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28.24.7: Reading- Generation Effects and Consumer Behavior

Generation Gaps

Clothiers who target teens and young adults (such as Gap and Abercrombie & Fitch) must estimate the size of both current and
future audiences. So must companies that specialize in products aimed at customers in other age brackets—say, young children or
retirees. Marketers pay particular attention to population shifts because they can have dramatic effects on a consumer base, either
increasing or decreasing the number of potential customers. Marketers tend to assign most Americans born in the last sixty years to
one of three groups: the baby-boom generation (those born between 1946 and 1964), Generation X (1965 to 1975), and Generation
Y—also known as “echo baby boomers” or “millennials” (1976 to 2001). In addition to age, members of each group tend to share
common experiences, values, and attitudes that stay with them as they mature. These values and attitudes have a profound effect on
both the products they want and the marketing efforts designed to sell products to them. Let’s look a little more closely at some of
the defining characteristics of each group.

Baby Boomers

The huge wave of baby boomers began arriving in 1946, following World War II, and marketers have been catering to them ever
since. What are they like? Sociologists have attributed to them such characteristics as “individuality, tolerance, and self-
absorption.” There are seventy million of them, and as they marched through life over the course of five decades, marketers
crowded the roadside to supply them with toys, clothes, cars, homes, and appliances—whatever they needed at the time. They’re
still a major marketing force, but their needs have changed: they’re now the target market for Botox, pharmaceutical products, knee
surgery, financial investments, cruises, vacation homes, and retirement communities.

Generation X

Because birth rates had declined by the time the “Gen X” babies first arrived in 1965, this group had just one decade to grow its
numbers. Thus, it’s considerably smaller (seventeen million) than the baby-boomer group, and it has also borne the brunt of rising
divorce rates and the arrival of AIDS. Experts say, however, that they’re diverse, savvy, and pragmatic and point out that even
though they were once thought of as “slackers,” they actually tend to be self-reliant and successful. At this point in their lives, most
are at their peak earning power and affluent enough to make marketers stand up and take notice.

Generation Y

When they became parents, baby boomers delivered a group to rival their own. Born between 1976 and 2001, their sixty million
children are sometimes called “echo boomers” (because their population boom is a reverberation of the baby boom). They’re still
evolving, but they’ve already been assigned some attributes: they’re committed to integrity and honesty, they’re family oriented
and close to parents, ethnically diverse and accepting of differences, upbeat and optimistic about the future (although the troubled
economy is lessening their optimism), education focused, independent, and goal oriented. They also seem to be coping fairly well:
among today’s teens, arrests, drug use, drunk driving, and school dropout rates are all down. Generation Ys are being courted by
carmakers. Global car manufacturers have launched a number of 2012 cars designed to cater to the members of Generation Y.
Advertisers are also busy trying to find innovative ways to reach this group, but they’re finding that it’s not easy. Generation Ys
grew up with computers and other modes of high technology, and they’re used to doing several things at once—simultaneously
watching TV, texting, and playing games on the computer. As a result, they’re quite adept at tuning out ads. Try to reach them
through TV ads and they’ll channel-surf right past them or hit their TiVo remotes. You can’t get to them over the Internet because
they know all about pop-up blockers. In one desperate attempt to get their attention, an advertiser paid college students fifty cents
to view thirty-second ads on their computers. Advertisers keep trying, because Generation Y is big enough to wreck a brand by
giving it a cold shoulder.

Consumer Behavior

Why did you buy an Apple computer when your friend bought a Dell PC? What information did you collect before making the
decision? What factors did you consider when evaluating alternatives? How did you make your final choice? Were you happy with
your decision? To design effective strategies, marketers need to find the answers that consumers give to questions such as these. In
other words, they try to improve their understanding of consumer behavior—the decision process that individuals go through when
purchasing or using products. Later we’ll look at the process that buyers go through in choosing one product over another. Then,
we’ll explore some factors that influence consumers’ behavior.
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The Buying Process

Generally speaking, buyers run through a series of steps in deciding whether to purchase a particular product. Some purchases are
made without much thought. You probably don’t think much, for example, about the brand of gasoline you put in your car; you just
stop at the most convenient place. Other purchases, however, require considerable thought. For example, you probably spent a lot
of time deciding which college to attend. Let’s revisit that decision as a means of examining the five steps that are involved in the
consumer buying process and that are summarized in Figure 28.24.7.1 need recognition, information search, evaluation, purchase,
and post-purchase evaluation.
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Figure 28.24.7.1: The Buying Process

1. Need recognition. The process began when you recognized a need to go to college. Perhaps you wanted to prepare for a
particular career, to become better educated, or to postpone going to work full time. Maybe your parents insisted.

2. Information search. Once you recognized the need to go to college, you probably started gathering information about colleges.
You may have gone online and studied the Web sites posted by a few schools. Perhaps you attended college fairs or spoke with
your high school guidance counselor. You probably talked with friends about your options. Once you let colleges know that you
were interested, admissions departments likely sent you tons of information.

3. Evaluation. At this point, you studied the information you’d gathered. First, you probably decided what you wanted from a
college. Perhaps price was your number-one criterion, or maybe distance from home. Maybe size was important, or reputation
or available majors. Maybe it was the quality of the football team or the male-to-female ratio.

4. Purchase. Ultimately you made a “purchase” decision. In so doing, you focused on what was most important to you. Naturally,
you could choose only among schools that had accepted you.

5. Postpurchase evaluation. The buying process didn’t end when you selected a school. It continues today, while you’re using the
“product” you purchased. How many times have you rethought your decision? Are you happy with it? Would you make the
same choice again?

Understanding the buying process of potential students is crucial to college administrators in developing marketing strategies to
attract qualified “buyers.” They’d certainly like to know what information you found useful, which factors most influenced your
decision, and how you made your final choice. They’ll also want to know whether you’re happy with your choice. This is the kind
of information that colleges are seeking when they solicit feedback, both from students who chose their schools and from those
who didn’t.

Influences on Buying Behavior

Did you ever buy something you knew you shouldn’t buy but just couldn’t help yourself—something you simply wanted? Maybe it
was a spring-break trip to the Bahamas that you really couldn’t afford. Objectively, you may have made a bad decision, but not all
decisions are made on a purely objective basis. Psychological and social influences come into play. Let’s take a closer look at each
of these factors.

28.24.7.2 https://biz.libretexts.org/@go/page/65991



https://libretexts.org/
https://biz.libretexts.org/@go/page/65991?pdf

LibreTextsw

Psychological Influences

Under this category, we can identify at least the following five variables:

1. Motivation. The internal process that causes you to seek certain goals.

2. Perception. The way you select, organize, and interpret information.

3. Learning. Knowledge gained through experience and study.

4. Attitudes. Your predisposition to respond in particular ways because of learned values and beliefs.
5. Personality. The collection of attributes that characterize an individual.

Social Influences
Here, we find the following four factors:

1. Family.

2. Reference groups. Friends or other people with whom you identify.
3. Economic or social status.

4. Culture. Your set of accepted values.

It shouldn’t be surprising that marketers are keenly interested in the effect of all these influences on your buying decisions. For
instance, suppose the travel agency that sold you your spring-break getaway found that you bought the package because you
viewed it as a reward for studying hard and doing well academically. In that case, it might promote student summer-travel
programs as rewards for a hard year’s work at school.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

o A number of forces over which it has little or no control affect a company’s marketing activities.

o Taken together, they make up its external marketing environment, which includes regulatory and political activity, economic
conditions, competitive forces, changes in technology, and social and cultural influences.

o Successful marketing often hinges on understanding consumer behavior—the decision process that individuals go through
when purchasing or using products.

o Several psychological and social variables influence buyers’ decisions. They go through a series of steps in reaching the
decision to buy a product: need recognition, information search, evaluation, purchase, and postpurchase evaluation.

Check Your Understanding

Answer the question(s) below to see how well you understand the topics covered in this section. This short quiz does not count
toward your grade in the class, and you can retake it an unlimited number of times.

Use this quiz to check your understanding and decide whether to (1) study the previous section further or (2) move on to the next
section.
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