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Introduction

For decades retailers and savvy businesses have known 
that young Americans are an indicator of future trends and 
a key cog in the economic engine that drives consumerism 
in America. This is especially apparent with the arrival of 
Generation Y. 

Gen Y (1982-1995) is the largest generation in history. 
Not surprising, companies of all sizes and industries are 
turning their attention to this gigantic and infl uential group of 
consumers which will become the majority of the workforce 
by 2015. 

While companies may have fi rst thought about Generation 
Y and dreamed of dollar signs, it quickly became clear this 
wasn’t going to be an easy sell.  Gen Y’s buying habits are 
noticeably different from the generations that have come 
before them. 

One game-changer in particular: Generation Y doesn’t seem 
to enjoy purchasing things – at least not some of the staples 
that previous generations purchased. From cars to houses, 
association memberships, jewelry, and non-light beer – Gen 
Y just isn’t buying.

For many brands and companies, this is their worst 
nightmare. They desperately need to convince America’s 
largest population – 80 million 18 to 31 year-olds – to buy.  
But Generation Y is hanging out there, living “in the cloud”, 
that digital space where media, Internet, and entertainment 
reside, seemingly content and unfazed by most marketing 
attempts. 

As the fi rst generation to be raised with access to technology, 
Generation Y has become known as the instant-gratifi cation, 
review-driven, social-networked generation that hates to be 
sold anything. This generation spends a whopping $200 
billion annually yet ignores advertising, which has puzzled 
marketers and business owners the world over.

What does the arrival of such a large and unique generation 
mean for the future of consumerism in the United States? 
Some companies are observing the worst revenues in history. 
Other companies can barely keep up with demand.

That fact is, Gen Y resembles the largest consumer market 
in the U.S. and at some point your company will want to tap 
into this huge market.  (Actually, most companies will need 
Gen Y to buy its products and services in order to survive.)

The other fact is, the arrival of 
Generation Y has redefi ned 
consumerism for everyone. 
Gen Y’s unique interests, 
needs, and values heavily 
infl uence how they buy – 
and these behaviors have 
begun to infl uence the way 
every generation buys. It’s a 
signifi cant shift that has forever 
changed how products and services are bought and sold for 
all consumers, regardless of demographic, geographic area, 
or industry.

XYZ University is one of the only management consulting 
companies in the world focused on helping organizations 
engage Generations X, Y, and Z. We see the consumer 
shift as the indicator of bigger economic trends. After all, an 
economy’s success is largely based on consumer spending 
and Generation Y has the potential to be an economic 
powerhouse. 

XYZ University conducted research, surveys, interviews, and 
case studies to bring you this guide for selling to a generation 
that hates to be sold anything. Because when it comes to 
the future of your business – and the health of our nation’s 
economy – we all really need Gen Y to buy.

Sincerely,

Sarah Sladek
CEO, XYZ University

“The fact 
is, Gen Y 
resembles 
the largest 
consumer 
market in the 
U.S.”
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The $200 Billion Market

The largest generation in history—the Millennials—is at your 
fi ngertips, but has a keen ability to slip through them with 
ease.  Also known as Generation Y, these people between 
the ages of 18 and 31 now number 80 million and are about 
to reach their peak earning and spending years. 

Often characterized as individualistic, fi ckle, frugal, entitled, 
advertising averse, digitally connected, and relying heavily on 
peer reviews while price comparing with their ever-present 
tech devices, they are also smart, discerning and engaged in 
the world around them.

Generation Y not only represents billions of dollars in 
spending power, but they also infl uence their parents—

Baby Boomers—to spend billions more on brands, stores, 
and products that have earned their admiration.  Their rise 
in economic power may leave you unprepared if you don’t 
have them in your clutches. 

This generation is spending $200 billion annually but on 
what? Also, what motivates them to buy and how do they 
differ from other generations in their buying habits? 

Buckle up, you are about to meet the Recessionistas, 
Digital Natives, Migrators, and Trophy Kids–also know as 
Generation Y. 
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Recessionistas

With a desire for luxury goods, Generation Y will drop all of their disposable cash on a Coach purse, but 
will linger over the best deals at a discount store and then sell their used goods on eBay or Craigslist.  
Devotees of high-end brands like Sony, Nike and Apple, they also love the brand-less fl avor of Forever 
21, getting a better price on Amazon, and bagging low, low prices at Walmart.

“It’s about the quality and price,” says Katie Little, a 30-year-old offi ce administrator.  “The popularity is 
keen.  UGG boots have huge popularity. Yes, they are expensive but they are so warm!” 

Overall, this generation is cautious about their spending, believing it is important to get the lowest price 
on things they purchase, even if it’s high quality they’re after. As such, they’re more likely to choose a 
lower priced brand over a favorite brand to save money, and to search online for product reviews and 
discounts before they buy.

Part of this stems from their experience with coming of age. Having incurred the largest credit card 
and college debt of any other generation, faced the highest jobless rate since the Great Depression, 
and trademarked the “Boomerang Generation” for moving back in with their parents, Ys have had to 
scale back on reaching major milestones and hunker down with reality.  As such, they tend to live in 
the moment.  

“Because our generation responds and adapts rather quickly to social changes, we have emerged from 
the recession as ‘Recessionistas’ – informed shoppers who stick to tight budgets while still managing 
to stay trendy and cultured. We’re looking for inexpensive versions of the items we desire and durable 
versions of the items we need,” writes Christine Carter, a Gen Y owner of the retail-marketing fi rm Epps 
Consulting. “In addition to buying necessities and spending as Recessionistas, we continually strive for 
goods that express our individuality.”

The reality is, Generation Y closely represent their grandparents, the Silent Generation, which was 
raised during and immediately following the Great Depression. They’re not like their Baby Boomer 
parents, notes Bob Phibbs, CEO of the Retail Doctor®, an author and frequent guest on MSNBC and 
Fox News.

“They (Gen Y) don’t have to buy. That’s the thing that is confounding so many retailers. They are thrifty, 
so they reuse and recycle as part of who they are.  They don’t have to own it; they just kind of rent it. 
That’s why Zipcar (the largest car sharing service in the world) is right on trend,” says Phibbs. 

Ys observed what their Baby Boomer parents did to own the house and the two cars, and either decided 
they couldn’t afford it or don’t want to be tied to work. They would rather have a less demanding job 
and live within their means.  Their greatest utility is the phone and Internet access, adds Phibbs. “Wi-Fi 
is their drug.”  

This trend of shunning ownership in favor of sharing cars and renting homes will impact the world 
economy in ways that cannot be overlooked. 

The Atlantic published an article titled The Cheapest Generation, which notes that since the end of 
World War II, new cars and suburban houses have powered the world’s largest economy – and Gen Y 
seems to have lost interest in both.

“The largest generation in American history might never spend as lavishly as its parents did—nor on 
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Digital Natives

Customization
In 2010, Starbucks announced the launch of the customized Frappuccino. At the time, the global chief marketing offi cer for 
Starbucks was quoted in the Wall Street Journal as saying that the move was intended to lure in new customers, particularly 
18-to-24-year-olds, the “iPod age group accustomed to selecting exactly what they want.”

Starbucks realized that simply by offering Gen Y the option to choose an extra shot of espresso, no whipped cream, or a dab 
more caramel, the company could sell more coffee.

Dubbed the ‘Digital Natives’, Generation Y is the fi rst 
generation to be raised using technology.  As a result, they are 
comfortable with technology and tend to be among the fi rst 
to try new technologies. The typical Gen Y owns multiple tech 
devices including smartphones, tablets, and gaming systems, 
and constantly multitasks across these platforms. 

But the Digital Natives don’t just own technology to play Angry 
Birds and check Facebook messages. Social commerce sales 
is expected to climb to $14.25 billion by the end of 2013 and 
$30 billion in 2015.

Yes, every generation is using technology to build relationships 
and buy products and services. These elements are present in all generations—it’s just that Generation Y has maximized the 
use of the tools with which to express themselves on a much broader scale. And it is this comfort using technology, combined 
with ongoing advances in technology that have empowered this generation in new and different ways. 

So whether your company realizes it yet or not, your company isn’t marketing its brand; Generation Y is.

The Digital Natives have taken three basic concepts and catapulted them into entirely new, innovative directions, positioning 
them as priority drivers in consumerism and economics. Customization, social awareness, and relationship-building have been 
forever redefi ned and are driving factors in a Gen Y’s decision to buy.
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the same things,” states The Atlantic. 

When Zipcar was founded in 2000 the average price for a gallon of gasoline was $1.50 and iPhones didn’t exist. Since then, it 
has become the world’s largest car-sharing company, with some 700,000 members. Zipcar owes much of its success to two 
facts. First, gas prices more than doubled, which made car-sharing alluring. Second, smartphones became ubiquitous, which 
made car-sharing easier.

While Carter refers to this as a Recessionista movement, The Atlantic refers to it as the emergence of a “sharing economy”—
services that use the Web to let companies and families share otherwise idle goods.  Zipcar is leading this new economy, but it 
also involves companies like Airbnb, a shared market place for bedrooms and other accommodations for travelers, and thred-
UP, a site where parents can buy and sell kids’ used clothing.

Today’s mobile technology allows us to have access to just about anything just when we need it. This applies to TV shows, offi ce 
space, music and even clothes. Coupled with a Recession, young Americans have learned to rely on technology to save money 
and are moving the economy in new and thrifty ways. 



But Gen Y’s interest in customization is influencing more than Frappuccino-making.  
Some companies have completely revamped their brands and deliverables based on 
Generation Y’s interest in customization. 

For example, Singapore-based Oversea-Chinese Banking Corporation (OCBC) built an 
entirely new concept in banking. This is a $200 billion financial institution that controls 
26% of the total youth market in Singapore. 

OCBC literally hung out with Gen Y at malls, restaurants, and clubs. The bank’s research 
revealed that Generation Y values honesty, sincerity, reliability, and smart and stylish 
brands. OCBC’s research also indicated Gen Y has a desire to be “captains of their own 
lives.” In other words, they like to have choices and value customization.

Hence, FRANK was born. FRANK by OCBC is a new concept in retail banking entirely 
designed to meet the needs and interests of Gen Y. 

At the basis of its marketing campaign, FRANK draws upon the concept of customization, touting “more ways to be you.” 
For example, the bank offers a selection of 130 credit/debit card designs that appeal to Gen Y’s adventurous, expressive and 
passionate natures.  

FRANK’s Facebook page is loaded 
with images of its debit and credit card 
designs and messages like “I am true to 
myself.  I’m FRANK.” 

FRANK’s concept is rooted in 
customization, but the bank took 
customization to the nth degree to create 
something entirely based on meeting 
Generation Y’s values. Modeled after the 
shopping experience that young adults 

are familiar with, its banks are designed to be a place where youth are comfortable browsing and hanging out.  

In addition, FRANK is a bank that offers just three products—each packaged to meet the unique needs and interests of 
Generation Y. FRANK’s bank accounts, credit/debit cards, and tuition loans are loaded with perks such as better-than-average 
interest rates, discounts with retailers, and rewards for paying bills on time. Plus, there are no fees and no minimum monthly 
balances.

In the article, Portrait of a Millennial published in Forbes, T. Scott Gross writes, “If a generation had a mantra, ‘my way, right 
away, why pay?’ would fit Millennials perfectly. It is also, let me point out, a bare-bones strategy for anyone who wants to attract 
today’s consumer.”

Here again the younger consumer has spurred widespread change. Now even luxury brands are dabbling in mass customization. 
Burberry lets customers build their own $2,490 trench coats, choosing from varying lengths, colors, and types of fabric, sleeves, 
lining, collar, buttons, and belt. Nordstrom is hosting events at which artisans paint $50 TOMS canvas slip-on shoes. 

Customization will move into an entirely new realm with the evolution of 3-D printing—the ability to produce objects on demand 
at a fairly low cost. From medical devices to smartphone cases, consumers will be able to purchase products customized to 
their exact specifications, which will be 3-D printed and delivered right to their doorsteps.  

In other words, customization is here to stay. And Gen Y expects it.

“They want the 
world their way, 
and they want it 
now. They have 
grown up in a 
text-it or FedEx-
it, why-wait 
world.”
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According to Gross: “They want the world their way, and they want it now. They have 
grown up in a text-it or FedEx-it, why-wait world, and they don’t expect to wait. They 
expect unlimited choices, and they would like you to customize your product just for 
them.”

Social Awareness
Years ago, people who wanted to make a difference worked at a non-profi t group, while 
those who wanted to make money worked in the corporate world. A corporation that 
wanted to do something nice and get some good publicity would make a charitable 
contribution somewhere, or sponsor a worthy cause. 

Now non-profi ts have become more corporate, and the corporations have become 
more socially aware. It is possible for self-interest and ethical concerns to overlap—you 
can make money and make the world a better place at the same time. It’s a concept 
that really resonates with Gen Y—a generation that’s driven to make a difference in the 
world.

Transparency and corporate responsibility are important to Generation Y, more than 
other generations. Perhaps that’s the result of being raised as the most protected, 
supervised generation in history, shuttled off to day care and soccer practice in their 
car seats, while observing great tragedies such as school shootings and September 11 
during their young lives. 

Perhaps that’s also the result of watching the fall of companies like Enron due to 
unethical business practices, and learning about the threats of global warming all while 
being raised on technology, which has moved them to appreciate authentic and credible 
communication.

In any case, Generation Y values transparency, trust and authenticity, and is inspired to 
save the world. Here again, their values are infl uencing the values of the population at 
large. 

In 2010, amidst the Great Recession, Landor Associates conducted a survey to 
measure consumer perceptions. It found that despite the recession, 75% of consumers 
believed social responsibility is important, and 55% said they would choose a product 
that supports a particular cause against similar products that don’t.  Additionally, the 
survey found that 70% of consumers are willing to pay a premium for products from 
socially responsible companies. 

Interesting enough, nearly 50% of 18-24- and 25-34-year-olds that were surveyed were 
more likely to take a pay cut to work for a socially responsible company—a much higher 
percentage than any other age group. 

Generation Y is socially aware of the world around them and they frequently cite 
improving education, ending poverty, and saving the environment as their top concerns. 

Why Y Won’t Buy
Having grown up with technology and 
social media, it is no surprise Gen Ys 
have shifted their tastes from many 
of the services and products their 
parents embraced.  A fi nancial news 
company, 24/7 Wall St., researched 
data from a number of major research 
fi rms and government agencies and 
identifi ed eight products Generation Y 
will not buy.

1. Email From December 2009 to 
December 2010, email use among 
Generation Y dropped 59% and 
hasn’t bounced back. This generation 
prefers instant messaging and texting.

2. Televisions  Generation Y spends 
more time online, preferring to watch 
their favorite TV shows on their 
computer or through services like 
Hulu. 

3. Newspapers  Only 7% of 18-
to-24 years-olds reportedly read 
newspapers. Gen Y receives their 
news through social networking sites 
or Twitter. 

4. Beer  Four out of 10 people in their 
mid-20s have never tried regular beer, 
according to Budweiser estimates.  
This health-conscious group prefers 
light beer over regular.  

5. Cigarettes The largest decrease 
in cigarette use was among 18- to 
24-year olds, the age group that 
historically has the highest smoking 
rates.

6. Cars Ys are not buying cars, partly 
because they don’t necessarily value 
owning one, but (continued, page 7)
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The Millennial Consumer report published by Boston Consulting Group refers to the 
emergence of six key segments of the Gen Y consumer population—two of which are 
driven by social awareness:

• Hip-ennials want to make the world a better place. They are globally aware, 
 charitable, and information hungry and comprise the largest segment of Gen Y  
 consumers

• Clean and Green Millennials 
are focused on green initiatives and concerned about taking care of the world.  
They are more likely to buy products that support sustainable farming or fair trade 
principles.

This cause-driven mindset has propelled changes in existing businesses as well as 
start-ups. 

UK-based Pret A Manger, a fast dining restaurant chain, now donates their sandwiches 
to charity rather than extend the shelf life—tapping a value of the social-conscious Gen 
Y. 

Seven years ago a 32-year-old entrepreneur, Blake Mycoskie, created TOMS shoes 
and donates one pair of shoes to a child in need for every pair that is sold. His idea 
was formed when he visited Argentina in 2006 and was struck by the intense poverty 
and lack of shoes for children.  The company’s line of eyewear comes with the same 
promise to provide the means for someone’s sight to be restored with every purchase.  

The motto of this multi-million dollar company to ‘be in business to help change lives’ 
has resonated with Gen Y.  They respect TOMS as a brand that is aware of what is 
going on in the world and making it a better place along with Starbucks’ fair trade 
coffee, Nike’s shoe recycling to build playground surfacing projects, and Coca Cola’s 
Arctic Home campaign and plant bottles.

Companies that connect people to something bigger than themselves through their 
product or service will make a bigger impact with Generation Y.

Relationship-Building
The conversation has shifted. Generation Y is often criticized for not being a capable 
of effective interpersonal communication, but the fact is they have simply shifted their 
communication and relationship-building strategies onto online platforms. 

Generation Y are social creatures who love being part of the global conversation that 
social media affords. They value Facebook ‘likes’ and brands that have Facebook pages 
and mobile websites. Their social outings are usually in groups, whether it’s shopping, 
dining or traveling.  

“A girl walks into your restaurant and she’s walking in with 15 people on her phone. 
You’d better respect that.  That’s how she shops. People might poo-poo it and think 
they’re just taking pictures, but they have an immediate social connection which we 
(Boomers) didn’t have,” says Phibbs, The Retail Doctor. 

Social media is the one of the most advantageous delivery mechanisms for brands 

Why Y Won’t Buy 
(cont.)
also because they aren’t even getting 
licensed to drive.  Today, only 22% of 
drivers are under 30, down from one-
third of all licensed drivers in 1983. 
A study by Gartner research firm 
revealed that 46% of 18- to 24-year-
old drivers would choose access to 
the Internet over access to a car.  

7. Desktop Computers Generation 
Y is the only generational group to be 
more likely to own a laptop computer 
than a desktop computer. LAPTOP 
Magazine reported that those in 
Generation Y simply “are not buying 
PCs as their first, or necessarily main, 
device.” 

8. Landline Phones Landline phones 
and basic cell phones are obsolete 
to Generation Y, replaced by the 
smartphone. In fact, having their first 
smartphone is more liberating than 
the keys to a car. Bob Lutz in Forbes 
writes: “(Smartphones provide access 
to) Financial transactions, purchases, 
games, (and) movies…all rendering 
travel to banks, stores, sports events 
or theatres redundant. Generation 
Y stands at the forefront of the next 
chapter in mankind’s evolution: 
experiencing everything while going 
nowhere.”
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that want to get in front of this consumer in a way that is authentic and might go viral.  According to Phibbs, as much as Baby 
Boomers want to ignore the glut of ‘tweets’ and ‘likes’ on the cloud, and dislike that Ys are actively sharing their opinions, social 
media cannot be underestimated in its far-reaching capabilities.  

Just Facebook in and of itself is a powerful force. With more than a billion monthly active users—of which 618 million are active 
daily—and more than a trillion page views per month, Facebook drives more than 85% of online shopping sessions. 

The Millennial Consumer explains that Generation Y is more likely to use the Internet “as a platform to broadcast their thoughts 
and experiences and to contribute user-generated content”. Which is why this generation is far more engaged in activities such 
as rating products and services and uploading videos, images, and blog entries.

The rapid pace of users sharing and distributing information with each other makes it all the more important for businesses 
to engage customers in meaningful interactions that make them truly empowered participants, whether it’s sharing photos of 
products and inviting a response, announcing daily specials, or posting interesting news about the business. 

Oreo Cookies showed incredible agility by posting a timely ad 
on Twitter within minutes of the 2013 Super Bowl blackout that 
stated, “Power out?  No problem. You can still dunk in the dark.”  
Within hours it had been re-tweeted 15,000 times, had 20,000 
‘likes’ on Facebook, and had been posted on Tumblr. That kind 
of publicity cannot be measured. What can be measured is that 
it was free, compared to the $3.5 million price tag for a Super 
Bowl ad. 

“Smart companies are realizing the question we’ve been asking 
is all wrong, which is: ‘What’s the ROI on social media?’  It’s easy 
to say there’s none but the fact is we just don’t know how to 
measure it yet,” notes Phibbs.  

Walgreens also posted tweets during the blackout reminding 
viewers that they stock candles and lights.  Established brands 
like these that were prominent in the lives of Baby Boomers are 
showing a very nimble side by engaging the up-and-coming big 
spenders with Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Foursquare, and 
other social media platforms.

Bottom line: Generation Y values the opinions of their peers more 
than anyone else. They manage social networks of hundreds of 
‘friends’ and ‘followers’ whom they trust more than any expert, corporate, or academic mouthpieces. Their friends are number 
one in infl uencing their brand likes, which is why word-of-mouth, viral marketing is such a key force behind a brand’s rise in 
popularity.  

Sometimes, even the opinions of total strangers carry more weight than the opinions of experts—and certainly more weight than 
a marketing or sales professional. Generation Y values trust, and they don’t trust a marketer’s effort to sell them any product or 
service which is why they frequently consult user-generated review sites like TripAdvisor and Yelp.

Something to avoid when marketing to Gen Y? Surveys. Standard consumer survey approaches do not garner the response 
expected. Tech-savvy and text-savvy Gen Ys often are fatigued by wordy, lengthy demographic surveys and the old style of 
interrogation.

Instead, if companies want to know what Gen Ys want, they need to engage in a dialogue with them. It’s a conversation, and 
the conversation has shifted.
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Migrators

Just after the close of World War II, the last Great Migration in the United States—the move from the city to the new suburbs—
began to emerge, fueled by new roads, low congestion, and modest energy costs. It was a new beginning for Baby Boomers 
and the American Dream became synonymous with obtaining a big house, sprawling lawn, and white picket fence.

After that, it didn’t take long for the preferred retailers to do likewise, 
abandoning the city and following their customers to the suburbs. 

According to RCLCO, research analysts specializing in the real estate 
industry, 77% of Generation Y will live in an urban core and influence 
widespread urban revitalization until 2050. This lifestyle shift is rooted in 
Generation Y’s values, needs, and wants, and will certainly alter consumer 
behavior.

While they may be “overwhelmed, over-connected, overprotected, and over-
served,” according to Tim Elmore’s book, Generation iY: Our Last Chance 
to Save Their Future, Generation Y currently finds themselves attracted to 
things they did not have growing up. 

The Urban Migration resembles a bigger shift. Generation Y is literally 
migrating away from the interests and behaviors of their predecessors and 
the influences of their childhood. These migrations are great indicators to 
the types of marketing messages and themes that will motivate and appeal to Generation Y.

Safety to Adventure 
Generation Y has grown up in the safest environment in human history. The suburban cul-de-sac offered a safe place to play, 
with lower crime rates than cities. But despite this safe environment, the need to fill a 24 hour news cycle in the emerging world 
of cable and online communications brought every localized “stranger danger” news story to a national audience, giving rise to 
the overprotective Helicopter Parents who oversees every minute of their children’s lives. 

It should come as no surprise that this over-protected generation now seeks frequent opportunities to travel and celebrates 

dangerous and exciting sports activities like skydiving, rock climbing and bungee jumping.

Isolated to Connected 
While the suburban cul-de-sac lifestyle offered a safe environment, it also produced an isolated and disconnected environment. 
Today’s children rarely have the freedom to roam beyond the cul-de-sac, ensuring their social lives are determined by the quality 
of friends on the same street, together with the nature of their scheduled social interactions beyond their neighborhood.

As a result, Generation Y wants to be more connected and less isolated than previous generations. They manifest this desire in 
their full-on embrace of social media and their desire to live in places where they can be around others—including the densest, 
most active areas of cities.

Inconvenient to Convenient
Convenience is another word for time, and Generation Y has a low tolerance for spending time on things associated with the 
suburban lifestyle, such as Saturdays filled with yard work or long commutes in the car. Instead, they want the convenience of 
living close to the things they need and the things they do. 

This shift is apparent in urban development, as well as the automobile industry. Generation Y would much rather take a bus 
or train where they can work and be connected to the Internet and social media, than own or drive a car. A car is no longer a 



Trophy Kids

Generation Y has been referred to as the Trophy Generation because they have always been rewarded for participation and 
not achievement. In 2008, Ron Aslop’s book, The Trophy Kids Grow Up: How the Millennial Generation Is Shaking Up the 
Workplace, explained that Gen Y’s sense of entitlement is an ingrained trait. 

Indeed, Generation Y has always been rewarded for participation and not achievement. They were lavishly praised and often 
received trophies when they excelled (and sometimes when they didn’t) to avoid damaging their self-esteem. In fact, this 

convenience if it’s a 20-minute trip to buy a quart of milk.  

This is simply another way of saying convenience matters to Generation Y, and should be a priority consideration when marketing 
products and services to this generation.

The Digital Natives have grown up with the world at their fingertips, able to communicate within seconds around the world. As 
such, they are programmed to get things instantly. More convenience, more cashiers, mobile checkouts, fully stocked inventory, 
clearly marked prices, and easy-to-navigate websites are all gratifying to this fast-moving, want-it-now crowd.   

XYZ University conducted a survey with Gen Ys in fall 2012. Their value for ‘instant gratification’ and an exceptional customer 
experience is evident in many of the survey comments.

• “Time is a huge factor—urgency of need. Sometimes 
Amazon isn’t even quick enough and I have to go to the store.”

• “If I get stuck trying to find info about a product, I give 
up or switch products/companies pretty quickly. Just give me a price and don’t make me carry coupons.”

They value ease and efficiency in all their transactions, often shopping at 
convenience stores for groceries and dining at fast-casual restaurants like Culvers 
and Chipotle.  Specialty stores like Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods are enjoying 
cult-like followings as much for their organic and locally produced food as for 
their easy in-and-out neighborhood grocer feel.

Increased integrated mobile and store interaction and a strategic online presence 
are a must in reaching Generation Y.  Some retailers, like JCPenny, are offering 
in-store Web access through self-service kiosks and workstations to engage 
customers and link them to their online products. Consumers can purchase the 
items right there and have them shipped to their home, or finalize a sale at an 
in-store register.

In addition, barcode scanning is on the brink of going mainstream according to studies cited by Retail Customer Experience 
Top 100. One study conducted by Liz Claiborne Inc. and Group SJR found that about half of smartphone and tablet owners 
between the ages of 18 to 64 said they planned to scan barcodes to get additional information about a product.  

SpyderLynk CEO Nicole Skogg says mobile barcodes offer unmatched opportunity to increase brand value by adding measurable 
interactive functionality and richer consumer engagement.

“Some brands are allowing you to scan the tag and find out where everything is made. They want to be very transparent 
because that’s the audience they’re going after,” says Phibbs. “The best retailers are coming up with something different that 
speaks to that generation.“
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generation was treated so delicately that many schoolteachers stopped grading papers and tests in harsh-looking red ink.

Their Baby Boomers parents aspired for the corner office and title of president and CEO, and Generation Y has followed in their 
footsteps placing a high premium on success including academic accolades, philanthropy, and sports and other extracurricular 
activities. 

As a result, Ys want loads of attention and guidance from employers. They want to know how they’re doing weekly, even daily. 
They crave structure, affirmation, and positive reinforcement. 

Not surprising, this desire for attention and guidance applies to Gen Y’s buying decisions, too. 

meCommerce
Matt Lauzon, the founder and president of Gemvara, was quoted in a Bostinno article referring to something he calls 
meCommerce—the idea of truly integrating the customer into the shopping experience, be it through customization of products 
to the crowd-sourcing of inventory. The concept of meCommerce puts the consumer first. 

Lauzon said he believes the executive culture that is “thinking about the company first and not the customer first” will get left 
behind with Gen Y in the long run.

The cornerstones of meCommerce are happiness, rewards, and service.

Happiness Sells 
Take Zappos.com, the online shoe retailer that built its business on massive inventory, free shipping, and real-life-human 
customer service. The company’s CEO, Tony Hsieh, put a premium on happiness from the very beginning. He even authored a 
book about the experience titled, Delivering Happiness. 

The result is a customer base that doesn’t just buy shoes because they need them, but shops at Zappos because the entire 
experience is a positive one. Order a pair of sneakers and the box arrives in days. It’s bright yellow and covered in the world 
‘happy’.

In addition, Generation Y will not respond well to tactics or messages rooted in negativity or criticism and they won’t embrace 
anything ambiguous or meaningless. They always want to know how a product or service will make their lives better; how their 
purchase will ‘reward’ them by providing something of value to themselves or to others. 

This ‘trophy’ mentality will often come into play in Gen Y’s buying decisions.

Rewards Count
Many retailers, businesses, and now apps are using rewards programs – the retail 
version of a trophy for Gen Y. 

With ShopKick a consumer simply walks into a participating store, checks in via 
the app, and earns points. Since the points can be redeemed for rewards like gift 
cards, vouchers and discounts at stores, more shopping is encouraged. Numerous 
other points-for-prizes apps exist including CheckPoints, Wikits, and iPoints.

Groupon, Living Social, and other coupon sites have engaged this generation well, 
to the point that they’ve become addicted in a sense to discounts.  Research 
shows 30% of Groupon deals are never redeemed, leading some to believe that it’s 
more about scoring a deal and the thrill of the hunt, than the actual coupon. 

Service, service, service
With Gen Y habitually interacting with their world through whatever channel, device, 



Authenticity Matters

The Trophy Kids mentality isn’t all rewards and roses. Yes, Generation Y wants to engage with brands that make them feel 
appreciated, valuable, and important. Yes, they really appreciate and expect a positive consumer experience. 

But the Trophy Kids are also really smart consumers. They can spot a bait-and-switch from a 
mile away and they resist anything that resembles a sales pitch.  In other words, don’t try to 
use their ‘trophy’ upbringing to your advantage. Flattery will get you nowhere.

“I want facts about products, not sales pitches,” says Alison Whitaker, a Minneapolis-based 
Gen Y educator and graduate student in Marriage and Family Therapy.

An obsession with simplicity and authenticity is essential with this group of young consumers. 
Crystal-clear, no frills communication that helps people connect how your product or service 
makes their lives better is key, reports Fast Company in the article, Why Millennials Don’t Want 
to Buy Stuff. 

The demand for authenticity has propelled the 75-year-old Krispy Kreme into the new 
Millennium. Krispy Kreme uses the original recipe and some of the original machinery to 
produce its 200-calorie original glazed doughnut with 10 grams of sugar.

According to Dwayne Chambers, Chief Marketing Officer of Krispy Kreme, it’s not about 
selling doughnuts anymore. Krispy Kreme is selling the doughnut-making experience and that 
contributes to people’s joy, notes Chambers. 

“When we try to control brand too much, we stifle it. We want our fans to own the brand,” he told attendees at Retail’s BIG 
Show 2013. In the past, Krispy Kreme has been criticized for its fattening product. Now, Krispy Kreme is embracing this fact. 
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or touchpoint they can, one would think it would be easier than ever to reach this consumer market. Quite the opposite has 
proven to be true. Multi-channel marketing provides tremendous opportunity, but also tremendous challenge.

In fact, Protiviti ranks customer loyalty as the top non-financial business challenge companies are facing today. Likewise, 
retaining and engaging customers rank among the toughest challenges in business.  

Perhaps companies are so distracted with multiple-channel marketing that they have neglected good old-fashioned customer 
service. XYZ University’s survey revealed that Generation Y places a high value on service. 

They want personalized, knowledgeable human interaction when they come into a place of business.  They want to see that the 
business is connected to the buyer’s needs, that the sales associates understand the product and who they are selling to. They 
value a clean and pleasant atmosphere and a commitment to customer service with adequate staff present to address issues 
and solve problems.  They also want that personal touch—a thank you for their business and a request that they come again. 

The following comments posted on the survey reference service:

• “Personal touches are always appreciated. This is why 
I prefer smaller stores to large retailers.”

• “Nobody needs $4 coffee from Starbucks but we all 
buy it because they have a good product, are customer focused, treat employees decent, are socially aware. It seems we 
(Generation Y) all reward that when we can.”
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Future Forward

Empowerment
Gen Y wants to do something important with their purchases. 
You’ll notice this sentiment in Apple’s commercials, which 
depict ways people use products to do amazing things like 
curating music, crafting three-dimensional spreadsheets, or 
using FaceTime to call loved ones.

WHAT SELLS: Explain how your product or service makes 
people’s lives better and make the message as simple as 
possible. This is an instant gratification generation; simplicity 
is essential.

Connectivity
Many times the joy of having something isn’t in the having, 
but in the sharing. When we share something we like with 
people we like it creates a bond, and this is especially 
meaningful to Gen Y.

WHAT SELLS: Find ways to connect people to other 
people through your business. Sales isn’t really about selling 
anymore, it’s about building a community.

Causes
Gen Y is driven by the desire to make a difference.

WHAT SELLS: Connect people to something bigger than 
themselves through your product or service. A bigger impact 
is almost always there, we just tend to forget about it or fail 
to market it.

Creativity
Gen Y hates to be sold anything and ignores advertising.

WHAT SELLS: Think grassroots. Launch hip events, viral 
videos, social media, student fans, and street teams.

A lousy economy and rapidly changing technology is likely 
changing every generation’s buying habits. Chances are, 
we’re all spending less on physical products.

Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe our focus is shifting off 
the material things and onto the more important things, like 
relationships, quality of life, and a creating a better world.

In that case, we can thank Generation Y for giving us a 
message worth marketing.

The arrival of Generation Y has ushered in an entirely new era of consumerism. All of this change can be boiled down to one 
simple fact: the balance between supply and demand has been altered and the value of owning “stuff” has been diminished.

The value of products and services no longer lies in acquisition—or purchasing. The value now lies in the doing. 

That means products or services are only powerful and meaningful to Generation Y when they connect them to something 
or someone else. Obviously, this is a whole new approach to consumerism. We’ve never experienced anything quite like this 
before. And as this report has brought to the forefront several times—what motivates Gen Y to buy has started to influence the 
rest of us, as well.

So consumerism overall is moving into a whole new realm. We can’t identify with certainty what this means for the future of 
consumerism and the American economy, but we do know that marketing will probably never be the same.

A few additional tips to keep in mind when marketing to Generation Y:

Chambers says Krispy Kreme doesn’t want to hide its product, even allowing consumers to watch how the doughnuts are 
made through a glass-walled open kitchen. He says Krispy Kreme is focusing on being authentic and transparent, and Gen Y 
likes that. 

According to Chambers, Gen Y makes up a good portion of Krispy Kreme’s 4.5 million Facebook fans. They have also embraced 
the mobile app that alerts them when hot doughnuts are nearby using its familiar Hot Light icon.

Remember: Whether you’re selling doughnuts, insurance, or clothes—it’s really not about selling at all.
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