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We live in a world
that is optimised
for younger
people and
businesses still
tend to remain
obsessed with the
traditional,
younger customer
segments, even in
the face of clear
demographic and
economic facts
that prove the
inexorable age
shift.
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From the desk of

Courting the older customer

How can companies become more age-friendly? The
answer involves reviewing the entire customer
experience with ageing physiology in mind

Kim Walker 
CEO, 
Silver Group

UNTIL a few years ago, the notion of being
'environmentally friendly' was seen by
business as an unnecessary distraction.
Then in 2006, Al Gore presented An
Inconvenient Truth, and the world took
notice. Now, many serious companies
have a sustainability programme.

In a similar way, companies urgently need
to re-engineer their organisations to meet
what the United Nations describes as
'unprecedented, a process without parallel
in the history of humanity'. The UN is, of
course, referring to the global
phenomenon of ageing populations.

Clearly, the impact on business involves
both the ageing employee and ageing

customer. This article focuses on the customer.

In this new marketing paradigm where the greatest population growth,
the concentration of wealth and the time to spend it resides with the over-
50 crowd, companies have two choices - become 'age-friendly' or risk
losing their older customers. This particularly applies to the baby-boomers
(now aged between 46 and 64) who tend to deny their age but are
nevertheless undergoing the inevitable physiological changes that age
brings.

Research we conducted earlier this year among
15,000 Singaporeans revealed that for six out
of 10 consumers over the age of 50, an 'age-
friendly' customer experience was 'critical' in
their choice of brand. This included the full
gamut of products and services, from airlines
and banks to sports goods, IT, and
consumables.

Some naive companies react in a 'knee-jerk'
fashion by creating special new products and
services particularly for older customers. While
this may be a viable 'niche' market, for most
baby boomers, anything that smacks of being a
'product for old people' is likely to be rejected
outright. A more subtle approach is required,
and it's more than simply the product or service
on offer. 'Age-friendly' thinking requires a
review of the entire customer journey.

We live in a world that is optimised for younger
people and businesses still tend to remain
obsessed with the traditional, younger customer
segments, even in the face of clear
demographic and economic facts that prove the
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demographic and economic facts that prove the
inexorable age shift. Astoundingly, companies

often know little about the size and value of the over-50 customers.

Nowhere is this youth-obsession more evident and frustrating than in the
consumer-marketing world:

Labels too small to read, garments that don't compliment our changing
shape, products that are difficult to open or too fiddly and unnecessarily
complex to use.

Lighting in retail stores and restaurants that make reading menus or
evaluating merchandise impossible without resorting to reading glasses
and a flashlight.

Music and displays that may appeal to the twenty-something
salesperson but that simply make older customers feel like they don't
belong.

Retail product placements that require an advanced yoga pose just to
access them.

Change is well underway, and early movers are reaping rewards. These
include supermarkets in Germany, the UK and the US that have
repositioned products popular with older customers on easy-to-reach
shelves, Japanese and American car companies designing their products
to meet the physical challenges of ageing drivers, and cell phone
manufacturers including noise filtration technology to allow older ears to
hear the conversation above background noise. The list goes on and on
and on.

Companies often ask me: 'How do we become 'age-friendly'? The answer
lies in an audit of the entire customer journey. We map all the touch-
points including communications, online, retail, product/ service and sales
support through the prism of the physiological changes of older
customers. There are about 20 physiological issues ranging from the
sensory (eg sight, hearing) and physical (dexterity, digestion, etc) to
cognitive (complexity, comprehension etc). SilverAudit reveals the
potential barriers and delivers a score of 'age-friendliness' for tracking and
benchmarking purposes.

Some executives worry that becoming 'age-friendly' will make their brand
seem old and deter younger customers. Not necessarily so. In fact, one of
the most age-friendly companies we've come across is Apple. From its
simple, product-focused advertising and communications to its clean,
easy-to-navigate website, and from its bright and welcoming retail store
layout right through to its wonderfully intuitive products, Apple scored an
all-time high of 4.4 on our SilverAudit Index. It's worth noting that older
customers comprise between 25 and 55 per cent of Apple's entire sales.
This proves that a business can appeal to the needs of older customers
while remaining cool, even sexy. Let's not forget that 'age-friendly' means
not discriminating between young and old. So everyone wins.

Boards will always raise the question of ROI for initiatives such as this. JP
Morgan developed an Aging Population Index which tracks a selection of
stocks with exposure to this group of consumers, including clothing,
hotels and cruise lines (tourism) besides the usual suspects such as
health, wellness and pharmaceutical businesses. This index has
outperformed the S&P 500 Index in six of the past eight years.

Also bear in mind the cost of inaction. Boomers are known to be
outspoken consumers and are increasingly becoming voracious users of
social media and review sites to voice their bouquets and brickbats.
Keeping your older customers happy is also smart business.

An important initial step would be to attribute a dollar value to your
existing over-50 customers. Then project forward five to 10 years based
on the dramatic growth of this segment (roughly 30 per cent growth over
the next 10 years) relative to younger customer segments which are
either stagnating or in outright decline. You may be surprised just how
important they are.

To retain the loyalty of these older customers and perhaps attract others
from less 'age-friendly' competitors, you will need to begin with a review
of the entire customer journey with ageing physiology in mind, to
determine the barriers with older customers.

From this, strategies can be devised to help leverage the value of your
older customers. And the sooner you move, the more likely you will steal
a competitive advantage.
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