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or
BUST
The youngest baby boomers
are now 50. Why footwear
brands should pay very close
attention to the generation’s
needs and spending power.
By Wayne Niemi
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he generation that gave us rock
’n’ roll, fought in and protested
the Vietnam War, marched for
civil rights, and ushered in the
era of the personal computer has
never been willing to be ignored.
Yet industry experts agree that
most footwear brands are overlooking this massive
market segment, which is flush with cash and ready
to spend. Brands do so at their peril.
Consider the boomer market’s sheer size: Those
born from 1946 to 1964 now make up 30 percent of
all adults in the U.S., and they control 45 percent of
disposable income, according to AARP. They number
76 million, and by 2050, 88.5 million Americans will
be over the age of 65, up from 40.2 million in 2010.
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In 2014, the youngest members of
the “me generation” passed the halfcentury mark, including celebrities
Sandra Bullock, Nicolas Cage, Stephen
Colbert, Courteney Cox, Courtney Love,
Rob Lowe, Elle Macpherson, MaryLouise Parker, Keanu Reeves and Marisa
Tomei. They’re a diverse group. They’re
an affluent group. And they’re a group
that’s largely being snubbed by footwear
marketers.
“All the research we’ve done on baby
boomers shows they feel ignored and
misunderstood [by consumer brands],”
said Mark Bradbury, AARP’s senior
director for insights and marketing.
“In footwear, the boomer is disproportionally spending less than any other demographic
because we don’t market to them,” noted Marshal
Cohen, NPD Group’s chief industry analyst. “You’d
have to be crazy not to market to the fastestgrowing generation, and the generation with the
highest level of discretionary spending that just so
happens to be the biggest growth sector in most
other industries.”
According to NPD data, 2014 footwear spending among baby boomers in terms of dollar share
declined 1.2 percent. Cohen said the reason is
simple: No one is talking to them. “The boomer is
the most ignored segment of the market,” he said.
Tim Calkins, clinical professor of marketing
at the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University, said he’s sympathetic to the
challenge consumer brands face. “Marketers
have always focused on youth,” he said. “Baby
boomers have been important all through
their lives simply by the size of the generation. As baby boomers grow older, the
challenge for marketers is, do you continue
to focus on that group or do you focus on
younger people?”

Lost Loyalty

Hollywood’s
youngest boomers
include (from top)
Stephen Colbert,
Courteney Cox,
Sandra Bullock, Rob
Lowe, Nicolas Cage
and Elle Macpherson

If brands think they can rely on past
purchases and general consumer nurturing to keep boomers coming back to
buy their products, they’d better think
again.
“People assume that once you cross a
certain age in life, your brand loyalty is locked
in,” said Bradbury. “All the research says it’s not.
[Boomers] want options, and they’re much more
in control of the purchasing experience. This generation is much more proactive in owning their
purchasing decisions, doing their research and
being informed.”
Brands say they’re marketing to baby boomers indirectly, if not head on. Most say the young

mindset of the boomer demographic means that
marketing targeted to 30-year-olds also resonates
with those over 55.
“The 50-year-old woman today doesn’t think
she’s 50 the way her mother was 50,” said Larry
Paparo, president and CEO of LJP International,
which licensed the Mootsies Tootsies brand from
Nine West last year. “She doesn’t think she’s older.
She’s more educated and fashion-savvy and aware.”
Paparo explained that appealing to a lifestyle
rather than an age demographic has been a winning formula for the brand, which sells to women
as young as 22 and as old as 65. “It’s not about
targeting boomers,” he said. “It’s more about [targeting] the day-into-night career woman.”
Paparo added that the brand’s focus on comfort
and fit has a special appeal for older women who
may be craving more feel-good features in their
shoes. As such, Paparo said Mootsies Tootsies
incorporates memory foam, flexible bottoms, corrugation on the outsoles, proper last shapes and
are designed for balance and weight-bearing. “We
construct from the bottom up,” he noted.
At Aetrex, CEO Larry Schwartz said his company’s outreach to baby boomers also starts with
the design of the products. “You have to have great
product or you don’t stand a chance,” he said, noting that his company’s focus on health and wellness has a natural crossover with aging consumers
even though his target demographic is women
between 35 and 50 years old.
Schwartz said Aetrex leverages digital advertis-

“The 50-year-old woman today doesn’t
think she’s 50 the way her mother
was 50. She doesn’t think she’s older.
She’s more educated and fashionsavvy and aware.”
Larry Paparo, CEO of LJP International

ing to specifically tailor messages to baby boomers.
“On Facebook, we can narrow our focus by age
and activity,” he said. “We can target healthconscious boomers who go to certain websites
and like certain pages on Facebook. That’s been
very effective for us.”
At Titan Industries, CEO Joe Ouaknine admitted his company doesn’t market specifically to
the boomer market as a matter of strategy, even
though about 30 percent of sales of its Badgley
Mischka and Charles Jourdan lines are purchased
by women over 50. As he sees it, fashionable
women are drawn to a fashionable image, not agedriven messaging.
“When you take a 50-year-old woman who
looks good, she’s going to wear a hot brand because she wants to look younger,” Ouaknine said.
“If you want to look young, you can’t buy [from a
brand with an] old [image].”
Tom Florsheim, chairman and CEO of Weyco
Group, which owns the Florsheim brand, said the

Another baby boomer turns 50 every seven seconds.
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Boomer
Nation
A quick study of the
numbers illustrates
the tremendous
buying clout of
baby boomers
and why they
shouldn’t be ignored.
• There are 76 million
boomers in the U.S., controlling
$28 trillion.
• One in three Americans is now
over 50 years old.
• 45 percent of disposable
income is controlled by
boomers; that share jumps to
70 percent if you measure
all people over 50.
•36 percent of adults over 50
own a smartphone.

Branding to Boomers

• Baby boomers outspend other

If brands want to truly engage the baby
boomer market, AARP’s Bradbury said, they
must start marketing directly with a message
that speaks to boomers’ current lives. “If
you’re going to get their attention, you’ll be
much more successful with a life-stage message,” he said.
Bradbury used Skechers as an example
of a footwear company that is successfully
targeting the boomer market by appealing to
their life stage. Skechers ran an ad in
the June/July issue of AARP The Magazine with a message that appealed to older
consumers without imagery that specified a
particular age.
“Rather than use the face of a young
woman, the ad showed a dog looking to
go for a walk,” Bradbury said. “That was
the most successful ad in the issue. It’s an
example of how a brand can develop one
ad that can be used to target consumers of
any age, without turning off or alienating

generations by an estimated
$400 billion each year on
consumer goods and services.

• In 2012, boomers spent
27 hours a week online — two
hours more than Millennials.
• Boomers outspend younger
adults online 2 to 1 on a
per-capita basis.
Sources: AARP, U.S. Census,
Federal Reserve, Forrester
Research, WSL/Strategic Retail,
Pew Research

Marisa Tomei,
Keanu Reeves
and Courtney
Love also turned
50 last year

Opportunity
Cost
Experts say that as
marketers’ focus has
shifted to Millennials,
boomers are being
overlooked — and are
pulling back on their
shoe-buying.

any specific age group.”
Skechers President Michael Greenberg said the
company also has been tapping older athletes who
will resonate with the boomer market to appear in
its ads.
“While we primarily market to a younger audience, we know boomers also strongly embrace our
brand, and we’ve signed a great roster of icons
who appeal to every generation,” he said. “We have
sports icons like Tommy Lasorda, Joe Namath, Joe
Montana and Pete Rose, and soon we will have
the world’s most celebrated drummer, Ringo Starr,
appearing in a global Relaxed Fit TV and print
campaign. For us, the key has been finding the

“Even social media is getting grayer.
The boomer market is the fastestgrowing [sector] on social
media. With Facebook, we can reach
customers up to 60 years old.”
Barry Specht, VP of marketing at Harbor Footwear Group

right talent who speak to every important consumer base.”
NPD Group’s Cohen, however, said he is leery of
marketing programs with too wide a reach.
“Brands rely too much on the down-market
message, meaning we’ll talk to you like a 30-yearold,” he said. “That will work for some boomers,
but not all.”
Calkins said there are brands that are simply
too deeply rooted in youth culture to be marketed
to boomers. Instead, he advised footwear companies that want to capture a share of the boomer
market to launch new labels specifically for that
demographic.
“For many companies, the best approach is to
leverage a number of different brands, with one
brand that reaches baby boomers [among them],”
Calkins said.
Regardless of their strategy, Cohen urged
brands to up their game or risk missing out on
what may be the biggest captive audience they’ll
ever have. “Boomers will continue to be the largest
portion of the population for many years,” he said.
“There are more of us — and there will be more
of us through 2026. I tell brands every day: If you
ignore baby boomers, you are missing the biggest
opportunity of all.”

% OF U.S. FOOTWEAR
SPENDING IN 2014

% CHANGE OVER
PREVIOUS YEAR

Generation Z: 17 and under

20

0.1

Millennials: 18-34

34

1.4

Generation X: 35-49

20

-0.8

Baby Boomers: 50-69

22

-1.2

70+

4

0.5

AGE CLUSTER

SOURCE: THE NPD GROUP INC./CONSUMER TRACKING SERVICE
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80 percent of boomer purchases are driven by practical reasons, says marketing agency Brodeur Partners.
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same holds true for the male boomer consumer.
“The mentality today is that if you’re 50, you want
to dress like you’re 35,” he said. “It’s a frame of
mind. You’re marketing to people who are thinking like they’re 35.”
Florsheim said his marketing team spends a lot
of time selecting models for the company’s advertising campaigns who are somewhat age ambiguous. “When you look at some of our recent ads,
some people will look at the guy and say he is 30,
40 or maybe even 50. We’re consciously picking
models who transcend the two groups.”
Barry Specht, VP of marketing at Harbor
Footwear Group, said there’s another convergence
taking place with older and younger consumers.
“Over the past five or six years, comfort is just as
important to the younger guy as it is to the older
guy, and we’re paying more attention to that.”
Specht said his company, whose stable of
brands includes G.H. Bass and Izod, has been
adding memory foam and other comfort features,
as well as oversizes and wide widths to the Harbor
product assortment. That helps attract young and
old alike.
“Even social media is getting grayer,” Specht
pointed out. “The boomer market is the fastestgrowing [sector] on social media. With Facebook,
we can reach customers up to 60 years old.”

