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WE’VE HEARD SO MUCH about millennials 
and their impact on every aspect of 
culture. But how has that changed 
as they’ve gotten older? And what 
about Gen Z? What makes them tick? 
What inspires them? How do both 
groups connect to the world, each 
other, and themselves? Together with 
Culture Co-op, a boutique trends and 
research agency, we tapped into our 
deep understanding of people through 
streaming and our connection to fans 
across the globe to find out.

Our journey took us all around the 
world — the U.S., Mexico, Brazil, the 
U.K., France, Germany, Australia, and 
the Philippines — unpacking Gen Z and 
millennials’ evolving relationship with 
culture, brands, content, technology, 
and their communities. Through a mix 
of focus groups, qualitative exercises, 

Similar to generations 
past, Gen Zs and 

millennials see music as 
intrinsic to culture.  

79% told us they believe 
music allows people to 

connect with each other 
and other cultures.

Gen Zs and millennials 
have a unique relationship 

with social media  
and the digital world.  
64% believe online 

aesthetics have altered 
what their generation 

expects to see in the real 
world and 51% believe 

there is too much visual 
stimulation and think 

audio offers a nice 
escape.

These generations are 
politically involved.  

But in contrast to their 
forebears, they now  
also expect the same  

from brands.  
66% told us they expect 

brands to be part of  
the debate, to promote 

more progressive  
values, and to play  
a more meaningful  

role in society.

For this project, Spotify conducted a combination of qualitative, quantitative, and first-party data analysis, looking at Gen Zs (15-24) and millennials (25-38). We partnered with 
Culture Co-op to conduct focus groups in four U.S. cities (New York City, Los Angeles, Nashville, and Miami), global assignments among 16 young influencers and trendsetters  
in all markets, as well as expert interviews. We also leveraged Lucid’s capabilities to conduct a global survey among 4,000 respondents (500 respondents per market — U.S., MX, BR, 
U.K., DE, FR, PH, and AU). We then used Spotify’s unique streaming intelligence and first-party data to support both macro and micro trends in audio, as well as in broader culture.

BY THE NUMBERS

Source: Spotify trend survey 
among 500 U.S. respondents 

15-37, February 2019

survey data, interviews with artists, 
futurists, and influencers, and, of course, 
our own treasure trove of first-party  
data, we discovered five key emerging 
trends that resonate globally among 
these generations.

What became clear through our 
conversations, interviews, and research 
is that Gen Zs and millennials are in 
the midst of a major wake-up call. The 
excitement of the last decade’s rapid 
technological growth has been replaced 
with a healthy dose of skepticism. Young 
people are re-evaluating their relationship 
with digital media and critically observing 
the political infrastructure that seems to 
have left so many of them behind. 

Though this cultural moment may be 
reminiscent of others past — the ’60s 
student protest movement or ’90s 
existential angst, for example — what 
makes Gen Zs and millennials different 

is their self-awareness and confidence. 
They are actively using their skills  
as digital natives to drive profound and 
urgent change. As Addy from Salem, 
N.C., says: “As young adults, we’re bold, 
fearless, careless, creative, and intriguing, 
and we refuse to let anybody tell us 
otherwise.”

INTRO

+ METHODOLOGY
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THE WORLD IS MORE diverse, cross-
cultural, and migratory than ever, and 
young people are responding by forming 
communities that span the globe. Made 
up of renegade tribes who celebrate the 
same micro-cultures, fringe fashions, 
and social causes, these groups are 
forging bonds beyond social media to 
incite change and push the boundaries 
of belonging. Unanchored from roots 
and rules, they are drafting their own 
cultural manifestos. 

Young millennials and Gen Zs have long 
been dubbed digital natives, but it’s 
not just their screen-heavy upbringings 
that have shaped them. In fact, calling 
these age groups the first global natives 
might be more telling: 54% say they’re 
friends with someone from a different 
country online, and 35% identify more as 
a global citizen than as a citizen of their 
country.1 

Sure, all this cultural cross-pollination 
was made possible by social media, 
but what’s happening to culture IRL is 
also pushing millennials and Gen Zs 
to have a more inclusive view. After 
all, young people today are inherently 

BAND OF
cross-cultural — American Gen Zs are 
the most racially and ethnically diverse 
generation to date, with nearly half 
hailing from communities of color.2 
And globally, United Nations research 
reports nearly 250 million people living 
outside their birth countries — a massive 
population of multicultural, transcultural, 
immigrant citizens of the world.3 

With these phenomena shifting from 
novelty to norm, these generations 
have become natural international 
mix-masters. On Spotify, 67% of those 
making mahraganat music come from 
outside of the genre’s origin country, 
Egypt. Similarly, 40% of desi hip-hop 
artists are not from South Asia, and 20% 
of Afropop creators are not from Africa.4  

And consider K-pop. What began  
as a South Korean movement quickly 
became a global craze — on  
Spotify, the genre is among the top  
10 most-streamed worldwide.  
Its success, no doubt, is due in large 

OTHERS
— 3



part to its celebration of difference, 
blending jazz, rap, classical, reggae, 
folk, and EDM, not to mention visual 
references to cultures from nearly every 
continent. We see this trend toward 
globalism reflected more broadly on 
our platform, too — 18- to 25-year-olds 
listen to more international music than 
any other demographic. What’s more, 
listening diversity (the number of artists 
the average fan streams per month) is 
highest among this age group as well.5 

Today’s millennials and Gen Zs are free 
to scour the world to form communities 
of their own. And these digital groups 
are different from the old-school online 
communities of yesteryear, for two 
key reasons: they aren’t satisfied with 
being confined to the digital realm, and 
their deep bonds are anchored in social 
purpose and change.

Let’s start with that first trait — taking 
their pursuits offline and into the real 
world. We found that many of these 
renegades are going way off the digital 
grid to find tribes and truths that 
make them feel whole. Take Mauricio, 
from Mexico City, who has attended 
ayahuasca ceremonies with shamans 
from Peru. Or Samina, in the U.K., who 
traveled to a Sufi festival in the Negev 
Desert of Israel to learn about Islamic 
mysticism — and found herself in an 
unmapped enclave. “What happened 
to me over those three days was 
transformational,” she says. “The lack 
of visual cues, references to any sort 

of brand, [or] internet, not really even 
understanding the language [and] 
sleeping in a tent under the stars with 
people who were very much from a 
different place than me... It was pure, 
raw nature with a mystical twist. It is 
uncharted territory.” 

Now to the second trait: purpose. These 
nomads are not only forming off-grid 
micro-communities, they are making 
them mission-driven. That combination 
of people and passion can be found in 
the Atlantic waters off the Rockaways 
in Queens, where the Black Surfing 
Association aims to carve out a space 
for people of color on the heavily white-
dominated waves. The organization 
also gives free lessons to the low-
income neighborhood’s kids, more than 
two-thirds of whom are non-white. 
Meanwhile, Queer Appalachia connects 
and advocates for the once-dispersed 
LGBTQ community of West Virginia, 
while offering services to youth in need. 

And while many of these groups are 
connecting in the real world, it is 
important to remember that social 
media remains international waters. As 
Amanda of Los Angeles tells us about 
her @blackgirlswithgardens community: 
“Will I ever connect with these women 
in person? Maybe not, but it doesn’t 
matter. Social media allows anyone and 
everyone to have a platform, and it also 
allows me to choose who I do and don’t 
listen to.” 

78%
OF MILLENNIALS 
AND GEN ZS 
BELIEVE THAT MUSIC 
ALLOWS PEOPLE 
TO CONNECT WITH 
EACH OTHER AND 
OTHER CULTURES.
Source: Spotify trend survey among 4,000 
respondents 15-37 globally [U.S., MX, BR, FR, DE, 
UK, PH, AU], February 2019

Cailee, 16, of Los 
Angeles, says 
“we celebrate our 
differences, but that 
makes us similar.  
That’s what unifies us.”

— 4



WHAT IT MEANS 
FOR BRANDS
1 
YOUNG PEOPLE HAVE become natural 
international mix-masters and there’s 
no better evidence of this than the 
phenomenon of fast-spreading global 
subgenres like K-pop and reggaeton, 
which have become an expression of 
fans’ identities. As the largest global 
music subscription service, our deep 
understanding of musical enclaves isn’t 
limited by geography — marketers 
have an opportunity to connect with 
Gen Zs and millennials through genre-
based targeting on Spotify in real-time. 
By matching audio creative to the 
listening experience, brands can create 
ad experiences that really resonate 
with their audiences. Take a cue from 
Snickers’ award-winning campaign with 
Spotify, “You’re not you when you’re 
hungry.” Snickers grouped streamers 
by three distinct genres — grime, pop, 
and rock — then cleverly tailored the 
message to surprise and delight.

2 
FROM PEOPLE WHO love pens and 
stationery, to Harry Potter devotees, to 
fans of video game music — whatever 
your passion or curiosity, there’s a 

podcast for you to stream. No matter  
the topic, people are turning to the 
medium to find their tribes. “Podcasts 
are built on niche audiences,” says 
Kathleen Moroney, Global Head of 
Creative and Content at production 
house Red Apple Creative. “That  
builds an incredible amount of loyalty.” 
Your brand can reach streamers who  
are actively connecting with these 
micro-communities by sponsoring one 
of Spotify’s original podcasts or  
through our podcast listener-segment 
targeting. But remember that with this 
audience, authenticity is key — so make 
sure you are giving fans contextual 
messages relevant to the topics (and 
hosts) they love.

3 
WHILE SOCIAL MEDIA remains the 
international waters for these Bands 
of Others, it is worth noting that these 
purpose-driven Gen Z and millennial 
nomads are also engaging with their 
tribes IRL. Smaller, intimate experiential 
moments can be a powerful way to 
connect. Spotify’s “Hear for It” event 
packages (built by Spotify but tailored 

for your brand) are a great opportunity 
to interact with micro-communities. The 
program calls to the stage an emerging 
artist distinctive to a particular city 
or microgenre, and brands can use 
Spotify’s streaming intelligence to find 
the right talent and target attendees 
through audio invites.

 Jared, 33, of the 
Philippines, says 

“technology brings 
different cultures from 

faraway places closer 
together than we can 

ever imagine.” 

WANT TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR PRODUCTS AND SOLUTIONS? HEAD TO SPOTIFYFORBRANDS.COM — 5



IT’S NOT NEWS that our real-world 
desires are often rooted in our 
digital lives: apps tell us where to 
eat, influencers tell us what to buy, 
and social media dictates our visual 
aesthetic. But underlying the way  
we see, experience, and discover the 
world is an invisible force that we’re  
just beginning to understand. The 
aesthetics, sounds, images, and voices 
that fill our social feeds and online 
existence are creating a collective 
unconscious — one that drives our 
attraction to people, places, and  
things, often unknowingly. It turns out 
that the biggest cultural influencer is 
everyone — and no one at all.

As U.K. resident Samina puts it, because 
of social media and the digital world, 
“the discourse of discovery is shifting.” 

SUBLIMINAL

ATTRACTION

In fact, our research reveals that the 
lines dividing who influences culture 
are more blurred than ever: 32% of Gen 
Zs and millennials say that culture isn’t 
influenced by one defining group — like 
celebrities, online influencers, brands, or 
politicians — but rather by all of them.6 

Today, it seems everyone is an 
influencer, and many young people 
find the images and aesthetics they see 
online affecting their real-world choices 
in subtle ways. Says Karla of Mexico 
City, “When I see an image or video  
that I like, my mind subconsciously looks 
for things similar to those images that 
inspired me. Since neon colors are  
very popular right now, and a lot of the 
nail pages I follow have sets with  
neon nails, my mind is already looking 
for those colors.” 

Karla, 27, of Mexico 
City, says that social 

media plays a big  
role in inspiring her 

nail art.
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And while all this new interplay between 
digital content, our minds, and our 
experiences is certainly an adaptive 
necessity, it’s also a product of our 
distracted states. “I think [Subliminal 
Attraction] is part of the information 
overload that people experience on a 
daily basis now,” says Dan Maccarone, 
co-founder of product design company 
Charming Robot. “I think it’s shaping 
our day-to-day lives and digital has only 
made it easier because we’re attached  
to our devices that are constantly 
feeding us things.” 

Gen Zs and millennials are quick to note 
that Subliminal Attraction is not all bad. 
This constant connection does make 
getting to the good stuff easier. When 
we asked Shai, in the Philippines, to log 
her media usage and report back, she 
had this to say: “[One] thing that stood 
out to me was that technology definitely 
does half the work. I would seek out  
a certain kind of content, and then get 
recommendations that I would more 
often than not try out.” 

Popular Gen Z beauty YouTuber 
Bethany Mota agrees: “I think media is 
one of the biggest influences when it 
comes to what products we choose to 
consume. This has been really helpful 
— for example, maybe you’re trying to 
choose between two different products. 
Watching a video about someone’s 
thoughts on both can help you decide 
which one you might actually purchase.”
Beyond the visual realm, sound is also 

shifting the way we discover. Remember 
that whole word-of-mouth thing? Well, 
podcast hosts may not have splashy 
social media feeds like the lifestyle gurus 
we think of as “influencers,” but with 
their relatable and trustworthy personas, 
influence they do. After all, as Nashville’s 
Randy-Lane puts it: “I feel like the more 
relatable someone is, the more influence 
they have and the more likely you are  
to trust them.”

And Subliminal Attraction can be  
helpful in other ways, too. It can lead 
people to discover what they never would 
have found themselves — and make 
them feel good. Kieran, in Australia, says 
the way he consumes music has “totally 
changed” since he started streaming 
Spotify: “I was surprised by how much 
I gained from it actually. I listen to way 
more new bands than I ever have in the 
past. If I’m honest, it made me more 
excited about music in general than I 
have been in years.” Our research backs 
this up: 72% of people we surveyed said 
discovery boosts happiness, and 66% 
said it boosts energy levels.7 

But whether discovery is physical or 
digital, overt or subliminal, we’d like to 
believe that at the end of the day it’s 
still personal. “The future of discovery 
depends largely on the person,” says 
Samina. “I think the key to transforming 
this lulling level of discovery into 

something ‘wow’ and transformational 
is for people to have more awareness of 
what they are discovering. [To] be  
more involved with their senses and  
their intuition.”

“Technology definitely 
does half the work,”  

says Shai, 32, of  
the Philippines. “When 

I seek out a certain 
kind of content, I get 

recommendations that I 
would more often  

than not try out.”

— 7



1 
PODCAST HOSTS MAY NOT always have 
splashy social media feeds, but their 
relatable and trustworthy personas 
make them powerful influencers. To 
connect with your audience, sponsor a 
host read on Spotify. But take a cue from 
popular lingerie brand Third Love and 
trust the creator to adapt your message 
to their show. On With Friends Like 
These, host Ana Marie Cox promoted 
the undergarment startup by sharing a 
personal story about her experiences 
with bras. And Sonos truly let go when 
engaging a passionate audience of 
music superfans and audiophiles via 
Spotify’s original podcast, Dissect 
(named one of New York Times’ “Five 
Great Podcasts in 2018”). On the show, 
host Cole Cuchna deconstructs classic 
albums one song at a time and he took 
a similar approach to dissecting Sonos’ 
speakers. In a perfect partnership,  
Cole authentically shared why he’s so 
devoted to the product — and why  
his fans should be, too.

2 
TAP INTO DISCOVERY moments. 
Exclusively sponsor a playlist on Spotify 
that offers an ever-evolving soundtrack 
for different contexts and moments. For 
instance, you can sponsor New Music 
Friday, a playlist with a passionate, loyal 
fan base. Or, you could tap into our 
popular personalized Discover Weekly 
playlist, which serves up 30 new tracks 
our listeners have never heard before 
but are likely to love, based on their 
unique tastes. Sponsoring this playlist 
gives brands a halo effect from 
Spotify’s ability to drive new and 
personalized music discovery, with a 
highly engaged audience.

3 
THIS AUDIENCE RESPECTS brands who 
are transparent with their messaging. 
Provide them with something useful or 
reward them for their time. For example, 
use Spotify’s Sponsored Sessions to gift 
listeners 30 minutes of ad-free listening 
in exchange for watching your video 
message. Samsung took this approach 
when advertising their Bluetooth 
speakers, pairing a slick video with a 
subsequent stream of uninterrupted 

music. They then followed through with 
a related Homepage Takeover and a 
Spotify playlist that they referenced in 
the ads. Samsung saw a 164% lift  
in ad recall on the platform and a 17%  
lift in people who wished to buy 
Bluetooth speakers for their phone.

64%
OF GEN ZS AND 
MILLENNIALS  
SAY ONLINE AESTHETICS   
HAVE ALTERED WHAT 
THEY EXPECT TO SEE IN 
THE REAL WORLD.
Source: Spotify trend survey among 500 U.S. 
respondents 15-37, February 2019

WANT TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR PRODUCTS AND SOLUTIONS? HEAD TO SPOTIFYFORBRANDS.COM

WHAT IT MEANS 
FOR BRANDS
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POLYSCI HAS GRADUATED from a  
college major to a cultural obsession.  
In today’s pop culture, politics is 
unavoidable — from late-night 
monologues to viral videos to your  
high school friend’s social media rants.  
We’re a far cry from the apathetic 
hipster culture that ushered in the 
aughts. This is a breakdown of pop 
gone poly — the new strains of fashion, 
food, entertainment, and more born 
from today’s angsty intellectualism. 

The intersection of these worlds is 
hardly new — from Woodstock to “We 
Are the World” to SNL cold opens, 
politics has long been a thread in 
entertainment. But 2016 marked an 
inflection point spurred by the U.S. 
presidential election, Brexit, national 
anthem kneels, and many more 
watershed events. 

Today, politics finds its way into daily 
conversations, late-night monologues, 
social media feeds, and, of course,  
song lyrics. As it has become 
completely embedded in our global 
culture, a feeling of newfound 

POLYFLY
engagement, activism, and awareness 
has overtaken millennials and Gen Zs. 
As New York’s Gianna puts it: “For a 
long time it was almost like we were 
asleep and [not] really engaging in what 
was really going on. Then the 2016 
elections happened, and it was like, 
‘This is the world we’re about to be in. 
This is the world we’re about to raise 
our kids in. We need to start caring. We 
need to start saying something.’” 

And say something they did. With 
a wave of hashtags, protests, and 
marches, millennials and Gen Zs 
helped reinvigorate political action. 
A HuffPost survey found that 24% 
of 18- to 30-year-olds had gone to a 
rally or protest since the 2016 election 
compared to just 10% of people 30 
and over.8 And the shift toward action 
is global, too. In Sweden, 16-year-old 
activist Greta Thunberg ushered in a 
worldwide series of student strikes 
demanding action on climate change 
with her one-woman protest outside 
parliament.

Yves, 22, of New York 
City, is among a new 

generation of politically 
minded activists who 

are speaking up about 
what they believe in.
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D.C. Vito co-leads the 22x20 
Campaign, which aims to educate, 
inspire, and, ultimately, drive 22 million 
voting-age American teens to the 
polls in time for the 2020 presidential 
election. He believes that “[young 
people] feel like they are not being 
heard, or often disregarded, because 
of their age and lack of education on 
political and social issues.” As a result, 
they’re getting involved.

Meanwhile, the rise of podcasts has 
led to a new genre of show tackling 
lifestyle topics from a political 
viewpoint or vice versa. Gimlet’s 
The Nod explores “the kaleidoscopic 
spectrum of experiences that make up 
black life in America,” as The A.V. Club 
puts it; Radiolab spinoff More Perfect 
goes deep into the stories behind 
Supreme Court decisions; and Vox’s 
Future Perfect “explores provocative 
ideas with the potential to radically 
improve the world.” All of these 
podcasts reimagine the political talk 
show as something more intimate and 
entertaining. 

Music, too, has taken a decidedly 
political bent — from Childish 

WHEN GEN ZS 
AND MILLENNIALS 
WERE ASKED TO 
CHOOSE WHICH 
IDEALS BRANDS 
SHOULD CONVEY IN 
THEIR MESSAGING, 
THEIR TOP PICKS WERE 
HONESTY, EQUALITY, 
AND FREEDOM.
Source: Spotify trend survey among 500 U.S. 
respondents 15-37, February 2019

Gambino’s Grammy-winning “This is 
America,” to the formerly apolitical 
Taylor Swift imploring fans on social 
media to go vote, to reports that  
both Rihanna and Cardi B turned down 
the Super Bowl halftime show  
in solidarity with former NFL player 
Colin Kaepernick. As rising Canadian 
pop star Alessia Cara says, “Our  
eyes have been opened to the lack of 
leadership by those in positions  
of power, and in turn, so many of us  
have had to step up in their place.”

Reggie, 21, of Los 
Angeles, runs the 

home-based supper 
club Storge and 

recently hosted an  
“If Beale Street Could  

Eat” dinner party.
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1
DON’T JUST TAKE a stand — do 
something that makes a difference. Gen 
Zs and millennials are action-oriented 
and respect brands who authentically 
express a point of view and spark 
change. In fact, 66% of them say brands 
need to promote more progressive 
values and play a more meaningful 
role in society.9 Last year, Smirnoff and 
Spotify teamed up to explore the gender 
gap in the music industry with the goal 
of driving more balanced listening. Our 
tool analyzed the last six months of  
a streamer’s listening history, tallying 
female musicians versus male. Then, 
a more balanced playlist was served 
up based on the songs or genres the 
streamer loves (possibly including artists 
identifying as non-binary). 

2 
RADIO HAS LONG been a respite for 
people who have otherwise faced 
censorship or been marginalized for their 
political views. Today, with podcasts 
and streaming, Gen Zs and millennials 
have a new and impactful way to share 
their opinions and engage with those 
of others. Connect with this audience 
while they are actively listening and 
digging deep into political and social 
trends through Spotify’s sponsored 
podcasts — or help these passionate 
PolyFly enthusiasts discover you through 
our podcast listener-segment targeting. 
Additionally, Gen Z and millennial 
podcast creators looking to be heard 
can use Spotify’s self-serve platform,  
Ad Studio, to target the right listeners 
and grow their tribes.

3
BRANDS CAN EMPOWER young,  
politically active voices through 
innovative programs and sponsorships. 
For example, Spotify launched our  
first Sound Up Bootcamp, specifically  
for women of color, in June 2018. 
Ten hand-selected attendees learned 
about the art of podcast creation from 
experts in the field, from initial ideation 
to editing, producing, and marketing 
their product. Spotify’s original Dope 
Labs podcast was born here. Hosted by 
former Duke University Ph.D science 
students Titi Shodiya and Zakiya 
Whatley, the series explores the latest 
internet fads through a scientific lens.

WANT TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR PRODUCTS AND SOLUTIONS? HEAD TO SPOTIFYFORBRANDS.COM

WHAT IT MEANS 
FOR BRANDS

— 11



DRAKE TOLD THE whole world that he’s 
caught up in his feelings last year, and 
it’s safe to say he’s not alone. There’s a 
palpable strain of melancholy running 
through culture today that Gen Zs 
and millennials are openly addressing. 
Not only are they tuning into their bag 
playlists (a.k.a. sad music) and listening 
to emo-rap (Spotify’s #1 globally rising 
genre in 2018), they are also proactively 
considering and taking steps to improve 
their mental wellness.10 They are  
opting to stay — and sleep — in, 
experimenting with new forms of self-
care, and finding deep camaraderie in 
openly expressing their feelings. The 
community-building that has arisen 
from this openness and vulnerability 
is profound. While this movement is 
a cultural wake-up call that we’re not 
feeling okay, it is also a reassuring sign 
that we are feeling and acknowledging 

  ALL THE  
FEELS

— not just tapping, snapping, and 
zoning. 

It’s no surprise that young people today 
are feeling down. After all, who isn’t 
affected by the never-ending news 
cycle? “Nowadays, I feel like trends are 
tragedies,” admits Yves of New York 
City. “Make a hashtag, make a post, 
wait for the next one. It’s almost like it 
became a pattern to wait for disaster.” 
Tech amplifies this constant stream, 
signal-boosting tragedies wherever we 
find ourselves. It’s also partially to blame 
for our growing loneliness, which has 
become so rampant that researchers 
are calling it an epidemic.11 This isn’t lost 
on millennials and Gen Zs. As Anna-Zoë 
of Berlin reflects, “Social networks are 
an amazing invention — you can stay in 
touch without really staying in touch, but 
I think we overdid it a little. We have the 
feeling that we are always surrounded 
and seen by our loved ones… but in the 

Justine, 21, in Los 
Angeles, cites the music 
of Phoebe Bridgers and 
Julien Baker as perfect 

examples of artists 
sharing their sadness 

with the world. 
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end we are sitting alone in our bed, car, 
[or] coffeeshop and just [staring] at an 
electronic device.” 

After a digital decade spent tweeting, 
scrolling, snapping, posting, and 
just generally zoning out, it’s 
understandable that we’re feeling less 
than great. But beyond dreary news 
and social media burnout, something 
bigger seems to be at play: Gen Zs 
and millennials are readily sharing that 
they’re lonely — itself a communal 
act. There’s a newfound openness in 
talking about mental health. This makes 
sense when you consider that 55% of 
millennials and Gen Zs told us their 
generation finds camaraderie in sharing 
deep feelings including sadness and 
loneliness.12 

Hannah Bronfman — DJ, author, and 
founder of HBFIT — shares her own 
personal health journey in her book, 
Do What Feels Good. “For so long we 
have been taught to hide, be ashamed 
or embarrassed about mental health 
issues,” she tells us. “With the millions 
of different signals society and social 
media are telling us about how we are 
supposed to feel, it’s no wonder that 
people are starting to open up about 
it all. We are already seeing amazing 
things develop and progress in the 

space and I have no doubt that mental 
wellbeing will be as big as boutique 
fitness in the coming decade.” 

And wellness is already becoming good 
business. Take the rising homebody 
culture, which is predicated on an 
embrace of our less upbeat emotions, 
and an acknowledgement that things 
may not be as perfect as they seem. 
From skin masks to meal kits to TV 
bingeing, this shift points to a growing 
demographic of people who just aren’t 
as charmed by nightlife and would 
rather stay home, workout, eat well, 
listen to music that improves their 
mood, and get a better night’s rest.

Our research validates this trend: 61% 
of millennials and Gen Zs said they 
often find themselves wanting to stay 
in, or sleep in, rather than go out.13  
And a look at 10 years’ worth of 
American Time Use Surveys from the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics found 
that millennials spend a whopping 70% 
more time at home than the general 
population — and they’re rearranging 
the economy around them to one of 
online shopping, dinner delivery, and 
streaming. In fact, sleep playlists on 
Spotify were the third most-played 
globally by hours in February and 
March 2019.14 

59%
OF GEN ZS AND 
MILLENNIALS NOW 
BELIEVE THAT 
BRANDS SHOULD 
CONVEY MESSAGING 
OF MORAL SUPPORT 
AND SHOW 
THEY UNDERSTAND 
CONSUMERS’ 
STRUGGLES.
Source: Spotify trend survey among 500 U.S. 
respondents 15-37, February 2019

Given that 59% of U.S. Gen Zs and 
millennials believe brands should 
convey messaging of moral support 
and show they understand consumers’ 
struggles, it is important that brands 
play in this space. But it’s equally  
vital they show authentic emotional 
range and cultural compassion  
when doing so.15

“We have the feeling that we’re always surrounded by our loved ones... but 
in the end we’re sitting alone and just [staring] at an electronic device,” says 
Anna-Zoë, 35, of Berlin.
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1
DIAL UP THE EMOTION when it feels 
relevant to the subject matter. For 
example, A Star is Born successfully 
tapped into the current moment with its 
marketing using creative that echoed 
the raw emotional energy of the film. 
To heighten the intensity even further, 
Warner Bros. worked with Spotify to 
draw people into the trailer, creating 
an immersive video with 3D surround 
sound. This allowed the ad to stand 
out from the clutter and drove a 49% 
lift in ad recall. Elsewhere, nonprofit 
Samaritans, which provides support for 
those experiencing emotional distress, 
utilized Spotify’s self-serve Ad Studio 
platform to harness the intimacy of the 
audio medium and stress the importance 
of listening to those in need. 

2 
FOCUS ON THE POSITIVE, finding 
moments to uplift this audience. Music 
is a great place to start, as 59% of Gen 
Zs and millennials told us they turn to 
music to help them cope when they are 
sad.16 We’ve found this to be true on 
our own platform. Our audience turns 
to Spotify to enhance their moods and 
moments — and the “happy” mood is 
something we’re inviting advertisers into. 
Our “Level Up” package uses Spotify’s 
streaming intelligence to target people 
when they are upbeat (or trying to be) in 
real time. Your brand can infuse Spotify’s 
happiest playlists — like Mood Booster 
and Have a Great Day — with a positive 
message that brightens a listener’s day.

3
GEN ZS AND MILLENNIALS are staying 
in more and focused on getting a 
good night’s sleep. Through our “Daily 
Pause” package, brands can tap into 
this moment with relevant messaging 
in a number of ways. That could mean 
sharing your message over the sound 
of a long wave rolling to shore, thunder 
rumbling through a forest, or the 
musical chirping of crickets. It could 
also mean creating a digital experience 
that analyzes your audience’s volume 
levels, BPM rate, and nighttime hours to 
provide insights on how to optimize for 
better sleep with Spotify.

Jos, 33, of Berlin, is 
one of many millennials 
wary of social media’s 
impact on society.

WANT TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR PRODUCTS AND SOLUTIONS? HEAD TO SPOTIFYFORBRANDS.COM

WHAT IT MEANS 
FOR BRANDS
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AFTER A DECADE dominated by visual 
media and culture, sound is taking 
center stage. This is due in no small 
part to the innovation and ubiquity of 
streaming audio. Through playlists, 
podcasts, connected cars, gaming 
consoles, smart speakers, and more, 
sound envelops our everyday. The 
globalization of music introduces us to 
underexplored continents and cultures. 
Self-help podcasts calm our nerves. 
Soundwalks help us tune into our 
environments. While sound has always 
been a part of our lives, we’re now taking 
a step back to realize just how influential 
it can be. To understand this profound 
shift, all we have to do is listen.

Sound has always surrounded us, but 
have we really thought about how 
powerful it is in our daily lives? Even 
background noise affects us. After all, 
we all know how the distinctive din of a 
busy restaurant or the quiet hum of an 
active office implores us to interact with 
our surroundings in specific ways. Ask 
an expert and they’ll tell you — audio is 
an architectural element as important 
as wood, but one we tend to overlook. 

SURROUND SOUND
There are sounds we’ve designed to 
signal emergencies (we know to get out 
of the way when a siren screeches) or 
entertainment (clapping is second nature 
when the curtains close). And then there 
are those foreground sounds we’ve 
tuned into throughout history that have 
continually changed culture.

In a modern setting, the music we listen 
to when we roam with headphones 
is the soundtrack to our lives, as any 
millennial or Gen Z will confirm. Our 
custom research reveals that 86% of 
people within these age groups own 
headphones, and 52% own a portable 
Bluetooth speaker.17 We had Berlin’s 
Anna-Zoë keep a journal tracking her 
use of media. “I found it interesting,” 
she reports, “that always when I am 
‘outside’ in a bus [or] walking down the 
streets, I have some kind of soundtrack 
in my ears.” Other millennials and Gen 
Zs agree: 53% say audio has shifted 
from something they simply tune in to, 
to something that completely surrounds 
their everyday life.18
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Millennials and Gen Zs communicate  
as much through GIFs, photos, and 
emojis as through words, but audio is 
getting a new look — er, listen. Spotify’s 
Chief Research & Development officer 
Gustav Söderström breaks it down: 
“What is really interesting about  
on-demand audio is that the behavior 
is changing from the days of radio. 
Just like when TV went from broadcast 
and non-personal to on-demand and 
personal — and users [began] binge-
watching and digging deep on topics 
and shows — audio is also going  
long-form and in-depth.” Söderström 
points to the long-form interview,  
the most popular podcast format today, 
as an example.

Streaming and podcasts have already 
been gamechangers in how we listen, 
and connected devices promise to 
make audio even more immersive and 
influential: smart TVs, speakers, and 
cars pipe in audio anywhere, anytime. 
Popular tech YouTuber Marques 
Brownlee says, “I’ve seen a rise in 
‘screenless moments’ in the car, at 
least in my own life. I’m constantly 
consuming media in some form, whether 
it’s videos, podcasts, shows, etc. Doing 
that while driving has to be screenless, 
but it’s much easier now that my phone 

connects to my car speakers and there 
are still podcasts and music readily 
available.”

And it is worth noting that smart 
speakers are infiltrating our lives at a 
faster rate than smartphones. According 
to a 2018 report from eMarketer, global 
use of connected speakers increases 
48% every year. Just last year on Spotify, 
we saw the number of streams on  
smart speakers double from the year 
before.19 Overall, the ubiquity of on-
demand audio has had a huge impact: 
our research reveals that the majority 
of Gen Zs and millennials believe that 
music streaming has a bigger influence 
in their lives than Instagram.20

All of this is leading to even greater 
frontiers. Now, people, companies, and 
institutions alike are approaching the 
world through a sound-first mindset. The 
New York Times Magazine and California 
Sunday have released audio-oriented 
issues; restaurants are being designed 
around diners’ sonic experiences; and 
NASA is using podcasts to demystify 
deep space. Surround Sound is about 
tuning in to the sound that’s all around 
us and exploring how what we hear 
is shaping how we navigate — and 
reimagine — the world.

51%
BELIEVE THERE IS 
TOO MUCH VISUAL 
STIMULATION AND 
THINK AUDIO OFFERS 
A NICE ESCAPE.
Source: Spotify trend survey among 500 U.S. 
respondents 15-37, February 2019
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1
THANKS TO THE global ubiquity of 
streaming, listeners are tuning in 
everywhere and at any time. And 
because Spotify is everywhere that 
streaming is, brands can utilize 
our Audio Everywhere package to 
serve listeners in-context messages 
across platforms (mobile, desktop, 
tablet), gaming consoles, smart TVs 
and speakers, connected cars, and 
even wearables. They can also apply 
Spotify’s foot traffic and offline sales 
measurement solutions to compare 
the efficacy of connecting in this 
environment to others. For example, 
Baskin-Robbins used Spotify’s Audio 
Everywhere format to reach listeners  
as they listened to music across  
all platforms and moments. The ear-
catching campaign, which featured  
a friendly voice that tempted listeners 
with descriptions of delicious new 
drinks, ultimately drove 430,000 in-
store visits, verified by Placed. And with 
5G and network infrastructure on the 
way, there will be even more ways to 
stream, more content, better quality, and 

bandwidth to spare. The progress  
is exciting and will only help Spotify in 
our mission to bring artists closer to 
fans, while delivering better outcomes 
for brands.

2 
THE IN-CAR MOMENT is another 
especially effective opportunity for 
marketers. Not only can brands serve 
messages using our in-car targeting, 
but they can also retarget listeners 
later to reinforce their message. For 
example, one brick-and-mortar brand 
used Spotify’s in-car targeting to reach 
people with audio messaging about their 
new product. Spotify’s cross-device re-
messaging capabilities allowed them to 
then continue the conversation with that 
audience across desktop and mobile 
devices. This ultimately drove a 74% lift 
in ad recall and a 41% lift in association 
with the campaign tagline.21 

3
SURROUND SOUND CAN also be about 
what happens when the ever-present 
audio stream suddenly stops. There’s 

power in silence, and some advertisers 
have used this to great effect. Consider 
Marie Claire’s Loud Silence campaign. 
The magazine collaborated with Spotify 
on an ingenious plan to raise awareness 
around the International Day for the 
Elimination of Violence Against Women 
(November 25). They ran 30 seconds 
of blank audio, causing listeners to take 
their phones out in order to figure  
out what went wrong. Instead of a glitch, 
streamers were greeted with a visual 
message that drove them to a report 
about the danger of staying silent about 
violence against women. Marie Claire’s 
silence, on the other hand, quickly 
turned into good noise — generating 
conversation about the campaign  
itself (which won Silver at Grand Prix  
du Brand Content) and, most 
importantly, its message.

WANT TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR PRODUCTS AND SOLUTIONS? HEAD TO SPOTIFYFORBRANDS.COM

WHAT IT MEANS 
FOR BRANDS
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The cultural forces that affect the lives 
of Gen Zs and millennials are intensely 
powerful, whether it’s a news feed  
full of depressing politics or a globe’s 
worth of life-affirming music at their 
fingertips. But make no mistake — the 
ways in which these digitally native, 
highly engaged, and emotionally in-
touch individuals are responding is, 
in turn, changing the culture. They 
embrace their own influence and march 
toward change, soundtracking their 
every step and finding allies in their 
every interest. Empathetic brands who 
understand where this generation is 
coming from and where they’re headed 
— as laid out in the five trends above 
— will be better equipped to connect in 
a real way with their desired audience 
right here in the present.

WHAT’S NEXT?
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