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cooler experiences and are further ahead of the trends than 
their peers.  Such a competitive, wannabe-glamorous lifestyle 
has college students requesting more special treatment, 
immediate access and unique shopping experiences from every 
goods or service provider, including bookstores.

Trend – Feeling Important
Young consumers regard themselves as celebrities in their own 
circles.  �ey recognize that they need not even be wealthy to 
request the service of a personal stylist or accessorize like their 
favorite celebrity.  Students are favoring private house parties 
and secret-location concerts because fewer people get to share 
in the experience – and possessing an entry code or having 
their names on a list provides the elite status that is so desired 
by young people.

Trend – Everything on Demand
�is generation has been overwhelmed and overloaded with 
information and entertainment content.  Over time, they have 
been conditioned to be generalists who know a little bit about 
everything — and can quickly learn about the new and 
unknown through a Google search.  Turning to a Cliff Notes 
lifestyle has made it less burdensome.  Students save time by 
skimming over news headlines instead of reading articles, or 
watching mid-season television show recaps instead of 
investing in a season’s weekly one-hour commitment. Countless 
young people rely mainly on social networking websites such 
as MySpace and Facebook to stay in direct communication 
with friends.  �ese students have also grown accustomed to 
instantly accessing their information and entertainment, now 
utilizing SMS technology not just to chat with one another, 
but to order and purchase pizza via text message.  And the fact 
that 47 percent of them have bought and downloaded content 
in the past six months underscores the appeal of sites such as 
iTunes that make it easy for them to download, organize and 
manipulate content (Information Group, 2006, May). As 
technology continues to improve, instant access will become a 
way of life rather than a benefit, and it is safe to say that 
young consumers will be expecting businesses and marketers 
to provide this level of service.

Trend – Personalized Consumption
Today’s college students are particular in the way they evaluate 
and accept advertising messages.  Numb to the traditional 
tell-me-what-I-want-to-hear messages, they enjoy more 
creative approaches that are geared to where they spend their 
time.  �ey show a greater appreciation for brands and 
businesses that enhance and personalize life experiences.  

College students are eager for places to eat, drink, play, listen, 
surf, work or meet – just as they would at home or school – 
that heighten the experience.  New lounge-like restaurants 
with smaller food servings and deep-cushioned, couch-style 
seating are gaining popularity as the act of dining becomes less 
important than sharing the total experience with others.  Even 
pop-up retail stores have become wildly successful, literally 
turning the back of a semi truck into a temporary mobile 
shop.  Students not only appreciate this customization from 
businesses, but expect it to define future consumption 
experiences.

In Short:  Successful retailers respond to Millennial Generation 
lifestyle trends by transforming the act of consumption into 
an intimate, customized event and providing exceptional 
service.

Ambitions
Confident, equipped and supported, students yearn to 
make their mark. 
�is generation of college students has been positioned and 
equipped to unleash their creativity.  With an excess of 
affordable, powerful gadgets and gizmos at their disposal, they 
have become enamored with producing and participating in 
digital creation.  �ey are an entire generation of artists with 
the courage and the tools to display and distribute their own 
images, designs and content to millions of people.  As they 
discover the unique satisfaction derived from the act of 
creating, they are finding themselves desperately wishing it 
may lead to fame or fortune.

Trend – I Think I Can
For college students, the notion of becoming an entrepreneur is 
more prevalent than ever before.  According to the Information 
Group (2006, May), “thirty percent of young people want to 
own their own business, and for 41 percent, owning their own 
business is an important life expectation.”  Young people see 
potential in websites such as eBay for selling their own 
clothing lines, fashionable accessories or photo collections.  
And they are so afraid of turning into “ordinary citizens,” that 
they are perpetually striving to leave a mark on society – 
whether in print, audio or imagery.  �anks to the Internet 
and the support of other consumers who prefer to endorse 
independent businesses, these college students truly believe 
they can make it work, and many of them are expecting the 
marketplace to provide them more opportunities to do so.
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Abstract
Operating a bookstore has never been merely about selling textbooks, and in today’s hyper-competitive retail environment, attracting the 
business of young, savvy consumers has never been more challenging.  The current generation of students expects companies to understand 
and anticipate their needs. Their status as the largest consumer generation in U.S. history ensures that companies that don’t take time to 
understand them will lose market share.  Simply put, these consumers are in absolute control of their consumption and entirely aware of their 
power.  In order to remain competitive and maximize market opportunities, college bookstore managers must be familiar with the lifestyles of 
their student customers, anticipate their consumer habits, and focus their business practices accordingly by using key strategies such as 
community-based events. 

The Value of Youth Trends Research
Each generation matures within a unique confluence of world 
events, economic and population shifts, technological 
advances, and societal mores, expectations and promises.  
�ose who belong to the Baby Boomer or X Generations view 
the Millennial Generation – today’s college students – through 
the lens of their own experiences. 

Yet today’s college students are singular. �ey have grown up 
saturated with media and technology.  And they have been 
aggressively marketed to their entire lives.  For college 
bookstores to successfully maximize sales to this generation, 
data tracking tools such as youth trends research should be a 
vital part of their sales and marketing tool kits.

�is white paper features two sections.  First, an in-depth look 
at youth trends frames the perspectives and actions of today’s 
college students. �e information featured in this section is 
drawn primarily from the May 2006 issue of “�e Cassandra 
Report,” the leading syndicated trend study produced by the 
Intelligence Group that focuses exclusively on the youth 
market. Second, suggestions for applying these youth trends 
to college bookstore operations in ways that will increase sales 
and deepen customer loyalty are presented.
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Understanding Your Consumers: Student Attitudes, Lifestyles and Ambitions
Differences between Baby Boomers, Gen X & Millennials

Who Is Attending College Today?
A quick look…

 •  Members of the Millennial Generation, also called  
  Generation Y and the Echo Boomers, were born between  
  1982 and present-day and number 72 million.  �ey  
  represent the largest consumer group in U.S. history  
  (Intelligence Group, 2006, January).

 •  One out of every three Generation Y members is non- 
  Caucasian, one out of every four was raised by a single  
  parent, and three out of every four grew up with a  
  working mother (OnPoint Marketing and Promotions,  
  2006).

 •  In the Fall of 2005, 69 percent of 2004-05 high school  
  graduates were attending colleges or universities, a   
  historic high (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of  
  Labor Statistics, 2006).

 •  In 2002-03, women earned approximately 58 percent of  
  all degrees. Sixty-seven percent of all degrees were earned  
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  by Caucasian students; 22 percent by African American,  
  Hispanics, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and American   
  Indians/Alaska Natives; 5 percent by nonresident aliens;  
  and 5 percent by individuals whose race/ethnicity was  
  unknown (U.S. Department of Education, National  
  Center for Education Statistics, 2005).

Attitudes
Today’s students know who they are and what they 
want – but are they happy?
A substantial portion of today’s generation of students is 
struggling to find happiness. According to the Intelligence 
Group (2006, May), “only 24% feel that they are as happy as 
they should be.”  Young people have been inundated with the 
message that joy comes from financial success, and that 
acquiring wealth is simple.  Fame and fortune belong to reality 
television stars and celebrities who are seemingly rewarded for 
over-the-top, even unlawful behavior.  Why shouldn’t students 
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deserve such riches?  Many students are so focused on 
financial success that they are choosing majors based on future 
salaries rather than interest.   In 2003-04, 22 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees were earned in business – the largest 
percentage of all academic disciplines (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  College graduates are finding their first 
jobs to be less rewarding than anticipated, which is generating 
concern and self-doubt.  On top of it all, larger issues loom.  
How trustworthy is our political system?  What do we do 
about global warming?  Overwhelmed with doubts and 
worries, students are spending more of their time in question; 
questioning their own contributions, questioning what the 
future has in store, and, as a result, wanting to get away from 
it all.

Trend – New Forms of Escape
In an effort to sidestep worry and questions, large numbers of 
young people are finding stress relief in both novel and 
nostalgic activities.  Students are organizing and hosting 
leagues for classic board games like Jenga and Connect Four – 
turning dormitory lounges, home living rooms and local bars 
into arenas for weekly and monthly competition, complete 
with homemade uniforms.  Other students are taking a new 
approach to intramural gaming by formulating competitive 
tournaments for gym class classics like floor hockey, kickball, 
ultimate Frisbee and Wiffle ball.  �is trend may be more of a 
social outing than a sport, but it remains one route to escape.  
Additionally, young people are literally escaping through long 
weekend road trips to music festivals.  �ough they are 
currently purchasing less recorded music than in the past, 
students are enthusiastic about seeing music in the making 
and live music has exploded with popularity.  Promising a 
weekend of prospective artists and refreshing experiences, 
festivals like Bonaroo, SXSW, Wakarusa and Austin City 
Limits are captivating students across the entire nation.  

Trend – Environmental Consciousness
From global warming to corporate responsibility and socially 
conscious shopping, the environment is a substantial issue and 
it is here to stay.  As young people witness the unfortunate 
markers of environmental distress – such as the disappearance  
of natural resources and species, bays and oceans that are too 
polluted to swim in, and an increasing number of global 
warming-related natural catastrophes – environmental issues are 
becoming an even more pressing concern.  �is development 
will lead to a growing demand for companies to conduct 
business in an environmentally conscious manner and a 
decreased consumer tolerance for companies that damage the 

environment.  Students see companies as having a greater 
opportunity to make an impact on the world than they can as 
individuals, and therefore wish to express their concerns 
through the products they purchase and businesses they 
support.  People are looking to make a difference by endorsing 
companies that give back; in fact, in the past six months, 53 
percent of 14-34 year-old trendsetters bought a product that 
donated money to a cause (Intelligence Group, 2006, May).

Trend – Becoming a Do-Gooder
Young people are also doing their part to make the world a 
better place; 58 percent of 14-34 year-olds say that they have 
volunteered in the past month (Intelligence Group, 2006, 
May).  Largely due to recent, tragic natural disasters like 
Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami in South Asia, young 
people are feeling compelled to lend a hand and are finding 
that helping others provides its own rewards.  �ey maintain 
an optimistic interpretation of the power of activism and 
involvement, having witnessed the strength of combined 
individual efforts.  Furthermore, celebrities like Angelina Jolie 
and Bono have inspired young people through the choices 
they have made in utilizing their wealth and cultural status to 
lead the movement for change.  Now, despite their hectic 
schedules during the school year, many students are passing 
on spring break parties for a chance to do more volunteer 
work during their vacation time.  Organizations like Habitat 
for Humanity, Greenpeace, Storm Corps and Break Away 
actually provide high school and university students with 
alternative break program options in the form of hands-on 
service that addresses critical but unmet social needs.

In Short:  �e search for happiness is leading young consumers 
to develop an attitude that values playful relaxation, but also 
values service for the greater good.

Attitudes
The luxury of individualism, access and intimacy
In a youth market focused on opulence and convenience, 
today’s college students dismiss purchases that are not 
instantaneous and businesses that do not provide celebrity 
treatment.  Technology such as text messaging and TIVO has 
paved the way to an automatic, on-demand mentality.  In the 
eyes of this generation, when in the role of consumer they 
expect VIP status and immediate, effortless access.  Accustomed 
to instant gratification, young people end up in competition 
with one another, striving to prove they are more stylish, have
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Trend – Opportunity Knocking
Not only are young people feeling confident in themselves as 
artists, but they are discovering new venues, outlets and 
opportunities that will ensure future prosperity.  Websites such 
as Blurb.com offer software for aspiring authors to write and 
publish their own books.  Students see agents and editors 
turning to bloggers – people their own age – for book deals.  
�e success stories are countless and have sparked a passionate 
aspiration in a lot of young people.  Believing that one of 
these opportunities really will lead them to the top, students 
are creating and competing while they wait for the big 
moment.

Trend – Home Life
As the generation gap between young people and their parents 
begins to narrow, they are spending more time together, 
hanging out, sharing experiences and even shopping.  Given 
this strong appreciation for their parents, it is no surprise that 
students are placing greater emphasis on the significance of 
their own future families.  In fact, when asked about indicators 
of success, 14-34 year-olds all found more importance in 
relationships and home life than in careers or money 
(Intelligence Group, 2006, May).  �e value placed on raising 
a family appears to be the most dependable and refreshing 
notion of what the future may hold for the Millennial 
Generation.

In Short:  Digital creativity tools, online venues and close 
family ties have motivated students to strive for financial, 
creative and personal success through entrepreneurial 
ventures.

Implications for the College Bookstore: Atmosphere, 
Activities and Products
Young consumers have come to expect their retail experiences 
to provide them with more than just a product or service.  
�eir generation grew up with the Internet at their fingertips. 
�ey understand that if they desire a product, they can 
acquire it quickly and inexpensively online.  �ey are a new 
breed of consumer and they demand a new breed of bookstore; 
one that understands and embodies their attitudes, lifestyles, 
and ever-changing tastes.

For college bookstores seeking to out-compete online 
textbook sellers – and attract more students to purchase 
higher profit-margin items such as apparel and gifts – they 
must embrace the lifestyles of today’s college students. From 

the employee attitude and the store music to the promotions 
launched and brands sold, every touch point gives bookstores 
the chance to connect with their audience.  �e better the 
connection, the greater the potential for repeat customers and 
stronger brand loyalty.  

Atmosphere
Create a place to relax, a home away from home.
Selected as the best individual bookstore in America, Kenyon 
College Bookstore in Gambier, Ohio is notable for something 
other than books – its ambience (Kenyon College, 2006). 
Students can lounge in comfortable chairs, purchase Ben and 
Jerry’s ice cream, read their favorite glossies from a magazine 
section worthy of a chain bookstore, and even make copies 
and send faxes. �e product line runs beyond textbooks to 
fiction and nonfiction, CDs, apparel, snacks, drinks and gifts. 
More importantly, the bookstore serves as the social core for 
the college. 

Some similar examples of atmosphere-enhancing strategies 
include:

Seating Areas
�e Personalized Consumption trend applies here. Have 
comfortable nooks and gathering spots where students can 
spend hours studying, listening to mp3 tunes, or typing on 
their laptops.  Provide free wi-fi access if your campus does 
not already offer it. Have some seating areas function as a 
place to study within the bookstore during final examinations 
– a small, late-night library area where procrastinating 
students can read and photocopy textbook pages without 
purchasing the book itself.  Or set up pop-up tutor stations 
for designated, popular textbooks where bookstore staff can 
help students who are feeling under-prepared.

The Café
In keeping with the Personalized Consumption trend, many 
college bookstores now feature a café in a nod to the ubiquitous 
pairing of coffee and books in bookstores (Bookselling �is 
Week, 2002). Even if a café does not generate significant 
profit, the added atmospheric value is reason enough for many 
proprietors to invest in the side operation.  Once again, the 
quality of the products must be outstanding for a generation 
raised on Starbucks and Peets.  Booksellers who lack food 
business expertise often partner with a local café.  

 

Art and Music 
College students are deeply passionate about art and music, 
and the I �ink I Can and Opportunity Knocking trends show 
the benefits of choosing low or no-cost ways to involve them 
in co-creating the bookstore atmosphere.  Hold exhibitions of 
student artwork, hang digital photo frames so students can 
download their images to them, play the music of campus or 
local bands, offer live performances every Friday afternoon, or 
feature a stereo dock that lets students share their iPod 
playlists.  �e possibilities are endless.

The Environmental Benefit
Less tangible but just as important, students will be more apt 
to spend time and money in a bookstore that reflects their 
environmental and charitable values.  �e Environmental 
Concern trend suggests bookstores should make an ecological 
contribution of some kind – donate a portion of proceeds to a 
wildlife refuge, plant a tree with the purchase of every 
textbook, or embrace the notion of recycling that already takes 
place in the buying and selling of used textbooks.  

In Short:  From artwork to comfortable seating and lattés, the 
most successful college bookstores are all about atmosphere – 
creating a place where students want to hang out. 

Activities
Promotions and events can be low-cost, yet generate 
high response and loyalty.
As college students increasingly yearn to get away from the 
monotony of daily life, more will welcome imaginative ideas 
and activities.  Offering in-store, promotional or event 
experiences – something more significant than the mere 
purchase of textbooks – will intrigue and attract customers.  
�e passion of this student generation for creation and 
participation is a tremendous opportunity for bookstores.  By 
recognizing students’ need for control and exposure, bookstores 
will speak to and excite their student customers.  

Include the Parents
As seen in the Home Life trend, young people are currently 
more apt to share shopping experiences with their parents.  
Bookstores should contemplate different avenues of marketing 
to the parents of their student customers.  

Offer Fame and Special Treatment
�e Feeling Important trend welcomes experiences that tap 
into student pride, ego and vanity.  Young consumers expect 

brands to offer things that money can’t necessarily buy.  
Consider a bookstore competition that would ensure fame 
across campus, additional members-only registers for rush and 
buyback seasons to bypass the long wait, or a promotion that 
awards a weekend at the spa complete with total makeover.  
�e Everything on Demand trend provides a chance to offer 
something new within the bookstore industry; try selling 
larger books by the chapter and allow consumers to pay for 
and download their individual chapters from home.  

Reward Creativity
When it comes to creativity, the I �ink I Can and the 
Opportunity Knocking trends play strongly into one another.  
Bookstores should consider creatively empowering students 
and then rewarding them for their efforts.  Have students in 
the English and journalism departments vote on student 
poem or short story collections.  Publish and sell the resulting 
volume, and don’t forget the book signing.  Host poetry slams 
and talent nights in the bookstore café.  Hold a college 
football or campus mascot t-shirt design contest, sell the 
winning shirt design in the bookstore, and share the profits 
with the student artist.  

Work for the Greater Good
As shown in the Becoming a Do-Gooder trend, students will 
positively respond to a bookstore’s environmental or charitable 
actions. Close the store for a weekend so staff and students 
can help rebuild flood-damaged houses in Louisiana.  Sponsor 
a spring break trip for a group of students to bring clothing to 
an orphanage in Mexico.  It matters less what you choose to 
do and more that you choose to do something.  

Promote Playfulness
�e New Forms of Escape trend asks that bookstores demonstrate 
their awareness of the things students enjoy and the reasons 
they enjoy them.  Establish in-store events that center on classic, 
quirky games – hold a one-day, team-oriented trivia competi-
tion, sponsor a local dodgeball team, or run a sweepstakes that 
awards one winning customer with an all-expenses-paid trip 
for two to the Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Provide Guidance
Address the fears and challenges faced by today’s college 
students by holding monthly self-help talks by area experts on 
everything from how to study with textbooks using Cornell 
notes, to budgeting, investing, and healthy romantic relation-
ships.
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In Short:  Appeal to students through playful, egoistic, 
creative, useful and helpful activities that reinforce and reward 
a positive sense of self.

Products
While most college bookstores already feature a strong 
product line, youth trends research indicates that this area 
could benefit from co-creation with students.  Consider 
involving students as “experts” in product selection.  For 
example, in youth apparel, logos are currently out and fine 
details that indicate quality are in.  Student buyers could help 
choose colors, cuts, fabrics and logo sizes for logowear designs 
that will appeal to students.  Run an online poll so students 
can vote on their Top Ten CDs and sell the winning titles 
from a Top Ten display.

Summary:  Involve students in product selection for your 
market research and their appreciation and endorsement.

An Ongoing Solution
�e college students of today are the savviest consumers retail 
has yet encountered.  �eir attitudes, lifestyles and ambitions 
all affect their purchasing choices.  Bookstores, like any other 
business, face competition.  In order to excel – to take the 

greatest advantage of the market opportunities – bookstores 
must acquire and maintain a loyal and satisfied student 
consumer base.  Only by understanding the lifestyles of your 
student customers, anticipating their consumer habits, and 
focusing your business practices accordingly can you position 
your bookstore for the best consumer response and economic 
success.  �e ideas and research contained in this publication 
should assist in that goal.

Archrival
Archrival is a youth branding agency that specializes in 
helping clients attract young consumers.  Serving a national 
client base, the firm is headquartered in Lincoln.

Nebraska Book Company
Founded in 1915 with a single bookstore near the University 
of Nebraska campus, Nebraska Book Company has evolved to 
a premier provider of college bookstore services.  Today, 
university and college bookstores of all sizes rely on Nebraska 
Book Company to provide everything from textbooks and 
store design to marketing strategies and e-commerce solutions.  
Nebraska Book Company services more than 2.1 million 
students at over 2,500 bookstores across the country.
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cooler experiences and are further ahead of the trends than 
their peers.  Such a competitive, wannabe-glamorous lifestyle 
has college students requesting more special treatment, 
immediate access and unique shopping experiences from every 
goods or service provider, including bookstores.

Trend – Feeling Important
Young consumers regard themselves as celebrities in their own 
circles.  �ey recognize that they need not even be wealthy to 
request the service of a personal stylist or accessorize like their 
favorite celebrity.  Students are favoring private house parties 
and secret-location concerts because fewer people get to share 
in the experience – and possessing an entry code or having 
their names on a list provides the elite status that is so desired 
by young people.

Trend – Everything on Demand
�is generation has been overwhelmed and overloaded with 
information and entertainment content.  Over time, they have 
been conditioned to be generalists who know a little bit about 
everything — and can quickly learn about the new and 
unknown through a Google search.  Turning to a Cliff Notes 
lifestyle has made it less burdensome.  Students save time by 
skimming over news headlines instead of reading articles, or 
watching mid-season television show recaps instead of 
investing in a season’s weekly one-hour commitment. Countless 
young people rely mainly on social networking websites such 
as MySpace and Facebook to stay in direct communication 
with friends.  �ese students have also grown accustomed to 
instantly accessing their information and entertainment, now 
utilizing SMS technology not just to chat with one another, 
but to order and purchase pizza via text message.  And the fact 
that 47 percent of them have bought and downloaded content 
in the past six months underscores the appeal of sites such as 
iTunes that make it easy for them to download, organize and 
manipulate content (Information Group, 2006, May). As 
technology continues to improve, instant access will become a 
way of life rather than a benefit, and it is safe to say that 
young consumers will be expecting businesses and marketers 
to provide this level of service.

Trend – Personalized Consumption
Today’s college students are particular in the way they evaluate 
and accept advertising messages.  Numb to the traditional 
tell-me-what-I-want-to-hear messages, they enjoy more 
creative approaches that are geared to where they spend their 
time.  �ey show a greater appreciation for brands and 
businesses that enhance and personalize life experiences.  

College students are eager for places to eat, drink, play, listen, 
surf, work or meet – just as they would at home or school – 
that heighten the experience.  New lounge-like restaurants 
with smaller food servings and deep-cushioned, couch-style 
seating are gaining popularity as the act of dining becomes less 
important than sharing the total experience with others.  Even 
pop-up retail stores have become wildly successful, literally 
turning the back of a semi truck into a temporary mobile 
shop.  Students not only appreciate this customization from 
businesses, but expect it to define future consumption 
experiences.

In Short:  Successful retailers respond to Millennial Generation 
lifestyle trends by transforming the act of consumption into 
an intimate, customized event and providing exceptional 
service.

Ambitions
Confident, equipped and supported, students yearn to 
make their mark. 
�is generation of college students has been positioned and 
equipped to unleash their creativity.  With an excess of 
affordable, powerful gadgets and gizmos at their disposal, they 
have become enamored with producing and participating in 
digital creation.  �ey are an entire generation of artists with 
the courage and the tools to display and distribute their own 
images, designs and content to millions of people.  As they 
discover the unique satisfaction derived from the act of 
creating, they are finding themselves desperately wishing it 
may lead to fame or fortune.

Trend – I Think I Can
For college students, the notion of becoming an entrepreneur is 
more prevalent than ever before.  According to the Information 
Group (2006, May), “thirty percent of young people want to 
own their own business, and for 41 percent, owning their own 
business is an important life expectation.”  Young people see 
potential in websites such as eBay for selling their own 
clothing lines, fashionable accessories or photo collections.  
And they are so afraid of turning into “ordinary citizens,” that 
they are perpetually striving to leave a mark on society – 
whether in print, audio or imagery.  �anks to the Internet 
and the support of other consumers who prefer to endorse 
independent businesses, these college students truly believe 
they can make it work, and many of them are expecting the 
marketplace to provide them more opportunities to do so.
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Abstract
Operating a bookstore has never been merely about selling textbooks, and in today’s hyper-competitive retail environment, attracting the 
business of young, savvy consumers has never been more challenging.  The current generation of students expects companies to understand 
and anticipate their needs. Their status as the largest consumer generation in U.S. history ensures that companies that don’t take time to 
understand them will lose market share.  Simply put, these consumers are in absolute control of their consumption and entirely aware of their 
power.  In order to remain competitive and maximize market opportunities, college bookstore managers must be familiar with the lifestyles of 
their student customers, anticipate their consumer habits, and focus their business practices accordingly by using key strategies such as 
community-based events. 

The Value of Youth Trends Research
Each generation matures within a unique confluence of world 
events, economic and population shifts, technological 
advances, and societal mores, expectations and promises.  
�ose who belong to the Baby Boomer or X Generations view 
the Millennial Generation – today’s college students – through 
the lens of their own experiences. 

Yet today’s college students are singular. �ey have grown up 
saturated with media and technology.  And they have been 
aggressively marketed to their entire lives.  For college 
bookstores to successfully maximize sales to this generation, 
data tracking tools such as youth trends research should be a 
vital part of their sales and marketing tool kits.

�is white paper features two sections.  First, an in-depth look 
at youth trends frames the perspectives and actions of today’s 
college students. �e information featured in this section is 
drawn primarily from the May 2006 issue of “�e Cassandra 
Report,” the leading syndicated trend study produced by the 
Intelligence Group that focuses exclusively on the youth 
market. Second, suggestions for applying these youth trends 
to college bookstore operations in ways that will increase sales 
and deepen customer loyalty are presented.
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Understanding Your Consumers: Student Attitudes, Lifestyles and Ambitions
Differences between Baby Boomers, Gen X & Millennials

Who Is Attending College Today?
A quick look…

 •  Members of the Millennial Generation, also called  
  Generation Y and the Echo Boomers, were born between  
  1982 and present-day and number 72 million.  �ey  
  represent the largest consumer group in U.S. history  
  (Intelligence Group, 2006, January).

 •  One out of every three Generation Y members is non- 
  Caucasian, one out of every four was raised by a single  
  parent, and three out of every four grew up with a  
  working mother (OnPoint Marketing and Promotions,  
  2006).

 •  In the Fall of 2005, 69 percent of 2004-05 high school  
  graduates were attending colleges or universities, a   
  historic high (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of  
  Labor Statistics, 2006).

 •  In 2002-03, women earned approximately 58 percent of  
  all degrees. Sixty-seven percent of all degrees were earned  
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  by Caucasian students; 22 percent by African American,  
  Hispanics, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and American   
  Indians/Alaska Natives; 5 percent by nonresident aliens;  
  and 5 percent by individuals whose race/ethnicity was  
  unknown (U.S. Department of Education, National  
  Center for Education Statistics, 2005).

Attitudes
Today’s students know who they are and what they 
want – but are they happy?
A substantial portion of today’s generation of students is 
struggling to find happiness. According to the Intelligence 
Group (2006, May), “only 24% feel that they are as happy as 
they should be.”  Young people have been inundated with the 
message that joy comes from financial success, and that 
acquiring wealth is simple.  Fame and fortune belong to reality 
television stars and celebrities who are seemingly rewarded for 
over-the-top, even unlawful behavior.  Why shouldn’t students 
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deserve such riches?  Many students are so focused on 
financial success that they are choosing majors based on future 
salaries rather than interest.   In 2003-04, 22 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees were earned in business – the largest 
percentage of all academic disciplines (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  College graduates are finding their first 
jobs to be less rewarding than anticipated, which is generating 
concern and self-doubt.  On top of it all, larger issues loom.  
How trustworthy is our political system?  What do we do 
about global warming?  Overwhelmed with doubts and 
worries, students are spending more of their time in question; 
questioning their own contributions, questioning what the 
future has in store, and, as a result, wanting to get away from 
it all.

Trend – New Forms of Escape
In an effort to sidestep worry and questions, large numbers of 
young people are finding stress relief in both novel and 
nostalgic activities.  Students are organizing and hosting 
leagues for classic board games like Jenga and Connect Four – 
turning dormitory lounges, home living rooms and local bars 
into arenas for weekly and monthly competition, complete 
with homemade uniforms.  Other students are taking a new 
approach to intramural gaming by formulating competitive 
tournaments for gym class classics like floor hockey, kickball, 
ultimate Frisbee and Wiffle ball.  �is trend may be more of a 
social outing than a sport, but it remains one route to escape.  
Additionally, young people are literally escaping through long 
weekend road trips to music festivals.  �ough they are 
currently purchasing less recorded music than in the past, 
students are enthusiastic about seeing music in the making 
and live music has exploded with popularity.  Promising a 
weekend of prospective artists and refreshing experiences, 
festivals like Bonaroo, SXSW, Wakarusa and Austin City 
Limits are captivating students across the entire nation.  

Trend – Environmental Consciousness
From global warming to corporate responsibility and socially 
conscious shopping, the environment is a substantial issue and 
it is here to stay.  As young people witness the unfortunate 
markers of environmental distress – such as the disappearance  
of natural resources and species, bays and oceans that are too 
polluted to swim in, and an increasing number of global 
warming-related natural catastrophes – environmental issues are 
becoming an even more pressing concern.  �is development 
will lead to a growing demand for companies to conduct 
business in an environmentally conscious manner and a 
decreased consumer tolerance for companies that damage the 

environment.  Students see companies as having a greater 
opportunity to make an impact on the world than they can as 
individuals, and therefore wish to express their concerns 
through the products they purchase and businesses they 
support.  People are looking to make a difference by endorsing 
companies that give back; in fact, in the past six months, 53 
percent of 14-34 year-old trendsetters bought a product that 
donated money to a cause (Intelligence Group, 2006, May).

Trend – Becoming a Do-Gooder
Young people are also doing their part to make the world a 
better place; 58 percent of 14-34 year-olds say that they have 
volunteered in the past month (Intelligence Group, 2006, 
May).  Largely due to recent, tragic natural disasters like 
Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami in South Asia, young 
people are feeling compelled to lend a hand and are finding 
that helping others provides its own rewards.  �ey maintain 
an optimistic interpretation of the power of activism and 
involvement, having witnessed the strength of combined 
individual efforts.  Furthermore, celebrities like Angelina Jolie 
and Bono have inspired young people through the choices 
they have made in utilizing their wealth and cultural status to 
lead the movement for change.  Now, despite their hectic 
schedules during the school year, many students are passing 
on spring break parties for a chance to do more volunteer 
work during their vacation time.  Organizations like Habitat 
for Humanity, Greenpeace, Storm Corps and Break Away 
actually provide high school and university students with 
alternative break program options in the form of hands-on 
service that addresses critical but unmet social needs.

In Short:  �e search for happiness is leading young consumers 
to develop an attitude that values playful relaxation, but also 
values service for the greater good.

Attitudes
The luxury of individualism, access and intimacy
In a youth market focused on opulence and convenience, 
today’s college students dismiss purchases that are not 
instantaneous and businesses that do not provide celebrity 
treatment.  Technology such as text messaging and TIVO has 
paved the way to an automatic, on-demand mentality.  In the 
eyes of this generation, when in the role of consumer they 
expect VIP status and immediate, effortless access.  Accustomed 
to instant gratification, young people end up in competition 
with one another, striving to prove they are more stylish, have
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Trend – Opportunity Knocking
Not only are young people feeling confident in themselves as 
artists, but they are discovering new venues, outlets and 
opportunities that will ensure future prosperity.  Websites such 
as Blurb.com offer software for aspiring authors to write and 
publish their own books.  Students see agents and editors 
turning to bloggers – people their own age – for book deals.  
�e success stories are countless and have sparked a passionate 
aspiration in a lot of young people.  Believing that one of 
these opportunities really will lead them to the top, students 
are creating and competing while they wait for the big 
moment.

Trend – Home Life
As the generation gap between young people and their parents 
begins to narrow, they are spending more time together, 
hanging out, sharing experiences and even shopping.  Given 
this strong appreciation for their parents, it is no surprise that 
students are placing greater emphasis on the significance of 
their own future families.  In fact, when asked about indicators 
of success, 14-34 year-olds all found more importance in 
relationships and home life than in careers or money 
(Intelligence Group, 2006, May).  �e value placed on raising 
a family appears to be the most dependable and refreshing 
notion of what the future may hold for the Millennial 
Generation.

In Short:  Digital creativity tools, online venues and close 
family ties have motivated students to strive for financial, 
creative and personal success through entrepreneurial 
ventures.

Implications for the College Bookstore: Atmosphere, 
Activities and Products
Young consumers have come to expect their retail experiences 
to provide them with more than just a product or service.  
�eir generation grew up with the Internet at their fingertips. 
�ey understand that if they desire a product, they can 
acquire it quickly and inexpensively online.  �ey are a new 
breed of consumer and they demand a new breed of bookstore; 
one that understands and embodies their attitudes, lifestyles, 
and ever-changing tastes.

For college bookstores seeking to out-compete online 
textbook sellers – and attract more students to purchase 
higher profit-margin items such as apparel and gifts – they 
must embrace the lifestyles of today’s college students. From 

the employee attitude and the store music to the promotions 
launched and brands sold, every touch point gives bookstores 
the chance to connect with their audience.  �e better the 
connection, the greater the potential for repeat customers and 
stronger brand loyalty.  

Atmosphere
Create a place to relax, a home away from home.
Selected as the best individual bookstore in America, Kenyon 
College Bookstore in Gambier, Ohio is notable for something 
other than books – its ambience (Kenyon College, 2006). 
Students can lounge in comfortable chairs, purchase Ben and 
Jerry’s ice cream, read their favorite glossies from a magazine 
section worthy of a chain bookstore, and even make copies 
and send faxes. �e product line runs beyond textbooks to 
fiction and nonfiction, CDs, apparel, snacks, drinks and gifts. 
More importantly, the bookstore serves as the social core for 
the college. 

Some similar examples of atmosphere-enhancing strategies 
include:

Seating Areas
�e Personalized Consumption trend applies here. Have 
comfortable nooks and gathering spots where students can 
spend hours studying, listening to mp3 tunes, or typing on 
their laptops.  Provide free wi-fi access if your campus does 
not already offer it. Have some seating areas function as a 
place to study within the bookstore during final examinations 
– a small, late-night library area where procrastinating 
students can read and photocopy textbook pages without 
purchasing the book itself.  Or set up pop-up tutor stations 
for designated, popular textbooks where bookstore staff can 
help students who are feeling under-prepared.

The Café
In keeping with the Personalized Consumption trend, many 
college bookstores now feature a café in a nod to the ubiquitous 
pairing of coffee and books in bookstores (Bookselling �is 
Week, 2002). Even if a café does not generate significant 
profit, the added atmospheric value is reason enough for many 
proprietors to invest in the side operation.  Once again, the 
quality of the products must be outstanding for a generation 
raised on Starbucks and Peets.  Booksellers who lack food 
business expertise often partner with a local café.  

 

Art and Music 
College students are deeply passionate about art and music, 
and the I �ink I Can and Opportunity Knocking trends show 
the benefits of choosing low or no-cost ways to involve them 
in co-creating the bookstore atmosphere.  Hold exhibitions of 
student artwork, hang digital photo frames so students can 
download their images to them, play the music of campus or 
local bands, offer live performances every Friday afternoon, or 
feature a stereo dock that lets students share their iPod 
playlists.  �e possibilities are endless.

The Environmental Benefit
Less tangible but just as important, students will be more apt 
to spend time and money in a bookstore that reflects their 
environmental and charitable values.  �e Environmental 
Concern trend suggests bookstores should make an ecological 
contribution of some kind – donate a portion of proceeds to a 
wildlife refuge, plant a tree with the purchase of every 
textbook, or embrace the notion of recycling that already takes 
place in the buying and selling of used textbooks.  

In Short:  From artwork to comfortable seating and lattés, the 
most successful college bookstores are all about atmosphere – 
creating a place where students want to hang out. 

Activities
Promotions and events can be low-cost, yet generate 
high response and loyalty.
As college students increasingly yearn to get away from the 
monotony of daily life, more will welcome imaginative ideas 
and activities.  Offering in-store, promotional or event 
experiences – something more significant than the mere 
purchase of textbooks – will intrigue and attract customers.  
�e passion of this student generation for creation and 
participation is a tremendous opportunity for bookstores.  By 
recognizing students’ need for control and exposure, bookstores 
will speak to and excite their student customers.  

Include the Parents
As seen in the Home Life trend, young people are currently 
more apt to share shopping experiences with their parents.  
Bookstores should contemplate different avenues of marketing 
to the parents of their student customers.  

Offer Fame and Special Treatment
�e Feeling Important trend welcomes experiences that tap 
into student pride, ego and vanity.  Young consumers expect 

brands to offer things that money can’t necessarily buy.  
Consider a bookstore competition that would ensure fame 
across campus, additional members-only registers for rush and 
buyback seasons to bypass the long wait, or a promotion that 
awards a weekend at the spa complete with total makeover.  
�e Everything on Demand trend provides a chance to offer 
something new within the bookstore industry; try selling 
larger books by the chapter and allow consumers to pay for 
and download their individual chapters from home.  

Reward Creativity
When it comes to creativity, the I �ink I Can and the 
Opportunity Knocking trends play strongly into one another.  
Bookstores should consider creatively empowering students 
and then rewarding them for their efforts.  Have students in 
the English and journalism departments vote on student 
poem or short story collections.  Publish and sell the resulting 
volume, and don’t forget the book signing.  Host poetry slams 
and talent nights in the bookstore café.  Hold a college 
football or campus mascot t-shirt design contest, sell the 
winning shirt design in the bookstore, and share the profits 
with the student artist.  

Work for the Greater Good
As shown in the Becoming a Do-Gooder trend, students will 
positively respond to a bookstore’s environmental or charitable 
actions. Close the store for a weekend so staff and students 
can help rebuild flood-damaged houses in Louisiana.  Sponsor 
a spring break trip for a group of students to bring clothing to 
an orphanage in Mexico.  It matters less what you choose to 
do and more that you choose to do something.  

Promote Playfulness
�e New Forms of Escape trend asks that bookstores demonstrate 
their awareness of the things students enjoy and the reasons 
they enjoy them.  Establish in-store events that center on classic, 
quirky games – hold a one-day, team-oriented trivia competi-
tion, sponsor a local dodgeball team, or run a sweepstakes that 
awards one winning customer with an all-expenses-paid trip 
for two to the Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Provide Guidance
Address the fears and challenges faced by today’s college 
students by holding monthly self-help talks by area experts on 
everything from how to study with textbooks using Cornell 
notes, to budgeting, investing, and healthy romantic relation-
ships.
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In Short:  Appeal to students through playful, egoistic, 
creative, useful and helpful activities that reinforce and reward 
a positive sense of self.

Products
While most college bookstores already feature a strong 
product line, youth trends research indicates that this area 
could benefit from co-creation with students.  Consider 
involving students as “experts” in product selection.  For 
example, in youth apparel, logos are currently out and fine 
details that indicate quality are in.  Student buyers could help 
choose colors, cuts, fabrics and logo sizes for logowear designs 
that will appeal to students.  Run an online poll so students 
can vote on their Top Ten CDs and sell the winning titles 
from a Top Ten display.

Summary:  Involve students in product selection for your 
market research and their appreciation and endorsement.

An Ongoing Solution
�e college students of today are the savviest consumers retail 
has yet encountered.  �eir attitudes, lifestyles and ambitions 
all affect their purchasing choices.  Bookstores, like any other 
business, face competition.  In order to excel – to take the 

greatest advantage of the market opportunities – bookstores 
must acquire and maintain a loyal and satisfied student 
consumer base.  Only by understanding the lifestyles of your 
student customers, anticipating their consumer habits, and 
focusing your business practices accordingly can you position 
your bookstore for the best consumer response and economic 
success.  �e ideas and research contained in this publication 
should assist in that goal.

Archrival
Archrival is a youth branding agency that specializes in 
helping clients attract young consumers.  Serving a national 
client base, the firm is headquartered in Lincoln.

Nebraska Book Company
Founded in 1915 with a single bookstore near the University 
of Nebraska campus, Nebraska Book Company has evolved to 
a premier provider of college bookstore services.  Today, 
university and college bookstores of all sizes rely on Nebraska 
Book Company to provide everything from textbooks and 
store design to marketing strategies and e-commerce solutions.  
Nebraska Book Company services more than 2.1 million 
students at over 2,500 bookstores across the country.
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cooler experiences and are further ahead of the trends than 
their peers.  Such a competitive, wannabe-glamorous lifestyle 
has college students requesting more special treatment, 
immediate access and unique shopping experiences from every 
goods or service provider, including bookstores.

Trend – Feeling Important
Young consumers regard themselves as celebrities in their own 
circles.  �ey recognize that they need not even be wealthy to 
request the service of a personal stylist or accessorize like their 
favorite celebrity.  Students are favoring private house parties 
and secret-location concerts because fewer people get to share 
in the experience – and possessing an entry code or having 
their names on a list provides the elite status that is so desired 
by young people.

Trend – Everything on Demand
�is generation has been overwhelmed and overloaded with 
information and entertainment content.  Over time, they have 
been conditioned to be generalists who know a little bit about 
everything — and can quickly learn about the new and 
unknown through a Google search.  Turning to a Cliff Notes 
lifestyle has made it less burdensome.  Students save time by 
skimming over news headlines instead of reading articles, or 
watching mid-season television show recaps instead of 
investing in a season’s weekly one-hour commitment. Countless 
young people rely mainly on social networking websites such 
as MySpace and Facebook to stay in direct communication 
with friends.  �ese students have also grown accustomed to 
instantly accessing their information and entertainment, now 
utilizing SMS technology not just to chat with one another, 
but to order and purchase pizza via text message.  And the fact 
that 47 percent of them have bought and downloaded content 
in the past six months underscores the appeal of sites such as 
iTunes that make it easy for them to download, organize and 
manipulate content (Information Group, 2006, May). As 
technology continues to improve, instant access will become a 
way of life rather than a benefit, and it is safe to say that 
young consumers will be expecting businesses and marketers 
to provide this level of service.

Trend – Personalized Consumption
Today’s college students are particular in the way they evaluate 
and accept advertising messages.  Numb to the traditional 
tell-me-what-I-want-to-hear messages, they enjoy more 
creative approaches that are geared to where they spend their 
time.  �ey show a greater appreciation for brands and 
businesses that enhance and personalize life experiences.  

College students are eager for places to eat, drink, play, listen, 
surf, work or meet – just as they would at home or school – 
that heighten the experience.  New lounge-like restaurants 
with smaller food servings and deep-cushioned, couch-style 
seating are gaining popularity as the act of dining becomes less 
important than sharing the total experience with others.  Even 
pop-up retail stores have become wildly successful, literally 
turning the back of a semi truck into a temporary mobile 
shop.  Students not only appreciate this customization from 
businesses, but expect it to define future consumption 
experiences.

In Short:  Successful retailers respond to Millennial Generation 
lifestyle trends by transforming the act of consumption into 
an intimate, customized event and providing exceptional 
service.

Ambitions
Confident, equipped and supported, students yearn to 
make their mark. 
�is generation of college students has been positioned and 
equipped to unleash their creativity.  With an excess of 
affordable, powerful gadgets and gizmos at their disposal, they 
have become enamored with producing and participating in 
digital creation.  �ey are an entire generation of artists with 
the courage and the tools to display and distribute their own 
images, designs and content to millions of people.  As they 
discover the unique satisfaction derived from the act of 
creating, they are finding themselves desperately wishing it 
may lead to fame or fortune.

Trend – I Think I Can
For college students, the notion of becoming an entrepreneur is 
more prevalent than ever before.  According to the Information 
Group (2006, May), “thirty percent of young people want to 
own their own business, and for 41 percent, owning their own 
business is an important life expectation.”  Young people see 
potential in websites such as eBay for selling their own 
clothing lines, fashionable accessories or photo collections.  
And they are so afraid of turning into “ordinary citizens,” that 
they are perpetually striving to leave a mark on society – 
whether in print, audio or imagery.  �anks to the Internet 
and the support of other consumers who prefer to endorse 
independent businesses, these college students truly believe 
they can make it work, and many of them are expecting the 
marketplace to provide them more opportunities to do so.
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Yet today’s college students are singular. �ey have grown up 
saturated with media and technology.  And they have been 
aggressively marketed to their entire lives.  For college 
bookstores to successfully maximize sales to this generation, 
data tracking tools such as youth trends research should be a 
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�is white paper features two sections.  First, an in-depth look 
at youth trends frames the perspectives and actions of today’s 
college students. �e information featured in this section is 
drawn primarily from the May 2006 issue of “�e Cassandra 
Report,” the leading syndicated trend study produced by the 
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market. Second, suggestions for applying these youth trends 
to college bookstore operations in ways that will increase sales 
and deepen customer loyalty are presented.
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Who Is Attending College Today?
A quick look…

 •  Members of the Millennial Generation, also called  
  Generation Y and the Echo Boomers, were born between  
  1982 and present-day and number 72 million.  �ey  
  represent the largest consumer group in U.S. history  
  (Intelligence Group, 2006, January).

 •  One out of every three Generation Y members is non- 
  Caucasian, one out of every four was raised by a single  
  parent, and three out of every four grew up with a  
  working mother (OnPoint Marketing and Promotions,  
  2006).

 •  In the Fall of 2005, 69 percent of 2004-05 high school  
  graduates were attending colleges or universities, a   
  historic high (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of  
  Labor Statistics, 2006).

 •  In 2002-03, women earned approximately 58 percent of  
  all degrees. Sixty-seven percent of all degrees were earned  
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  by Caucasian students; 22 percent by African American,  
  Hispanics, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and American   
  Indians/Alaska Natives; 5 percent by nonresident aliens;  
  and 5 percent by individuals whose race/ethnicity was  
  unknown (U.S. Department of Education, National  
  Center for Education Statistics, 2005).

Attitudes
Today’s students know who they are and what they 
want – but are they happy?
A substantial portion of today’s generation of students is 
struggling to find happiness. According to the Intelligence 
Group (2006, May), “only 24% feel that they are as happy as 
they should be.”  Young people have been inundated with the 
message that joy comes from financial success, and that 
acquiring wealth is simple.  Fame and fortune belong to reality 
television stars and celebrities who are seemingly rewarded for 
over-the-top, even unlawful behavior.  Why shouldn’t students 
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deserve such riches?  Many students are so focused on 
financial success that they are choosing majors based on future 
salaries rather than interest.   In 2003-04, 22 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees were earned in business – the largest 
percentage of all academic disciplines (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  College graduates are finding their first 
jobs to be less rewarding than anticipated, which is generating 
concern and self-doubt.  On top of it all, larger issues loom.  
How trustworthy is our political system?  What do we do 
about global warming?  Overwhelmed with doubts and 
worries, students are spending more of their time in question; 
questioning their own contributions, questioning what the 
future has in store, and, as a result, wanting to get away from 
it all.

Trend – New Forms of Escape
In an effort to sidestep worry and questions, large numbers of 
young people are finding stress relief in both novel and 
nostalgic activities.  Students are organizing and hosting 
leagues for classic board games like Jenga and Connect Four – 
turning dormitory lounges, home living rooms and local bars 
into arenas for weekly and monthly competition, complete 
with homemade uniforms.  Other students are taking a new 
approach to intramural gaming by formulating competitive 
tournaments for gym class classics like floor hockey, kickball, 
ultimate Frisbee and Wiffle ball.  �is trend may be more of a 
social outing than a sport, but it remains one route to escape.  
Additionally, young people are literally escaping through long 
weekend road trips to music festivals.  �ough they are 
currently purchasing less recorded music than in the past, 
students are enthusiastic about seeing music in the making 
and live music has exploded with popularity.  Promising a 
weekend of prospective artists and refreshing experiences, 
festivals like Bonaroo, SXSW, Wakarusa and Austin City 
Limits are captivating students across the entire nation.  

Trend – Environmental Consciousness
From global warming to corporate responsibility and socially 
conscious shopping, the environment is a substantial issue and 
it is here to stay.  As young people witness the unfortunate 
markers of environmental distress – such as the disappearance  
of natural resources and species, bays and oceans that are too 
polluted to swim in, and an increasing number of global 
warming-related natural catastrophes – environmental issues are 
becoming an even more pressing concern.  �is development 
will lead to a growing demand for companies to conduct 
business in an environmentally conscious manner and a 
decreased consumer tolerance for companies that damage the 

environment.  Students see companies as having a greater 
opportunity to make an impact on the world than they can as 
individuals, and therefore wish to express their concerns 
through the products they purchase and businesses they 
support.  People are looking to make a difference by endorsing 
companies that give back; in fact, in the past six months, 53 
percent of 14-34 year-old trendsetters bought a product that 
donated money to a cause (Intelligence Group, 2006, May).

Trend – Becoming a Do-Gooder
Young people are also doing their part to make the world a 
better place; 58 percent of 14-34 year-olds say that they have 
volunteered in the past month (Intelligence Group, 2006, 
May).  Largely due to recent, tragic natural disasters like 
Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami in South Asia, young 
people are feeling compelled to lend a hand and are finding 
that helping others provides its own rewards.  �ey maintain 
an optimistic interpretation of the power of activism and 
involvement, having witnessed the strength of combined 
individual efforts.  Furthermore, celebrities like Angelina Jolie 
and Bono have inspired young people through the choices 
they have made in utilizing their wealth and cultural status to 
lead the movement for change.  Now, despite their hectic 
schedules during the school year, many students are passing 
on spring break parties for a chance to do more volunteer 
work during their vacation time.  Organizations like Habitat 
for Humanity, Greenpeace, Storm Corps and Break Away 
actually provide high school and university students with 
alternative break program options in the form of hands-on 
service that addresses critical but unmet social needs.

In Short:  �e search for happiness is leading young consumers 
to develop an attitude that values playful relaxation, but also 
values service for the greater good.

Attitudes
The luxury of individualism, access and intimacy
In a youth market focused on opulence and convenience, 
today’s college students dismiss purchases that are not 
instantaneous and businesses that do not provide celebrity 
treatment.  Technology such as text messaging and TIVO has 
paved the way to an automatic, on-demand mentality.  In the 
eyes of this generation, when in the role of consumer they 
expect VIP status and immediate, effortless access.  Accustomed 
to instant gratification, young people end up in competition 
with one another, striving to prove they are more stylish, have
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Trend – Opportunity Knocking
Not only are young people feeling confident in themselves as 
artists, but they are discovering new venues, outlets and 
opportunities that will ensure future prosperity.  Websites such 
as Blurb.com offer software for aspiring authors to write and 
publish their own books.  Students see agents and editors 
turning to bloggers – people their own age – for book deals.  
�e success stories are countless and have sparked a passionate 
aspiration in a lot of young people.  Believing that one of 
these opportunities really will lead them to the top, students 
are creating and competing while they wait for the big 
moment.

Trend – Home Life
As the generation gap between young people and their parents 
begins to narrow, they are spending more time together, 
hanging out, sharing experiences and even shopping.  Given 
this strong appreciation for their parents, it is no surprise that 
students are placing greater emphasis on the significance of 
their own future families.  In fact, when asked about indicators 
of success, 14-34 year-olds all found more importance in 
relationships and home life than in careers or money 
(Intelligence Group, 2006, May).  �e value placed on raising 
a family appears to be the most dependable and refreshing 
notion of what the future may hold for the Millennial 
Generation.

In Short:  Digital creativity tools, online venues and close 
family ties have motivated students to strive for financial, 
creative and personal success through entrepreneurial 
ventures.

Implications for the College Bookstore: Atmosphere, 
Activities and Products
Young consumers have come to expect their retail experiences 
to provide them with more than just a product or service.  
�eir generation grew up with the Internet at their fingertips. 
�ey understand that if they desire a product, they can 
acquire it quickly and inexpensively online.  �ey are a new 
breed of consumer and they demand a new breed of bookstore; 
one that understands and embodies their attitudes, lifestyles, 
and ever-changing tastes.

For college bookstores seeking to out-compete online 
textbook sellers – and attract more students to purchase 
higher profit-margin items such as apparel and gifts – they 
must embrace the lifestyles of today’s college students. From 

the employee attitude and the store music to the promotions 
launched and brands sold, every touch point gives bookstores 
the chance to connect with their audience.  �e better the 
connection, the greater the potential for repeat customers and 
stronger brand loyalty.  

Atmosphere
Create a place to relax, a home away from home.
Selected as the best individual bookstore in America, Kenyon 
College Bookstore in Gambier, Ohio is notable for something 
other than books – its ambience (Kenyon College, 2006). 
Students can lounge in comfortable chairs, purchase Ben and 
Jerry’s ice cream, read their favorite glossies from a magazine 
section worthy of a chain bookstore, and even make copies 
and send faxes. �e product line runs beyond textbooks to 
fiction and nonfiction, CDs, apparel, snacks, drinks and gifts. 
More importantly, the bookstore serves as the social core for 
the college. 

Some similar examples of atmosphere-enhancing strategies 
include:

Seating Areas
�e Personalized Consumption trend applies here. Have 
comfortable nooks and gathering spots where students can 
spend hours studying, listening to mp3 tunes, or typing on 
their laptops.  Provide free wi-fi access if your campus does 
not already offer it. Have some seating areas function as a 
place to study within the bookstore during final examinations 
– a small, late-night library area where procrastinating 
students can read and photocopy textbook pages without 
purchasing the book itself.  Or set up pop-up tutor stations 
for designated, popular textbooks where bookstore staff can 
help students who are feeling under-prepared.

The Café
In keeping with the Personalized Consumption trend, many 
college bookstores now feature a café in a nod to the ubiquitous 
pairing of coffee and books in bookstores (Bookselling �is 
Week, 2002). Even if a café does not generate significant 
profit, the added atmospheric value is reason enough for many 
proprietors to invest in the side operation.  Once again, the 
quality of the products must be outstanding for a generation 
raised on Starbucks and Peets.  Booksellers who lack food 
business expertise often partner with a local café.  

 

Art and Music 
College students are deeply passionate about art and music, 
and the I �ink I Can and Opportunity Knocking trends show 
the benefits of choosing low or no-cost ways to involve them 
in co-creating the bookstore atmosphere.  Hold exhibitions of 
student artwork, hang digital photo frames so students can 
download their images to them, play the music of campus or 
local bands, offer live performances every Friday afternoon, or 
feature a stereo dock that lets students share their iPod 
playlists.  �e possibilities are endless.

The Environmental Benefit
Less tangible but just as important, students will be more apt 
to spend time and money in a bookstore that reflects their 
environmental and charitable values.  �e Environmental 
Concern trend suggests bookstores should make an ecological 
contribution of some kind – donate a portion of proceeds to a 
wildlife refuge, plant a tree with the purchase of every 
textbook, or embrace the notion of recycling that already takes 
place in the buying and selling of used textbooks.  

In Short:  From artwork to comfortable seating and lattés, the 
most successful college bookstores are all about atmosphere – 
creating a place where students want to hang out. 

Activities
Promotions and events can be low-cost, yet generate 
high response and loyalty.
As college students increasingly yearn to get away from the 
monotony of daily life, more will welcome imaginative ideas 
and activities.  Offering in-store, promotional or event 
experiences – something more significant than the mere 
purchase of textbooks – will intrigue and attract customers.  
�e passion of this student generation for creation and 
participation is a tremendous opportunity for bookstores.  By 
recognizing students’ need for control and exposure, bookstores 
will speak to and excite their student customers.  

Include the Parents
As seen in the Home Life trend, young people are currently 
more apt to share shopping experiences with their parents.  
Bookstores should contemplate different avenues of marketing 
to the parents of their student customers.  

Offer Fame and Special Treatment
�e Feeling Important trend welcomes experiences that tap 
into student pride, ego and vanity.  Young consumers expect 

brands to offer things that money can’t necessarily buy.  
Consider a bookstore competition that would ensure fame 
across campus, additional members-only registers for rush and 
buyback seasons to bypass the long wait, or a promotion that 
awards a weekend at the spa complete with total makeover.  
�e Everything on Demand trend provides a chance to offer 
something new within the bookstore industry; try selling 
larger books by the chapter and allow consumers to pay for 
and download their individual chapters from home.  

Reward Creativity
When it comes to creativity, the I �ink I Can and the 
Opportunity Knocking trends play strongly into one another.  
Bookstores should consider creatively empowering students 
and then rewarding them for their efforts.  Have students in 
the English and journalism departments vote on student 
poem or short story collections.  Publish and sell the resulting 
volume, and don’t forget the book signing.  Host poetry slams 
and talent nights in the bookstore café.  Hold a college 
football or campus mascot t-shirt design contest, sell the 
winning shirt design in the bookstore, and share the profits 
with the student artist.  

Work for the Greater Good
As shown in the Becoming a Do-Gooder trend, students will 
positively respond to a bookstore’s environmental or charitable 
actions. Close the store for a weekend so staff and students 
can help rebuild flood-damaged houses in Louisiana.  Sponsor 
a spring break trip for a group of students to bring clothing to 
an orphanage in Mexico.  It matters less what you choose to 
do and more that you choose to do something.  

Promote Playfulness
�e New Forms of Escape trend asks that bookstores demonstrate 
their awareness of the things students enjoy and the reasons 
they enjoy them.  Establish in-store events that center on classic, 
quirky games – hold a one-day, team-oriented trivia competi-
tion, sponsor a local dodgeball team, or run a sweepstakes that 
awards one winning customer with an all-expenses-paid trip 
for two to the Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Provide Guidance
Address the fears and challenges faced by today’s college 
students by holding monthly self-help talks by area experts on 
everything from how to study with textbooks using Cornell 
notes, to budgeting, investing, and healthy romantic relation-
ships.
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In Short:  Appeal to students through playful, egoistic, 
creative, useful and helpful activities that reinforce and reward 
a positive sense of self.

Products
While most college bookstores already feature a strong 
product line, youth trends research indicates that this area 
could benefit from co-creation with students.  Consider 
involving students as “experts” in product selection.  For 
example, in youth apparel, logos are currently out and fine 
details that indicate quality are in.  Student buyers could help 
choose colors, cuts, fabrics and logo sizes for logowear designs 
that will appeal to students.  Run an online poll so students 
can vote on their Top Ten CDs and sell the winning titles 
from a Top Ten display.

Summary:  Involve students in product selection for your 
market research and their appreciation and endorsement.

An Ongoing Solution
�e college students of today are the savviest consumers retail 
has yet encountered.  �eir attitudes, lifestyles and ambitions 
all affect their purchasing choices.  Bookstores, like any other 
business, face competition.  In order to excel – to take the 

greatest advantage of the market opportunities – bookstores 
must acquire and maintain a loyal and satisfied student 
consumer base.  Only by understanding the lifestyles of your 
student customers, anticipating their consumer habits, and 
focusing your business practices accordingly can you position 
your bookstore for the best consumer response and economic 
success.  �e ideas and research contained in this publication 
should assist in that goal.

Archrival
Archrival is a youth branding agency that specializes in 
helping clients attract young consumers.  Serving a national 
client base, the firm is headquartered in Lincoln.

Nebraska Book Company
Founded in 1915 with a single bookstore near the University 
of Nebraska campus, Nebraska Book Company has evolved to 
a premier provider of college bookstore services.  Today, 
university and college bookstores of all sizes rely on Nebraska 
Book Company to provide everything from textbooks and 
store design to marketing strategies and e-commerce solutions.  
Nebraska Book Company services more than 2.1 million 
students at over 2,500 bookstores across the country.
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cooler experiences and are further ahead of the trends than 
their peers.  Such a competitive, wannabe-glamorous lifestyle 
has college students requesting more special treatment, 
immediate access and unique shopping experiences from every 
goods or service provider, including bookstores.

Trend – Feeling Important
Young consumers regard themselves as celebrities in their own 
circles.  �ey recognize that they need not even be wealthy to 
request the service of a personal stylist or accessorize like their 
favorite celebrity.  Students are favoring private house parties 
and secret-location concerts because fewer people get to share 
in the experience – and possessing an entry code or having 
their names on a list provides the elite status that is so desired 
by young people.

Trend – Everything on Demand
�is generation has been overwhelmed and overloaded with 
information and entertainment content.  Over time, they have 
been conditioned to be generalists who know a little bit about 
everything — and can quickly learn about the new and 
unknown through a Google search.  Turning to a Cliff Notes 
lifestyle has made it less burdensome.  Students save time by 
skimming over news headlines instead of reading articles, or 
watching mid-season television show recaps instead of 
investing in a season’s weekly one-hour commitment. Countless 
young people rely mainly on social networking websites such 
as MySpace and Facebook to stay in direct communication 
with friends.  �ese students have also grown accustomed to 
instantly accessing their information and entertainment, now 
utilizing SMS technology not just to chat with one another, 
but to order and purchase pizza via text message.  And the fact 
that 47 percent of them have bought and downloaded content 
in the past six months underscores the appeal of sites such as 
iTunes that make it easy for them to download, organize and 
manipulate content (Information Group, 2006, May). As 
technology continues to improve, instant access will become a 
way of life rather than a benefit, and it is safe to say that 
young consumers will be expecting businesses and marketers 
to provide this level of service.

Trend – Personalized Consumption
Today’s college students are particular in the way they evaluate 
and accept advertising messages.  Numb to the traditional 
tell-me-what-I-want-to-hear messages, they enjoy more 
creative approaches that are geared to where they spend their 
time.  �ey show a greater appreciation for brands and 
businesses that enhance and personalize life experiences.  

College students are eager for places to eat, drink, play, listen, 
surf, work or meet – just as they would at home or school – 
that heighten the experience.  New lounge-like restaurants 
with smaller food servings and deep-cushioned, couch-style 
seating are gaining popularity as the act of dining becomes less 
important than sharing the total experience with others.  Even 
pop-up retail stores have become wildly successful, literally 
turning the back of a semi truck into a temporary mobile 
shop.  Students not only appreciate this customization from 
businesses, but expect it to define future consumption 
experiences.

In Short:  Successful retailers respond to Millennial Generation 
lifestyle trends by transforming the act of consumption into 
an intimate, customized event and providing exceptional 
service.

Ambitions
Confident, equipped and supported, students yearn to 
make their mark. 
�is generation of college students has been positioned and 
equipped to unleash their creativity.  With an excess of 
affordable, powerful gadgets and gizmos at their disposal, they 
have become enamored with producing and participating in 
digital creation.  �ey are an entire generation of artists with 
the courage and the tools to display and distribute their own 
images, designs and content to millions of people.  As they 
discover the unique satisfaction derived from the act of 
creating, they are finding themselves desperately wishing it 
may lead to fame or fortune.

Trend – I Think I Can
For college students, the notion of becoming an entrepreneur is 
more prevalent than ever before.  According to the Information 
Group (2006, May), “thirty percent of young people want to 
own their own business, and for 41 percent, owning their own 
business is an important life expectation.”  Young people see 
potential in websites such as eBay for selling their own 
clothing lines, fashionable accessories or photo collections.  
And they are so afraid of turning into “ordinary citizens,” that 
they are perpetually striving to leave a mark on society – 
whether in print, audio or imagery.  �anks to the Internet 
and the support of other consumers who prefer to endorse 
independent businesses, these college students truly believe 
they can make it work, and many of them are expecting the 
marketplace to provide them more opportunities to do so.
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Abstract
Operating a bookstore has never been merely about selling textbooks, and in today’s hyper-competitive retail environment, attracting the 
business of young, savvy consumers has never been more challenging.  The current generation of students expects companies to understand 
and anticipate their needs. Their status as the largest consumer generation in U.S. history ensures that companies that don’t take time to 
understand them will lose market share.  Simply put, these consumers are in absolute control of their consumption and entirely aware of their 
power.  In order to remain competitive and maximize market opportunities, college bookstore managers must be familiar with the lifestyles of 
their student customers, anticipate their consumer habits, and focus their business practices accordingly by using key strategies such as 
community-based events. 

The Value of Youth Trends Research
Each generation matures within a unique confluence of world 
events, economic and population shifts, technological 
advances, and societal mores, expectations and promises.  
�ose who belong to the Baby Boomer or X Generations view 
the Millennial Generation – today’s college students – through 
the lens of their own experiences. 

Yet today’s college students are singular. �ey have grown up 
saturated with media and technology.  And they have been 
aggressively marketed to their entire lives.  For college 
bookstores to successfully maximize sales to this generation, 
data tracking tools such as youth trends research should be a 
vital part of their sales and marketing tool kits.

�is white paper features two sections.  First, an in-depth look 
at youth trends frames the perspectives and actions of today’s 
college students. �e information featured in this section is 
drawn primarily from the May 2006 issue of “�e Cassandra 
Report,” the leading syndicated trend study produced by the 
Intelligence Group that focuses exclusively on the youth 
market. Second, suggestions for applying these youth trends 
to college bookstore operations in ways that will increase sales 
and deepen customer loyalty are presented.
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Understanding Your Consumers: Student Attitudes, Lifestyles and Ambitions
Differences between Baby Boomers, Gen X & Millennials

Who Is Attending College Today?
A quick look…

 •  Members of the Millennial Generation, also called  
  Generation Y and the Echo Boomers, were born between  
  1982 and present-day and number 72 million.  �ey  
  represent the largest consumer group in U.S. history  
  (Intelligence Group, 2006, January).

 •  One out of every three Generation Y members is non- 
  Caucasian, one out of every four was raised by a single  
  parent, and three out of every four grew up with a  
  working mother (OnPoint Marketing and Promotions,  
  2006).

 •  In the Fall of 2005, 69 percent of 2004-05 high school  
  graduates were attending colleges or universities, a   
  historic high (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of  
  Labor Statistics, 2006).

 •  In 2002-03, women earned approximately 58 percent of  
  all degrees. Sixty-seven percent of all degrees were earned  
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  by Caucasian students; 22 percent by African American,  
  Hispanics, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and American   
  Indians/Alaska Natives; 5 percent by nonresident aliens;  
  and 5 percent by individuals whose race/ethnicity was  
  unknown (U.S. Department of Education, National  
  Center for Education Statistics, 2005).

Attitudes
Today’s students know who they are and what they 
want – but are they happy?
A substantial portion of today’s generation of students is 
struggling to find happiness. According to the Intelligence 
Group (2006, May), “only 24% feel that they are as happy as 
they should be.”  Young people have been inundated with the 
message that joy comes from financial success, and that 
acquiring wealth is simple.  Fame and fortune belong to reality 
television stars and celebrities who are seemingly rewarded for 
over-the-top, even unlawful behavior.  Why shouldn’t students 
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deserve such riches?  Many students are so focused on 
financial success that they are choosing majors based on future 
salaries rather than interest.   In 2003-04, 22 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees were earned in business – the largest 
percentage of all academic disciplines (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  College graduates are finding their first 
jobs to be less rewarding than anticipated, which is generating 
concern and self-doubt.  On top of it all, larger issues loom.  
How trustworthy is our political system?  What do we do 
about global warming?  Overwhelmed with doubts and 
worries, students are spending more of their time in question; 
questioning their own contributions, questioning what the 
future has in store, and, as a result, wanting to get away from 
it all.

Trend – New Forms of Escape
In an effort to sidestep worry and questions, large numbers of 
young people are finding stress relief in both novel and 
nostalgic activities.  Students are organizing and hosting 
leagues for classic board games like Jenga and Connect Four – 
turning dormitory lounges, home living rooms and local bars 
into arenas for weekly and monthly competition, complete 
with homemade uniforms.  Other students are taking a new 
approach to intramural gaming by formulating competitive 
tournaments for gym class classics like floor hockey, kickball, 
ultimate Frisbee and Wiffle ball.  �is trend may be more of a 
social outing than a sport, but it remains one route to escape.  
Additionally, young people are literally escaping through long 
weekend road trips to music festivals.  �ough they are 
currently purchasing less recorded music than in the past, 
students are enthusiastic about seeing music in the making 
and live music has exploded with popularity.  Promising a 
weekend of prospective artists and refreshing experiences, 
festivals like Bonaroo, SXSW, Wakarusa and Austin City 
Limits are captivating students across the entire nation.  

Trend – Environmental Consciousness
From global warming to corporate responsibility and socially 
conscious shopping, the environment is a substantial issue and 
it is here to stay.  As young people witness the unfortunate 
markers of environmental distress – such as the disappearance  
of natural resources and species, bays and oceans that are too 
polluted to swim in, and an increasing number of global 
warming-related natural catastrophes – environmental issues are 
becoming an even more pressing concern.  �is development 
will lead to a growing demand for companies to conduct 
business in an environmentally conscious manner and a 
decreased consumer tolerance for companies that damage the 

environment.  Students see companies as having a greater 
opportunity to make an impact on the world than they can as 
individuals, and therefore wish to express their concerns 
through the products they purchase and businesses they 
support.  People are looking to make a difference by endorsing 
companies that give back; in fact, in the past six months, 53 
percent of 14-34 year-old trendsetters bought a product that 
donated money to a cause (Intelligence Group, 2006, May).

Trend – Becoming a Do-Gooder
Young people are also doing their part to make the world a 
better place; 58 percent of 14-34 year-olds say that they have 
volunteered in the past month (Intelligence Group, 2006, 
May).  Largely due to recent, tragic natural disasters like 
Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami in South Asia, young 
people are feeling compelled to lend a hand and are finding 
that helping others provides its own rewards.  �ey maintain 
an optimistic interpretation of the power of activism and 
involvement, having witnessed the strength of combined 
individual efforts.  Furthermore, celebrities like Angelina Jolie 
and Bono have inspired young people through the choices 
they have made in utilizing their wealth and cultural status to 
lead the movement for change.  Now, despite their hectic 
schedules during the school year, many students are passing 
on spring break parties for a chance to do more volunteer 
work during their vacation time.  Organizations like Habitat 
for Humanity, Greenpeace, Storm Corps and Break Away 
actually provide high school and university students with 
alternative break program options in the form of hands-on 
service that addresses critical but unmet social needs.

In Short:  �e search for happiness is leading young consumers 
to develop an attitude that values playful relaxation, but also 
values service for the greater good.

Attitudes
The luxury of individualism, access and intimacy
In a youth market focused on opulence and convenience, 
today’s college students dismiss purchases that are not 
instantaneous and businesses that do not provide celebrity 
treatment.  Technology such as text messaging and TIVO has 
paved the way to an automatic, on-demand mentality.  In the 
eyes of this generation, when in the role of consumer they 
expect VIP status and immediate, effortless access.  Accustomed 
to instant gratification, young people end up in competition 
with one another, striving to prove they are more stylish, have
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Trend – Opportunity Knocking
Not only are young people feeling confident in themselves as 
artists, but they are discovering new venues, outlets and 
opportunities that will ensure future prosperity.  Websites such 
as Blurb.com offer software for aspiring authors to write and 
publish their own books.  Students see agents and editors 
turning to bloggers – people their own age – for book deals.  
�e success stories are countless and have sparked a passionate 
aspiration in a lot of young people.  Believing that one of 
these opportunities really will lead them to the top, students 
are creating and competing while they wait for the big 
moment.

Trend – Home Life
As the generation gap between young people and their parents 
begins to narrow, they are spending more time together, 
hanging out, sharing experiences and even shopping.  Given 
this strong appreciation for their parents, it is no surprise that 
students are placing greater emphasis on the significance of 
their own future families.  In fact, when asked about indicators 
of success, 14-34 year-olds all found more importance in 
relationships and home life than in careers or money 
(Intelligence Group, 2006, May).  �e value placed on raising 
a family appears to be the most dependable and refreshing 
notion of what the future may hold for the Millennial 
Generation.

In Short:  Digital creativity tools, online venues and close 
family ties have motivated students to strive for financial, 
creative and personal success through entrepreneurial 
ventures.

Implications for the College Bookstore: Atmosphere, 
Activities and Products
Young consumers have come to expect their retail experiences 
to provide them with more than just a product or service.  
�eir generation grew up with the Internet at their fingertips. 
�ey understand that if they desire a product, they can 
acquire it quickly and inexpensively online.  �ey are a new 
breed of consumer and they demand a new breed of bookstore; 
one that understands and embodies their attitudes, lifestyles, 
and ever-changing tastes.

For college bookstores seeking to out-compete online 
textbook sellers – and attract more students to purchase 
higher profit-margin items such as apparel and gifts – they 
must embrace the lifestyles of today’s college students. From 

the employee attitude and the store music to the promotions 
launched and brands sold, every touch point gives bookstores 
the chance to connect with their audience.  �e better the 
connection, the greater the potential for repeat customers and 
stronger brand loyalty.  

Atmosphere
Create a place to relax, a home away from home.
Selected as the best individual bookstore in America, Kenyon 
College Bookstore in Gambier, Ohio is notable for something 
other than books – its ambience (Kenyon College, 2006). 
Students can lounge in comfortable chairs, purchase Ben and 
Jerry’s ice cream, read their favorite glossies from a magazine 
section worthy of a chain bookstore, and even make copies 
and send faxes. �e product line runs beyond textbooks to 
fiction and nonfiction, CDs, apparel, snacks, drinks and gifts. 
More importantly, the bookstore serves as the social core for 
the college. 

Some similar examples of atmosphere-enhancing strategies 
include:

Seating Areas
�e Personalized Consumption trend applies here. Have 
comfortable nooks and gathering spots where students can 
spend hours studying, listening to mp3 tunes, or typing on 
their laptops.  Provide free wi-fi access if your campus does 
not already offer it. Have some seating areas function as a 
place to study within the bookstore during final examinations 
– a small, late-night library area where procrastinating 
students can read and photocopy textbook pages without 
purchasing the book itself.  Or set up pop-up tutor stations 
for designated, popular textbooks where bookstore staff can 
help students who are feeling under-prepared.

The Café
In keeping with the Personalized Consumption trend, many 
college bookstores now feature a café in a nod to the ubiquitous 
pairing of coffee and books in bookstores (Bookselling �is 
Week, 2002). Even if a café does not generate significant 
profit, the added atmospheric value is reason enough for many 
proprietors to invest in the side operation.  Once again, the 
quality of the products must be outstanding for a generation 
raised on Starbucks and Peets.  Booksellers who lack food 
business expertise often partner with a local café.  

 

Art and Music 
College students are deeply passionate about art and music, 
and the I �ink I Can and Opportunity Knocking trends show 
the benefits of choosing low or no-cost ways to involve them 
in co-creating the bookstore atmosphere.  Hold exhibitions of 
student artwork, hang digital photo frames so students can 
download their images to them, play the music of campus or 
local bands, offer live performances every Friday afternoon, or 
feature a stereo dock that lets students share their iPod 
playlists.  �e possibilities are endless.

The Environmental Benefit
Less tangible but just as important, students will be more apt 
to spend time and money in a bookstore that reflects their 
environmental and charitable values.  �e Environmental 
Concern trend suggests bookstores should make an ecological 
contribution of some kind – donate a portion of proceeds to a 
wildlife refuge, plant a tree with the purchase of every 
textbook, or embrace the notion of recycling that already takes 
place in the buying and selling of used textbooks.  

In Short:  From artwork to comfortable seating and lattés, the 
most successful college bookstores are all about atmosphere – 
creating a place where students want to hang out. 

Activities
Promotions and events can be low-cost, yet generate 
high response and loyalty.
As college students increasingly yearn to get away from the 
monotony of daily life, more will welcome imaginative ideas 
and activities.  Offering in-store, promotional or event 
experiences – something more significant than the mere 
purchase of textbooks – will intrigue and attract customers.  
�e passion of this student generation for creation and 
participation is a tremendous opportunity for bookstores.  By 
recognizing students’ need for control and exposure, bookstores 
will speak to and excite their student customers.  

Include the Parents
As seen in the Home Life trend, young people are currently 
more apt to share shopping experiences with their parents.  
Bookstores should contemplate different avenues of marketing 
to the parents of their student customers.  

Offer Fame and Special Treatment
�e Feeling Important trend welcomes experiences that tap 
into student pride, ego and vanity.  Young consumers expect 

brands to offer things that money can’t necessarily buy.  
Consider a bookstore competition that would ensure fame 
across campus, additional members-only registers for rush and 
buyback seasons to bypass the long wait, or a promotion that 
awards a weekend at the spa complete with total makeover.  
�e Everything on Demand trend provides a chance to offer 
something new within the bookstore industry; try selling 
larger books by the chapter and allow consumers to pay for 
and download their individual chapters from home.  

Reward Creativity
When it comes to creativity, the I �ink I Can and the 
Opportunity Knocking trends play strongly into one another.  
Bookstores should consider creatively empowering students 
and then rewarding them for their efforts.  Have students in 
the English and journalism departments vote on student 
poem or short story collections.  Publish and sell the resulting 
volume, and don’t forget the book signing.  Host poetry slams 
and talent nights in the bookstore café.  Hold a college 
football or campus mascot t-shirt design contest, sell the 
winning shirt design in the bookstore, and share the profits 
with the student artist.  

Work for the Greater Good
As shown in the Becoming a Do-Gooder trend, students will 
positively respond to a bookstore’s environmental or charitable 
actions. Close the store for a weekend so staff and students 
can help rebuild flood-damaged houses in Louisiana.  Sponsor 
a spring break trip for a group of students to bring clothing to 
an orphanage in Mexico.  It matters less what you choose to 
do and more that you choose to do something.  

Promote Playfulness
�e New Forms of Escape trend asks that bookstores demonstrate 
their awareness of the things students enjoy and the reasons 
they enjoy them.  Establish in-store events that center on classic, 
quirky games – hold a one-day, team-oriented trivia competi-
tion, sponsor a local dodgeball team, or run a sweepstakes that 
awards one winning customer with an all-expenses-paid trip 
for two to the Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Provide Guidance
Address the fears and challenges faced by today’s college 
students by holding monthly self-help talks by area experts on 
everything from how to study with textbooks using Cornell 
notes, to budgeting, investing, and healthy romantic relation-
ships.
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In Short:  Appeal to students through playful, egoistic, 
creative, useful and helpful activities that reinforce and reward 
a positive sense of self.

Products
While most college bookstores already feature a strong 
product line, youth trends research indicates that this area 
could benefit from co-creation with students.  Consider 
involving students as “experts” in product selection.  For 
example, in youth apparel, logos are currently out and fine 
details that indicate quality are in.  Student buyers could help 
choose colors, cuts, fabrics and logo sizes for logowear designs 
that will appeal to students.  Run an online poll so students 
can vote on their Top Ten CDs and sell the winning titles 
from a Top Ten display.

Summary:  Involve students in product selection for your 
market research and their appreciation and endorsement.

An Ongoing Solution
�e college students of today are the savviest consumers retail 
has yet encountered.  �eir attitudes, lifestyles and ambitions 
all affect their purchasing choices.  Bookstores, like any other 
business, face competition.  In order to excel – to take the 

greatest advantage of the market opportunities – bookstores 
must acquire and maintain a loyal and satisfied student 
consumer base.  Only by understanding the lifestyles of your 
student customers, anticipating their consumer habits, and 
focusing your business practices accordingly can you position 
your bookstore for the best consumer response and economic 
success.  �e ideas and research contained in this publication 
should assist in that goal.

Archrival
Archrival is a youth branding agency that specializes in 
helping clients attract young consumers.  Serving a national 
client base, the firm is headquartered in Lincoln.

Nebraska Book Company
Founded in 1915 with a single bookstore near the University 
of Nebraska campus, Nebraska Book Company has evolved to 
a premier provider of college bookstore services.  Today, 
university and college bookstores of all sizes rely on Nebraska 
Book Company to provide everything from textbooks and 
store design to marketing strategies and e-commerce solutions.  
Nebraska Book Company services more than 2.1 million 
students at over 2,500 bookstores across the country.
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cooler experiences and are further ahead of the trends than 
their peers.  Such a competitive, wannabe-glamorous lifestyle 
has college students requesting more special treatment, 
immediate access and unique shopping experiences from every 
goods or service provider, including bookstores.

Trend – Feeling Important
Young consumers regard themselves as celebrities in their own 
circles.  �ey recognize that they need not even be wealthy to 
request the service of a personal stylist or accessorize like their 
favorite celebrity.  Students are favoring private house parties 
and secret-location concerts because fewer people get to share 
in the experience – and possessing an entry code or having 
their names on a list provides the elite status that is so desired 
by young people.

Trend – Everything on Demand
�is generation has been overwhelmed and overloaded with 
information and entertainment content.  Over time, they have 
been conditioned to be generalists who know a little bit about 
everything — and can quickly learn about the new and 
unknown through a Google search.  Turning to a Cliff Notes 
lifestyle has made it less burdensome.  Students save time by 
skimming over news headlines instead of reading articles, or 
watching mid-season television show recaps instead of 
investing in a season’s weekly one-hour commitment. Countless 
young people rely mainly on social networking websites such 
as MySpace and Facebook to stay in direct communication 
with friends.  �ese students have also grown accustomed to 
instantly accessing their information and entertainment, now 
utilizing SMS technology not just to chat with one another, 
but to order and purchase pizza via text message.  And the fact 
that 47 percent of them have bought and downloaded content 
in the past six months underscores the appeal of sites such as 
iTunes that make it easy for them to download, organize and 
manipulate content (Information Group, 2006, May). As 
technology continues to improve, instant access will become a 
way of life rather than a benefit, and it is safe to say that 
young consumers will be expecting businesses and marketers 
to provide this level of service.

Trend – Personalized Consumption
Today’s college students are particular in the way they evaluate 
and accept advertising messages.  Numb to the traditional 
tell-me-what-I-want-to-hear messages, they enjoy more 
creative approaches that are geared to where they spend their 
time.  �ey show a greater appreciation for brands and 
businesses that enhance and personalize life experiences.  

College students are eager for places to eat, drink, play, listen, 
surf, work or meet – just as they would at home or school – 
that heighten the experience.  New lounge-like restaurants 
with smaller food servings and deep-cushioned, couch-style 
seating are gaining popularity as the act of dining becomes less 
important than sharing the total experience with others.  Even 
pop-up retail stores have become wildly successful, literally 
turning the back of a semi truck into a temporary mobile 
shop.  Students not only appreciate this customization from 
businesses, but expect it to define future consumption 
experiences.

In Short:  Successful retailers respond to Millennial Generation 
lifestyle trends by transforming the act of consumption into 
an intimate, customized event and providing exceptional 
service.

Ambitions
Confident, equipped and supported, students yearn to 
make their mark. 
�is generation of college students has been positioned and 
equipped to unleash their creativity.  With an excess of 
affordable, powerful gadgets and gizmos at their disposal, they 
have become enamored with producing and participating in 
digital creation.  �ey are an entire generation of artists with 
the courage and the tools to display and distribute their own 
images, designs and content to millions of people.  As they 
discover the unique satisfaction derived from the act of 
creating, they are finding themselves desperately wishing it 
may lead to fame or fortune.

Trend – I Think I Can
For college students, the notion of becoming an entrepreneur is 
more prevalent than ever before.  According to the Information 
Group (2006, May), “thirty percent of young people want to 
own their own business, and for 41 percent, owning their own 
business is an important life expectation.”  Young people see 
potential in websites such as eBay for selling their own 
clothing lines, fashionable accessories or photo collections.  
And they are so afraid of turning into “ordinary citizens,” that 
they are perpetually striving to leave a mark on society – 
whether in print, audio or imagery.  �anks to the Internet 
and the support of other consumers who prefer to endorse 
independent businesses, these college students truly believe 
they can make it work, and many of them are expecting the 
marketplace to provide them more opportunities to do so.
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Abstract
Operating a bookstore has never been merely about selling textbooks, and in today’s hyper-competitive retail environment, attracting the 
business of young, savvy consumers has never been more challenging.  The current generation of students expects companies to understand 
and anticipate their needs. Their status as the largest consumer generation in U.S. history ensures that companies that don’t take time to 
understand them will lose market share.  Simply put, these consumers are in absolute control of their consumption and entirely aware of their 
power.  In order to remain competitive and maximize market opportunities, college bookstore managers must be familiar with the lifestyles of 
their student customers, anticipate their consumer habits, and focus their business practices accordingly by using key strategies such as 
community-based events. 

The Value of Youth Trends Research
Each generation matures within a unique confluence of world 
events, economic and population shifts, technological 
advances, and societal mores, expectations and promises.  
�ose who belong to the Baby Boomer or X Generations view 
the Millennial Generation – today’s college students – through 
the lens of their own experiences. 

Yet today’s college students are singular. �ey have grown up 
saturated with media and technology.  And they have been 
aggressively marketed to their entire lives.  For college 
bookstores to successfully maximize sales to this generation, 
data tracking tools such as youth trends research should be a 
vital part of their sales and marketing tool kits.

�is white paper features two sections.  First, an in-depth look 
at youth trends frames the perspectives and actions of today’s 
college students. �e information featured in this section is 
drawn primarily from the May 2006 issue of “�e Cassandra 
Report,” the leading syndicated trend study produced by the 
Intelligence Group that focuses exclusively on the youth 
market. Second, suggestions for applying these youth trends 
to college bookstore operations in ways that will increase sales 
and deepen customer loyalty are presented.
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Understanding Your Consumers: Student Attitudes, Lifestyles and Ambitions
Differences between Baby Boomers, Gen X & Millennials

Who Is Attending College Today?
A quick look…

 •  Members of the Millennial Generation, also called  
  Generation Y and the Echo Boomers, were born between  
  1982 and present-day and number 72 million.  �ey  
  represent the largest consumer group in U.S. history  
  (Intelligence Group, 2006, January).

 •  One out of every three Generation Y members is non- 
  Caucasian, one out of every four was raised by a single  
  parent, and three out of every four grew up with a  
  working mother (OnPoint Marketing and Promotions,  
  2006).

 •  In the Fall of 2005, 69 percent of 2004-05 high school  
  graduates were attending colleges or universities, a   
  historic high (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of  
  Labor Statistics, 2006).

 •  In 2002-03, women earned approximately 58 percent of  
  all degrees. Sixty-seven percent of all degrees were earned  

©2006, Archrival Inc.  All rights reserved.  Reproduction prohibited without the express written permission of Archrival. 

www.nebook.com   800 869 0366                      www.archrival.com   402 435 2525

©2006, Archrival Inc.  All rights reserved.  Reproduction prohibited without the express written permission of Archrival. 

2

  by Caucasian students; 22 percent by African American,  
  Hispanics, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and American   
  Indians/Alaska Natives; 5 percent by nonresident aliens;  
  and 5 percent by individuals whose race/ethnicity was  
  unknown (U.S. Department of Education, National  
  Center for Education Statistics, 2005).

Attitudes
Today’s students know who they are and what they 
want – but are they happy?
A substantial portion of today’s generation of students is 
struggling to find happiness. According to the Intelligence 
Group (2006, May), “only 24% feel that they are as happy as 
they should be.”  Young people have been inundated with the 
message that joy comes from financial success, and that 
acquiring wealth is simple.  Fame and fortune belong to reality 
television stars and celebrities who are seemingly rewarded for 
over-the-top, even unlawful behavior.  Why shouldn’t students 
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deserve such riches?  Many students are so focused on 
financial success that they are choosing majors based on future 
salaries rather than interest.   In 2003-04, 22 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees were earned in business – the largest 
percentage of all academic disciplines (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  College graduates are finding their first 
jobs to be less rewarding than anticipated, which is generating 
concern and self-doubt.  On top of it all, larger issues loom.  
How trustworthy is our political system?  What do we do 
about global warming?  Overwhelmed with doubts and 
worries, students are spending more of their time in question; 
questioning their own contributions, questioning what the 
future has in store, and, as a result, wanting to get away from 
it all.

Trend – New Forms of Escape
In an effort to sidestep worry and questions, large numbers of 
young people are finding stress relief in both novel and 
nostalgic activities.  Students are organizing and hosting 
leagues for classic board games like Jenga and Connect Four – 
turning dormitory lounges, home living rooms and local bars 
into arenas for weekly and monthly competition, complete 
with homemade uniforms.  Other students are taking a new 
approach to intramural gaming by formulating competitive 
tournaments for gym class classics like floor hockey, kickball, 
ultimate Frisbee and Wiffle ball.  �is trend may be more of a 
social outing than a sport, but it remains one route to escape.  
Additionally, young people are literally escaping through long 
weekend road trips to music festivals.  �ough they are 
currently purchasing less recorded music than in the past, 
students are enthusiastic about seeing music in the making 
and live music has exploded with popularity.  Promising a 
weekend of prospective artists and refreshing experiences, 
festivals like Bonaroo, SXSW, Wakarusa and Austin City 
Limits are captivating students across the entire nation.  

Trend – Environmental Consciousness
From global warming to corporate responsibility and socially 
conscious shopping, the environment is a substantial issue and 
it is here to stay.  As young people witness the unfortunate 
markers of environmental distress – such as the disappearance  
of natural resources and species, bays and oceans that are too 
polluted to swim in, and an increasing number of global 
warming-related natural catastrophes – environmental issues are 
becoming an even more pressing concern.  �is development 
will lead to a growing demand for companies to conduct 
business in an environmentally conscious manner and a 
decreased consumer tolerance for companies that damage the 

environment.  Students see companies as having a greater 
opportunity to make an impact on the world than they can as 
individuals, and therefore wish to express their concerns 
through the products they purchase and businesses they 
support.  People are looking to make a difference by endorsing 
companies that give back; in fact, in the past six months, 53 
percent of 14-34 year-old trendsetters bought a product that 
donated money to a cause (Intelligence Group, 2006, May).

Trend – Becoming a Do-Gooder
Young people are also doing their part to make the world a 
better place; 58 percent of 14-34 year-olds say that they have 
volunteered in the past month (Intelligence Group, 2006, 
May).  Largely due to recent, tragic natural disasters like 
Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami in South Asia, young 
people are feeling compelled to lend a hand and are finding 
that helping others provides its own rewards.  �ey maintain 
an optimistic interpretation of the power of activism and 
involvement, having witnessed the strength of combined 
individual efforts.  Furthermore, celebrities like Angelina Jolie 
and Bono have inspired young people through the choices 
they have made in utilizing their wealth and cultural status to 
lead the movement for change.  Now, despite their hectic 
schedules during the school year, many students are passing 
on spring break parties for a chance to do more volunteer 
work during their vacation time.  Organizations like Habitat 
for Humanity, Greenpeace, Storm Corps and Break Away 
actually provide high school and university students with 
alternative break program options in the form of hands-on 
service that addresses critical but unmet social needs.

In Short:  �e search for happiness is leading young consumers 
to develop an attitude that values playful relaxation, but also 
values service for the greater good.

Attitudes
The luxury of individualism, access and intimacy
In a youth market focused on opulence and convenience, 
today’s college students dismiss purchases that are not 
instantaneous and businesses that do not provide celebrity 
treatment.  Technology such as text messaging and TIVO has 
paved the way to an automatic, on-demand mentality.  In the 
eyes of this generation, when in the role of consumer they 
expect VIP status and immediate, effortless access.  Accustomed 
to instant gratification, young people end up in competition 
with one another, striving to prove they are more stylish, have
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Trend – Opportunity Knocking
Not only are young people feeling confident in themselves as 
artists, but they are discovering new venues, outlets and 
opportunities that will ensure future prosperity.  Websites such 
as Blurb.com offer software for aspiring authors to write and 
publish their own books.  Students see agents and editors 
turning to bloggers – people their own age – for book deals.  
�e success stories are countless and have sparked a passionate 
aspiration in a lot of young people.  Believing that one of 
these opportunities really will lead them to the top, students 
are creating and competing while they wait for the big 
moment.

Trend – Home Life
As the generation gap between young people and their parents 
begins to narrow, they are spending more time together, 
hanging out, sharing experiences and even shopping.  Given 
this strong appreciation for their parents, it is no surprise that 
students are placing greater emphasis on the significance of 
their own future families.  In fact, when asked about indicators 
of success, 14-34 year-olds all found more importance in 
relationships and home life than in careers or money 
(Intelligence Group, 2006, May).  �e value placed on raising 
a family appears to be the most dependable and refreshing 
notion of what the future may hold for the Millennial 
Generation.

In Short:  Digital creativity tools, online venues and close 
family ties have motivated students to strive for financial, 
creative and personal success through entrepreneurial 
ventures.

Implications for the College Bookstore: Atmosphere, 
Activities and Products
Young consumers have come to expect their retail experiences 
to provide them with more than just a product or service.  
�eir generation grew up with the Internet at their fingertips. 
�ey understand that if they desire a product, they can 
acquire it quickly and inexpensively online.  �ey are a new 
breed of consumer and they demand a new breed of bookstore; 
one that understands and embodies their attitudes, lifestyles, 
and ever-changing tastes.

For college bookstores seeking to out-compete online 
textbook sellers – and attract more students to purchase 
higher profit-margin items such as apparel and gifts – they 
must embrace the lifestyles of today’s college students. From 

the employee attitude and the store music to the promotions 
launched and brands sold, every touch point gives bookstores 
the chance to connect with their audience.  �e better the 
connection, the greater the potential for repeat customers and 
stronger brand loyalty.  

Atmosphere
Create a place to relax, a home away from home.
Selected as the best individual bookstore in America, Kenyon 
College Bookstore in Gambier, Ohio is notable for something 
other than books – its ambience (Kenyon College, 2006). 
Students can lounge in comfortable chairs, purchase Ben and 
Jerry’s ice cream, read their favorite glossies from a magazine 
section worthy of a chain bookstore, and even make copies 
and send faxes. �e product line runs beyond textbooks to 
fiction and nonfiction, CDs, apparel, snacks, drinks and gifts. 
More importantly, the bookstore serves as the social core for 
the college. 

Some similar examples of atmosphere-enhancing strategies 
include:

Seating Areas
�e Personalized Consumption trend applies here. Have 
comfortable nooks and gathering spots where students can 
spend hours studying, listening to mp3 tunes, or typing on 
their laptops.  Provide free wi-fi access if your campus does 
not already offer it. Have some seating areas function as a 
place to study within the bookstore during final examinations 
– a small, late-night library area where procrastinating 
students can read and photocopy textbook pages without 
purchasing the book itself.  Or set up pop-up tutor stations 
for designated, popular textbooks where bookstore staff can 
help students who are feeling under-prepared.

The Café
In keeping with the Personalized Consumption trend, many 
college bookstores now feature a café in a nod to the ubiquitous 
pairing of coffee and books in bookstores (Bookselling �is 
Week, 2002). Even if a café does not generate significant 
profit, the added atmospheric value is reason enough for many 
proprietors to invest in the side operation.  Once again, the 
quality of the products must be outstanding for a generation 
raised on Starbucks and Peets.  Booksellers who lack food 
business expertise often partner with a local café.  

 

Art and Music 
College students are deeply passionate about art and music, 
and the I �ink I Can and Opportunity Knocking trends show 
the benefits of choosing low or no-cost ways to involve them 
in co-creating the bookstore atmosphere.  Hold exhibitions of 
student artwork, hang digital photo frames so students can 
download their images to them, play the music of campus or 
local bands, offer live performances every Friday afternoon, or 
feature a stereo dock that lets students share their iPod 
playlists.  �e possibilities are endless.

The Environmental Benefit
Less tangible but just as important, students will be more apt 
to spend time and money in a bookstore that reflects their 
environmental and charitable values.  �e Environmental 
Concern trend suggests bookstores should make an ecological 
contribution of some kind – donate a portion of proceeds to a 
wildlife refuge, plant a tree with the purchase of every 
textbook, or embrace the notion of recycling that already takes 
place in the buying and selling of used textbooks.  

In Short:  From artwork to comfortable seating and lattés, the 
most successful college bookstores are all about atmosphere – 
creating a place where students want to hang out. 

Activities
Promotions and events can be low-cost, yet generate 
high response and loyalty.
As college students increasingly yearn to get away from the 
monotony of daily life, more will welcome imaginative ideas 
and activities.  Offering in-store, promotional or event 
experiences – something more significant than the mere 
purchase of textbooks – will intrigue and attract customers.  
�e passion of this student generation for creation and 
participation is a tremendous opportunity for bookstores.  By 
recognizing students’ need for control and exposure, bookstores 
will speak to and excite their student customers.  

Include the Parents
As seen in the Home Life trend, young people are currently 
more apt to share shopping experiences with their parents.  
Bookstores should contemplate different avenues of marketing 
to the parents of their student customers.  

Offer Fame and Special Treatment
�e Feeling Important trend welcomes experiences that tap 
into student pride, ego and vanity.  Young consumers expect 

brands to offer things that money can’t necessarily buy.  
Consider a bookstore competition that would ensure fame 
across campus, additional members-only registers for rush and 
buyback seasons to bypass the long wait, or a promotion that 
awards a weekend at the spa complete with total makeover.  
�e Everything on Demand trend provides a chance to offer 
something new within the bookstore industry; try selling 
larger books by the chapter and allow consumers to pay for 
and download their individual chapters from home.  

Reward Creativity
When it comes to creativity, the I �ink I Can and the 
Opportunity Knocking trends play strongly into one another.  
Bookstores should consider creatively empowering students 
and then rewarding them for their efforts.  Have students in 
the English and journalism departments vote on student 
poem or short story collections.  Publish and sell the resulting 
volume, and don’t forget the book signing.  Host poetry slams 
and talent nights in the bookstore café.  Hold a college 
football or campus mascot t-shirt design contest, sell the 
winning shirt design in the bookstore, and share the profits 
with the student artist.  

Work for the Greater Good
As shown in the Becoming a Do-Gooder trend, students will 
positively respond to a bookstore’s environmental or charitable 
actions. Close the store for a weekend so staff and students 
can help rebuild flood-damaged houses in Louisiana.  Sponsor 
a spring break trip for a group of students to bring clothing to 
an orphanage in Mexico.  It matters less what you choose to 
do and more that you choose to do something.  

Promote Playfulness
�e New Forms of Escape trend asks that bookstores demonstrate 
their awareness of the things students enjoy and the reasons 
they enjoy them.  Establish in-store events that center on classic, 
quirky games – hold a one-day, team-oriented trivia competi-
tion, sponsor a local dodgeball team, or run a sweepstakes that 
awards one winning customer with an all-expenses-paid trip 
for two to the Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Provide Guidance
Address the fears and challenges faced by today’s college 
students by holding monthly self-help talks by area experts on 
everything from how to study with textbooks using Cornell 
notes, to budgeting, investing, and healthy romantic relation-
ships.
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In Short:  Appeal to students through playful, egoistic, 
creative, useful and helpful activities that reinforce and reward 
a positive sense of self.

Products
While most college bookstores already feature a strong 
product line, youth trends research indicates that this area 
could benefit from co-creation with students.  Consider 
involving students as “experts” in product selection.  For 
example, in youth apparel, logos are currently out and fine 
details that indicate quality are in.  Student buyers could help 
choose colors, cuts, fabrics and logo sizes for logowear designs 
that will appeal to students.  Run an online poll so students 
can vote on their Top Ten CDs and sell the winning titles 
from a Top Ten display.

Summary:  Involve students in product selection for your 
market research and their appreciation and endorsement.

An Ongoing Solution
�e college students of today are the savviest consumers retail 
has yet encountered.  �eir attitudes, lifestyles and ambitions 
all affect their purchasing choices.  Bookstores, like any other 
business, face competition.  In order to excel – to take the 

greatest advantage of the market opportunities – bookstores 
must acquire and maintain a loyal and satisfied student 
consumer base.  Only by understanding the lifestyles of your 
student customers, anticipating their consumer habits, and 
focusing your business practices accordingly can you position 
your bookstore for the best consumer response and economic 
success.  �e ideas and research contained in this publication 
should assist in that goal.

Archrival
Archrival is a youth branding agency that specializes in 
helping clients attract young consumers.  Serving a national 
client base, the firm is headquartered in Lincoln.

Nebraska Book Company
Founded in 1915 with a single bookstore near the University 
of Nebraska campus, Nebraska Book Company has evolved to 
a premier provider of college bookstore services.  Today, 
university and college bookstores of all sizes rely on Nebraska 
Book Company to provide everything from textbooks and 
store design to marketing strategies and e-commerce solutions.  
Nebraska Book Company services more than 2.1 million 
students at over 2,500 bookstores across the country.
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cooler experiences and are further ahead of the trends than 
their peers.  Such a competitive, wannabe-glamorous lifestyle 
has college students requesting more special treatment, 
immediate access and unique shopping experiences from every 
goods or service provider, including bookstores.

Trend – Feeling Important
Young consumers regard themselves as celebrities in their own 
circles.  �ey recognize that they need not even be wealthy to 
request the service of a personal stylist or accessorize like their 
favorite celebrity.  Students are favoring private house parties 
and secret-location concerts because fewer people get to share 
in the experience – and possessing an entry code or having 
their names on a list provides the elite status that is so desired 
by young people.

Trend – Everything on Demand
�is generation has been overwhelmed and overloaded with 
information and entertainment content.  Over time, they have 
been conditioned to be generalists who know a little bit about 
everything — and can quickly learn about the new and 
unknown through a Google search.  Turning to a Cliff Notes 
lifestyle has made it less burdensome.  Students save time by 
skimming over news headlines instead of reading articles, or 
watching mid-season television show recaps instead of 
investing in a season’s weekly one-hour commitment. Countless 
young people rely mainly on social networking websites such 
as MySpace and Facebook to stay in direct communication 
with friends.  �ese students have also grown accustomed to 
instantly accessing their information and entertainment, now 
utilizing SMS technology not just to chat with one another, 
but to order and purchase pizza via text message.  And the fact 
that 47 percent of them have bought and downloaded content 
in the past six months underscores the appeal of sites such as 
iTunes that make it easy for them to download, organize and 
manipulate content (Information Group, 2006, May). As 
technology continues to improve, instant access will become a 
way of life rather than a benefit, and it is safe to say that 
young consumers will be expecting businesses and marketers 
to provide this level of service.

Trend – Personalized Consumption
Today’s college students are particular in the way they evaluate 
and accept advertising messages.  Numb to the traditional 
tell-me-what-I-want-to-hear messages, they enjoy more 
creative approaches that are geared to where they spend their 
time.  �ey show a greater appreciation for brands and 
businesses that enhance and personalize life experiences.  

College students are eager for places to eat, drink, play, listen, 
surf, work or meet – just as they would at home or school – 
that heighten the experience.  New lounge-like restaurants 
with smaller food servings and deep-cushioned, couch-style 
seating are gaining popularity as the act of dining becomes less 
important than sharing the total experience with others.  Even 
pop-up retail stores have become wildly successful, literally 
turning the back of a semi truck into a temporary mobile 
shop.  Students not only appreciate this customization from 
businesses, but expect it to define future consumption 
experiences.

In Short:  Successful retailers respond to Millennial Generation 
lifestyle trends by transforming the act of consumption into 
an intimate, customized event and providing exceptional 
service.

Ambitions
Confident, equipped and supported, students yearn to 
make their mark. 
�is generation of college students has been positioned and 
equipped to unleash their creativity.  With an excess of 
affordable, powerful gadgets and gizmos at their disposal, they 
have become enamored with producing and participating in 
digital creation.  �ey are an entire generation of artists with 
the courage and the tools to display and distribute their own 
images, designs and content to millions of people.  As they 
discover the unique satisfaction derived from the act of 
creating, they are finding themselves desperately wishing it 
may lead to fame or fortune.

Trend – I Think I Can
For college students, the notion of becoming an entrepreneur is 
more prevalent than ever before.  According to the Information 
Group (2006, May), “thirty percent of young people want to 
own their own business, and for 41 percent, owning their own 
business is an important life expectation.”  Young people see 
potential in websites such as eBay for selling their own 
clothing lines, fashionable accessories or photo collections.  
And they are so afraid of turning into “ordinary citizens,” that 
they are perpetually striving to leave a mark on society – 
whether in print, audio or imagery.  �anks to the Internet 
and the support of other consumers who prefer to endorse 
independent businesses, these college students truly believe 
they can make it work, and many of them are expecting the 
marketplace to provide them more opportunities to do so.
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Abstract
Operating a bookstore has never been merely about selling textbooks, and in today’s hyper-competitive retail environment, attracting the 
business of young, savvy consumers has never been more challenging.  The current generation of students expects companies to understand 
and anticipate their needs. Their status as the largest consumer generation in U.S. history ensures that companies that don’t take time to 
understand them will lose market share.  Simply put, these consumers are in absolute control of their consumption and entirely aware of their 
power.  In order to remain competitive and maximize market opportunities, college bookstore managers must be familiar with the lifestyles of 
their student customers, anticipate their consumer habits, and focus their business practices accordingly by using key strategies such as 
community-based events. 

The Value of Youth Trends Research
Each generation matures within a unique confluence of world 
events, economic and population shifts, technological 
advances, and societal mores, expectations and promises.  
�ose who belong to the Baby Boomer or X Generations view 
the Millennial Generation – today’s college students – through 
the lens of their own experiences. 

Yet today’s college students are singular. �ey have grown up 
saturated with media and technology.  And they have been 
aggressively marketed to their entire lives.  For college 
bookstores to successfully maximize sales to this generation, 
data tracking tools such as youth trends research should be a 
vital part of their sales and marketing tool kits.

�is white paper features two sections.  First, an in-depth look 
at youth trends frames the perspectives and actions of today’s 
college students. �e information featured in this section is 
drawn primarily from the May 2006 issue of “�e Cassandra 
Report,” the leading syndicated trend study produced by the 
Intelligence Group that focuses exclusively on the youth 
market. Second, suggestions for applying these youth trends 
to college bookstore operations in ways that will increase sales 
and deepen customer loyalty are presented.

New Directions
Youth Trends as a Compass for College 
Bookstore Management
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Understanding Your Consumers: Student Attitudes, Lifestyles and Ambitions
Differences between Baby Boomers, Gen X & Millennials

Who Is Attending College Today?
A quick look…

 •  Members of the Millennial Generation, also called  
  Generation Y and the Echo Boomers, were born between  
  1982 and present-day and number 72 million.  �ey  
  represent the largest consumer group in U.S. history  
  (Intelligence Group, 2006, January).

 •  One out of every three Generation Y members is non- 
  Caucasian, one out of every four was raised by a single  
  parent, and three out of every four grew up with a  
  working mother (OnPoint Marketing and Promotions,  
  2006).

 •  In the Fall of 2005, 69 percent of 2004-05 high school  
  graduates were attending colleges or universities, a   
  historic high (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of  
  Labor Statistics, 2006).

 •  In 2002-03, women earned approximately 58 percent of  
  all degrees. Sixty-seven percent of all degrees were earned  
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  by Caucasian students; 22 percent by African American,  
  Hispanics, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and American   
  Indians/Alaska Natives; 5 percent by nonresident aliens;  
  and 5 percent by individuals whose race/ethnicity was  
  unknown (U.S. Department of Education, National  
  Center for Education Statistics, 2005).

Attitudes
Today’s students know who they are and what they 
want – but are they happy?
A substantial portion of today’s generation of students is 
struggling to find happiness. According to the Intelligence 
Group (2006, May), “only 24% feel that they are as happy as 
they should be.”  Young people have been inundated with the 
message that joy comes from financial success, and that 
acquiring wealth is simple.  Fame and fortune belong to reality 
television stars and celebrities who are seemingly rewarded for 
over-the-top, even unlawful behavior.  Why shouldn’t students 
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deserve such riches?  Many students are so focused on 
financial success that they are choosing majors based on future 
salaries rather than interest.   In 2003-04, 22 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees were earned in business – the largest 
percentage of all academic disciplines (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  College graduates are finding their first 
jobs to be less rewarding than anticipated, which is generating 
concern and self-doubt.  On top of it all, larger issues loom.  
How trustworthy is our political system?  What do we do 
about global warming?  Overwhelmed with doubts and 
worries, students are spending more of their time in question; 
questioning their own contributions, questioning what the 
future has in store, and, as a result, wanting to get away from 
it all.

Trend – New Forms of Escape
In an effort to sidestep worry and questions, large numbers of 
young people are finding stress relief in both novel and 
nostalgic activities.  Students are organizing and hosting 
leagues for classic board games like Jenga and Connect Four – 
turning dormitory lounges, home living rooms and local bars 
into arenas for weekly and monthly competition, complete 
with homemade uniforms.  Other students are taking a new 
approach to intramural gaming by formulating competitive 
tournaments for gym class classics like floor hockey, kickball, 
ultimate Frisbee and Wiffle ball.  �is trend may be more of a 
social outing than a sport, but it remains one route to escape.  
Additionally, young people are literally escaping through long 
weekend road trips to music festivals.  �ough they are 
currently purchasing less recorded music than in the past, 
students are enthusiastic about seeing music in the making 
and live music has exploded with popularity.  Promising a 
weekend of prospective artists and refreshing experiences, 
festivals like Bonaroo, SXSW, Wakarusa and Austin City 
Limits are captivating students across the entire nation.  

Trend – Environmental Consciousness
From global warming to corporate responsibility and socially 
conscious shopping, the environment is a substantial issue and 
it is here to stay.  As young people witness the unfortunate 
markers of environmental distress – such as the disappearance  
of natural resources and species, bays and oceans that are too 
polluted to swim in, and an increasing number of global 
warming-related natural catastrophes – environmental issues are 
becoming an even more pressing concern.  �is development 
will lead to a growing demand for companies to conduct 
business in an environmentally conscious manner and a 
decreased consumer tolerance for companies that damage the 

environment.  Students see companies as having a greater 
opportunity to make an impact on the world than they can as 
individuals, and therefore wish to express their concerns 
through the products they purchase and businesses they 
support.  People are looking to make a difference by endorsing 
companies that give back; in fact, in the past six months, 53 
percent of 14-34 year-old trendsetters bought a product that 
donated money to a cause (Intelligence Group, 2006, May).

Trend – Becoming a Do-Gooder
Young people are also doing their part to make the world a 
better place; 58 percent of 14-34 year-olds say that they have 
volunteered in the past month (Intelligence Group, 2006, 
May).  Largely due to recent, tragic natural disasters like 
Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami in South Asia, young 
people are feeling compelled to lend a hand and are finding 
that helping others provides its own rewards.  �ey maintain 
an optimistic interpretation of the power of activism and 
involvement, having witnessed the strength of combined 
individual efforts.  Furthermore, celebrities like Angelina Jolie 
and Bono have inspired young people through the choices 
they have made in utilizing their wealth and cultural status to 
lead the movement for change.  Now, despite their hectic 
schedules during the school year, many students are passing 
on spring break parties for a chance to do more volunteer 
work during their vacation time.  Organizations like Habitat 
for Humanity, Greenpeace, Storm Corps and Break Away 
actually provide high school and university students with 
alternative break program options in the form of hands-on 
service that addresses critical but unmet social needs.

In Short:  �e search for happiness is leading young consumers 
to develop an attitude that values playful relaxation, but also 
values service for the greater good.

Attitudes
The luxury of individualism, access and intimacy
In a youth market focused on opulence and convenience, 
today’s college students dismiss purchases that are not 
instantaneous and businesses that do not provide celebrity 
treatment.  Technology such as text messaging and TIVO has 
paved the way to an automatic, on-demand mentality.  In the 
eyes of this generation, when in the role of consumer they 
expect VIP status and immediate, effortless access.  Accustomed 
to instant gratification, young people end up in competition 
with one another, striving to prove they are more stylish, have
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Trend – Opportunity Knocking
Not only are young people feeling confident in themselves as 
artists, but they are discovering new venues, outlets and 
opportunities that will ensure future prosperity.  Websites such 
as Blurb.com offer software for aspiring authors to write and 
publish their own books.  Students see agents and editors 
turning to bloggers – people their own age – for book deals.  
�e success stories are countless and have sparked a passionate 
aspiration in a lot of young people.  Believing that one of 
these opportunities really will lead them to the top, students 
are creating and competing while they wait for the big 
moment.

Trend – Home Life
As the generation gap between young people and their parents 
begins to narrow, they are spending more time together, 
hanging out, sharing experiences and even shopping.  Given 
this strong appreciation for their parents, it is no surprise that 
students are placing greater emphasis on the significance of 
their own future families.  In fact, when asked about indicators 
of success, 14-34 year-olds all found more importance in 
relationships and home life than in careers or money 
(Intelligence Group, 2006, May).  �e value placed on raising 
a family appears to be the most dependable and refreshing 
notion of what the future may hold for the Millennial 
Generation.

In Short:  Digital creativity tools, online venues and close 
family ties have motivated students to strive for financial, 
creative and personal success through entrepreneurial 
ventures.

Implications for the College Bookstore: Atmosphere, 
Activities and Products
Young consumers have come to expect their retail experiences 
to provide them with more than just a product or service.  
�eir generation grew up with the Internet at their fingertips. 
�ey understand that if they desire a product, they can 
acquire it quickly and inexpensively online.  �ey are a new 
breed of consumer and they demand a new breed of bookstore; 
one that understands and embodies their attitudes, lifestyles, 
and ever-changing tastes.

For college bookstores seeking to out-compete online 
textbook sellers – and attract more students to purchase 
higher profit-margin items such as apparel and gifts – they 
must embrace the lifestyles of today’s college students. From 

the employee attitude and the store music to the promotions 
launched and brands sold, every touch point gives bookstores 
the chance to connect with their audience.  �e better the 
connection, the greater the potential for repeat customers and 
stronger brand loyalty.  

Atmosphere
Create a place to relax, a home away from home.
Selected as the best individual bookstore in America, Kenyon 
College Bookstore in Gambier, Ohio is notable for something 
other than books – its ambience (Kenyon College, 2006). 
Students can lounge in comfortable chairs, purchase Ben and 
Jerry’s ice cream, read their favorite glossies from a magazine 
section worthy of a chain bookstore, and even make copies 
and send faxes. �e product line runs beyond textbooks to 
fiction and nonfiction, CDs, apparel, snacks, drinks and gifts. 
More importantly, the bookstore serves as the social core for 
the college. 

Some similar examples of atmosphere-enhancing strategies 
include:

Seating Areas
�e Personalized Consumption trend applies here. Have 
comfortable nooks and gathering spots where students can 
spend hours studying, listening to mp3 tunes, or typing on 
their laptops.  Provide free wi-fi access if your campus does 
not already offer it. Have some seating areas function as a 
place to study within the bookstore during final examinations 
– a small, late-night library area where procrastinating 
students can read and photocopy textbook pages without 
purchasing the book itself.  Or set up pop-up tutor stations 
for designated, popular textbooks where bookstore staff can 
help students who are feeling under-prepared.

The Café
In keeping with the Personalized Consumption trend, many 
college bookstores now feature a café in a nod to the ubiquitous 
pairing of coffee and books in bookstores (Bookselling �is 
Week, 2002). Even if a café does not generate significant 
profit, the added atmospheric value is reason enough for many 
proprietors to invest in the side operation.  Once again, the 
quality of the products must be outstanding for a generation 
raised on Starbucks and Peets.  Booksellers who lack food 
business expertise often partner with a local café.  

 

Art and Music 
College students are deeply passionate about art and music, 
and the I �ink I Can and Opportunity Knocking trends show 
the benefits of choosing low or no-cost ways to involve them 
in co-creating the bookstore atmosphere.  Hold exhibitions of 
student artwork, hang digital photo frames so students can 
download their images to them, play the music of campus or 
local bands, offer live performances every Friday afternoon, or 
feature a stereo dock that lets students share their iPod 
playlists.  �e possibilities are endless.

The Environmental Benefit
Less tangible but just as important, students will be more apt 
to spend time and money in a bookstore that reflects their 
environmental and charitable values.  �e Environmental 
Concern trend suggests bookstores should make an ecological 
contribution of some kind – donate a portion of proceeds to a 
wildlife refuge, plant a tree with the purchase of every 
textbook, or embrace the notion of recycling that already takes 
place in the buying and selling of used textbooks.  

In Short:  From artwork to comfortable seating and lattés, the 
most successful college bookstores are all about atmosphere – 
creating a place where students want to hang out. 

Activities
Promotions and events can be low-cost, yet generate 
high response and loyalty.
As college students increasingly yearn to get away from the 
monotony of daily life, more will welcome imaginative ideas 
and activities.  Offering in-store, promotional or event 
experiences – something more significant than the mere 
purchase of textbooks – will intrigue and attract customers.  
�e passion of this student generation for creation and 
participation is a tremendous opportunity for bookstores.  By 
recognizing students’ need for control and exposure, bookstores 
will speak to and excite their student customers.  

Include the Parents
As seen in the Home Life trend, young people are currently 
more apt to share shopping experiences with their parents.  
Bookstores should contemplate different avenues of marketing 
to the parents of their student customers.  

Offer Fame and Special Treatment
�e Feeling Important trend welcomes experiences that tap 
into student pride, ego and vanity.  Young consumers expect 

brands to offer things that money can’t necessarily buy.  
Consider a bookstore competition that would ensure fame 
across campus, additional members-only registers for rush and 
buyback seasons to bypass the long wait, or a promotion that 
awards a weekend at the spa complete with total makeover.  
�e Everything on Demand trend provides a chance to offer 
something new within the bookstore industry; try selling 
larger books by the chapter and allow consumers to pay for 
and download their individual chapters from home.  

Reward Creativity
When it comes to creativity, the I �ink I Can and the 
Opportunity Knocking trends play strongly into one another.  
Bookstores should consider creatively empowering students 
and then rewarding them for their efforts.  Have students in 
the English and journalism departments vote on student 
poem or short story collections.  Publish and sell the resulting 
volume, and don’t forget the book signing.  Host poetry slams 
and talent nights in the bookstore café.  Hold a college 
football or campus mascot t-shirt design contest, sell the 
winning shirt design in the bookstore, and share the profits 
with the student artist.  

Work for the Greater Good
As shown in the Becoming a Do-Gooder trend, students will 
positively respond to a bookstore’s environmental or charitable 
actions. Close the store for a weekend so staff and students 
can help rebuild flood-damaged houses in Louisiana.  Sponsor 
a spring break trip for a group of students to bring clothing to 
an orphanage in Mexico.  It matters less what you choose to 
do and more that you choose to do something.  

Promote Playfulness
�e New Forms of Escape trend asks that bookstores demonstrate 
their awareness of the things students enjoy and the reasons 
they enjoy them.  Establish in-store events that center on classic, 
quirky games – hold a one-day, team-oriented trivia competi-
tion, sponsor a local dodgeball team, or run a sweepstakes that 
awards one winning customer with an all-expenses-paid trip 
for two to the Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Provide Guidance
Address the fears and challenges faced by today’s college 
students by holding monthly self-help talks by area experts on 
everything from how to study with textbooks using Cornell 
notes, to budgeting, investing, and healthy romantic relation-
ships.
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In Short:  Appeal to students through playful, egoistic, 
creative, useful and helpful activities that reinforce and reward 
a positive sense of self.

Products
While most college bookstores already feature a strong 
product line, youth trends research indicates that this area 
could benefit from co-creation with students.  Consider 
involving students as “experts” in product selection.  For 
example, in youth apparel, logos are currently out and fine 
details that indicate quality are in.  Student buyers could help 
choose colors, cuts, fabrics and logo sizes for logowear designs 
that will appeal to students.  Run an online poll so students 
can vote on their Top Ten CDs and sell the winning titles 
from a Top Ten display.

Summary:  Involve students in product selection for your 
market research and their appreciation and endorsement.

An Ongoing Solution
�e college students of today are the savviest consumers retail 
has yet encountered.  �eir attitudes, lifestyles and ambitions 
all affect their purchasing choices.  Bookstores, like any other 
business, face competition.  In order to excel – to take the 

greatest advantage of the market opportunities – bookstores 
must acquire and maintain a loyal and satisfied student 
consumer base.  Only by understanding the lifestyles of your 
student customers, anticipating their consumer habits, and 
focusing your business practices accordingly can you position 
your bookstore for the best consumer response and economic 
success.  �e ideas and research contained in this publication 
should assist in that goal.

Archrival
Archrival is a youth branding agency that specializes in 
helping clients attract young consumers.  Serving a national 
client base, the firm is headquartered in Lincoln.

Nebraska Book Company
Founded in 1915 with a single bookstore near the University 
of Nebraska campus, Nebraska Book Company has evolved to 
a premier provider of college bookstore services.  Today, 
university and college bookstores of all sizes rely on Nebraska 
Book Company to provide everything from textbooks and 
store design to marketing strategies and e-commerce solutions.  
Nebraska Book Company services more than 2.1 million 
students at over 2,500 bookstores across the country.
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cooler experiences and are further ahead of the trends than 
their peers.  Such a competitive, wannabe-glamorous lifestyle 
has college students requesting more special treatment, 
immediate access and unique shopping experiences from every 
goods or service provider, including bookstores.

Trend – Feeling Important
Young consumers regard themselves as celebrities in their own 
circles.  �ey recognize that they need not even be wealthy to 
request the service of a personal stylist or accessorize like their 
favorite celebrity.  Students are favoring private house parties 
and secret-location concerts because fewer people get to share 
in the experience – and possessing an entry code or having 
their names on a list provides the elite status that is so desired 
by young people.

Trend – Everything on Demand
�is generation has been overwhelmed and overloaded with 
information and entertainment content.  Over time, they have 
been conditioned to be generalists who know a little bit about 
everything — and can quickly learn about the new and 
unknown through a Google search.  Turning to a Cliff Notes 
lifestyle has made it less burdensome.  Students save time by 
skimming over news headlines instead of reading articles, or 
watching mid-season television show recaps instead of 
investing in a season’s weekly one-hour commitment. Countless 
young people rely mainly on social networking websites such 
as MySpace and Facebook to stay in direct communication 
with friends.  �ese students have also grown accustomed to 
instantly accessing their information and entertainment, now 
utilizing SMS technology not just to chat with one another, 
but to order and purchase pizza via text message.  And the fact 
that 47 percent of them have bought and downloaded content 
in the past six months underscores the appeal of sites such as 
iTunes that make it easy for them to download, organize and 
manipulate content (Information Group, 2006, May). As 
technology continues to improve, instant access will become a 
way of life rather than a benefit, and it is safe to say that 
young consumers will be expecting businesses and marketers 
to provide this level of service.

Trend – Personalized Consumption
Today’s college students are particular in the way they evaluate 
and accept advertising messages.  Numb to the traditional 
tell-me-what-I-want-to-hear messages, they enjoy more 
creative approaches that are geared to where they spend their 
time.  �ey show a greater appreciation for brands and 
businesses that enhance and personalize life experiences.  

College students are eager for places to eat, drink, play, listen, 
surf, work or meet – just as they would at home or school – 
that heighten the experience.  New lounge-like restaurants 
with smaller food servings and deep-cushioned, couch-style 
seating are gaining popularity as the act of dining becomes less 
important than sharing the total experience with others.  Even 
pop-up retail stores have become wildly successful, literally 
turning the back of a semi truck into a temporary mobile 
shop.  Students not only appreciate this customization from 
businesses, but expect it to define future consumption 
experiences.

In Short:  Successful retailers respond to Millennial Generation 
lifestyle trends by transforming the act of consumption into 
an intimate, customized event and providing exceptional 
service.

Ambitions
Confident, equipped and supported, students yearn to 
make their mark. 
�is generation of college students has been positioned and 
equipped to unleash their creativity.  With an excess of 
affordable, powerful gadgets and gizmos at their disposal, they 
have become enamored with producing and participating in 
digital creation.  �ey are an entire generation of artists with 
the courage and the tools to display and distribute their own 
images, designs and content to millions of people.  As they 
discover the unique satisfaction derived from the act of 
creating, they are finding themselves desperately wishing it 
may lead to fame or fortune.

Trend – I Think I Can
For college students, the notion of becoming an entrepreneur is 
more prevalent than ever before.  According to the Information 
Group (2006, May), “thirty percent of young people want to 
own their own business, and for 41 percent, owning their own 
business is an important life expectation.”  Young people see 
potential in websites such as eBay for selling their own 
clothing lines, fashionable accessories or photo collections.  
And they are so afraid of turning into “ordinary citizens,” that 
they are perpetually striving to leave a mark on society – 
whether in print, audio or imagery.  �anks to the Internet 
and the support of other consumers who prefer to endorse 
independent businesses, these college students truly believe 
they can make it work, and many of them are expecting the 
marketplace to provide them more opportunities to do so.
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Abstract
Operating a bookstore has never been merely about selling textbooks, and in today’s hyper-competitive retail environment, attracting the 
business of young, savvy consumers has never been more challenging.  The current generation of students expects companies to understand 
and anticipate their needs. Their status as the largest consumer generation in U.S. history ensures that companies that don’t take time to 
understand them will lose market share.  Simply put, these consumers are in absolute control of their consumption and entirely aware of their 
power.  In order to remain competitive and maximize market opportunities, college bookstore managers must be familiar with the lifestyles of 
their student customers, anticipate their consumer habits, and focus their business practices accordingly by using key strategies such as 
community-based events. 

The Value of Youth Trends Research
Each generation matures within a unique confluence of world 
events, economic and population shifts, technological 
advances, and societal mores, expectations and promises.  
�ose who belong to the Baby Boomer or X Generations view 
the Millennial Generation – today’s college students – through 
the lens of their own experiences. 

Yet today’s college students are singular. �ey have grown up 
saturated with media and technology.  And they have been 
aggressively marketed to their entire lives.  For college 
bookstores to successfully maximize sales to this generation, 
data tracking tools such as youth trends research should be a 
vital part of their sales and marketing tool kits.

�is white paper features two sections.  First, an in-depth look 
at youth trends frames the perspectives and actions of today’s 
college students. �e information featured in this section is 
drawn primarily from the May 2006 issue of “�e Cassandra 
Report,” the leading syndicated trend study produced by the 
Intelligence Group that focuses exclusively on the youth 
market. Second, suggestions for applying these youth trends 
to college bookstore operations in ways that will increase sales 
and deepen customer loyalty are presented.

New Directions
Youth Trends as a Compass for College 
Bookstore Management
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Understanding Your Consumers: Student Attitudes, Lifestyles and Ambitions
Differences between Baby Boomers, Gen X & Millennials

Who Is Attending College Today?
A quick look…

 •  Members of the Millennial Generation, also called  
  Generation Y and the Echo Boomers, were born between  
  1982 and present-day and number 72 million.  �ey  
  represent the largest consumer group in U.S. history  
  (Intelligence Group, 2006, January).

 •  One out of every three Generation Y members is non- 
  Caucasian, one out of every four was raised by a single  
  parent, and three out of every four grew up with a  
  working mother (OnPoint Marketing and Promotions,  
  2006).

 •  In the Fall of 2005, 69 percent of 2004-05 high school  
  graduates were attending colleges or universities, a   
  historic high (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of  
  Labor Statistics, 2006).

 •  In 2002-03, women earned approximately 58 percent of  
  all degrees. Sixty-seven percent of all degrees were earned  
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  by Caucasian students; 22 percent by African American,  
  Hispanics, Asians/Pacific Islanders, and American   
  Indians/Alaska Natives; 5 percent by nonresident aliens;  
  and 5 percent by individuals whose race/ethnicity was  
  unknown (U.S. Department of Education, National  
  Center for Education Statistics, 2005).

Attitudes
Today’s students know who they are and what they 
want – but are they happy?
A substantial portion of today’s generation of students is 
struggling to find happiness. According to the Intelligence 
Group (2006, May), “only 24% feel that they are as happy as 
they should be.”  Young people have been inundated with the 
message that joy comes from financial success, and that 
acquiring wealth is simple.  Fame and fortune belong to reality 
television stars and celebrities who are seemingly rewarded for 
over-the-top, even unlawful behavior.  Why shouldn’t students 
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deserve such riches?  Many students are so focused on 
financial success that they are choosing majors based on future 
salaries rather than interest.   In 2003-04, 22 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees were earned in business – the largest 
percentage of all academic disciplines (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  College graduates are finding their first 
jobs to be less rewarding than anticipated, which is generating 
concern and self-doubt.  On top of it all, larger issues loom.  
How trustworthy is our political system?  What do we do 
about global warming?  Overwhelmed with doubts and 
worries, students are spending more of their time in question; 
questioning their own contributions, questioning what the 
future has in store, and, as a result, wanting to get away from 
it all.

Trend – New Forms of Escape
In an effort to sidestep worry and questions, large numbers of 
young people are finding stress relief in both novel and 
nostalgic activities.  Students are organizing and hosting 
leagues for classic board games like Jenga and Connect Four – 
turning dormitory lounges, home living rooms and local bars 
into arenas for weekly and monthly competition, complete 
with homemade uniforms.  Other students are taking a new 
approach to intramural gaming by formulating competitive 
tournaments for gym class classics like floor hockey, kickball, 
ultimate Frisbee and Wiffle ball.  �is trend may be more of a 
social outing than a sport, but it remains one route to escape.  
Additionally, young people are literally escaping through long 
weekend road trips to music festivals.  �ough they are 
currently purchasing less recorded music than in the past, 
students are enthusiastic about seeing music in the making 
and live music has exploded with popularity.  Promising a 
weekend of prospective artists and refreshing experiences, 
festivals like Bonaroo, SXSW, Wakarusa and Austin City 
Limits are captivating students across the entire nation.  

Trend – Environmental Consciousness
From global warming to corporate responsibility and socially 
conscious shopping, the environment is a substantial issue and 
it is here to stay.  As young people witness the unfortunate 
markers of environmental distress – such as the disappearance  
of natural resources and species, bays and oceans that are too 
polluted to swim in, and an increasing number of global 
warming-related natural catastrophes – environmental issues are 
becoming an even more pressing concern.  �is development 
will lead to a growing demand for companies to conduct 
business in an environmentally conscious manner and a 
decreased consumer tolerance for companies that damage the 

environment.  Students see companies as having a greater 
opportunity to make an impact on the world than they can as 
individuals, and therefore wish to express their concerns 
through the products they purchase and businesses they 
support.  People are looking to make a difference by endorsing 
companies that give back; in fact, in the past six months, 53 
percent of 14-34 year-old trendsetters bought a product that 
donated money to a cause (Intelligence Group, 2006, May).

Trend – Becoming a Do-Gooder
Young people are also doing their part to make the world a 
better place; 58 percent of 14-34 year-olds say that they have 
volunteered in the past month (Intelligence Group, 2006, 
May).  Largely due to recent, tragic natural disasters like 
Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami in South Asia, young 
people are feeling compelled to lend a hand and are finding 
that helping others provides its own rewards.  �ey maintain 
an optimistic interpretation of the power of activism and 
involvement, having witnessed the strength of combined 
individual efforts.  Furthermore, celebrities like Angelina Jolie 
and Bono have inspired young people through the choices 
they have made in utilizing their wealth and cultural status to 
lead the movement for change.  Now, despite their hectic 
schedules during the school year, many students are passing 
on spring break parties for a chance to do more volunteer 
work during their vacation time.  Organizations like Habitat 
for Humanity, Greenpeace, Storm Corps and Break Away 
actually provide high school and university students with 
alternative break program options in the form of hands-on 
service that addresses critical but unmet social needs.

In Short:  �e search for happiness is leading young consumers 
to develop an attitude that values playful relaxation, but also 
values service for the greater good.

Attitudes
The luxury of individualism, access and intimacy
In a youth market focused on opulence and convenience, 
today’s college students dismiss purchases that are not 
instantaneous and businesses that do not provide celebrity 
treatment.  Technology such as text messaging and TIVO has 
paved the way to an automatic, on-demand mentality.  In the 
eyes of this generation, when in the role of consumer they 
expect VIP status and immediate, effortless access.  Accustomed 
to instant gratification, young people end up in competition 
with one another, striving to prove they are more stylish, have
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Trend – Opportunity Knocking
Not only are young people feeling confident in themselves as 
artists, but they are discovering new venues, outlets and 
opportunities that will ensure future prosperity.  Websites such 
as Blurb.com offer software for aspiring authors to write and 
publish their own books.  Students see agents and editors 
turning to bloggers – people their own age – for book deals.  
�e success stories are countless and have sparked a passionate 
aspiration in a lot of young people.  Believing that one of 
these opportunities really will lead them to the top, students 
are creating and competing while they wait for the big 
moment.

Trend – Home Life
As the generation gap between young people and their parents 
begins to narrow, they are spending more time together, 
hanging out, sharing experiences and even shopping.  Given 
this strong appreciation for their parents, it is no surprise that 
students are placing greater emphasis on the significance of 
their own future families.  In fact, when asked about indicators 
of success, 14-34 year-olds all found more importance in 
relationships and home life than in careers or money 
(Intelligence Group, 2006, May).  �e value placed on raising 
a family appears to be the most dependable and refreshing 
notion of what the future may hold for the Millennial 
Generation.

In Short:  Digital creativity tools, online venues and close 
family ties have motivated students to strive for financial, 
creative and personal success through entrepreneurial 
ventures.

Implications for the College Bookstore: Atmosphere, 
Activities and Products
Young consumers have come to expect their retail experiences 
to provide them with more than just a product or service.  
�eir generation grew up with the Internet at their fingertips. 
�ey understand that if they desire a product, they can 
acquire it quickly and inexpensively online.  �ey are a new 
breed of consumer and they demand a new breed of bookstore; 
one that understands and embodies their attitudes, lifestyles, 
and ever-changing tastes.

For college bookstores seeking to out-compete online 
textbook sellers – and attract more students to purchase 
higher profit-margin items such as apparel and gifts – they 
must embrace the lifestyles of today’s college students. From 

the employee attitude and the store music to the promotions 
launched and brands sold, every touch point gives bookstores 
the chance to connect with their audience.  �e better the 
connection, the greater the potential for repeat customers and 
stronger brand loyalty.  

Atmosphere
Create a place to relax, a home away from home.
Selected as the best individual bookstore in America, Kenyon 
College Bookstore in Gambier, Ohio is notable for something 
other than books – its ambience (Kenyon College, 2006). 
Students can lounge in comfortable chairs, purchase Ben and 
Jerry’s ice cream, read their favorite glossies from a magazine 
section worthy of a chain bookstore, and even make copies 
and send faxes. �e product line runs beyond textbooks to 
fiction and nonfiction, CDs, apparel, snacks, drinks and gifts. 
More importantly, the bookstore serves as the social core for 
the college. 

Some similar examples of atmosphere-enhancing strategies 
include:

Seating Areas
�e Personalized Consumption trend applies here. Have 
comfortable nooks and gathering spots where students can 
spend hours studying, listening to mp3 tunes, or typing on 
their laptops.  Provide free wi-fi access if your campus does 
not already offer it. Have some seating areas function as a 
place to study within the bookstore during final examinations 
– a small, late-night library area where procrastinating 
students can read and photocopy textbook pages without 
purchasing the book itself.  Or set up pop-up tutor stations 
for designated, popular textbooks where bookstore staff can 
help students who are feeling under-prepared.

The Café
In keeping with the Personalized Consumption trend, many 
college bookstores now feature a café in a nod to the ubiquitous 
pairing of coffee and books in bookstores (Bookselling �is 
Week, 2002). Even if a café does not generate significant 
profit, the added atmospheric value is reason enough for many 
proprietors to invest in the side operation.  Once again, the 
quality of the products must be outstanding for a generation 
raised on Starbucks and Peets.  Booksellers who lack food 
business expertise often partner with a local café.  

 

Art and Music 
College students are deeply passionate about art and music, 
and the I �ink I Can and Opportunity Knocking trends show 
the benefits of choosing low or no-cost ways to involve them 
in co-creating the bookstore atmosphere.  Hold exhibitions of 
student artwork, hang digital photo frames so students can 
download their images to them, play the music of campus or 
local bands, offer live performances every Friday afternoon, or 
feature a stereo dock that lets students share their iPod 
playlists.  �e possibilities are endless.

The Environmental Benefit
Less tangible but just as important, students will be more apt 
to spend time and money in a bookstore that reflects their 
environmental and charitable values.  �e Environmental 
Concern trend suggests bookstores should make an ecological 
contribution of some kind – donate a portion of proceeds to a 
wildlife refuge, plant a tree with the purchase of every 
textbook, or embrace the notion of recycling that already takes 
place in the buying and selling of used textbooks.  

In Short:  From artwork to comfortable seating and lattés, the 
most successful college bookstores are all about atmosphere – 
creating a place where students want to hang out. 

Activities
Promotions and events can be low-cost, yet generate 
high response and loyalty.
As college students increasingly yearn to get away from the 
monotony of daily life, more will welcome imaginative ideas 
and activities.  Offering in-store, promotional or event 
experiences – something more significant than the mere 
purchase of textbooks – will intrigue and attract customers.  
�e passion of this student generation for creation and 
participation is a tremendous opportunity for bookstores.  By 
recognizing students’ need for control and exposure, bookstores 
will speak to and excite their student customers.  

Include the Parents
As seen in the Home Life trend, young people are currently 
more apt to share shopping experiences with their parents.  
Bookstores should contemplate different avenues of marketing 
to the parents of their student customers.  

Offer Fame and Special Treatment
�e Feeling Important trend welcomes experiences that tap 
into student pride, ego and vanity.  Young consumers expect 

brands to offer things that money can’t necessarily buy.  
Consider a bookstore competition that would ensure fame 
across campus, additional members-only registers for rush and 
buyback seasons to bypass the long wait, or a promotion that 
awards a weekend at the spa complete with total makeover.  
�e Everything on Demand trend provides a chance to offer 
something new within the bookstore industry; try selling 
larger books by the chapter and allow consumers to pay for 
and download their individual chapters from home.  

Reward Creativity
When it comes to creativity, the I �ink I Can and the 
Opportunity Knocking trends play strongly into one another.  
Bookstores should consider creatively empowering students 
and then rewarding them for their efforts.  Have students in 
the English and journalism departments vote on student 
poem or short story collections.  Publish and sell the resulting 
volume, and don’t forget the book signing.  Host poetry slams 
and talent nights in the bookstore café.  Hold a college 
football or campus mascot t-shirt design contest, sell the 
winning shirt design in the bookstore, and share the profits 
with the student artist.  

Work for the Greater Good
As shown in the Becoming a Do-Gooder trend, students will 
positively respond to a bookstore’s environmental or charitable 
actions. Close the store for a weekend so staff and students 
can help rebuild flood-damaged houses in Louisiana.  Sponsor 
a spring break trip for a group of students to bring clothing to 
an orphanage in Mexico.  It matters less what you choose to 
do and more that you choose to do something.  

Promote Playfulness
�e New Forms of Escape trend asks that bookstores demonstrate 
their awareness of the things students enjoy and the reasons 
they enjoy them.  Establish in-store events that center on classic, 
quirky games – hold a one-day, team-oriented trivia competi-
tion, sponsor a local dodgeball team, or run a sweepstakes that 
awards one winning customer with an all-expenses-paid trip 
for two to the Scripps National Spelling Bee.

Provide Guidance
Address the fears and challenges faced by today’s college 
students by holding monthly self-help talks by area experts on 
everything from how to study with textbooks using Cornell 
notes, to budgeting, investing, and healthy romantic relation-
ships.
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In Short:  Appeal to students through playful, egoistic, 
creative, useful and helpful activities that reinforce and reward 
a positive sense of self.

Products
While most college bookstores already feature a strong 
product line, youth trends research indicates that this area 
could benefit from co-creation with students.  Consider 
involving students as “experts” in product selection.  For 
example, in youth apparel, logos are currently out and fine 
details that indicate quality are in.  Student buyers could help 
choose colors, cuts, fabrics and logo sizes for logowear designs 
that will appeal to students.  Run an online poll so students 
can vote on their Top Ten CDs and sell the winning titles 
from a Top Ten display.

Summary:  Involve students in product selection for your 
market research and their appreciation and endorsement.

An Ongoing Solution
�e college students of today are the savviest consumers retail 
has yet encountered.  �eir attitudes, lifestyles and ambitions 
all affect their purchasing choices.  Bookstores, like any other 
business, face competition.  In order to excel – to take the 

greatest advantage of the market opportunities – bookstores 
must acquire and maintain a loyal and satisfied student 
consumer base.  Only by understanding the lifestyles of your 
student customers, anticipating their consumer habits, and 
focusing your business practices accordingly can you position 
your bookstore for the best consumer response and economic 
success.  �e ideas and research contained in this publication 
should assist in that goal.

Archrival
Archrival is a youth branding agency that specializes in 
helping clients attract young consumers.  Serving a national 
client base, the firm is headquartered in Lincoln.

Nebraska Book Company
Founded in 1915 with a single bookstore near the University 
of Nebraska campus, Nebraska Book Company has evolved to 
a premier provider of college bookstore services.  Today, 
university and college bookstores of all sizes rely on Nebraska 
Book Company to provide everything from textbooks and 
store design to marketing strategies and e-commerce solutions.  
Nebraska Book Company services more than 2.1 million 
students at over 2,500 bookstores across the country.
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