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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect of model age on female consumers’ purchase intentions and
attitudes for an age-specific product such as clothing. The sample for this study consisted of 377 women between
the ages of 30-80. The instrument designed for this study included four major scales to assess participants’
beliefs about fashion models depicted in clothing advertisements, participants’ purchase intentions of the
clothing worn by the models in the advertisements, participants’ perceived similarity to the models shown in the
ads, and participants’ perceived fashionability of the clothing worn by the models. The stimuli used in this study
included four full-colored photographs of current fashion models. Findings revealed that participants preferred
older models over younger models, with consumers exhibiting greater purchase intent of clothing appearing on
older models. Moreover, perceived similarity was found to be a significant predictor of participants’ perspectives
of the models, in terms of appearance and attractiveness, fashionability, and purchase intentions.

Keywords: Apparel purchasing behavior, Baby Boomers, Fashion advertisements, Generation X, Social
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1. Review of Literature

Today’s apparel retailers are faced with a variety of challenges in the marketplace, including a lack of interest
and spending among consumers, fierce competition, and a sluggish economy. Recent reports cite the impact of
the prolonged recession coupled with slow consumer spending and an over-saturated market on retail sales (Berk,
2009; Linn, 2008). During a period of six consecutive months in 2008, overall retail sales fell, culminating with
the 2008 holiday season characterized as “one of the worst” in decades (Moin, 2008). Department stores and
apparel specialty retailers are among those firms struggling most to compete (Rosenbloom, 2009). Consumer
spending accounts for 70% of total economic activity; a drop in retail sales in May and June of 2010 "raised
fears that the economy could be in danger of slipping back into recession” (“Department store sales,” 2010).
During the 2008 holiday season, sales for women’s apparel, men’s apparel, and footwear declined 22.7%, 14.3%,
and 13.5%, respectively (Moin, 2008). During the 2010 holiday season, a 5.5% sales increase among U.S.
apparel retailers was recorded (Timberlake, 2008). Nonetheless, Horyn (2009) describes the current business
climate for designer fashion labels as “the chilliest...in years” (n.p.).

Retailers also continue to cut back on inventory and close stores; in March 2009, retailers slashed inventories for
the seventh straight month, the longest stretch since 2002. Sales at specialty clothing retailers fell 0.5% in March
2009, while department and general merchandise stores reported a 0.1% drop (“Retail Sales Fall,” 2009). In a
national study of over 5,000 American consumers, participants noted reduced overall spending for numerous
product categories, including purchases for new apparel goods and accessory items (“Americans expect,” 2009).

In response to the current economic and marketplace conditions, it is evident that retailers must identify
strategies or methods to re-stimulate consumer spending and drive sales. A multitude of literature noting apparel
retailers’ general zeal for teenage and young adult consumers exists, while an overall disinterest in other
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consumer groups is typical. Yet, it is these “other” consumer groups, including Generation X and Baby Boomers,
that have greater spending power and aren’t nearly as capricious as younger target markets (O’Donnell, Petrecca,
& Butrymowicz, 2008; WGSN, 2007). According to a report published by CNBC (“American boomers,” 2006),
targeting Baby Boomers is a lucrative strategy for invigorating consumer interest, particularly when considering
the $2 trillion spending power of Boomers. As reported by Florin, Callen, Mullen, and Kropp (2007), Baby
Boomers have acquired greater sums of wealth and have more spending power than any other cohort in history.

Generation X consumers have been found to outspend Baby Boomers for luxury goods by as much as 6.3%. In a
previous report on the Generation X market segment, the significant spending power of Gen Xers was noted,
with a persuasion to marketers to attune to the spending habits and desires of this cohort more effectively. This is
particularly significant to the personal luxuries industries, including fashion, accessories, and cosmetics (“Gen
X,” 2006). Overall, Generation X has an estimated $736 billion in spending power (“RAB,” 2005).

Recently published reports show, however, that women outside the 20-something-age-range feel underserved in
the marketplace, especially by apparel retailers. In a 2008 USA Today article, female consumers reported feeling
ignored by apparel retailers — nearly half of 1,600 women between the ages of 35 to 74 participating in the
survey reportedly felt “left out” in the marketplace (O’Donnell et al., 2008). This is despite the fact that today’s
women are found to continue to choose more fashion-forward brands in middle and older ages. Recently
launched websites such as faboverfifty.com and The Fashionista Report are also gaining popularity with female
consumers 50 and older, offering tips on beauty, wellness, nutrition, lifestyle, and fashion (Rohan, 2009). Yet, as
reported by Rohan (2009), apparel retailers still fail to capitalize on the economic significance and purchasing
power of Baby Boomers. As compared to other market segments, Baby Boomers are found to spend 13% more
on women’s apparel and 11% more on men’s apparel (WGSN, 2007).

Older adults are typically not used as models and spokespersons in ads featured in mainstream media (Carrigan
& Szmigin, 2000). Simcock and Sudbury (2006) reported that older adults, particularly older women, are
under-represented in the media and general consumer advertising, particularly in cosmetic, beauty, fashion and
clothing advertisements. Older models are typically used for a limited range of goods and services, including
those related to health care (i.e., to overcome disabilities and infirmity) and finance (Carrigan & Szmigin, 2000;
Szmigin & Carrigan, 2000). Consumers in one study noted the demoralizing nature in which older adults are
depicted in advertisements and felt that advertising executives perceived that all adults 50 and over were
disabled in some way — thus, older models were not suitable for ads for products such as clothing, jewelry,
cosmetics, and automobiles (Carrigan & Szmigin, 2000).

Chowdhary (2000) reported that apparel retailers should be more mindful when selecting promotional strategies
for fashion apparel goods to middle-age and older consumer groups. Florin et al. (2007) also emanated
consumers’ preference for more personalized marketing strategies; in a series of reports published by WGSN in
2007, it was noted that Baby Boomers do not want to be marketed or advertised to as if they comprise a younger
market segment. Further research exploring appropriate strategies for enticing these market segments is clearly
warranted.

Szmigin and Carrigan (2000) noted that older models should be more readily depicted in advertisements to
accurately represent the make-up of today’s society. The authors recognized that it is important for advertisers to
consider how they are communicating with older consumers through the frequency and representation of older
and younger models. The authors suggested that advertisers may be misled in assuming that older consumers are
not persuaded by the age of the model or spokesperson; in other words, “Some advertisers may wrongly believe
that older people do not like to see models of a similar age to themselves in advertisements” (p. 129). In fact,
through their research, the authors found that advertisers tend to believe (albeit wrongly) that consumers aged 50
and older preferred younger models. Responses from participants (advertising executives) often reflected the
following comment, “...we all know younger people look better, are more fun and attractive and so make better
models in advertising” (p. 232).

Currently, little research exists exploring the effect of model age on consumers’ purchase intentions, particularly
for an age-specific product such as clothing. In a study by Greco, Swayne, and Johnson (1997), the researchers
examined the relationship between model age and consumer behavior for an age-neutral product, coffee. As a
result of their analyses, while participants did tend to favor models representing their approximate age groups,
the researchers found that model age did not have a significant effect on consumers’ purchase behavior.
However, in purchases for an age specific product such as clothing, previous research has shown that marketers
should consider the age of the model in creating effective advertising campaigns. According to Kozar and
Damhorst (2008), participants aged 60 to 80 had more favorable ratings of apparel advertising models more
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closely resembling their age. Participants perceived older models as more attractive than younger-age fashion
models and indicated a stronger likelihood of purchasing clothing worn by older models.

Studies have suggested that advertising executives are apprehensive about using older models for fear that
younger audiences might be alienated; findings which have not been proven (Carrigan & Szmigin, 2000;
Szmigin & Carrigan, 2000). In fact, Greco et al. (1997) provided evidence to suggest that older models are
oftentimes viewed positively by younger consumer groups. These results are reflected in the following
discussion.

Utilizing the concept of perceived similarity is helpful in understanding age effects on consumers’ attitudes
towards ads and purchase intention. According to Festinger (1954), individuals are typically less impacted by
others who are too different or divergent from one’s own characteristics. Characteristics used in forming these
impressions are usually superficial, such as dress and appearance (Steinhaus & Lapitsky, 1986). Oftentimes,
consumers have more positive responses to those perceived as similar. Simons, Berkowitz, and Moyer (1970)
noted that perceived similarity impacts interpersonal attraction which is found to enhance the communication
(effectiveness) of the ad. Interestingly, in one study, younger consumers perceived to be similar to both younger
and older models, with the same social attraction to either age model, and evaluated the younger models as less
trustworthy as compared to the other models. Conversely, older consumers only perceived similarity to older
models and were significantly less socially attracted to younger models as compared to older models. The older
consumers also rated the younger models as being significantly less trustworthy and credible (Steinhaus &
Lapitsky, 1986).

The current study utilizes a sample of women ranging in age from 30 to 80 to examine the effect of model age on
female consumers’ purchase intentions and attitudes for an age-specific product such as clothing. Objectives of
this study include an assessment of the following:

(1) What is the effect of model age on: (a) participants’ attitudes or beliefs about the model; (b) participants’
intentions to purchase the clothing worn by the model; (c) participants’ perceived similarity to the model; (d)
participants’ perceived fashionability of the model’s clothing?

(2) What is the relationship between participants’ perceived similarity to the models and their: (a) perceptions’ of
the models’ appearances and attractiveness; (b) purchase intentions; (c) perceptions’ of fashionability?

2. Method
2.1 Sample

As noted above, the sample for this study included women between the ages of 30 and 80. Using the stages of
the human life cycle (Levinson, 1996), the age range of participants included either those transitioning into, or
currently in, the middle or older adulthood life stages. Participants were recruited from two states in the
Midwestern and Southern regions of the United States through various philanthropic, social, and professional
organizations. A pretest of the stimuli and questionnaire was conducted with a focus group of women comprising
this age group. Utilizing a quantitative approach, the instrument was tested using four primary scales to assess
participants’ beliefs about the models’ appearances and attractiveness, participants’ purchase intentions and
perceived similarity to the models in the ads, and perceived fashionability of the model’s clothing. Utilizing a
repeated measures format, pretest participants were asked to evaluate four different photographs of female
fashion models on the constructs of each scale. This tactic was useful in determining whether perceived ages of
the stimuli were perceptible.

2.2 Stimuli

Stimuli used in the final study included four full-color photographs depicting female fashion models appearing
of varying adult ages. The photographs were originally selected from advertisements in various fashion
magazines and apparel catalogs. Modifications were made to each of the images by a trained photographer.
Specifically, to decrease the apparent age of each model, alterations were made including erasing and/or
softening wrinkles around the models’ eyes, mouths, necks, and hands, and changing the models’ hair colors.
This created two age versions of each model. Of particular note, the clothing worn by each of the models was not
modified. Due to model and photographer rights, the pictures of the models could not be reprinted.

2.3 Instrument

Questions pertaining to participants’ demographic characteristics were included in the survey instrument. The
questionnaire also incorporated four primary scales, including items measuring participants’ beliefs about the
models’ appearances and attractiveness, participants’ purchase intentions, participants’ perceived similarity to
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the models, and participants’ perceived fashionability of the model’s clothing. As part of the current study,
participants were asked to rate the stimuli on five different items using a 7-point semantic differential scale:
Boring/Interesting, Unappealing/Appealing, Unimpressive/Impressive, Unattractive/Attractive, and Not Eye
Catching/Eye Catching. This measure was adopted from that previously developed and tested by Petroshius and
Crocker (1989) to assess spokesperson characteristics on advertisement and product evaluations.

Intended purchase behavior is a method oftentimes used to assess the effectiveness of an ad (Steinhaus &
Lapitsky, 1986). As part of this study, participants’ intentions to purchase the clothing worn by the models in the
photographs were evaluated. Questions pertaining to participants’ purchase intentions that included three bipolar
adjective choices: Unlikely/Very Likely, Improbable/Very Probable, and Impossible/Very Possible were used
(Kim, 1995).

A 5-point ordered set of options ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree) was used to evaluate
how similar participants felt to the models in the photographs on five characteristics, including overall lifestyle,
dress, appearance, attractiveness, and body shape (Appiah, 2001; Posavac & Posavac, 2002; Whittler, 1989).
Additionally, to measure perceived fashionability of the model’s clothing, participants rated the models’ clothing
on four adjectives: fashionable, current, attractive, and up-to-date (Clayton, Lennon, & Larkin, 1987).

To confirm that participants perceived a significant age difference between the younger and older versions of
each model, respondents were asked to indicate which age group, in 10-year increments from 20-29 to 70-79,
they estimated the model to belong to. Significant mean age differences between the younger and older versions
of each model were then tested before assessing the differences in ratings between the older and younger
versions of each model on the four primary constructs described above.

2.4 Procedure

Each participant was given a folder which contained a questionnaire and one photograph of a model. Participants
were allowed to view only one model to eliminate influence of comparisons and to reduce participant fatigue.
Participants were instructed to individually complete the questionnaire while referring to the photograph.

2.5 Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were analyzed on the demographic variables included in the questionnaire. To evaluate the
reliability of the multiple item measures, Cronbach’s standardized alpha was used (Krathwohl, 1998).
Independent sample #-tests evaluated the effectiveness of the age treatments applied to each model. The data
were then split to organize the output by group (model number and age version). This allowed data regarding
participants’ beliefs about the models, purchase intentions, perceived similarity and fashionability to be
examined for both the younger and older versions of each model. Analysis of variance (ANOVA)
between-subjects effects was used to analyze the effects of the age treatments on the four summed variables. To
examine the relationship between perceived similarity and the other three summed variables, simple linear
regression analyses were used.

3. Findings
3.1 Overview of Sample

A total of 377 women ranging between the ages of 30 to 80 participated in the study. The mean chronological
age of participants was 58.5. As seen in Table I, a higher proportion of women in their 50s, 60s, and 70s
participated in the study as compared to those in their 30s and 40s. The majority of the sample (83%) was
European American, with the remaining participants belonging to African American (11.5%) or other ethnic
groups (5.5%). Approximately 70 percent of the sample reported graduating from college, with the mean
household income reported by participants as ranging from $35,000 — 49,999.

3.2 Reliability of Measures

Cronbach’s standardized alpha was used to assess the reliability of measures. Based on this analysis, all
coefficient estimates for the constructs were found acceptable (Krathwohl, 1998). The standardized alpha for the
beliefs about the models scale and purchase intentions scale were .93 and .94, respectively. The reliabilities of
the perceived similarity and perceived fashionability scales were found to be .83 and .86. To provide further
support for creating the summed variables used in this study, the residuals of the computed scores were also
examined. In this test for normality, a relatively straight line relationship among the points existed.

3.3 Stimuli Age Treatment Effects

Using a two-way ANOVA with assigned model number (Model 1, 2, 3 or 4) and model age (older vs. younger)
representing the factors, it was found that participants perceived a significant age difference between the older
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and younger versions of all four stimulus models. Based on participants’ responses, the older versions of three of
the four models were perceived to be 50-59 years of age, with the older version of the fourth model (Model 2)
perceived to be 60-69 years old (Table II). Among the younger versions of the models, three of the four stimulus
models were rated by participants as being 30-39 years of age; the younger version of the fourth model (Model 2)
was perceived to be 40-49 years old. A frequency analysis also revealed that the distribution of respondents
viewing the older and younger versions of each model was fairly equal. Specifically, 172 participants viewed the
older versions of the stimulus models; 162 participants viewed the younger versions of the models.

Univariate ANOVA assessed the significance of the age treatment effects on participants’ beliefs about the
models’ appearances and attractiveness, purchase intentions, and perceived fashionability of the model’s
clothing. As a result, age treatments were found to be significantly related to attitudes towards the models (F =
15.71, df = 1,347, p < .0001) and purchase intentions (F = 12.44, df = 1,349, p < .0001). Mean scores showed
that participants preferred the older models (M = 5.47) over the younger models (M = 4.90); as well, the older
models elicited greater purchase intentions among the participants (M = 4.11), as compared to the younger
models (M = 3.37).

In exploring Objective 2, simple linear regression analyses were used to assess the relationship between
perceived similarity and the other three summed variables. As a result, perceived similarity was shown to be a
significant predictor of participants’ attitudes toward the ad (F = 44.35, df = 1,345, p < .0001), purchase
intentions (F = 118.51, df'= 1,347, p <.0001), and perceived fashionability of the model’s clothing (F = 44.6, df
= 1,351, p < .0001). Participants who perceived more similarity to the models in terms of lifestyle, dress,
appearance, values, attractiveness, and body shape, held more favorable opinions about the models’ appearances
and attractiveness. Participants who perceived more similarity to the models also indicated a greater likelihood
of purchasing the model’s clothing and perceived the model’s clothing as being current, up-to-date, and stylish.

4. Discussion

The results of this study indicate that model age may have an effect on female consumers’ purchase decisions
and attitudes for an age-specific product such as clothing. Participants in this study ranged in age from 30 to 80,
with a higher proportion of participants between the ages of 50-80. Findings showed that older models (or those
perceived to be within the same age range as the majority of the sample) had a significantly greater impact on
participants’ purchase intentions as compared to models perceived to be younger in age. That is, participants
indicated a stronger likelihood of purchasing the clothing worn by the older models, even though the clothing
shown on both the older and younger versions of each model was not manipulated. Moreover, participants held
more favorable beliefs about the older models’ appearances and attractiveness as compared to the younger
models.

These findings are similar to those previously reported (Kozar & Damhorst, 2008; Steinhaus & Lapitsky, 1986).
As part of the Kozar and Dambhorst study, women between the ages of 60-80 indicated a stronger likelihood of
purchasing clothing from retailers who use older models in their advertising. Similarly, Steinhaus and Lapitsky
(1986) found that older women perceived older models as more believable, qualified, and credible when
assessing fashion apparel. In the current study, perceived similarity also impacted participants’ perceptions of the
model’s attractiveness and fashionability, and indicated a stronger purchasing intent when models were
perceived as being similar.

The implications of these findings are relevant to industry professionals. In targeting female consumers for an
age-specific product such as clothing, particularly Baby Boom consumers, there is strong evidence to suggest
that marketers and retailers should consider the age of the model used in their advertising materials. Clearly, it is
conceivable that adult female consumers may have a preference for fashion models perceived to more closely
represent their actual age groups. In an era of stagnant sales for women’s apparel and considerable competition
among retailers, strategies that can be implemented to stimulate purchase behavior and foster customer loyalty
should be considered.

The findings of this study also relate to those reported by Szmigin and Carrigan (2000). As part of their research,
advertising executives responded that it is only acceptable to use older female models when the models “do not
actually look old” (p. 232). In this study, participants rated the older models as being more appealing and
attractive; that is, those models perceived to be between the ages of 50-59 and 60-69 were viewed more
favorably than those appearing to be in their 30s and 40s. As such, by using only younger models, advertisers are
neglecting a significant consumer segment, especially considering the size and disposable income of the Baby
Boom cohort.
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Szmigin and Carrigan (2000) encourage advertisers to “break new ground” by using older models rather than
“playing it safe” (p. 233). Clearly, there is evidence to suggest that depicting older models in advertisements can
be a successful marketing strategy, enabling firms to differentiate themselves from competitors who continue to
use only younger age models. Moreover, as high profile abuses in advertising garner greater attention — whether
it is related to shock advertising, sexist messages, racial discrimination, or ageism, the reluctance or sensitivity in
ad choices of executives is becoming increasingly questioned and frowned upon by consumer groups (Carrigan
& Szmigin, 2000).

It has been noted that advertising executives are often apprehensive about using older models for fear that
younger audiences might be offended; a misperception as older models are not found to actually alienate
younger consumer groups. In fact, among a sample of younger age consumers, older models were perceived as
more trustworthy and credible than younger models (Steinhaus & Lapitsky, 1986). Previous authors suggest
there is a “...creative challenge of producing sophisticated, innovative well researched, unpatronising advertising
campaigns featuring and targeting older consumers” (Carrigan & Szmigin, 2000, p. 48). Nonetheless, one
consistent finding on this topic is prevalent, which is, older consumers seem to prefer models that they can
identify with, and indicate strong purchase intention of goods and brands which portray older adults in an
attractive, realistic, and positive manner.

5. Limitations

Although an attempt was made to collect data from a wide distribution of adult female consumers varying in age
and located in two ethnically diverse regions of the United States, ultimately a larger proportion of the sample
existed among those 50 and older as compared to those in their 30s and 40s. Additionally, the majority of the
sample largely represented one ethnic group. To further explore the relationships among the variables included
in this study, additional data should be collected from women of the Generation X era and from more diverse
samples of women representing various ethnic and income groups. This research will assist in understanding
younger consumers’ perceptions of older fashion models, including the relationship between age of the model
and younger consumers’ purchase intentions and attitudes toward the ad.
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Table 1. Age distribution of participants

Age Range Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
30-39 47 13.09 13.09
40-49 54 15.04 28.13
50-59 84 23.40 51.53
60-69 70 19.50 71.03
70-80 104 28.97 100.0

Table 2. Perceived age differences among stimulus models
Perceived Age Range

Model 1

Older Version 50-59
Younger Version 30-39
Model 2

Older Version 60-69
Younger Version 40-49
Model 3

Older Version 50-59
Younger Version 30-39
Model 4

Older Version 50-59
Younger Version 30-39

Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education

29



