
Gen Z’s New Reality
Amid COVID

What does the back-to-school season and beyond look like 
for millions of Gen Z college students during a pandemic?



Welcome
I am Aneesh Dhawan – PurPics Founder & CEO.
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I started PurPics to build stronger relationships 
between brands and Gen Z. Today’s report is to 
help you do just that amid these uncertain times.



What we’ll cover
● Immediate Impact of COVID on Gen Z

○ Prior Study Recap

● The Return to Normalcy
● Financial & Spending Outlook
● Food & Bev Insights
● Commitment to Social Causes
● Gen Z Panel Discussion
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The Gen Z brand advocacy
& intelligence platform



5Trusted by:



The PurPics Panel
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60k
College Student 
Panelists

230
Cities Represented

294
College Campuses 
Represented
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Better engage your 
college audience
PurPics offers an authentic (and effective) 
solution to help brands stay top of mind 
with Gen Z consumers – all while 
supporting social good.

Better understand 
your Gen Z targets
PurPics enables marketing and product 
teams to gather a better understanding of 
Gen Z through custom surveys and 
consumer research campaigns.

PurPics Engage PurPics Insights



Segmenting Capabilities

Age Gender Race/Ethnicity
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Location: Nationwide, Region, State, City, Campus

Major ClassificationStudent Status



9Panel: Represented in this study

Respondents

Universities

652 51
Majors17



Gen Z’s New Reality
Amid COVID

What does the back-to-school season and beyond look like 
for millions of Gen Z college students during a pandemic?



Report available for download at:
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How social distancing is 
affecting Gen Z

get.purpics.com/gen-z-social-distancing



Gen Z is cooking more 
at home during COVID
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72%
Cooking more 
frequently

3 in 4
Cooked 5+ times 
per week
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Are you cooking more or less than you were prior to practicing social distancing?

Since you began social distancing, how often have you cooked your own meals?



Stocking up on:

Grains, 
produce & 
dairy

Premade
meals

Passing on:



15
Which groceries have you stocked up on since you began social distancing? Select all that apply.



Have had food

43%
16

ONLY

Since you began social distancing, have you had food delivered to you?

DELIVERED
to their 

shelter-in-place 
locations



Have had food delivered 
just 1-2 times per week

79%
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Of those who have,

Since you began social distancing, how often have you had food delivered to you?
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COVID is placing a strain on 
Gen Z’s financial stability



61%
felt COVID-19 has had a 
negative impact on their 
financial stability.
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said their summer 
job/internship had been 
cancelled, delayed or 
postponed.
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65%



83%
were concerned about COVID-19 
having a long-term impact on their 
current or future jobs/internships.
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Social distancing has been 
difficult for Gen Z’s mental health



Said social distancing has had a negative 
impact on their mental health...

39%
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26%
malesfemales



“ How much I really value 
my relationships and 
spending time with 
people.
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What surprises you the most about how social 
distancing is affecting your life?
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What do we expect for this 
generation moving forward?



The desire for 
a sense of normalcy



Currently living at home 
with their parents or 
parental figures
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82%

Do you currently live at home with your 
parents or parental figures?



Of schools have committed 
to either fully in-person or 
primarily in-person
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Only 23%

Source: https://collegecrisis.shinyapps.io/dashboard/



Will return

92%

29

57%
Will return

But the majority of students 
wish to return...

If campus re-opens... If campus does not open...



What they’ll miss the most?

39%

30

25%
In-Person
Classes

18%
Nightlife
& Parties

Extracurricular
Activities

Because they miss the 
connection to community 

If your campus chooses to go virtual for fall 2020 classes, which aspect of 
your college experience will you miss the most?



What they’ll miss the least?
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38%
On-Campus Facilities

(gym, cafeteria, etc)

But they won’t exactly 
miss the cafeteria food 

If your campus chooses to go virtual for fall 2020 classes, which aspect of 
your college experience will you miss the least?



Financial Outlook



61%
felt COVID-19 has had a negative 
impact on their financial stability.
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BACK IN APRIL...



Had Saved $1,000+
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Pre-COVID savings

Source: https://www.depositaccounts.com/blog/college-students-savings-habits.html

1 in 3
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They actually saved more than 
usual...

Have Saved $1,000+2 in 3

How much money is in your debit/savings account right now?
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$3356

They actually saved more than 
than usual...

Average in savings

How much money is in your debit/savings account right now?



Still had plans for a 
summer job/internship.

With the remainder (65%), 
cancelled or postponed due 
to COVID
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35%
Back in April
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50.5%

But job prospects are looking  
better for the fall...

Have a job or internship 
locked down for the fall



How will Gen Z ‘s spending look  
this fall compared to last?



Compared to last fall semester, do you anticipate you will 
participate in these activities more or less this for Fall 2020?

30%

40

23%
Online Shopping

19%
Food deliveryCooking at home

Anticipate an increase in...

more more more



Compared to last fall semester, do you anticipate you will 
participate in these activities more or less this for Fall 2020?

21%

41

19%
Visiting movie 
theatres

Eating out at 
restaurants

And a decrease in...

less less



Back-to-school 
Spending Trends



Source:https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/new-numerator-back-to-school-index-shows-ads-and-prom
otions-down-50-as-consumers-wait-for-opening-plans-301095868.html

50%

43

B2SJULY
2020
ADVERTISING

vs last year

Down



New College 
Students

$2,300
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$1,200
Returning Students

Projected Total B2S Spend

Source: https://www.genzinsights.com/back-to-school-shopping-2020-college-freshmen



Combined on B2S items in

preparation for the

2020-21 school year

$5B+
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Source: https://www.genzinsights.com/back-to-school-shopping-2020-college-freshmen

Projected Total B2S Spend



$143B
in buying power

Source: *Forbes CMO Network 2018
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Cleaning 
products 

86% 8% 42% 1% 2%

Beauty & 
personal care 

products

Apparel & 
accessories

Food & 
Beverage

In-Store
Brand’s 
Website

Online 
Retailer

Social 
Media

Do Not
Purchase

Product 
Type

Projected Purchase Channels this Fall
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Cleaning 
products 

86% 8% 42% 1% 2%

Beauty & 
personal care 

products
60% 35% 47% 3% 8%

Apparel & 
accessories

Food & 
Beverage

In-Store
Brand’s 
Website

Online 
Retailer

Social 
Media

Do Not
Purchase

Product 
Type

Projected Purchase Channels this Fall



32%
compared to last fall
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Gen Z females are projecting 
to use beauty products

less



are researching skincare 
techniques MORE

50

22%

Source: 
https://www.ypulse.com/report/2019/06/19/topline-be
auty-personal-care-shopping/
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“I have tried a lot of new makeup 
brands that I found on Sephora or 

through Tik Tok. A lot of them have 
made my skin so much more clear 

and are a lot less expensive than other 
brands. “

“I started using ‘Clinique 
All-About-the-Eyes Eye Cream’, to 

brighten my under eyes and work on 
improving my skin while I have to 

stay indoors for quarantine.

Respondent Quotes
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Cleaning 
products 

86% 8% 42% 1% 2%

Beauty & 
personal care 

products
60% 35% 47% 3% 8%

Apparel & 
accessories

52% 57% 59% 8% 1%

Food & 
Beverage

In-Store
Brand’s 
Website

Online 
Retailer

Social 
Media

Do Not
Purchase

Product 
Type

Projected Purchase Channels this Fall



53Respondent Quotes

“I recently bought from Lululemon and 
Birddogs... I heard about them through 

word of mouth and trusted my friends 
or family members input.



have exercised the same 
or more frequently than 
they did prior to social 
distancing
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60%
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Cleaning 
products 

86% 8% 42% 1% 2%

Beauty & 
personal care 

products
60% 35% 47% 3% 8%

Apparel & 
accessories

52% 57% 59% 8% 1%

Food & 
Beverage

92% 8% 29% 1% 2%

In-Store
Brand’s 
Website

Online 
Retailer

Social 
Media

Do Not
Purchase

Product 
Type

Projected Purchase Channels this Fall



Food & Bev Fall
Expectations



Cooking more 
frequently

57

72%
Back in April



Acceleration in healthier 
eating trends
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“Since I have been home, I have 
been focusing a lot more on 

healthy eating”
“I have bought Publix pre made salads 

and smart ones frozen meals in an 
effort to be healthier since I’m not 

doing as much.”

“I started buying healthier snacks such 
as rice crisps instead of chips, and eating 

more fresh produce.

I decided to do this because I found that 
I was not as active as I was when I was 

on campus.”

Respondent Quotes



Vegan/Vegetarian
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“I began a vegetarian diet during the 
lockdown and tried a bunch of new 

things. One of which is a quinoa bowl 
that is the best thing ever. 

I’ve also ordered veggie options at 
fast food restaurants like Chick-Fil-A.”

“I essentially became a vegetarian 
over lockdown so we tried to meat 

alternatives like breakfast patties 
and chicken nuggets from 

MorningStar Farms. 

I will probably continue to purchase 
them in the fall semester if my 

budget allows it.”
“I’ve been trying more vegan 

substitutes because I have more time 
to cook them. For example, I’ve tried 
vegan eggs, cream cheese, and many 

kinds of ‘meat’.”

Respondent Quotes



Low cal and healthier 
beverage options
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“I have tried the 0 calorie Bubly 
drinks because I haven't been able 

to go to the gym and work off 
excess calories from Gatorades 

and sodas.”

“To get away from the mainstream 
energy drinks such as Red Bull, I 

decided to pick up MATI as a result of 
wanting to find a “healthier” energy 

drink alternative.”

“I tried SkinnyPop popcorn and Diet 
Coke mostly because I was trying to 

watch my calorie intake while sitting at 
home.”

Respondent Quotes



How are they discovering
these healthier alternatives?
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is the leading 
channel for 
discovering 
new F&B 
products

Social
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“I tried Trader Joe’s products because 
they were popular on social media and 
they definitely met my expectations and 

I will continue to use them this fall 
semester.”

“I have tried making Dalgona coffee. I 
mainly saw it on TIk Tok and saw 

everyone trying to make it, so I tried it 
out too. Turns out it was really good! 
For sure will be making them in the 

future :)”

“I also tried Everything But the Bagel 
Seasoning that I heard about  

online/social media.”

Respondent Quotes



77%

67

69% Price
Peer

The most important influences in 
trying a new beverage...

Influence
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“I gave Kodiak Cakes 
microwaveable pancakes a shot 

because I heard about them from 
my dad.”

“I decided to try hard seltzer’s by 
Absolut because my friends 

recommended them. I will continue 
to use them this fall. 

“I tried Trader Joe’s Cauliflower 
Gnocchi because my friends 

told me to.”

Respondent Quotes
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“I decided to try Ben and Jerry’s because they 
are very active in the [BLM] movement and 
I wanted to support that. I hope to continue to 

use them in the fall semester.”

Respondent Quotes



Commitment to
Social Causes
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Volunteering 49% 53% 32% 13%

Donating 47% 75% 27% 19%

Posting on 
Social Media

51% 81% 39% 25%

Human 
Rights

Education Disaster 
Relief

Health & 
Disability

Where Gen Z is showing their support this fall...



14.6M
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Unprecedented support for 
#blackouttuesday

Instagram Posts

Source:https://www.cnbc.com/2020/06/02/instagram-users-flood-th
e-app-with-millions-of-blackout-tuesday-posts.html

in support of going silent 
for #blackouttuesday



$20M
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Unprecedented support for 
#blackouttuesday

Raised for

Source:https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/01/style/minnesota-freed
om-fund-bail-george-floyd-protests.html



89%
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more likely to purchase 
products from companies that 
support charitable causes

Brands that do good do well...



Bridge the gap between 
discovery and purchase
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Capitalize on 
social media

Takeaway 1:
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Get in with their 
friends and peers

Takeaway 2:



78

Increase your 
social activism

Takeaway 3:



CLEAN Cause saw 
massive success

even during social distancing

PurPics Engage
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Campaign Overview

To boost trial and brand awareness for its 
new Zero Calorie line and Watermelon Mint 
flavor, CLEAN CAUSE partnered with PurPics 
to activate the Gen Z collegiate 
demographic in the San Diego college 
market.



48

81

83,131
Total Reach in

30.5%
Post EngagementPeer Influencer

By the numbers...

Posts Target Demo Rate



82Quality engagement

En
ga

ge
m

en
t R

at
e

2-4%

30.5%

Average 
Instagram 

Influencers

PurPics
Peer Influencers

for CLEAN
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Boosting new product
trial & brand awareness
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Overwhelming Support from Gen Z
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Proven ROI

10.5x
Return on campaign investment

ROI calculation includes Sales and TMV inputs. UGC value not calculated in addition.
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Why are we doing this?

Our users & their causes need help now, more than 
ever.

COVID has made its mark on us all, but hearing the challenges faced by our users to drive funding for 
the causes they care about means we have to do what is in our power to help.

This campaign will support multiple student organizations and causes by fundraising through the 
engagement of the users that participate.
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What is it?

Free PurPics Campaign, 
valued at $10,000

Winner chooses either Engage or Insights campaign
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How it works:

1. Visit get.purpics.com/z-giveaway and enter by Friday, Aug 
21st.

2. Schedule a meeting to discuss your strategy, targeting and 
campaign type (Engage, Insights or both)

3. Winner selected at random on Monday, Aug 31st.

Brands + Agencies welcome to enter



Gen Z 
90

Panel
For access to the panel discussion, please view our 

full webinar Q&A discussion.



91Today’s Panelists

Jake Bjorseth
Founder, Trndsttrs Media

Jake is a 21 year old founder of Trndsttrs, a 
Gen Z ad agency helping brands understand 
+ reach Gen Z. Jake has worked with 
brands such as McDonald's, Northface, 
United Health Care, Denny's, and more…

Adavya
Junior, University of Virginia

Adavya is a third-year student and Jefferson 
Scholar at UVA, studying finance in the 
McIntire School of Commerce. He's also 
currently "virtually" interning for VC fund, Palm 
Drive Capital, and will be joining Evercore next 
summer as an Investment Banking Analyst.

Phoebe
Recent Grad, William & Mary

Phoebe is a recent Psychology graduate 
from the College of William & Mary with 
an upcoming Management Consultant role 
at Accenture Federal Services.

Kelly
Sophomore, University of Kentucky

Kelly is an incoming sophomore at UK 
studying Animal Medicine. In her free time 
she’s frequently competing in equestrian as 
well as volunteering for 4 Paws for Ability..



Thanks!
For more Gen Z insights:
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● Dive in anytime at: purpics.com/blog
● Launch your own survey: 

partnerships@purpics.com
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get.purpics.com/z-giveaway


