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WELCOME TO THE  
AGE OF MILLENNIALS  
(OR NOT)

No matter where we turn, everyone is scrutinizing, evaluating and dissecting the Millennial cohort. From pop culture 
and entertainment coverage to academic research and hard news, from Wall Street to Main Street, experts search 
for crumbs and clues about how to understand, reach and market to Millennials.

But beyond the buzz and their current influence over businesses, brands and retailers, and beyond their  
apparent propensity to live online and confound our expectations, who are Millennials? And are they really  
even any one thing?

We decided to dig a little deeper to decipher and understand who Millennials really are. In our recent segmentation 
of U.S. shoppers, we decided to look at what type of shopper personas emerge when we exclude demographic 
differences (like age and gender) and purely concentrate on behavioral self-reported data. 
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LoyaltyOne is a global leader in the design and implementation of loyalty programs, customer analytics and loyalty services for Fortune 1000 clients around the world. 

This detailed report leverages our unparalleled understanding of the retail landscape, as well as industry, technology and demographic trends, and our own in-depth 

proprietary research. Here’s a look, behind the hype, at who Millennials truly are and how you can best reach them.



In doing so, we debunk three prevailing myths and reveal that, beyond age, Millennials aren’t one 
cohesive group at all. Millennials actually fall into multiple segment groups; age alone does not 
dictate their shopping preferences and attitudes.

This report has both primary and secondary research. The primary research methodology includes 
multiple proprietary LoyaltyOne consumer surveys, including comprehensive segmentation analysis. 
Secondary research includes a compilation of externally published reports and articles.

Above all, these findings are a cautionary reminder that it’s never a good idea to simply make 
assumptions and market based on age. Rather, getting a clear picture of your customers, 
successfully reaching them and building loyalty depend on making use of multiple rich data sources 
that can offer insights into individual shopping preferences and behavioral attitudes.

As we will discuss further, one of the most effective ways for businesses to do this is through a 
strategic, customer-centric, organization-wide philosophy that uses loyalty program-generated data 
to better understand and engage with customers.  

In fact, companies driving the best business performance today are the ones focusing on customer 
data to create meaningful engagement opportunities, understand behaviors, needs, attitudes and 
intentions, and leverage the overall consumer experience.
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DEBUNKING THE MYTHS: 
WHAT WE (THINK) WE KNOW ABOUT MILLENNIALS

Reaching and persuading the largest generation in history depends on an accurate understanding of who we are talking to. And yet, an increasing level of noise about Millennials 
leads us to often make sweeping and sometimes contradictory generalizations. Not to mention the abundance of research and information on the topic – as of February 2017, 
Google has generated 37,000,000 results just on the topic of “Millennials.”

Rather than making 
marketing decisions based 
on generalities, consider 
these insights: 

Or consider this: The age range various industry leaders use to 
define Millennials.



The truth is there’s more to Millennials than meets the eye – they don’t think with one brain, speak with one voice or shop with one wallet. It also turns out they’re  
big influencers on their Gen X and Boomer parents, on everything from purchases to politics to social media etiquette. That means it’s vital for marketers to look 
beneath the surface and beyond generalities to understand who Millennials truly are, what they want and how they should be marketed to.

Generational breaks, in other words, are 
arbitrary, and many insights are overly broad 
and at odds – to the point of telling businesses, 
brands and retailers precious little. Which 
may explain why, despite marketers heavily 
targeting the group, 71% of older Millennials 
(25-34) report receiving too many irrelevant 
communications, significantly higher than 
all other age groups. And when receiving an 
irrelevant piece of communication, 77% of older 
Millennials usually ignore it. In other words, 
disengagement is setting in.
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We took a look behind the hype to determine who Millennials really are. Our research led us to expose the following three myths, some facts that dispel 

those myths and takeaways for companies that want to reach and engage with this diverse group of customers.



MYTH #1:   
MILLENNIALS ARE MARKETERS’  
MOST VALUABLE DEMOGRAPHIC

According to a recent Forrester report about Millennials, they are experiencing a sharper decline in real income than  
any other age group:

 A decline in real income inhibits the amount that consumers are able to spend, and this fact has affected young consumers 
more than any other group. In 2013, households under 25 had only 82% of the purchasing power that they 
did in 1973. Furthermore, of total shopping spend in the U.S., households under 34 comprise significantly less of the total 
than they did 40 years ago. They made up 28% of the total in 1973 and only 21% in 2013.12

In contrast, over a similar period (2012), 70% of the disposable income in the U.S. was controlled by Baby Boomers.13 
In fact, according to Statistics Canada, Boomers account for about 46% of all income earned, while 
Millennials only bring in about 21%. Additionally, 10% of Boomers have personal incomes of $100,000 or  
over versus only 2% of Millennials.14 

THE BOTTOM LINE: No business can succeed by focusing only on one demographic. Looking at spend alone, Millennials may not be the best bet  

for businesses right now. While they are certainly the earners of tomorrow, who shouldn’t be disenfranchised, more lucrative opportunities still lie with older  

demographic groups like Baby Boomers and Generation X.
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MYTH #2:   
MILLENNIALS HAVE DIFFERENT NEEDS  
AND EXPECTATIONS

In our 2016 LoyaltyOne Generational Research Study, we identified several differences between  
Millennials and Boomers – the groups furthest away from each other in age. For example:

 More tech-savvy, 71% of Millennials (25-34 years old) rely on their smartphones 
while shopping to look up information before making a purchase.

Only 23% of Boomers look up information on their smartphones, but they’re more 
likely to approach in-store staff to ask a question. 

 50% of Millennials find the option to shop online very important and select their 
favorite retailer with that convenience in mind.

 However, only 27% of Boomers appreciate the option to shop online and 78% value  
the cleanliness and organization of a brick-and-mortar store, as they prefer to shop in-store.

But the myth-busting truth is that even though Millennials and Boomers are quite far apart in age
and access information differently, many appreciate similar experiences when it comes to shopping.
Before making a purchase, they still seek out the same leading shopper needs of information and
convenience, as well as helpful customer service.
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THE BOTTOM LINE: Shoppers from all generations value convenience, simplicity and 

great customer service. The main challenge for retailers is how to use multi-generational 

marketing strategies to satisfy each generation’s shopping preferences.

BUT AREN’T MILLENNIALS MORE 
DEMANDING? 

On the contrary, we found that Millennials were more willing to shop at a retailer even if  
it didn’t completely satisfy their expectations and are more open to look to online product  
reviews from strangers to gauge quality and brand experience. It’s actually Boomers who  
are more demanding, less likely to listen to reviews beyond their friends, and more likely  
to stop shopping if unsatisfied or disappointed.

This difference in expectations between Millennials and Boomers may have something to  
do with Millennials’ comfort with online shopping – if they can’t find what they want in-store, 
they can explore what’s available online. While Boomers are more tech-savvy than they’re 
given credit for, they are still predominantly in-store shoppers.
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MYTH #3:   
MILLENNIALS ARE A COHESIVE GROUP

Perhaps the misconception with the most far-reaching effects for marketers is the belief that 
Millennials are a cohesive group whose individual members largely think and act the same way. 

Our research, however, consistently shows that this is far from being the case. In fact, a preoccupation 
with the similarities Millennials share as a generational cohort ignores very real differences due to age 
and life stage – and risks missing important clues about how to reach these shoppers.
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This, of course, affects their disposable income, making younger Millennials more frugal than their  
older counterparts. They’re also more tech-savvy, as shown in the chart on page 10.
 

FOR INSTANCE:



NOT SURPRISINGLY:

Younger Millennials need more help when deciding to  
make a purchase.
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THE BOTTOM LINE: It goes without saying that, in spite of the differences between 

younger and older Millennials, few successful retailers can blindly rely on age to understand 

and target customers – Millennials or otherwise. Nor can they adequately understand and 

target Millennials as one unified group of customers. 



5 FOR THE PRICE OF 1:     
GOING BEYOND DEMOGRAPHICS –  
THE COMPLEXITY OF A U.S. SHOPPER

In our recent segmentation of U.S. shoppers, we looked at what shopper personas emerge 
when we exclude demographic differences (like age and gender) and concentrate only on 
behavioral, self-reported data. 

What we found is that so-called “Millennials” actually fall into multiple segment groups and 
that age alone does not dictate their shopping preferences and attitudes. In other words, 
for retailers to truly understand who Millennials (and all their customers) are and build 
relationships and loyalty, they must go beyond age, gender or income, and leverage  
multiple segmentation techniques, including: 

•  Survey-based self-reported psychographic or behavioral segmentation

•  POS/SKU-level data segmentation based purely on products, people and purchase

•  Demographic segmentation, looking at age, gender, education, people per  
household and more

• Geographic segmentation, based on location
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     Skews older Millennials and Generation X (35-44)

     Income > $62K

     Male and female

        •  Go out of their way to buy the most environmentally 
safe and ethically sourced products

        •  Health-conscious and quality-driven; shop for niche 
specialty foods

 

THE BOTTOM LINE: Behavioral segmentation 
can be an effective way to understand and target 
customers’ behavior, but it still won’t give you the 
clearest picture or most effective way to market. 
For that, you’ll need full access to a range of data 
sources – including non-transactional, point-of-sale 
data. Attitudinal survey data can also be useful – for 
instance, insights gained into such interests as sports, 
international culture and fashion often offer clues 
on how brands might further engage customers by 
referencing these interests online and in social media.

THE ULTRA-LUXE SHOPPER

     Skews a bit older (45-54)

     Income = $62K average

     Male and female

        •  Value brands and quality over price – the last 
consideration on their mind

        •  With a higher than average income, prefer 
upscale retailers that are out of budget for most

        •  If they like something they are more likely to 
buy it, regardless of price

THE ECO-CONSCIOUS SHOPPER

    Skews older Millennials (25-34)

    Income < $62K

    Male and female

        •  No. 1 goal when shopping is to save as 
much as possible

        •  Brands are of little concern – price drives 
all purchasing decisions

PENNY PINCHERS

THE TRIED-AND-TRUE SHOPPER

     This segment of shopper can either skew to very young 
Millennials (18-24) – or much older (65+). This shows that 
behavioral attitudes and shopping habits can be shared by 
multiple age groups.

    Income < $62K

    Skews female

        •  Creatures of habit who know what they want, and 
where and how to get it 

        •   Form their own opinions, because they’re not easily 
influenced by those around them

        •  Don’t find shopping relaxing, so they don’t take time 
looking for specialty products 

     Skews older Millennials (25-34)

     Income = $62K average

     Male and female

        •  Uniquely not tied to brands or prices when 
making shopping decisions

        •  Impulsive, emotional shoppers who buy 
without thinking

        •  Enjoy shopping as a way to relax

        •  Voice opinions on social media when they 
have a bad experience

 

THE IMPULSE SHOPPER



A CLEARER PICTURE OF MILLENNIALS –      
AND ALL YOUR CUSTOMERS

It’s hardly surprising that marketers have become so focused on Millennials. They’re young and new,  
still somewhat mysterious in their values and preferences, and it’s easier to focus efforts in one place  
rather than trying to target and satisfy everyone.

Nevertheless, the future of ideal customer engagement – when it’s completely realized – won’t be 
focused solely on age or traditional segmentation. Rather, the key will be in investing in a customer 
engagement strategy built on customer-centric loyalty programs that make use of a robust ecosystem 
of data sources, effective marketing initiatives and organization-wide decision making. 
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Invest in a robust ecosystem of marketing, organization-wide decision making and, especially, data.



 1.  Behavioral Data 
Information that illuminates customers’ personal behavioral  
habits – where, how and how often they shop.

2.  Attitudinal Data 
Insights into customers’ different attitudes and perceptions – giving 
you context for why they behave the way they do.

3.  Point-of-sale (POS) or SKU Data 
Loyalty program data can give you a broader understanding of your 
assortment and pricing decisions as well as impact your marketing 
strategy through targeted insights on what products or services 
customers are buying in and out of your store.

4.  Non-transactional Data 
Data collected from customers engaging with companies beyond their 
purchases, such as contributing to social causes, visiting specific retail 
locations or “liking” something on Facebook. 

These data sources include:

After all, customers don’t just buy – they live and breathe. Tracking data,  
like social media interactions with your brand, company or services, or the  
way customers behave in-store or online, can add critically important  
dimensions of understanding.

At LoyaltyOne, we believe that loyalty programs provide the best way to get to know your customers – through a holistic view of their behavior, attitudes and preferences – delivering 

multiple benefits to your company, partners and customers. 



FINAL THOUGHTS:      
WHERE DO YOU GO FROM HERE?

Like most retailers and marketers, drowning in a sea of data, you may have decided marketing to an age 
demographic – like Millennials – was the most efficient way to move your business forward. But ask yourself:  
Is targeting Millennials really the right thing to do – are they the ideal customers for your business?

Examining that question and assessing the multiple data sources behind your customers’ preferences and attitudes 
can provide valuable insights that can paint a clearer, more meaningful and holistic picture.

Because, the truth is, without a better understanding of who your customers are – Millennials or otherwise – you 
risk wasting precious marketing resources, bombarding increasingly disengaged customers, and ceding the field to 
retailers, brands, marketers and advertising competitors who are more agile and successful at reaching customers 
than you are. Those are risks you can’t afford to take.
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For more information on loyalty programs, coalition solutions and delivering the right customer experience 
for your consumer, please contact:

Melissa Fruend
Partner, LoyaltyOne Global Solutions 
MFruend@loyalty.com

Melissa has over 20 years of expertise in leading the development of consumer loyalty and CRM strategy 
solutions with specific emphasis on the research and strategies for Millennials. As a Partner at Global 
Solutions, she is responsible for the Loyalty and CRM Strategic Consulting focus and manages a team of 
consultants and business analysts who offer innovative loyalty strategies to improve customer engagement 
through increased customer identification that impacts revenues for brands.



METHODOLOGY      

Consumer Sentiment Study, 2016
An online survey fielded from February 5th to 9th among a representative sample of 2,000 North American consumers  
(U.S. n=1,000; Canada n=1,000). All insights included are statistically significant at the 95% confidence level.

Negative WOM and Negative Customer Experience Study, 2016
An online survey fielded from September 1st to the 15th among a representative sample of 1,439 North American 
consumers (U.S. n=717; Canada n=722). All insights included are statistically significant at the 95% confidence level.

Generational Research Study, 2016
A total of 4,493 online respondents were surveyed in both U.S. (n=2,251) and Canada (n=2,242). The survey was
fielded from February 4th to February 20th. The sample was representative of both regions. All insights included are 
statistically significant at the 95% confidence level.

Segmentation
In the Generational Research study, shoppers were asked over 40 questions about shopping behaviors and store 
preferences. Segments were created using the K-means segmentation method and analyzed based on the differences  
in responses to the 40 unique statements.  
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