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Spotted: A downtown girl with an ALDI tote. A musician in  
Echo Park rocking a Brooklinen tee. An intern in a Buc-ee’s  
hat. A co-ed with a Slim Jim sticker on their laptop.

None of these are fashion brands. But according to Gen Z, 
they’re fashion statements — and, in turn, important identity 
markers. For younger consumers, branded merch is becoming 
an expressive language, a way to say: This is what I care about. 
This is the community I belong to.

In a study last year, the Promotional Products Association 
International (PPAI) found that more than one-third of Gen Z 
consumers use branded products weekly, and 1 in 5 use them 
daily. The PPAI also found measurable impact for brands, both 
in affinity (68% of Gen Zers feel that merch has a positive 
impact on brand perception) and conversion (63% say merch 
has influenced their decision to purchase a product or service).

“Branded goods or promotional products are now a 
communication channel, one that is tactile, memorable and 
emotionally resonant,” says Catherine Iannuzzi, Quad’s Vice 
President of Branded Solutions.

“Today, merch is not just worn but passed around, posted and 
talked about by younger consumers. For brands, it’s earned 
media that travels with a valuable demographic — and a 
potential on-ramp to joining the cultural conversation.” 

Introduction

“�Today, merch is not just worn but passed around, 
posted and talked about by younger consumers. 
For brands, it’s earned media that travels with a 
valuable demographic — and a potential on-ramp 
to joining the cultural conversation.”

— Catherine Iannuzzi 
Vice President of Branded Solutions at Quad 
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The rise of brand 
anthropomorphism 
(branthropomorphism)
What’s behind Gen Z’s branded merch appetite? It’s a matter 
of “two major truths converging,” says Liz Grabek, Senior VP of 
Consumer Strategy at Betty, a Quad agency. 

First, Grabek points to the larger evolution of brands, from 
distant advertisers to social beings. Over the past decade, 
they’ve started living in consumers’ worlds — commenting 
on social media, collaborating in gaming spaces, even joking 
around. Essentially, they’ve transformed from logos into 
characters. The second, she says, is that younger consumers 
have emerged as expert identity curators. And they’ve adopted 
branded goods as a part of that exercise. 

“Gen Z is at a stage where young people are actively building 
their personal brands,” Grabek explains. “Merch has become a 
way to say, ‘This is me.’”

In this landscape, brands act less like companies and more like 
ideas that Gen Z wants to wear on its sleeve (literally). Factor in 
the post-COVID embrace of relaxed dress codes, and suddenly 
branded merch — T-shirts, sweats and caps — has established 
itself as an important part of Gen Z’s daily life.

Merch done right 
What it is:  IKEA’s first official merch line 
Efterträda, launched with IKEA Sweden 
and IKEA Japan, featuring its iconic logo 
and barcode motif on a range of casual 
clothing and accessories.

What it says: “I value design with a 
dose of irony, I’m fluent in minimalism. 
I like when style doubles as cultural 
commentary.”

Why it works: By transforming familiar 
IKEA symbols into wearable statements, 
the collection speaks directly to savvy, 
urban consumers who already treat IKEA 
as a lifestyle shorthand (“Efterträda” 
translates to “legacy” in Swedish — a 
wink at how the brand is embedded in 
shoppers’ lives).

See the merch

https://www.ikea.com/jp/en/new/eftertrada-collection-pub48c7dee0/
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63%

Top Gen Z’s branded merch wishlist. ¹

Apparel
Fashion  

Accessories

Sentiment: These consumers aren’t expecting every 
brand to reinvent the wheel; a perfectly referential 
T-shirt or a tote bag with a subtle, clever twist can  
be impactful. 

Sentiment: This is a high-impact, low-risk 
opportunity; it’s possible to connect with younger 
consumers without pandering or compromising 
core brand identity.

 1 in 5 Gen Z use promo products daily. ¹

Over 80% of Gen Zers wish they 
could disconnect from digital 
devices more easily. ²

Sentiment: Digital native doesn’t mean digital 
only; younger consumers are also hungry for 
enticing, tangible interactions offline, meaning that 
brands can leverage merch as part of a cohesive 
omnichannel strategy. 
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 Sources:   
¹ Promotional Products Association International (PPAI) 
² The Harris Poll/Quad

What Gen Z (actually) wants
When it comes to branded merch, marketers can learn a lot 
from reading the sentiments behind the stats. 

57%

Nearly 90% of Gen Z  
consumers say  
sustainability  
is important to them. ¹

Sentiment: It’s worth  
pursuing sustainably  
sourced materials; landfill 
merch — cheap, disposable 
items produced in bulk —  
may not land with this demo.

https://www.ppai.org/media-hub/ppai-consumer-study-why-promo-clicks-with-gen-z/
https://www.quad.com/resources/research-and-tools/return-of-touch-consumer-engagement-has-an-omnichannel-revival
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“What sets this new influx of branded goods apart is that 
it connects emotionally to the audience, or culturally to a 
specific moment,” Grabek says. 

And the moment is ripe for brands outside the traditional 
fashion sphere: Gen Z’s embrace of merch is part of a larger, 
more dramatic reframing of what constitutes “status” in the 
apparel and accessories space. A YPulse survey found that 60% 
of 13- to 39-year-olds would buy a copy of a luxury product 
even if they could afford the original. Similarly, research from 
Archrival and Vogue Business shows that nearly half of Gen 
Zers shop Amazon for low-cost or off-brand alternatives.

All of this indicates that, for younger customers, signaling 
identity and cultural awareness matters more than brand-
name fashion. It also underscores a preference for accessibility 
and expression over traditional markers of luxury. 

This helps explain why merch from mainstream, non-fashion 
brands is resonating so deeply. Now, promo products from 
businesses in unexpected spaces, even those in relatively 
unassuming sectors, can become covetable. The ALDI tote, the 
Buc-ee’s hat, the Slim Jim sticker — these items carry humor, 
belonging and references in ways that traditional luxury 
fashion iconography can’t. 

Of course, Gen Z isn’t the first cohort to subvert these types 
of conventions. But for brands, it’s a unique moment where 
corporate logos can convey authenticity and connect with 
consumers on a core identity level. 

“My generation wore band tees or celebrity faces,” says Grabek, 
a Millennial. “Today it’s brands themselves that play that role.”

The new non-fashion fashion  Merch done right 
What it is: A line of hoodies, slides, 
socks and casual wear in ALDI signature 
colors.

What it says: “I’m part of the ALDI inner 
circle. I value smart design, I’m cost-
conscious, I celebrate style without the 
markup and I appreciate consistency.”

Why it works: ALDI tapped into its  
cult following, giving fans a way to  
turn the brand’s core values into a 
cultural statement. 

See the merch

https://www.ypulse.com/report/2023/11/10/the-dupe-mindset/
https://www.voguebusiness.com/story/consumers/gen-z-broke-the-marketing-funnel
https://www.aldi.us/featured/aldi-gear
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Every element of the launch — from the product name (marketed 
as Lidl by Lidl, a reference to the Oasis song “Little by Little”) to 
the creative (which included an OOH ad at the band’s ceremonial 
home in Manchester, England) — was carefully considered. It 
didn’t feel like a promo. It felt like an Easter egg for savvy, digital-
native fans. 

The good news is that being a badge brand doesn’t require Lidl-
level resources. These same principles can be applied at smaller 
scales, making them applicable for businesses of all sizes. (See 

“So you want to be a badge brand?” on page 11 for more.)
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To tap into this trend, it’s important that brands enter the 
conversation with intention. According to Grabek, the goal here 
is to “create merch that isn’t just promotional, but aspirational,” 
turning customers into avatars for identity and belonging. She 
calls companies that nail this concept “badge brands.”

“These businesses think about design as cultural currency.  
They understand that the right reference, phrase or visual cue 
turns branded merch into something that consumers want to 
show off.”

Consider, for example, the supermarket chain Lidl. Earlier this 
year, the brand found itself in the middle of a viral moment when 
Liam Gallagher, the lead singer of Oasis, fronted a campaign for 
the fashion house Berghaus wearing a jacket that (inadvertently) 
echoed Lidl’s employee uniform. Lidl seized on the opportunity, 
releasing a limited-edition jacket of its own. 

Merch done right 
What it is: Dunkin's limited-edition 
velour tracksuit created with Juicy 
Couture.

What it says: “I’m trend‑savvy enough 
to recognize a good throwback, and to 
be part of a shared cultural moment.”

Why it works: By tapping Juicy 
Couture’s Y2K nostalgia, Dunkin’ 
cleverly aligns itself with a fashion trend 
and a cultural wink, reminding people 
the brand doesn’t just serve food, it 
serves personality and shared moments. 

Becoming a “badge brand”

“�Think about design  
as cultural currency: 
The right reference, 
phrase or visual cue 
turns branded merch 
into something that 
consumers want to 
show off.”

— Liz Grabek
Senior VP of Consumer Strategy  

at Betty, a Quad agency

See the merch

https://news.dunkindonuts.com/blog/Dunkings-Meal-Deal-Juicy-Couture-Collab#:~:text=Juicy%20Couture%C2%AE%20x%20Dunkin%E2%80%99%3A%20The,Ultimate%20DunKings%20Tracksuit
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Avoiding common pitfalls
Behind every branded tote, sweatshirt or accessory that ends 
up in Gen Z’s daily rotation is a tangle of decisions — what to 
make, how to make it and how to get it into the right hands. 
Here, Quad VP Iannuzzi doesn’t mince words: “Most brands 
underestimate the strain on their internal teams.” 

Branded merch is a complex ecosystem with numerous 
interconnecting, contingent elements. Sourcing sustainable 
materials, finding the right suppliers, approving designs, 
keeping branding consistent, storing inventory, managing 
fulfillment — every step requires time, expertise and cross-team 
coordination.  

The result? Too often, good ideas stall in production, get 
watered down in execution or miss the cultural moment entirely. 

To create merch that consumers actually want to wear, use and 
share, Iannuzzi says, brands need a “process that’s as thoughtful 
and intentional as the merch itself.” 

This is where Quad comes in. It maintains a dedicated team of 
brand stewards — strategists, designers and merchandisers — as 
well as an expansive supplier network. As a full-service partner 
with a tailored solutions suite, Quad allows companies of all 
sizes to capitalize on the growing branded merch trend, moving 
quickly enough to keep up with all consumers, including Gen Z. 

So you want to be  
a “badge brand”? 

Start with your brand’s story and values:  
Dig deep into your origin and mission.  
What emotions do you want to spark? 

Focus on your customers’ lifestyle:  
Go beyond surface-level. Who are they? 
What products do they use every day? 

Think beyond the usual suspects:  
Aim for clever, nuanced and original merch 

— or put your own spin on a staple. What 
can your brand do to make an everyday 
object more unique (and speak directly  
to your customer)? 

Surprise and delight though collabs: 
What story do you want to tell through your 
collab? Think beyond category boundaries. 

Rollout and refine:  
Align goals, budgets and messaging in the 
early stages, then find a partner, such as 
Quad, that can handle design, sourcing, 
production, quality control, fulfillment  
and delivery in one fell swoop. Work with 
them to track engagement, gather feedback 
and iterate.
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Quad (NYSE: QUAD) is a global marketing 
experience company that helps brands 
make direct consumer connections, from 
household to in-store to online. Supported 
by state-of-the-art technology and data-
driven intelligence, Quad uses its suite of 
media, creative and production solutions to 
streamline the complexities of marketing and 
remove friction from wherever it occurs in the 
marketing journey. Quad tailors its uniquely 
flexible, scalable and connected solutions to 
clients’ objectives, driving cost efficiencies, 

improving speed to market, strengthening 
marketing effectiveness, and delivering value 
on client investments. 

Quad employs approximately 13,000 people 
in 14 countries and serves approximately 
2,700 clients including industry leading blue-
chip companies that serve both businesses 
and consumers in multiple industry verticals, 
with a particular focus on commerce, 
including retail, consumer packaged goods, 
and direct-to-consumer; financial services; 

and health. Quad is ranked among the largest 
agency companies in the U.S. by Ad Age, 
buoyed by its full-service Rise media agency 
and Betty creative agency. Quad is also one 
the largest commercial printers in North 
America, according to Printing Impressions.

For more information about Quad, including 
its commitment to ongoing innovation, culture 
and sustainable impact, visit quad.com.

It’s not just branding.  
It’s relationship-building.
We pair a dedicated team of brand stewards, including 
strategists, designers and merchandizers, with an 
expansive supplier network to connect your brand name to 
the communities that love it.

Whether you need premium trade show giveaways, branded 
corporate gifts or employee recognition awards, Quad 
delivers personalized end-to-end support to make every 
brand engagement count. 

 Want to learn more?

mailto:info%40quad.com?subject=
https://www.quad.com/
https://www.quad.com/solutions/production/branded-solutions



