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ROAR – UNDERSTANDING YOUNG CONSUMERS
Graham Fowles

Graham Fowles explained how ROAR, a youth research project conducted by a consortium which
includes the Guardian, has generated valuable results which have direct relevance to the arts.

ROAR is now in its fifth year. As a piece of research, it has allowed us to segment the
youth market – a far from homogenous group of consumers – and allowed us to identify
those sub-groups of most interest to individual businesses and advertisers. ROAR has
sought to go beyond standard demographics to gain a full understanding of the various
‘tribes’ that comprise the universe of 15–24 year olds. The Guardian has used ROAR to
guide our own marketing and product development – and consequently what we want to
take from the study in the future.

The Guardian and the market

In terms of overall readership, the Guardian does not dominate the quality press
marketplace, but it is always punching above its weight – the brand is in many ways
bigger than the product. It has dominance of a number of key topics editorially: we’d like
to think that we have the best arts coverage in the quality press and that our readers
specifically value us for that. But what we are not is the richest player in the quality press
– we do not have unlimited funds to plough into research – so when we spend money we
have to get the best possible value from it.

Guardian readers are ‘free thinkers’. They tend to be well educated, are likely to be in full-
time work, and are very well represented in the media industry, in education, in the arts
and in the public sector. And in terms of age, the vast majority of Guardian readers tend
to be aged between their mid-20s and their mid-50s: older readers are not our forte. So if
our typical readers are professionals in their 30s or 40s, why direct resources at
researching the 15–24-year-old market?

Changing media landscape

Understanding the youth market fulfils two objectives for us. Firstly, we gain an
understanding of our next generation of potential readers – even if in terms of revenue
they are not the most important group to us at present. Secondly, young people make
excellent technological barometers – they are the earliest adopters of new technology and
offer us a glimpse of the future.

Our traditional business – the provision of news – is under attack: 24 hours TV news and
the Internet deliver news far more immediately than a newspaper which is printed
overnight and distributed the following morning. Now people can have the headlines
delivered straight to their WAP phone or palm pilot at any time of the day – how people
choose to use these new technologies is of paramount importance to us as a newspaper.
Since we first surveyed the Internet on ROAR in 1996, it has proved a useful indicator of
the rate of growth we could expect in the larger population and the types of people most
likely to use or be excluded from it. As a consequence, newspapers have become more
feature led in content – and research can help to guide us to those areas and topics that
will find the most resonance with potential readers.
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We know from surveys such as the National Readership Survey that quality newspaper
reading habits tend to crystallise in the mid- to late 20s – so we use ROAR to identify
entry points to our newspaper for young people. We use it to predict what is likely to
happen next in the media market and how to develop our market initiatives and product
portfolio in order to respond to that change.

What exactly is ROAR?

ROAR – or Right of Admission Reserved – was started in 1995 in response to the dearth
of good quality research data on the 15–24-year-old market. Surveys such as Youth TGI
and NRS are good at telling us what products young people consume and what media
they consume – but less good at telling us how they came to adopt those consumption
habits in the first place.

The role of ROAR has been to use a programme of qualitative and quantitative research
to fill in the gaps in our understanding. ROAR has been able to ask questions that other
surveys can’t and has proved flexible enough to turn around results when they are still
topical, such as elections, ad campaigns and cultural trends including music and fashion.

The aim of ROAR has never been to capture detailed product consumption data, but
rather to identify trends, define style leaders and find out what is culturally important to
young people. So ROAR has never been about defining what is average about young
people, but rather that it should actively identify those people that are of the most
interest to marketers – and especially marketers in media and the arts.

The ROAR consortium

One of the most enjoyable and sometimes frustrating aspects of running ROAR is that
the project is a partnership between ourselves and five other media organisations. All
have been involved with the project since its inception five years ago. The six members
all represent different types of media, which means that our relationships can remain
largely non-competitive and we can pool our expertise. So ROAR, the consortium,
comprises an advertising agency, a TV station, a cinema sales house, consumer
magazines, national newspapers and a radio station.

Although the consortium members have very different commercial aims, we have
enough common shared goals to make the co-funding of ROAR a workable proposition.
The media owners all have a vested interest in recruiting young consumers – although of
course they have different relative values to each company. Emap, for example, has a
number of titles that are aimed exclusively at this audience – FHM, Mixmag, J17 and The
Face. For the Guardian and Channel 4, 15–24 year olds are only a small proportion of our
audience. All members of the consortium are involved in trading advertising space – as
either buyers and sellers. While ROAR is not strictly used as a media trading currency it
gives all the members hugely useful data for either valuing their own media space or
targeting potential consumers in other media. Ad agency BMP OMD uses ROAR to
direct the strategy on a number of its youth-orientated brands – their roster includes
Sony, Adidas, Budweiser and Pepsi.
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Benefits of collaboration

Without a doubt we learn from each other on the ROAR consortium – apart from
sharing our understanding of our own media specialisms, different members of the
consortium understand different aspects of youth culture. Kiss knows which
developments in music we should be watching out for and researching, while Carlton is
experts at predicting which films will prove popular with young people.

We are also able to share much of the analysis of the data that ROAR produces – there
are always bugs that need ironing out on quantitative research results, and because we
work as a team, we can work them out once rather than duplicating the work. We also
use a common system of cluster analysis on ROAR – which I’ll talk more about later –
and this allows us to develop a common language for talking about different typologies
of young people.

Not least of all, we benefit from sharing the costs of the survey. None of the member
companies could justify the expense of ROAR on their own. In terms of funding, all
participants contribute a sixth of the costs of the study, with a budget agreed for the
forthcoming financial year. The ROAR committee then decides on the next 12 months’
activity.

More than the sum of the parts

ROAR is essentially a number of waves of quantitative research every year and a number
of qualitative projects. However, by ensuring that the results of one part feed into the
methodology of the other, ROAR is more than the sum of its parts. When our
researchers meet and interview young people, the issues that are important to them are
fed into the next quantitative study. In the other direction, qualitative interviews allow us
to understand the results we get in the quantitative studies. If a brand starts to research
more negatively, we can ask people why that might be in the next round of quantitative
research.

Quantitative methodology

ROAR uses a panel of 1,000 respondents on each wave of research who are recruited
face to face by RSGB, in order to confirm their basic demographic details and to apply a
common-sense check that they are the person they say they are. Each wave is then based
on a postal questionnaire.

The panel is weighted by age and region to reflect the known composition of the 15–24-
year-old universe – and at least once a year RSGB will have to go out into the field to
recruit new panellists, replacing those that we lose track of, and also those who graduate
from our study by virtue of celebrating their 25th birthday. Whenever a panellist is first
recruited onto the survey they are asked a battery of lifestyle questions that are then used
to segment the youth population into one of eight clusters.

We use the panel approach for two reasons – firstly, if managed properly it is a very cost-
effective way of researching the market, and secondly, it provides us with a flexible
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means of analysing the market. We can track trends over time and we can also cross-
tabulate the results of questions that were not on the same wave of research. Of course,
this only works if the panel is relatively stable.

Maintaining the panel

Young people are notoriously geographically mobile which makes them rather difficult to
keep track of. They can also exercise their choice of non-cooperation at any point, so
encouraging them to keep participating in a research project is a challenging brief in
itself. The way we do this is essentially to enthuse the panel about the project, to give
them a sense of involvement. Of course, we use incentives such as holidays as prizes, but
more importantly we position ROAR as a club in which panellists are members.

We do this in two ways. Firstly, when panellists are first recruited onto the study the
researchers are briefed to sell participation as an opportunity, rather than begging for a
favour: the brands of the consortium companies have a certain kudos among our target
audience. Secondly, we feed back results to the panel after every wave of research. It
would be unreasonable to expect anyone to carry on filling the questionnaires if they
never found out how they compared to their peers and if they never had any idea what
happened to their answers after they are sent back to the researchers.

Qualitative study

Unlike the quantitative work, where a consistent pattern of methodology has proved to
be effective, our qualitative work tends to be more experimental, using a variety of
methodologies. Different types of research techniques are useful for different types of
research. Groups are useful for stimulating discussions about topics such as brands and
advertising, and in-depth one-to-one interviews are useful when discussing personal
beliefs. We use the same lifestyle questions as we do for our quantitative work when
recruiting qualitative respondents, so that we can link the results to our cluster group
typologies.

Our last major piece of qualitative research was carried out last year, when we carried out
50 in-depth interviews with respondents in their bedrooms. The aim was to discuss those
objects and brands of most importance to young people – and their own personal space
seemed the most appropriate place to do this. ROAR has always sought to find new ways
of researching a topic area, so if we are looking at lager or drinks, we might ask about a
brand’s advertising and where people were most likely to drink it – at home, in a club or
out on a session, for example.

Segmenting the youth market

The 15–24-year-old market is far from homogenous – there are a wide range of opinions
and life experiences to be found among this group. ROAR has set out to segment the
market in a meaningful way.

Demographics are of little help because social grade and geography are in the majority of
cases determined by our respondents’ parents. Additionally, given that so many of this
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age group are in full-time education, looked at through the lens of standard
demographics they all look the same. Therefore we have used a lifestyle cluster analysis
to segment the market, so that sub-groups of the 15–24-year-old population are created
on the basis of common attitudes and beliefs rather than social background. This is by
far the most effective way of identifying communities of interest.

Certain demographics are of course thrown up by the cluster groups – groups that are
the most culturally literate tend to be well educated and consequently tend to come from
middle-class households. However, the element of self-selection is important. If the most
important element of someone’s life is clubbing, then as a marketer that is far more
important than their parents’ social background. It is their overall outlook on life that
dictates which group they belong to.

The clusters

There are eight ROAR clusters:

1. Casual Geezers – Clubbing on a Saturday night, definitely going to Ibiza this summer,
last summer had invested in a Ralph Lauren shirt, no doubt coming to the next
Uncovered series on Sky 1.

2. Cooling Britannias – This group emerged in the heady days of Brit Pop. They know
how to enjoy themselves, but are not slave to fashion. You’ll find them in an All Bar
One on a Saturday night – and a few may have gone to the recent Oasis gigs for old
times’ sake.

3. Corporate Clubbers – This group has been with us from the start – the music may have
changed over the years, but the live-for-the-weekend spirit is still alive and well. This
group is here to party.

4. Gill and Ted – This group tend to be at the younger end of the age range, with
entertainment focused in their bedrooms – TV, computers, hi-fi and Playstation rule.
If you can’t sell a new brand of crisps to this group, you’re going to be in trouble.

5. New Modernists – These are often graduates, highly culturally literate, and look towards
creative careers. Literate, ironic and naturally Guardian readers.

6. Modern Moralists – Religious belief plays a large part in the lives of this group. Least
likely to be out disappointing their parents, they take their studies seriously and look
to settle down with a steady job.

7. Playsafe Careerists – This group have got money on the brain and are keen to get into
their first job. Many have vocational qualifications. This group can quite happily exist
in a cultural desert with a few mates and the odd pint of beer for company.

8. Style Surfers – Perhaps not quite at the cutting edge of contemporary fashion and
culture but certainly not far behind. Worth watching if you want to know when to
ditch your current wardrobe.

Targeting theatre/exhibition goers

What do young people actually do with their time? Well, visiting friends is the most
regular form of entertainment; and shopping is the next most popular form of
entertainment – be it for clothes or music – with book reading featuring quite highly.
Some of you may be concerned about where the arts figure on this chart, particularly
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theatre – although ROAR can give you some pointers about which segments of the
youth market offers you the most promising prospects.

All 15–24 year olds are not the same – and by segmenting the population by our cluster
groups we can see which are the most likely to go to theatre or exhibitions. The New
Modernists are more than three times more likely to indulge themselves with a little
culture than the Casual Geezers – ROAR allows you to make sensible decisions when
setting realistic goals within this universe. If you’re looking to appeal to this whole
demographic, you have to be realistic about what you can potentially sell them – you
could realistically market Chekhov to New Modernists and perhaps Style Surfers – but
you’re going to have you’re work cut out with the Casual Geezers.

Areas of expertise

It is interesting to ask young people what they think their own areas of expertise are –
and we can see that as a group they are experts in entertainment, with music, TV and
films topping the list. As a generation they appear pretty confident that they know what
sex is all about, while only a relatively low profile claim to know much about drugs. That
said, they are still more confident about their narcotic knowledge than they are about
their knowledge of art or religion.

A correspondence map offers us another way of looking at the areas of expertise –
segmenting the population by cluster group. The map has two axes – horizontal, from
‘Cerebral’ to ‘Material’; and vertical, from ‘Exploring’ and ‘Conforming’. At the ‘Material’
side of the map, the clusters tend to express themselves through consumption – alcohol,
music, fashion and drugs – while at the other end of the scale are more conceptual areas
– religion and politics. In the ‘Exploring’ half of the map are areas like art and the
Internet, while sport and TV fall into the ‘Conforming’ side at the top. We can then see
the positions of our cluster groups relative to each other. For the Guardian it is quite clear
which cluster is of most value to us as a target audience, because the New Modernists
have such a clear market position. If I worked for the Sun or the Mirror I would doubtless
be focusing my attention on the top right of the map – the Corporate Clubbers and
Casual Geezers.
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Trust in organisations

The ROAR generation is the most media-literate generation ever, and this in itself
provides a complex range of issues for the marketer to deal with. While young people are
sceptical about advertising, and might engage with it as though it were some kind of
game, it is nevertheless commercial brands that generate the highest levels of trust within
young people. Nine out of the top ten trusted organisations are commercial brands – the
BBC being the odd one out. Levels of trust for state apparatus such as education and
health are very low, as is trust in the government itself. So, while in some senses this
makes rather depressing reading, it does demonstrate that if carefully managed it is quite
possible to sell to this audience while simultaneously developing trust.

Brand-literate consumers

Given that this audience can easily separate what an advertising message would like them
to do – buy a pair of shoes or go to a movie – from the form of the advertising itself,
advertisers have to tread very carefully. A new campaign in youth-orientated style press
will not instantly re-position a brand. When we talked about examples of sponsorship
with the panel, we found out that they thought the Lilt sponsorship of the Notting Hill
carnival was simply cynical and it did nothing for the brand.

The ROAR generation have a sense of humour and are able to consume media ironically
– the Ferroro Roche ad always researches well on the panel. That said, it would be a
brave advertiser who took a similar approach with a higher investment brand, such as
fashion or hi-fi. Some companies consistently seem to have the knack of producing
advertising that works for this generation – Guinness stands out as a brand that makes
very few mistakes and the current French Connection work is going down well.
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Credible brand extension

National newspapers are often agonising about whether they should launch financial
products such as credit cards and wonder whether or not their audience would accept the
new offering. The ROAR panel seem to have an excellent grasp of a given brand’s
potential. Looking at Marks & Spencer, they believe that banking services are a good idea
while a radio station is not. The Ministry of Sound brand, on the other hand, would be
highly credible for further music and fashion products, but deeply untrustworthy as a
bank.

As a general rule this audience has good understanding of brands and their value – both
in terms of their possibilities and their limitations. I’m not sure that any previous
generation would have had any opinions on these issues at all.

The search for authenticity

Although the clusters all have very different aspirations and outlooks on life, one
common theme that they all share is a quest for authenticity. They all share a suspicion
that people are trying to sell them products or experiences that are, in some sense, not
real. Consequently, either materially or idealistically, there is a search for that which is
perceived to be real. Qualitative research suggests that this generation is wary of being
sold suspect goods by a more cynical older adult population.

Fragmentation of the youth experience

This wariness is probably caused by a feeling that thirtysomethings are attempting to
appropriate their culture. As more and more people delay settling down and having
children, there are more people who can re-live aspects of their youth, but with the
money to adopt brands that they could never have afforded when they were aged 15–24.
In London we have an army of late 20s and early 30s people working in the new media
sector, dressed in combat trousers and Nikes. So while people of my age mess around
living the youth they never had, many people whom ROAR has studied are putting their
own ‘youth experience’ on hold – student loans are putting more pressure on people to
take their studies more seriously. ROAR has also shown that peer groups are increasingly
more important than celebrities when people are making decisions about their own
lifestyle. People are increasingly more likely to look to their friends for ideas and advice
about issues such as fashion, rather than want to emulate bands or TV presenters.

This means that there are fewer heroes – there doesn’t seem to be a David Bowie or a
John Lennon for the current crop of 15–24 year olds. They are more likely to talk about
real people that they know rather than citing media stars. And this fragmentation of the
cultural world extends to their spiritual and moral beliefs too. It is quite common for
young people to believe in elements of Eastern religions, New Age beliefs and elements
of science fiction. But it is rare to find young people who subscribe wholeheartedly to
one system of belief, be it Christianity or Marxism.



68

Fragmentation of media

Just to make the job of marketing to this audience even more difficult, in addition to the
fragmentation of the cultural youth experience, there is a current fragmentation of the
media landscape. As people can pick and choose their beliefs, they can also pick and
choose their media – an entire generation of young people do not all sit down to watch
‘Top of the Pops’ any more.

The boundaries between media as entertainment and as a communication tool are now
blurred. The proliferation of mobile phones and the Internet mean that young people
never need be alone – even if they are at home on their own. Mass media is no longer an
instruction manual – telling young people what is in and what is not. Mass media is now
a starting point for personal discovery – a source book to dip in and out of. ROAR is
able to demonstrate the extent to which young people are now able to construct their
own personal, media and communication universes.

Making use of ROAR

ROAR has been used by the Guardian to guide our marketing and product development.
We have used ROAR to determine why young people read newspapers, and found that
the main reason for reading a newspaper (apart from the main headline) is the listings
sections. The Guide is now a crucial part of our Saturday package and, for many readers,
reason enough to buy the newspaper. The listings and editorial have given us a credibility
in areas such as film and music that other quality titles could not hope to match.

The strength of the Guide – as an extension of the Guardian brand – has been the way in
which we have been able to use it as a template for other Guardian products. We have
published the Guardian Festival Guide – an essential survival tool for anyone braving the
elements at places such as Reading and Womad, and the Edinburgh Guide is published to
coincide with the festival and give people their first opportunity to sample a Guardian
product.

Promotion and sponsorship

The editorial authority that the Guide affords us in certain areas means that our
sponsorship of Glastonbury is credible and that when we make music-based promotions,
they are not out of place in a national newspaper. Our strength in the youth market also
has enabled us to recruit a number of student brand mangers to promote our sales in and
around universities. Our student brand managers – who are usually second-year
undergraduates – work with us in the central marketing department to create
promotions, run discount schemes and ensure that we have distribution in key areas.
Given that normal Guardian conditions apply – long hours and no money – we would not
be able to run the scheme if the brand were not credible for a young audience.
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The wider communications context

Our ultimate goal is to introduce people to our core brand – the Guardian. And we want
them to understand our core controlling idea – that the Guardian is an independently
owned newspaper that is written for free thinkers. The main thrust of our advertising is
not aimed at the youth generation, but at a wider group of adults who, we believe, will
value the product and the ideals of the brand. Our activity in the youth market must
work in concert with our overall brand goals and we believe that the understanding that
ROAR has given us of the youth market has allowed us to do this – by increasing the
number of entry points they have to the newspaper.


