Never the Tween shall meet

By  Paul Herbig

Tweens:  (kids age 8-12).  There are 20 million of them. They spend $39 billion a year and influence their parents to the tune of tens of billions of dollars more (one estimate says $260 billion). One global survey found 67 percent of families base their new-car decisions on them, while 62 percent rely on them for advice on mobile phones and 65 percent for advice on clothing.  A study specifically made for this age group revealed 80 percent of all brands purchased by parents are heavily influenced by their tweens  A growing number of financial companies have developed credit cards and other credit options specifically for them, and not a few of them have bank accounts and ATM cards as well.

Today's children are growing up faster, both emotionally and physically, than children in past generations. PCs, the Internet, and cell phones are second nature to them. Tweens communicate with others all around the globe. In fact, 15 percent are doing this on a weekly basis. Furthermore, 70 percent of all tweens in Europe text message each other every day.  Some experts content a unique language is emerging, called, not surprisingly, "Tweenspeak." Tweenspeak is much more than a new way of writing. It's a new language, which operates with icon-based symbols, abbreviations, contractions, and numerals -- enabling tweens in the U.S. to talk with tweens in Japan with very little misunderstanding. Now that phones come with full-color screens and built-in cameras, messages are jam-packed with cartoons, broken hearts, houses, trees, animals, and a whole host of emoticons. Ask any tween to give you a glance at her e-mail or online conversations. You will see what they call "cute" icons, proving in a whole new way a picture is worth a thousand words. Experts contend close to 60 percent of all kids around the world have discarded traditional grammar in favor of the far cooler texting language. Twenty-five percent state they would prefer to text on their cell phones or chat on the Internet than communicate "for real" -- even if they are sitting side by side!

Households with tweens have vastly different shopping and buying habits than households without these young people. Children, especially Tweens, are potentially the best viral marketers. When they find something they love, they tell everyone they know, who tells everyone they know, and, well, soon enough every kid knows about it. This new generation is the first to live their entire lives in 24/7, theirs is the first truly interactive generation. When Kids were asked to send text messages to Kellogg’s to vote for their favorite song: the surprising peak was found to be 3AM!!

On the negative (at least as far as marketers and older adults are concerned; the kids may not agree)  side is their short attention span (inspired and encouraged by the heavy media use of soundbites and scenes not to exceed a minute).  Fads come and go with increasing frequency and less duration; marketers must therefore be responsive to these quick moving trends.  This necessitates flexibility of action and the ability to move fast and continually change.

One group that is well tied into the Tween lifestyle is Nickelodeon.  Nickelodeon Consumer Products plans to introduce a lifestyle brand for Tween girls exclusively at Kohl's Department Stores during the second half of 2004. The brand, EverGirl, targets girls ages eight to 14 and integrates a Web site, pop music and a customized line of apparel and accessories.The brand kicks off with an interactive Web site, www.everGirl.com, launched during January 2004. The site allows girls to participate in activities, projects and games. The site will also introduce the animated everGirl characters, four ethnically diverse girls with a variety of interests and concerns. In March, an everGirl song was released on the all-girl band PLAY's new CD, along with a music video. In July, Kohl's will launch nationwide the line of everGirl apparel and accessories complete with branded hangtags in conjunction with the back-to-school season. EverGirl is supported by 20 licensees with products ranging from games, cosmetics, school supplies and home decorating accessories rolling out for Holiday 2004.

The tweens provide marketers with an attractive (abet at times fleeting) market opportunity.  To best understand them (as adults and parents as well), it is best to identify their major hot buttons.  These are: 

• Belonging

• Fun

and the quest for •Freedom

To know them is to understand their major motivation is driven by social needs, of belonging, of being part of, of the fear of being isolated and ignored.  Theirs are the sensitive years, not yet a child and not yet a true teen.  They want to emulate the older kids and often publicly wish their parents were not around, but just as often privately they need the comforting hug, the kind word, the gentle kiss.  Address their longing to be grown up but also their vulnerability and fears of being an adult while still enjoying the benefits of being a kid.  .  
