
ethnocentric, and questions should measure a cultural bi-dimensionality that’s defining 
the new mainstream across all age cohorts. Identity is not a zero-sum game. Multicultural 
consumers live in the cultural hyphen. Ethnic. And American.
  
All of these differences have big implications for marketers. First and foremost, marketers 
must get used to targeting a younger generation whose purchasing power is significant. It is 
hard to take “kids” seriously, but they are a part of today’s and tomorrow’s core consumers. 
These consumers are predominantly multicultural and part of the new mainstream. In-
culture content, which at one point was developed to target ethnic segments in specialized 
channels, should be used to target Gen Z and Millennials, impacting “mainstream” creative 
work in ad agencies. Time is needed to help shift the mindset of corporate America in how 
it views and markets to these different mainstream consumers. Many cities across the 
country—like Los Angeles, New York, Miami—are key growth markets, whose majority is 
already multicultural. Gen Z and Millennial consumers are transforming the American 
demographic landscape and hold companies’ successes in their hands. They are not Gen 
Xers or Boomers. And they are not predominantly White. The approach that was taken 
for these older generational cohorts does not apply to Gen Z or Millennials. This is why 
companies have struggled, and many have had to innovate significantly on many fronts to 
remain competitive. Gen Z and Millennials grew up in different political, economic, and 
social times. Demographic changes will continue to shape this country like never before. 

Let’s make sure that the 
workplace has  
the cultural sensitivity  
to understand these  
changes and apply 
them with winning 
strategies.

—Dr. Jake Beniflah is head of insights and 
foresights at mitú.
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Once upon a time, there was a poor girl 
who was sweet and beautiful, who was 
rescued from her rags by Prince Charming 
and became a princess. And they lived 
happily ever after. The end.

The characters and story arcs of fairytales 
are simple and follow a few clear arche-
types. While there are several possible 
roles for men, women are either already 
princesses who need rescuing or poor girls 
who become princesses because they are 
sweet and beautiful. Not because they are 
smart or resourceful or strong or creative. 
This is the story of Cinderella, of Snow 
White, of Sleeping Beauty. I could go on. 

Why does this matter? 

As marketers, we know 
the power of storytelling. 
The stories we tell 
are informed by, and 
reflective of, our culture. 
They also have the power 
to shape our culture. 

With that power comes great responsi-
bility. As a society, we have already 
collectively assessed the stories that come 
from Hollywood and found them lacking—
and that awareness is beginning to drive 
change. We have also become more aware 
of the stories we create as brands and the 
importance of representing the beautiful, 
rich complexity of all people.
 
But what about those first stories we hear, 
as children? These stories mold us. They 
inform our dreams and aspirations, the 
roles we think we should play in life and 
how we should behave. And most of the 
traditional fairytales perpetuate the gender 
stereotypes so ingrained in our societies 
and detrimental to women and men. 
Knowing this, we have to ask ourselves, 
how do we inspire young girls—and the 
women they become—to be confident, to 
celebrate their strength, to dream big?

Fairytales 
and 
Feminism 
The stories 
we tell 
our children.

Most of the stories that we think of as traditional fairytales come 
from folklore traditions, passed down verbally from generation to 
generation, often changing considerably with each re-telling. The 
stories have evolved and they will continue to evolve.
 
What is it about these fairytales that captures our attention? 
I would argue that it is not about damsels in distress being 
rescued by Prince Charming, but rather about good vs. evil, about 
epic battles for what is right (usually with good prevailing). We are 
drawn to magic and the enchantments that take us beyond the 
real world and let us open up our imaginations. 

I have always embraced fantasy. I had a long “princess phase” 
that went well into adulthood. I really wanted to marry Prince 
William. I even wrote to him when I was young, to propose this 
eventuality. That phase continued until I reached a point where I 
could no longer reconcile being a princess and being a feminist. 
Today, I no longer want to be a princess, but I don’t want to lose 
the magic and the joy that I so loved in these stories.
 
Can we change the narrative, but keep the magic? The answer
is yes.
 
In recent years, we’ve seen an encouraging increase in female 
representation and empowerment in the heroic, sci-fi, and fantasy 
genres. We have Wonder Woman. We have Danerys. We have 
General Leia Organa. Even the Disney princesses are breaking from 
stereotype: There is Merida from Brave, a heroine with a more 
realistic shape who breaks gender norms in her family; Anna and 
Elsa of Frozen learn love-at-first-sight is nonsense, but the love 
between sisters is true love. And we have Moana, an empowered 
leader who saves herself and her people.
 
I, too, have found a new narrative. My love of all things sparkly 
and magical has found a home under the sea, in the land of 
mermaids. And because I never do anything by half measure, this 
means that I now own a number of swimmable mermaid tails, 
and friends and family are used to Tara the Mermaid poolside 
appearances. In general mythology, mermaids often represent the 
divine feminine and the forces of love and power. For me, being 
a part-time mermaid is very much about playfulness, not taking 
myself too seriously, encouraging creative self-expression. It is 
symbolic of dreams, fantasy, magic, and imagination. 
 
We don’t have to let go of fairytales, but we can evolve the stories 
we tell. We can swap out fairytales for mermaid tails. We can 
change the gender assumptions because they are not necessary. 
And then maybe we can all live happily ever after. The end.  
—Tara Marsh is global head of content at Wunderman.

Tara Marsh
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As Generation Z enters the workplace, it’s only 
natural that brands and marketers begin to ask, 
how do I get them to buy  from me? The answer 
is not so simple, because Gen Z is proving  to be 
the most demanding generation of consumers 
yet. 

They are savvy, connected, and conscientious. 
And the first step  in earning their attention is 
to understand who they are.
 
Meet Gen Z.

Who is 
Gen Z?

16 17



18 19



Jeff Hasen

Mobile Is  
the New 
Prime 
Time 

To misunderstand today’s youth is to view their digital habits 
as some sort of a tectonic shift.
 

Away from the television set.

Away from mass programming.

Away from long-established viewing 
dayparts.

For that to be true, Generation Z would have had to have started 
with large screens, habits of watching shows from the big networks, 
and a regimen of primarily engaging with content during the 
evening hours.

None of that, in fact, is the reality. 

Some of those born between 1998 and 2016 undoubtedly had a mobile 
phone in one hand with a pacifier in the other. We, ummm, had an 
Etch A Sketch.

Preferred screen? While you and I can point to our very own first 
television as a milestone moment, Gen Z considers getting a phone 
as an important life event. Today’s teens got their first phone 
when they were around 12.

Desired content? Seven in 10 teens told Google that they spend 
more than 3 hours per day watching mobile video. And much of the 
consumption comes via YouTube, Snapchat, and Instagram and is 
user-generated rather than Hollywood produced.

Time of day? The smartphone is in Gen Z’s hands from sunrise to 
well past dinner time. Viewing happens on the bus, at the lunch 
table, during recess, and every other time that this group wants to 
be entertained, informed, or otherwise occupied. 

For Gen Z, mobile is the new prime time.

While Fast Company says that “media and market research 
companies have labeled Generation Z ‘screen addicts’ with the 
attention span of a gnat,” ignoring the generation’s influence on 
a company’s business success is a foolish exercise for a marketer.

Gen Z is 26% of the US population with $44B in annual purchasing 
power. Two in three teens make purchases online and of those, 
more than half are making purchases on their phones.

But capturing their attention is not without challenges. Gen Z is 
80% more likely to always be multi-screening compared to their 
parents, per Tremor Media and Hulu. 

From the excellent series of reports by Google: “Gen Z never 
knew the world before the internet—before everything you could 
ever need was one click away. They never knew the world before 
terrorism or global warming. As a result, Gen Z is the most 
informed, evolved, and empathetic generation of its kind. They 
value information, stimulation, and connection, evident by their 
affinity for YouTube, Google, and Netflix. 

“They also have high hopes for the brands they choose. From Nike 
to XBox, they expect big things. As professionals, we should see 
this as our challenge—to live up to the standard Gen Z has set 
for us and to continue to inform, inspire, and create products and 
marketing that facilitate the world in which they want to live.”

Of course, not all Gen Zers are the same. It’s prudent for marketers 
to understand the nuances.

For Black teens, mobile music rules. 

Eighty-six percent listen on their phones every week, significantly 
more than all teens, and nearly 6 in 10 say they spend more than 
3 hours every day listening to music on their phones.

Two in three Black teens make purchases online, and of those, 
more than half are making purchases on their phones.

Black teens are more likely to have 
positive attitudes towards brands, and to 
consider them “cool” if they feel as though 
the message is personalized to them.

Nearly one-quarter of all 13- to 17-year-olds 
are Hispanic, and they are the fastest-
growing teen demographic.

While listening to music is the top mobile 
activity, three in four Hispanic teens 
say they spend three-plus hours per day 
watching video on their phones.

Eight in 10 Hispanic teens make purchases 
online, compared to two-thirds of all 
teens. And of those who shop online, over 
half are making most of their purchases on 
their phones.

As to advertising, Gen 
Zers actually aren’t all 
that different from you 
and me.

For teens, ads impact a product’s “cool” 
factor. What makes a product cool?

• If friends are talking about it.
• If I see an ad about it.
• If it’s something personalized.

But according to a study 
by IRI, when it comes to 
social media, Gen Z is 
two to three times more 
likely to be influenced 
by social media than by 
sales or discounts—the 
only generation to value 
social media over price 
when it comes to making 
purchase decisions, 

And Gen Z is twice as likely to convert on 
mobile. 

This leaves marketers where? At the least, 
in need of a mental shift that causes us to 
look at today in an entirely new way. Just 
as Gen Z is doing. 
 —Jeff Hasen is mobile strategist at  
POSSIBLE Mobile. 
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The 
Street 
Meets
Social

Our industry knows social media is the 
dynamic force on the cultural landscape: 
the driver of innovative strategy and the 
laboratory for sharp content, forging 
connections between individuals and 
cultures—and between brands and 
consumers.

Meredith Chase

What took them so long? That’s a question 
for another day. The most interesting 
takeaway is why Wall Street finally tuned in. 

Social has replaced brick-
and-mortar browsing as 
the home of discovery.

Remember the happy accident? Once, you, 
the shopper, went to the mall. (Long ago, 
the department store.) You needed one 
thing. But you wandered, letting products 
and brands and possibilities catch your 
eye. You left with three things. Digital 
commerce is hitting that kind of impulse 
purchase hard. Kismet (for the consumer) 
and the margin-boosting sale (for brands 
and retailers) are vanishing to a chorus of 
online searchers’ hyper-targeted clicks.

And yet human curiosity 
hasn’t evaporated. People 
still like to discover 
new, unexpected things. 
They’ve just taken that 
quest to social media. 

But how much is great social worth? And 
why is it valuable?

Well now Wall Street is here to answer the 
first question, validating the importance of 
social strategy to a brand’s bottom line. In 
one recent report from the investment firm 
Evercore ISI, the dire scene for traditional 
apparel retailers revealed one gleaming 
bright spot: the fashion brands showing 
the most moxie on social media. Gucci 
and adidas both more than doubled their 
social media engagement year-over-year. 
Canada Goose saw direct-to-consumer sales 
surge 191% while turbo-charging its social 
channels with influencers like Daniel Craig, 
blue-chip creative talent like director 
Paul Haggis, and charismatic images of its 
haut-rugged outerwear in its chilly natural 
habitat.

Each company saw its Wall Street 
prospects improve, as did other apparel 
brands with ace social strategies. Less 
nimble rivals struggled. For agencies that 
have long championed social media and 
digital-native storytelling, this is obviously 
great news. The business world’s most 
visible arbiter of success is now on board. 
Investors and analysts now count likes 
and monitor hashtags in their quest to 
understand a brand’s fortunes.

Shoppers now unearth new products via 
friends, via the feeds of brands they covet, 
via influencers (and micro-influencers) 
they admire.

Burn it into your brain: 
social media is now all 
about discovery. And 
the best place to see that 
truth in action is—no 
coincidence—out in the 
field. 

I see this firsthand when we conduct 
ethnographic research with the rising 
consumers of Generation Z, that massive 
cohort of 85 million kids 20 and younger 
who already wield $44 billion in direct 
purchasing power. When you interview 
teens in person, especially in pairs and 
trios (they are more apt to talk freely with  
a friend present), you learn how the power 
of social discovery is changing.  

Born social, teens are on their chosen 
platforms (hello, Snapchat and Instagram) 
all day, every day. They treat social not 
only as an opportunity for self-expression 
and connection, but as their main avenue 
toward information: YouTube is not just 
their cable box, it’s their library.

Gen Z also happens to exhibit some 
characteristics that reveal social media’s 
essential nature. Pragmatic and future-
focused, Gen Z is obsessed with research. 
They want the backstory; they want to know 
any move they make will serve their goals. If 
they’re interested in a product, they will watch 
every video, read every comment, and come 
prepared. On Instagram, they’re diving into 
the Explore function before going to their 
own feeds to find unexpected inspiration; 
meanwhile they’re tailoring their own profiles 
and feeds with flinty-eyed unfollows and likes 
withheld. They know how the algorithms 
work, and they take control.

The brands that speak to Gen Z will reap 
those discovery-driven sales, and they’ll 
get that Wall Street love. But brands and 
investors will also learn—if they haven’t 
already—that social media’s only real 
constants are change and unpredictability. 
Today’s reigning platforms may be tomorrow’s 
Friendsters. Formats that seem crucial 
now may become next year’s throwbacks. 
(Vine, we hardly knew ye.) A set of studies 
examined in a recent Harvard Business 
Review article showed that the real-world 
value of any one social media engagement 
depends on follow-up: 

A mere “like” for a 
brand doesn’t drive sales 
unless it’s coupled with 
compelling content 
and direct, responsive 
connection with 
consumers.

Social’s cultural nuances can also be 
tricky. Gen Z views some influencer-brand 
partnerships with fierce skepticism—
YouTube star Casey Neistat faced a serious 
backlash after a collaboration with Samsung 
that left some fans feeling exploited. But 
they’re fine with people they admire making 
money doing cool things, as long as both 
brand and talent are transparent.

How do you navigate this 
ever-evolving territory? 
The lesson seems to be 
that the real social media 
strategy is to always 
watch, ask, engage, and 
learn about consumers and 
the culture they build. 

 
Wall Street may have picked up on social 
media, but for those of us creating it the 
journey is always just beginning. 
—Meredith Chase is VP, client strategy at Swift, 
a POSSIBLE agency.
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Two data points reveal an interesting 
contradiction about Gen Z. 

First, when they shop, 
they do their homework. 
They are very informed 
about deals and points 
and don’t like to buy 
before they’ve examined 
their options. 

Second, they spend a lot of 
time doing that research 
on a brand’s owned 
properties: its websites, 
mobile apps, and social 
media presence.

Thomas Stelter

Gen Z 
Goes 
Old
School

In other words, contrary to their stated dislike of marketing (which is never popular in 
surveys anyway), they actively seek out what a brand is saying about its own products. 
The reasons behind this are murky, but a review of popular new brand websites pointed 
to a number of factors that are likely pushing them in this direction and offer some 
strategies for brands trying to connect with these young, modern, and savvy consumers:

Depth. Gen Zers want to know everything they can about a product 
or service and the company that provides them before they buy. Smart 
brands realize this is a void they can fill. Shopping sites such as Amazon 
and Walmart are good, but restrictive content platforms have a natural 
limit on what they can display. If a brand has a story beyond this, it needs 
a place to tell it.

The new Essential website, for example, leads off with a personal note 
from the founder (and Android inventor) Andy Rubin, explaining why he felt 
the need to add a new phone to a crowded market. The site has expansive 
product descriptions and brief articles in which team members give their 
unscripted thoughts on what they were trying to achieve with certain 
features. 

As a result, the brand’s potential customers gain a deep understanding 
of what they’re buying and why the company has created it.

Transparency. In an era where peer reviews are everywhere and 
any lie can lead to major blowback, many brands have scaled back 
their claims and tried to expose as much information as possible about 
their products. This is another reason why Gen Z is attracted to owned 
properties: Messaging. Patagonia long ago pioneered this concept with its 
Footprint Chronicles, but even fast-food brands like McDonald’s are dealing 
with concerns about the quality of their products by creating nutritional 
calculators. 

Integrity. Almost all—a whopping 94%—of Gen Z thinks that companies 
should address social and environmental issues. They want to know what 
brands stand for and, more importantly, they want to see those values in 
practice. That’s why brands like Shinola expose their philosophies and 
show them in action. The maker of everything from watches to handmade 
bicycles proudly touts its Detroit heritage and provides plenty of behind- 
the-scenes photos of its workshops, as well as interviews with frontline 
employees.

Craft. According to one report, 76% of teen Gen Zs value quality over 
coolness. That’s why many newer, forward-thinking brands are showing 
off their commitment to craft. Mission Workshop, which proudly displays 
its warehouse factory in San Francisco’s Mission District, has built a 
cult following by making messenger bags and technical packs that are so 
durable they come with a lifetime warranty.

Deals. Let’s not forget that Gen Z loves a good deal. They are 22% 
more likely than Gen Y to receive in-app notifications offering deals and 
discounts. And it’s not just about money. Gen Z’s favorite brands deliver 
value well beyond a product. So, they often visit owned properties to see 
what kind of education, support, and other content they’ll get as part of 
that brand community once they buy. 

Put simply, don’t overlook your own branded properties 
with Gen Z. They may not be sexy, but they’re a vital 
component of any retail strategy. 

More than previous generations, young, 
savvy shoppers are likely to show up at 
your doorstep and poke around, trying 
to figure out what you’re about and what 
you’re willing to do for them as customers. 

If you manage to 
prove your value and 
demonstrate your values, 
you may turn them into 
loyal customers faster 
than you think.

—Thomas Stelter is VP, emerging solutions at 
POSSIBLE.
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At midnight on December 31, 2017, you could draw a clear line 
between digital natives and digital immigrants. 

When the clock struck twelve, every single person aged 18 and 
over had been born in the 1900s: analog babies who’ve learnt 
their digital habits. Those under 18 were born in the noughties, 
and the world looks different to them.

Gen Z

Marketers have named this new digitally-minded group  
“Generation Z.” We’re all eager to understand the minds of people 
who’ve never not known the internet. 

Gen Zers are fundamentally like Millennials, but more so. Every 
Millennial habit that rubs Gen X and Baby Boomers the wrong way, 
you’ll find multiplied three-fold with Gen Z. Broadly speaking, 
that’s the conclusion of 2017 study Generation Nation, a survey of 
4,000 Americans aged 13–71. 

Gen Z is the most open, diverse, and inclusive generation yet. 
They’re vocal about it too—check influencers such as Rowan 
Blanchard and Yara Shahidi for activism and campaigning, Gen Z 
style. They’re also the least patriotic, fitting with their impulse to 
break up restrictive, hierarchical structures. 

This prompts the question: How do they feel about brand loyalty? 
And, once they’ve amassed personal capital, how will they feel 
about bank loyalty? 

Banks

Digital disruption in banking has been a long time coming. During 
the dot-com bubble, there was panic about the end of traditional 
banks. It didn’t happen immediately, but the switch to online 
home banking in the 2000s has prompted a slow shut-down of 
physical branches. Since 2011 HSBC has more than halved its 
high-street presence in the UK (full disclosure, HSBC is a client). 
Across the channel in the Netherlands, ING has laid off thousands 
of staff in an effort to switch to digital—and even further afield in 
South Korea, Citi closed 80% of its branches in 2017.

Now, the technology is picking up. In the UK, Monzo offers an 
app-based digital bank account with a premium user experience. 
Payments are tracked in real-time, designed to aid budgeting for 
young people with unsteady cash flows. Online, a friendly user 
community offers feedback and suggestions for developers to 
integrate in product optimizations. Another company, TransferWise, 
pairs individuals together to cut out bank fees during international 
money transfers. They’ve just launched a Borderless multi-
currency digital bank account. Its tagline? “Say bye bye to crazy 
bank fees for good.” 

Follow the 
Money
Gen Z and 
digital banking.

The Bank of England has stress-tested the impact of these new 
fintech models that target aspects of banking which currently 
generate lucrative customer fees for traditional banks. It found 
that UK banks could lose up to £1bn in profits through the mass 
adoption of alternate methods. Big tech firms like Amazon and 
Facebook are also looming on the horizon. They have the customer 
reach and digital know-how to develop attractive financial 
products. Watch out for them swooping on upcoming regulatory 
changes that may give them a foothold in the market.

These digital private banking solutions, developed around 
peer cooperation and sharing, are resonating with the social 
conscience of Gen Z, 53% of whom choose brands that understand 
them as an individual (2017 IBM survey). Unlike the adults of 
this world, Gen Z has managed their money online from the get-
go. From this flattened perspective, physical branch presence 
and a heritage brand are not enough to help traditional banks 
differentiate from their digital competitors. Those who cannot 
compete with the user-oriented digital design of incoming 
financial products will find themselves in a difficult position. 

Currency

As members of Gen Z come of age with all their transactions 
done online, it’s no great stretch of the imagination to consider 
including a cryptocurrency—or a few—in their digital wallets. 

Lines are already blurring between traditional and cryptocurrencies. 
The aim of TransferWise’s Borderless account is similar to the 
thinking behind Ripple, the cryptocurrency used for international 
money transfers between banks at speed. You can already buy 
bath bombs with Bitcoin at Lush.com. 

Digital and economic theory are together powering new 
technology development. The transparency offered by blockchain 
and distributed ledger technology is encouraging research into 
time banks and community-based sharing economies. Recording 
work performed and work owed in an immutable ledger has 
suddenly become a viable way of skipping the “money” step 
altogether. 

Different economic systems have precedent. Just 150 years 
ago, before the introduction of the national dollar, thousands of 
different currencies and alternate value systems flowed through 
the US. What we consider to be a stable global economy, based 
upon the dollar, has really only existed for a few generations. 

In this landscape of digital wallets, big tech, fintech, and 
borderless accounts, the distance to cryptocurrencies and 
alternative value systems is not far at all. And user-centered 
platforms that blend and combine these innovations will soon be 
embraced by the incoming generation.  

So, what?

This proliferation of different financial 
platforms and services will prompt new ways 
to make judgment calls about which service 
is right for you. Gen Z will demand ease of 
use, ethical behavior, transparency, and 
community engagement—just as a starting 
point.

Money is finally changing 
from notes to numbers on 
a screen. Banks will only 
keep up if they listen to 
Gen Z. This means investing 
in digital and offering 
transparent, user-oriented 
services coupled with real 
community building. 

The International Data Corporation (IDC) 
estimates that digital transformation spend 
will increase from 25-40% of bank technology 
budgets by 2020. 

As our agency moves into 2018, we’re watching 
the impact of PSD2 in Europe, and the start-
ups that will spring from this regulatory-
driven switch to open banking. We’re looking 
forward to industry heavyweights partnering 
up with fintechs to push the boundaries of 
their customer offering. We’re excited to see 
banks lean into the benefits of AI and devote 
more time to digital innovation. And we’re 
ready for Gen Z to come of age and demand 
a more inclusive and collaborative banking 
experience. 
—Lara Ferris is a strategist at POSSIBLE.

Lara Ferris
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Blurred Lines

Rebecca Bedrossian

When most of us were growing up, boys and girls were placed 
unilaterally into blue and pink buckets—without anyone asking 
whether this was a good idea. Even with my own pregnancies, not 
knowing the gender put family and friends at a loss of what color 
to buy. It was gender-normative marketing at its strongest. 

Enter Gen Z. And how things have changed. Today, in the narrow 
circle of young people I know, six are not currently living in their 
assigned gender categories. These include an 8-year-old boy who 
was born a girl, a 17-year-old who became gender fluid, and a 
9-year-old who is transitioning into being female.

Of course, the majority of my children’s friends are living in their 
“cis” gender, or the one assigned them at birth. Still, they are also 
aware of gender in a way that’s different from previous generations. 
They see it as a choice. A recent survey of 12- to 19-year-olds 
supports this, with 82% agreeing that gender does not define 
a person as it used to do. It’s not that gender dysphoria (the 
technical term for not identifying with the gender of your birth) is 
something new, but no one mentioned it to kids when Gen X was 
in Little League and Girl Scouts. 

For Gen Z, identity of all kinds is fluid and non-traditional. This 
is the most racially diverse generation, with many kids living 
in non-traditional households. And they have a wide range of 
identities they can select from: transgender, gender neutral 
(halfway between), agender (having no connection to any gender), 
queer heterosexual (attracted to the opposite sex, but identifying 
with it as well), as well as many others. The key takeaway for this 
generation—be yourself. 

While the cultural implications of a constantly evolving identity 
are already being felt in schools, organizations, and homes—56% 
report knowing someone who goes by non-traditional gender 
pronouns such as they/them—you might wonder what exactly it 
has to do with marketing. Does it mean we should start targeting 
these new identities? Perhaps. Several social media platforms, 
Facebook above all, make it easy to reach these new genders at 
scale—which could prove to be a powerful tool. But the more 
important point is that the brands targeting Gen Z must be 
identity-aware. 

If kids today are growing up in a world of fluid gender, brands 
need to show they get it. Here’s how:

Don’t label. Gen Zers’ hostility to stereotypes 
is well established. Having grown up in non-
traditional households, often with single parents, 
they don’t respond well to seeing others still living 
in 1950s categories. For them, a Barbie ad featuring 
a boy is hardly a shock—and is welcomed. It’s time 
to think beyond traditional demographic-based 
marketing, as COVERGIRL has. The cosmetic giant 
made history when it appointed James Charles as its 
first male spokesmodel.

Don’t be bland. H&M and Zara, for example, 
have come out with gender-neutral lines that 
garnered praise for their existence. But that’s 
exactly where the praise ended. The clothes were 
shapeless and bland—and more reminiscent of 
prison garb than the bright colors of the Instagram 
generation. Alternative gender identities do not 
meet in a perfectly bland middle between male 
and female. They are different and occupy their 
own spaces. A Los Angeles brand that gets it, 69 
describes itself as a non-gender, non-traditional 
clothing line—and its creations are anything but 
boring. 

Embrace new identities. Brands have done 
a better job in recent years of reflecting the racial 
diversity of their audiences. But for Gen Z, that 
also means embracing a range of identities as 
well. Lately, major fashion brands, for example, 
have featured male models wearing makeup and 
non-traditional male clothing. Other brands can be 
subtler, but marketing should reflect the new, more 
identity-rich makeup of Gen Z. Being inclusive 
matters. 

Live the truth. Gen Z is really good at knowing 
if you’re being fake and they don’t like it. They 
are overwhelmingly supportive of diversity and 
alternative identity. Companies need to make 
it clear they are open and welcoming—and 
communicate that effectively. 

With binary norms flying out the window and one third of Gen Z 
saying they’ve felt excluded by a brand based on their identities, 
it’s time for brands to pay attention to the changing ideas about 
gender. Gen Z is, as Marlo Thomas once sang, free to be me and you.  
—Rebecca Bedrossian is global content director at POSSIBLE.

Gen Z and Gender Identity
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The
Amazing 
Guest
Test

If you think about it, brands connect 
with Gen Z (and some of the rest of us) 
in the most unusual places. In bed. After 
a shower. At the gym. And, yes, in the 
bathroom. Gen Z discovers content just 
about anywhere—as well as the ads and 
other communications that come with it.

This presents brands with a paradox. Gen 
Zers like hearing from brands. In fact, 
they are 23% more likely to interact with 
brands on social media than Millennials. 
However, they are also much more likely 
to disengage with brands if they find them 
inauthentic or slow to reply.

In other words, they want marketers to be 
there, but only in the most appropriate 
and meaningful of ways. To translate that 
need into human terms, I like to apply 
something I call the “Amazing Guest Test” 
whenever I’m concepting a campaign. I 
ask if what I’m thinking of will make the 
brand a good guest in an intimate space. 
If a young person is looking at an ad after 
waking up from a nap or if we’ve pinged 
her at a basketball game, will she be OK 
with it, or will she be annoyed?

Rick Albano

Mind your manners 
and make Gen Z 
love your brand.

It turns out that being an amazing guest on a device is not all that different from 
being one in real life. Great guests are, at the least, polite and, at best, interesting and 
entertaining. Poor guests drink too much, brag about their résumés, and make off-color 
comments. Amazing guests are invited back, bad guests are not. So, how does this 
translate to advertising?

Don’t show up empty-handed. If you’re invited for dinner, it’s 
customary to bring a bottle of wine, some flowers, or even dessert. 
Likewise, you can’t show up in someone’s feed or on their notification 
screen without some token of appreciation. Gen Z loves deals, discounts, 
and offers—and everyone loves a good laugh. And you can get creative, 
too. At Swift, for example, we did a campaign for adidas on Instagram that 
served up clues hidden inside content: city coordinates nestled into James 
Harden’s famous beard.

Don’t just talk about yourself. The hallmark of terrible guests is 
that they commandeer the conversation and make it all about themselves. 
Brands are often guilty of this, shoving themselves into our feeds with 
one-way “I’m so great” ads. A full 43% of consumers, and likely more of 
Gen Z, would give companies their data if they personalized services in 
return. Gen Z doesn’t mind if brands have their say, but that can’t be 
all they say. And if you do say something, try to take your audience’s 
preferences into consideration.

Abide by house rules. If we walk into a home where a family leaves 
its shoes by the door, we do too. Likewise, to the degree possible, you 
need to provide content that matches or exceeds the beautiful, helpful 
things already in a Gen Z feed. Glossier has built a global brand by being 
realistic, fun, and exposing its entire company to its fans in an Instagram-
friendly, back-and-forth way. That has resulted in a nearly million-strong 
following around the world.

Make yourself useful. A great guest always pitches in on clearing 
the table or washing dishes. Gen Z likes brands that provide value beyond 
the product. A good example (though not much used by Gen Z yet) is 
Airbnb, which now offers “Experiences” in addition to lodging to help 
you explore a new place with a local person. Lowe’s has also stepped up 
its game with VR experiences that teach customers the basics of home 
renovation. 

Send a thank-you note. Sadly, writing thank-you notes has 
become a lost art, but it’s one that brands should relearn. Staying in 
touch and showing gratitude after an interaction shows consumers that 
you understand them and are not merely there for a transaction. Brands 
like the health company Ritual have made their unboxing experience a 
surprise-and-delight moment worthy of social sharing. Not only do they 
deliver your vitamins, they also include clever stickers and a “21-Day 
Challenge” calendar to make your healthy habit stick.

The current landscape for reaching Gen Z 
is complicated, for sure. With new techno-
logies and a wealth of sometimes contra-
dictory data, it helps to have simple rules 
of thumb to guide content creation.

Right now, Gen Z is 
bringing us into their 
most personal moments 
and intimate settings. 
While we’re there, the 
task is simple: Be an 
amazing guest, bring 
something to the table, 
and you might find 
yourself invited back.

—Rick Albano is executive creative director at 
Swift, a POSSIBLE agency.
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The biggest mistake that brands make 
with Gen Zers is not worrying about them. 
After all, kids don’t have much buying 
power right now, so what’s the point?

Ten years ago, other generations similarly 
didn’t get Millennials’ fascination with 
smartphones and Facebook. But now 
almost everyone worries about being 
addicted to them. That’s because young 
consumers are not merely savvy users 
of digital media, they are also society’s 
version of canaries in the coal mine, early 
warning detectors of what is destined to 
become useful or insanely popular. Like it 
or not, Gen Z’s heightened expectations 
around personalized attention and friction-
less shopping are coming soon to a grandpa 
near you.

In late 2017, Wunderman (parent of 
POSSIBLE) undertook research with Penn 
Schoen Berland to ask 250 senior global 
executives if their companies were ready 
for this new landscape.

The results showed there’s much work to 
be done. Most business leaders under-
stand the challenges, with 72% of them 
reporting that they’re future-focused. 
However, thinking isn’t doing, and only 
43% said they are either currently able to 
exceed customer expectations or have the 
capabilities they need to do so.

It’s clear that brands need to build Future 
Ready organizations, ones that are able to 
deliver what people want, when and where 
they want it. They need to stop managing 
the current landscape and start driving 
change themselves. For most, this will 
require new thinking to resolve internal 
conflicts, speak with a single voice, and 
consistently deliver above expectations. In 
particular, our research uncovered five key 
areas of focus:

Exceeding customer expectations 

Gen Z has grown up playing amazing video games, and those 
experiences are setting the bar for everything else they do. They 
are used to personalization, great design, and physical/digital 
integration. If you compare those experiences to the typical 
process of opening a bank account or getting health insurance, 
there’s a huge gap. As a result, Gen Z will ignore brands that 
do not deliver customer experiences that are above and beyond 
expectations. 

Great experiences, of course, require access to great data and 
insights. But our research showed that 59% of those surveyed are 
unhappy with results of their data investments, and 62% believe 
they are underperforming in their ability to turn their data into 
insights and action. 

To turn this around, they need to start uncovering the why 
behind the what—and connecting it to meaningful activations. 
For example, Netflix uses data to identify and explore topics of 
interest to its subscribers, while Spotify has employed its data 
to create outdoor ads that target customers based on listening 
habits.

Silos are an experience killer

Gen Zers are selective and informed consumers, who often want 
to hold a product in their hands before they buy. As a result, every 
brand should build a direct-to-consumer channel and also take a 
close look at the quality of their physical retail experiences. Both 
need to be aligned, but a staggering 88% of senior executives 
think their entrenched silos prevent their organizations from 
delivering cohesive messaging and experiences. If brands are 
going to be ready for Gen Z, they can’t afford to have customers 
impacted by the lack of flexibility in their org charts. Those 
barriers need to come down now.

The need for speed

Young people today are fluid in their preferences, and brands 
need to be able to adapt quickly to changes in needs and 
expectations. But only 53% of business leaders say that agility 
and adaptability are core competencies in their organizations. 
And 65% feel they are not able to meet evolving customer needs. 

Think you’re too big to change? Kroger has quickly produced 
its “Prep+Pared Meal Kits” low-priced, cook-at-home meals to 
compete with Blue Apron. And through its highly successful  
“Un-carrier” approach, T-Mobile has translated a fanatical 
commitment to being customer obsessed into a massive and 
successful disruption of the telecommunications market.  

Data can set you friction-free

Gen Z today demands problem-free experiences from brands. An 
overwhelming 98% of business leaders agreed that that data is 
crucial to understanding their consumers. However, nearly 60% 
feel that they do not have access to quality data and insights. 
Building up those capabilities is a must moving forward.

Transform yourself

Our research also showed that while executives want to be game 
changers, only 42% say their businesses are currently perceived 
as innovative leaders. Surprisingly, technology isn’t what’s 
holding them back. Seventy-four percent already have access 
to a full stack of integrated marketing tools, but 68% struggle 
to bring data, marketing, and technology together to deliver a 
great customer experience. Making those investments pay off will 
require a rethinking of the kinds of talent—or partners—they’ll 
need to succeed.

If our Future Ready study showed nothing 
else, it’s that brands need a wakeup call. 
They need to set a vision for the future 
customer experience and start assembling 
the right mix of tools, talent, and great 
ideas they need to deliver on that vision.

The good news is that we can get there. 
Today, we have technology that can 
deliver amazing experiences. We can 
adapt, anticipate needs, and deliver what 
customers want, when they want it. In 
fact, most organizations already have 
invested in the tools they need to get 
there. It’s just a matter of putting it all 
together and connecting the dots.  
—Jamie Gutfreund is global chief marketing 
officer at Wunderman.

Is Your 
Company 
Future 
Ready for 
Gen Z?

Jamie Gutfreund
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As our industry rushes toward the world 
of artificial intelligence, it’s worth pointing 
out that in our culture, we’ve never liked 
it very much. For every R2D2 or C3PO, we 
have ten Hals.

Not surprisingly, there’s a call for brands 
to be less automated and more human 
in 2018. Much of the talk is about what 
brands can do: Put on a human face and 
reach out with real emotion.

But being human is not solely about how 
we present ourselves. It’s also about 
something else: listening. It’s through 
listening that we are able to appropriately 
and delightfully respond to cues our 
audience gives us. As customers engage 
with brands digitally, they give a much 
more subtle and valuable range of signals 
that tell us who they are, how they’re 
feeling, and what they expect in the next 
interaction with a brand.

In other words, we have a range of new tools that measure things such as culture and 
psychology—and enable us to connect with people in deeper, more human ways. Oddly, 
unlike in popular culture, these new “machines” can help us be more human, if used 
correctly. While every day new versions of these technologies appear, they fall into a few 
broad categories.

Emotional listening. Earlier this year, Facebook was accused of 
targeting depressed teens in Australia. While this sets off alarm bells, 
the truth was far more benign. The company had made a presentation to 
advertisers suggesting they could send uplifting messages to teens in need 
of a boost. Nonetheless, emotional targeting is here and real. Facebook’s 
own and third-party tools give us the ability to sense with reasonable 
accuracy not merely what people are doing, but how they are feeling. 
By listening to these things we will find new and more effective ways to 
support them in what they want to do.

The flipside is that if you do target something, such as depressed teens, 
you run the real risk of a backlash. As with all of the new possibilities we 
have, emotional targeting requires good human judgment to be effective 
and welcome.

Cultural listening. It’s time the term “in-culture” went mainstream. 
In-culture refers to marketing that listens and responds to a person’s 
cultural background. According to mitú, a consultancy that connects 
brands with Latino youth, Latinos today are already a $1.4 trillion market. 
In addition, 60 to 90% of young Latinos speak English and find ads 50% 
more effective if they see themselves in the content. The opportunity here 
is clear: Rather than translate English ads into other languages, brands 
should seek to create in-culture content that responds to their audience’s 
personal identity.

Psychological listening. We also have psychometric tools that 
help determine things like personality type or emotional leanings on 
social networks. These were put into an ugly spotlight by revelations that 
Cambridge Analytica used unethically acquired data to target people in 
an effort to support the Trump campaign. However, psychometrics still 
provide an interesting, if correctly used, avenue for motivating people, 
especially around things like exercise and healthy living.

And a tool isn’t always necessary to leverage human psychology. You 
merely need insight. A good example of this is T.J.Maxx, whose parent 
company TJX has announced plans to open additional retail stores in an 
era in which such things are supposedly dead. Why? One reason is that 
there is something utterly fun about browsing in a store where you can 
find a high-end garment hiding in a rack filled with T-shirts. While no one 
knows the brand’s exact strategy (it is famously tight-lipped), it has figured 
out that humans like treasure hunts and has made its stores into one.

Just plain listening. Some of the most disruptive brands today are 
based on insights that come from talking with the people you know. For 
example, Peleton is currently a disruptive startup that brings professional 
cycling trainers into your home. Its big insight? Founder John Foley and 
his friends noticed how hard it was to get to a cycling gym when you had 
to juggle life with kids. The germ of his idea lay in listening to that small 
focus group of the people in his life.

Of course, with all of this, we need to 
be careful. There was a reason all those 
movie villain computers and robots were 
creepy. 

In using these techniques, 
we also have to use that 
other human tool—our 
brain—to make sure we 
don’t go over the line. 
Listening must ultimately 
be about compassion and 
helping people realize 
their aspirations or 
improve experiences—
not simply about sales. 
After all, consumers are 
increasingly savvy and 
can detect inauthenticity 
a mile away.

—Martha Hiefield is CEO, Americas at 
POSSIBLE.

Martha Hiefield

Can 
You 
Hear
Me 
Now?
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Somewhere in the world, a room full of 
advertising agency professionals is brain-
storming about ice cream or air freshener 
or headache remedy. And if the data 
is correct, there’s an 89% chance that 
everyone in the room—or at least those 
making the decisions—is male.

The enlightened among us know that 
this is both ridiculous and pathetic. It’s 
intellectually and creatively wrong, as well 
as culturally deaf and maybe ethically 
bankrupt. And yet, it’s perfectly normal. 
Over the course of almost two decades in 
advertising, I’ve driven brand strategies 
for breakfast cereal, cell phones, cookies, 
quick-service restaurants, sneakers, luxury 
clothing brands—and on and on—all 
targeted at women.

As agency leaders 
we contend with this 
bald-faced fakery in a 
handful of ways. We 
craft elaborate gender-
aware research plans for 
our clients’ brands. We 
deploy qualitative and 
quantitative insights to 
prove we can “get inside 
her head.” We self-
consciously cast pitches 
and key client meetings 
with strategically placed 
women. We dial up HR 
training in unconscious 
bias. And we hitch our 
creative wagons to 
woman-focused causes 
and pro-bono campaigns 
to win awards and wrap 
our agencies in warm, 
femvertising fuzzies.

Joe Crump

Shut Up
and Hire

Her

Are these confessions hitting too close  
to home?

To me, agency life has for years felt like a 
real-life version of The Truman Show, where 
our clients are Truman, and we’re the ersatz 
residents of Seahaven, all of us carefully 
staging an intricate fiction that we came to 
believe ourselves. The gender balance of 
our focus groups somehow compensated 
for the utter absence of it in our offices. 

Thanks to Kevin Roberts and Cindy Gallop, 
most agencies today are on high alert, if 
not truly woke, to the pathetic state of 
affairs in the male/female ratio of agency 
leadership. Because they are savvy— 
they’re marketers, after all—they’re making 
the right noises, and taking steps in the 
right direction. Teeny, tiny baby steps. 
The industry has moved from a total of 
3% female creative leadership to 11%. 
Nothing to sneeze at. And yet, as 9 out 
of 10 account planners will tell you: 80% 
of buying decisions in the US are driven 
by women. So, I kindly wonder: Are you 
freaking kidding me with that 11%?

As a managing director and a gay guy in 
a passive-aggressively heteronormative 
business, I know a little bit about being on 
the wrong side of the industry demographic 
curve. But if I was going to place a bet—and 
I hope I’m not outing anyone here—I’d wager 
that there are substantially more gay men in 
senior agency roles than there are women 
in the same roles. 

But change is coming at last. Just a few 
weeks ago I was in a chemistry-check 
meeting with a potential client. After 
30 minutes or so the client, let’s call 
her Michelle, looked at me and my two 
colleagues—all of us males—and observed 
pointedly, “But our customer is female, and 
you’re all guys.” Chem-check fail.

I’ve been in advertising for 17 years, and 
that’s the first time a woman had ever just 
flat out said it: The emperor is buck naked.  
It hurt. And then the epiphany smacked me 
in the face: In a business driven by White 
men talking to White men about White men,  
as Cindy Gallop says, 

“Meaningful diversity 
will happen when—and 
only when—smart clients 
demand it.”

There is reason to be encouraged. HP’s 
CMO Antonio Lucio has driven real and 
rapid diversity within the agencies that 
serve his brand, and other huge advertisers 
like Verizon and General Mills have followed 
suit. I sincerely hope those blips become a 
landslide. And I feel extremely fortunate that 
in July I joined an agency where our CEO is a 
woman. Our CFO is a woman. And our CCO is 
a woman. Thirty-eight percent of our creative 
leadership (ACD and higher) is female. My 
own office in New York City is now 60% 
women. And we’ve supported and partnered 
with The 3% Conference from its early days. 
We didn’t jump on the diversity bandwagon—
we helped build it.

As for me, I’m no dummy. I won’t have 
another traumatic chem-check like that 
again. Ever. So I’ll be the guy who’s hiring 
that woman ECD. And her girlfriend. And  
that lady CD. And that female head of 
marketing science. And on and on until The 
Truman Show gets cancelled. In case I don’t 
see ya, good afternoon, good evening, and 
good night.  
—Joe Crump is managing director at  
POSSIBLE, New York.
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Jaime Klein Daley

It’s one of the slipperiest concepts in modern marketing, and 
something that’s often strangely overlooked in the age of digital 
disruption: the notion of brands and how they’re created. 

Ask agency executives to define brands and they’ll probably 
describe a great effort by Nike or trot out a Simon Sinek quote about 
finding one’s “why.” Ask a product design firm the same question, 
and they’ll wax poetic on the power of user interface to address 
unmet consumer needs, while reminding you that communications 
no longer drive actions or create behaviour change. 

In short, the world has gotten tricky enough that using deliverables 
to establish philosophy has started doing more damage than good. 
Everyone is solving problems through their solutions, and that 
question of brand remains unanswered. 

Before we examine why two philosophies are not better than one 
when it comes to brands, let’s explore how we got to this point. 

Agencies are products of their histories

Brand planning (strategy) developed during the era of CPG, as 
“matchmakers” between products and the consumers we wanted 
to buy them. It was a new way of taking things that were seemingly 
alike and creating difference, usually through perception or belief. 

Design thinking (experience) became famous in the era of digital 
innovation, where the products themselves were virtual, like new 
business models and new problems that needed to be solved. The job 
was to remove “friction” so the experience would be seamless. 

As agencies developed, departments broadened and roles were 
added, but in the same philosophical silos.

Brands have changed, but tactics haven’t

In the meantime the products themselves became mutable, 
changeable. 

The technologies we used to access them became fluid and flexible. 
Our interactions with brands changed, our power increased and our 
expectations grew. 

Yet our strategists, who ace at defining brands and their ambitions, 
were incentivized to develop tactics and metrics. 

Our systems thinkers are now asked to create the next best expe-
rience without thinking about why or how it contributes to a bigger 
picture for the brand. 

In short:
 

Marketing without UX is tactic without 
depth. UX without marketing is design 
without longevity.

Who minds the brand? 
  
When we only focus on one side of any discipline, we put ourselves 
at risk for missing the greater opportunity. And we’ve done it 
to ourselves this time—creating a massive vacuum in the work we 
create. 

In political parlance, we’ve been so focused on protecting our 
points of view that we haven’t considered the benefits of crossing 
the aisle. And what happens amidst all this gerrymandering is that 
we forget about the brands we’re here to protect and grow. 

This is the door we’ve opened for consultancies—business 
consultancies that promise new streams of revenue. They promise 
to derive revenue from the one asset we’ve collectively ignored: 
the brand itself. 

When marketing and experience are 
separate, it’s hard to say who is minding  
the brand.

The new branding is a Newton’s cradle 
of marketing and experience

Every brand narrative we shape must now consider the experience 
being created for its customers, and vice versa. 

Thinking on both sides of the aisle opens 
opportunities for brand growth, and 
creates clarity for its products, lending 
proof to a belief, and translating values 
into actions. 

A recent example of this is the work TBWA developed for Airbnb— 
a brand established through a universal human need for belonging, 
a marketing plan that brings the promise to life for today’s travellers, 
and a product pipeline and customer experience that delivers on the 
desire to “live like a local”. 

Seems straightforward. So why isn’t everyone doing it? Choose  
an excuse:

Our projects only focus on one “side” of the equation (marketing 
campaign or site experience).
Our team is better at x than y.
Our client is old fashioned and thinks digital means a banner ad.
Our belief is that great UX creates distinctive brand experiences.
Our understanding of consumers can only be realized through an 
app/bot/site/interface.
Our work is only scoped for one team, not two.

And so on…

When  
Planning 
and
Experience 
Collide

The Powers of Ten theory

What if we address our clients’ marketing challenges differently? 
If we start from a higher level—that fuzzy notion of brand—and 
anchor our efforts in an ambition instead of a tactic? 

What if we started by talking together before breaking apart? 

I call this way of thinking the Powers of Ten theory. The 1977 
Eames Family short film of the same name cleverly reminds us 
that truth doesn’t come solely from seeing the big picture via 
telescope, nor does it lie in the details only experienced through 
microscope. 

Truth requires both telescope and 
microscope, and brands are best when seen 
through both lenses. The trick is to move 
back and forth, between synthesis and 
practice, the theoretical and the practical 
application. 

Here’s my advice: Use “brand” as your best excuse to create a 
first-degree, square one, together. Set aside craft for a moment 
and make some decisions amongst your diverse skill sets—the 
conceptual and practical, the framers of expectations and creators 
of experiences. Find an essential truth that illuminates both paths—
the idea of the thing and the means of engaging with it. The 
marketing that deepens engagement and the journey that brings  
it to your customer.

A better equation

The greatest opportunity we have in agencies is to make better 
use of our separate skillsets to grow our relationships with our 
clients while developing more fulfilling work and more compelling 
solutions. There’s a reason brand books no longer cut it, and 
why customer experience has become the new marketing buzz 
term. And it’s true that any brand built only on perception (and 
not experience) will collapse faster than you can say United. But 
conversely, a brand built solely on an experience, without being 
rooted in a compelling identity will be leapfrogged also as fast as 
you can call a Lyft.

All strategists are problem solvers. Imagine the delicious, meaty 
challenges we’ll be able to solve when brands are at play. With 
brands at the center, marketing practice and experience design 
can share and benefit from a symbiotic relationship, while their 
practitioners find new ways to work together as well.  
—Jaime Klein Daley is EVP, strategy and insights at POSSIBLE.

How the battle  
for strategic  
supremacy puts 
brand thinking  
at risk.
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Seemingly overnight, capable voice 
recognition has joined forces with 
artificial intelligence (AI) and machine 
learning (ML) to push voice-enabled 
experiences to the forefront of business 
thinking. But before brands leap into the 
fray, they need to recognize where and 
when to invest in the new technology.  
For some, that means investing elsewhere 
for now.

To see why, let’s start with the most 
common brand investment in voice these 
days: an Alexa skill. Some brands have 
gotten tremendous PR value out of them, 
and others have provided great customer 
experiences. But should you go there? 
The answer is yes—eventually. But before 
doing so, it’s worth considering the 
following facts:

• The iTunes store has a mind-
boggling 2.2 million apps. 

• The average user has only 73  
of them on her phone. 

• She only uses 23 of them 
monthly, and only 7 daily.

While branded apps are popular in some 
categories—fast food, for example—in 
many they have proved a useful learning 
experience, and not much more.

Similarly, Amazon’s Alexa skills already 
number over 15,000 and will likely hit 
100,000 in the next 6 to 12 months. But 
if you look at the apps for many leading 
brands—Domino’s Pizza, Uber, Lyft, and 
even Starbucks—you’ll find their reviews 
cluster around the top and bottom. For 
a few customers, they are magical; for 
others, they simply don’t work. As a 
result, brands are frustrating and turning 
off the very users most likely to want  
a skill.

Thomas Stelter

Silence 
May
Be  
Golden

This, however, is not a sufficient reason to delay experimentation 
in voice (in fact, you could argue it shows the need to experiment 
and learn how to get it right). A more compelling reason to 
wait is that your skill is not the main place that your brand will 
show up in voice. That title today belongs to the Alexa shopping 
experience.

If you sell products online, you should realize that Alexa is much 
more selective than Amazon.com. When a user does a voice 
search, she surfaces only the most closely-matching Amazon’s 
Choice products. If your product isn’t on that list, no one will hear 
about it.

Amazon’s Choice doesn’t happen by accident. Its products are 
the best performers in their categories on Amazon.com, and 
their designation is primarily determined by price, availability, 
customer reviews, and sales velocity. And those things are often 
determined by how good your Amazon presence is. 

As a result, if you want to play in voice, 
your best move is to invest in your 
ecommerce fundamentals. By improving 
your retail presence and performance, 
you’ll improve your performance in voice, 
without ever directly investing in the 
technology. 

Put simply, a skill will never provide the ROI of an optimized 
Amazon presence.

Once that box is checked, you can start thinking about skills, 
apps, and other implementations of voice. The major strategy is to 
enter the space thoughtfully. It’s important to master the emerging 
sets of best practices so that you avoid frustrating people. And 
it’s worth repeating that reviews of skills tend to cluster around 
the top and bottom of the spectrum. People love them or hate 
them. So if you can create a skill that works—that’s a big win. 

We have plenty to learn about voice, and brands should create a 
strategy that leverages behavioral insights to learn how they can 
positively impact the consumer experience. But not before they’ve 
done their homework in other voice-affected areas. We have to 
get the foundation right first, and then move on to develop the 
next kick-ass, fully branded, voice-enabled egg timer, or whatever 
it is that will propel us forward.
—Thomas Stelter is VP, emerging solutions at POSSIBLE.
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On 
Branded
Content
In conversation 
with Ernie Schenck.

Rebecca Bedrossian

And Ernie should know. His storied career 
includes working on some of the world’s most 
prestigious brands, including groundbreaking 
campaigns for John Hancock and Liberty 
Mutual. A co-founder of Pagano Schenck & Kay, 
he was later executive creative director at Hill 
Holliday/Boston. Today he is a contributing 
editor of Communication Arts, and in the 
last few years, he’s turned his attention to 
branded content. 

Content, as we all know, means many 
different things to many different people. 
From a banner ad to a blog post, 140 
characters to a two-hour film, content 
is everywhere. It’s deep and it’s shallow, 
thought-provoking and often dismissable, 
personalized and irrelevant. Adding brand into 
the mix adds layers of complexity. 

I asked Ernie about that, and how can brands 
get it right. It’s been almost four years since 
we’ve worked together, in my former role as 
managing editor at CA. In those four years, 
I left publishing and he embraced branded 
content. To say catching up was long overdue 
is an understatement. 

“The era of one-way dialogue 
is over,” says branded content 
consultant, creative director, and

author Ernie Schenck. “Looking at the 
screen has evolved. There are 
so many options.”

Content is such a bland 
word, how do you define 
it? 

It’s a terrible word. It feels generic and 
cheap. But the way I look at it is, as long 
as the train has left the station, I’ve got 
to be on board. There’s no one definition 
for it. Content, as I personally define it, 
is long-form stuff that has some meaning 
and substance to it. But then there’s the 
dark side. The hundreds of tweets and 
Facebook posts and Instagram shots that 
agencies and clients are pumping out into 
the atmosphere every day. The snackables 
with little to zero nutritional value.

Why is it so vital for 
brands today? 

It’s funny but it used to be that creatives 
were the ones who, knowingly or not, 
seemed to think of advertising as 
entertainment. We might not have 
admitted it, but if you couldn’t be taking 
meetings with Spielberg then you could 
at least be creating these funny little 
commercials. What’s cool is that people 
are demanding stuff that’s entertaining 
and if I can make a connection between 
that and whatever it is you’re pushing, 
okay, fine. It’s more nuanced. Brands are 
going to keep making commercials of 
course, but the successful brands—the 
ones that aren’t in denial—understand that 
if you’re not willing to entertain me,  
I’m gone.

What makes branded 
content a success? 

In the end, branded content is like anything 
else in the current landscape of advertising. 
If a short film or a podcast or themed 
experience is going to work for a brand, it 
has to convey the essence of that story, 
some underlying theme or belief, onto the 
brand itself.  

Tell me about the pitfalls 
of branded content.  

Because there’s still so much skepticism 
out there about how content can actually 
be successful, there’s a tendency—and 
it’s understandable—to get a bit too 
heavy-handed on the branded side of the 
equation. It’s such a tightrope that you 
walk. Too heavy on the entertainment 
side and really, what’s the point of a 
brand being involved? It gets lost. Too 
heavy on the branded side, though, even 
a tiny bit, and you’re going to be shut out 
in a heartbeat. The agency walked that 
tightrope really well in The Message for 
GE podcast. Because the storyline flowed 
organically out of actual GE technology, it 
worked really well. 

Should the brand always 
be part of the story?  

Well, it is branded content after all. So yes, 
the brand has to be part of the story. But 
like I’ve said, its place in the story has to 
be as organic and as seamlessly positioned 
as possible.

How do you measure 
success with it?   

The tough thing to swallow for a lot of 
clients is that they need to more or less 
redefine their definition of success. 
Branded content isn’t going to move 
cars out the door or create a sudden 
demand for a new sneaker. In my opinion, 
branded content is joined at the hip with 
a brand’s purpose. For brands such as 
Patagonia or Disney or Harley Davidson, 
there’s a higher purpose than just making 
money. Propagating that purpose is where 
branded content can be most successful.

What are some examples 
of brands getting it 
right?   

I mentioned GE and The Message. CAA’s 
done a great job with Chipotle.

Can you tell me about a 
standout project you’ve 
done and why you think  
it works?  

A couple of years ago, an agency in 
Istanbul brought me in to develop 
an interactive documentary that 
commemorated the Battle of Gallipoli, one 
of the bloodiest chapters in WWI. Sons 
of Gallipoli was different in that we told 
its story from the point of view of two 
mothers who had sons in the conflict. 
It worked because it got down into an 
emotional place that rarely happens with 
most films like this, which tend to be all 
history and no humanity.

All that said, I do think 
there’s an enormous future 
for branded content in 
Hollywood. But it’s going 
to require a deep and 
intuitive understanding of 
where that line is between 
brand and entertainment. 
I’m also tremendously 
excited about VR and AR. 
We haven’t even begun to 
fully exploit the potential 
of both for branded content 
experiences. Can you say 
“holodeck?” We’re going to 
see something like that in 
pretty short order.

—Rebecca Bedrossian is global content director 
at POSSIBLE.

Brands now sponsor 
movies. Is this the future 
of branded content? If 
not, where is it headed?   

Truthfully, brands have a long way to go if 
we’re talking about feature films. It’s one 
thing to do a series of web episodes or a 
VR experience or something like that. But 
when you’re talking about feature films, 
all the challenges of making short content 
are made exponentially more difficult. You 
have to remember that with short form, 
you’re still pretty much in the marketing 
space. But with a two-hour film, you’re 
now competing against other movies. If 
you can shoot a film like Moonlight and 
somehow have it branded at the same 
time, that is a huge accomplishment. 
Again, it’s extremely hard to pull off. I 
mean, if you look at the Transformers series 
or the Lego movies, that’s kind of easy 
since the brand is the story, everyone 
knows it and they’re cool with it. But it 
gets a lot harder when your goal is to 
produce an Oscar winner that just happens 
to be underwritten by Land Rover or Bank 
of America. 
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One of my favorite ways of looking 
at leadership diversity comes from a 
landmark study by the Center for Talent 
Innovation. It defined the topic along two 
lines. One was “inherent” diversity, which 
is based on age, race, gender, and so 
on. The second was “acquired” diversity, 
which includes things like cultural fluency, 
military experience, and social media 
skills.

Like many studies on the topic, it found 
that diversity in leadership had a positive 
impact on business, and in particular 
on innovation. If a company had diverse 
leaders, it was more open to new ideas 
(63% vs. 45%); its projects were more likely 
to get developed or prototyped (48% vs. 
35%); and those projects were more often 
deployed in the marketplace (35% vs. 20%).

If diversity in leadership is so desirable, 
why don’t more companies have it? For 
one thing, the study shows that there are 
many ways to be diverse; and in fact, more 
of us are unalike than alike. At the same 
time, we have a fairly narrow definition of 
leadership. 

Nelson Freitas

Make
Leadership
Work 
for You For years, the corporate world was based 

on a top-down, command-and-control 
style best suited for industrial and 
manufacturing-based companies. That 
resulted in a climate where businesses 
favored just one kind of leader: the strong 
and decisive decision-maker. 

These kinds of leaders are, of course, 
valuable. But they have become a one-
size-fits-all mold—a default archetype. 
In a world where creativity, agility, and 
diversity are paramount to success, 
we can’t limit the variety of talent and 
the strengths of the people we have in 
leadership roles. Every company has many 
people in leadership roles, and they  
should not be all the same.

The truth is that leaders can be any type 
of person. They can be strong but also 
be graceful. They can be assertive but 
also be thoughtful. They can talk about 
achievements and about mistakes. They 
can be open about that feeling of being 
an imposter we all have as we take on new 
roles. And they can also be traditional, 
top-down decision-makers too. 

How do we produce a diverse class 
of leaders? My job has long been to 
observe brands and culture and make 
recommendations to companies on how 
they can succeed. People like me typically 
advise brands to know who they are, play 
to their strengths, be authentic, and have 
their own voice. 

We can offer the same lessons to young 
leaders today. After all, we’re all different. 
Just as brands discover and live their true 
identities, leaders can too. We can urge 
aspiring leaders not to fit a mold, but to 
create their own mold and figure out who 
they are and what works for them. We 
can encourage them to know their own 
strengths and develop their own unique 
and special leadership style. 

How can we all do this?

Live your truth. Start by being 
yourself. The world isn’t as closed to 
alternative viewpoints as it once was. 
Leadership is not about conforming to a 
specific image anymore. Instead, make 
leadership work for you and what’s great 
about you. Get in touch with your strengths 
and weaknesses and develop them, while 
using mentors to inspire you.

Keep building your craft. You’re 
going to be most comfortable and influ-
ential being yourself when you know how 
to do your job well. This doesn’t, of course, 
mean you have to be perfect. There are no 
perfect leaders. You should set your own, 
ambitious standard of exceptionalism and 
then use every opportunity to develop and 
progress towards it. 

Walk in someone else’s shoes. 
Empathy is a massively underleveraged 
quality in business today. Whether you’re 
working with teams, clients, or partners, it 
makes you relatable, human, and someone 
we can embrace and be inspired by. If you 
can’t understand or relate to what people 
around you are doing you can’t really lead 
them. It’s also really the only way you 
can develop talent. And with Millennials 
and Gen Zers expecting relatability and 
authenticity, empathy has become a must-
have for leaders everywhere.

The final point, of course, 
is that we can’t do this on 
our own. Many companies 
with great intentions still 
struggle to be open to a 
diverse and multifaceted 
approach to leadership. 
To get there, they need to 
be more welcoming not 
just to different kinds of 
people—but to different 
kinds of leadership styles 
as well. 

Today, we still need the leaders of years 
past. But we also need leaders who aren’t 
afraid to empathize, admit mistakes, and 
nurture a more thoughtful and creative 
culture. 
—Nelson Freitas is chief strategy officer, 
North America at Wunderman.
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WeCounterHate

“I thought once  
everybody could speak 
freely and exchange 
information and ideas, 
the world is automatically 
going to be a better place.  
I was wrong about that.”

Last summer, POSSIBLE creative 
technology director Shawn Herron was 
bothered by a disconcerting fact: the 
digital tools that were supposed to bring 
us all together have instead allowed hate 
speech to flourish on the Internet. People 
tweet hate speech more than they do 
about the Grammys or the Super Bowl.

Then he saw a video about the town 
of Wunsiedel, Germany, which cleverly 
battled a recurring neo-Nazi march through 
its streets by turning every step the 
marchers took into a donation for an anti-
hate cause. He wondered if there was a 
digital way to do the same.

Over a weekend Shawn texted about the 
idea with executive creative director 
Ray Page, and soon they had a concept. 
Called #WeCounterHate, the campaign 
would seek to counter hate speech by 
turning instances of it into donations 
for organizations that battle hate. The 
idea was to use technology not merely to 
change perceptions—but to change the 
behavior of those trying to spread hate. 

Together with a larger team at POSSIBLE, 
they decided to focus on Twitter, mainly 
because it’s the platform where racism 
most often flourishes. They devised a 
system that attaches a permanent message 
telling recipients that every time they 
retweet it, a donation will be committed to 
an anti-hate cause.  

The big challenge, however, was isolating 
racist tweets from millions of innocent 
ones. Using artificial intelligence tech-
nology, the team initially tried several 
approaches. “Our first assumption was 
that hate speech was just a bunch of racial 
slurs sent by angry people,” says chief 
data officer Jason Carmel. 

Following this hypothesis, his team used a “bag of words” that 
search on hateful terms. This proved unsuccessful. In the first 
place, Watson tagged far too many false positives, but more 
importantly, it missed the fact that hate often comes in less overt 
and aggressive forms.

Eventually, the team trained Watson using five classifications 
of speech, which were based on academic research on anti-
Semitism. Today, this produces a 76% hit rate. The system then 
turns the possibilities to a human interpreter who makes final 
decisions on which tweets to sponsor. 

The ultimate purpose of the campaign is to reduce the number of 
hateful tweets on the Internet by changing the behavior of those 
spreading them. Because retweeting is so easy, most people 
hardly think before pushing the button. WeCounterHate forces 
them to take a moment and think about what they’re doing. 

“If we give pause to those looking to 
spread hate and possibly show them a 
more compassionate path, that’s a little 
victory,” says Page. “And those add up. If we 
all do our part, we might just win the 
battle against hate online.”

So far, the results have been encouraging. A pilot program 
showed that countered tweets were forwarded 71% fewer times 
than a control group. That’s a lot less hate—and a lot of behavior 
changed.

The initial beneficiary of WeCounterHate is Life After Hate, a group 
that helps members of extremist groups leave and transition to 
mainstream life. 

–Evan Williams, The New York Times, May 20, 2017

POSSIBLE
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