
The millennials are coming. In fact they are already here and 
this growing generation of 20 and 30-year-olds has made its 
mark on the GTR industry.

Every travel retail event this year has involved discussion of this 
digital-focused, socially-aware generation. How do they shop? What 
do they like? Which countries are they coming from?

But among the torrent of questions about how to capture the 
millennial shopper in GTR, there a few voices beginning to ask a 
different question: are we paying too much attention to millennials?

It is a pertinent question as there can be no dispute that the GTR 
industry has jumped on board the millennial bandwagon. The list of 
brands which have released lines targeted at millennials is endless, 
with American Tourister, Toblerone, Shiseido, Scorpio Worldwide 
and Tito’s Handmade Vodka among those who have touted their 
credentials with the younger market.

Retailers are getting on board too. At TFWA’s China’s Century 
Conference earlier this year, TFWA President Erik Juul-Mortensen 
called Chinese millennials “a vital market” and a poll taken at the 
conference showed the majority of delegates believed millennials will 
have the biggest effect on their strategies going forward.

On paper it seems like a sensible move; millennials are the shoppers 
of the future and making travel retail a natural part of their travelling 
experience early is a long-term investment for the industry.

Present vs future

But is GTR guilty of planning for the future at the expense of the now?
Enrique Urioste, CEO of Neutral Duty Free, told the IAADFS 
conference in Orlando in March he is “bored” of talking about this 
new generation, adding: “I think we are over-reacting to millennials.”

A poll conducted by Frontier suggests the view is gaining popularity. 
Of those surveyed, 65% said they believe travel retail is paying too 
much attention to millennials. 

The argument, it seems, is quite simple; 
millennials may be the future, but 
they are not the ones spending 
money today.

Bob Phibbs, CEO of The Retail 
Doctor in New York, says the 
problem is not limited to duty free.

“I understand this focus on 
millennials,” he says. 

“I get it, but these people grew 
up during the financial 
crisis, spending patterns 
are set when you 
are aged between 
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about 16 and 23. They are more in the mould of my parents, who 
grew up during the Depression. They are more thrifty and smarter, 
so they are a tough demographic. But the Baby Boomers, who are 
still powering retail by spending, are getting short shrift.

“There has to be a balance. We have to realise that not everyone 
is in their 20s.”

Follow the money

It is a sentiment which was echoed by former Swedish prime 
minister Fredrik Reinfeldt at the Nordics Conference in June. He 
turned popular discussion on its head by arguing attention in the 
developed Western world should be paid to older consumers, rather 
than millennials.

Pointing out that developed Western nations are beginning to hit 
“peak child”, where birth-rates and population fall, Reinfeldt said 
this means we will end up with “retirement home” nations full of 
older residents. In this case, much of the money and spending power 
in the world will be in the hands of older shoppers, rather than 
millennials.

He told delegates: “To understand the power of the future, look to 
the old people.”

With travel driven by moneyed nations, it would seem the older 

generations still have much to offer GTR. While youth in China 
and the developing world is flourishing, many of them cannot travel. 
The Chinese millennials are affluent and willing to spend, but their 
counterparts in India and Africa are not in the same financial league.

In this climate, Reinfeldt and Urioste would 
argue, it is vital to pay attention to the existing 
customers. Those people who have money and 

live in parts of the world which give them a 
greater life expectancy are shoppers for 
both the present and the future.

Phibbs agrees. “There is this whole 
idea that we must cater to millennials,” 
he says. 

“Don’t get me wrong, they are going 
to be the next consumers, but retailers 
are going out of business at the 
moment because they are not being 
supported. 

Young shoppers are just as likely to 
buy online.”

He believes more focus should be 

paid to the older shopper, the ones who 
“can afford to buy the Prada dress”.

“That’s what I don’t get,” Phibbs tells 
Frontier. “There is a lot of interest in 
how we cater to the millennials, but at 
the end of the day they’re not really 
the consumers that buy something 
when they walk into the store. 
Older shoppers are the one who do 
buy and they are getting treated 
like nothing.”

Catering to consumers

In their book Millennials Rising: 
The next great generation, Neil 
Howe and William Strauss 
describe millennials as “unlike 
any other youth generation in living 
memory”. It is a sentiment which highlights the other problem with 
GTR’s new focus on millennials; what they want is less tangible.

Terms such as “sense of place” and “experience” are commonly 
thrown around related to young shoppers, and everyone seems to agree 
on their passion for digital and connectivity.

Indeed, recent insights from m1nd-set highlight the correlation 
between a mastery of digital and capturing the millennial 
shoppers. The average young traveller carries 2.8 digital devices 
with them and m1nd-set’s figures show 45% of young shoppers 
like to spend their time at the airport shopping, compared to 
42% browsing the internet. 

In-store more than a third of millennials (36%) will seek advice 
from friends on social media, while 50% will look up product 
reviews. This is a demographic looking for an opportunity for a selfie 
or an Instagram post – something they can share with their friends, 
but not necessarily something they pay for.

Taking it to the bank

At the TFWA China’s Century Conference John Rimmer asked if 
there is a discrepancy between what young shoppers, hungry for 
content, personalisation and an experience, want in-store and what 
they will pay for.

CEO for Lagardère 
TR in Greater China 
Eudes Fabre believes 
moderation is the key, 
telling delegates 
at TFWA’s China’s 
Century conference his company is reaching out to customers rather 
than waiting for them to come in, but warning “not everyone is 
on WeChat”.

While getting millennials through the door is an investment 
for the future, the business today still needs the older generations 
to keep spending.F

FRONTIER • OCTOBER 2017 • 11

F INSIGHT

Shiseido’s IPSA line 
caters for millennials

Tito’s Handmade Vodka 
targets young shoppers

American Tourister is aiming 
its luggage lines at the new 

generation of shoppers

Nestlé is focusing some of its 
brands on the younger market


