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FOR THE LAST DECADE,
FASHION WAS THE PRIMARY
WAY TO SIGNAL TASTE, STATUS,
AND CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE.
TODAY, THAT MONOPOLY IS OVER.

STATUS HAS FRAGMENTED.
EVERYTHING IS NOW A SIGNAL.

FROM WHAT YOU WEAR TO WHAT
YOU EAT. DRINK, BUY, AND DO.
YOUR FRIDGE, YOUR BATHROOM

YOUR ROUTINE. YOUR LIFESTYLE.

FOR CULTURAL PIONEERS,
EVERY SURFACE IS A
DEMONSTRATION OF TASTE.




A DECADE AGO, A LIMITED-RUN
STREETWEAR HOODIE WAS A
PINNACLE SYMBOL OF CULTURAL
KNOWLEDGE AND STATUS

TODAY, FOR CULTURAL
PIONEERS, THESE ALL SIGNAL
A BIGGER CULTURAL FLEX:

6X MORE LIKELY

A BEATEN UP SUITCASE
STAMPED WITH STICKERS
FROM ALL OVER THE WORLD ’

4.2X MORE LIKELY

A NIGHT OUT AT THE
HOTTEST NEW BAR
’AND/ OR RESTAURANT

p——

2.1X MORE LIKELY >

/A BATHROOM SHELF |
STACKED WITH PREMIUM
BEAUTY PRODUCTS |

]
/

1.2X MORE LIKELY

AND A FRIDGE STOCKED
WITH ADAPTOGEN SODAS
AND INDIE SNACKS

N=330 /
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Agree “What's in my bathroom
cabinet tells a story about who I am™

Say groceries are a new. form of
lifestyle expression or cultural capital

63%

Prefer an unusual, unexpected,
or unconventional scent from a.
niche fragrance brand.

Report 1 documented how groceries became a new
frontier for status. Report 2 observed an evolution
of status in beauty from products to procedures.
In Report 3, we explore how Gen Z is signaling
and performing status and cultural knowledge
through curated hospitality experiences.
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TO EXAMINE THIS NEW ECONOMY,\
WE SURVEYED OUR AUDIENCE
AND SPOKE TO EXPERTS

To understand how the Status Economy is being expressed in different
categories, Highsnobiety surveyed 730 members of its global audience
of Cultural Pioneers, and — in collaboration with the consumer insights
platform GWI — surveyed ~1,000 Gen Z and Gen Y general consumers.
Additionally, we interviewed category experts and key opinion leaders
to examine how status now operates beyond fashion alone.

What emerged was a clear pattern across three key areas — each
demonstrating how everything signals, just through different means.
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RECAP: CULTURAL PIONEERS

TO UNDERSTAND WHERE CULTURE

IS HEADING NEXT, WE SPEAK TO

THE CONSUMER GROUP SHAPING
IT IN REAL TIME

At Highsnobiety, our work centers on a single
audience: the Cultural Pioneer. When compared with
the average consumer, their influence is clear.
They hold authority across key categories and their

spending power and cultural reach make them essential

to brands seeking relevance rather than visibility.

As early adopters, they act as barometers — signaling

where the market is headed well before it arrives.

DO YOU FEEL LIKE YOU HAVE
AUTHORITY OR CREDIBILITY
IN THESE CATEGORIES?

CULTURAL GENERAL

PIONEERS POPULATION
FASHION 95% 39%
FOOD & DRINK 92% 59%
TRAVEL 84% 42%
BEAUTY 61% 36%

¢

y

9

¢

50%

MORE LIKELY TO HAVE INCREASED FITNESS
& WELLNESS SPEND IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS

60% ..»

MORE LIKELY TO HAVE INCREASED
TRAVEL SPEND IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS

60% 30%

SPEND >20% OF THEIR DISPOSABLE INCOME AT
BARS, RESTAURANTS, AND CLUBS — COMPARED
TO JUST 9% OF THE GENERAL POPULATION

MORE LIKELY TO SAY BEAUTY IS BECOMING
“WAY MORE” CENTRAL TO THEIR IDENTITY

CULTORAL PIOMNEERD: N= 230 § GENPOP: N= 4,012
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THE DOMINANT TALE WE ARE TOLD
ABOUT GEN Z IS THAT THEY'RE
BROKE, SOBER, CHRONICALLY

ONLINE, ANTI-SOCIAL, AND
ALLERGIC TO.TRADITION.

They are drinking less.
Going out less.
Spending less.

Choosing screens,

Killing off nightlife.

FOR THE MASS MARKET
THERE IS SOME TRUTH THERE.

BUT FOR GEN Z CULTURAL PIONEERS,
THAT TALE IS
TNCORRECT .




THIS AUDIENCE IS
NOT SHYING AWAY
FROM HOSPITALITY,
BUT EMBRACING IT
AS PERHAPS THE
MOST VALUABLE WAY
TO EARN SOCIAL STATUS
AND DEMONSTRATE

THEIR KNOWLEDGE IN "~
BROADER CULTURE TODAY. A0

Gen Z Cultural Pioneers are spending,
drinking, making reservations, traveling,
and gatekeeping like there’s no tomorrow.
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TREY DICKENSON
28, SOCIAL MEDTA DIRECTOR, HIGHSNOBIETY




_Gen Z Cultural Pioneers say that when v Gen Z Cultural Pioneers say
they go out, alcohol is either “part of -

_ sa) Typically spend more than
that when they go out, alcohol is 20% of their disposable
“rarely, if ever, involved.” income on going out.

the experience” or “the main character.”



COMPARED TO GEN Y CULTURAL PIONEERS AND
THE GENERAL POPULATION, GEN Z CULTURAL PLO EERS
OVER-INDEX ON TRAVEL & HOSPITALITY SPENDING

CULTURAL CULTURAL GENERAL
PIONEERS PIONEERS POPULATION
(GEN Y) (GEN Z) (GEN Z)

“T HAVE AUTHORITY OR CREDIBILITY IN FOOD & DRINK”

“TN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, MY SPENDING HAS INCREASED
ON GOING OUT TO BARS, HESTAURANTS AND CLUBS”

“TIN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, MY SPENDING HAS INCREASED ON TRAVEL”

«T TYPICALLY SPEND MORE THAN 20% OF MY DISPOSABLE INCOME ON GOING OUT”

M
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For older, more affluent consumers, travel,
hospitality and alcohol have long operated as
status signals. Five-star hotels, imported
French wine, Michelin-starred restaurants:
these have always sat comfortably alongside
luxury handbags, fine jewelry and Swiss watches
in the traditional language of wealth.
Historically, they have not been
the status symbols of youth culture.
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T

> GEN Z CULTURAL
~  PIONEERS ARE
CHALLENGING THAT.
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DRINKING MARTINIS BUYING A $12 “ GOING TO
AND NATURAL WINE BLUEBERRY MATCHA LISTENING BARS



IN THE STATUS ECONOMY , ™\
THE PERFORMANCE
IS THE WHOLE POINT

The right restaurant, bar, or hotel gives Gen Z
Cultural Pioneers a public stage to prove taste, access,
and knowledge both on- and offline. The experience still

has to deliver. The food must be good. The drinks must
be excellent. The vibe needs to hit.

But the status is not just in the experience itself,
but how it is then performed and demonstrated as
a status signal for their peers.

CELINA STENAU
26, MARKETING ASSOCIATE, HIGHSNOBIETY
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THIS IS NOT JUST STATUS VIA
LUXURY EXPENSE, BUT CULTURAL .
CREDIBILITY THROUGH CURATION, N LONGER
~~ TASTE, AND SIGNALING (6

FOUNDER, TIPSTER

This shift is not simply that Gen Z is suddenly spending outlandish
sums of money on luxury dinners (although some certainly are).

The right matcha, a pint of Guinness poured perfectly, a subtle
selfie in a recognizable restaurant bathroom — these aren’t Juxury
in the traditional sense, but have become cultural status signals

that prove taste, knowledge, and belonging.
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Gen Z Cultural Pioneers were asked to rank the biggest cultural flexes today.
A\ Travel & hospitality experiences outpaced fashion:

~ A BEATEN UP SUITCASE STAMPED WITH
/  STICKERS FROM ALL OVER THE WORLD

A NIGHT OUT AT THE HOTTEST

WEARING AN ITEM FROM A CLOTHING
BRAND THAT NO ONE HAS HEARD OF

Ns:}}o
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FROM MILLENNIALS’ TO GEN Z’S CURATED
CHEAP THRILLS EXPERIENCES

Youth culture has historically had specific aesthetics and associations.
It has often been messy, accessible, and loud. DIY skateparks. Basement gigs.
Sneaker stores. Dive bars. Clubs. Cheap eats. Binge drinking and party drugs.
For most Millennials, offline status signaling meant knowing the right craft

breweries, warehouse parties, and street food pop-ups.

For Gen Z, the codes are more sophisticated. Martinis, natural wine, small
plates, listening rooms, and specialty matcha cafes. They are moving sway
from the more conventional youth-culture codes ~ chaos, parties, and exces-
sive nightlife — and toward experiences that look more adult, more edited,
more culturally coded to earn their social value.
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WHAT SHIFTED?

FASHION BECAME TOO EXPENSIVE, TOO
SATURATED, AND LESS GRAVITATIONAL
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EMILIA PETRARCA
‘NEY YORK'S INFAMOUS CLOUT CORRIDOR IS NO WORE. WHAT'S NEXT?”, HIGHSNOBIETY

GLOBAL UNCERTAINTY &
SOCIO-ECONOMIC NIHILISM

AMY FRANCOMBE
4OW SHOULD BRANDS NAVIGATE GEN 2'S ECONOWIC NIHILISH?', VOGUE BUSINESS



TASTESLOP REIGNS ONLINE, S0 AND FEEDS FLATTENED
OFFLINE BECAME MORE VALUABLE AGE & CULTURE
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NICOLAS BAROSI

PARTHER AT WANDERLUST VISTON, DA LUCIO, BAR PARADISD, AND PIZZA STELLA
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YOUTH CULTURE YOUTH CULTURE
LOOKED YOUNG GREW UP

Youth culture used to look like, well, the culture of For Gen Z, youth status no longer needs to look young. The strongest status signals look
youth. Obvious codes - chaos, spontaneity, and grassroots. more adult: wine bars, restaurants, hotels, cocktails, and cultural institutions.
The cheaper, louder, and less polished something felt, This doesn’t mean that Gen Z is therefore more traditional or conservative, but that
the more culturally alive it seemed. Youth status always their taste levels are more mature than generations previously, and they’re less
felt separate from older status: improvised, enamoured by the chaos of debaucherous nightlife. Social media and its Gen Z audience

anti-grown-up, and allergic to conformity. have transformed youth culture into a curated and polished new aesthetic landscape.
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GEORGE FLECK

SVP, GLOBAL BRAND LEADER, THE RITZ-CARLTON, RITZ-CABLTON RESERVE, ST. HEGIS HOTELS & HESORTS, EDITION HOTELS

NICK WALTERS
GUEST RELATIONS MANAGER, ELEVEN WADISON PARK
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Gen Z Cultural Pioneers agree that Gen Z Cultural Pioneers disagree that
“knowing a lot about natural wine or niche “| egacy drinks brands feel old-fashioned;
cocktails feels like a form of cultural capital” I prefer playful or contemporary brands >

N =330



. GEN_Z DRINKS,
DOESN’T DRINK DIFFERENTLY

The Gen Z alcohol narrative needs correction. GenZ Cultural Pionesrs are not defined by
sober curious, wellness-~obsessed, socially anxious, and less blanket sobriety. They are more selective, more ritual-led, andmore conscious of what
interested in alcohol than the generations before them. drinking communicates. They are rejecting alcohol without meaning, not alcohol entirely,
Ten beers to get blackout drunk isoneway togoout. A single dirty martini at the right bar
In that story, aleohol loses its role, not only as a social ritual but as is another. A perfect Guinness, a skin-contact wine, a niche cocktail, a real-ingredient
an identity signal. The as sumption many make is that if Gen Z is drinking less, non-alcoholic drink - each carries 1ts own cultural information, Drinking is stil1 as
alcohol must be losing relevance. culturally loaded, but it's less about volume and more about selection.



HIGHSNOBIETY - REPORT 03 - HOSPITALITY - 15.09.2¢

TABITHA BOURKE-COONEY
GLOBAL MARKETING MANAGER CULTURE & PARTNERSHIPS, GUINNESS

NICK POE
CO-OWNER & FOUNDER, TIME AGAIN, APOLLOS, LEES
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WHAT HAS CHANGED?

DRINKS WITH EVERYONE ELSE IS WELLNESS CULTURE
MEANIN ALWAYS WATCHING

™

R h W
<

o

65% GEN Z CULTURAL 1 IN 10 GEN ZS 76% GEN Z CULTURAL
PIONEERS SAY WHAT  ADMITTED TO SECRETLY PIONEERS AGREE

YOU DRINK IS PART OF RECORDING SOMEONE
YOUR PERSONAL BRAND  IN PUBLIC (LEVITY, 2025) o shew you'rs cultursily disled in”

The red thread running through all our find-
ings across this report series is Wellness
Culture and its impact across all categories.
Exhibiting status is more about consuming

A more dystopian shift, but one worth flagging,
is the embedded consciousness within Gen Z that
anything they do can be recorded, shared on-
1ine, and live there forever. Health, wellness,

Status drinking is less about popping bottles and
drinking to excess, and more about signaling belong-
ing. The most culturally relevant drinking moments
are not the biggest, but the most coded. Aperitivo
at golden hour, splitting the G, the dirty martini and meaning are positive catalysts - but digi- quality products with great ingredients (or,
with 8 caesar salad and fries - subtle signals that tal culture is equally complicit in the evolu- in many cases, a lower calorie option) than it
say “I know the reference.” tion of status in drinking. is excess or expenditure.
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WHERE THEY’RE CHOOSING
TO DRINK HAS ALSO EVOLVED

Gen Z Cultural Pioneers agree they would rather
go to a non-traditional venue/third space
(e.g. listening bar, chess club, art gallery opening)

Gen Z Cultural Pioneers agree they
would rather go to a classic bar or pub

N =330
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GOING VIRAL
IS EVERYTHING

street retail began to emulate these lines,
aiming to create artificial scarcity. So-
cial beceme & primary platform to discov-
ery, and creators leant into unearthing
“hidden gems” ad infinitum. The more people
posted it, copied it, and queued for it,
the more valuable it appeared.

For the last decede, social virality in
hospitality experiences was treated as one
of the clearest markers of cultural suc-
cess. If a restaurant, bar, or hotel went
virel, it meant it had won the game of cul-
tural relevance. Lines down the block be-
came proof of success - so much so that high

HOSPITALITY - 165.09.26

GOING VIRAL
IS AN ICK

For a chronically online Gen Z audience,
ironically, today’s social landscape drives
awareness, but it can also rapidly destroy
desire. For Gen Z Cultural Pioneers, the most
valuable hospitality spaces are not the most

visible. They are the places that feel discov~-

ered, specific, protected, and gtill capable

of delivering an experience once you arrive.
Virality creates expsctation, but true hos-
pitality creates return. The danger 1s “taste
slop:” the same five restaurants, the same
“hidden gems,” 1ines down the block, and un-
fulfilling experiences repeated until the
original signal becomes meaningless.
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TRAVEL AS
SELF-DISCOVERY

For Millennials and Gen X intheir youth, Being changed by it ~ and h
travel stetus was rooted in the romance of as @ parson -wes, for meny,
coming-of ~age: backpacking, gap years,
cheap city breaks, ‘and the idea of “finding
somewhere far from home.

yourself”
The destination wes the story.

ow 1t defined you

For Gen Z Cultural
but status is not found in
break fromeveryday

a badge of honor.

now rings true for tre

TRAVEL AS _
SELF-CURATION |

i in knowing the right version of the expe-
Atripisnolonger justa

Pioneers, travel is still
rience to perform.
1ife.Itdsa congtructed

hotelyou stay in, the
post, and the locel
ecognize.

gbout discovery,
the experience alone. T+t is found inhow the
4dentity signal: the

“right” experience 18 curated, shared, and
18 true for hospitality resteurants and bars you
details you flex for people tor

geen by others. What
vel: the culturaly alue
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SO WHAT

DOES THIS

MEAN FOR

YOUR BRAND?

MAYBE HOSPITALITY ISN’T JUST A CATEGORY,
BUT GEN Z’S NEW BENCHMARK FOR DESIRABILITY

MAYBE YOUR NEXT CAMPAIGN SHOOT
IS IN A MARTINI BAR, NOT A NIGHTCLUB

MAYBE TRAVEL CAMPAIGNS DON’T RESORT
TO CLICHES, BUT CURATED IYKYK SIGNALING

MAYBE THE GOAL ISN’T MASS VIRALITY,
BUT CURATED RELEVANCE

MAYBE YOUR NEXT BRAND ACTIVATION ISN’T A PARTY,
BUT A CHESS CLUB, LISTENING EVENT, OR SUPPER CLUB

MAYBE EXCLUSIVE “RESERVATIONS” BECOME
A FUNDAMENTAL PART OF YOUR MARKETING MIX

MAYBE YOUR NEXT COLLABORATION SHOULDN’T BE WITH
A STREETWEAR BRAND, BUT A RESTAURANT OR CHEF

IF YOU WANT TO UNDERSTAND HOW THESE NEW RULES

APPLY TO YOUR BRAND — AND YOUR MARKETING —
GET IN TOUCH WITH US.

INSIGHTS@HIGHSNOBIETY .COM
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