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Call them Post-Youth, Gen-Z or straight-up Youts, this highly influential group of 16-24 
year olds are radically changing the definition of what it means to be young today. 
 
Born woke – informed, inquisitive and self-educating with a heightened awareness of 
race, gender and politics – they’re coming-of-age faster than any generation before 
them. Intuitively cynical of big brands, global media and the establishment, they're 
searching out the authentic as well as fetishising the fake; pursuing personal progres-
sion and communal creativity on one side, whilst subverting reality and tearing down 
social constructs on the other.
 
All this brings a potent mix of scepticism and optimism to the way they interact with 
each other and the world around them. This report takes a closer look at some of these 
attitudes and behaviours and what it means for the brands trying to navigate them.
 
Enjoy the ride.
 

William Rowe
will@prote.in

INTRODUCTION



METHODOLOGY

Observational Research 
To start this report, we reviewed anything and everything remotely interesting that was 
written about, or by, this influential group. We analysed digital and physical publications 
ranging from industry reports, trend articles, thought pieces and social posts to sociology 
and psychology books, niche culture magazines and zines.
 
Community Interviews
Once we began to map the progressive and pertinent developments in progressive youth 
attitudes and behaviours, we contextualised them by speaking to relevant ‘experts’ from 
the Protein Community.
 
Audience Survey
We then tested all the ideas and theories with an online survey consisting of 30 closed-end-
ed questions designed to quantify current opinion. Our global sample of 3,400 16-24 year 
olds was reached via a trusted external data provider that screened respondents to ensure 
they adhered to our strict definition of progressive urban youths.  
 
Ethnographic Interactions
Throughout this research process we chatted to, hung out with and explored our ideas with 
the very people we were studying to test their validity, understand any local market nuanc-
es and to get a clear understanding on how they manifested in everyday situations.
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Control
Common

Trust is on the wane. Institutions and establishments are increasingly exposed for abus-
ing their authority, while media and brands are scrutinised for misrepresenting and mis-
leading society. In this post-truth world the youth have realised that, to make it as a gen-
eration, they’re going to have to subvert traditional hierarchies and craft their own path.

1
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They are (collectively) on their own. They’ve realised that their best interests aren’t rep-
resented or championed by those in power but they’re becoming increasingly conscious 
of their ability to actively improve the world they live in. From changes in representation 
to protesting against recent political developments, young people are shunning their ap-
athetic associations.

Youth Report
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Failure
Positive

Progression, not perfectionism, is the new goal. There is an acute understanding that 
they’ve been dealt a bad hand by previous generations. But, rather than react with 
complaints or disbelief, they’re reacting with a potent combination of optimism and re-
alism by taking a critical look at the portrayal of perfectionism and embracing failures 
as well as successes. 

3
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27Drivers

Working  
It

Expectations of entrepreneurship are shaping culture. Digital-first lifestyles have lead to 
a unique ability to launch incomplete ideas and to test and shape them with the support 
of a growing network. Past generations were defined by their entitlement but this genera-
tion is becoming defined by their perception of work, ability to self promote and ambition. 

Youth Report
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Existence
Everything from the intimate to the generic is now a branded experience. From ther-
apy (TalkSpace), beds (Casper), healthcare (Oscar), wellness (Headspace) and peri-
od panties (Thinx), to dermatologists (Spruce), office space (WeWork), Radio (Know 
Wave), transportation (CitiBike) and now even the office water cooler (Slack). Every 
product, service, interaction or transaction has become aggressively branded to gen-
erate desire, fascination and aspiration. This is having a profound effect on the way in 
which the youth are building their own personal brand of self.

5
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C
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Lifestyles are flexible not fixed. Individuals are no longer defined by a single tribe, they 
exist and belong within multiple subcultures. Tastes, interests and interactions are no 
longer secured to a single scene or locality, they move fluidly across cities, cultures and 
communities. Traditional demographic markers are no longer sufficient when it comes 
to categorizing or predicting behaviours or attitudes.

6
Youth Report
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33Authentic

Today's culturally progressive youth are realising that for too long, society has been 
developing in an inauthentic manner. They’re going through a period of self-realisation 
that the world they live in was created neither by them nor for them. Feeling disen-
franchised, they're grasping onto any means by which they can feel control. Whether 
that’s through the development of their body, mind, voice or identity, they’re ensuring 
it’s done in a way that’s authentic to themselves and their community of peers. This 
authentic movement is manifesting itself in two clear ways: through being ‘Personally 
Productive’ and ‘Collectively Creative’.
  Personally Productive explores youth actions and interactions focused on regain-
ing control of their mental and physical health, while becoming increasingly productive 
in their professional and intellectual lives. Faced with the harsh realities of a competi-
tive job market and overwhelming societal pressures they are prioritising self-improve-
ment, anxiety management and professional development over frivolity.
  Collectively Creative is a story of misrepresentation and reclaiming identity. It 
captures a movement towards like-minded individuals coming together to facilitate 
communities and dialogues. Inherent to their nature, these collectives create for their 
communities and with their communities. The hegemony of majority-dominated spac-
es means that there is a need for safe spaces that prioritise marginalised communities, 
while still welcoming those that support the movement. Through publications, plat-
forms and parties, the youth are working together to tell their own story.

Authentic
Authentic

Authentic

Youth Report
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Anxious
But 

Open

Stats:
68% say that their mental health is more 
important than their physical health
52% feel either unloved or anxious if they 
haven’t had any sort of notification on their 
smart device all day 
 
Audience Quote:
 "I think young people are trying to figure 
out how to react. Recent events have really 
activated us, and I think one of the first 
steps is opening up to others so that we 
don't feel like we're alone. It's ultimately 
productive because it helps you and helps 
others out there. I'm hoping it'll become 
more cool to put your bodies, anxieties, 
grievances, and all that stuff out there”
— Sandra Song, 25
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As society becomes more concerned by the negative side 
effects of constant connectivity and the stress to advance 
our digital and physical selves, we're seeing youth react 
by arming themselves with skills that aim to offset the 
pressures of their world. Forming support groups and ex-
pressive outlets to share honest experiences, the youth 
are working to make sense of their heightened anxiety 
and oftentimes stigmatised feelings. Emotional health is 
a progression of the body positivity movement – in addi-
tion to celebrating their physical differences, youth are 
now coming together to help understand and celebrate 
their increasingly complex feelings.

Key Takeouts:

1. Stigmas are being dispelled, mental positivity is the 
new body positivity 
2. Socially developed anxiety is being treated through 
low-cost, online and offline peer support communities, 
rather than traditional therapy

Youth Report
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Founded by filmmaker Elyse Fox, Brooklyn-based Sad 
Girls Club demonstrates this development, providing an 
on and offline space for girls to come together via discus-
sion groups and community-based therapy. Drawing in-
spiration from the prevalence of ‘sad girl’ digital personas 
often seen across social media, Fox felt the need to create 
Sad Girls Club as an "alternative for girls who aren't able to 
afford therapy or who have limited access to mental health 
resources". Believing that the best advice you can get is 
community-based, Fox wanted to “create something for 
girls to connect in real life to get rid of the stigma around 
mental illness".
  The movement towards shedding a more positive 
light on anxiety is also evident with Anxy Magazine, de-
scribed as “a magazine for culture makers and the people 
inspired by them who are tired of feeling ashamed of their 
emotions and mental health.” Indhira Rojas, founder of 
Anxy says, “I found myself wanting to have a space where 
we could stop pretending and be comfortable sharing our 
internal dialogues, struggles, and narratives - our inner 
worlds.” The heightened awareness towards holistic well-
being is essential to the youth as they navigate a world 
increasingly disrupting the balance between their internal 
and external needs. Rojas explains, “For some of us, it is 
really scary, especially when we haven’t had the role mod-
els or have been starved for care in past experiences in 
our lives”. Now, more than ever, young people are looking 
towards their community to offer support.

“I found myself wanting 
to have a space where we 
could stop pretending and 
be comfortable sharing our 
internal dialogues, struggles, 
and narratives – our inner 
worlds” — Indhira Rojas, 
founder of Anxy Magazine

37Authentic
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Restrain and Abstain

This generation is partying substantially less than pre-
vious ones. This shift can be attributed to an increased 
consciousness around its impacts on health, a growing 
concern that incriminating content on social media may 
tarnish their reputation and, most importantly, the fact 
that a hangover is no help when it comes to progress-
ing a professional identity. This new sobering lifestyle 
means less booze, drugs and detrimental behaviour and 
more development, growth and productivity.
  Chloe Combi, author of Generation Z: Their Voic-
es, Their Lives, and consultant for the Mayor of London 
on youth issues says, “A lot of it comes down to the fact 
that you can now socialise with your friends without 
seeing them. You can do it online, you can do it on your 
phone, you don’t have to physically be there... That’s 
why I call them the stay-at-home-generation”. In fact, 
Combi states that “a third of 18-24 year olds now iden-
tify as 'teetotal'”, referring to an active choice to abstain 

from alcohol due to changes in the higher education ex-
perience. She explains, “If you’re going to leave univer-
sity immensely in debt, which is likely, then basically 
having a three year hangover just isn’t an option. Maybe 
this generation will start doing all of the hedonistic stuff 
when they’re in their twenties and thirties. But because 
of the economy, people in their twenties have kids and 
buy houses less because they can’t afford to so; so peo-
ple in their twenties and thirties will actually start living 
their teenage years”.

Key Takeouts:
 
1. Cutting down on detrimental behaviour leads to a 
more productive output
2. They’re delaying their hedonist period till after they 
land a job and begin to securely pay off debts, com-
pared to millennial concept of kidulthood

39Authentic

“If you’re going to leave university immensely in 
debt, which is likely, then basically having a three 

year hangover just isn’t an option" — Chloe Combi, 
author of Generation Z: Their Voices, Their Lives
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Stats:
63% have never taken, or have stopped taking, non-
prescription drugs
28% have started drinking less and 26% have never drunk. 
Just 10% have started drinking more as they get older  
When getting drunk with friends their primary concern was 
being unproductive the next day
 
Audience Quote:
"Given the political climate and the bombardment of headlines 
that comes with it, I could see how people might embrace 
sobriety because they're becoming more aware that there isn't 
a way to escape what's going on around us" – Tracy Boachie, 25

Youth Report



40 Protein

Leisure

is

E
m

il
y 

O
de

ss
er

’s
 T

ee
n 

E
ye

 M
ag

az
in

e 
is

 
cr

ea
te

d 
by

 te
en

s 
an

d 
fo

r 
te

en
s.

“Not many people have historically included teens in 'the 
real world' but they're always a part of it nonetheless: why 
not create a platform exclusively for the next generation to 
start reflecting and documenting what they're feeling”
— Emily Odesser, Founder of Teen Eye Magazine

41Authentic

The purpose of leisure time has shifted. For past genera-
tions, it was a time to decompress, reflect and relax, but 
for today’s youth — discontent with the prospect of end- 
less internships — they’re ensuring their time is invested 
wisely by developing their skills and profiles early. 
 This shift in mindset has also shaped their digital 
habits. Whereas social media previously served primarily 
as a space to generate social currency and advance social 
standing, its role today is shifting more to a professional 
application, and it’s now being used to generate profes-
sional currency and connect with potential collaborators 
and employers.
 Sensing a tension amongst youth with how to navi-
gate a shifting professional landscape, Barbara Palczyns-
ki works as the project director behind The Creative So-
ciety, an arts employment charity helping young people 
get into jobs in the creative and cultural industries in the 
UK. She explains, "There is a lot of anxiety around enter-
ing the place of work. Young people who have been stuck 
in low-paid zero hours contracts, with no stability and 
therefore lack of regular structure are suffering from in-
creased anxiety about their futures". Part of it, she says, 
is just pointing youth in the right direction: "In terms of 
looking for work, there is no shortage of digital platforms 
available for young people to access information about 
opportunities, which they do with ease. It never ceases 
to surprise me how many different opportunities are ad-
vertised in so many different spaces."
 Enter activist, writer and photographer Emi-
ly Odesser. The sixteen year old co-launched Teen Eye 
Magazine as a way to carve out a space where creative 
teens could express their unfiltered, professional in-
sights on the art, culture, and fashion that they were ob-
serving around them. She says, “Not many people have 
historically included teens in 'the real world' but they're 
always a part of it nonetheless: why not create a platform 
exclusively for the next generation to start reflecting and 
documenting what they're feeling?” Odesser believes the 
teen voice is amplified by technology in the digital age, 
allowing youth to connect with others and disseminate 
their messages in a way that secures space for youth 
culture and thought in the future. She beams: “My peers 
may be reacting as other generations have, firming up 
our stances on justice and injustices worldwide. The dif-
ference is that now we don't have to wait until adulthood 
to get national circulation. Tumblr, Instagram, Twitter, 
Youtube, Facebook, etc. let us take matters into our own 
hands. We're figuring out more effective ways to get our 
feelings out in the world”.

Key Takeouts:

1. Leisure time isn’t used to relax, it’s used to generate 
skills and develop networks in order to take control of 
their future
2. Social media platforms are increasingly used to accu-
mulate professional capital rather than social capital

Stats:
When asked what they were 
focused on developing in 
their spare time 57% said 
professional currency and 43% 
social currency
They want stability over 
freedom. 42% are striving 
for more disposable income 
whereas just 29% are striving 
for more leisure time

Audience Quote:
“I feel in control when I 
can execute a concept or a 
vision that I've dreamed or 
daydreamed about. I'll take 
that idea, quickly scribble it up 
on paper, and find all the things 
I need to make that fantasy a 
reality” - Morgan Zakarin, 20

Labour

Youth Report
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While startup accelerators, growth marketers, and agile 
software developers swell certain sectors of the econo-
my at asymmetric rates, the education systems that de-
termine the future of our youth still move at a sluggish 
pace, hanging on the slow trappings of a weighty bureau-
cratic system. With considerable gaps in the curriculum, 
it's difficult for today's youth to contextualise and pre-
pare themselves for real world problems. But what they 
weren't able to learn in high school or college, they're 
making up for in peer-to-peer learning and independent 
educational alternatives. 
  Open School East (OSE) is a London-based organ-
isation offering free, year-long learning and studio-based 
programmes for emerging artists, as well as multifaceted 
events, activities, and training open to the public. The or-
ganisation was co-founded by Sara McCrory in response 

to "spiralling tuition fees, student debt and the decrease 
in both studio provision and civic spaces in the capital". 
Though traditional education has largely failed youth, Mc-
Crory speaks to some of the workarounds that this new 
resourceful generation is tapping into: "The internet has 
inevitably played a huge role, influencing the way young 
people approach learning. Now, many young people have 
very well informed and clear ideas to support a practice 
which exists outside higher education."
  Salome Asega is co-founder of POWRPLNT, a DIY 
art space that connects teens with established artists 
to make alternative education available to a low-income 
demographic.  “Even though I went to college and grad 
school, I  did most of my technical training in alternative 
spaces, and mostly in arts spaces where there is an inter-
disciplinary approach to knowledge sharing and question 

Communal

Curriculum

43Authentic

POWRPLNT is a non-profit organization 
that connects teens with established artists 
on free, interest-driven digital arts projects 
and educational programs. @powrplntStats:

When asked, what’s more professionally and personally 
fulfilling? 50% chose independent learning such as online 
tutorials and YouTube videos and 50% chose institutional 
learning such as school and university 
 
Audience Quote:
“I feel like educational environments that are more 
conversational and less traditional are more inviting, interactive 
and ultimately more profitable. You're not just there absorbing 
information, you're bouncing ideas off with people who you can 
learn from. It's much less imposing to have someone of your 
own peer group teach you shit. When there's grading involved, 
there's a lot of self-posturing, but with friends, you get a lot 
more earnest feedback and reception” — Noah Jackson, 23

Youth Report
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POWRPLNT, Brooklyn

45Authentic

“Even though I went to college and grad school, I did 
most of my technical training in alternative spaces, and 
mostly in arts spaces where there is an interdisciplinary 

approach to knowledge sharing and question asking” 
— Salome Asega, Co-founder of POWRPLNT

asking”, she explains. To Asega, the ability to feel comfort-
able moving around in a learning environment affects the 
amount of control students have over their personal learn-
ing trajectory.
  Founded by Abaki Beck, the POC Online Classroom 
takes socially-led communal curriculum online, providing 
context and tools to gain critical understanding on con-
temporary injustices often left out of traditional learning 
institutions. She explains, “The phrase ‘nothing about us 
without us’ is pretty common in social justice circles right 
now". This mentality led Abaki to be thorough and proper 
in her approach to sourcing curriculum. "I wanted to be 
explicit in gathering resources primarily written by people 
of colour themselves. Since the website has different sec-
tions, I try to find authors who hold those identities – for 
example, trans or queer authors, or disabled folks in the 
disability justice section. It's vital to elevate those voices 
that have so long been marginalised".
  The organisation's crowdsourced syllabi continue 
to grow, with new ones including A Seat at The Table (in-
spired by Solange’s critically acclaimed album), Speculat-
ing Futures, and A Syllabus for Making Work About Race 
as a White Artist in America, all cropping up in the last 
year. Beck continues, “This shift in power dynamic – seeing 
each other as equal – creates accountability in recognising 
that we are both learners... It places students as produc-
ers of knowledge, not just consumers of knowledge. This 
subtle shift in philosophy is really powerful in re-thinking 
educational systems.”

Key Takeouts:

1. They’re starting to bypass traditional and cumbersome 
education sources and choosing agile, community based 
platforms that reflect today’s issues and demands
2. Peer-to-peer learning is empowering individuals with 
different voices and informal networks offer affordable 
options for self-development

Youth Report



46 Protein

Inappropriate 
Appropriation 

There's an increasingly unavoidable feeling that the youth are being misrepresented by 
media and by brands, especially when the boardrooms at the companies they’re begin-
ning to join look nothing like the people they're supposed to serve. With no one to speak 
out for them, youth today are seizing their power as consumers and as voters, holding the 
world accountable through protest, criticism and backlash.
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Stats:
When asked their thoughts about brands 
introducing cultural diversity and political 
statements into their campaigns 42% 
said it’s negative because they’re using or 
misrepresenting a community or movement

Audience Quote:
“I don't trust current institutions. The 
people who run the world don't really care 
about the average person because they 
don't live an average life, so how would 
they know?” — Madeline Bell, 19

Youth Report
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In a whirlwind of recent events, we've witnessed what can 
only be described as a clash between the old world and 
the new. Brands like Uber and New Balance are met with 
protest for questionable business proceedings and for 
connections to the Trump administration, while even the 
most beloved celebrities come under scrutiny for care-
less misjudgments, from Kathy Griffin's outdated Trump 
gaff to Katy Perry's long-winded history with cultural ap-
propriation. The discontent is palpable.
 However, as demonstrated by the widely criticised 
Pepsi and Kendall Jenner campaign, brands need to be 
careful when treading political territory that's not theirs 
(even when coming with good intentions). To truly cre-
ate change, brands need to create space and provide 
resources for the oppressed to lead their own conversa-
tions and narratives. Against a history of misrepresenta-
tion, Hamed Maiye founded the project Afro-Portraitism 
as a way to explore the art of portraiture within the Afri-
can diaspora. He sees that the best solution to misrepre-
sentation is for communities to reclaim their own narra-
tives. "One of the key messages behind Afro-Portraitism 
is that we can share our own personal narratives through 
our work, but more importantly we’re also capable of cre-
ating/documenting our own history. I think it's vital for 
the young to realise their power and importance, and 
hopefully Afro-Portraitism can be a tool to enable people 
to do such."
 Youth around the world are also picking up their 
own forms of resistance when it comes to reclaiming 
identity. The concept of The New East covers a growing 
youth movement in Eastern Europe, the Balkans, Russia, 
and Central Asia eager to own their narrative. In May, 
nineteen-year-old Russian YouTube star Sasha Spilberg 
appeared at the Russian State Duma, hoping to give a 
voice to the youth’s perspective with the state. Tired of 
discriminatory laws, Taiwan's youth recently galvanised 
a movement that resulted in a court ruling to legalise 
same-sex marriage. The Women's March on Washington 
reflected a more youthful outcry against an antiquated pa-
triarchal society and saw the support of a global audience 
that also organised marches in their respective cities.
 Globally, youth are increasingly voicing their con-
cerns with an antiquated ruling class. Largely motivated 
by a discontent with misrepresentation among positions 
of power, youth around the world are realising their pow-
er to govern their own worlds through numbers, digital 
tools, and creative pursuits.

Youth Report
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"One of the key messages behind Afro-Portraitism is 
that we can share our own personal narratives through 
our work, but more importantly we’re also capable of 
creating/documenting our own history. I think it's vital 
for the young to realise their power and importance, and 
hopefully Afro-Portraitism can be a tool to enable people 
to do so" — Hamed Maiye, founder of Afro-Portraitism

51Authentic
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Key Takeouts:

1. They feel misrepresented by brands and media and 
are calling out anyone that appropriates or profits off 
their culture without furthering it
2. They’re demanding that brands create spaces, plat-
forms and mediums that champion the oppressed, not 
exploit their struggle

Youth Report
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Representation has always been a form of expressing power – from what one chooses 
to represent to how one chooses to represent it. As a logical response to ‘objective’ me-
dia misrepresenting them, the youth are taking up pens and creating their own publi-
cations. Oftentimes manifesting in print, these physical forms provide youth a space to 
archive and give the tales of their cultural histories a tangible place to exist in the world.

Publication

Representation
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Stats:
51% think of half of all news is fake news

Audience Quote:
"I appreciate the tactile nature of print. In terms 
of less visible cultures and subcultures, physical 
representation can go a long way. Whereas 
things on the internet might not last forever, 
print is a part of history. It has a tactile form 
that can withstand the test of time and be a part 
of this cultural history" — Alexandra Ruiz, 21

Youth Report
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Kimi Hanauer, founding editor of Baltimore-based Press 
Press, shares this sentiment. Coming from an immigrant 
background and growing up as a second-language English 
speaker she says, "Independent publishing for me, very 
much came from that place of wanting to take something 
that has been a negative force in my life and owning it, 
embracing my own use of language, and telling my own 
narrative instead of someone speaking for or about me." 
Run by youth activists, Press Press shares this skill for 
self-representation with a larger audience. Working pri-
marily with immigrant and refugee communities, it oper-
ates on an exchange economy model, meaning that any-
one can come in and use the space to self-publish their 
work with the support of Press Press, in exchange for any 
type of contribution to the broader project.
 Drawing from a rich Soviet history of ‘samizdat’, 
the dissident process of reproducing and distributing 
censored and underground publications forbidden by the 
state, Weird Sisters zine leads a queer-feminist movement 
against the patriarchal society of Kyrgyzstan. Whereas 
zine culture in more liberal regions manifests as a logical 
result of freedom of speech and press, regions that are 
still catching up on humans rights issues view zine culture 
more as a form of resistance and counterculture. This past 
year has even seen a global resurgence of the risograph, 
a cost-effective and energy-efficient printer, pointing to a 
rise in independent publication and the desire for agency 
and autonomous authorship.
 In the UK, OOMK (One of Our Kind) Magazine pro-
vides a print platform for women of diverse ethnic and 
spiritual backgrounds, with an emphasis on Muslim wom-
en. In an era where Islamophobia dominates the narrative 
of the Muslim community, core members Sofia Niazi, Rose 
Nordin and Heiba Lamara saw an opportunity to reclaim 
and direct their own conversations. The collective embod-
ies a mentality they describe as "inclusive and exclusive 
simultaneously," and welcomes a diverse roster of con-
tributors while steering zine issues around concepts like 
‘Collecting’,‘Drawing’, and ‘Print’ among others.

  A testament to their success, OOMK describes a 
connection to their audience and surrounding communi-
ty that echoes Hanauer of Press Press’ definition of pub-
lishing as the act of “gathering a public.” It's this very em-
phasis on physicality that expresses itself best in print, 
which OOMK explains. “Print as physical objects in phys-
ical spaces create points at which people meet. There is a 
tangible community coming together around this physical 
object offline as well as online."
 London-based magazine subscription service Stack 
curates the best independent magazines from around the 
world and delivers them to your door, actively encour-
aging its subscribers to engage with publications on a 
monthly basis. Founder Steve Watson has seen emerging 
voices arise in print over the years, with the medium being 
increasingly used as a way for young creatives to escape 
the humdrum of work life and a prompt to enjoy their per-
sonal time. He explains, “Lots of people talk about screens 
at work, so when they’re done looking at their computer 
screen they like to go and relax with a beautifully made 
piece of print in their spare time. We accept that every-
thing we do online is tracked and monetised in some way. 
There’s a real pleasure to having a piece of print that can’t 
do anything like that – it can’t track where your eyes are 
looking... the limitations of print become the real appeal 
basically”. The reversal of digital versus print is apparent 
with this digital-first generation and they continue to push 
against the ‘print is dead’ agenda, instead placing more 
value on the medium as time goes on.

Key Takeouts:

1. They’re tired of seemingly objective media misrepresent-
ing reality so they’re seeking out publications with subjec-
tive opinions so they can form their own point of view
2. They’re not just consuming, they’re also creating their 
own publications to ensure they archive and represent 
their own thoughts, feelings and culture so they’re not 
misunderstood in the future

55Authentic

"Independent publishing for me, very much came from 
that place of wanting to take something that has been a 

negative force in my life and owning it, embracing my own 
use of language, and telling my own narrative instead of 

someone speaking for or about me" 
— Kimi Hanauer, founding editor at Press Press

Youth Report
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FOR US BY US

When the current political climate is one that singles groups out for their beliefs and 
backgrounds, safe spaces are more crucial than ever for the targeted to come togeth-
er. Manifesting in physical spaces, collectives host parties, exhibitions, and discussion 
groups as a means of interacting and sharing each other’s company. With a lack of 
spaces that cater to their needs, marginalised communities are gathering to create and 
control their own spaces, where the community creates the rules for the community.

57Authentic

D
ub

li
n-

ba
se

d 
'q

w
ei

rd
o'

 c
ol

le
ct

iv
e,

 
P

us
sy

s 
C

lu
b,

 w
el

co
m

es
 'w

ei
rd

bo
ys

, 
qu

ee
rb

oy
s 

an
d 

la
dg

ir
ls

' t
hr

ou
gh

 
bo

th
 U

R
L 

an
d 

IR
L 

av
en

ue
s.

 @
pu

zs
ys

Stats:
When it comes to events, 
specialisation is desired. 64% would 
rather go to three separate events 
that each had their own theme 
whereas 36% would choose one 
event that covered all three themes. 

Audience Quote:
"Shared spaces and community spaces 
really acts as incubators for ideas, 
fear, collaboration, communication, 
so many things. They’re great because 
you have all of these people trying 
to figure out what to do and how to 
resource it. It’s like working collectively 
about it rather than going about it 
alone." – Sienna Fekete, 23

Youth Report
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"You have one token touristy gay bar and there’s no 
experimental or queer stuff. We wanted to have a space 
floating in between gay and straight that wasn't defined 
by sexuality, but wasn’t not about that either" 
— Seán Püssy, founder of Pussys Club

Created for "weirdboys, queerboys and ladgirls” Seán 
Püssy's Dublin-based Pussys Club art and rave collective 
breaks new ground in a nightlife scene that lacks diversity 
in the spectrum of sexuality. Seán explains, "You have one 
token touristy gay bar and there’s no experimental or queer 
stuff. We wanted to have a space floating in between gay 
and straight that wasn't defined by sexuality, but wasn’t 
not about that either." It's this sort of inclusive exclusivity 
that makes Pussys Club so fit for a generation that is re-
belling against traditional labels and markers of identity.
 Though they pride themselves on their online pres-
ence, crediting it with the ability to create "through writ-
ing, artwork and projects and whatever we can make our-
selves", regardless of a space, Seán also recognises the 
importance of physical spaces. The collective manifests 
physically through raves and art shows. "Giving space to 
something is about allowing people to be themselves and 
knowing that there’s loads of ways… you'd never have an 
in-depth discussion with a fashion designer about uni-
sex clothing in a club – those spaces have totally differ-
ent functions." By leveraging their online and IRL spaces, 
Pussys Club is telling the outcasts of Dublin that it's okay 
to gather together.
 Russian art collective, Russki Attrakcion, provides 
a similar format but centers its platform around a redi-

rection in Russian identity. Previously, trendy gathering 
spaces in Moscow were dictated and influenced largely 
by sensibilities from Brooklyn and Berlin scenes – creative 
youth were reluctant to be seen in ryumochnayas, nos-
talgic divey bars reminiscent of Soviet Russia that cater 
primarily to an older audience. Instead, Russki Attrakcion 
is embracing these cultural spaces, including pool halls, 
banquet rooms, and restaurants serving Eastern European 
cuisine that are unique to their Russian identity. The result 
is a mixing of an antiquated but personal experience with 
a more global and emerging clubbing experience.
 Through physical meetups and gatherings, youth 
around the world are mobilising online through intellectu-
al dialogue and cultural exchange, and meeting in person 
to celebrate and build community on their own accord and 
with their own rules.

Key Takeouts:

1. Marginalized communities are mobalising to create and 
transform spaces into authentic shared experiences that 
reflect their desires in a truly authentic way
2. They are using online connections to instigate intellec-
tual dialogue and cultural exchange, to be developed and 
celebrated in-person

Youth Report
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New

 Identities

Stats:
Only 14% think they’re defined by their class
Only 17% think they’re defined by their race 
Only 22% think they’re defined by their sexuality 
61% think they’re defined by their interests

Audience Quote:
 “I think when you surround yourself with a lot of 
creative people, that's when your identity becomes 
complex, because everyone's ultimately challenging 
themselves to be the most authentic way they can. It's 
helpful to people who have been boxed into certain 
identities their whole life. They're able to redefine 
who they are and their culture.” — Liam Rubik, 20

61Authentic

"The purpose of Black Boys Don’t Cry is to deliberately break 
down upbringing, societal influences and colonial past to 
simply tell the younger generation that in order for you to 
be a black man in the 21st century you do not need to ↙

→ be strong or emotionless – you do not need to have bare 
melanin to be bare black – you simply need to identify as 
black and a man in whatever state that is"
— IGGYLDN, creator of Black Boys Don't Cry
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Consumers have traditionally been assigned to monolithic 
boxes such as 'Hispanic', 'Male' or 'Millennial', but a new 
generation of multiracial, non-binary and intergenera-
tional individuals are rising up and celebrating the beau-
tiful complexities and nuances that define who they are. 
Whether it's exploring Afro-Asian solidarity or collective-
ly rallying in support of Muslim and Mexican immigrants 
and refugees, there is a nuanced and (simultaneously) 
widecast approach in the new collectives. The previously 
fringe and marginalised are speaking out against stereo-
types and openly navigating their own identities without 
dictated confines.
  IGGYLDN is a British spoken word artist and cre-
ator of the short film, Black Boys Don't Cry. He explains, 
"The purpose of Black Boys Don’t Cry is to deliberately 
break down upbringings, societal influences and the co-
lonial past to simply tell the younger generation that in or-
der for you to be a black man in the 21st century you do 
not need to be strong or emotionless – you do not need 
to have bare melanin to be bare black – you simply need 
to identify as black and a man in whatever state that is". 
Works that question identity are becoming more relevant 
as more and more youth realise they don't ascribe to tra-
ditional boundaries. A recent benchmark of success took 
place as the western world reacted in surprise, relief and 
above all, celebration as ‘Moonlight’ won Best Picture 
during the 2017 Oscars (not to mention Best Kiss Award 
during the MTV Movie Awards).
  Though there have always been individuals in soci-
ety that felt like they didn't fit in the confines of who they 
were told to be, it's the rise of social media platforms and 
internet-facilitated networking that's creating spaces for 
these movements to galvanise. MoreMulher is a photo col-
lective reimagining feminism in a way that speaks more 
to their background. Hailing from the Bronx, the creative 
duo create empowering images that mark a departure 
from more common visual cues of online feminism that 
fetishise youth. Instead, they portray women with a more 
hard-edge appeal that speaks to a sentiment that femi-
nism builds throughout life upon growth and maturation.
  Previously mentioned Hamed Maiye of the Af-
ro-Portraitism project expresses a hope for working 
collaboratively in a way that facilitates an exchange of 
dialogue: "A lot of collaborative efforts are birthed from 
common interests, and often when people can visibly 
see a sense of solidarity, it makes a message that's much 
stronger. Sometimes we collaborate to simply help each 
other out. I believe strong collaborations are a learn/
lend process". 

  In today's globally fluid world, collective BORN N 
BREAD includes members with cultural backgrounds, from 
Sierra Leone, Nigeria and Ghana, as they explore the nu-
ances and pluralisms within the black British experience. 
In South Asia, led by India's first female pro skater, Attita 
Verghese, Girl Skate India rallies a vision for feminism that 
bridges with skate culture. Fluid and diverse cultural lead-
ers and collectives of a new generation are inventing and 
exploring new ways of being in the world.
  The youth are making use of mediums that they 
have native access to, and developing networks to react 
against confining identities they see as archaic. Spurred 
by the potential for a more tolerant and beautiful future, 
we're seeing a rejuvenation in cultural and political move-
ments observed in the past, but with new dimensions, nu-
ances and capabilities. upon them.

Key Takeouts:

1. They can’t be categorised by traditional demographic 
categories, and are reacting against binary markers or ste-
reotypes  
2. No longer fitting neatly into established cultural tribes, 
they’re complex individuals that are happy existing within 
multiple cultural worlds and groups 
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Fake
Fake

The world is witnessing a collapse of trust in institutions, from education and govern-
ment, to business and media. It's prompting the youth to ask a deep-seated question: 
"Is the truth even relevant anymore"? If even our most traditionally trusted institutions 
are failing to keep promises, then who's to say bending reality isn't fair game to all? The 
result is an emerging fascination with concepts that pertain to ‘Fake’. On one hand, dig-
ital tools and DIY know-how enable individuals to craft online identities, build virtual 
worlds, and recontextualise products through reproducing knock-offs. On the other, 
a growing cynicism sees self-deprecating humour, aesthetics marred in irony, and sa-
tirical mimesis as a means of critiquing the current systems of power in place. Fake is 
being seen as a means of liberation and subversion.
 In years past, escapism has existed primarily in physical spaces, through digital 
detoxes, mindfulness retreats, and voyages of self-exploration. But today's youth are 
growing up in a time where there's no escaping digital. In turn, they’re building an ‘Alter-
native Reality’, one that is integrated throughout every facet of their lives, from the way 
they make friends to the way they organise their daily schedules. This shift in mindset 
means they are viewing the digital world as a space swimming with endless possibil-
ities; they can be anyone they want, be anywhere they want, and communicate with 
whoever they want.
 Extending across the spectrum of corporate logos, designer garments, and com-
mercial advertising, the concept of ‘Fetishising Fake’ is the latest appendage to remix 
culture. In the same way that remix culture appropriates digital content and concepts 
for new contexts, the fetishisation of fakes takes this principle to the next level, adopt-
ing an irreverence for anything sacred, mangling it, and creating something new in the 
process. By assuming the weight of pre-existing cultural notions and associations, this 
fetishisation offers new perspectives to how youth are reconfiguring their interactions 
with brands.

Youth Report
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Communications in the digital age occur at hyper-speed and hyper-frequency, resulting 
in a proliferation of messaging and content that's easy to get lost––not in translation, 
but in consumption. Youth are adapting to telecommunication by forming their own 
shorthand lexicon: a milieu of recognisable icons, memes, emojis, hashtags, and slang.
  Where these linguistic shortcuts fall short, visual cues pick up the slack with more 
image-heavy and graphic-dense messaging, enabled by maturing social media plat-
forms with new content creation capabilities. Independent content creators amalgam-
ate an assemblage of cultural reference points into memes providing a source of news, 
social commentary, and political discourse for those in the know. Additionally, visual 
signifiers, many birthed in the aughts (flames, roses, Yin Yang symbols, upside down 
smiley faces, barbed wires, 100 emojis, chains, and cherries), serve as a means to com-
municate being on-trend and relevant.

New Lexicons

Audience Quote:
“Memes, emojis, GIFs, etc. express so much more 
than you can type. Reaction GIFs are the best 
because they really explain what you're feeling 
when it's hard to find the words. Memes are great 
because they're kind of therapeutic in a way. 
Sometimes people are posting memes when some 
real dark shit is happening in the world and they're 
a good way for young people to understand what's 
going on in the world and what's going on in them. 
They just make me happy” — Kenya Anderson, 25

Key Takeouts:

1.     
     
2.     
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A resurgence in the smiley face icon is populating media and fashion. But in this day and age 
where the world seems all but grim, one would be hardpressed to interpret this optimism with-
out a grain of salt. Bringing a new meaning to "fake it 'til you make it", optimism today is em-
bodied with a sense of tongue-in-cheek complicity. These folks grew up knowing not to count 
their eggs before they hatch. For outsiders, feigning optimism, however forced, may be misin-
terpreted as a disingenuous veil hiding the turmoil seething beneath, but to this generation, it 
may well be the only means to confront the world they were born into–a means of showing that 
they can't and won't be broken down.

Fake

Optimism

Stats:
When asked what’s the best way to cope 
during these troubled times the majority of 
consumers chose humour and optimism over 
realism, idealism, pessimism or defeatism

Audience Quote:
"I think as dark as having an ironic or 
satirical approach to things is, it's actually 
comforting. We all know underneath it all 
that there are some people that have really 
strong feelings about everything that's going 
on. This commonality helps unify people. 
I'm less sure about how effective it is for 
progress, but it's definitely relatable and 
therapeutic" — Elijah Anderson, 24

69Fake

Jo
hn

 Y
uy

i's
 p

er
fo

rm
at

iv
e 

ar
tw

or
k 

ex
pl

or
es

 d
es

ir
e 

an
d 

ce
le

br
it

y 
w

or
sh

ip
 in

 a
 d

ig
it

al
 e

ra
, o

ft
en

 
qu

an
ti

fi
ed

 b
y 

li
ke

s 
an

d 
fo

llo
w

s.
 @

jo
hn

yu
yi

Youth Report



70 Protein

Chinatown Market was launched with this mentality, res-
onating with the increasingly disillusioned sentiment 
shared by youth today and pushing a positive mental at-
titude. Founder Mike Cherman says, “There’s positivity in 
going out and trying something new with the possibility 
of failing. All those feelings attached to being an entre-
preneur, that even if you fail you need to keep on going, 
plays a huge part in what I do”. On using a smiley face as 
their brand logo, Cherman took a data-driven approach, 
analysing what sells in the market today and landing on 
logos that the youth were seeking out. While the symbol 
itself represents happiness and fulfilment to him, there’s a 
level of self reflection involved too, “It’s just one of those 
things on social media. Everyone has got their very pris-
tine version of themselves, and then quickly you realise 
everyone’s got their fake facade covering up their prob-
lems and insecurities”.
 Within art, this idea of faux optimism is heightened 
in ‘A Guide to Indulgence’, a short film by Nadia Lee Co-
hen created in response to the constant pressure faced 
in striving for perfection. “I wanted to create a satirical 
world in which the female inhabitants have pushed their 
appearances into cartoonish, melodramatic and extreme 
representations of femininity; yet are still looking to im-
prove themselves even further… I believe we all have 
many selves that we project, but I wouldn't like to specu-
late as to whether these are necessarily 'made-up' or 'au-
thentic'”. This satirical tone of voice can also be seen in 
Melbourne-based illustrator Celeste Mountjoy’s pieces. 
Mountjoy (aka Filthyratbag) has developed a body of work 
that resonates with the self-deprecating faux positivity of 
youth. The teen artist takes heavy situations and adds a 
satirical twist to it, lifting the stigma off situations that her 
peer group may find challenging and making light of it.
 Artist John Yuyi pushes this even further, bringing 
the digital self into the physical world through temporary 
tattoos that can be plastered onto consumers’ faces. What 
started as an experimental project with a friend – creat-
ing temporary tattoos of one’s social self (number of likes, 
posts, followers) that can be transferred to the body – has 
evolved into ‘Becoming Famous’. “It's literally putting the 
celebrity’s face on my face, a way of revealing how people 
want to be these famous people – to live like them. This 
project allows you to become them in just one second by 
putting their face onto you.” However, Yuyi believes at the 
end of it all her project is just a form of art, and should not 
serve as a mask to hide your true self.

Key Takeouts:

1. During these testing times they’re convincing themselves 
to react with, and project, unfaltering humor, (often faux) 
positivity and optimism regardless of the situation 
2. The concept of fake optimism has also begun to transform 
their activities and attitude to risk, failures aren’t a source of 
shame they’re now embraced and even celebrated 
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“It’s just one of those things on social media. Everyone 
has got their very pristine version of themselves, and 
then quickly you realise everyone’s got their fake facade 
covering up their problems and insecurities” 
— Mike Cherman, founder of Chinatown Market

Youth Report
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Social media is rapidly maturing to becoming a preferred space for social interaction, postur-
ing, and self-exploration. Youth engage in social circles not tethered by their location, but with 
the whole of the internet if they want to. As a result, the experimentation with personal identity 
on social media is becoming more nuanced than ever. Previous generations used social plat-
forms to build and represent their ideal identity, whereas today's generation are using digital 
mediums to explore each fragment of their personality.
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"[My characters] are 
everything – my way to 
escape the world when I 
am stressed and my way 
of having fun according to 
my mood and situation” 
— Aaliyah Rosales, 
interdisciplinary artist

Youth learn how to express themselves from an early age, 
crafting personalities for specific audiences and adopt-
ing social mannerisms respective to different platforms. 
As the capabilities of self expression on social media 
continue to develop, the line between one's digital self, 
however contrived, and one's actual self begins to dis-
sipate. Like the online virtual world of Second Life (only 
with less CGI), social media is a place where you can be 
whoever you want to be and find others to connect with.
 Across social media, a community of diverse and 
multifaceted personas have been conceived, informed 
by the creator's background, heritage, and situation. 
"[My characters] are everything – my way to escape the 
world when I am stressed and my way of having fun ac-
cording to my mood and situation”, says Aaliyah Rosales, 
an artist who dabbles in video, performance, styling, art 
direction and modeling. Her flexibility as an interdisci-
plinary artist is a testament to her work that explores the 
malleability of identity. For Rosales, developing carica-
tures that exaggerate and distort fragments of herself 
comes naturally, but at the end of the day she still re-
mains a close attachment to her characters: "There are 
many characters, but all of them live in the same body 
and respect the same principles even if they are made in 
different situations and show different appearances."
 This hyperfluid pastiche of virtual-first identities 
have spawned new terms altogether, as seen in the rise 
of 'Slaysian', a term of empowerment coined by artist, 
musician and entrepreneur, K Rizz. For those who don't 
know, 'Slaysian', is a term derived from essential influ-
ences that speak to different fragments of her identity; 
with 'slay', borrowing from gay drag culture and 'Asian', 
referencing her Filipina heritage. With a focus on positiv-
ity and stretching the boundaries of what it means to be 
queer and Asian American, K Rizz has amassed a com-
munity of on and offline fans that shower her with adorn-
ment, praise and more importantly, fanart.

Key Takeouts:

1. Past generations use social platforms to build and rep-
resent their ideal identity whereas this group use digital 
mediums to explore each fragment of their personality as 
it disconnects from their physical self
2. They’re crafting personalities for specific audiences 
and adopting social mannerisms specifically designed 
for different platforms

Stats:
Their social media personas are expressive 
outputs, 77% say they created them solely 
for themselves
25% have between two and four active 
instagram accounts 
Only 18% post online to make their followers 
think they lead a cultured offline life

Audience Quote:
“When social media first came out, people 
thought of it primarily as a communicative 
tool. Now, it's turning into place where youth 
can experiment socially. A lot of my friends 
use it as a place to create this whole internet 
art sensation, whether through personas or 
through their work–I sometimes even hear my 
friends say, ‘This person has such an 'artistic' 
social media presence!’” — Alex Zhu, 20

Youth Report
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The increasing importance of 'influencers' is rooted in the desire for genuine endorse-
ments from real people, with the accepted understanding that consumers trust people 
over brands. However, today’s influencer landscape is characterised by monotonous 
and inauthentic 'paid-to-post' mechanisms (not to mention misleading attempts to skirt 
FCC and IAB rules), and the youth are onto it.

Avatar Influencers

75Fake

Stat:
When a celebrity or influencer endorses a 
brand or product on social media 62% of 
the youth think the individual doesn’t care 
about the product, they just want to get paid

Audience Quote:
"I think it's cool when brands work with 
virtual characters because it sets the stage 
up for what can happen in the near future" 
— Brandon Walker, 17

Youth Report
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“I always make [my characters] look like anything but 
human because that way they don’t come with notions 

of gender or race” — Pierre-Louis Auvray, artist

They’re increasingly skeptical of these bland and robotic 
marketing gestures, especially on social media platforms 
that provide a stage for much more expressive creativi-
ty, dramatic performances, bold personalities, and sen-
sational storylines. As a result, brands and artists have 
started to populate social media with non-human fictional 
characters and stories that often feel more human and im-
pactful than the real deal.
 Luxury clothing brands have begun to embrace "Av-
atar Influencers", from Riccardo Tisci and Vogue dressing 
popular Japanese vocaloid pop idol Hatsune Miku in haute 
couture to Louis Vuitton’s collaboration with Lightning from 
the Final Fantasy video game franchise for their Spring/
Summer 2016 collection. Perhaps the most well-known 
name straddling digital and reality is Lil Miquela, whose 
mere existence has people questioning the importance of 
‘real’ within the influencer world. The computer-generat-
ed model and social media influencer has over 200,000 
followers and recently became a verified account, while 
maintaining a purposeful existence and a refreshing mind-
fulness absent from most influencers. Often posting about 
emergency relief initiatives, trans-positive and race-con-
scious messages, and promoting advocacy and activist 
organisations, Lil Miquela juggles a melange of self-love 
selfies, influencer co-signs, and of-the-moment memes. 
  Artist Pierre-Louis Auvray experiments with ele-
ments of 3D artwork and Photoshop to subvert traditional 
expectations of models on the runway. He makes a point 
to disregard any traditional understandings of beauty and 
identity, "I always make [my characters] look like anything 
but human, because that way they don’t come with no-
tions of gender or race”. Auvray is determined to create 
artwork that has a clear raison d'être – it's his way of add-
ing to a debate he sees as increasingly pressing among 
youth, that questions identity. He leaves us with a telling 
opinion on the relevance of reality and truth in content, 
characters, stories and artwork, "What is great with a real-
istically Photoshopped picture is that when you first look 
at it you get a sense of confusion. You know it isn’t real but 
you’re still questioning it. But if it’s real for us then that’s all 
that matters".

Key Takeouts:

1. An ever growing skepticism around ‘ambassadors’ 
means consumers are engaging with purely fictional 
characters that are, ironically, deemed more authentic
2. They’re connecting with personalities that are discon-
nected from the polarising realities of age, sexuality, race 
and gender

Youth Report
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From spending the day venturing into brick and mortar stores to multi-screen ‘1-click’ pur-
chases made while lounging on the couch, the experience of shopping has and continues 
to evolve, albeit in a predictable manner. While tangibility, serendipity and tactility still pull 
them into physical retail spaces, the widespread expectation of immediacy bred from a 
mobile-first shopping platform has led to a loss of enjoyment in the process. As a reaction, 
they’re searching for an experience where the line between the virtual and IRL worlds be-
come blurred and offer surprise and escapism at the same time as a convenient and fric-
tionless journey.

Utopian

Worlds

79Fake

Stats: 
The top 3 elements said to be missing from 
online shopping today are interactivity, 
enjoyment and discovery.  
 
Audience Quote:
“I think there could be a lot of interesting 
possibilities with virtual and augmented 
reality, like projecting or feeling products in 
front of you without even having to go to the 
store to shop. With that said, it's pretty scary 
how fast we're moving with virtual reality 
and digital simulations” — Colby Trinh, 24

Youth Report
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"The experience of the 
story you are telling 
is amplified when you 
place your audience as 
a character inside that 
story. In NSAF, you see 
yourself as a black woman 
in a futuristic salon 
mirror, ready to get your 
hair done. This in itself 
is a powerful moment as 
you virtually step inside 
the skin of the ‘other’ 
whatever gender or race 
you belong to" — Ashley 
Baccus & Carmen Aguilary 
Wedge, Hyphen Labs

Pioneering in this digital space is DVTK, a creative studio 
that develops virtual realms for brands, from VR apps to 
mobile websites. Realising the profound experiences vir-
tual worlds can provide when they witnessed first-hand 
the youthful fervor of teenage girls eager to experiment 
with their VR nail try-on app (developed in partnership 
with London-based WAH Nails), they explain their ambi-
tion, "I think generally we're pretty optimistic and view the 
future as more utopic. It's a question of design, and people 
are just beginning to experiment with new technologies to 
create a brighter future".
  OKGRL also explores the possibilities of a new dig-
ital and immersive shopping experience. The platform it-
self harkens back to early web-based games that youth 
remember fondly (Club Penguin, Neopets, among others), 
and acts as a digitally interactive magazine that focuses on 
music and culture. Its collaboration with DVTK and Nico-
panda works with social media it-girl Princess Gollum to 
showcase a music video as well as a virtual retail store 
with purchasable items. Aside from the shopping experi-
ence, users can also access a beat making and dancing 
game with musician Shamir as well as a sticker book game 
with artist Girli, bringing a whole new dimension to the 
possibilities in online editorial.
  In another corner of the digital realm, Hyphen Labs, 
an international team of women of colour working at the 
intersection of technology, art, science and the future are 
experimenting with speculative design to influence the 
course for a more diverse and representative future. They 
found virtual reality a perfect medium for their specula-
tive design film, NeuroSpeculative AfroFeminism (NSAF), 
which explores an empathetic future scenario that stars 
women and people of colour in an artform that often lacks 
representation and diversity. Explaining their project, 
Ashley Baccus and Carmen Aguilar y Wedge explain, “The 
experience of the story you are telling is amplified when 
you place your audience as a character inside that story. 
In NSAF, you see yourself as a black woman in a futuristic 
salon mirror, ready to get your hair done. This in itself is a 
powerful moment as you virtually step inside the skin of 
the ‘other’ whatever gender or race you belong to.”
  Around the world, youth, artists, and brands are 
eagerly diving into the possibilities of a brighter, more ex-
citing, and more empathetic future that virtual and simu-
lated experiences can provide.

Key Takeouts:

1. An increasingly predictable shopping journey has led 
them to search for a new space that combines the seren-
dipity of offline exploration with the accessibility of on-
line purchasing 
2. They’re eagerly diving into the possibilities of a bright-
er and more empathetic future that virtual and simulated 
experiences can provide

Youth Report
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Progressive culture has been commoditised. The youth are being priced out of access 
to sub-cultural interests, experiences and products, and as a response, they’re draw-
ing on makeshift sensibilities to reinstate their relevance. By co-opting the imagery and 
language of hegemonic institutions that have historically dictated the terms of cultural 
status, youth are recontextualising conventional symbols of wealth, prestige and intellect 
previously held sacred. Fake LV bags are touted unabashedly, satirical logos of media 
companies are emblazoned onto caps and politicians are butchered (or idolised) into 
popular memes. Previously, people differentiated themselves by collecting niche items, 
but with the ever increasing speed of product dissemination and the rising cost of access, 
the youth are taking it upon themselves to differentiate their purchases from others. A re-
sistance movement in itself, fake is a means of circumventing traditional barriers of entry 
constructed largely by the corporations that profit off of them.

Fake is

The New

Craft

Stat:
Just 22% of consumers trust 
brands and 28% trust the media

Audience Quote:
"Independent designers and 
artists are feeling overwhelmed 
by bigger brands, and I think 
one way they're expressing 
themselves is by taking jabs 
at brands, taking their iconic 
imagery and flipping it on its 
head. That little bit of creative 
rebellion can be inspiring and 
refreshing" — Josh Aronson, 23

Pleasures x Chinatown Market, IKEA FRAKA cap

83Fake
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In the UK, this manifests itself in clothing companies like 
Bowlcut Garms, a brand taking household logos (the BBC, 
Nandos, Marlboro, Marks & Spencer among others) and 
repurposing them for political messaging that empowers 
the youth. Responding to our questions, “Bowlcut can 
exist as none of the large retail stores would ever dream 
of stocking our stuff. We've heard from friends who work 
in the retail fashion game that some of the big players 
love it, but it would be an expensive legal bill for them to 
sort out if they did stock it. We simply put out clothing 
that carries a message that a lot of people are thinking”. 
 Mike Cherman, founder of the previously men-
tioned Chinatown market, created a bootleg IKEA cap, 
which went viral across social media after Balenciaga re-
leased a similarly concepted tote bag. “We had the idea 
and the hats all made, ready to release online, then the 
Balenciaga thing happened. We very quickly realised 
there was a viability to the idea. The internet went cra-
zy and people took it and did their own thing… By post-
ing that IKEA thing, we had an understanding within four 
hours of what was happening in the marketplace”. This 
attitude to repurposing big name brand ideas and logos 
is a reaction to what authenticity means today. He ex-
plains, “No one cares about authenticity. There’s very few 
people out there just doing it because they love it. And if 
they do, it’s not going to work, as it’s just what they like, 
not what people want. No longer can you build a brand 
just based on your values or your views. The internet is 
a wild west marketplace of what you want to do. I always 
try to do something a little bit wild, which brings me at-

tention. I can then use this attention to sell ‘authentic’ 
goods to people by marketing illegal goods”.
 Writer, photographer and artist, Ava Nirui has al-
ways had a penchant for clothing and design and cus-
tomisation. Her work often explores the recontextualisa-
tion of corporate symbols in new environments, resulting 
in an effect that induces feelings of humor and absur-
dity. She explains, "I think it's amazing how we can al-
ter the meaning or value of an object/item of clothing 
by simply adding logos/brand iconography. Logos are 
the most powerful cultural signifier – they can reflect so 
much about a person's taste, interests and values. Luxury 
brands are almost like institutions". China-based brand 
Purlicue also explores the loaded cultural association 
carried by brands. Their latest collection, THE FAKE, is 
made up of direct copies of other brands' designs. Initial-
ly feeling like a copy of a copy, the pieces surprisingly un-
veil an extra layer and focus: each piece has an attached 
tag containing the pattern design, to be used as a fabric 
source template for consumers to take and create their 
own version of the collection.

Key Takeouts:

1. Progressive culture has been commoditized, they’ve 
been priced out of access to their niche, sub-cultural in-
terests, experiences and products
2. They’re drawing on their DIY mentality to differentiate 
themselves and reinstate their relevance, they’re modi-
fying and using brands as platforms to exhibit creativity

"I think it's amazing how we can alter the meaning or value 
of an object/item of clothing by simply adding logos/

brand iconography. Logos are the most powerful cultural 
signifier — they can reflect so much about a person's 

taste, interests and values. Luxury brands are almost like 
institutions" — Ava Nirui, artist and photographer
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“Streetwear is a meme, it needs to embrace itself and 
realise it. I thought it was pretty awesome and unexpected 
[when Demna Gvasalia of Vetements acknowledged and 
responded to my work in a positive light]...from what I 
heard he's pretty much a troll himself. He loves laughing at 
himself and having fun, something I think a lot of fashion 
companies lack. Demna we should collaborate!”
— Davil Tran, founder of Vetememes

Fandom

Brandom

Stats:
77% believe that a brand can no 
longer create products independent 
of consumer input 

Audience Quote:
"I think brand creativity should be a 
more bottoms up system. Your money 
is going to come from the bottom so 
your creative decisions should too" 
— Surui Ma, 21
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Within recent years, there's been a rise of cases exposing 
brands that leech ideas from independent designers and 
creators only to offer half-hearted apologies and strongarm 
their way through controversies with legal resources and 
cost-heavy PR. As a result, youth are viewing brands in an 
evermore skeptical light, regarding them as takers more 
than givers. In response, youth are celebrating brands that 
engage with communities in a more collaborative manner. 
They want brands to empower fans, designers and cre-
ators, whether by providing platforms and resources or 
embracing their homages with respect and enthusiasm. 
By opening their doors to consumers, brands are celebrat-
ing their most important assets, their advocates.
  As a response to Vetements’ well-document-
ed appropriation of mass and luxury brands, Davil Tran 
launched ‘Vetememes’, a social media based clothing 
line. He explains, “The idea came from just seeing so 
many street styles blogs featuring the Vetements rain-
coat... it became a meme. So, I just combined the two: 
VETEMEMES”. What started as a spoof (including an 
e-commerce destination without the ability to purchase) 
has turned into a genuine business. Tran says, “Street-
wear is a meme. It needs to embrace itself and realise 
it. I thought it was pretty awesome and unexpected 
[when Demna Gvasalia of Vetements acknowledged and 
responded to my work in a positive light]... from what I 
heard, he's pretty much a troll himself. He loves laughing 
at himself and having fun, something I think a lot of fash-
ion companies lack. Demna we should collaborate!”
  The cycle of high fashion, to knock-off, and back 
again, makes it difficult to keep up with who's ripping off 
who. From Ruff Ryder replica Balenciaga prints to Guc-
ci’s widely covered ‘reappropriation’ of a design created 
by Harlem icon Dapper Dan, one of NYC’s best-known 
street stylers and bootleggers of the '80s, it continues 
to demonstrate the meta nature of bootlegging and the 
youth’s attitude towards big brands stealing from inde-
pendents. Gucci’s appropriation of Dapper Dan’s origi-
nal appropriation is in keeping with the fashion house’s 
style – the brand’s creative director Alessandro Michele 
is well-known for playing with high-low, faux-real culture 
and magpieing with finesse. Michele famously brought 
GucciGhost, the New York Gucci bootlegger, onboard 
and asked him to create a menswear capsule. Howev-
er, when it came to ripping off Dapper Dan, the internet 
went into a frenzy, resulting in the brand issuing a public 
statement that it now wants to collaborate with the Har-
lem bootlegger as a way to offset some of the criticism 
they were taking.

Key Takeouts:

1. They’re celebrating brands that acknowledge fans 
as creators by embracing their homages with respect 
and enthusiasm
2. Brands can no longer create products independently, 
and irrespective of consumer input, they need to involve 
them in concepting conversations

Youth Report
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"We sit around all day 
and corrupt art ideas into 
marketing so the name 
and idea for Center for the 
Arts is both aspirational 
and depressing, as we can’t 
figure out just how much of 
a joke it really is” 
— Phillip Annand, founder 
of Madbury Club

Legit

Check

Stats:
When asked to think about contemporary 
brand advertising, just 28% believed the 
terms authentic, craft, heritage, artisanal 
and legacy were still relevant  

Audience Quote:
"The only thing I want to know about a 
brand's past is if they did any fucked up 
shit. I think I'm more interested in how 
a brand is moving forward. How they 
conduct business now and in the future is 
much more important" — Anika Kaur, 19

91Fake

From skate brand Palace's infomercial featuring actor Jo-
nah Hill to Jimmy Kimmel's scathing parody ad for Unit-
ed Airlines, the world is laughing at stuffy and antiquat-
ed brands that refuse to show any signs of humility or 
self-awareness. It makes sense, given that youth today are 
heavily burdened with the weight of history that genera-
tions past have placed on their shoulders. With so much 
work on this generation's plate, it comes off as audacious, 
gaudy, and even offensive for brands with such large mar-
keting budgets to spend it all on guarding and projecting 
empty visages of grandiosity and vacuous mission state-
ments preaching nobility.
 Marketers and brands that indulge in such delu-
sions of grandeur can often seem self-centered, whether 
through banning any mention or support of their compet-
itors in company vicinities, sweeping their mistakes and 
failures under the rugs, or clinging onto rose-tinted and 
nostalgic accounts of their pasts, touting buzzwords like 
‘craft,’ ‘legacy,’ and ‘heritage'. All the while, youth are busy 
asking a more pressing question: “We get it. But what 
about our future?” 
  “Center for the Arts started as an inside joke at the 
studio”, says Phillip Annand, founder of Brooklyn-based 
multi-disciplinary collective the Madbury Club. “Mostly 
everyone in Madbury comes from an art background of 
some different variety, be it art school, personal practice 
or just general art since childhood. "We sit around all day 
and corrupt art ideas into marketing, so the name and idea 
for Center for the Arts is both aspirational and depressing, 
as we can’t figure out just how much of a joke it really is”. 
Introduced on social media through short lo-fi videos with 
an aesthetic that harken back to 80s advertisements, the 
Center for the Arts is a humorous reflection on the current 
state of creativity and marketing. While youth are focusing 

on creating a better future for themselves, they're ques-
tioning the relevance of quaint stories of the past: “With-
out a reasonable tradition to base those claims on - it all 
ultimately rings hollow. But hey, we all love another slow 
motion videos of craftsman in dusty factories, right?”
 In a time when youth are working together to figure 
out how to make the world a better place, process always 
trumps perfection, because perfection is impossible. Or 
more acutely, perfection is worked towards through pro-
cess. Growing up well-versed in the language of corporate 
advertising, youth receive marketing messages already 
suspecting them to have a level of falsity attached. As 
such, they are looking to brands to demonstrate their true 
process (instead of a beautified version of craftsmanship), 
failures and all. The Museum of Failure, which opened in 
Sweden in Summer 2017, showcases failed products that 
major, global household brands have launched over the 
years. What initially sounds negative is in fact an act of 
celebration, with the museum focusing on the creative 
process of how the world’s biggest brands reach their suc-
cess through a progression of iterations and prototypes. 
As youth become increasingly interested in a brand's le-
gitimacy and its reason to exist, they're asking brands for 
what they really want: actionable roadmaps and initiatives 
that will contribute to a brighter future.

Key Takeouts:

1. They’re increasingly disinterested in nostalgic messag-
ing and the aesthetic associated with that narrative. The 
concept of authenticity is increasingly deemed inauthentic 
2. Brands that come clean from their rose tinted past, em-
brace self-deprecation and memorialise their failures as 
progression truly connect
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Anxious but Open

→ Stigmas are being dispelled, mental 
positivity is the new body positivity
→  Socially developed anxiety is being 
treated through low-cost, online and 
offline peer-support communities, rather 
than traditional therapy

 
Restrain and Abstain

→ Cutting down on detrimental behaviour 
leads to a more productive output
→ They’re delaying their hedonist period 
till after they land a job and begin to 
securely pay off debts, compared to 
millennial concept of kidulthood

 
Leisure is Labour

→ Leisure time isn’t used to relax, it’s 
used to generate skills and develop 
networks in order to take control of 
their future
→ Social media platforms are increasingly 
used to accumulate professional capital 
rather than social capital

 
Communal Curriculum 

→ They’re starting to bypass traditional 
and cumbersome education sources 
and choosing agile, community based 
platforms that reflect today’s issues 
and demands
→ Peer-to-peer learning is empowering 
individuals with different voices and 
informal networks offer affordable 
options for self-development 

 
Inappropriate Appropriation

→ They feel misrepresented by brands 
and media and are calling out anyone that 

appropriates or profits of their culture 
without furthering it
→ They’re demanding that brands create 
spaces, platforms and mediums that 
champion the oppressed, not exploit 
their struggle

 
Publication as Representation 

→ They’re tired of seemingly objective 
media misrepresenting reality so they’re 
seeking out publications with subjective 
opinions so they can form their own point 
of view
→ They’re not just consuming, they’re 
also creating their own publications 
to ensure they archive and represent 
their own thoughts, feelings and 
culture so they’re not misunderstood 
in the future

 
For Us By Us

→ Marginalized communities are 
mobalising to create and transform 
spaces into authentic shared experiences 
that reflect their desires in a truly 
authentic way
→ They are using online connections 
to instigate intellectual dialogue and 
cultural exchange, to be developed and 
celebrated in-person

 
New Identities 

→ They can’t be categorised by traditional 
demographic categories, 
and are reacting against binary markers 
or stereotypes  
→ No longer fitting neatly into 
established cultural tribes, they’re 
complex individuals that are happy 
existing within multiple cultural worlds 
and groups

PILLAR: AUTHENTIC

New Lexicons

        

 
Fake Optimism 

→ During these testing times they’re 
convincing themselves to react with, and 
project, unfaltering humour, (often faux) 
positivity and optimism regardless of 
the situation 
→ The concept of fake optimism has 
also begun to transform their activities 
and attitude to risk, failures aren’t a 
source of shame they’re now embraced 
and even celebrated 

 
Role Play

→ Past generations use social platforms 
to build and represent their ideal identity 
whereas this group use digital mediums 
to explore each fragment of their 
personality as it disconnects from their 
physical self
→ They’re crafting personalities for 
specific audiences and adopting social 
mannerisms specifically designed for 
different platforms

 
Avatar Influencers

→ An ever growing skepticism around 
‘ambassadors’ means consumers are 
engaging with purely fictional characters 
that are, ironically, deemed more authentic
→ They’re connecting with personalities 
that are disconnected from the polarising 
realities of age, sexuality, race and gender

 
Utopian Worlds

→ An increasingly predictable 

shopping journey has led them 
to search for a new space that 
combines the serendipity of offline 
exploration with the accessibility of 
online purchasing 
→ They’re eagerly diving into the 
possibilities of a brighter and more 
empathetic future that virtual and 
simulated experiences can provide

 
Fake is the New Craft

→ Progressive culture has been 
commoditized, they’ve been priced out 
of access to their niche, sub-cultural 
interests, experiences and products
→ They’re drawing on their DIY mentality 
to differentiate themselves and reinstate 
their relevance, they’re modifying and 
using brands as platforms to exhibit 
creativity 

 
Fandom Brandom

→ They’re celebrating brands that 
acknowledge fans as creators by 
embracing their homages with respect 
and enthusiasm
→ Brands can no longer create products 
independently, and irrespective of 
consumer input, they need to involve 
them in concepting conversations 

 
Legit Check 

→ They’re increasingly disinterested in 
nostalgic messaging and the aesthetic 
associated with that narrative. The 
concept of authenticity is increasingly 
deemed inauthentic 
→ Brands that come clean from their rose 
tinted past, embrace self-deprecation 
and memorialise their failures as 
progression truly connect

PILLAR: FAKE



Protein shapes culture to incite change. We collaborate with our 
global community to help brands better understand and connect 
with their audience. We also directly support a diverse range of local 
projects through our Studios in London, Brooklyn and Amsterdam. 
 
If you’d like to know more, please get in touch: hello@prote.in

Editor-in-Chief
William Rowe
will@prote.in

Editor
Jamie McCracken
jamie@prote.in

Deputy Editor
Kat Chan

Creative Director
Teddy Fitzhugh

Writers
Sophia Callahan
Edrick Chu
Anna-Lena Gotzmann
Emily Reid

Contributors
Maude Churchill
Alice Nicolov
Anna Burzlaff
Pia Sewelies 
Thandi Mbire
Jack Smylie

Production Co-ordinator
Rhianna Cohen 

Design by Catalogue
Printed in the UK by Pressision

© 2017 Protein Ltd. All Rights Reserved. 
No part of this publication can be reproduced without written permission.



www.prote.in


