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dublous logic of car demographics

‘The growing number of halr-res-
torer ads in Road and Track s one
of those low-level demographlc in-
dicators that should be sounding an
alarm to nuto analysts who thought
the baby boom would last forever.

‘The reality Is that the plll gener-
atlon Is taking over — those kids
conceived only after careful con-
slderation of their mpact on thelr
parents’ lifestyles, which has
meant kids under 20 today are out-
numbcered by thelr parents gencra-
tion by maybe 3-1.

I suspect this already has had an
Impact beyond the graylng of Road
and Track, Cheap cars are not sell-
Ing well; In fact, Yugo of America
is reportediy trying to figure out
bow to stuff unseld cars in cereal
boxes. The usual reason offered by

analysts [s that Amcricans have
become so affluent they simply
snlff at anything with less than a
luxo-label.

Fat chance. Little cars always
have been bought malnly by recent
college graduates and kids who just
got thelr fiest job. I suspect that the
lack of population In the pill gener-
atlon Is the real culprit in sagging
small-car sales — which means
cheap cars won't recover s0on.

All this came to mind after sit-
ting through a couple of weeks of
marketing presentations that in-
variably included some kind of
demographic analysis of the paten-
tial customer for this parleular
car.

DEMOGRAPHICS usually are

L4

and the “over 50s." A little arith-

auto talk
y -Dan
_McCosh

metic and you realize there Is a
mysterious flve-year gap here,
where you presumably can't buy
this automobile,

Another oddity in the same pres-
entatfon was the notion that a
450,000 median [ncome was sup-
posed to buy a $35,000 car. The

coached In medlan age, medlan in-
come and a few suppositions about
the lifestyle, although markeling
types are usually a lttle cagey
about the latter, I've never seen
any car presented as just the ticket
for an up-and-coming drug dealer,
for example.

I've also noticed that demo-
graphle analysis docsn’t have much
conslstency, A $12,000 car, for ex-

ample, is supposed to be affordable
by a bright graduate making a me-
dlan famlly income of, say,
$35,000. Docs this mean a young
couple making $17,500 each? Then
who gets to drive to work? I don't
think $17,500 would make the in-
surance payment on a $12,000 car.
Or take anotber example, A Jux-
ury car was supposed to interest
two groups: the 35-46-year-olds,

closing gap between the price of a
luxury var and the income of its po-
tentlal buyer as scen Lhrough dem-
ographic analysis is a common
theme. One company selling a
$90,000 car sald the medlan in-
come of its customers also was
$90,000, Well, maybe that's what
was reported to the IRS.

Addlng to the elusive nature of
just who buys new cars Is a metho-
dology calied “psychographics,”

which I assumed was some kind of
Jjoke the first time I heard about it.

Not so. Psychographics, which
groups potential car buyers ac-
cording to thelr emotional relation-
ship with thelr automoblle (loves
cars, treats cars as an appliance,
ete.) is taken very seriously among
the marketing types. In any case, it
makes wonderful charts.

All of this may be meaningless to
the average customer who aimply
wants a ride. Alter a couple of
hours deallng wilh flnanclal doub~
Ietalk and checkbock angst, the
Iast thing he nceds to know is (hat
somebody else has hls number,

Dan McCosh is the automotive
editor of Popular Science,
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