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         At the start of the twenty-first century we increasingly regard ourselves less as citizens of the world and more as customers in a global marketplace. In the industrialized nations, discussions of ‘rights’ are now more likely to reflect our role as consumers rather than our basic human or civil rights.
 
         We are the New Consumers – independent minded, individualistic and well informed. We are cash rich and time poor. Bombarded by commercial messages, we remain deeply distrustful of hype and deeply disloyal to suppliers. We are the consumers on whose often spur-of-the-moment purchasing decisions depends the success or failure of businesses of all sizes.
 
         What distinguishes New Consumers from those who came before us is not chronological age but attitudes toward consumption. Old Consumer attitudes were forged by the forces of mass production, mass marketing and mass consumption. Those of the New Consumers have been shaped by the seismic economic and social changes that began transforming industrialized societies from the late 1960s onward.
 
         This rise in the influence and power of New Consumers has been mirrored by an exponential growth in the power and wealth of corporations. Of the world’s top 100 economic entities, half are no longer countries but corporations. The merger of AOL and Time Warner in 2000, for example, created a corporation worth $350 billion. This is equal to the gross domestic product of India ($357.4 billion) and more than the combined GDPs of Hungary, Ukraine, the Czech Republic, New Zealand, Peru and Pakistan!
         
 
         In part, the rise of both consumer and corporate power reflects the growing importance of information as the economic basis for growth and influence. Just as the printing press undermined the absolute authority of the church 500 years ago, the internet is threatening to undermine nation states and even the power of corporate giants whose policies are increasingly dictated by the power of market forces. After the break down of world climate talks at the Hague in November 2000, for example, George Kelly, director of the US industrial lobby group the Global Climate Coalition, admitted that the failure was less important than many observers believed, since: ‘It is business, not government, that is developing new technologies. And business is being pushed by strong consumer demand, irrespective of governments or regulations.’1
         
 
         As an example of the increasing voice that consumers will have in the marketplace, consider the Freenet software program (freenet.sourceforge.net), which enables PCs on the net to swap files directly without the need for any intermediaries. Unlike Napster – the copyright-defying, song-swapping music exchange created in 1999 by 17-year-old Shawn Fanning – this software makes it impossible to discover who has posted or downloaded files, with the result that information can be exchanged between individuals with total anonymity. ‘The implications,’ suggests writer Mark Fischetti, ‘are far-reaching. Whistle-blowers could post incriminating documents without fear of reprisals, and dissidents in totalitarian states could safely post anti-government rhetoric.’2
         
 
         Over the years since my identification of – and with – New Consumers, I have been following their rise to economic prominence and observing their growing influence over the marketplace. My colleagues and I have explored their motives, and in over a thousand surveys examined their responses to everything from television commercials to the stress of shopping in malls and supermarkets.
         
 
         We equipped our guinea-pig shoppers with miniature cameras to record their shopping experiences. We monitored such bodily responses as blood pressure and heart rate while they maneuvered laden trolleys along crowded supermarket aisles or stood in line to pay for purchases at busy checkouts. In our laboratory we analyzed electrical activity in the brain as they watched TV commercials and then related those responses to individual scenes in the advertisements.
 
         In the chapters that follow I describe those research findings, explain the significance of our observations, and suggest the practical steps that manufacturers, suppliers and service providers must take in order to meet the challenges and seize the opportunities represented by the rise of the New Consumers.
 
         Largely as a result of the growth of the internet, New Consumers are in a position to become better informed about companies, products and services than at any time in commercial history. They can investigate major corporations, gather lone voices of complaint or dissent into a genuine force for change, and compare prices, quality and delivery times around the world.
 
         As well as wanting information, in an era of commodities New Consumers possess a strong desire for authenticity in many of the products and services they purchase. As I explain in Chapter 1, this quest for the authentic is partly driven by a need to express individuality through ownership of goods or services that are in some way innovative, original and different.
 
         I examine not merely New Consumers’ buying choices but their very soul. My use of the word ‘soul’ in this secular context may strike you as strange and inappropriate. Yet for many New Consumers the purchase of products and services has largely replaced religious faith as a source of inspiration and solace. For an even larger group, their buying decisions are driven by a deeply rooted psychological desire to develop and enhance their sense of self. Their choices are shaped by those core constructs from which identity and esteem are formed.
 
         New Consumers are a group that you as a manufacturer, service provider or marketing specialist will remain ignorant of at your peril and ignore at your cost. They are the people on whom not merely your company’s prosperity but its very survival will depend, for they possess the power to make or break any business, of any size, at any time.
         
 
         As David Spangler, director of market research for the Levi brand, puts it: ‘They are going to take over the country.’
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            From Abundance to Authenticity:
 The Rise of the New Consumers
            

         
 
         
            In the second half of the 20th century, we have gradually learnt to talk and think of each other and ourselves less as workers, citizens, parents or teachers and more as consumers.
            
 
            Yiannis Gabriel and Tim Lang, The Unmanageable Consumer
            

         
 
         American author and poet Shel Silverstein has coined the word Tesarac to describe those periods in history when momentous social and cultural changes occur. During a Tesarac, society becomes increasingly chaotic and confusing before reorganizing itself in ways that no one can accurately predict or easily anticipate. It is an era when, in the words of MIT’s Shelley Turkle: ‘Old things are dead or dying and one cannot easily make out what will happen next.’
 
         Silverstein believes that the changes taking place as society travels through the Tesarac are so profound that nobody born one side of this ‘wrinkle in time’ will ever be able to understand fully what life was like before it occurred. A similar view has been expressed by Peter Drucker who, in his book Post-Capitalist Society, describes how, every few centuries, western society crosses what he terms a ‘divide’. He cites the changes that took place in eighteenth-century Europe when the center of communal life moved from the countryside into the city. Craft guild members became the dominant social group, scholarship abandoned isolated monasteries for new universities at the heart of urban life, Latin gave way to the vernacular and Dante laid the foundation stones of European literature. ‘Within a few short decades, society rearranges itself,’ says Drucker, ‘its world view; its basic values; its social and political structure, its arts; its key institutions. Fifty years later there is a New World. And the people born then cannot even imagine the world in which their grandparents lived and into which their own parents were born.’
         
 
         We are still passing through the Tesarac and cannot accurately predict what the outcome will be. What is already apparent, however, is that manufacturers and suppliers trapped on the wrong side of this wrinkle in time will find themselves increasingly overwhelmed by the vastness of the changes it portends. Their more flexible, better-informed and astute competitors who have moved through the Tesarac and understand the nature of the New Economy will be able to tap into the change and sweep onward to undreamed-of levels of success.
 
         Prior to the Tesarac, a significant driving force behind consumption was a desire to improve one’s social class by acquiring material possessions, such as a new car, a television, freezer and furnishings, that would signify membership of the middle class. Today a majority of consumers have largely exhausted the things they need to purchase and are focusing instead on what they want to buy, that is, opportunities and experiences that claim to make their lives happier, richer and more rewarding. In the New Economy the companies most likely to succeed are those that enable New Consumers to make these investments of time, attention and money simpler to perform and more rewarding to experience.
         
 
         In the world of the Old Consumer, every major aspect of a transaction, from the price paid and the distribution channels available, was dictated by manufacturers and suppliers. In the New Economy power is shifting more and more to consumers, who are increasingly able to dictate not only what they buy but how and where those purchases are made – and even, with some products, what they are prepared to pay for them.
         
 
         Take PriceLine.com, an internet company launched towards the end of 1998 with a market capitalization of $20 billion, whose purpose is to bring together buyers and sellers in an arena where the customer sets the pace. Rather than customers hunting for suppliers, manufacturers and service providers now come to PriceLine.com in order to find consumers. It is the customer who decides the price and the service providers or manufacturers who then accept or decline their business.
 
         PriceLine’s initial, well-publicised service focused on airline tickets, with potential travelers stating how much they are willing to pay for travel to any destination on a particular day and guaranteeing – by means of a credit card – that they will take the best seat available no matter what time the flight departs. Airlines with space on the route then bid for that passenger, solving their problem of filling empty seats on an almost minute-by-minute basis. Given that, on any day, there are some half a million empty seats in US airspace alone, even a low-paying passenger is preferable to a no-paying one.
 
         From Scarcity to Abundance – from Abundance to Authenticity
         
 
         The past few years have seen the rise and rapid growth in economic importance of a group of consumers whose attitudes, aspirations and purchasing patterns are unlike any before them. Already a potent force in the developed world, within the next decade they will come to dominate consumption in North America, Europe and Asia. On their decisions to buy or not to buy will depend not only your company’s prosperity but also its very survival.
 
         These are the New Consumers.
 
         New, because their style of consumption is so distinctive, and Consumers, rather than customers, because these differences of approach influence every aspect of their purchasing decisions: from choosing which brand of baked beans to pluck from a supermarket shelf to whether to accept social changes, government policies, spiritual beliefs and political ideologies.
         
 
         New Consumers transcend all ages, ethnic groups and even, to some extent, income. You are as likely to find them among the affluent over-fifties as in the ambitious under-thirties. When US record company Camelot analyzed its purchase data it discovered that the largest consumers of rap and techno music were not young people but grannies and granddads buying the music as presents for their grandchildren.
 
         After the company created a newsletter to keep this group in touch with the latest trends in pop music, its turnover rose by almost 40 percent. Although when they first began to emerge in the marketplace New Consumers were predominantly male, the increasing economic power of women, both as wealth producers and consumer decision makers, means they are now equally likely to be of either sex.
 
         Living in economies where their basic needs are quickly and easily satisfied, New Consumers are far more concerned with satisfying their wants, which frequently focus on original, innovative and distinctive products and services. As a result they tend to reject mass-produced and mass-marketed commodities in favor of products and services that can claim to be in some way authentic.
 
         Independent, individualistic, involved and well-informed on consumer matters, they already rate as significant players in an increasingly fragmented and fragmenting marketplace. Every feature of the New Economy, from globalization to digitization, from new retailing technologies to internet shopping, has dramatically altered not only how New Consumers buy but what they buy and why.
         
 
         No matter what product you manufacture or what service you sell, if you fail to understand not merely the behavior of these radically different consumers but their very soul, your once successful marketing strategies will crash headlong into their distrust and disinterest and your profits will plunge.
         
 
         Manufacturers and service providers whose mindset still revolves around notions of mass production, mass marketing and mass consumption are already experiencing falling sales and eroding brand value. In 1999, for example, Levi’s – which only two years earlier had been rated the world’s eighth greatest brand – announced it was to close half its North American factories, following a 13 percent decline in sales.
         
 
         Exactly why such events are happening and why many marketing specialists are becoming increasingly gloomy about the future of even well-established product-based brands will be discussed in detail later in this book. But the short answer is that global empires like Levi Strauss, Kelloggs, Woolworth, Marks & Spencer and even Coca-Cola – whose profits plummeted 27 percent in the fourth quarter of 1999 – have been paying insufficient attention to the attitudes and aspirations of these New Consumers.
 
         The Anatomy of the Soul
         
 
         The New Consumer that is emerging on the other side of the Tesarac is shown in Figure 1.
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               Figure 1 The soul of the New Consumer
               

            

         
 
          
         The New Consumers were born into a society that was slowly moving away from years of austerity caused first by the great depression of the 1920s and early 1930s and subsequently by the Second World War. Postwar shortages and rationing placed great power in the hands of manufacturers and suppliers. For more than a decade after the war ended customers, rendered dutiful and conformist by years of restrictions, gratefully bought whatever producers deigned to sell them. Even as shortages eased, manufacturers continued to assume that mass production and mass marketing would allow them to continue regulating mass consumption. They were strongly supported in this view by advertisers, who saw their primary task as mass-producing consumers. In a presidential address to the American National Council on Family Relations in the late 1940s, for example, sociologist Clark Vincent explained that the family could now be regarded less as a ‘production unit’ and more as a ‘viable consuming unit’.1
         
 
         Where Old Consumers were beset by scarcities of cash, choice and availability, those confronting the New Consumer are shortages of time, attention and trust.
 
         Whereas the Old Consumer was synchronized, usually uninvolved in production, conformist and often woefully uninformed, New Consumers are individualistic, involved, independent and generally well informed.
 
         Perhaps the most significant change, and it is one that I shall discuss in detail in Chapter 2, is that while Old Consumers were largely motivated by a need for convenience, New Consumers are driven by a quest for authenticity.
 
         Scarcities of time
 
         New Consumers constantly grumble about there being too few hours in the day to satisfy all the demands made on them. Unfortunately, longer hours does not mean that all the work is getting done. A study by the American Management Association showed that almost half of all middle managers say they now have more work to do than time in which to do it. This could help explain why eight out of ten New Consumers fret about imbalances in their life, caused by having too little time to spend on their relationships, their family, hobbies and leisure activities. The results are rising stress levels and a desire to save time by almost any means, even if this involves paying for additional help or extra service. While such pressures affect Old and New Consumers alike, the latter are more likely to accept their fate while the former actively, although not always successfully, seek to reduce these burdens. Intolerant of delays and frequently cash rich, many New Consumers are prepared to pay a premium for the privilege of not being kept waiting. Organizations that can provide the almost instant gratification of needs twenty-four hours a day are set to gain a loyal following among a significant proportion of time-poor New Consumers.
         
 
         
            Because they are such individualists, no two New Consumers have exactly the same attitudes towards consumption, but the following two, whom I know well from my research, illustrate many of their key qualities.
 
            Sam is a 27-year-old radio producer living with his girlfriend, Jo. They both work long and highly irregular hours, which means that free time is at a premium and 24-hour shops and the internet are shopping necessities.
 
            ‘I tend to visit the big supermarkets because they have such a wide range of products,’ says Sam, ‘and the greatest benefit of shopping for groceries at two o’clock in the morning is that you never get caught in a queue. I hate doing the shopping when the aisles are packed and you have to hang around at checkouts. In fact, I often walk out and leave my trolley when the checkout lines are too long.’
 
            For recreation Sam goes canoeing, making long expeditions on his own and enjoying the solitude of the river after working with people all week. ‘It’s my way of unwinding,’ he explains.
 
            Sam is attracted by anything new, cool and still unfashionable. Once everybody starts using or wearing a product, he tends to move on to something new. ‘I keep myself informed about consumer issues and check the labels on unfamiliar products,’ he comments.‘I like to make up my own mind about things and hate being told what to think.’
 
            When tracking down furnishings and ornaments for their apartment, he and Jo visit street markets and secondhand shops, rather than highstreet stores, in search of items that are in some way unique or original, although not necessarily expensive. ‘I love old, authentic things in a modern flat,’ he explains.‘It gives you a sense of balance and continuity.’
 
            For Ann, a 36-year-old company director, look, style, subtlety and understatement are essential before she is attracted to any product: ‘I buy designer-label clothes from Jil Sander, Max Mara and Nichole Fahri, but I don’t want people necessarily to recognize the label,’ she explains.
 
            Ann keeps herself well informed via magazines such as Marie Claire and Good Housekeeping. She subscribes to these because she would rarely have to time to go out and buy them and also because this makes them cheaper. A self-confessed car freak, who drives a BMW 5 series, Ann also subscribes to motoring and computer magazines.
            
 
            ‘I buy all my CDs off the internet, plus electronic equipment, partly because there is so much more choice and partly because it is cheaper to do so,’ says Ann. ‘I also buy organic vegetables, which are delivered once a week with the earth still on them.’
 
            For recreation, Ann enjoys very early music as well as twentieth-century minimalist music by composers such as Steve Reich. ‘There is a similarity to the structure of his work and, for example, Gregorian chants,’ she says. ‘I find repetition accompanied by slight change extremely de-stressing.’
 
            An independent-minded shopper, Ann prefers to make her purchases on her own:‘I have no need for someone to approve or disapprove of what I buy,’ she explains.‘I make up my mind very quickly, and never go from shop to shop comparing products. In most cases I know immediately whether or not a particular product is “me”.’
 
            Ann’s passion is collecting silver, a hobby that she was quick to point out she started long before it became so fashionable. ‘Silver is always utterly authentic without ever appearing flashy,’ she explains.

         
 
         One company that has grown huge by meeting this insatiable demand for having it ‘now’ is Viking Direct, the world’s largest supplier of office stationery. Started in the 1980s, it now has over 2.5 million active business customers in 19 countries, from the US, the UK and Europe through to Australia, the Middle East, Africa and Asia. ‘The overriding factor behind our success is our dedication to fanatical customer service,’ says Brian Poll, the company’s merchandising projects director.2 Part of that ‘fanatical service’ is satisfying its customers’ need for a by-return service. Orders placed one day will be delivered the next, while consumers living near a depot often get them the same day.
         
 
         Another company cashing in on the time poverty of New Consumers is Screwdriver, set up in 1996 in the UK to help people who have bought flat-pack furniture from companies such as Ikea to put it together. Founder Jack Bock discovered that half of all furniture is sold as self-assembly and realized that there must be thousands of time-poor customers willing to pay extra to have their DIY purchases expertly assembled. He was right, and his company now has an annual turnover in excess of £1 million.
 
         Scarcities of attention
 
         Scarcities of time mean that New Consumers also frequently suffer from a scarcity of attention. Unless they are able to understand something quickly and easily it will often be ignored, especially when the personal relevance of the information is unclear. Partly as a result of time scarcity, younger New Consumers especially have developed greater visual literacy than any generation before them. They are able to understand and enjoy the complex, rapidly changing images found in computer games, pop music videos, many television commercials and films: sequences of fast-moving visual messages that would have baffled earlier generations of viewers. Indeed, the perceptual skills of these youngsters is often so advanced that they might be more appropriately called not teenagers but screenagers. They are also able to spot the strategies behind advertisements, with the result that conventional methods of persuasion often fail to move them.
 
         Over the next ten years, companies will have to devise new and startling forms of advertising, based on images rather than words, in order to capture a little of the New Consumer’s scarce attention, a point that I shall discuss in detail in Chapter 8. Already, for example, one advertiser is talking seriously about using lasers to project slogans on to the surface of the moon! 
         
 
         Scarcities of trust
 
         While New Consumers are neither more nor less trusting than Old Consumers in their personal relationships, they are significantly less likely to offer unquestioning trust to suppliers. Research by the Henley Centre, for example, has shown that while nine out of ten people will trust their spouse or partner and eight out of ten their children, less than a third (27 percent) trust retailers or manufacturers, while just 14 percent trust either the government or advertisers!
 
         Dissatisfaction is often a more likely outcome among those New Consumers whose lifestyles are characterized by high expectations and a desire for instant gratification. With high quality and value for money as ‘givens’, they are continually searching for products or services with the most value-added extras. Since loyalty takes time to build, the company that is first in the field often reaps the greatest rewards, provided that it maintains the highest levels of quality and service.
 
         The quest for authenticity
 
         At the heart of the soul of the New Consumer lies a desire for authenticity. ‘People are called to authenticity, it is a vocation,’ says journalist Bryan Appleyard. ‘It has become the crucial moral orthodoxy of our time.’3 In this quest they are prepared to put themselves to considerable inconvenience, sometimes traveling far from the beaten track to obtain whatever product it is they are eager to buy. Inventor James Dyson, for example, takes a great deal of trouble to purchase what he regards as the most authentic olive oil: ‘I drive a long way to buy it from La Famille Chancel at Chateau Val Joannis, in Pertuis near Aix-en-Provence,’ he says. ‘It’s full and aromatic; you can drink it like wine.’4
         
 
         Both Nikon and Leica produce excellent, top-of-the-range cameras used by both professional and serious amateur photographers around the world. Yet while Nikons are generally regarded as a commodity, the Leica has achieved an aura of authenticity that allows it to appreciate in value over time. Oskar Barnack, a German engineer and mountaineering enthusiast who wanted an easily portable camera to accompany him on expeditions, designed the initial Leica shortly before the First World War. In the days of large-format photography, Barnack’s groundbreaking idea was to create a camera that, instead of cumbersome single plates, used strips of 35mm film manufactured for the movie industry. By 1924, his friend Ernst Leitz had put this prototype into production and modern photography was born. Today the latest Leica, with a range of lenses, can cost in excess of $10,000 despite, or even because of, the fact that it lacks many of the high-tech features found on most modern Japanese cameras, such as auto focus and power winder.
         
 
         When introduced in 1954 a M3 Leica sold for just a few hundred dollars. Today, in ‘mint’ condition, the same camera could fetch $5000 or more. Over the same period a Nikon F4, fine camera though it is, would become virtually worthless.
 
         In part the perceived ‘authenticity’ of the Leica in relation to other models may lie in the fact that it has been used by such internationally celebrated photographers as Henri Cartier-Bresson and Lord Snowdon. Mainly, however, it resides in the camera’s exceptionally high engineering and quality of construction. The Leica, as with all other exclusive and original products and services, possesses what the Japanese call miryokuteki hinshitsu, quality that fascinates, rather than simply atarimae hinshitsu, quality that is expected.
         
 
         Atarimae hinshitsu represents the absolute minimum that New Consumers will accept – anything less and they feel cheated. But it is for miryokuteki hinshitsu, the quality that fascinates, that they have developed the most voracious appetite. It is a standard that manufacturers and service providers in the New Economy must increasingly strive to achieve in order to endow their brands with authenticity. For it is only by doing so that they can expect to capture the attention and win the trust of demanding New Consumers.
         
 
         The rise of independent-minded New Consumers means that while the individual reigns supreme, society has been downgraded in importance. When the Titanic sank in the 1958 British film A Night to Remember, it was portrayed as a public disaster with important lessons for passenger safety. When the ship went down in James Cameron’s 1997 production, it was presented in terms of a highly romantic personal tragedy. ‘Between these two films,’ says journalist Bryan Appleyard, ‘the public realm vanished, to be replaced by the private realm of the authentic self and its fulfilment.’
         
 
         With work, family and society no longer providing as ready a means of self-actualization as in the recent past, people are increasingly seeking authenticity in one of two ways: through spirituality and through ‘retail therapy’.
         
 
         Consuming spirituality
 
         Spirituality has become an all-purpose description of what people feel to be missing from their lives rather than of what they hope to discover. According to Mick Brown, author of The Spiritual Tourist, this spiritual search is: ‘A symptom of collective uncertainty in an age when the traditional institutions of church, family and community appear to be breaking down. A symptom too of growing disenchantment with the values of materialism, and a weariness of science, which has stripped all mystery out of existence.’
         
 
         Because many New Consumers regard traditional religions as too dogmatic and even, in some cases, failing to offer an ‘authentic’ spiritual experience, there is an increasing interest in what many theologians regard as fringe or even pseudo faiths.
 
         As Wade Clark Roof comments in Spiritual Marketplace: 
         
 
         
            There is considerable fluidity. There’s a continuing hunger to find spiritual truth, but they have a clearer sense now that some of the things they looked to deliver them earlier, like consumption and materialism, don’t work too well … I see a more diverse, perhaps more individualistic religious and spiritual future.
            

         
 
         Wealthy New Consumers are hiring a variety of spiritual advisers including personal yogis, meditation teachers, spiritual directors and smudgists – Manhattanite home cleaners who turn up complete with rattles, drums and incense to spiritually purify the home. Stores selling a vast range of New Age products, candles, incense, crystals, essential oils, rock formations, magnets, as well as books on every aspect of the spiritual quest are spreading rapidly through towns and cities on both sides of the Atlantic. Many of these books, tapes and videos offer alienated New Consumers the promise of feeling more relaxed, more peaceful and more fulfilled, of discovering harmony, inspiration, energy and enlightenment.
         
 
         The sales of more mainstream religious books increased by 150 percent between 1991 and 1997, in sharp contrast to the 35 percent rise for secular books. Even non-religious guides to everyday contentment became more popular, like Simple Abundance and Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff. The latter is one of the Chicken Soup series, the most successful in publishing history, with over 30 million copies currently in print.
         
 
         As Alvin Toffler puts it: ‘Today we see millions desperately searching for their own shadows, devouring movies, plays, novels, and self-help books, no matter how obscure, that promise to help them locate their missing identities.’
 
         Consuming produce
 
         We live in a society where common ideals and political resolve have been largely replaced by shared meanings revolving around brand names and advertising images. As sociologist John Clammer observes: ‘Shopping is not merely the acquisition of things, it is the buying of identity.’
 
         Wealthy Old Consumers frequently go in for conspicuous consumption, flaunting gold Rolexes, Mercedes sports coupés, designer suits, marble bathrooms with gold taps and champagne always on ice. They display these and similar high-price trophies in much the same way as an earlier generation of big game hunters would garnish their library walls with the heads of their prey.
 
         Many well-heeled New Consumers, by contrast, are eschewing blatant displays of wealth in favor of more subtle demonstrations of financial muscle. Gold Rolexes, for example, can be bought at the counter of almost any high-class jewelers, but if you want the far less ostentatious steel one, you’ll have to join a five-year waiting list. In downtown Manhattan and Washington DC, mountain bikes with chunky tires and titanium frames are becoming more commonplace than flashy sports cars. Bespoke suits at business meetings are giving way to Gap khakis. In the bathrooms of stylish American homes, the trend is for stainless-steel regulation prison toilets, while refrigerators are more likely to stock beer than champagne.
         
 
         These purchases don’t represent the impact of any financial constraints, but rather the quest for authenticity. Indeed, the price tag on a minimalist lifestyle can run far higher than for an ostentatious one. Those sleek mountain bikes cost thousands of dollars, a regulation prison lavatory is ten times the price of a standard model, and the beers in the freezer are likely to have been micro brewed and cost as much as champagne cocktails. As a designer in a cartoon in The New Yorker put it while talking to a prospective client: ‘Minimalist? I’m not sure if your budget is big enough for minimalism.’
         
 
         Old Consumer-style conspicuous consumption typically involves the purchase of inauthentic products that, by their nature, can have no underlying sense of unity. New Consumers, through their emphasis on authenticity, ensure that even when their purchases are totally different, they still possess unity in terms of their originality and uniqueness.
 
         New Consumers are individualistic
 
         In 1952 an American psychologist named Solomon Asch asked university students to compare two lines and say whether one was longer, shorter or the same length as the other.5 Students were tested in groups but only one was a genuine subject, the rest were his accomplices who had been instructed to give an identical wrong answer on certain trials. Asch’s purpose was to discover whether the naïve individual would stick with his own – correct – answer or change his mind to conform to a majority opinion. The results were startling. Despite obvious differences between the two lines, when six other group members insisted that both were of the same length, 95 percent of the naïve subjects went along with the majority view. They voted for conformity against the clear evidence of their own eyes. When an attempt was made to repeat the experiment 30 years later, however, young people refused to be swayed by the opinions of their peers, insisting that, even if theirs was a lone voice, it was a truthful one.
         
 
         The quest for authenticity obliges New Consumers to swim alone or in small groups rather than moving with the synchronized shoals of Old Consumers. They must leave themselves free to seek out the often subtle differences that distinguish the authentic product from the massproduced commodity. In the words of Yiannis Gabriel and Tim Lang, New Consumers are continually engaged in a discourse of difference, an exploration of ‘minute variations, of idiosyncrasies of style, products, brand, signs and meanings … the discovery of difference, the establishing of difference and the appropriation of difference’. Freud used the phrase the ‘narcissism of small differences’ to describe the discrete ways in which we seek simultaneously to demonstrate our individuality and a membership of some small but select group.
         
 
         On the sleeve of a suit by top British designer Paul Smith, for example, you will always find five or six buttons rather than the usual four. A BMW M5 is one of the fastest and most sought-after sports cars on the road, yet its only distinguishing feature from a similar car of the same make is a tiny M5 badge on the rear. A mere glance at a shirt collar is sufficient to tell a connoisseur whether it is hand made or mass produced. ‘The collar of a good shirt has a certain softness and fluidity about it,’ says clothing company founder Jeremy Hackett. ‘The stitching should always be about a quarter of an inch from the edge. Too close or too far and you can tell it hasn’t been properly done.’6
         
 
         To the uninitiated such fine distinctions might pass unnoticed and unremarked. For New Consumers the differences are a matter of pride and reassurance. Not only do they indicate membership of an exclusive club, but they also carry the stamp of authenticity.
 
         The desire for individuality is, then, both the means to an end – the confirmation of authenticity – and an end in itself, a subtle demonstration of personal uniqueness.
         
 
         ‘The mythological homogeneous America is gone’, says Joel Weiner, senior vice-president marketing for Kraft Foods. ‘We are a mosaic of minorities.’ 
         
 
         New Consumers are involved
 
         To ensure authenticity, New Consumers must often involve themselves far more closely with the processes of production and/or consumption to ensure that what they buy exactly matches their needs. Ikea, for example, is popular among New Consumers who love its interactive appeal, the fact that they can bounce on the beds and handle the products, that the catalogs are informative and pass on valuable inside information, such as ‘this chair looks great, but for something really comfortable to watch TV and eat dinner on there’s a cheaper one that might suit you better’.
         
 
         For many New Consumers, getting involved transforms even routine grocery shopping into a quest for products whose authenticity is seen as a way of safeguarding the family’s health or satisfying their ethical principles:
 
         
            [image: alt] Are those eggs truly free range?
            
 
            [image: alt] Are those vegetables really organic?
            
 
            [image: alt] Does that processed food contain GM products?
            
 
            [image: alt] Were those clothes stitched by child labor?
            
 
            [image: alt] Was that shampoo tested on animals?
            

         
 
         Old Consumers, although they sometimes involve themselves in creation or consumption, are generally more detached and accepting. They trust manufacturers and suppliers to provide them with goods and services
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