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CONVENTIONAL WISDOM SAYS MILLENNIALS 
ARE DETERMINED TO BE WHO THEY WANT 

TO BE AS INDIVIDUALS — THE OPINIONS OF 
OTHERS BE DAMNED. 



The Curious Contradiction of Millennial Individualism 3

They’ve been heralded as the most individualistic 

generation that has ever lived1 — the generation that’s 

replaced “rules are made to be broken” with “there 

are no rules.” Opinion pieces2 and behavioral research 

studies3 have supported this idea of millennial 

individualism, claiming they’re less social and more 

focused on themselves than past generations. The 

National Institutes of Health4 even found that the 

incidence of narcissistic personality disorder is three 

times as high for people in their 20s as for those 65 or 

older. The conventional wisdom is that millennials are 

determined to be who they want to be as individuals, 

the opinions of others be damned. 

But the conventional wisdom is wrong. And the 

oversight has ramifications for marketers who  

want to reach them.  

Using Merkle Neuroanalytics™ insights, a 

combination of cognitive psychology and advanced 

analytics research methods that examines underlying 

psychological motivations, we discovered that while 

millennials certainly express individualism as a desire 

and behave in a way that supports their stated values, 

their self-expression is a means to a more important 

psychological end — social acceptance. 

MILLENNIALS ARE NOT WHO  
WE THOUGHT THEY WERE. 

This paper will go beyond the behavioral (what they 

do) and attitudinal (how they feel) research that 

marketers typically use, delving into millennials’ 

psyche to understand the personal relevance (why 

they do and feel) in their lives. It will explore 

millennial and non-millennial values that drive 

purchase decisions, specifically in relation to wearable 

technology, offering critical insight for marketers 

trying to reach millennials or for those interested in 

progressive, impactful research approaches. 
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95% of millennials consider  
friends the most credible  
source for product information. 

The Millennial Opportunity
Marketers have been talking about the best ways to 

target millennials since the millennium began — and 

for good reason. A lot of research points to the fact 

that they’re larger than the baby boomers and three 

times the size of generation X. At roughly two billion, 

millennials make up about one-fourth of world 

population. That’s a ton of buying power — about 

$2.45 trillion5 annually. 

Millennials are, unsurprisingly, the generation most 

comfortable with (or possibly dependent upon) 

technology. More than 85% own smart phones6 

which they touch an average of 45 times a day.7 

After all, they were the first generation to grow up 

with the internet and come of age in a texting world. 

Connected technology has been an integral aspect of 

how they’ve learned to relate to others and the world 

around them.

This unique technological experience was one 

of the reasons why we focused on wearable tech 

for contrasting millennial and non-millennial 

motivations in our study. Clients often ask how to 

speak to millennials — it’s a burning topic across 

the industry. Unfortunately, a lot of the research out 

there is contradictory and tends to stay at a surface 

level. Because wearable technology is such a highly 

penetrated category for millennials, it was a logical 

subject matter to get the most robust insight into 

millennials’ inner workings. 

Millennials’ comfort with technology is echoed in 

their social media usage — and the way they use it 

presents many opportunities for brands. Five out of 

six millennials connect with companies on social 

media networks and millennials are seven times 

more likely to give personal information to a trusted 

brand than to other brands.6 But social presence 

doesn’t constitute trust — only 6% consider online 

advertising to be credible. Instead, friends are the  

end-all, be-all source for product information, with 

95% of millennials considering them the most 

credible source.8 

 

But in order for brands to gain the coveted “trusted” 

mantle, they must understand who their customers  

are and what they care about most. They must be able 

to speak to those motivations, but follow through in 

their actions. Neuroanalytics is designed specifically 

to not only pinpoint customers’ subconscious 

motivations and translate them into actionable 

marketing data for brands.
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Scientific Exploration of a Generational Mindset
We used Merkle Neuroanalytics to study the 

motivations of both non-millennials and millennials 

during the purchase-decision-making process for 

wearable technology (specifically, fitness trackers 

and smart watch products) in order to compare 

generational differences. The sample consisted of  

50% millennial and 50% non-millennial (generation  

X and baby boomer) category purchasers within the 

last 18 months.

We began our millennial mindset exploration by 

performing 30 qualitative “laddering” interviews. 

Laddering was established in the field of psychology, 

and market researchers have adapted the approach to 

discover the underlying needs of target customers. In 

a laddering interview, specially trained interviewers 

use responses from a series of “why is that important 

to you?” questions to map conscious and subconscious 

motivations during the buying process. Laddering is  

a 1:1 semi-structured interview method that is rooted 

in what academics refer to as “means end theory.”9 

A 1:1 research framework is deemed superior to 

traditional focus group approaches in understanding 

the linkage of product elements to personal values  

for the decision maker. 

 The interviews explored what product benefits 

participants sought out during a recent purchase and 

the specific features that offered the desired benefit. 

We then probed further to discover the personal 

benefits and associated personal values (desired  

latent end states). This qualitative effort takes 

complex decision-making behavior and distills it  

into a visual map of key decision-making patterns  

(or connections in the mind of the consumer) between 

the product (features and benefits) and personal 

relevance (motivations and values) levels. This 

output, called a connected decision map, shows 

several motivational chains representing how and 

why consumers make choices. 

Quantitative research is then used to confirm key 

relationships and motivations and to see nuances 

associated with different groups. An “importance-

level” survey was deployed to a US-based panel 

of 535 individuals to validate the connection and 

strength of nodes organically derived during the 

qualitative interviews. The survey data is used to 

identify brand associations as well as additional 

Laddering was created by psychologists and adapted by  
marketing researchers to discover the underlying motivations  
of target customers. 
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generational nuances. Using this data set, the analytic 

team looked at dendrograms, partial correlations 

of the factor summates, and even constrained and 

unconstrained Bayes net models to better understand 

the cognitive structures and consumer motivations 

involved in the purchase and brand decisioning. 

Why Do People Purchase 
Wearable Technology? 

Three primary motivations emerged within the 

wearable technology category — belonging,  

social status, and individualism. However, their 

weight is far from equal across generations. More 

importantly, the findings are surprisingly antithetical 

to many of society’s commonly held beliefs 

concerning millennials. 

Connection Is Crucial
Everybody likes to be loved. Millennials, however, 

seem to place more emphasis on group acceptance. 

One of the most salient motivational chains in 

millennials’ wearable tech purchase decisions focused 

on staying connected with people they care about, 

leading to a sense of belonging and group acceptance. 

Respondents noted that wearable technology 

helps them maintain control over their lives with 

customized reminders and filtered alerts across 

owned devices. Customizable attributes enable 

them to “filter out the noise” by setting notifications 

only for identified important activities (e.g., email 

from manager, text from loved one, event). When 

the product can help you “maintain control of your 

life,” it leads to a personal benefit of “increased 

connections” with people the end users care about. 

The personal benefit of strong connections is a salient 

motivator to purchase for millennials as they care 

about “staying connected” 33% more than non-

millennials. Essentially these individuals do not 

want to miss an update from a valued person or they 

want to be mindful and present during interactions, 

spurring stronger connections, ultimately enabling 

them to belong. 

Dominant Purchase Motivations

Belonging
“I like to be  

connected at all  
times so I can  
stay engaged”

Social Status
“I always buy  

the latest tech — 
 I am known 

 as the tech guy”

Individualism
“I like the freedom 
 it gives me to be 

myself”

Connection has become an innate part of millennials’ value system, 
having grown up in a connected world.  
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Marketing Application
Weave “belonging” and “connection” 
into the brand promise to address the 
millennial’s desire for acceptance by 
staying connected with people they 
care about. There is also an opportunity 
to create moments in the customer 
journey for millennials to connect with 
peers, spurring engagement.

Never in history has technology jumped more from 

one generation to the next than with the rise of 

millennials. They grew up with an abundance of 

technology focused on connecting them to others 

— the internet, cell phones, texting, social media, 

and so on. Fascinatingly, the research identifies that 

connection has since become an innate part of their 

value system. They’ve been raised on a steady stream 

of like and retweet-induced endorphins and depend 

upon that connection for their happiness. But it isn’t 

just about being “connected” — it’s about the people 

they’re connected to. They value bonds with family, 

friends, and peers whose opinions they care about. 

Consequently, one of the strongest reasons millennials 

value wearable technology is for its ability to enhance 

these connections. They do not want to miss a beat!

Millennials care about “staying connected”  

33% more than non-millennials.

Belonging
(Group Acceptance)

Stay Connected  
With People  
I Care About

Provides  
Reminders

Alerts Me  
About  

Important  
Things

Helps me  
Maintain  
Control  

Over My Life



The Curious Contradiction of Millennial Individualism 8

The Pursuit of Social Status
Another significant motivation is “social status.” 

Social status is achieved via “looking better in the 

eyes of others,” which can be the result of either 

“healthier living” or by “looking cool.” Applying 

this to wearable tech, users seek out features like 

GPS capabilities, workout tracking capabilities, and 

the ability to wear the device anywhere to improve 

their workout and live healthier. In the quest to be 

“cool and current,” they’ll seek products that offer 

customizable style options and are considered “the 

latest technology.” By helping users improve their 

workouts and look cool, wearable tech brands cause 

them to feel they are achieving “the best look,” which 

maximizes their ability to be “recognized by others” 

and deliver social status.  

Healthy or Hungry for Attention?
The fact that young people want to look cool isn’t 

surprising. Nor is millennials’ emphasis on health, 

particularly those in a survey for a piece of fitness 

technology. What’s fascinating is that for millennials, 

the desire to live healthier is ultimately driven by 

social status, not a longer life, self-esteem, or other, 

more intuitive factors. They want to look better 

because it gets them recognized. 

Marketing campaigns across the entire fitness 

industry are likely getting this wrong because 

they don’t understand the latent needs of their core 

Millennials are 48% more motivated 

than older generations to purchase 

products that ignite social status. 

For millennials, the desire 
to live healthier is ultimately 
driven by social status, not a 
longer life.

Social  
Status

GPS / Fit  
Tracker

Goes  
Where  

I Go

Customizable  
Fits my Style Latest Tech

Look Better  
So I Am  

Recognized

Helps Me  
Look Cool

Improves  
My Workout/ 

Helps Me  
Live Healthier

2 WAYS TO  
“LOOK  

BETTER”
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audience. The gen Xers or baby boomers running 

the ad campaigns may care about fitness themselves, 

hear millennials self-report “maintaining a healthy 

lifestyle” as a priority, and run with the message that 

makes sense, advertising health as the ultimate goal 

and missing the nuance of social recognition. 

What many brands do understand, and what some 

brands are leveraging well, is the importance of 

buying what your peers deem to be cool. Fitbit owns 

79% of the fitness wearable market and Apple owns 

59% of the smart watch market. While there’s room 

for the argument that they make superior products, it’s 

undeniable that their marketing is hitting the salient 

millennial motivators, as we’ll show in a case study at 

the end of this paper. 

Millennials are influenced by peers 

during the buying process 12%  

more than older generations. 

Females are motivated by social 

belonging and recognition 20%  

more than males.

Marketing Application

When you’re targeting millennials, especially younger females within retail, activate 
their latent desire to be recognized. Use imagery to reinforce the product as a means 
to heightened social currency.

The Power and Purpose  
of Individualism
Individualism, at its core, is the idea of shaping your 

life however you wish – setting and achieving goals 

solely for your own self-esteem and to create the life 

you want. Individualism is a very strong motivational 

chain among users who wear the device each day to 

enable a more active and healthy life with goals of 

losing weight and improving their workouts. This 

audience searches out features that facilitate these 

goals, such as food tracking capabilities, workout 

progress tracking, reminders, and unobtrusive design 

that allows them to be worn anywhere.

To revisit the narrative of millennials as the 

individualism generation, the conventional wisdom 

is that millennials are more focused on being 

themselves and bucking society’s norms to craft 

their own lifestyle. One would expect individualism 

to be a strong millennial motivation here. However, 

our study found that individualism is a significantly 

stronger motivation in older generations purchasing 

within this category. Non-millennials’ emphasis  

on purchasing wearable technology to “shape  

your life the way you desire” is roughly 30%  

higher than that of millennials. 
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Surprisingly, individualism is a dominant purchase 

motivation for non-millennials, but not for 

millennials. Millennials were found to be more 

socially oriented when purchasing apparel and 

outward-facing technology products.

Why do non-millennials place a higher emphasis 

on individualism? Perhaps they have lived long 

enough to stop caring what others think. Perhaps 

they’ve taken the concept of YOLO10 a little more 

literally than their younger counterparts and are 

driven to prolong that life as long as possible. Or 

perhaps growing up in a world where they were their 

own person and not connected to others at all times 

actually fostered a stronger sense of self-reliance, 

independence, and individuality than we realize. 

Whatever the reason, non-millennials put higher 

value on shaping their life exactly how they want than 

millennials. So why do we associate individualism 

with millennials?

Marketing Application

Individualism is more internally oriented, 
so people driven by this personal need 
are less likely to be influenced by others. 
It is important for marketers to exhibit or 
imply how products can enable users to 
live a more balanced life, meet goals, and 
ultimately live life how they desire. 

Non-millenials value “shaping your  

life the way you desire” 30% more  

than millennials. 

Self Esteem & 
Individualism

Being Able to  
Reach My  

Goals

Improves My 
Workout/ 
Helps Me  

Live Healthier

Helps Me  
Lose Weight

Tracks  
Progress Unobtrusive Reminders  

& Alerts
Food  

Tracker

Surprisingly, individualism is  
a dominant purchase 
motivation for non-
millennials, but not for 
millennials. Millennials were  
found to be more socially  
oriented when purchasing  
apparel and outward-facing  
technology products.



INDIVIDUALISM IS AN END FOR  
NON-MILLENNIALS. FOR MILLENNIALS,  
IT’S A MEANS TO BEING ACCEPTED AND 

ACHIEVING SOCIAL STATUS.
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The research uncovers a fascinating paradox – millennials want to appear strongly individual and unique, 

but that desire is actually fueled by a need for connection and social status. Their efforts to appear different, 

or perhaps more often, indifferent, are simply a means to the end of social acceptance. Their reputation for 

individualism is the result of society filtering their individualistic words and actions through its non-millennial 

mindset, taking them at their word instead of inspecting their motivational drivers. For millennials, appearance 

trumps reality.

Individualism is an end for non-millennials. For millennials, it’s a means to being accepted and achieving 

social status.

Meanwhile, non-millennials are actually focused on themselves. They have a strong desire to reach personal 

goals, and wearable technology helps them do so. Achieving these goals allows them to balance their life as 

they see fit for themselves.

Millennials Non-millennials
Seek individualized product features as a 

means to gain recognition and acceptance.
Seek product benefits that fulfill the 

personal value of individualism.

Focused on customized product features

Desire to look their best

Seeks acceptance & recognition

Driven by belonging & social status

(externally oriented)

Focused on enablement of reaching goals

Desire balance & living easier

Seeks confidence in decisions

Value shaping their life how they desire

(internally oriented)

MILLENNIALS’ INDIVIDUALISM PARADOX
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Customization Gives Control
One way we see this paradox take form is in the emphasis placed on customization. The idea of customization 

showed up three times for millennials and includes wanting GPS-trackable workouts to customize when and 

where they work out, a customized style that fits their personal taste and gets them noticed, and the ability to 

customize settings within the technology to alert them with important notifications.

Each of these desires for customization was tied to personal needs associated with connection and social status. 

In other words, customization is key because it creates bonds with others — either directly or by making them 

look better to others.

Marketing Application

It is important for markets to empower the customer with options so they feel they 
are utilizing a brand that represents who they believe they are.

Strong Bond  
to Family  

and Friends

Social Status  
Through  

Looking Cool

Customized  
Style  

Options

Customized  
Functions

Customized  
Workouts

Social Status 
Through  

Looking Better
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A second finding that illustrates millennials’ prioritization of appearance over reality is seen in both 

generations’ views toward dependability. For millennials, dependability is a personal benefit as they seek to be 

“perceived as dependable by not missing any important updates.” Non-millennials desire the product benefit 

“dependable alerts and reminders,” as this enables them to get updates or communicate with others easily, which 

leads to their personal desire to “reach goals.” Both generations are looking for the same product features, 

but the ultimate reasons they want those features are remarkably different. Non-millennials want to live out 

character traits they value; millennials want to secure the affirmation of others. 

Millennials view being dependable as 
“managing your life responsibilities by not 
missing anything important.” They desire to 
be perceived by others as dependable. 

Marketing Application

Even if two audiences want the same thing, they may want it for different reasons. 
Make sure you understand your audience’s motivation and address that deeper need 
in the creative. 

MILLENNIALS NON-MILLENNIALS

Desire to be perceived as 
dependable 

(personal benefit)

Device enables fulfilling their 
responsibility 
(product benefit)

Not Miss  
Anything  
Important

Perceived As  
More  

Dependable

Dependable  
Updates &  
Reminders

Do More /  
Reach Goals

Non-millennials consider living responsibly 
as “being stimulated and engaged with 
life.” They want features that enable easy 
communication so they can “make smart 
decisions to have the time to do all of the 
things they like.” 

Dependability | Personality Trait or Perception?
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Apple® has a stronghold on the wearable tech 

(smart watch) category, but when we looked deeper 

into associations of sought-after product benefits 

of the brand, we saw unique differences between 

millennials and non-millennials. 

We asked survey takers to rank how brands perform 

for different product attributes and benefits. It 

turns out that millennials are purchasing Apple 

for much different reasons than older generations. 

Non-millennials identified Apple as having high 

correlations with more utility features, such as 

tracking activity accurately, whereas millennials 

associated Apple more strongly with aesthetic 

product-level attributes and benefits (customizable 

look and “looks trendy”). Essentially, Apple is 

Marketing Application

Look for the gaps. If you’re an underdog in a category, you have to identify available 
positions that speak to the motivational drivers of your target audience.  

Case Study | The Why Behind the Smart Watch Buy

a market leader because its brand has strong 

associations with each generation’s dominant 

purchase motivation. Apple fulfills millennials’  

need for connection and positive perception and for 

non-millennials’ need to reach their goals.

While Apple has strong associations with many 

sought-after product needs, some of the most 

important product benefits are not strongly correlated 

with Apple today. That means there is an opportunity 

for competitors to pursue positioning around 

unowned features and benefits. In time, market share 

will increase for the underdogs as they associate  

their brands with salient product needs that ignite 

people to purchase.

Non-Millennials

“Offers me the flexibility to  
get a great workout,  

anytime”

Tracks activity accurately 
Can do trackable workout any time 

All activities in one place 
Can interact with latest technology

Millennials

“ Empowers me to be  
more present in my  
interactions with others”

Customizable look 
Pairs and integrates 
Touch screen interface 
Looks trendy 
Everything in one place 
More convenient
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Reviewing the unowned brand needs in the smart 

watch category, a central theme emerged – a desire 

to “improve focus and efficiency” as well as “look 

better and live healthier.” All of the features laddering 

up to these benefits are open space for competitors to 

position around.

The goal is to associate your brand with sought-after 

needs that spur purchase decisions. In this market 

situation, the best course of action is to attack the idea 

of “focus” that ladders up to “social status,” which is 

a sought-after personal value for millennials.

Optimal positioning will ignite the idea of “focus” 

and connect it to the desired end state (personal 

relevance) of “being recognized.” Deliver this 

positioning by focusing on product attributes that are 

important to the customer and support “improved 

focus and efficiency.”

Marketing Application

To develop an optimal positioning strategy, find the intersection between the needs 
of your customers, your product benefits, and an ownable position in the current 
market situation. In other words, figure out what you offer that your customers want 
and that no one else is offering.   

Style Options
Show the world who you are by 

crafting the style you want.
Stay on top of every notification so 
you’re operating at your peak level.

Focus on your workout so you can  
look how you want to look.

Reminders and Alerts Encourages Progress

MESSAGE FOCUS: “The Focus You Need. The Look You Want.”

Social Status

Recognized  
by Others

Live  
Healthier

Look 
 Better

Improved 
Focus & 

Efficiency

Encourages 
Progress

Unobtrusive 
to Wear

Reminders  
& Alerts

Style  
Options

Food  
Tracking

The Millennial PowerStroke
Driven to achieve  

social status 
Personal 

Value

Desire to be 
recognized positively 

Personal Benefit

Seeking to 
look better 

Personal Benefit

Expect to be able to  
maximize their efforts 

Product Benefit

Features that enable  
them to be focused  

and efficient 
Attributes

Recognition  
Enablement
Build communication strategy  
around being empowered to  
live healthier and look better as  
a means to achieve recognition  
and a sense of belonging.
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Customer Insight Has Evolved
In any market, for any product or service, it’s 

crucial to understand the motivations of your target 

audience. While there’s a multitude of available 

research techniques, they stop short if they’re using 

self-reported attitudinal data that isn’t supported by 

psychological procedures that uncover motivations. 

If this study had stopped at attitudinal, emotional, 

or self-reported value-based research, it would 

have concluded that millennials’ chief aspiration is 

individualism, failing to recognize individualism as a 

means to achieve connection and social status.

With a tool like Merkle Neuroanalytics’ Connected 

Decision Map, marketers are able to understand 

what brand attributes, product benefits, and personal 

benefits play into salient motivations, and align their 

messaging accordingly. We’ve long known that 

advertising is more effective if it moves past features 

into benefits. This research takes that truth a step 

further and mandates that advertising move past 

benefits into motivations. Features are still vital to 

effective messaging, but they must tap into the why 

behind the buy. 

Effective advertising must tie 
features and benefits to the 
why behind the buy.

The Analytics Impact
One of the most tantalizing opportunities associated 

with this approach lies in its analytics foundation. 

Today’s marketing landscape of data-driven people-

based marketing already enables marketers to 

pinpoint their ideal customers across an endless 

variety of data points. Marketers can take the 

quantitative findings from Neuroanalytics and 

attach motivational segmentation to their existing 

customer segments, essentially discovering the 

perfect messaging to use when targeting every 

customer. With the addition of optimization tactics, 

you can know – not guess, but know – that when 

you’re targeting a 26-year-old male making $63,000 

in Phoenix, AZ, who shops for clothes online and 

fishes in his spare time, exactly what the most 

effective headline/image/offering will be. And with 

programmatic media buying and a good DMP, you 

can do that for every single customer. 

Marketing has evolved to an exciting level of 

formulaic precision. With Neuroanalytics, you 

can add your customers’ deepest psychological 

motivations into the equation, creating stronger 

customer relationships and more effective campaigns 

than your brand has ever experienced.
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Appendix
1http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/16/opinion/sunday/douthat-the-age-of-individualism.html?_r=0
2http://greyenlightenment.com/the-millennial-mindset-individualism-over-the-collective/
3http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2014/03/2014-03-07_generations-report-version-for-web.pdf
4http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2669224/
5http://www.youbrandinc.com/social-media/how-to-tap-into-the-purchasing-power-of-millennials-with-social-media/
6http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/news/2014/mobile-millennials-over-85-percent-of-generation-y-owns-smartphones.html
7http://www.sdl.com/about/news-media/press/2014/new-sdl-study-shows-millenials-are-more-likely-to-marketing-content-on-
social-media.html
8http://info.socialchorus.com/rs/socialchorus/images/Millennials-as-Brand-Advocates-Ebook-SocialChorus.pdf
9 The Millennial study is based in a theoretical grounding from means-end theory. The “means-end theory” refers to a method for 
interviewing customers about the reasons for their decision choice and interpreting consumers’ responses in terms of linkages 
between outcomes. This movement began with the seminal works of Thomas Reynolds, Jerry Olson, and Jonathan Gutman, and has 
been developed and refined at University of Notre Dame’s Mendoza School of Business, Michigan State University, the University 
of Texas at Dallas and the University of California at Berkeley.  (JP provide source)

10“You Only Live Once,” a millennial version of “carpe diem,” popularized by Drake’s song “The Motto”
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