
 

MKTG 8604  

New Frontiers in Retailing: Magic and Logic  

Winning Gen Z in the Era of Private Labels: Strategic Responses from Food & 
Beverage National Brands towards Private Labels 

Vinit Bhat 

Raissa Coen 

Paula Gonzalez 

Evie Roebroek 

Xavier Sempere 

Luiza Teixeira 

 

May 2025 

Columbia Business School​
Advised by: Prof. Oliver Chen and Prof. Kinshuk Jerath1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 We would like to thank Brian Kelly for his mentorship and insightful discussions  

 



New Frontiers in Retailing: Magic and Logic 2025 
Columbia Business School 

 

Executive Summary 

Gen Z’s rapid embrace of private-label F&B products, driven by perceptions of quality 
parity, lower prices, and alignment with values like transparency, sustainability, and 
wellness, has shifted market power toward retailers, who now control shelf space, 
point-of-sale data, and promotional channels. With private-label growth nearly doubling 
national brand growth since 2021, national brands face two critical challenges: 
redefining “value” to encompass health, ethics, and authenticity, and countering a 
brand–retailer power imbalance that limits visibility and consumer insight. 

Our analysis yields three strategic imperatives for national F&B brands.  

1.​ Reinvigorate brand identity through transparent product superiority, culturally 
fluent storytelling, and mission-driven sub-brands 

2.​ Accelerate trend-led innovation by owning emerging health and functional 
territories, leveraging instant-commerce for rapid testing, and integrating R&D 
into the brand narrative 

3.​ Reinvent channel strategy by meeting Gen Z where they shop—online and 
off—scaling DTC as a learning platform, fusing physical sampling with digital 
engagement, and building first-party data ecosystems that rival retailer networks. 

Together, these actions will enable national brands to reclaim loyalty, justify their 
premium positioning, and restore control over consumer relationships. 
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Introduction and Problem Statement 

Gen Z’s growing appetite for private labels is reshaping the F&B landscape: two thirds 
believe private-label options are as good as national brands2, and half of 18- to 
34-year-olds report they purchase them more frequently than a year ago3. Private-label 
acceptance varies by category - Gen Z is much more likely to shop store-brands for 
fresh produce than carbonated soft drinks4 - yet overall, retailers now own the point of 
sale and shopper data, while brands retain higher margins. One in three Gen Z 
shoppers choose brands based on transparency and cause alignment5 - double the rate 
of older generations - creating an opening for private labels that promise clear sourcing, 
sustainability, and lower prices. With private-label sales up 23.6% since 20216 - nearly 
double national-brand growth - and private-label focused retailers like Trader Joe’s and 
Aldi growing rapidly, national brands must respond by sharpening their differentiation 
and accelerating innovation. Two pressing hurdles emerge: 

1. Redefining Value in a Gen Z World​
Gen Z’s definition of “value” extends beyond price to include health, sustainability, 
ingredient transparency, and brand ethics. Private labels have capitalized on this by 
offering high-quality, “good-enough” or premium-feeling products at lower prices, without 
the cost of large marketing budgets. This has resonated with Gen Z: two thirds believe 
store brands offer the same quality as name brands7. As a result, categories once 
dominated by big brands—such as snacks, beverages, and frozen meals—are seeing 
significant private-label penetration. This is driven not only by price sensitivity but also 
by Gen Z's openness to discovery, a sharp contrast to Boomers’ more brand-loyal 
behaviors. In fact, NielsenIQ data shows that over half of dollar growth in snack 
categories now comes from emerging brands and private labels8, underscoring the 
erosion of traditional brand dominance.  

2. Navigating the Brand–Retailer Power Shift​
Retailers now control the most valuable real estate in F&B: shelf space, point-of-sale 
systems, and first-party consumer data. Their retail-media networks (e.g., Kroger 
Precision Marketing, Walmart Connect) promote private labels with front-row positioning 
and targeted campaigns, making national brands harder to find: 45 percent of 
consumers say their favorite name brands are less visible9. Meanwhile, Gen Z tunes out 

9 Nielsen IQ Finding Harmony on the Shelf (2025) 
8 Nielsen Spend Z 
7 Mintel Private Label Food and Drink – US 2025 -  Kantar Profiles/Mintel (February 2025)  
6 PLMA 2025 Private Label Report 
5 Kantar Profiles/Mintel, February 2025 
4 Mintel Private Label Food and Drink – US 2025 -  Kantar Profiles/Mintel (February 2025)  
3 Kantar Profiles/Mintel, February 2025 
2 Nielsen Spend Z 

https://nielseniq.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2025/03/NIQ-Finding-Harmony-on-the-Shelf-Report-2025.pdf
https://nielseniq.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/12/NIQ_GenZ-Report-22FL_11.26.pdf
https://www.plma.com/sites/default/files/files/2025-02/exsummary2025fullflip.pdf
https://nielseniq.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/12/NIQ_GenZ-Report-22FL_11.26.pdf
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traditional ads10, instead relying on peer reviews, creator content, and authentic 
experiences11. Although brands still hold stronger margins and broader reach, their 
ability to shape in-store demand is diminishing. Retailers have become better at copying 
high-performing SKUs and undercutting prices, backed by preferential shelf placement. 
This asymmetry - brands holding the money but retailers controlling the where, how, 
and who of purchase - threatens long-term loyalty. 

Goal of the Paper:​
This paper examines how national food & beverage brands can counter private-label 
gains by redefining value for Gen Z and rebalancing the brand–retailer power dynamic 
through enhanced differentiation, data capabilities, and innovation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Methodology 
 
We selected the topic based on our colloquial understanding and discussions in class, 
and followed it with statistical research from sources including Nielsen, Kantar, 
McKinsey, EY, Mintel and other such sources to determine the validity of our topic. We 
had two rounds of discussions with our mentor Brian Kelly (Chairman of PearlRock 
Partners, ex-CEO of Keurig Green Mountain, ex-President of North America for the 
Coca Cola Company), which were highly insightful. Brian helped us refine our thoughts 
and provided us with relevant corporate examples where our theses were being seen. 
We also shared our work with Prof. Oliver Chen and Prof. Kinshuk Jerath, who have 
guided us throughout this course. Our fellow classmates also provided feedback on this 
subject. 
 

 

11 Statista - Share of Generation Z doing specific activities while online shopping in the United States in 
2024  

10 SuperAwesome, 2023 - Gen Z's Digital Discovery: Strategies for Brands to Connect 

https://www.statista.com/forecasts/1607072/gen-z-online-shopping-behavior-in-the-us
https://www.statista.com/forecasts/1607072/gen-z-online-shopping-behavior-in-the-us
https://content.superawesome.com/hubfs/2023%20Reports/Gen%20Zs%20Digital%20Discovery%20Strategies%20for%20Brands%20to%20Connect%20%7C%20SuperAwesome.pdf
https://www.superawesome.com/gen-z-report/
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Conclusions 
Thesis I: Reinvigorate Brand Identity & Differentiation 

Gen Z finds it most difficult to tell name brands from store brands12. To win back Gen Z 
recognition and loyalty, national brands must re-earn the right to charge more - not 
through legacy or emotion alone, but by delivering a full-stack value proposition: clear 
product superiority, culturally fluent storytelling, and community-based relevance. 

Deliver on both specs and story - Gen Z expects receipts​
While private labels often win on price, they don’t always lead in quality. But Gen Z 
won’t take a brand’s word for it - they demand transparency and performance. National 
brands must back up storytelling with verifiable product advantages: clean labels, 
proven functionality and sustainable sourcing. Call out certifications, third-party testing, 
and clear trade-offs. “Why this costs more” should be obvious, not implied. 

Launch sub-brands that move like startups, scale like giants​
Legacy brand architecture is often slow or diluted for today’s pace. Instead, national 
players should use sub-brands - like PepsiCo’s Driftwell or General Mills’ Good Measure 
- as launchpads for mission-driven innovation. However, sub-brands must be clearly 
differentiated from parent brands to avoid consumer confusion and brand dilution.  

Make great digital ads, not just more of them​
The best ads today are content first: they tell a mini-story, have an authentic tone, use 
native camera styles (handheld, casual), and invite participation. Top performers often 
feature founders, creators, or real consumers - not actors - and balance entertainment 
with substance. A good test: would someone share this ad without being paid? 

An example is the Duolingo TikTok campaign, which features its mascot, the green owl, 
in humorous, chaotic office scenarios that mimic the tone and style of viral user content. 
Instead of focusing on app features, the campaign builds brand awareness through 
humor and relatability, often jumping on trending audio and challenges. 

Turn launches into cultural events​
Capsule drops, creator collabs, and timed exclusives are tactics that spark 
conversation. For example, Poppi’s rapid ascent was driven in part by limited-edition 
flavors co-created with influencers and positioned as collectible. 

Leverage GLP-1 trend to rethink portion, pack, and positioning​
Portion-controlled offerings (e.g., Nestlé’s Vital Pursuit), nutrient-dense small meals, or 
hydration-forward snack alternatives (like electrolyte-enhanced teas) can meet 
consumers where their needs—and appetites—are going. 

12 Mintel Private Label Food and Drink – US 2025 -  Kantar Profiles/Mintel (February 2025)  
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Thesis II: Accelerate Trend-Led Product Innovation 

Gen Z is most likely to believe that name brands are more innovative than store 
brands13. Brands need to deliver on this expectation with scientific credibility, consumer 
insight, and bold format innovation that builds category authority before copycats arrive. 

Create consumption occasions - differentiate via form factors​
Brands that innovate with their form factor are driving differentiation and creating new 
consumption occasions. For example, Mush overnight oats was amongst the first to add 
a foldable spoon on their product, helping “on the go” consumption by removing friction. 

Own emerging health & function territories before they commoditize​
Rather than chasing crowded wellness trends, national brands should shape the next 
wave. These products feel essential—not indulgent—and should weather economic 
slowdowns well. White spaces exist in high-growth, daily-use categories like: 

●​ Yogurt & gut-friendly breakfast (e.g. Chobani's zero-sugar, high protein pack) 
●​ Hydration and functional beverages (electrolytes, sleep support, adaptogens) 
●​ Mini-meals and fortified basics (e.g., plant-based milks with prebiotics, “power 

toast” spreads) 

Use instant-commerce as a test lab, not just a sales channel​
Platforms like Gopuff allow brands to geo-target launches (e.g., a hydration drink drop 
before Coachella) and gather feedback in real time. 

Collaborate with experts, not just influencers​
To truly differentiate, partner with subject matter experts (sleep scientists, dietitians),  
not just social influencers. This lends substance to functional claims and builds trust. 
Serenity Kids, a baby food brand that emphasizes nutrient-dense, low-mercury 
ingredients, collaborated with Dr. Andrew Huberman (Stanford neuroscientist) to ensure 
their formulations align with latest research in early childhood brain development and 
toxin avoidance. This expert-driven validation goes beyond endorsements and helps 
shape the product. 

Make R&D part of the brand story​
Don’t just release the product - release the process. Whether through “prototype diaries” 
on Instagram or live Q&As with product developers, bringing consumers into the 
innovation journey builds emotional buy-in and crowdsourced insight. 

Poppi is a classic example of a brand that led new category creation in the decades old 
sodas category by adding functional benefits (gut health) and transparency to win Gen 
Z. This winning proposition is what pushed Pepsi to acquire it for $1.7bn. 

13 Mintel Private Label Food and Drink – US 2025 -  Kantar Profiles/Mintel (February 2025)  
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 Thesis III: Reinvent Channel Strategy & Own Consumer Insight 

To stay relevant, brands must meet consumers across emerging platforms and 
moments, while building data ecosystems that rival retail media networks. 

Show up where Gen Z shops—not just where they stock up​
Private labels dominate large retail, but Gen Z impulse-buys at Foxtrot, UberEats, and 
from vending machines between classes. Winning “share of moment” means placing 
the right product in the right physical or digital context - often outside the grocery aisles. 

Scale DTC beyond selling: use it to learn​
DTC cannot remain a transactional channel. The challenge for national brands is 
cultural, not technical. Traditional brand teams still favor broadcasts over participation, 
while digital natives intuitively engage communities. Platforms like TikTok Shop offer 
whitespace for shelf-stable brands to run creator-led drops and gather real-time 
feedback. Whoever cracks this will gain more than sales - they’ll win insight and loyalty. 

Fuse physical trial with digital conversion​
Sampling is still powerful, but it has to tie back to engagement. QR codes on packaging 
or POS can drive consumers to TikTok challenges, feedback loops, or loyalty rewards. 
Activations on campuses, at festivals, or in high-traffic city zones offer prime 
opportunities to build first-party data capture and brand visibility. 

Own the data across touchpoints​
Ultimately, national brands must move from anonymous demand to known users. 
Integrating loyalty programs, email capture, content engagement, and DTC purchase 
behavior creates a feedback-rich ecosystem - one that private labels, constrained by 
retailer interfaces, struggle to replicate. 

Online data ownership alone has its limits. Ryze Coffee, a mushroom-based wellness 
coffee brand that initially thrived on DTC, eventually was forced to go physical against 
their wishes. For many products and companies, an omnichannel strategy is no longer 
optional, but an essential component of expansion. 

Boar's Head is a deli meat brand that has leveraged omnichannel distribution in a 
commoditized category.  Its success is attributed to premium quality, exclusive retailer 
distribution agreements, and a strong brand reputation built over a century. With no 
DTC website of its own, the brand is available on grocery chains’ digital platforms such 
as Instacart and retailer apps (e.g., Publix, Kroger, Whole Foods), making it accessible 
for digital-first shoppers. It maintains strong in-store visibility through branded deli 
counters and point-of-sale storytelling. Instead of a flashy online presence, Boar’s Head 
leans into selective availability and controlled branding. 
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Key Assumptions 
 
1. Gen Z values endure and drive purchase decisions​
We assume that health, sustainability, transparency, and ethics will remain primary 
drivers of Gen Z shopping behavior, not revert to a price-only focus.​
 
2. Private-label quality parity is sustainable​
Our conclusions rest on the belief that private labels can continue to match or come 
close to national-brand quality at lower cost, keeping pressure on branded players.​
 
3. Retailers will maintain control over shelf space and data​
We presume that retailers’ ownership of point-of-sale systems, shelf placement and 
first-party shopper data will persist or grow, rather than shift back toward brands.​
 
4. Brands can build or acquire new capabilities quickly enough​
The strategy depends on national brands having the resources and agility to stand up 
sub-brands, accelerate R&D, and deploy instant-commerce tests before competitors.​
 
5. Channel expansion yields meaningful consumer insights​
We assume that investment in DTC, QR-enabled sampling, and omnichannel loyalty will 
reliably generate first-party data and actionable feedback that brands can use to tailor 
offers.​
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Appendix: Research and Statistics 
 

Redefining Value in a Gen Z World: 39 percent seek products that support healthier 
eating; and nearly one-in-four prioritize sustainably sourced goods14. Health and 
wellness remain long-term trends - 82 percent of U.S. consumers say wellness is a top 
priority15 - yet many legacy brands struggle against perceptions of artificiality, bloat or 
marketing excess16. 

Gen Z’s Top Motivators for Choosing National Brands Over Private Labels17: ​
When asked what would motivate them to purchase name brand food/drinks instead of 
store brands, Gen Z was more likely than average to select Packaging that adds 
convenience (34%),  Information on ingredient sources (33%) and Support of causes 
important to me (32%) 

Brand Transparency: Study conducted by YouGov on behalf of Whole Foods Market 
found that 68% of Gen Z consumers feel they would benefit from more information from 
retailers about the sustainability of various food products. This indicates a strong desire 
for brands to provide clear, accessible information about product quality and 
sustainability 

Risk of sub-brands: The case of Coca-Cola discontinuing Honest Tea in 2022 
underscores this risk: despite its strong niche appeal, the brand lacked strategic 
alignment and resource priority within Coca-Cola’s broader portfolio - illustrating how 
sub-brands that don’t scale or fit can be quickly phased out. 

 

17 Mintel Private Label Food and Drink – US 2025 -  Kantar Profiles/Mintel (February 2025)  
16 Gen Z marketing strategies can benefit from new technology 

15 McKinsey & Company 2024, The trends defining the $1.8 trillion global wellness market in 2024  
14 Mintel Private Label Food and Drink – US 2025 -  Kantar Profiles/Mintel (February 2025)  

https://www.techtarget.com/searchcustomerexperience/feature/Gen-Z-marketing-strategies-can-benefit-from-new-technology?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/the-trends-defining-the-1-point-8-trillion-dollar-global-wellness-market-in-2024?
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Appendix: Additional Examples 

Simply (Coca‑Cola): Coca‑Cola repositioned its juice portfolio by creating Simply as a 
standalone, clean‑label sub‑brand - featuring transparent, additive‑free messaging and 
minimalist clear‑bottle packaging - that spoke directly to Gen Z’s demand for authenticity 
and sustainability (brand identity & differentiation). By emphasizing 100 percent 
Florida–orange juice and clean ingredients, Simply introduced a premium, 
health‑forward offering in a crowded juice category (trend‑led innovation). The brand 
then spread across digital grocery platforms - Instacart, retailer apps - and used 
QR‑enabled on‑pack storytelling to capture first‑party insights and foster direct 
consumer engagement (channel strategy). 

Red Bull White Peach Edition: In 2025, Red Bull launched White Peach as a 
limited‑edition flavor, leveraging scarcity and novel taste profiles to spark excitement 
among trend‑seeking Gen Z consumers (trend‑led innovation). The campaign 
underscored Red Bull’s premium positioning by pairing high‑quality ingredients with 
sustainable can design and by rooting its narrative in cultural moments and flavor 
authenticity (brand identity & differentiation). Instead of relying on mass media, Red Bull 
enlisted influencers for launch events and seeded user‑generated videos on TikTok and 
Instagram, generating shareable, peer‑driven content and gathering direct engagement 
data outside retailer channels (channel strategy). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



New Frontiers in Retailing: Magic and Logic 2025 
Columbia Business School 

Appendix: Class Presentation 
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Appendix: Team resumes 
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