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Dedication

To Nina and Emily, my little family.

Without you, there is no me.
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Introduction

Welcome to New Canada

Shifting Demand

Canada’s demography is changing radically and rapidly, opening a gap, which will soon be a gulf, between the new demand and the old supply. Anyone who is in the business of supplying goods and services to Canadians, ranging from the CEOs of our biggest banks to the operators of small-town dollar stores, needs to understand and deal with these changes to be successful in what I refer to as New Canada.

The good news is these changes aren’t bolts out of the blue, and they certainly aren’t random. They are reasonably predictable. Why? Because as someone once said, two-thirds of everything can be explained by demographics. Sure, this might be a bit of an overstatement. But understanding demographic change is critical to understanding Canada’s future. Knowing the basic facts of the Canadian population—our age patterns, how we work and with whom, and where we will live and work, as well as where we’re coming from and where we’re going to—tells us a lot about the future of Canada. This knowledge won’t fill in all the blanks, because demography isn’t destiny. But it represents a significant set of facts that any person dealing with Canadians should be well acquainted with.

I’m a big fan of understanding the nature and direction of demographic change. That’s why I lean on emerging demographic realities to tell the story about Canada’s future. Demographics represent the essence of any population. Before you look at what people think (opinions) or what they might do (behaviours), it’s important to understand who they are and who they are becoming.

What’s especially useful about demography is that it is precise, objective, and projectable. Demographics are facts, not opinions, and they’re not new. In Canada, we can trace our first regular census back to 1871. Depending on how much you want to stretch things, there was a census in New France as far back as 1666. But the twentieth century was truly Canada’s first measured period, and we continue to build on the wealth of information collected every day. For the past hundred years, many aspects of Canadian society have been and are being constantly and thoroughly measured. This includes who we are, how we behave, and what we think.

What’s especially useful about demographic data is not what they say about our past or even our present, but what they reveal about our future. Like satellite reports showing future weather patterns, data about people show us our future marketplace patterns. Demographic change is observable from a distance. And it is very, very difficult to alter a demographic trend once it gets rolling. Meaningful demographic changes tend to be locked in for a quarter century or more. Opinions and behaviours, on the other hand, can change quickly depending on the course of events. Therefore, demographics are especially useful when considering medium- to longer-term scenarios such as the ones I’ll present in this book.



Turning Data into Advice

I always have data—lots of data. Data are facts, and facts have power. The Economist magazine has gone so far as to declare that “the world’s most valuable resource is no longer oil, but data.”

But while data is a great place to start, it doesn’t tell the whole story. There’s tragedy and romance in the data, and it’s my job to find it and relay it. But the narrative can be elusive. And even if I find it, if I don’t tell it right, it can devolve into a spray of useless numbers that the audience quickly forgets. You know, just like that high-school math class you might have hated.

Fortunately, after three decades as a pollster, social researcher, strategic advisor, speaker, and writer, I’ve learned how to tell a pretty effective story with data. That’s a bold statement, I know. But as one of my colleagues likes to remind me, the marketplace always decides. You aren’t invited into the room if you can’t deliver.

I also have the best day job any data geek can have. I’m the Global CEO of Ipsos Public Affairs, the world’s leading social and public opinion research company. We have people on the ground in thirty-eight countries and work for clients all over the world. Ipsos Public Affairs is part of Ipsos, the world’s third-largest market research company. Ipsos is based in Paris, France. I just happen to be Canadian and choose to live in Canada. Frankly, I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Canada will always be my home (but it’s great to hang out in Paris too).

Being part of an amazing organization like Ipsos gives me access to an incredible array of data, but also to some of the world’s most insightful social scientists. I learn from them every day. While Ipsos is a global research company, it is also the biggest and best-known research company in Canada. For someone with my skills and interests, being at Ipsos is the perfect match.

What do we do at Ipsos? At the most basic level, our clients hire us to tell them data-driven stories that inspire them to change. For private-sector clients, change means expanding their base of loyal customers. For public-sector clients, it means happier citizens. For political clients, it means more supportive voters. In the end, though, it’s all about advice. Numbers are just the tool for coming up with the advice. Over the past thirty years, I have had the privilege of advising prime ministers, premiers, mayors, and countless cabinet ministers and other public officials on public issues. I’ve also advised many corporations and industries confronted with big consumer challenges in Canada and around the world.



Declining Birth Rates

To prepare for Canada’s future, the first bits of data we need to understand concern our national fertility. The average number of children a Canadian woman gives birth to in her lifetime—that is, Canada’s birth rate—is currently 1.5. To maintain a steady state population that neither grows nor shrinks, a country needs an overall birth rate of at least 2.1. That’s one child born to replace each of their parents, and a little bit extra to compensate for those of us who can’t or decide not to have kids. With a birth rate of only 1.5, we will eventually have more people dying in Canada every day than are being born.

Canada is half a baby short of the number necessary to maintain its population without immigration. This wasn’t always the case. Back in the early 1960s, which corresponds to the end of Canada’s Baby Boom, our birth rate was nearly 4.0. We had natural population growth back then, without immigration.

What changed with our national fertility? While the explanation we often jump to is the mainstreaming of the birth control pill, it’s more complicated than that. What really happened is a good news story about the empowerment of Canadian women: taking control of their education and workforce participation; deciding to move to the city; deciding to have smaller families and to start them later (a decade later than the Boomers). What has reduced Canada’s birth rate is the choices Canadians—especially Canadian women—are now making about the families they want to have and how they want to live their lives. The birth control pill, long heralded as causing the decline of birth rates, just made these choices easier.

You don’t have to take my word for it. Look at your own family. How many children did your grandparents have? What about your parents? What about you? And if your children are old enough to start their own families, how many children do you expect them to have? When you look at the overall picture, I expect that your family’s generations have gotten smaller over time. If your family’s fertility was drawn as a graph, it would likely look like a funnel: wider at the top, narrower at the bottom, as each progressive generation’s birth rate decreased in size. Sure, there are always exceptions. But the power of demography is in understanding the bigger trends, not in getting distracted by the small stuff.

Canada’s latest census shows that the total number of kids in our population has now been surpassed by the total number of seniors. The number of people 65 or older outnumbers those under 15 for the first time in our history. When you add it up, you can see how demographic trends like low fertility are critically important to shaping a country’s future.

Declining birth rates are a very big deal for the future of the world and not just for the future of Canada. Although we don’t talk about it much, fertility is crashing in just about every country, and has been for years. Here’s a wake-up call. If you look at the top ten most populated countries in the world today, their collective birth rate has fallen by over 50% since 1960. That’s right: their birth rate has dropped by more than half in less than sixty years. Eight of the top ten most populous countries now have below-replacement-level birth rates. Humans, as a species, just aren’t having as many offspring as we used to. And we’re having fewer every day.

One country that’s being deeply affected by this low fertility trend is Japan. The Japanese population today is about 126 million people—three and a half times larger than Canada’s population. Japan’s current birth rate is 1.4, which is only 0.1 smaller than Canada’s. But that means that Japan is more than half a baby short in replacing its population. Because of its low fertility, Japan’s population is expected to shrink by about 13% by 2050. As a result, the Japanese population will have more than 16 million fewer people in just over thirty years. To put this into context, that’s six times more than the number of Japanese people who died in the Second World War. Below-replacement-level fertility is a calamitous population trend for Japan and will have a huge impact on their future.

Because of Japan’s declining fertility, not only is its population shrinking, it’s also becoming much older. Japan has the longest average life expectancy of any large-population country in the world. The average Japanese person now lives to 84 years. It’s estimated that by 2060, 36% of the Japanese population will be 65 or older. What are the implications of Japan’s aging population? Here’s one example of consumer demand shifting as a direct result of demographic change: in 2019, there were more adult diapers sold in Japan than children’s diapers. I wonder if diaper manufacturers and retailers saw this coming twenty years ago and acted on it in terms of how they planned to serve today’s Japanese market.

We should also keep in mind that an older population is an expensive population in terms of social costs. Older citizens need costly pensions and health care. And there will be fewer young Japanese people to absorb the growing economic burden of all this spending on seniors. No wonder the Japanese have become obsessed with perfecting and building service robots. They are now also considering creating guest worker programs, like those Dubai and some other countries have. Guest workers are foreigners who are permitted to live in a country only to work. They are not allowed to remain on a permanent basis. Japan must consider such options because they are running out of young people to offset and take care of their aging population.

Japan is not alone in being challenged by low fertility. Germany has a birth rate of 1.6 and, as a result, is projecting a population decline over the next few decades. Germany’s current population is about 83 million. By 2050, it is expected to decline by about 5 million people. That’s even after inviting in almost a million migrants from the Middle East and Africa over the last few years.

Here are some other countries that have below-replacement-level birth rates.




	Poland: 1.4

	Greece: 1.3

	Italy: 1.3

	China: 1.7

	Ukraine: 1.4

	Brazil: 1.7

	Russia: 1.8

	Australia: 1.8

	United Kingdom: 1.8

	United States: 1.8





What? China has a fertility problem? It does. And it is very likely lower than the 1.7 number reported by the United Nations. Local sources suggest it could be as low as 1.2, and maybe even below that in major urban centres. Although China does have the world’s largest population, by the mid 2020s, its growth will slow to the point where India (with a birth rate of 2.2) will surpass them. While China’s one-child policy is often cited as the cause of their fertility decline—larger families invited state sanctions against the parents—there are bigger social forces at play. Even with the recent elimination of the one-child policy, China hasn’t experienced a significant second child baby boom. Chinese women are now in the habit of making the same decisions about motherhood as Canadian and European women. And once low fertility becomes the social norm in a country, it’s almost impossible to reverse it. Demographic experts call this the low-fertility trap.

China’s declining birth rate is being driven by the same forces that have decreased Canada’s fertility. You can also roll in the impact of nearly a half-million Chinese people emigrating every year, with little offsetting immigration (new people moving to China). The Shanghai Daily reports that in 2011 there were fewer than 600,000 foreigners living in China of a total population of nearly 1.4 billion people.

Which country do you think has the highest birth rate in the world? It’s Niger, in Western Africa, with a birth rate of 7.0. But even this number is down from 7.9 in 1980. Niger’s total population is about half of Canada’s, but half of its people are under the age of 15.

Is having a slowing and eventually declining population in Canada and around the globe a good thing or bad thing? It depends who you ask. An environmentalist will tell you it’s absolutely a good thing. If most of the bad things happening to our environment are the product of human activity, it must be better to have fewer people adding to the problems. If you are a businessperson, you likely agree that cleaner air and water are good for humanity, but you also worry that fewer people will mean fewer customers. If you are a public servant, you would celebrate a healthier environment, but you worry about how a shrinking base of younger taxpayers will support a growing elderly population.

Population decline is a complicated subject, especially when it is accompanied by declining fertility and increasing longevity. The results will be mixed and the consequences difficult to predict. What I can say for certain, though, is that everybody should be preparing for it now. It’s just a matter of time.



Looking Through the Rear-view Mirror

I was born in 1961. This puts me on the cusp of being a late Boomer or early Gen Xer (see chapter 1 for definitions of the generations). It can be argued that 1961 was one of the worst postwar years to have been born, given the demographic circumstances in Canada at the time. I am, of course, grateful to have been born at all. And anyone complaining about being born in Canada in the early sixties really needs some perspective on what life has been like for people born at the same time in places like Africa, India, or China. Canadians, even those born in 1961, have been very lucky indeed.

Nonetheless, the reason that 1961 was such a challenging birth year in Canada was that it was at the tail end of the Baby Boom. This huge generational cohort was an unprecedented population anomaly for Canada. It was so big that it eclipsed the entire marketplace for the second half of the twentieth century, forcing the rewriting of the marketing rule book for selling to Canadian consumers. Almost overnight, everything switched from delivering what moms and dads wanted to trying to keep up with the exploding demands of their kids. Baby Boomers had the numbers, which meant they also had the most power in the marketplace.

Babies born in 1961 would forever be seated in the caboose of the Boomer train. Most of our competition would always arrive en masse at the station before we ever made it to the train door. Canadian babies born in the late fifties and early sixties would always be at the back end of a very long line for everything in life.

Apart from being overrun with Boomers, Canada in 1961 was a very white nation. We spoke either English or French at home and at work, but rarely both. That doesn’t mean there were no visible minorities, bilingual people, or people who spoke non-official languages. Canada was home to an Indigenous population as well as many immigrants from other nations. But most Indigenous Canadians—at least those who were prepared to acknowledge their Indigenous ancestry—lived in out-of-the-way places where the majority white population rarely ventured. And almost all immigrants came from white-majority countries like the United Kingdom, the United States, Italy, and Germany. After a generation, they were easily assimilated into the majority population.

As for bilingualism, it simply wasn’t a priority in Canada before 1968, when Pierre Trudeau became prime minister. Unless you grew up in a place outside Quebec where both official languages were in regular household usage, such as Eastern Ontario or New Brunswick, you most likely spoke only one language, usually English, in your day-to-day life. That was all that was expected of you, even if you worked in our national capital for our national government.

The typical Canadian kid born in 1961 lived with two married parents of opposite genders, in a house full of genetically related siblings. That was the case for me. My parents got married in their early 20s and started their family shortly afterwards. They raised a total of four kids: my identical twin brother, Cal; my younger brother, Russ; my sister, Angela; and me. While a single household containing four children might seem excessive by today’s standards, it was the national average back in 1961. We were a country of big households with lots of kids.

I lived my early years in a small Nova Scotia town, Greenwood, in the idyllic Annapolis Valley. My father served in the Royal Canadian Air Force, and Greenwood was an RCAF base back then and remains so today. Greenwood and its environs had a population of about 5,000 in the early 1960s, and it has close to the same population today. My mother worked outside the home, which was rare for Canadian women in the early 1960s. Rarer still was that she ran her own business. She owned the local lady’s hair salon. One of my earliest memories is of combs arranged in a glass beaker filled with blue Barbicide that sat on the shelf in my mother’s salon.

By 1961, Canada had already become a majority urban nation. Even Greenwood qualified as an urban community, according to Statistics Canada’s definition (towns of 1,000 or more). But Canadians in 1961 weren’t as clustered into major cities as we are now. Growing up in a smaller hometown was a much more common childhood experience for a Canadian Boomer than it is for kids today.

From a political and economic perspective, 1961 Canada was fixated on the Atlantic Ocean, as it had been throughout our history. Anything important that crossed an ocean, whether it was our international relationships or immigrants, tended to come across Atlantic waters. Sure, if you lived in British Columbia, the Pacific was your ocean. But in a country so completely dominated by Ontario and Quebec, what happened on the Pacific coast rarely mattered for Canada. All the decisions that counted were made by white men living and working in the downtowns of Montreal, Ottawa, and Toronto. To underscore and even rub in this point, national elections were mostly decided before voting was even finished in the West.

Of course, Canada has always nervously cast its eyes south; we are obsessed with the United States. Reaction to the threat of American annexation was what initially brought us together as a nation. But Canada also had a strong imperial tinge to it, especially in English Canada. We still valued our relationship with the British Empire as a counterbalance to the American colossus (hence the Atlantic obsession)—at least emotionally and symbolically, if not practically. Even if foreigners often mistook Canadians for Americans, we were always certain that we absolutely weren’t them. And our link to the “Old Sod” was part of what we saw as our difference, starting with the Queen’s face on our currency.

This imperial affection didn’t apply to La Belle Province, however. Canada overall has changed a lot since 1961, but one would be hard-pressed to find a province that has changed as much as Quebec has. Back then, Quebec was a more rural, traditional, and religious society than it is today. True, so was Canada generally. But Quebec was even more so, especially when compared to its central-Canadian cousin, Ontario. The election of Liberal Premier Jean Lesage in June 1960 changed all that. Lesage’s election kicked off a massive process of modernization in Quebec called the Révolution Tranquille, or Quiet Revolution. We’re still feeling the effects of it today.

Given how feisty, progressive, and modern Quebec (especially urban Quebec) is, it’s sometimes hard to believe that from 1936 to 1960 it was ruled almost without interruption by a single conservative, almost authoritarian premier and his political party. Under Maurice Duplessis and the Union Nationale, Quebec was socially and politically stagnant. It featured a high degree of alignment between an especially conservative Roman Catholic church and the Quebec state. The election of Lesage in 1960 began a revolution that broke down the church’s domination of Quebec society. It also kicked off the expansion of francophone rights in Quebec and across Canada. The cultural and political effects of Quebec’s transformation dominated the formative years of Canada’s Boomers.

While anyone with even a passing interest in Canadian history is aware of how change in Quebec has altered Canada’s national character and politics, we tend to be much less aware of how it has also affected Quebec’s and Canada’s demography. This is especially true for family relationships and fertility. Both have gone through a massive transition in Quebec since 1960.

Canada in our rear-view mirror is very different from the one we now see rushing at us through our windshield. What do we see when we look over the hood?



Looking Through the Windshield

New Canada started coming together through the tail end of the twentieth century, but has really come into its own since the turn of the millennium. New Canada is a more urban—and especially suburban—place than Old Canada was. It is also much more multicultural, especially in and around our largest cities, where our population is growing fastest.

Along with becoming an urbanized, multicultural society, New Canada’s population is much older on average than it was. In 1960, the median age of Canadians was 27. Today, it is an astonishing 41 and getting older every day. This means half of Canada’s population is now older than 41, and half is younger. We are getting better at keeping people alive. What we aren’t so good at now is making new people. That’s why our population continues to age. That’s what happens when people live longer and fewer babies are born.

Households in New Canada are much smaller on average than they were in Old Canada, not only because we are choosing to have fewer children, but also because we are more often choosing to live alone. Solo living is most common at the start of our adult lives, but also happens at the end, especially for women.

One emerging theme is the growing importance of women, and their life choices, in defining our overall population structure—and ultimately consumer demand in the New Canadian marketplace.

One thing that hasn’t changed is the ongoing domination of the Boomer generation. Despite endless conversations about the emerging power of Millennial consumers, the truth is that Boomers will continue to dominate the marketplace for the foreseeable future. This generational divide, and the tension it creates, will be a dominant feature in the emerging Canadian consumer marketplace, as well as in our politics.

There has been a major shift in the distribution of Canada’s population from east to west over the last sixty years, making the Pacific Ocean much more important. This shift has been driven by the consistent pattern of economic opportunities emerging in the suburbs of Toronto and increasingly in western Canada. In addition, for the last two decades, most of our immigrants have come from Pacific nations. There is an inexorable rule of people movement: we always move to where the jobs are. By bringing in job-seeking immigrants from Pacific nations, we are creating a Canada that is increasingly brown, religiously diverse, suburban, and Pacific-oriented.



Forecasting Our Future

Let’s consider the Canadians of 2030. Applying the scientific method, along with a sprinkling of intuition and imagination, we have the ability to craft a compelling narrative about what the Canadian consumer will look like in 2030. Why 2030? Because while 2030 may seem like a long way off, it’s really only a decade away. A decade is a reasonable time frame for thinking about the medium-term future.

Of course, other forces will have a major impact on Canada’s future and will very likely disrupt aspects of whatever I offer here. But barring a catastrophic political, economic, or environmental upheaval like a major war, the collapse of a significant market commodity such as oil and gas, or the more rapid, deeper onset of an environmental transition such as climate change, this demography-based forecast should prove to be reasonably accurate up to 2030.

How might forces other than demography affect Canada over the next decade or so? Let’s consider just two: politics and technology. On politics, we don’t have to go all the way to millenarian scenarios like a nuclear holocaust (or the emergence of a Canadian Trump) to conjure up a very different Canada in ten years. The collapse of the world order that has supported the expansion of freer trade since the end of the Second World War would shake Canada’s economy to its core. Without relatively free international trade, Canada’s trade-based economy would be, to paraphrase US media commentator and former presidential candidate Pat Buchanan, in “deep, deep shape.”

As for technological forces, there are so many unpredictable ways they could affect our world that they are difficult to incorporate into a forecast in any serious, predictive way. Flying or self-driving cars, Blockchain and Bitcoin, cold fusion nuclear reactors, the internet of things, a cure for cancer—all could have a major impact on Canada’s future. But just as extreme political change is difficult to predict, so too is extreme technological change. Don’t believe me? Plug “retro futurism” into YouTube and watch the videos that pop up. Or just watch a few episodes of Star Trek. These are marvellous worlds to be sure, but they certainly aren’t the world we live in today, and they likely won’t be the world of the next decade or two.

If video doesn’t do it for you, read some of Jules Verne’s work from the turn of the last century. Sure, there are glimpses of today’s world, especially if you’re into steampunk. But much of what he predicted hasn’t come to pass, at least not yet. It’s better, then, to focus on the impact of demographic change. That is a much surer, more reliable bet about the future than wagering that flying cars will occupy every suburban garage or that Captain Nemo will emerge from the depths to battle the Kraken.

It’s also critical to keep in mind that the most important aspect of technological change is rarely the tech itself. What tends to be more important is how people decide to use it—or not use it. Again, this is very hard to predict. For example, the internet was developed by the American government and various academics for a combination of defence and other research purposes. It wasn’t developed to stream movies on Netflix or to hook up terrorist networks. That’s how everyday people, not the inventors, decided to use it.

Let’s focus on people, then. They make for more accurate forecasting. And a good place to start our journey into the future is with Harley-Davidson, a company that knows the shape of Canada’s market demand is changing, and is adapting its products and strategy to deal with it.



Born to Be Wild

I was at the Grand Villa Casino Hotel and Conference Centre in Burnaby, British Columbia, to speak at the annual meeting of Harley-Davidson’s Canadian Dealer Network. I do lots of presentations like this for different groups across Canada and around the world. This time, Harley-Davidson asked me to help their dealers understand why the Canadian marketplace for motorcycles is changing, and how they can adapt to succeed in New Canada.

The company is right to be proactive. Canadians are changing far more than most businesses, community organizations, and even governments appreciate. These changes are fundamental and are redefining everything about us, including who we are, how we live, and what we will be buying. Harley-Davidson, like many businesses, is struggling to adjust. Worldwide sales are down by 6%, and their dealers are restless.

Harley-Davidson is the world’s most iconic maker of motorcycles. But they are about much more than just making and selling bikes. Harley has evolved into a true lifestyle brand. As the company’s ads say, “Fulfilling dreams of personal freedom is more than a phrase. It’s our purpose and our passion.”

A Harley-Davidson motorcycle is a very personal statement about who the owner is. It’s about how they see themselves, but it’s also about how they want to be seen by the world. Even wearing a Harley-branded T-shirt communicates something about the person wearing it. You’re a rebel. You’re committed to living the dream, and only the very best will do it for you. And you might be a little bit of a badass. As Steppenwolf celebrated in “Born to be Wild,” Harley-Davidson is the ultimate personal freedom machine.

Prior to travelling to Burnaby, I had scheduled a couple of calls with the folks at Harley-Davidson to find out what they wanted to hear from me. When we spoke, they asked me to focus my presentation on the topic that’s at the centre of this book: how businesses and other organizations need to change to succeed in a changing Canada. That was fine with me, I said. I’m comfortable with this topic and knew I could pull together something solid that would both resonate with their dealers and get them thinking about their future in the Canadian marketplace.

I told Harley I appreciated the calls because I wanted to work out any logistic problems that might occur at the venue in Burnaby ahead of time. This was a bit of a fib. Sure, logistics are critical to any successful speech or presentation. These are the little tics and bobs in the setup for the talk that can cause even the best speakers to stumble. For example, the selection of the type of mics being used (podium or lapel?). Who will advance the slides? How much time will be allotted for questions and answers? What happens if nobody asks a question? The more presentations I give, the more I focus on checking off these little worries before I get to the venue. I’ve learned the hard way. So, of course, I’m concerned about logistics. That was at least a bit true.

As I said, though, logistics weren’t foremost in my mind on the calls. Truth be told, I was intimidated by the audience and the subject matter. I’m not a Harley guy. I know nothing about motorcycles. I find them scary as hell and have never had a desire to own one. But I have several friends who own Harleys, and I know how passionate they are about their freedom machines. What I anticipated in Burnaby was standing in front of a room full of passionate, expert marketing people who knew everything there is to know about the Harley dreamer. I could very quickly lose them if my ignorance became obvious. Lucky for me, though, the Harley team was very generous with their knowledge and didn’t mind educating me. I learned a lot about what their dealers cared about by listening closely on the calls. I also spent time on the Harley website, looking at their products and getting a sense of how they presented themselves to the marketplace. After all of this, I was more confident about being able to deliver in Burnaby.

As for the venue, the Grand Villa Casino comprises a modest complex of buildings, including a casino, a hotel, and convention spaces, located in suburban Vancouver. Nobody would mistake it for the Las Vegas strip. The more I walked around the casino, the more obvious it was that it had been built to serve a very specific market: Asian-Canadian gamblers. The signage was in Chinese and English, the restaurants were Asian-themed, and pai gow and mah-jong tables, with Asian-Canadian dealers, were more prominent than the traditional blackjack and poker tables that dominated the other casinos I’ve been to. I made a mental note to mention all of this in my presentation as an example of a business that was adapting for success in the Canada of the future. I thought the addition of some local perspective that the Harley dealers could see around them would help drive home my message.

The next morning, I arrived about thirty minutes early at the room where I was to present. I wanted to check in with the event planners and make any last-minute logistic adjustments. Experience tells me that even with the best planning, something always gets screwed up. It’s always better to catch it early, while there’s still time to fix it.

Another speaker was wrapping up at the podium when I arrived, so I searched for an empty chair at the back of the room and sat down. I figured the meeting would take a break and I’d get a chance to do my logistics checks. Instead, the speaker finished and the room went silent. I noticed a man sitting at another table staring directly at me. He then gestured to the empty podium. Really? I thought. I wasn’t supposed to go on for another half hour. I hadn’t even had a chance to check in with the audiovisual staff. But the conference seemed to be running ahead of schedule and needed me to start earlier. I walked up to the podium, accompanied by uncomfortable silence.

I started to speak to the audience as I fumbled with the technology. I introduced myself, cracked a couple of jokes (nobody laughed), and briefly told them what I planned to talk about. Then, for the first time, I lifted my head and looked directly out into the crowd. I was shocked. I was standing in front of 250 people who could have easily passed for extras on Sons of Anarchy. The room was packed with big, middle-aged men sporting ponytails, tattoos, and elaborate facial hair, dressed in black leather and denim. Several women were also scattered about the room. They were attired like the men (sans the facial hair), sharing similar tastes in clothing and body art. After my calls with the team at Harley, I was expecting a room full of corporate marketing types: business-casual and sensible hairstyles.

I got over my initial shock and delivered my presentation. It seemed to go well enough. The audience was attentive and even laughed in the right places. When it was time for questions, I was joined on the stage by some Harley-Davidson executives. They looked more like what I expected based on the phone calls. Sure, they were doing their best to fit in with the crowd. They wore Harley bowling shirts and kept mentioning, almost defensively, that they were riders too. But take away the Harley gear and they could have fit in at a marketing meeting for any major packaged goods company.

Then the questions started coming in from the floor. It quickly became clear that the Harley dealers, despite how they might have appeared to me, were sophisticated and observant marketers too. And why not? They work at the front line of the business and see every day who is coming into their dealerships, who is buying a Harley, and how they are different from previous customers. The market for motorcycles is changing, and they wanted to know what Harley was planning to do to help them adjust. They especially wanted to know what was being done to appeal to the three main groups they saw as transforming their market: aging Boomers, women, and new Canadians.

Harley’s executives proved just how tuned in they are to what is happening with their customers. Harley gets that Canadians are changing. They recognize the need to expand their offer beyond their traditional core audience of middle-aged, reasonably affluent, male Boomers. They also get that meeting changing customer demands requires changing their products. Historically, Harley-Davidsons have been big, expensive bikes. For decades, you had to be strong and reasonably affluent to own a Harley. Just look at two of their popular touring bikes, the Road King and the Road Glide. A Road King weighs about 380 kilograms, and a Road Glide about 390 kilograms. They are beasts. Their sheer size and weight, as well as their cost—the Road King costs $25,000 (all prices before taxes); the Road Glide, $35,000—exclude all but a very select audience from owning one. And these aren’t even Harley’s biggest, most expensive touring bikes. That honour goes to the Street Glide CVO: weighing in at nearly 400 kilograms, it will set you back a hefty $50,000. You could buy two Volkswagen GTI hatchbacks for roughly the same amount.

So, if the big touring bikes aren’t as well aligned to Canada’s new consumers as Harley would like them to be, how are they adjusting their products to match the emerging marketplace? There are some smart lessons in what Harley is doing that demonstrate how to shift gears to meet shifting consumer demand. Canada’s businesses, community organizations, and governments can all learn from Harley.



Aging Boomers (and Gen Xers)

Everybody gets older. Even a core Harley customer gets to the point where his (it’s usually a his) body tells him to say goodbye to what once was. So what’s Harley doing for them? How will they keep these core customers on the road? Harley has come up with a potential solution. Some of the fastest-growing segments of Harley’s sales today are the Trikes: the Freewheeler and the Tri Glide Ultra. They offer all the freedom of a big touring bike but with fewer physical demands on the rider. Not only are Trikes suitable for aging core customers who want to extend their ride, they also offer an entry point for new customers who lack the physique and experience necessary to handle a big touring machine. For them, a Trike is an ideal entry into the Harley lifestyle.

Trikes are a new and potentially lucrative product line for Harley. According to the Harley website, at the time of writing, the cost for a Freewheeler was around $33,000, while a Tri Glide Ultra would set you back around $43,000. That’s even pricier than some of the big road bikes.

But what Trikes really communicate about Harley-Davidson is that the company understands that a lucrative segment of their future marketplace will be aging Boomers. They’re right about this. Canadians are living longer and living healthier, and older Canadians have most of the money. Millennials are an important market segment too, and the savvy product and marketing group at Harley is thinking about how to get them on bikes, but at the same time, they aren’t forgetting about expanding products for older riders. They know aging Boomers are an important power segment in the market.



Women

While their mothers and grandmothers may have been content to ride on the seat behind their Harley man, women today want to ride their own bikes. Why not? Today’s women are quite different from their mothers and grandmothers. They are waiting a decade longer to get married and to start families, if they decide to follow that path at all. They are pursuing higher education in greater numbers than ever, and are building independent, successful careers that give them access to their own financial resources. An increasing number of Canadian women now have the desire, opportunity, and assets to become Harley-Davidson customers.

Like many forward-thinking businesses selling products and services to Canadians, Harley-Davidson is responding to the emerging economic power of independent women. Get ready for it. You will be hearing more and more about how independent women are shaping the marketplace because the role and influence of women in our economy has evolved over the last few decades. While women have always been regarded by marketers as the important decision-makers on day-to-day household purchases in Canada, this position was driven by their roles as wives and mothers. Women will continue to make everyday purchasing decisions on behalf of their families, but the story will increasingly be about how they are using their own resources to act as independent decision-makers when it comes to purchases that used to be shared family decisions. Think real estate, personal investments, and, yes, whether to buy a motorcycle.

Kate Robertson examined the relationship between women riders and motorcycles in Inspired magazine. Robertson quotes Greer Stewart, the founder of the Canadian Women’s Ride Day, on the growing popularity of motorcycling for women in Canada. According to Stewart, “The rate of women motorcyclists is increasing every year, and based on the current trend, should reach 50% of riders in the next five to ten years.” Why are women embracing motorcycling? asks Robertson. “It attracts women of all ages, lifestyles, and riding styles for the camaraderie/sisterhood, the thrill, and the empowerment it brings,” says Stewart.

While it’s difficult to corroborate Stewart’s optimistic claim that gender equity will be achieved in Canadian motorcycle sales within the next decade, there is a lot of evidence to suggest she’s right about the number of women riders increasing in general. For example, Women Riders Now presents itself as a magazine dedicated to “women, and men who ride with women.” WRN says about 12% of American motorcycle riders today are women, which is an increase of 35% over the last decade. The Motorcyclists Confederation of Canada has it slightly higher in Canada, with women now buying 18% to 20% of all motorcycles sold. WRN also tells us that the most popular bike for women today is the Harley-Davidson Sportster. The Sportster is a budget-priced, entry-level model that is smaller and lighter than a touring machine but still has the style and performance to match Harley’s bigger bikes.

According to the Harley executives in Burnaby, the company has a clear strategy for attracting women riders, and it is paying off. Part of the strategy is product, but it also entails community building and outreach to nurture the camaraderie/sisterhood mentioned by Stewart. Harley dealers now offer special riding clinics just for women, and make mentors available for new riders. What’s the payoff? Harley claims that 62% of women who ride motorcycles today own a Harley.



New Canadians

The final group of potential customers the audience asked about at the conference was new Canadians. Given where we were—Burnaby, on the Pacific coast—and that they had just heard from me about the massive growth in immigration from Pacific nations, it’s no surprise that the audience asked questions about the market for Asian Canadians. The answers from the Harley executives were both fascinating and reflective of how much they are thinking about their future customers.

The first point they made was that their biggest challenge in attracting new customers is getting any Canadian to think about riding a motorcycle. As one Harley executive noted, “Canada is a car culture—when Canadians see a road, they think about cars. Most Asian cultures, however, are more motorcycle cultures. They see a road; they think about motorcycles.” The Harley executive wasn’t specific about why this was the case, but based on the reaction in the room, this was common knowledge among the dealers. Therefore, Harley believes they are a step ahead selling to Asian immigrants because these customers both think about and already know how to ride motorcycles.

Harley-Davidson is right about the differences between Asian cultures and Canadian culture when it comes to preferred vehicle options. Only about 2% of Canadian households own a motorcycle, while 80% have a car. In the three Pacific countries that represent Canada’s top sources of immigrants—India, the Philippines, and China—the vehicle ownership statistics are completely different. In India, 47% of households own a motorcycle, while 6% have a car. In the Philippines, 32% have a motorcycle, while 6% have a car. In China, 60% have a motorcycle, and 17% have a car.

Although selling Asian immigrants on riding motorcycles should be easy, Harley faces a significant challenge when it comes to selling them one of their products. Again, it is the size of those big Harley bikes that’s a barrier. As a Harley executive on stage observed, “Men and women of Asian ancestry are smaller in stature and lighter than the average Canadian. Old-school Harleys can be too big for them to comfortably manage.”

Is the Harley executive right about this? Are male Asian immigrants smaller in stature than Canadian-born men on average? According to WorldData.info, the statistics on average heights for men by country show that they are, at least for first-generation Asian immigrants. The average Canadian man today is 5'10" and weighs 186 pounds. The average man in India is 5'5" and weighs
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