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The future and sustain-
ability of many companies 
will depend to a great extent 
on teenagers’ behavior and 
attitudes toward consump-
tion. As such, getting to know 
this key group now will pay 
off in the long term when they 
become young adults. Based 
on the latest findings of an 
international study of teenag-
ers across eight countries, the 
author anticipates some of the 
main consumption patterns 
that will affect the business 

world in 2020. In particular, 
he notes that the center of 
gravity for the global economy 
is shifting away from devel-
oped economies and toward 
emerging markets, where the 
new wealth being generated 
is giving rise to an aspirational 
middle class with very differ-
ent demands and needs. He 
suggests some specific ways 
in which educators, public 
policy makers and companies 
alike can successfully manage 
the new business landscape.

executive summary

is when their consumer orientations and future 
spending patterns are being formed. Investing in 
knowledge about this target group is a move that 
will help businesses to cater to this important 
market and be profitable in the long term. Yet, 
few individuals or companies can claim to truly 
understand teens: their behavioral patterns, 
what they think, who they really are.

In our research, we divided teenagers into 
two groups: tweens (aged 12-14) and teens (aged 
15-19). Though they share some traits, these 
groups are not exactly the same. We also sepa-
rated young people of mature economies (i.e., 
France, Japan, Spain, the United Kingdom and 
the United States) from those of emerging eco-
nomies (i.e., Brazil, China and Mexico). This is 
because, despite the many common generatio-
nal characteristics, there are other factors, such 
as income and social milieu, that create – both 
now and in the future – important differences 
that should not be taken lightly. 

Today’s Teenagers
Our first task was to analyze the teenagers of to-
day, so that we might get a glimpse of what their 
lifestyles and consumption patterns will be like 
when they are young adults in 2020.

One of the first clichés dispelled by the re-
search is the image of the teenager as apathe-
tic and defeatist. Quite to the contrary, today’s 
teens are, in fact, optimistic and generally ex-
press a great deal of confidence about their fu-
tures and certainty about their potential. To wit: 
78 percent feel that their classmates will end up 
employed and financially independent.

Their attitudes are largely shaped by demo-
graphic factors, especially in the case of young 
people from developed economies, who occu-
py a narrow tier of a population pyramid that is 
fast becoming inverted by an aging population. 
Sensing that they are few in number, they know 
that their eventual role in the labor market will 
be indispensable. (See Exhibit 1.)

This leads them to put off certain important 
life decisions, such as getting a job or becoming 
independent. Instead, they choose to spend 
their time having fun and preparing themselves 
to one day be able to support themselves and 
make their own way in the world. They prefer 
to stay students for as long as possible, living off 
their parents. Consequently, they are financially 
dependent on their parents.  Fortunately for the 
parents, 66 percent of their kids declare they are 
satisfied with the allowance they’re given, even 
though their allowances have been flat or decli-
ned since 2007, at least in mature economies.

I n 2010, Creafutur, a public/private re-
search center, conducted a global con-
sumer research study on teenagers. The 
project consisted of a survey of 9,000 

teens in eight countries (Brazil, China, France, 
Japan, Mexico, Spain, the United Kingdom and 
the United States) followed by research into 
their shopping patterns over more than six wee-
ks. The goal of the project was to gain insight 
into the current values, attitudes and behavior of  
teenagers, in the hope of being able to predict 
their future behavior in several years’ time when 
they will become prime consumers.

One of the research findings indicated that 
teenage spending averaged 155 euros (roughly 
$200) a month, which is three times the allowan-
ce they receive from their families. Six out of 
every 10 teenagers take part in the household 
shopping, and largely determine the purchases 
made involving food (68 percent), clothing (67 
percent) and personal care (52 percent). This re-
veals the considerable influence they wield over 
consumption decisions.

For that reason alone, it would be beneficial 
to find out more about teens. But there’s more: 
Teenagers already represent a global market 
valued at 750 billion euros ($1 trillion) annua-
lly – and that only accounts for direct spending, 
which is merely a residual part of their true pur-
chasing power.

Today’s teenagers are tomorrow’s young-
adult consumers. Not only do they constitute 
an interesting market niche of their own, but 
the success of many companies may lie in get-
ting to know this demographic better. Figuring 
them out now may be a way of predicting how 
they will behave in 10 years’ time. After all, now 
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Six Ways Marketing Can Change the World

Job prospects are where we see one of the 
first notable differences between emerging 
economies and their more developed counter-
parts. Both are optimistic about their futures, 
albeit for different reasons. For teens in more 
mature economies, it’s because they know they 
will be in demand as workers, given that an 
aging population is depending on their ability 
to fund benefits financed by taxes. For teens 
in emerging economies, their job markets are 
exploding, and they anticipate accelerated so-
cial mobility and opportunity. This is especially 
true in Brazil and China.

Both groups recognize the value of hard work 
and appreciate the need for developing their 
skills, in order to fulfill their adult aspirations in 
terms of employment, income and standard of 
living. They know that considerable effort is re-
quired to achieve their goals of being financially 
independent, having their own place and trave-
ling, for example.

For that reason, particularly in France and 
Spain, they’re in no rush to end their studies. 
Many expect to be students for as long as pos-
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sible – even North Americans, who traditionally 
left home and started to work part-time from 
an early age. In 2009, teenagers put off getting a 
job by two years more than in 1999. Many of the 
traditional teen jobs in restaurants and retail are 
being filled by immigrants. While teenagers in 
emerging economies are also delaying their en-
try into the job market, they do so for the shor-
test time possible.

Teens, as consumers, are skeptical and de-
manding when it comes to the relationship 
between price and quality. This should come as 
no surprise, considering their limited budgets. 
They cannot spend as much as they’d like to, 
and hence have to restrict their consumption. 
Nevertheless, their favorite spending categories 
– such as clothing and leisure/entertainment, 
especially technology and sports – remain high 
priority for them, featuring prominently among 
their top topics of conversation.

They are not as brand obsessed as the pre-
vious generation. They like brand-name goods, 
but they are more than willing to settle for 
lesser-known brands, if necessary.

What distinguishes teens from young adults 
is the higher value they place on leisure time 
over work time. Their leisure-time pursuits are 
largely technology related. In 2009, two out of 
every three (68 percent) used social networks 
– their preferred platform for interaction – and 
communicated via e-mail or chatrooms, enjoyed 
online entertainment (38 percent downloaded 
games, videos or music) and got their informa-
tion from digital media sources.

For them, having a computer is essential, 
even more important than a cell phone. That 
preference is directly related to the cost fac-
tor. Unlike cell phones, the Internet gives them 
things for little or no cost. Nevertheless, the 
overall trend points to ever-increasing mobility 
and ubiquity, such that if the cost burden were 
resolved or lessened – by higher income or being 
subsidized by others – then they would surely 
opt for mobile devices.

With respect to the way teens use entertain-
ment, information and communication as op-
posed to adults, one important characteristic is 

Teens are skeptical and demanding when it comes to 
the relationship between price and quality. Their 
favorite spending categories are clothing and leisure, 
especially technology and sports.
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