Old Guys  and Gals Please Go Away Quietly

By Paul Herbig

Youth-obsessed Madison Avenue is missing the biggest, richest market of the future. Boomers have money to spend. So why aren't advertisers paying them any attention? From Madison Avenue's standpoint, anyone over 45, definitely over 50, are has-beens. Washed up as a consumer. A marketer's black hole. Send a message out to them, common wisdom says, and you're throwing money at a lost cause--a person with calcified brand preferences; an already overstocked larder, wardrobe, and garage; and little interest in the kind of spending that makes marketers merry. Marketers' obsession with youth began, not surprisingly, in the 1960s when the boomers themselves were adolescents.

It has been a dearly held article of faith in the industry that if you hook a consumer when he or she is young, you'll have a customer for life. Axiomatically, then, mature consumers must be locked into brands they first met decades ago, even though recent research by RoperASW says that older consumers are as likely to switch brands as their children. Second, and more simply, most advertising copywriters are young and male. and, to most young guys, the idea of a middle-aged woman is just, well, not sexy. Tell young men you're targeting your automotive ads to women over 45, and you're likely to get a response like, 'Okay, so we're marketing to middle-aged women, right? Got it. So we want to put a decrepit old crone in front of the car, and we're going to talk about safety, safety, safety,' " '

Another example of ignoring the “old guys” for sake of the coveted young demographics is “Jack” radio.  A fast moving trend is for radio stations to, fire all of their on-air talent and dump the "oldies" format in favor "Jack"  radio. The idea is to replicate your iPod on shuffle. The station expands the playlist from about 400-500 songs to 1,200, goes from one format to having elements of about 10 formats, cuts down the chatter--the new Jack-FM has no DJs--and hopes to fend off you turning off your car radio in favor of whatever podcast you just downloaded.  This tactic basically  alienates 100% of the  Oldies audience. Of course, the argument  for doing so and changing is that the station wasn't able to woo attractive advertisers seeking the young demographic. 

You ignore and antagonize these “oldsters” at your own peril? The 40-plus age group is now 45% bigger than the 18-to-39 group and will be 60% bigger by 2010. In 1989, adults 40 and older became the biggest adult segment for the first time in U.S. history, making them the new customer majority. The leading edge of the boomer cohort--which encompasses people born between 1946 and 1964--is 59 now, is likely to transform middle age and beyond, much as it did puberty, early adulthood, and thirtysomething.

More important, boomers have bucks. Lots of bucks. According to Mature Marketing & Research, a Boston-based firm, they control more than half of the nation's discretionary income and three-quarters of the country's financial wealth. And they're likely to get their hands on even more. Boomers' parents, the Silent Generation, are dying off, and inheritances will spell the largest intergenerational wealth transfer in history. Add it all up, and by 2010, spending by people 40 and older will be "a trillion dollars greater than spending by people between the ages of 18 and 34--$2.6 trillion versus $1.6 trillion..

Many other companies, though, are finding it's not so easy to hit the right note with this crowd--hip, but not too hip; respectful, but not stodgy; and, above all, aware that there's a difference between a 47-year-old and an 80-year-old. Those that get it right will get some of that trillion dollars of spending.  

While some of these issues are problems women of all ages face, in many cases boomer women face an even more insidious hurdle than their younger peers. "Ageism is our society's last acceptable area of bigotry," says Wolfe.

Financial-services companies, in the business of following the money, picked up on this trend early. An ad for PaineWebber (now part of UBS AG), for example, featured a picture of two women: one clearly the mother, the other the daughter. The copy read, "You're psyched about the future. You're full of new ideas. You're looking to start a business. You're the one on the right." The one on the right was the older woman.

New Balance sneakers was also prescient in addressing this market. After watching sales to young consumers decline in the late 1980s, CEO Jim Davis turned his attention to the older customer. Having five shoe widths rather than three was a boon to older, flatter feet, but his true breakthrough was in product positioning. One ad several years ago featured a woman of uncertain age jogging down a lane. The text read, "One more woman chasing a sunset. One more woman going a little farther. One more woman simply feeling alive. One less woman relying on someone else." "That last line is right in tune with the soul of the midlife woman," says Wolfe. In an anemic market for athletic shoes, New Balance logged sales of $1.3 billion in 2002, double the $550 million it sold in 1997.

Saga, a British-based services company designed for the over-50 crowd, recently tweaked its positioning to address the many consumers in this age bracket who prefer action-oriented travel over sedentary trips like cruises. "Saga originally was about being old," says Hollingworth. "Now it's about being older. It's a very subtle distinction, but psychologically huge. These people want to go to Machu Picchu and discover things, not just chill out."

. "To young product managers, everybody over 45 is lumped into a category called 'old,' " says Lori Bitter, partner at J. Walter Thompson's Mature Market Group. "They want to put swing music in the background of an ad targeted at 50-year-olds. We have to say, 'No, let's try Sting.' "

Hollingworth, 42, thinks the film may signal a watershed moment in the repositioning of middle age. "Isn't it becoming a little bit sexier to be older?" he says. Older people have more time, more money, and now--gadzooks!--apparently even sex. "At the moment, sexy is young because that's the only currency. So let's create a currency of being older that makes young people go, 'You lucky bastards!' And then we'll have done it." nFC

Dismiss Ledesma and her peers at your peril, they say. If you do, you're likely to miss the biggest, richest, most lucrative market of the future: boomer women.

The Committee of Advertising Practice has advised UK drinks companies to use "unattractive - overweight, middle-aged, balding," men in their advertising campaigns, the Times Online reports. New rules forbid any link between women's drinking and sex, and watchdogs have issued a list of undesirable male characteristics advertisers must abide by. 


Popular sparkling drink Lambrini is the first to suffer from the new rules: a ruling stated, "We consider that the advert is in danger of implying that the drink may bring sexual/social success, because the man in question looks quite attractive and desirable to the girls. If the man was clearly unattractive, we think that this implication would be removed." 
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