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By ChristiNe BirkNer | senior stAff writer 


 [email protected]  


Ford Motor  Co. is taking an assembly-line approach 
to building brand affinity, starting by researching the 
habits and preferences of the next generation of drivers
long before they get behind the wheel
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“People like things that are familiar to them. The 
same is true for brands,” says Anna McAlister, 
co-author of the study, and an assistant professor of 
advertising and public relations at Michigan State 
University in East Lansing, Mich. “If you’ve seen 
a logo repeatedly as a child, you’ll be more likely 
to try it when you’re an adult. After years of being 
exposed to a brand and laughing at their ads or 
thinking their ads are cute, there will be a deep-
seated preference for that brand.” 


Many marketers know, and leverage, the power 
of aiming TV ads at children as a way to influence 
their parents’ purchasing decisions—moms might 
hold the purse strings, but kids sure know how to 
pull at them—but some marketers also are adept 
at targeting kids now to make them brand-loyal 
customers in the future. The tactic isn’t new, but the 
efforts behind kid-focused research and targeting 
strategies are increasingly sophisticated. Marketers 
now aren’t just obsessed with understanding 
millennials. They’re looking beyond them and 
working to get a good grasp on Generation Z, 
aiming to create a continuous stream of brand 
loyalists in their pipelines. 


“A lot of marketers in categories where brand 
preferences typically form at later ages are 
beginning to focus more on younger consumers,” 
says J. Walker Smith, a consumer trends expert and 
the executive chairman of London-based marketing 
consultancy The Futures Co., part of the Kantar 
Group of WPP plc, who also serves as a Marketing 
News columnist. “They’re doing so because they’re 
trying to establish brand visibility and brand 


attraction that will then be relevant to those 
consumers when they age into a life stage when the 
products are relevant.”


Adds McAlister: “As an adult, I’m probably not 
going to buy a car because of an ad I saw when I 
was 5 years old, but the idea is, if I have a preference 
for a particular brand already, when I do go 
through the process and the information search, I 
have, in my head, a default. I already like this brand. 
Every other brand has to match up and exceed that. 
Otherwise, I’ll go with the default.” 
        
Emotionally Driven
For decades, automakers have successfully hooked 
consumers at a young age, and Dearborn, Mich.-
based Ford Motor Co. long has been a frontrunner 
in such branding work. Ask a baby boomer what 
cars he dreamed of driving when he was a kid and 
there’s a good chance that a 1960s Ford Mustang 
will be on his list. Car brands are aspirational 
brands, and the marketers behind them often are 
skilled at targeting young consumers years before 
they’ll get behind the wheel.


These days, Ford marketers have Gen Z in their 
sights. Cambridge, Mass.-based Forrester Research 
Inc. defines Gen Z as those born between 1990 
and 2010, who now range in age from 5 to 25 years 
old, and, like millennials, they’ll be a force to be 
reckoned with. “They’re 2 billion strong. The global 
population is 7 billion, so that’s a big number,” says 
Sheryl Connelly, manager of global consumer 
trends and futuring at Ford. “We feel like it’s not too 
soon to start paying attention to them.” 


ReseaRch shows  that brand preferences are shaped at a young age:  
Children as young as 3 years old use brands as indicators of popularity or  success,  
and 3- to 5-year-olds are able to identify logos and associate them with brands,  
even brands that don’t directly target kids, according to “Children’s Brand Symbolism 
Understanding,” a study published in 2010 in the journal Psychology & Marketing.


IM
A


G
E


S
 C


O
U


R
T


E
S


Y
 O


F
 F


O
R


D
 M


O
T
O


R
 C


O
.


MN Mar 2015 1-65-edit-2-19-15.indd   34 2/20/15   3:00 PM








  EXPERT INSIGHTS  marketingmanagement


MArCh 2015 | marketing news 35     


IM
A


G
E


S
 C


O
U


R
T


E
S


Y
 O


F
 F


O
R


D
 M


O
T
O


R
 C


O
.


MN Mar 2015 1-65-edit-2-19-15.indd   35 2/20/15   3:00 PM








TV ads for the 2015 Ford Mustang focus 
on emotional appeals, depicting the 
car parked at the scene of consumers’ 
youthful adventures.
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Ford is both keeping kids in mind when 
developing its marketing messaging now in an 
attempt to build brand affinity when they’re  
young and researching Gen Z’s preferences in  
order to prepare its business for the future of 
driving. To accomplish the former, the company 
puts more effort into emotional appeals. Car 
ads typically feature fast-paced music and active 
pursuits. The 2015 Mustang TV ad, for instance, 
shows how driving the car brings friends together:  
It includes young people surfing, painting and 
playing guitar, with the Mustang parked at the  
scene of these adventures. 


“We’re trying to create more of an emotional 
connection because when you’re just doing hard 
talk about the features, customers will tune you out. 
We want to grab young people’s interest through 
something more human,” says Crystal Worthem, 
brand content and alliances manager at Ford, and 
marketing manager for the Fusion and Escape brands.


Says Jez Frampton, global CEO at New York-based 
global branding agency Interbrand: “[Children] 
aren’t thinking about, How much will it cost? What’s 
the insurance? Will I be able to stick the dog in the 
back? You’re talking to the heart because the head 
hasn’t really kicked in. You’re playing purely at an 
aspirational and desire level, which can be a very 
powerful way of building a need for the future.” 


Building a love for the car category also will help 
Ford in the long run, Smith says. “It’s really hard to 
come up with a car ad that’s going to deeply resonate 
with a 12-year-old and secure their loyalty forever. 
Ford is focusing on the extent to which they need 
to persuade people about the category, itself, or 
talk to people in a different way given needs and 
expectations related to the category. They’re trying 
to get an understanding of how people are going 
to move through these life stages going forward, 
and they want to be ahead of that. They’re trying to 
figure out where the marketplace is going to be in a 
decade or two decades from now.”


Adds Frampton: “The reality of what a 5- or 
10-year-old might want from a vehicle now is very 
different from the reality of what they’ll want when 
they have to buy one, themselves, but people often 
grow up with a childhood image of a brand and it 
remains something they desire well into their adult 
life. If you can appeal to them when they’re younger, 
chances are, it will stay with them.” 


‘Looking Further’ 
Ford invests research dollars into figuring out what 
these future consumers might want out of their 
driving experience, and what the company can 
do to start targeting older Gen Z consumers now. 
“[Kids] aren’t a primary target, but when we look 
into the future, we want to see how we’re going to 
do business to make sure we meet their needs,” 
Worthem says. “Research on Gen Z is core to a lot 
of things we do, from product development to ad 
development. It’s important to build an affinity with 
them for our brand early.”  


For consumers over 18 years of age, Ford does 
quantitative and qualitative research in-house, including 
online surveys and ethnography, in an attempt to 
gain insights on their values and beliefs, as well as on 
their consumptive behaviors. Younger consumers, 
meanwhile, require a different research focus. 


“The challenge we have with Generation Z is that 
… most of this generation has not gone through the 
critical formative years, which typically take place 
in one’s late teens and early 20s,” Connelly says. 
“Their values, attitudes and behaviors are not yet 
fully formed. Nevertheless, it is not too early to try 
to better understand what motivates the youngest 
generation.” To prepare for the next generation of 
drivers, Ford’s global consumer insights team works 
with London-based marketing and advertising 
agency WPP plc and BAV Consulting, a WPP 
agency, to gather insights on Gen Z’s behaviors 


" [Children] aren’t thinking 
about, How much will it cost? What’s the 
insurance? Will I be able to stick the dog in the 
back? ...You’re playing purely at an aspirational 
and desire level, which can be a very powerful 
way of building a need for  the future.” 


- Jez Frampton, Interbrand
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and media consumption habits, BAV conducts 
quantitative research on Gen Z and vets it through 
third-party sources. Ford also hosts focus groups 
across the country to hear directly from consumers 
about how these trends resonate with them, and 
invites older Gen Zers to meet with Ford engineers 
and ask questions or offer ideas on new features. 


Its marketing teams use data from the 
resulting insights to create ads, new products and 
marketing partnerships geared toward current 
and future drivers. In 2013, Ford launched the 
Fiesta Movement, a social media campaign 
targeted at tweens, teens and 20-somethings to 
promote the Ford Fiesta. The company tapped 
100 digital influencers to undertake “missions” 
that emphasized the fun and adventure of driving, 
including a mock “Running of the Bulls” event 


on the Venice Beach Boardwalk in Venice Beach, 
Calif., and a road trip to the Kentucky Derby, and to 
post about their experiences on social media. “We’re 
trying to create more of an emotional connection 
because when you’re just doing hard talk about the 
features, customers will tune you out. We wanted 
to grab young people’s interest through something 
more human,” Worthem says.


The company’s recent research report, “Looking 
Further with Ford: 2015 Trends,” released in 
December 2014, was compiled using data from 
BAV’s Brand Asset Valuator database, as well as 
studies from the Washington, D.C.-based Pew 
Research Center, New York-based JWT Worldwide 
and London-based Euromonitor International.  
The latest report is Ford’s third-annual edition, and 
the first featuring Gen Z as the overall theme. 


In 2013, Ford launched the Fiesta Movement, a social media campaign targeted at tweens, teens and 20-somethings 
to promote the Ford Fiesta. The company tapped 100 digital influencers to undertake “missions” that emphasized  
the fun and adventure of driving, and to post about their experiences on social media.
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As any old-timer is prone to say, these young kids 
ain’t like they used to be, and according to Ford’s 
research, there are some telling distinctions between 
Gen Z and preceding generations. First, they’re 
more mobile than previous generations: 26% of 
millennials made a payment using a mobile app in 
2014, compared with 7% of adults ages 35 and over, 
according to the report—a trend that’s likely to pick 
up steam with the already-mobile Gen Z.  


And, even more so than millennials, Gen Zers 
are entrepreneurial, risk-taking and lovers of 
innovation: Compared with millennials, or Gen Y, 
members of Gen Z are 55% more likely to want to 
start a business. Moreover, 46% of Gen Zers are 
drawn to companies and brands that are perceived 
as rebels. Thus, print and TV ads for the 2015 Ford 
F-150 truck present it as having a rebellious, tough 
edge, featuring the slogan “What’s Next,” and a 
voiceover that says the Ford F-150 has “the muscle 
to move the world, and the brains to change it.” The 
ad also describes the innovations and technology 
that went into creating the new aluminum-bodied 
model, which is lighter and more fuel-efficient than 
earlier models—key points to note to appeal to 
increasingly energy-efficiency-minded consumers. 


Ford’s research also has found that Gen Z, like 
millennials, are, or will be, active participants in the 
“sharing economy,” meaning that they’re likely to 
forego ownership of homes, cars, and other goods 
and services in favor of a pay-per-use existence when 
they grow up. To tap into this trend, Ford began a 
partnership with Boston-based car-sharing service 
Zipcar Inc. in 2011 through which Ford became the 
largest vehicle provider for Zipcar’s college campus 
program. “We recognized early that the sharing 
economy was a trend and we needed to make sure 
we partnered with someone like that so that when 
people are leveraging the sharing economy, they’re 
doing it with our products,” Worthem says. “Those 
things will help build affinity for our brand. When 
they’re ready to buy, they’ve tested our product and 
have been treated well by Ford.” 


Ford’s research on Gen Z is helping manage a 
much-anticipated obstacle to future business:  
the fact that young people increasingly are 
eschewing car ownership and driving altogether. 
Fewer than 70% of 19-year-olds have their driver’s 
licenses, down from 87% in 1995, according to  


The Associated Press. Over the last five years,  
18- to 34-year-olds have bought 30% fewer cars, 
according to R. L. Polk & Co., a Southfield,  
Mich.-based automotive data company. Ford’s 
marketing teams expect this trend to continue 
as today’s kids and tweens grow into adulthood. 
“When baby boomers turned 16, they couldn’t 
wait to get their driver’s licenses, and buying their 
first car was a gateway purchase into adulthood,” 
Connelly says. “A 16-year-old today, and in the 
future, isn’t likely to have that same experience. 
For them, the cell phone is the gateway purchase 
into adulthood and provides them with new 
independence and freedom.” 


In 2012, Ford introduced a business plan called 
the Blueprint for Mobility, which calls for Ford to 
define itself as a “mobility company.” The blueprint 
includes plans for semi-autonomous driving 
technology, vehicle censors that will aid in the flow 
of traffic, and the development of more one-, two- 
and three-passenger vehicles to help maneuver 
congested city streets. “Ford has tried to recognize 
this change in attitude,” Connelly says. “We’ve 
positioned ourselves to be more than a provider of 
transportation. We’re a lifestyle enabler.”


Rather than focus solely on vehicle features in its 
ads or on social media, Ford plans to continue to 
highlight products that will help kids stay connected 
with their friends, such as its Sync [technology], 
which allows drivers to access their smartphones, 
smartphone apps and driving directions from the 
car’s dashboard, Worthem says. “We have to help 
them understand that the freedom they feel through 
technology, that same type of technology is in your 
car. Showing them how they can stay connected can 
help us capture future generations’ attention and 
build a love of cars.” 


Ford is trying to stay flexible for future 
innovations, Connelly says. “We try to use research 
and develop our strategies so that we’re nimble 
enough to expect the unexpected. My goal isn’t 
to say, ‘Oh, my gosh, we were on point with our 
predictions.’ It’s that nobody in the company says, 
‘We never saw that coming.’ We’ve been successful 
with our millennial strategy because we did our 
homework up front. We are trying to do the same 
thing with Generation Z, but our work is just 
beginning.” m
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