Why women count?

By Paul Herbig

Marketing to women is different from marketing to men.  Working women are more time pressured than men. When men shop, it's primarily for themselves.  When women shop, they shop for themselves and their families. Women also tend to be more risk-adverse than men and need targeted marketing that is relevant to their lifestyles in order to overcome their aversion to risk. Marketing directly to women also has reciprocal value as women are more brand loyal and tend to support those companies that support them and issues that concern them. 

The rewards of capturing women consumers are enormous. Consider that the nation’s women are responsible for up to four-fifths of all consumer spending and that three-fourths of those women are mothers.. In addition, women handle the clear majority of spending for the entire household – most estimates say 80-90%. (And in case you’re wondering, consumer spending accounts for 2/3 of GDP, so that’s hardly peanuts.!). Women influence 80% of all family health care decisions and buy 75% of all over-the-counter drugs. With women purchasing more than 50% of new vehicles, and comprising 40% of all business travelers, it is evident by their sheer numbers that marketing directly to women has a significant impact on the bottom line. 

The biggest change is women’s rapid entry into the big-ticket categories historically dominated by men. Cars, computers and consumer electronics (Females purchase 51% of all consumer electronics), insurance policies, investment accounts (48% of investors in the stock market are female. Half of all women own mutual funds in their own name), home improvement, travel for business or pleasure – all of these industries now rely on women buyers for a substantial portion of their business. Women are starting new businesses at twice the rate of men. Women Impacting Public Policy, an advocacy group for women small business owners, recently reported that one in 13 American women owns her own business (There are more than 9,000,000 female-owned businesses in the U.S., generating 3.6 trillion dollars in annual revenues). In 2000, 47 percent of full-time wage and salary workers in executive, administrative, and managerial occupations were women, up from 34.2 percent in 1983. Over the same period, women's share of employment in professional specialty occupations rose from 46.8 percent to 51.9 percent.

To be fair, women have not exactly been forgotten all these years by the marketing world. Magazine pages teem with ads directed exclusively at women (and not just for feminine products). Nor is this a recent phenomenon. Those soap operas on radio and TV were used to advertise to women, not stevedores. Yet there was a nagging sense female consumers were either being taken for granted, or unforgivably ignored in certain categories. Companies still tend to mess up in fairly predictable ways when they add women to the equation. Too often, their first impulse is to paint the brand pink, lavishing their ads with flowers and bows

Volvo may be leading the way up a mountainous attitudinal change among automotive manufacturers. The Swedish carmaker has announced it is rolling out a concept car that will be designed by and for women.  Some of the 100 women now designing Volvos for affluent, independent buyers are concocting the concept car, basing their work on intensive research and surveys of female drivers. USA Today reports it will be "a silver, sporty coupe with gull-wing doors, a 225-hp engine and tons of storage space." Other features include an oil change needed only once every 30,000 miles, dirt repellent paint and glass; machine-washable seat covers; tires that run flat, and headrests with a valley down the center for ponytails.

Women are not just different but affluent.  Women are the world's most powerful consumers. They are the big spenders, whether you're talking about households, corporate purchasing or small businesses.  Marketers ignore or anger this market at their own risk.

The first step is to understand the many subtle differences between male and female consumers. the task of marketing to women in four stages. First, the differences between the sexes are summarized in the Star. Then, the elements of a potential marketing mix are organized in the Circle. Next, the Compass helps the marketer navigate around the circle. Finally, the Spiral Path sums up the consumer's decisions process. It's all a little easier to follow with pictures. 

Peeling open the mind of any consumer (men, women, teenagers, etc.) has been marketing's Holy Grail for decades. Just as one company believes they've finally got the answer, things change. A new agency or marketing VP sweeps in, tries something completely different and hopes for the best. This is why marketers stay in business. 

, there are undeniably differences between the genders. Certainly, more attention should be paid to women consumers. 

To be sure, women consumers are important to any business. Marketers ignore them at their peril. Archaic (and often insulting) stereotypes of the June Cleaver years have no place in a modern marketing plan. 

Given our offices with high-speed Internet connections and our 5+ years using the Internet, those of us in the online marketing industry can easily lose sight of the level of comfort our customers truly have with technology. Being smack dab in the middle of Internet use at least five days a week will do that to you. So, let's take a step back and consider those for whom technology and the Internet may be less ubiquitous. 

Because women make or influence the purchases of 81% of consumer products and services (according to EPM's Marketing To Women), and continue to head online in droves. Do most women shop for their families at lunch from their office computers, or do they save that for their hours at home? Do they suffer through a 56.6K modem connection, have a long-established AOL addiction, or have they gone high-speed with cable? Hmm. 

Steep Learning Curve

Here's the point: In any steep learning curve industry like the Internet, the consumers you are trying to reach will span from little or no knowledge to ultra-savvy and experienced. From the initial, sometimes formidable, "entry point," customers should be provided with optional guidance to progress from one stage to the next. 

Remember how scary it was to learn to ride a bike, but how it didn't really take that many days to figure it out, and then how all you wanted to do was pedal for miles and go all sorts of new places? Learning the ins and outs of the web and email might be initially uncomfortable, but with just a bit of experience, the excitement builds, especially for women. According to a September 2001 study by Content Intelligence, 51 percent of online women have used the Internet for less than three years, in comparison with 35 percent of men. The study goes on to note that despite this fact, women are three to six times more likely than men to become frequent Internet users within two years. (In the first two years online, women are much more likely to go online 10 or more times a day). 

As women begin to experience confidence with the Internet, they will tend to advance very quickly with the skills that most support their daily life. That means that once they figure out the computer and Internet basics, they will jump right into email, web research, price comparison, and shopping. Yet, even those women with the most Internet confidence will not necessarily bother to learn the full spectrum of online possibilities like sharing music files, downloading files, or participating in webinars. 

What's the Connection?

Once the learning curve issues have been addressed, e-businesses need to consider how and from where their consumers are connecting to the Internet. Most women do their research and make their online purchases from the comfort of their homes, so the connection speed can be an initial barrier to overcome. According to a January 2002 Nielsen//NetRatings study, the number of at-home female Internet users in the US increased more rapidly than the number of male users in 2001. (Women now account for 52 percent of home Internet users, or 55 million people, up from 50.4 million last year.) 

And, when it comes to the now popular rich media messaging and flashy web sites, e-businesses have to keep the connection speed (and online service) of their customers in mind. Point in fact: those consumers using anything but the most recent AOL download can't receive legible HTML e-mail, while those who are on dial-up modems won't usually wait around for the rich messages to download into their in-boxes. 

According to Q3 2001 numbers released by eMarketer, AOL holds 23.3% of the ISP market share, with MSN holding second place at 6.2% and @home (before the December transition fiasco) at 3.3%. If these numbers are any indication, a lot of e-businesses need to keep the AOL factor on their radars. 

Equip a Range of Internet Confidence Levels

Here are a few other things to address when trying to reach women consumers at home who have a variety of Internet confidence: 

Downloads: A significant number of women in your customer base may not bother to view materials that require the "unknown" of a software or "reader" download (like PDFs), so provide access to the necessary information on web pages or through emails. 

Unfounded Fear: Provide a glimpse of the big picture to make entering a new process (like downloading) more comfortable. Offer an initial sample email from your email training series, before consumers have to sign up for the whole program. For viral components like "send to a friend" buttons, offer "no spam" reassurance by showing a sample of what will arrive in the friend's inbox in advance (Amazon.com e-cards do this well). 

Conclusion

Once you acknowledge your markets' varying levels of Internet comfort and equip them for a speedy learning process, you will likely create customers for life. But for women in particular, who have taken the initiative to face a daunting new challenge head-on, your guidance along the way will be remembered and rewarded. It's worth the effort. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

* In families where both spouses work, the wives out-earn their husbands in 22.7% of these households. Women head 40% of those households with assets of over $600,000.

. "Niche" market, indeed.

Besides the overwhelming economic reality, there is a second reason that EVEolutionary marketing is so critically important to the marketplace. It's the biological one. Women are different from men--very different. Like all the great truths, it is simple, but complex. The point is that females process information differently because their brains are wired differently. They hear, acquire, and use language in their own way, which accounts for the fact that girls generally speak earlier than boys, articulate their feelings more easily, and see themselves more as links, not as loners.

According the U. S. Census, Highlights of Women's Earnings in 2000, Report 952, U.S. Department of Labor, women's share of employment in occupations typified by high earnings has grown.

Women purchase between 70 and 80 percent of all products. The aggregate income of the more than 60 million women in the workforce is measured in trillions of dollars. More than nine million women have their own businesses. Women (of all backgrounds and ethnic groups) buy more than half of all cars. 

Some companies are actively reaching out to women with sub-segmented and carefully executed marketing campaigns. Those campaigns that educate, empower and provide reassurance are the ones that are most successful in women's markets. But too many companies still use a one-size-fits-all approach. Marketers have learned that the domestic market is no longer monolithic and are effectively targeting and reaching African-American, Hispanic and Asian-American consumers. Marketers need to refine further their approach to targeting women within each of these diverse segments-and sometimes to sub-segment each group of women as well. The logic of this approach is clear-the same marketing campaign aimed at white women will not be equally effective at reaching young single working women in Manhattan and married middle-aged homemakers in Mississippi. 

This approach raises a host of questions. If a marketing plan has been designed for college-educated white women, is it relevant for college- educated black women? Is a campaign designed for the "Hispanic women's market" appropriate for all Hispanic women? Why are generation differences important in the Asian-American women's market segments, and what do marketers have to learn about them? 

In the past, women over 50 were considered a low return market, demographically and not a very exciting one. Today, we know that these women are often at the top of their earnings potential. Many report feeling 5-10 years younger than their chronological age. They are healthy, exercise, take good care of themselves and are used to quality goods and services. The 55-64 female demographic has a good deal of disposable income with mortgages paid off and kids out of the house. Since many women outlive their husbands, they are often left with a good deal of money and an interest in spending it on themselves, as well as on their children and grandchildren.

And the folks wielding the turbocharged wallets are most often women. Consider Ledesma, who over the past year spent $10,000 on kilns, torches, and tools for her art-glass business, Bluesdawg Creations. She and her husband, Pablo, also bought a new refrigerator, a Ford SUV, and a dorm room's worth of furnishings for her college-age daughter, Jessica. They took trips to Las Vegas, Virginia, and Tucson, and sprang for tickets to Simon and Garfunkel and Lyle Lovett. "I make almost all the purchasing decisions in our house," Ledesma says. "I do the research, we discuss what I've found, and then Pablo says, 'Yeah, honey, whatever.' "

That's not atypical behavior in American households. Regardless of age, women in America disproportionately decide where a family's funds will be spent. women control or influence 80% of all purchases of both consumer and business goods and services. They have sole or joint ownership of 87% of homes and buy 61% of major home-improvement products. They account for 66% of all home-computer purchases and 80% of all health-care services. They carry 76 million credit cards, 8 million more than men. And they start 70% of all new businesses. "In a nutshell," says Barletta , "women are the ones spending the money, and boomer women have more money to spend."

Not to be too ghoulish about this, but keep in mind, too, that women tend to outlive their husbands by about 15 years. According to Mark Alarik, president of Sales Overlays, a Chicago-based advertising and sales promotion firm, that means that "the combined wealth of both sides of the family is heading straight for baby boom women's wallets." Mabel, let's go shopping!

You would think that marketers would be on this group like ants at a picnic. You would be wrong.

"Every year, when we announce our year-end sales, analysts ask us, 'So, who's your new competition this year?' " says Charlie Kleman, CFO of Chico's, the hugely successful women's clothing store that sells to boomer women. "We always answer, 'Nobody.' I don't know why there aren't more stores like us out there. This woman is crying out for someone to sell her clothes that keep her in style and will fit her body the way she wants, and nobody's doing it."

Car manufacturers seem equally clueless. "Given that they buy or influence the purchase of 80% of all cars, you would think the entire automotive industry would be focused like a laser beam on women," says Barletta. "But it's not. Every single woman I know can tell you a horror story about having gone into a car dealership."

Tap into a midlife woman's renewed sense of self, and your cash registers are likely to start ringing. 

Same thing with consumer electronics, an industry uniquely myopic when it comes to speaking to women. Elissa Geier, 43, a clinical psychologist, is still fuming about her experience buying a laptop at a CompUSA in Chicago. When she tried to ask questions about various models, the sales clerk, a guy in his mid-20s, cut her off: "This is all you need, doc," she remembers him saying dismissively. "I very rarely feel stupid and condescended to, but I found this quite disconcerting," she says. "I'm going to use this computer forever so I don't have to go through the experience of having to buy another."

That sentiment embodies the single most powerful approach to this market: Tap into a midlife woman's renewed sense of self, and your cash registers are likely to start ringing. These women are on the ascendancy in their lives, says Crawford Hollingworth, a director at London's trend-tracking firm Headlightvision, a leader in global research on the over-50 market. "I've seen a reawakening of a consciousness of what it means to be a woman, not in a sexual way, but in enjoying being a woman, and thinking about what they want to get out of their lives," he says. "There are a lot of things these women have put on hold, and now they suddenly have the freedom to do them without feeling guilty that they're not looking after their family or their husband." Marketers who can address those yearnings will find a receptive audience, he says.

conversely, pandering with images of women warriors and other cheesy cliches. In other cases, they use language intended to be empathetic that comes across instead as borderline offensive. "One bank took out an ad saying, 'We recognize women's special needs,' " says Barletta. "No offense, but doesn't that sound like the Special Olympics?"

But a breakthrough may be on the horizon. Last December, 58-year-old Diane Keaton, a leading-edge boomer, bravely got naked and ultimately broke Keanu Reeves's heart in the holiday hit Something's Gotta Give. Trust Annie Hall to prove that women at midlife still have mojo.

Sidebar: A three-point plan for marketing to boomer women

1. Put people first. 

Shift the focus in ads from the product to the prospect. Women are biologically programmed to be more interested in people than men are, and boomer women are especially interested in family ties and community involvement.

2. Convey empathy, not rivalry. 

Ads that talk about outranking others and defeating opponents are great for guys, rotten for women. Emphasize collegiality, closeness, helpfulness, and consensus--values that resonate particularly well with midlife women.

3. Portray them authentically. 

The older woman is more assertive, confident, and global in her outlook than marketers have given her credit for. A bonus: These attributes also work for midlife men.

