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OBJECTIVE

To provide an understanding of how Generation Y’s motive of individuality impacts their consumer
behavior.  It is intended as a companion piece to the Individuality Reality Research DVD.

METHOD

The findings are based on a series of Outlaw studies and interviewing methods conducted among
Trendsetter and Mainstream young adults during the past year.

• Brainstorming sessions
• One-on-one in-home interviews
• Man-on-the-street interviews
• On-line surveys
• Going with Trendsetters to social events

Respondents were part of the first wave of Generation Y.
• Ages 20-25
• We focused on the older end of the generation in order to predict the adult patterns of the

whole generation

All research was done in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York.
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Executive Summary

The desire for individuality drives the consumer choices of Generation Y.  Although
individuality has been associated with youth culture for the past few decades, it has deeper
roots for Gen Y and is impacting their buying decisions in a more significant way.

Because their Baby Boomer parents taught them to be themselves, Gen Y is the first cohort to
be taught individuality from early childhood, instead of adopting it on their own as young
adults.  The culture around them during the Nineties reinforced this mindset by promoting
individuality through media messages and the rise of the dot-com lifestyle.  However, this was
also the decade during which the consumer environment became more homogenous, as
brand-name chains began replacing mom-and-pop stores all over the country.  This
phenomenon fueled a resentment of homogeneity that continues to impact the Gen Y desire
for individuality.

Creativity plays a huge role in their idea of individuality.  They feel it is essential to being
original and expressive. This is evident in the lifestyles and careers they aspire to, as well as
the brands and advertising messages they find appealing.

Although Gen Y’s have a lot to say about creativity, the way they express their individuality is
more of a “patchwork” approach, borrowing from a palette of many different influences to
create their own individual style.  For example, a Gen Y woman might borrow a flapper-style
dress from the 20’s era, but she makes it her own by pairing it with 90’s-grunge boots and an
ultra-modern iPod.  They see this borrowing as a form of creativity.  Brands can also be a part
of the palette, and they are integrated in one of three ways: by being a strong voice (one
element of their palette that can be part of a unique combination), a blank canvas (a platform
for personal expression), or a facilitating tool (a service or product that helps them sort through
the options and find exactly what they want).

When Gen Y’s discuss individuality, they tend to use one of two definitions: they either see it
as a desire to be different, or a desire to express their authentic selves.  The Desire to be
Different is mostly understood as standing out from a crowd, and is generally the mindset of
Mainstream Y’s; while Authentic Self-Expression, the Trendsetter mindset, is more about
being true to who you are.

Although the majority of Gen Ys (the Mainstream) are most likely to articulate individuality as a
desire to be different, it is clear that Authentic Self-Expression is more aspirational to them.
These mainstream consumers can’t articulate it very well, but they are attracted to messages
of self-expression. And it is precisely because self-expression doesn’t come naturally to them
that they are turning to stores for help. They are pursuing a toned-down version of the
Trendsetter’s individuality by choosing brands that make them feel like they are expressing
their true selves.
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Where They’re Coming From

1)  BE YOURSELF
Their parents weren’t the only people telling them they
could be individual; the media and atmosphere of the
Nineties also reinforced this idea.  Popular television
shows and book series focused increasingly on
“different” characters; for example, the highly successful
“Fresh Prince and Blossom Hour” on NBC’s Monday
nights featured back-to-back sitcoms about characters
who didn’t fit in with other kids at their high-school--and
that’s what made them cool.
The dot-com era, which peaked while much of this wave
of Gen Y was in high school, also championed
individuality.  Gen Y saw young, maverick thinkers being
hired in droves, wearing T-shirts and sneakers to work.
They grew up thinking they would enter a workplace that
supported and thrived on youth’s input, and that their job
would encourage them to be themselves.

4

The Y’s are not the first generation to covet individuality.  As a motivating concept, it has
been associated with both Gen X and the Baby Boomers during their youth.  But
individuality is motivating this generation’s consumer choices in a way that goes beyond
just being young.  This is because for Gen Y, individuality has deeper roots.

TAUGHT TO BE THEMSELVES.
First of all, Gen Y had the idea of individuality ingrained into them from childhood.  This
makes them quite different from the Boomers and Xers, who learned it themselves as
young adults, during a powerful but fleeting lifestage. After this lifestage had passed, the
Boomers passed their lingering desire for individuality onto their children:  they taught
them to be creative, expressive, and above all, to be themselves.  Julie, a 22-year-old
musician and counselor in San Francisco, explains:  “My parents let me choose what
religion I was, they took me to all sorts of things--I did ballet, tap, everything, until I
found what I wanted to do.”

90’S CULTURE DELIVERED CONFLICTING MESSAGES.
As this first wave of Gen Y grew up, the culture around them created an environment
that made them feel like they had to hold onto their indivudality.  This resulted primarily
from the convergence of two conflicting messages that were prominent as they came of
age.



Together, these two trends bred a feeling of frustration.  Gen Y expected to enter a world
that would embrace their individuality, but everywhere they turn these days, they see
homogeneity.  Some have managed to find jobs that allow for a certain amount of
freedom, but the market is not as welcoming as it once was, and compromise is always
around the corner. They feel like they are fighting to protect their identity from the
conformist world they see around them.  As a result, they want items and experiences that
help them feel colorful, original, and unique.  They are drawn to brands that tap into their
resentment of homogeneity, allowing them to feel like individuals in a mass-produced
world.

2)     HOMOGENIZE
But at the same time, this first wave of Gen Y also felt they were being given
another message:  buy what everyone else buys.  Homogenous corporations
began to dominate consumer culture, with large chains replacing mom-and-
pop stores across America--a trend that continues today.  Daniel, a 25-year-
old in San Francisco, says this dominance leads him to believe society is less
interested in individuality now than it was in the past.  “You go to Berkeley,
which was like the hub of expressionism and individuality back in the Sixties
and Seventies, and now it’s not like that anymore.  They have all these
corporate businesses--Gap is on the corner, Starbucks is there… that’s not
individuality.”
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Creativity is Essential

CREATIVE CAREER IS ASPIRATIONAL.

When it comes to career goals, much of this generation aspires to work in a field that
allows them to be creative. Most of the Gen Y’s we spoke to were either working some
sort of artistic job, or hoping to get one eventually. “Having a creative job is like a
status symbol,” admits Guillermo, a 25-year-old San Franciscan.

This desire is being fueled by the fact that today’s society is yielding more creative
opportunities.  A creative career is not the pie in the sky it used to be. Through
industries like graphic design, fashion, and the internet, creativity has found a place in
the accepted white-collar world.  And knowing that creativity can equal financial
success only makes Gen Y want it more.

CREATIVE LIFESTYLE IS IDEAL.

Many Gen Y’s say they try to make something every day, whether it’s a good meal, a
mixed CD, or hand-knit scarf.  Being creative on a regular basis is seen as a part of a
healthy lifestyle. “Instead of watching TV, I work on my projects,” says Guruman, a 23-
year-old New Yorker.  “Photography, writing stories, making clothes, making videos…
It just makes me feel better.”  Even those who like to relax in front of the TV try to
choose programs that support this idea of being creative and healthy.  “I like Curb Your
Enthusiasm, Arrested Development, shows like that,” says Tyler, 20, in L.A.  “The
characters and the writing are smart and what they’re doing with the form of the TV
show is totally creative.  I’m not just wasting my time by watching it.”
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CREATIVITY IS FUELED BY
ACCESS TO TOOLS.

New technological tools are also
promoting their creativity.  Digital
software is more affordable than ever,
allowing them to create their own
movies, music, and pictures.  They
often credit Apple’s programs and
gadgets with providing “limitless”
options.  Even simpler tools like
button-makers, BeDazzlers, or
ReadyMade Magazine have made
creativity more accessible.



APPRECIATE ARTISTIC ADVERTISING AND PROMOTIONS.

They also appreciate festivals and art shows that are targeted toward helping young
artists--and when brands sponsor these shows, they notice.  Promotions that ask
consumers to be creative can truly inspire brand loyalty.  Examples include Burger
King’s challenge for consumers to design and market their own sandwich, or KFC’s
“Reality TV Commercial” contest.  “That gives me the chance to get my art out
there,” says Mikie, a 24-year-old filmmaker in San Francisco.  “That’s a great
promotion for me.”
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APPRECIATE THE OPTION TO CUSTOMIZE.

What appeals to them most are products that provide limitless customization options.
If possible, a customization promotion that allowed the consumer to really create--
not just choose--will be more appealing to Trendsetters.  But if a pre-determined set
of options is the best your product can offer, they will also respond to this gesture.

The customization trend is appealing to Gen Y,
because it allows them to personalize their products.
They enjoy having this power--even if it is just by
choosing from a group of set options. Their feeling is,
the more options, the better.

However, the most forward Trendsetters are quick to
point out that customization is not an outlet for true
creativity:  “I like the concept, but it can seem kinda
cheeseball,” says Guillermo.  “Anyone can do that--
anyone can go onto Nike.com and and get the same
shoe as me. What if someone picked the same color
as me?  The real guy is having his artist friend hand-
spray-paint his shoe with his name on it, and like, a
picture of his baby on the left foot.”

The subject of creativity comes up again when Gen Y’s talk
about advertising.  Their favorite campaigns are those they call
“truly creative.” Absolut Vodka has earned their respect by
collaborating with known artists, and keeping a consistently high
standard of creative images. Another favorite is the new line of
Hewlett-Packard commercials, which blend different forms of
media in high-energy scenes.



Two Definitions of Individuality

Gen Ys don’t all mean the same thing when they talk about being individual.  There
are two main ways of understanding it:  the desire to be different, and the desire to be
your authentic self.  Generally, the mainstream Gen Ys tend to describe individuality
as being different, while Trendsetters tend to define it as about being true to yourself.
But these ideas are not mutually exclusive--they are always overlapping and informing
each other.

1) Desire to Be Different
This definition of individuality is the most
common, and seems to be the most basic.
As a mindset, it stems directly from their
resentment of homogeneity:  they don’t want

 to be lumped in with the masses.

THEY WANT TO STAND OUT.
Most Gen Ys are very clear about this as a motivating factor:  they don’t want to look,
act, or be like anybody else.  Audrey, a 25-year-old in New York, describes this feeling
as a constant struggle:  “You think you’ve put together a one-of-a-kind outfit, and then
you step out your front door and see someone wearing the same thing.  I hate that.”
Because of this struggle, they respect brands that seem totally unique.  Ketel One
vodka’s latest campaign, for example, managed to stand out from its crowd of
competitors.  The stark, black-on-white lettering was a welcome change from the
norm, and Gen Ys describe the brand as “defiant” and “different.”

CONFORMITY IS TABOO.
They are so insistent on standing out, that they will pass judgment on members of their
generation who look too much alike.  This is true of both Trendsetters and the
Mainstream, both of whom disdain the crowds of young girls or boys dressed just like
each other.  “It disgusts me, actually,” says Mer, 21, in San Francisco.  “Why would
you want to look just like that girl, or that girl, or Britney, or Christina?  I think it’s sad.”

The same idea applies to careers and lifestyles, too.  Though many of them do follow
similar paths, they don’t see it that way--they find subtle differences in their own worlds
that set them apart from others.  Admitting to conformity is a social taboo for this
generation.
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BREAKING STEREOTYPES COMES NATURALLY.

The desire to be different also means that breaking stereotypes comes naturally to them;
they simply don’t feel bound by the ways of the past.  Traditional gender roles, style
guidelines, and expected career paths are just some of the rules they ignore. For
example, when Gen Y women are asked if they ever feel a pressure to conform to
feminine stereotypes, they often seem baffled.  “I don’t feel those kinds of pressures,”
says Jenna, a 24-year-old retail manager in San Francisco.  “I just do what I want.”

Some Gen Ys take this aspect of their generation very seriously; they are proud of it.
The see breaking stereotypes as a kind of moral development for our society, like a
purging of age-old bad habits.  Austin, a 23-year-old in Los Angeles, is happy to see his
generation disregarding old rules:  “This is what our generation is all about--erasing the
lines that separate people, that divide them.  We’re trying to blur the lines between guys
and girls to show people that it really doesn’t matter.”
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Two Definitions of Individuality (Cont.)

2) Desire to Be Your Authentic Self

BEING YOURSELF IS WHAT COUNTS.

Gen Ys with this mindset are creating their own “Style ID”--a
look and way of self-expression that is truly theirs, and which
encompasses everything from what they do with their life to
what they wear.  Although they also want to be different, their
mindset is focused on authenticity more than standing out.

These Gen Ys often say their favorite ads are ones that look
“real.”  For example, American Apparel’s ads feature real-
looking people (some of whom are the store’s own retail
employees) who seem comfortable with themselves. They
might not stand out in the traditional “different” way, but the
message of individuality is clear because of the models’
authentic self-expression.  Marc Jacobs’ ads express a similar
message in a different way, letting their models cop an attitude
and leaving their blemishes and imperfections in place.  “It’s not
airbrushed,” says Jenna of the Marc Jacobs campaign.

They also appreciate companies that appear to want to help
consumers express themselves.  For example, they liked the
message of an IKEA catalogue that bore the slogan
“Thousands of ways to make your home more YOU.”  This
catalogue is positioning itself as a tool that consumers can use
to express their Style ID’s.
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The second definition of individuality, most often expressed by Trendsetters, is less about
being different from other people, and more about being comfortable with your own identity.

TRUE EXPRESSION DEVELOPS OVER TIME.

Trendsetters grow into this stage of true expression over time.  They often say that when
they were younger, especially while in high school, they were just trying to stand out and
be different--but now they try to follow their tastes and desires regardless of whether or
not they’re different from the masses.  Part of growing up is realizing that trying to be
different is a kind of posturing, and that the only true individuality is simply to do what
makes them happy.



TRYING TOO HARD TO BE UNIQUE IS SEEN AS INAUTHENTIC.

For many Gen Ys, what triggers the beginning of authentic self-expression is when they
see people trying too hard to be unique--for example, refusing to appreciate a
mainstream band, or wearing clothes they don’t feel comfortable in just to be different.
Trendsetters see this as inauthentic, and it becomes its own kind of conformity.

They feel the same way about companies and brands.  For example, PUMA has recently
achieved “coolness” by re-invigorating the same core image that has been associated
with the brand for decades.  Michelle, a 23-year-old recent graduate in Los Angeles,
explains:  “I hate any companies that suddenly try to be urban and hip when that isn’t
what they’re about.  Like McDonalds.  PUMA can do it because they didn’t really change
all that much, and they didn’t force it on us.”
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Patchwork Approach

The mindsets behind individuality are a separate matter from the action itself.  The actual
process of how Gen Ys go about expressing their individuality is also very involved, and this is
where their consumer decisions become most apparent.  The core of the individualizing
process is something we call a “patchwork approach.”

BORROW FROM A WIDE PALETTE TO BE UNIQUE.

The patchwork approach is a form of creativity, based more on the act of borrowing than on
creating from scratch.  They borrow from a very large palette of influences, then combine all of
these different influences to make up a unique Style ID.

 They don’t see it as inauthentic to incorporate influences from other sources into their
expression.  Instead, they see borrowing as an act of creativity.  The person who borrows from
a large palette is exercising creativity in what they choose to borrow, and more importantly, in
how they put it together.  “I take things from all over the place, it doesn’t matter where,” says
Yudi, a 23-year-old in San Francisco.  “It’s how I put them together--that’s what makes it
unique.”

WHAT’S ON THE PALETTE.

The palette is composed of a variety of elements that are gathered from a wide array of
categories and aspects of their life.  Gen Ys combine these elements the way a painter blends
colors; they blend them to create a unique identity and expression.  The final results can be
seen in many different product categories, including clothing, music, home décor, travel, and
in others that appeal to their sense of self-expression.  Everyone’s palette is different, a
reflection of their personal interests and inspirations, but here are some of the most popular
types of influences we found on Gen Y palettes:
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Nostalgia
They are very involved in integrating imagery and concepts
from the past into all aspects of their life.  In clothing and
home décor, they love to mix and match pieces from different
eras; in technology, they play Atari games at the arcade; in
alcoholic beverages, they choose “old-man drinks” like scotch-
-all of these are examples of how different eras can be tapped
to create a unique image.  While some Gen Y’s have a
favorite era, like the 20’s or the 60’s, most say it doesn’t
matter--anything old is up for grabs.



Artistic Genres

Genres of art are a key element of their palette.  Crossing or blending genres is seen
as a very credible way to express individuality.  This includes genres in music, film, art,
and more.  While some Gen Ys are passionate about just one--for example, indie music
or science-fiction films--it has more cachet to be passionate about many different kinds
of genres.  This can be seen in the variety of artists or genres that they like, and also in
their respect for certain artists or projects that seem to defy categorization.  “It’s not just
one genre,” says Jay, a 24-year-old in LA, of his new favorite CD by rapper Van Hunt.
“It incorporates a lot of different styles into one.” Gen Y’s also like to mix-and-match the
fashion associated with these genres, like wearing a hip-hop jacket with a country-
western shirt.
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WHAT’S ON THE PALETTE (CONT.)

Experiences

Experiences such as travel or study contribute
significantly to their palette. Doing, as opposed to
just owning, is a key motive for this generation. A
person who has experienced a wide variety of
travel, jobs, passions, and interactions with people
has true status--they stand out as the most
authentic kind of individual. “I have my experiences
to draw from,” says Matt, a 25-year-old who traveled
to France and Ecuador after college before
returning to San Francisco.  “They shape who I am,
and I know they’re real.”

Just like different categories of art or time,
experiences can be combined in surprising ways to
create a unique identity.  “I do random things,” says
Mer, 21, in San Francisco.  “I went to Las Vegas on
the spur of the moment for my birthday.  I go
clubbing every weekend and always have some
wild experience.  But then I am also a Christian, and
I’ve had a ton of experiences through that.”



WHAT’S ON THE PALETTE (CONT.)

Cultures

Multiculturalism is another area of influence on their creative palette.  Because they
have grown up feeling so comfortable around other races and nationalities, they don’t
think twice about borrowing the sounds and imagery of another culture.  In fact, they
try to borrow from a wide variety of cultures.  They integrate these cultures into their
tastes in food, clothes, home décor, entertainment choices, and even the way they
tattoo their bodies or dye their hair.  “I like to know about the customs and styles of all
sorts of different countries,” says Ken, 24, in New York.  “I read magazines and
internet sites from all over the world, then tell my friends about what I’ve learned.  It’s
always a plus to bring something new to the table that nobody’s tried.”

It seems that for much of Gen Y, multiculturalism has more to do with individuality than
with exploring other cultures.  Jon, a 25-year-old bartender and painter in New York,
rolls his eyes at the idea of multiculturalism:  “Oh yeah, people get those Chinese
tattoos or wear bindis on their head, but that doesn’t mean they really care about the
culture of those people.”  For forward-thinking Trendsetters, the most effective
integrations of cultural influences are those that have a real connection to the user’s
identity--for example, once you have traveled to India and experienced the culture, you
have earned the right to wear a bindi.

The same is true for products that use cultural influences.  Honest Tea features a
picture of Medicine Crow, an ancient Native American tribal chief, on their First Nations
Organic Peppermint Tea--but the recipe for this tea actually comes from this same
Crow tribe in Montana.  Because of this genuine connection, the product maintains
integrity in the eyes of Trendsetters.
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Patchwork Approach (cont.)

THE PALETTE EMPOWERS THE USER.

The key to understanding the idea behind the palette is to realize that Gen Y doesn’t see
any of the items or genres they’re using as inherently individualistic.  Instead, they believe
the user is the one with the power, transforming the items by using them in new ways.
Even a mass-produced chain like IKEA can be a tool for self-expression, because the
user incorporates their furniture into their own Style ID.  “I have an IKEA table, but I
painted it and put this old vintage lamp on top of it,” says Caroline, 21, in San Francisco.
“I love telling people it’s IKEA because they’re always like, What? No way!”

NEW TOOLS AND SERVICES HELP THEM NARROW THE CHOICES.

Because they borrow from such a wide range of influences, they rely on many new tools
and services that help them sort through the options and help them find exactly what they
want.  These are different from the “creative” tools mentioned earlier--instead of helping
the user create from scratch, they help with all the choices available. The biggest
example from the recent past has been the success of downloading music sites and CD-
burning software.  James, a 23-year-old in LA, uses Apple’s iTunes.  “I don’t have to buy
the whole CD from an artist when only one song is good.  I just get what I want.” New
categories and distribution models will continue to emerge to satiate this desire.

KNOWLEDGE WIDENS THE PALETTE.
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Gen Y’s want to get their palette as wide as possible, so that
they have more options to choose from when creating their
unique Style ID. This is where knowledge comes in as a kind of
social currency:  the more you know, the wider your palette.
“Our groups are often organized around what we’re into,
whether it’s comic books or music or whatever,” says Mikey in
San Francisco.  “But whoever knows the most about that thing,
he’s the cool one.  He’s the Alpha Comic Bookie.”

As a result, they are always on the hunt for more knowledge,
whether they’re reading magazines, surfing the net, listening to
all kinds of music, or chatting up new people at social
gatherings. Technology is making this hunt easier, and the
easier it gets, the more Gen Ys seem to expect a certain
amount of knowledge out of each other.  E-mail newsletters and
highly specific “blogs” are emerging daily to satisfy youth’s
desire to know as much as possible.



HOW BRANDS FIT IN.

Gen Y’s don’t want to be told that buying a single item or a single brand will make them
individual; instead, they want to know how a brand can be a part of their palette,
contributing to their personal Style ID.  Brands that understand how they fit into the
palette are able to sell the impression of individuality in a way that is authentic and
credible to the company’s DNA.  There are three main ways a company can fit into the
palette:  as a voice, a canvas, or a tool.

1)         A strong voice

2) A blank canvas

3) A facilitating tool
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First, the brand can act as a single communicative element--as just one
voice to be mixed with others.  This would be a brand like Ralph Lauren
or the new hipster favorite in alcohol, Pabst Blue Ribbon.  These brands
have strong image associations:  RL says upper-crust preppy, while
PBR says blue-collar dive bar.  Therefore, a Gen Y would see it as a
statement of individuality to wear a Ralph Lauren polo shirt while
drinking PBR. Brands with strong identities like these can position
themselves as an element on the Gen Y palette.

Brands that don’t have a strong voice occupy a different place on the
palette.  Instead of providing their own established associations, they
offer the user a platform for their own personal expression.  These are
brands like IKEA or Gap, both of whom are known for their clean, basic,
unadorned products.  Gap’s “How Do You Wear it?” campaign shows
that they understand their role as a blank canvas, because it presents
the jeans as a mere tool for the wearer’s creativity.

This is when your product or service serves as a tool to help them select
what they want from the palette, either by providing organization or more
choices.  Some of the biggest success stories of the last few years have
done this, including TiVo, the iPod, eBay, Netflix, and downloading
music sites such as iTunes and Napster.



 Individuality in the  Mainstream

MAINSTREAM CONSUMERS ALSO DESIRE TO BE DIFFERENT.

The mindset of individuality began with Trendsetters, but it has clearly trickled to the
mainstream.  This trickle-down is happening because individuality is a core motive for the
whole generation, not just a select group of artistically minded young people.  But the
Mainstream mindset differs from the Trendsetters’ in its emphasis on the desire to be
different, the first definition of individuality.  One of our Mainstream respondents, a 21-
year-old in L.A. named Courtney, explains:  “I personally will steer away from certain
brands, because I don’t want to be like everybody else.  I want to be an individual.”

AUTHENTIC SELF-EXPRESSION IS ASPIRATIONAL TO THE MAINSTREAM.

Mainstream consumers have not yet adopted the vocabulary of Authentic Self-
Expression, the second definition of individuality.  This is because they tend to be less
creative and expressive than Trendsetters, and therefore, executing the concept of “being
yourself” does not come as easily to them. However, Authentic Self-Expression appears
to be a highly aspirational concept for them.  This is evident in everything they respect,
from the books they read to the people they admire.  It also directs which brands they are
attracted
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to, and which they avoid.  For
example, Chris, a Mainstream
23-year-old in Los Angeles, likes
the Virgin brand--whether he’s
flying their airline or buying their
CDs, he always chooses Virgin
when he has the option.  When
asked why, he said it was
because he liked the Virgin
CEO, Richard Branson.  “He’s
just himself.  He’s not wearing a
suit.  He does what he wants.”
Messages of authentic self-
expression appeal to the
mainstream by giving them an
image of who they want to be.
They are buying to express their
ideal selves, not their real
selves.



MAINSTREAM IS ADOPTING THE PATCHWORK APPROACH.

The patchwork approach to creativity began with Trendsetters, but it too is
trickling down. The Mainstream is adopting a toned-down version of the eclectic
style and approach to life that was pioneered by Trendsetters.  This is happening
because they are attracted to the message of empowerment that lies behind the
patchwork approach--the idea that someone who borrows and assembles is
individualistic.  For example, the Gap campaign empowered them by suggesting
they could incorporate Gap jeans into their wardrobe in a unique way, mixing and
matching the jeans with a variety of colorful accessories, like Sarah Jessica
Parker did in the ads.  This mindset will become more prevalent in the future, as
the Mainstream becomes more accustomed to the idea of the patchwork
approach and begins to assemble a wider palette.

MAINSTREAM IS A GOOD TARGET FOR MASS INDIVIDUALITY.

The Mainstream knows they want to be different, and they are vaguely aware that
the most attractive personalities are those that are simply being “themselves.”  But
they aren’t sure how to go about expressing their authentic selves.  As a result,
they are turning to mass brands and products for help. They have already begun
pursuing a toned-down version of the Trendsetters’ individuality by steering away
from conformist brands, and embracing those that deliver a feeling of authentic
self-expression, like Urban Outfitters.  “I get my jeans from Urban Outfitters,” says
Matthew, a 21-year-old Mainstream student in New York.  “They don’t look like all
my friends’ but I like that.  They fit me right.”
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Conclusions

INDIVIDUALITY IS EXPRESSED BY USING A WIDE PALETTE OF INFLUENCES.

Individuality is never achieved through just one thing or one idea--it comes from the
user’s unique combination of many different influences.  This idea appeals to both
Trendsetters and Mainstream Gen Ys.  Brands can be incorporated into the user’s
creative palette in three different ways:  as a strong voice, a blank canvas, or a
facilitating tool.  Brands that understand how they support or fit into this palette are able
to capitalize on the individuality trend without compromising their authenticity.

AUTHENTIC SELF-EXPRESSION MESSAGE IS MORE ASPIRATIONAL THAN
DESIRE TO BE DIFFERENT.

Many products and messages that successfully capitalize on individuality are those that
recognize the importance of self-expression over just being different. Trendsetters
respond because they identify with the message of self-expression; the Mainstream
responds because they want to emulate it. In either case, Authentic Self-Expression is
the most inspiring message of individuality.

THE MAINSTREAM IS BUYING ILLUSIONS OF AUTHENTIC SELF-EXPRESSION IN
MASS-PRODUCED PRODUCTS.

Many companies are thriving by selling authentic self-expression to the mainstream.
They are providing them with products that make them feel like they’re expressing their
true selves.  Some of these companies include Urban Outfitters, IKEA, Hot Topic, GAP,
Apple, TiVo, and those who do customization well.

THIS MINDSET WILL REMAIN WITH THIS GENERATION AS THEY AGE.

Because individuality was established as a core value in the way Gen Y was raised, it
will remain a part of their mindset as a cohort effect.  Individuality will not disappear from
their motives when they grow older; it is rooted too deeply in who they are. Therefore, it
will always be a motivating factor when communicating with them.
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