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We, marketers, love to label things — especially generations. Baby Boomers gave way to Generation X, which gave way to Generation Y 

(also called Millennials), which is now being joined by the next group: Generation Z. 

 

Generation Z comprises today’s teenagers and young adults, born roughly between 1994 and the early 2000s. They’re a sizable bunch — nearly 

25 percent of the U.S. population. They’re the first post-Millennial generation informed by a technologically and demographically changing world.

Some defining characteristics of Gen Z include:

 

Fiscally Sensitive 
Unlike the Millennials, who grew up in a time of great optimism, Generation Z grew up during the Great Recession. They 

witnessed their parents losing their jobs and their homes. Looking out into the world, they face college degrees that require 

crushing student debt, the ominous threat of global warming, the threat of terrorism, and a pervasive sense of unrest. They 

are fiscally sensitive and globally aware. 

 

Crowdsource Natives 
While Millennials and Generation Z both grew up with the Internet, Generation Z has never known life without social media 

and Wi-Fi. They have never needed to ask for directions, remember phone numbers or even know how to spell. In fact, 

the majority of Generation Z are younger than Google. They are also informed, proactive self-publishers and “education 

hackers” who consume and share information freely and regularly engage in conversations with people all over the world 

who share their interests. 

 

Hard Workers 

If Generation Z had a mantra, it might be “Good things come to those who act.” They see themselves as resilient, adaptive 

and up to the challenge of making the most of this world they have inherited. However, they are likely to do so outside of 

established paradigms. In other words, they are more likely to be tomorrow’s entrepreneurs than tomorrow’s employees. 
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doesn’t see a difference between virtual friends 
and friends they know in person.

gen z
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Brains on Technology

Generation Z sees technology not as separate from themselves,  

but integrated into everything they do. It’s an extension of their brain; it’s 

how they learn, figure out problems, and even remember things. They 

don’t think of technology as separate mediums, but simply as whatever 

format they’re connected to at any given moment. 

This generation expects technology; interactive digital experiences will 

get you invited to their table, but won’t differentiate your brand.

      Event Professionals’ Tip Stop thinking of digital, social, and 

mobile as separate channels. Start thinking of them as an integrated 

platform on which to build a unified, cohesive story that comes to  

life at events.

Consider Macy’s approach to building engagement around its annual 

Thanksgiving Day Parade. In addition to traditional media exposure, 

Macy’s leveraged Snapchat’s “Our Story” feature. The Macy’s story 

combined snaps from the parade created by both the Macy’s team 

and the general public, along with shout-outs to Macy’s on Twitter. The 

strategy allowed the audience to engage with Macy’s across a range of 

platforms, resulting in a richer overall experience.
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Crowdsourced Friends

Generation Z is not just plugged into technology, they’re plugged 

into each other as well. They don’t limit themselves to finding friends 

at school or in the neighborhood; their community is the world. They 

skillfully leverage the digital tools available to them to build vast 

global networks of friends that share their interests — a “virtual” peer 

ecosystem. In fact, they’ve never known a world in which one could not 

be in conversation with anyone, anywhere, any time.  

Interestingly, this generation doesn’t see a difference between virtual 

friends and friends they know in person. To them, friends are friends 

— wherever they are and however they met. Looks, race, charm, 

personality and popularity all give way to simply building friendships 

with like-minded individuals.

      Event Professionals’ Tip Remember that live events provide 

an opportunity for many of these global communities to interact 

in person for the first time. Let your event be the venue to take 

these virtual networks to the next level — because nothing moves 

audiences further, faster, than face-to-face engagement.

Polyvore, an online fashion and interior design website popular 

among Generation Z, has taken this to heart. The site allows brands 

to sponsor contests that encourage users to create fashion or design 

“sets” using their products. Polyvore also sponsors meetups around 

the world, providing a live venue for users to meet each other, share 

their stories and spend time together.
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online
They’re not afraid to 
share their opinions
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If there is something to be found online about your company, 

Generation Z will find it. They do their research thoroughly; they know 

what your brand is saying and what others are saying — the positive 

and the negative. By the time you reach out to them, they’ll have 

already formed opinions about you.

They’re not afraid to share their opinions online, either, good or bad. 

And you can bet that their social networks will listen to them. 

      Event Professionals’ Tip Don’t try to control Generation Z’s  

online conversations. Instead, seek out their contributions in an 

authentic way. 

SXSW Interactive does this with PanelPicker, an online process 

that allows the SXSW community to upload proposals for panels, 

workshops and round tables. Ideas are posted online for voting, with 

the final decisions determined by a combination of the voting results 

and input from an advisory panel and SXSW. This modified approach to 

crowdsourcing has allowed SXSW to keep its finger on the pulse of its 

community while still maintaining an authentic SXSW voice.

No Secrets
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Savvy Consumers

This digitally connected group does their research and comes 

prepared. Before they even arrive at your event, they know exactly 

what they want to touch, try, ask and achieve. If you can satisfy what 

they’re looking for, they’ll be ready to purchase from you, now.

But be forewarned: this generation’s BS meter runs high! Generation 

Z doesn’t want to be sold to. They’re not interested in status symbols, 

either; this is not the generation that will stand in line for the latest 

phone release. They’d prefer to be part of the buying process and 

treated with respect.

      Event Professionals’ Tip Take it slow with your experiences 

and build momentum toward relevance. Aim to offer insights or 

information that Generation Z-ers can’t easily find on their  

own — which will show that you understand what it is they want. 

Many brands are working hard to understand what precisely this  

is. At the North American International Auto Show, for example,  

Ford — conscious of developing relationships with the next generation 

of drivers — invited several hundred media and digital influencers to an 

exclusive panel session dedicated to Generation Z, featuring the CEO 

of Snapchat and a 12-year-old entrepreneur on the panel.
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social status 
is based on the experiences 
captured in video, photographs, 
and social media postings.
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Experience Show-Offs

Perhaps because Generation Z is so tech savvy, they place more 

value on live experiences than buying the latest brand name.  But in 

truth, they’re interested not only in doing cool things, but in showing 

everyone the cool things they are doing. Social status for this group 

is often based on the experiences they capture in video, photographs, 

and social media postings. 

Indeed, nearly every Generation Z-er is a celebrity in his or her own life. 

This tendency to share (or even overshare) their experiences with their 

networks has led to what some call “the curated self.”

      Event Professionals’ Tip Make participation part of the 

promotion. If you can surprise them with once-in-a-lifetime 

experiences they can’t find anywhere else, you’ll hit a home run.

Nike has connected with the next generation of athletes with “The 

Chosen,” a global “Just Do It” campaign. The campaign started with a 

flashy film featuring top names in skateboarding, snowboarding, BMX 

riding, and surfing, shot at exotic locations all over the world. Nike 

then sponsored global grassroots events that allowed local athletes to 

participate in the sports shown in the film. Athletes could also submit 

a video of their crew to be chosen for an opportunity to travel with the 

Nike team and gain access to exclusive Nike products.
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Empathetic Altruism

Possibly more than any generation before it, Generation Z sincerely wants to make the world a better 

place. This is a generation willing to work hard and looking to get things done, particularly for the  

causes they care about. They’re also moving away from the sense of entitlement that has given 

Millennials a bad reputation.  

Indeed, while Millennials might contribute because of sympathy, Generation Z contributes out of 

empathy. It’s the difference between “Some people don’t have the opportunities I have, therefore I give  

to the homeless,” and “Our house was foreclosed upon and we were almost homeless, therefore I give to 

the homeless.” 

      Event Professionals’ Tip Engage Generation Z by creating programs with a purpose and 

channels for social change within the context of your broader marketing initiatives.

Disney is providing a framework for this group to take action via the Friends for Change grant program. 

In the program, youths design community-based projects and apply for a grant, with the grant winners 

selected by fellow youths voting on social media. Disney also sponsors Friends for Change special 

events, such as a youth leadership academy that teaches conflict resolution and communication skills to 

empower the next generation of leaders. Disney is no longer only about Mickey and Minnie; it is focused 

on a better world.
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If you’re thinking about using social media to reach Generation 

Z, you’re on the right track: 46 percent of Generation Z-ers are 

connected more than 10 hours every day — nearly every waking hour. 

 
However, social media networks come and go with astonishing speed, 

so trying to predict where to put your marketing spend can be like 

trying to win the lottery. Here’s a breakdown of some popular options:

 

      Facebook Consider passing on Facebook, because Generation Z 

already has. Now that their parents and grandparents have taken over 

the platform, Generation Z-ers limit their engagement here to posting 

Homecoming pictures and liking their Aunt Jane’s status updates. 

 

      YouTube YouTube is all about being “in” on the current cool 

thing, and hackucation (learning via how-to videos). Indeed, the 

hottest YouTube stars are often more popular than most mainstream 

celebrities; a recent Variety survey found that, for Generation Z, the 

top five most influential celebrities are all YouTube favorites. 

      Instagram Still hip and cool (until their parents find out about it 

and ruin it), Instagram is a less commercialized, more intimate way for 

Generation Z to share photos and interact with friends.

 

      Twitter A great place to follow celebrities, Twitter can be 

complicated to use for everyday conversations. Still, a solid core of 

die-hard Generation Z Twitterers are out there.

 

      Snapchat The idea behind Snapchat is that users send photos 

to friends, and the photos are deleted (supposedly) from Snapchat 

servers within one to 10 seconds. This impermanence gives Snapchat 

a very spontaneous, fun feel that has this platform growing in 

popularity. Snapchat’s story feature makes it fun and easy for users to 

share the story of their day, creating a montage of snaps that can be 

viewed for 24 hours.

      Livestreaming Apps like Periscope have given way to Facebook 

Live as the livestreaming choice for many. Gen Z likes the rebellious 

nature of livestreaming as they can provide a real-time glimpse into 

everything from the mundane contents of a friend’s (or strangers’) 

refrigerator to some of the most exclusive events and experiences. 

 

 

Generation Z and Social Media
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Request a consultation to learn more 
about how to engage Generation Z  
with brand experience.

About Freeman
Freeman is the world’s leading brand experience company. We help our 

clients design, plan, and deliver immersive experiences for their most 

important audiences. Through comprehensive solutions including strategy, 

creative, logistics, digital solutions, and event technology, Freeman helps 

increase engagement and drive business results.

want more?
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