Marketing Notes -- March 2008
One of the great joys of teaching a class of graduate students is that they bring in all sorts of information I wouldn’t otherwise run into.  Recent revelations include:

-- Still measuring web-based ads on the basis of clicks?  Recent studies should give you pause.  Half of all web display ad clicks come from 6% of frequent web surfers.  They have an annual income less than $40,000 and account for less than 15% of online spending.  (source: Businessweek, 3/10/08, citing a comScore study.)

-- Like the Wendy’s campaign featuring those weird Pippi Longstocking red wigs?  You’re one of the few.  The ads have been roundly panned by critics, though CEO Kerri Anderson seemed to be a fan:  “It feels like Wendy’s again,” was her comment.  Then sales for Q4 2007 dipped 0.8% after rising 3.1% in the previous Q4.  “It was a love it or hate it spot,” said Bob Holtcamp, Wendy’s  VP of brand marketing.  One piece of data that may become relevant here:  the average tenure of CMOs is 23.9 months.  CEOs manage to hang on for an average of 53.8 months (source:  Joe Jaffe, author of “Life after the 30-Second Spot,” in a talk to the Boston Ad Club.)

-- If you’ve heard of Mark Penn at all, it’s probably because he’s a political advisor for Hillary Clinton.  But he’s also the co-author of “Microtrends:: The Small Forces Behind Tomorrow’s Big Changes.”  One of his revelations is that there are all kinds of small demographic segments that matter – to marketers and politicians.  These are groups that may represent only a fraction of a percent of a universe, but still account for hundreds of thousands of people.  Name a U.S. segment with a 70+% married rate that votes 82% of the time:  moderate Muslims.  What’s the fourth fastest growing sport in the country?  Archery.  Want to target a small, but important segment? Look at soccer moms whose kids have gone off to college and are seeking new leisure activities.  Use a bow and arrow.

-- Other interesting stuff from Mr. Penn (source:  New York Times, 9/16/2007):  China and India combined are graduating nearly a million engineers a year.  Meanwhile math and science scores are dropping in almost every U.S. category.  Of the 6700 undergrads at Harvard last year, only 77 were math majors. 

Seeing Old People

For years I’ve been arguing that one reason marketers so often fail to get it right is that they are young and their markets are not.  Ad agencies and design firms tend to be heavily populated with 20 and 30 somethings who have a hard time empathizing with a marketplace that is increasingly (and literally) full of people old enough to be their moms and dads.

A recent student report on marketing to “tweens” cited statistics on how much wealth they control – they spend something like $51 billion a year directly and have another $170 billion spent on them.  Sounds like a lot.  Then you look at the data for the over 50 crowd.  In 2001 they /we accounted for $2.3 trillion (that’s with a “T”) of consumer spending. It’s gone up from there and will continue to do so.  Do the math. The 50-plus demographic spends almost 50 times what the much-advertised-to younger segment does. (source:  AARP reports.)

In a noisy bar recently I engaged in a heated discussion with a young retail buyer who seemed convinced that all marketing is about people like her – under 30, fashion forward, trend conscious, a-historical, math-challenged.  She noted that her peeps are making and spending more than ever before – “hundreds of billions of dollars.”  Big whoop.  There are many more of us old folks and we control as much wealth as all the other demographic segments and account for more than half the consumer spending in the U.S.  

Of course we are not really one segment.  The range of experiences, attitudes, beliefs and wealth of the population over 50 is extraordinarily varied – another fact often overlooked by amateur (young) marketers. They seem willing to differentiate between tweens and teens, but not so much between those whose war was fought in Europe and the Pacific and those whose war was fought in Vietnam. 

The Boomers, for instance, constitute about 77 million people.  That’s not likely to be a single marketing segment. For some of us the 1960s offered choices between mind-altering drugs and Budweiser.  For other the choice was between cloth diapers and Pampers. As the oldest of us turn 62 this year, it’s useful to remember that the youngest are turning 44.

I don’t like to pick on young people too much.  It’s a tradition as old as Aristotle (“the kids in Plato’s academy these days can’t spell and don’t know their Astrology from their Euclid!”), but in the end they’ll be here when we’re gone.  Our job is to try to help them see that, when it comes to big things like understanding a marketplace, it’s the little things that matter.   (The discussion in the bar with the young retailer ended amicably. I paid for the beer.) 

Women and Money

Interested in what may be one of the biggest marketing opportunities of our times?  Consider selling financial services to women.  One of my students presented some interesting data on the subject:  Women control over 80% of retail purchases and yet 90% of them feel financially insecure.  They are graduating from colleges at increasingly higher rates than men and, in spite of wage gaps, in the future they will be managing more individual wealth.

But the current challenges they face are substantial.  Over 33% of women have less than $25,000 in retirement accounts, compared with only 18% of men.  Only 27% of women have over $100,000 in retirement accounts, compared with 43% of men. But (here’s the kicker) women have longer life expectancies.  At some point in their lives 90% of them will have sole responsibility for their finances.

More than ever before, women need to understand financial planning.  But 30% of them have never begun a retirement plan. Over 70% of women have no financial advisor and the statistic approaches 80% for some minorities. Tom Peters says, “I have never tripped over an opportunity of this size.”

There is plenty of fodder for sales pitches.  Women who have met with a financial advisor are 50% more likely to have “financial security, clarity and satisfaction” about money.  They are 50% more confident and optimistic.  And they are 200% more likely to teach their kids about managing money responsibly.

Why don’t more women take their financial futures in hand?  Some feel like they should be cared for by men – especially in the financial area.  Some are out of the workforce for extended periods and, because they have less money, spend less attention on managing it.  Some have math phobias that get in the way.  

But what an opportunity! The first financial services company that decides to focus on this audience could be in for a huge, pleasant surprise. One requirement is recruiting financial advisors with whom women are comfortable – people (men and women) who are empathic, not pushy, customer service-oriented and reliable.  The bigger requirement is commitment.  Dove soap reinvented its brand and gained international attention by promoting “natural beauty.” We’re anxiously awaiting a financial services company that will launch a public service campaign on financial planning for women – and back it up with smart positioning, good products and female-friendly service.

Favorite New Word 

There have always been salesmen.  Then we had salesmen and saleswomen.  Then salespersons. Now, thanks to New Yorker writer Patricia Marx, we have a term for those ridiculously young (and frequently clueless) people who staff the floors of Apple stores and Best Buys.  Saleschild.

Parting comment

This is my last class at the University of St. Thomas College of Business.  I’ve been teaching advertising and marketing for nearly 30 years – copywriting to undergraduates at the University of Minnesota and, since 1986, advertising strategy to graduate students in the St. Thomas Master of Business Communication program.  It’s time to care about stuff other than marketing.  This may not be my final “marketing note,” but I have hopes.

