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The' J.ntc•rest in the market is 
growing daily ... we've had blinders on 
to anyotH' who wasn't young, raising a 
blg family and .in the "age of acqui
sition." (Bu3_!t:l_ess Wee·~, November 19, 
1979). 

That stal<'IIH'nl JWrsonLflc•s :t rl'nc•wed stratcglc intc>n•st 
ln om• of t Itt• fnfltc•st growing sl'gmc•nts of the mark<-'t 
the eld<·rl y. As th<· t<•c•n and early-20's sc,gmPnts 
shr~1k in slz" bl'cnuse of population attrition, many 
markl'll'rs iHlV<' bc>gnn to re-examinP the>.ir target segment 
strntq;les. Tltls papl'r examlnc>s that growth segmc•nt 
wlth thc• oh\t•ctiv<' of bringing together a conceptual 
framework for further research. 

Introduction - Demography 

The elderly market, defined for purposes of this paper 
as individuals sixty years of age or older,_has become 
a significant segment in terms of both size and pur
chasing power. It has doubled in size since 1950 and 
today represents 11 percent of the total U.S. popula
tion, and continues to grow at a rate approximately 
twice that of the under sixty segment. By the year 
2003, the elderly segment is expected to grow to 38 
million persons, or 14 percent of the total U.S. popu
lation. The estimates for the year 2030 - 55 million 
persons and 18 percent - are even more impressive 
(Businc:._s_s ___ YI~c<~t:, September 3, 1979). 

Tht> growth t n·nd in the eldc,rly segment has a number of 
contributing Factors. Life expc>ctancy in the United 
States ls currently 73.2 years for the total population 
wlth a projection of the· improvement in 1ife l'Xpectancy 
trend Lo continue to the end of the 20th century and an 
averag<' expectancy figure of 80 years (Rice, 1979). 

If tlw current deel ines in mortality tables are assumed 
to contlnu<', then the over-65 generation will increase 
i.n sizP 'i9 percent, while ti1e population as a whole is 
expectc>d to incrc>ase by only 28 percent (Rice, 1979). 

Tlw grl'alt•r llfc• c•xpt·l'lancy tlf femalc•s over ma1t!S (77.1 
vc•rsus 69.] years) means that elderly womPn represent a 
greatl'r f>L•rcc>ntagL' of thl' total (57 .8% in 1980) and 
will cnntilllll' to lncn·mw Lhc•Lr proportional share to 
an estlm<ttvd 59 pc'rcrmt by the year 2000 (Fowles, 
(J974). 

The purchasing power of individuals sixty and over ls 
substantial. The median income in 1979 For the 24.4 
mill.ion Pldt•rly, aecordlng to the• Kenyon and Eckhardt 
avth•rtising ngL·ncy. was $8,063 (Bus~_tl_f_'J>.S Week, November 
19, 1979). ln tc•rms of aggrc•gate income, the figure is 
w<·.ll ovl'r $100 bl lllon. Indeed, tlw aggregate' income 
of the l'ldc>rly segment is over twice that of the under 
25 markc•L, which has bec•n the focus of considerable 
marketing attunLion over the last two decades. Income, 
of course, rc>presents only part of the elderly's pur
chasing powl•r. As Atchley (1972) has noted, "[the 
c•lderly' s] p<·r-capita assets are the highest of any age 
group." 

l'l.nally l.n tills dc•mographic review is the fact that the 
l'!dc·r 1 y ar" nol as wide· Ly dispersed as other segments 
in Lhe markc>l and are concentrated in two geographic 
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areas. Analysis of 1978 ':ensus Bureau data shows this 
concentration in a band rrmning north and south from 
Texas to Minnesota, approximately two states wide, and 
in the state of Florida. 

Elderly Buyer Behavior 

Contributing to the demographic profile available to 
marketers is a limited selection of behavioral studies 
of elderly buying. Among these is the author's work 
(Towle and Martln, 1976) which shows the elderly con
sum<'r is not generally brand loyal (less than 9 per
cent), and that nearly two-thirds (60 percent) are 
psychographically described as candid, self-assured, 
stubborn and dominating. Certainly this is distinct 
from the oft inferred "grandmotherly image" portrayal 
found in much advertising. 

Other than this earlier work, the principle research on 
this segment's buying behavior seems to have concen
trated on information processing and the impact of in
store attributes on purchase decision-making. 

Impersonal Information in the Decision Process 

Overall Media Usage. Using an AID-Covariate analysis 
(Rao, et. al., 1976) on data generated in a major time 
use study by the Institute for Social Research at the 
University of Michigan, we found that age was a pre
dictor of use and enjoyment of newspapers (Hendrix and 
Martin, 1980). The study utiltzed the AID-Covariate 
algorithm to examine usage and enjoyment of three broad 
media classes: television, magazines and newspapers. 
However, only for newspapers was age a predictor of the 
covariates of enjoyment and media usage. These find
ings support the earlier conclusion of Bernhardt and 
Kinnear (1976) that newspaper readership is greater 
among the elderly than among the younger segments in 
the populatton. This author's own research concludes 
that the "older the respondent, the greater time de
voted to reading a newspaper and correspondingly the 
greater enjoyment associated with that reading" 
(Hendrix and Martin, 1980). 

Added to this is an earlier finding that elderly women 
buyers are more reliant on newspaper advertising in 
thl'ir fashion decision than are younger women (Martin, 
1971). 

Additional data on media usage indicates the elderly 
are less likely to read home-oriented, general reader
ship magazines than the younger segments (Bernhardt and 
Kinnear, 1976) and that television is ranked first in 
usage (French and Crask, 1974). 

~edia ~ffectiveness and Credibil~. French and Crask 
(1974) tested several aspects of elderly usage of, and 
attitude toward, mass media. That study confirmed the 
usage patterns described above, but it also reported 
that the elderly found television to be their most re
liable information source. The data from that study 
showed that advertising in general is not only impor
tant as a source of information, but also serves as a 
motivator for the buying decision. A majority of the 
respondents in the French and Crask (1974) study (72 
percent) said that advertising was an important source 



of information to them, while 55 percent said that ad
vertising influenced thelr product choice. 

The same• resc,arch also examined the advertising con
tt•nt nnd c•fft•ctlvc•twss. TlJt• conclusion dr.1wn from that 
data Is I h;ll advt•rt !sin)', dln•ctt:d at lht• bro;Jticr mnr
kt•t, rathc·r thnn SJH'clflcally targetted to Uw t?ld<'rly, 
w [ 11 rl'<'t.' I vv hIgher rc·ca I I scores by lhe elderly. 

'l'lw d;Jla above· is consistent with John Howard's obser
vation that "You have• a psychological thing h"re. Many 
JWOJllc· don' L want to lw rl'mindvd thnt th<'y arc• old, and 
tht•y oflt'tl Lvntl to n•nct against advertising and mar
lu·t: lng progrnms Lilal Ht•parate them from the masses" 
(B':_ts_i_n~:_ss _\>J_,:_•_~k, NoVl'mbc·r 20, 1971). 

J'oint-of-l'urchast• in the Dcci.sion Process 

Ont• of thv author's earliest studies examined the 
c•J derly fc•ma i c• consumer and hc•r apparel purchasing 
(Hartin, I 'J71). That Jata showed that "the older 
wonltttl sl1ops ln IL•w,..-r st orcs, both in lhc aggn..>gatQ and 
on Lht• d;Jy of" purcilns<'." ln addltlon that study rc
porlt'd th;ll Lilt• c•ldt'rly woman consumer was Sl'.ldom ac
c·omp;~n it•d hy a "shopping pal" and tendc·d to shop and 
huy in t'llh"r ltlgh faslli.on wonwn's specialLy sLorc•s or 
In tradltion;ll Cull-lin<' dl'partmL•nL stores. Confirming 
this wns til<' find.lng by llL•rnhardL and Kinnear (1976) 
that the• eld .. rly sc'gmt'nl doc•s lc•ss shopping as a group 
1 han do youngc•r sl'gm<'nl s and that they favor shorping 
In Lrad [ tlon;J I cl<'partm<'nl >llon•s, particulnrly for ap-· 
p;~rel. Tht· t'tlllclw-don drawn is that tilt' <'1<1<-rly con
sLtmt•r rt•lit•>< Vt•ry lltilt• on J'<'<'r word-of-mouth infor
m;lllon In lh<· tJ,.,·Jslon prt>t'c•sH. Not only do lht' l'id
t•rly tc•mJ to t'Sl'ht•W tJa• lH'Wl'[' forms of rt•La[lcrs snch 
as dlscounlc•rs (llc•rnhardt nnd Kinnear, 1976) and con
centr<Jtc· on more traditional channels, hut tlwy are 
l_ll_O_!:_~ _ __i_'c:_l_i_il_~lt ___ c_>_n ___ S_!l_l_e_sj>ersuns for the point-of-purchase 
_fE__f.':'_r~'l_L iorl ___ l-_n thl'lr dec is ion process (Martin, 1971). 

Conversely, a recent study that deals with information 
processing by tile elderly (Bearden and Mason, 1979) re
ports a consistl'nt lack of familiarity with three 
point-of-purchase shopping aids, but usage of those 
thre'' by the elderly in their buying decision. The 
three aiJs tested were unit pricing, nutrititional 
labeling and opccn-cod<O elating. The data show the eld
erly shoppc•r's familiarity with the three was signifi
cantly l<•ss tl<nn a national average. Again, the para
dox tmcovcn'd by the researchers is a lack of famili
ar ily, but usngc·. This suggests, for instance, that 
opendate coding serves as an assurance to the elderly 
consuliH'r tlwt the' product i.s fresh, though there• is a 
l;ll'k ol tcndl'rSI;tnding of how lilt.' datlng systc·m otwr-
at cH or what It rL·presvnLs. 

Cvrtalnly Lhv sltcdil's citvd concerning thL• impact of 
po lnt--of-ptcrchas<> nttributes are 1imi.ted, but th<'Y do 
minlmnJ l.y 1mgges t a hypothesi.s that marketer supplied 
information at the point-of-purchase apparently c.on
tributt·s sIgn if Lcantly to the buying decision, though 
thl' mechanism by which this affects the decision is 
unclear. 

New !lehavioral Data 

Ht•cc·ntl y lite' ;Jllthor cone luclt·d nnotlwr study of" c'ldvrly 
c·onsumc·rs wltkh, wld.le concentrating on thL•Lr purchase 
of flnnnclal rvtirement st•rviccs, does add to the con
struct or buyer behavior. In this recent effort we ex
amitwd the· l' 1 dvr ly consumers' use of various types of 
invcstmc•nls, ckbt inslruml'nts, sources of financial 
advlcc·, nnd nl titudes toward financial management ser
v lees. To fac ll itatL' this study we c>xamined the simi.
larit:lc·s and di ffcrt'llcl's lwlween tlw elderly and non
l'ldc•t:ly st•gmt·nl s Jn tc•t:'ms oi· the• dimc·nsions noted a-
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bove. 

Data 

The data are drawn from a recent survey conducted by 
thv Survl'y Research Center, Institute for Social Re
SL>arch, University of Michigan. Questions pertaining 
to financial matters were included i.n the June, 1980, 
"Survey of Consumer Atti.tudes." 

The national telephone survey consisted of intervi.ews 
with some 688 adult men and women living in households 
in the coterminus United States. The national prob
ability sample was selected utilizing a computer al
gorithm designed by SRC to randomly generate phone 
numbers. Of the 688 respondents, 26.1 percent were 60 
years of age or older. 

The questionnaire was designed by the author with two 
waves of pre-tests before inclusion in the June survey. 
All interviewing was conducted by the SRC's profes
sional interviewing staff. 

Results 

Particularly important for this paper were the areas 
concerning behavior and attitudes toward retirement 
planning. 

In that context the sources of advice which elderly 
consumers rely upon 1.n making investment decisions are 
of int<'r<'st. As Tahle 1 shows, we seG a very similar 
pntLL•rn ncross tlw two sPgm<mts. The most significant 
dHfc•rc•m·c• lA Jn tl'rtns of the· usc• of frltmds ns an Jn
vestmc>nt advisor. The elderly are much less likely to 
use this source, similar to the data uncovered in re
tail buying behavior and discussed earlier in this 
paper. 

TABLE 1 
INVESTMENT ADVISORS 

(Percentage of Respondents by Age Class) 

Investment Advisor 
Currently Used 

Accountant 
Banker 
Broker 
Tax Advisor 
Lawyer 
Jlr ic·nds 

~ 
Under-60 Over-60 

3.4 
9.4 
1.5 
2.6 
2.5 

18.3 

5.2 
10.1 

3.2 
2.8 
1.1 
5.5 

The most striking divergence between the elderly and 
non-elderly segments appears not in behavior, but rath
er in attitudes. The elderly percei.ve i.nvestment deci
sion-making as less difficult than do their younger 
counterparts, as Table 2 shows. Moreover, they eschew 
paying for advice. In fact, even if the choice were 
affordable, both the elderly and non-elderly segments 
would rather do their own financial planning than hire 
an advisor. 



(Percentage of Respondents by Age Class)

TABLE 2
ATTITUDES TOWARD INVESTMENT DECISIONS AND SERVICE

At ti t ud o-_.__.•

Would pay for investment advice

T f choice w('rl' a f fordable:

~e
Under Over

60 60

several major sub-segments (Towle and Mnrtin, 1976).
Us.ing 13 demographic, 20 psychographic and 10 buying
style measures there were six distinct sub-segments of
the elderly market identified.

Certainly future researchers must be aware of this
lack of homogeneity in examining the elderly market
and its possible sub-segments. However, the need to
expand the research into a conceptualization of the
elderly consumer's buying behavior and how it differs
from the younger segments is called for. Hopefully
the outline of c.ertain dimensions of that behavior re
ported here will be helpful for future researchers.

Despite this apparent self-reliance) it is alarming
that only 12.9 percent of the elderly report having a
financial plan in place, compared to 27.1 percent of
those under 60. Of those who do not, a very small
minority - 12.5 percent - indicated that they would
pay someone to puL such a plan together for them.

Difficulty of investment decision/making:

Hire investment advisor
Do own planning

Very difficult
Some difficulty
Not at all difficult

16.5
79.6

24.8
32.7
37.1

17.2
72.0

19.1
18.1
47.2
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