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Targeting Twentysomethings: 

Strategies That Work

They're Huge, Rich, Adventure Seeking, Cynical, and Sophisticated (Sometimes)

By David Ashley Morrison

TWENTYSOMETHING™ INC.

So, you've decided to target twentysomethings?  Smart move.   After all, this slice of the larger young adult market is nearly 38 million strong (and growing), spends more than $150 billion annually, is predisposed towards early adoption, and the bulk of its brand loyalties are still in a state of flux.   Outperform your competition and you'll generate immediate gains to the bottom line while building lasting brand loyalties.  Miss the boat and you risk giving away a priceless competitive advantage.

Your packaging could be the ONLY thing that young adults see... or one of a dozen packages that don't even register on their collective radar.  Despite the target's size, it is frighteningly easy to miss the mark because of the market's unique mindset and lifestyle needs.  Here are two important perspectives on twentysomethings -- who they are and strategies for successfully targeting them.

TODAY'S TWENTYSOMETHINGS

To be successful, packaging must address the unique mindset and leading behavioral drivers of today's young adults.  The market's psyche is driven by several key factors:

Rapidly Evolving

[image: image2.png]


[image: image3.png]



Young adults are evolving at warp speed in language, lifestyle, usage, consideration set, and attitudes.  What's cool today, may be passé tomorrow: brands can become obsolete faster than a speeding train.
Market Savvy

Today's young adults are acutely aware that they are a highly desirable target market.  In a time when advertising has infiltrated pop culture, twentysomethings are well versed with the dynamics of marketing and sales: they've "been there, done that".  Don't be fooled... the market may look naïve, but it's composed of highly experienced and enlightened consumers.

Cynical

Having been touched by crime, AIDS, drugs, corporate downsizing, and an endless parade of political scandals, twentysomethings expect to be mugged by marketers.  (Sad, but true.)   Product claims are instantly interpreted as hype and greeted with intense skepticism.

Time Crunched

Packaging can, and should, help facilitate faster decision-making.  Young adults live in an accelerated culture where time is a precious commodity.  No matter what their age or socioeconomic status, they are struggling to balance work and leisure.   Products and services that deliver increased productivity or improved quality of life will be duly rewarded.
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"Adventure Seeking"

With the advent of the Global Village, young adults are taking full advantage of what the world has to offer in music, food, culture, fashion, travel, ad infinitum.  They love to "adventure seek" and have the financial resources to do so.  Except for a few lucky brands, young adults typically brand surf from one product to the next.  As such, this audience is usually the first to adopt a new product, brand, or line extension.

Culturally Diverse

Today's young adults are the most ethnically diverse group in American history.  Remember, folks, this is the "MTV Generation".  A gangster rap video here, an alternative rock video there, Tommy Hilfiger in the inner city, FUBU in the suburbs have blurred the lines that once formally separated one ethnic group from another.  The implications on packaging strategy have yet to be fully understood.

Sophisticated (Sometimes)
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the market is NOT as sophisticated about most product categories as it would like you to believe.

For example, few 21 year olds can distinguish the difference between a subpremium beer versus a quality import based on taste alone.  Strip away the design cues that convey a premium taste promise, such as an elegant/ornate label design and dark glass bottle, and most young adults would simply experience another "brewskie".   In some cases (pun intended), packaging IS the sole basis for brand personality. 

So, is it impossible to develop on-target packaging and related strategies for the young adult market?  Certainly not.  The crux is understanding the role packaging plays and then developing superior strategies that bridge your business goal(s) with the lifestyle needs and mindset of your intended audience.   Here are several tips that we find ourselves repeatedly sharing with our clients:

ON-TARGET STRATEGIES

By understanding the larger twentysomething collective psyche, marketers can use the following checklist to maximize their brand packaging strategies.

Recognize Differences Across Key Subsets

Young adults are NOT a monolithic audience.  Depending on the category, teens may have very different packaging needs than those of young professionals.   Similarly, differences may extend across gender, race, relationship to category, education, household income, and geography.

Easy Read

Because time is a precious commodity, facilitate the decision making process by providing only the most essential information in an easy-to-read format.   Holding the market's attention span in low involvement, low cost categories is akin to pulling teeth.  The crux of your messaging should be flagged to stop prospective target members dead in their tracks.  Keep it simple with flags, visuals, and bullet points; follow-up with detailed information, as needed, elsewhere on the package.

Empower

Young adults, like everyone else, want to feel important.  Empower the market psychologically vis-à-vis emphasizing (with great subtlety) items with "badge value", such as consumer electronics, cellular phones, fashion apparel and accessories, footwear, and other portable items.  Pursuing this particular strategy requires a firm grasp of understanding the interplay of your product category, brand, and consumer psychodynamics.

Be Believable

Young adults are undeniably jaded about marketing. Enthusiastically promote your product and its key attributes; however, be sure to deliver on each point.  Don't overstep the boundaries of credibility for your category as well as for your brand.  Hip brands such as Sony, Pepsi-Cola, and Nike can push the envelope much more than staid ones.

Avoid Stereotyping

Recognizing the incredible sense of diversity prevalent among their own peer group, young adults recoil at being pigeonholed.  
Twentysomethings crave one-on-one relationships with marketers as evidenced by our ongoing research which has found that copy pronouns such as "you" tend be much more effective than "young adults" or "Generation X/Y" because of the implicit ambiguity.   Also, if you're visually depicting the market, be sure to show ethnic and gender diversity.

Recognize Aspirational Needs
Contrary to widespread slander in the media, young adults are not apathetic slackers.  This audience is highly motivated and forward thinking.   Our firm has interviewed countless high school freshmen that have mentally created eight-year "life plans" on how to land those dream jobs once they graduate from college!  Feed this need, when appropriate, through packaging tonality and copy tied to the product promise.

Find the Optimal Balance Between Information and Entertainment

Some packagers (e.g., Coca-Cola) need only entertain because they're established market leaders in low involvement categories.  Conversely, other packaging (e.g., new products, line extensions, high priced items), must provide adequate product information to properly facilitate understanding and influence favorable decision-making.  Be sure to test graphics and copy to ensure that the key elements are on-target with the market's language, lifestyle, and needs.

Innovate

Young adults like meaningful innovations for two reasons: (a) they are on a perpetual quest for new experiences, and (b) they crave a more meaningful, simple, and productive life.  Unique packaging aesthetics (e.g., Coca-Cola's contour bottle) and increased functionality (e.g., Gatorade's squeeze top) will score big.  Create a "3-D" construct of the packaging contents.  In general, packaging should bring your product alive -- not enshroud it in mystery.  Strategically use copy, color, fonts, design, "windows", texture, and other key elements to your advantage.

Be as Hip as Possible (but Stay True to Your Brand Identity)

Naturally, consumers will gravitate to packaging that demonstrates a better understanding of their needs.  Don't ever overstep the boundaries of hipness for either your category or your brand, otherwise you'll be labeled a poseur.  For instance, the use of slang (e.g., "cool") may be better suited for some product categories or brands than  others.  "Slanguage" can help a package resonate with a BOOM!  Street talk can also just as equally backfire if misused or abused.

Strive to Create Brand Equity

You may already have packaging components that have become urban legend, such as Rolling Rock's "No. 33" on the label, which is common cocktail conversation.  If you lack such equity in your packaging presently, such as a contour shape, then create it.  One novel approach for generating brand equity, based on our firm's ongoing experience, is to tell a compelling story about the brand's history, helping to create a "living, breathing" company.  Ben & Jerry's Homemade, for example, struck gold by telling a tale of two (obvious) hippies who wanted to make (a) delicious ice cream and (b) the world a better place.

Avoid Fine Print as Much as Possible

Cynical and acutely alert, young adults relentlessly read fine print whether out of boredom or genuine curiosity.  Minimize legalese and all other copy that doesn't directly contribute to a positive packaging construct.  Fine print compromises integrity; reduce it to only the barest of essentials.

Demonstrate Environmental Friendliness

In an age where some cars are 85% recyclable, young adults will be drawn to "green" packaging as long as the incremental price premium does not exceed the market's reservation price.  Minimize waste materials and highlight the use of recycled or recyclable components.

Provide a Vehicle for Self-Expression

Let the market use your packaging to express itself.  Badge value is frequently spoken of in bars where beer drinkers use their bottles to convey something positive about themselves to others.  But badge value can extend well beyond the bar. Bloomingdale's transformed a generic paper bag into a high society status item simply by using oversized proportions and a simple graphic reading "Big Brown Bag".

Show "Fit"

Use pictures and copy to demonstrate how the product configures to the lifestyle of young adults and provides meaningful benefits (versus the competition).   Show lifestyle relevance.  Coca-Cola's OK Soda failed miserably here as brand managers and package designers completely misread the market's underlying needs.   Young adults want a soft drink for a variety of reasons: refreshment, excitement, and fun (to name a few). In the case of OK Soda, which ultimately died in test markets, a soft drink that commiserates with the downside of being a young adult completely misses the mark.

Build Trust

Allay concern and skepticism by providing guarantees directly on the packaging.  Young adults love "money back guarantees with no questions asked" because of the perceived minimized risk.  Demonstrate the company's complete dedication to customer satisfaction with the package itself via a website and toll-free 24/7 customer support "hotline".  

Satisfy the Need for New Experiences


Break through the clutter with humor, color, creativity, and innovation.  However, your package's unique selling proposition (USP) must be in keeping with the category, contents, brand perceptions, and market expectations.  Use packaging to make new products really new and to refresh age-old brands.  

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX (LITERALLY AND FIGURATIVELY)
Packaging represents a rare chance to engage and titillate your audience.  The Vermont Teddy Bear Company, for example, ships its bears in paperboard boxes much like its competitors.  However, the box is unique in that it features an air hole for the occupant's comfort while the teddy bear is in transit.  A little whimsy goes a long way in differentiating this company from its competition and helps it to maintain a premium market positioning.

As a closing thought to this myriad of strategic and tactical packaging ideas, take a final step back and look at your packaging both (a) from the perspective of your intended target and (b) within a competitive context.

· How does your packaging stand up in the "real world"?  Does it successfully break through the clutter or get swallowed up? 
· How well does it convey the intended message when placed against the packaging of your competitors?  Does your eye stay on your package or wander to somebody else's better elements?  
If these questions make you even the least bit queasy with your current packaging or product positioning, it may be time for a redesign.

Packaging should both delight the eye as well as inform.  The proper "mix" is based on several key variables such as the category, target's relationship to category, brand, distribution channel, and so forth.  The real trick to targeting young adults, if there is one, is to gain an in-depth, "real time" understanding of your target audience... its expectations, fears, aspirations, usage, and attitudes.  Only then can a company design packaging that fully leverages its full potential and successfully bridges with the inner wants and desires of today's young adult consumers.
   

David Ashley Morrison is the President and Founder of TWENTYSOMETHING™ INC. Based in Radnor, PA, his firm specializes in young adult consulting, research & trend forecasting for clients such as Coca-Cola, Nokia, Procter & Gamble, McDonald's, AT&T, Citibank, Kraft, GM, and Time Warner. David can be reached at (610) 940-1570 or david@twentysomething.com. 
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