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NEW YEAR WITH A NEW ASTRA LOGO

The guiding star of the specialty play industry!

For 2023 and beyond, we are here to ENGAGE, ELEVATE AND PROMOTE the success of our membership.
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in 2023
I asked some of my favorite toy experts what they see as top 

trends for the coming year, and here’s what they said:

Sandy Ruben, president of  
Sandy Ruben and Associates
‘Axolotl’ was Rubin’s quick response. Axolotl a plush reptile made 
in different colors but primarily pinks, by the likes of Squishmal-
low, Build-a-Bear, Jellycat and more. I hadn’t heard of it but if you 
Google it, you’ll see lots of results!    

Christopher Byrne, Byrne Communications, Inc./
The Toy Guy®

Gen Z Emerges
With the oldest Gen Z group turning 26 in 2023, some of them 
are beginning to have children, and their perceptions about 
consumption are going to impact the toy business. While it’s still 
growing, the ‘buy nothing’ movement is catching on. It’s not as if 
these new parents aren’t going to buy toys, but consumption is 
going to be down, and we think there is going to be greater em-
phasis on sustainability, less packaging and ecologically responsi-
ble products, such as those using recycled plastic or paper. This is 
probably going to have a longer-term impact than just 2023.

Pandemic ‘Hangover’
It had started before the pandemic, but as in many things, the 
shutdowns accelerated this. Intergenerational play exploded 
during this time. Yes, there was no one else to play with, but kids 
and parents got used to co-play on games, puzzles, even video 
games, so look for more of that in 2023. While this probably won’t 
have an impact on classic games because everyone stocked up 
during the lockdown, new games - particularly those that multi-
ple generations can play together - will have strong potential.

We’re Still Squishin’
Don’t look for any let up on the Squishmallows trend, and least 
for another year. Kellytoy, and now Jazwares, has introduced more 
than 1,000 different ones, and they are affordable, comforting, 
and collectible. We don’t, thankfully, see anything like the Beanie 
Babies craze, but we do see chase items kids want.

Collecting Continues
This is also a multigenerational trend. Marvel is doing best right 
now with collectors, but as noted with Squishmallows, collecting 
is as strong as ever. 

Put Down the Screen - 
Let’s Get Physical
Another pandemic holdover. 
After two years of being stuck in 
front of screens, kids are eager for physical play as well as face-
to-face interaction. Things like Zip Linx from Blip are all about the 
physical play, getting those fine motor skills amped up, and play. 

Changing Interaction
Roblox, Tik Tok and other platforms are transforming play. Kids 
continue to find these as important ways to express themselves 
and build communities. While they are still very much inspired by 
entertainment, they are changing the way kids engage with and 
express affinity for properties. 

Richard Derr, owner of Learning Express, Lake Zurich, IL
Derr said the following was trending for 2023:

Quality magnetic toys
SmartMax for beginners, all the way to SPEKS for adults. Quality 
has been improved, and they are creatively used for fidgeting 
as well. The key here is stressing QUALITY and name brands you 
trust.

Pokémon
No surprise here other than this generation of kids loves the look 
and feel of the cards. More girls are involved especially in collect-
ing. Cards are much stronger than the plush characters. This may 
change after Squishmallows launches Pokémon.

Tween and Fashion 
Especially nail, eye, spa, socks and everything cuddly. Think of 
items from DMM Merchandising. Quality at the right price point 
for toys.

Health and Wellness
Taking the Tween category and expanding to higher quality 
items that simply make kids feel more comfortable, secure, good 
feelings. Weighted plush is emerging like Hugimals, Bumpas, and 
Warmies, as well as certain fidget toys that create a sensory feel, or 
sight, or sound.  

And on the flip side, Derr said the following is trending flat to 
down:

By Lisa Orman
president of KidStuff Public Relations

Toy Toy TTrendsrendsLook for these 
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Arts and Crafts
I love this category and for 20 of 25 years has been our largest vol-
ume category but the pandemic changed this. Dollars I feel went 
toward plush, fidgets, puzzles and outdoor toys

Richard Gottlieb, toy industry commentator and CEO of 
Global Toy Experts

Inflation will return to low single digits in the third quarter of next 
year, with containerized freight prices remaining low and steady. 
 
Macy’s is a specialty retailer. The presence of the Toys R Us brand 
does not change that. ASTRA and the Specialty market is poten-
tially picking up a significant new retailer or a like-minded one.  
 
Those Specialty retailers located in markets serviced by Macy’s 
may lose some market share to the retailer. Still, the presence of 
Toys R Us in Macy’s could make consumers more aware that there 
is a whole world of toys they do not find in Walmart. That is good 
for the entire Specialty Toy Market.  
 
The Toy Association has spent decades balancing the needs of 
the much smaller specialty toy market against the mass market. 
With Toy Fair moving to September and Toy Fest going national, 
I foresee a growing separation between the Specialty and Mass 

Markets, resulting in the Specialty Market gravitating to Toy Fest 
while Toy Fair becomes a purely mass-market show. 
 
The bottom line, look for a bigger and more emboldened ASTRA.

Azhelle Wade, The Toy Coach.

There’s an emerging subcategory breaking into the toy aisle that’s 
the complete opposite of fidget toys. They’re called Wellness & 
Comfort toys. These toys are predominantly plush at the moment, 
a craze led in by the popular Squishmallow brand. 

But since the return to in person lifestyles post pandemic, a new 
function of plush has emerged, and that function is wellness and 
comfort. In our fast-paced world with an overwhelming accep-
tance of screens and technology, kids and adults are feeling more 
anxious than ever, and the toy industry is coming to answer  
the call.

Comfort & Wellness toys are designed to give our senses a break, 
instead of finding ways to overstimulate or overload them with 
features and gadgets. Comfort and wellness toys are often 
marketed to help us feel better, sleep better, and even boost our 
moods.  
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are a special way to give 
and receive love.

When Madame Alexander founded 
her doll company in 1923, she was 
a pioneer: an innovator in design 
and an advocate for imaginative 

play.  Our dolls have been treasured 
for generations: a tradition of love 
and kindness for 100 years. Start a 

tradition of your own today!

www.madamealexander.com
 833-MADAME A (833-623-2632)
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