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How we define our identities—to ourselves and to others—is
made up of a million different little attributes. Some of them
you're born with, others reflect the preferences and
decisions you’ve made throughout your life. For some

" people, their identities are primarily formed by painful
experiences. For others, they attach joy and pride to them.
How we describe ourselves, and how we feel about these
descriptions can completely color our views of the world.

As brands, we often rely heavily on identifying consumers in
~ two-dimensional ways: demographics and purchase’
behavior. But this ignores all the complexities people deal
_with on a daily basis when it comes to who they are and
~ what they need.

True cultural resonance lies in bridging this gap: between
how regular humans describe themselves and how brands
see and speak to them.

At Starcom, we sought to build a more
nuanced understanding of the ways in ,
which people define themselves and how
we can better meet the ways in which
they want brands to speak to them.
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Our
Methodology

We set out to get a true grasp of the nuances of
identities beyond the checkbox, the Census
demographic, the buying demo. To do this, we partnered
with MESH to survey 1,000 Millennial and Gen Z
consumers to understand the factors that determine
their identity and the extent to which those identities
impact how they experience brands. We oversampled for
minority identities to get a better grasp for how these
identities impacted lives and self perceptions.

We then augmented this using semiotic analyses: We
asked dozens of Americans to speak about their
identities and the ways those identities influence how
they navigate the world.

To bring our clients a better sense of the attitudes and
needs of their consumer audiences, we have evolved this
research into a practice centered around inclusivity in
our understanding of people, business and culture.

Language of Identity | 3



Dimensions of Identity

While academics have nuanced social models to understand each of these dimensions, our research showed that
everyday Americans tend to think of their identities in three broad categories, each of which tells us something vital
about identity:

DIMENSION KEY INSIGHT
My Ideas
The attitudes and beliefs that form how we see Identity is fluid.
the world

(e.g. values, personality, political beliefs)

My Origins

The intrinsic characteristics that form how the “Gen pop” is an illusion.
world sees us
(e.g. race, ethnicity, age, hometown)

My People
The affinities and subcultures that help us find

our place in the world
(e.g. hobbies, religions, fandoms)
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1 My Ideas
|dentity is fluid.

Our identities are dynamic, always changing. The experiences we have, the
messaging we see, the people we surround ourselves with mold how we see

ourselves and others.

“Identity is who you choose to be as an individual, the choices you make.”

-Female, Multi-Ethnic, Age 34

“I feel like talking and engaging with others makes me realize how I'm different from
everyone else, and how I decide for myself who I am by how I speak, interact, or just
hang out with them. Your identity really is shaped by how you interact with
others...Identity is often decided and ‘tigured out’ by people as they grow up and

mature as a human being.”

-Male, Asian, Age 18
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We've seen the following in pretty much every holiday movie: The adult children come back to the family home, only
to all fall back into the roles and patterns they occupied when they were kids. So often, we assume folks we meet
are always going to be the same, but people rarely ever are. Particularly when it comes to the parts of our identity
that are based in our personalities and attitudes, we're always changing.

“I think culture is something that can be predetermined at birth,
however your ethnicity is something that is constantly growing and
changing as you get old...I'm constantly evolving and finding who I am
meant to be.”

-Male, Black, Age 20

Our opinions—and thus our identities—are shaped by the people we meet, the media we consume, and any number
of other factors. And these factors cause us to change our minds and our identities throughout our lives. People in
our study cited the following as top influences on their identities:

/6% 58% 55% 48%  56%

social media education system politics the news marketing

Furthermore, our attitudes and beliefs can often be circumstantial. In other words, our identity can change just
based on the room we'’re in. Our study found people felt differently about themselves and their personalities
depending on whom they were with: IRL friends vs. family vs. online communities vs. alone, etc.

With whom people feel most
authentic/confident:

Friends Family Significant IRL Social Online Forum Colleagues Alone Religious Online Social
Other Circle Congregation Circle

It's not just comfort level that changes, either. Depending on the situation, different parts of someone’s identity can
become more or less important. For example, a person might not identify as a soccer player until they're at a bar
with their rec league soccer team.



A

In a category where most brands boast about deep bass and superior clarity, Apple switched tactics in 2023 with its “Quiet the Noise” spot
advertising the Airpods Pro. The brand recognized its target audience was increasingly identifying as introverted, and spoke to this change by
showcasing noise-canceling effectiveness rather than sound quality.

Brand Takeaway

Identities may be constantly evolving, but audience definitions are often static.
We can speak to this evolution by regularly reevaluating the composition, values
and needs of our audiences. And we should also consider our own role in shaping
the identities of their consumers.
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My Origins
“‘Gen pop” is an illusion.

There is no one-size-fits-all answer. Our demographic identities impact our
access to, opinions of, and experience using products and services in a myriad

different ways.
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“I think that the media and marketing should help portray people’s identities not
necessarily in accordance with stereotypes and the norms, but rather according to
more specific traits, such as maybe a love of exercise or eating good food, rather than

race, gender or more broad traits.”

-Female, Asian, Age 16

“As a teenager, it’s so hard to get people to not classily me as a child even though I'm
practically an adult. It’s important to me for people to take me and my thoughts and
opinions seriously...People make a lot of assumptions based on my age and
appearance. Being Native but appearing white can create difficulty. And I get really

tired of Millennial assumptions.”

-Female, Native/Indigenous, Age 15
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Demographic identity markers can make a huge difference in how people perceive themselves and the people
around them. Our race can inform our priorities, the language we speak and the stereotypes people have about us.
Where we live can have a bearing on the cultural references that resonate with us. Our gender can impact the
types of products and services we might need. And in the case of age/generation, it can even impact just how
many experiences we've had at all.

jwarketmg should StOP The bottom line is, people have different journeys to get to where
focusing on monocultures of they are. Their backgrounds—age race, birthplace, etc.—impact how
people and focus on the they see themselves and the world. When we use a “gen pop”

. . i audience strategy, we are artificially collapsing all these disparate
multitude and diverse features experiences into one and assuming everyone’s experience is more

of a person/community 2 or less the same. The end result is often a campaign that speaks to
the lowest common denominator. At best, it ignores minority

~Survey Respondent experiences. At worst, it alienates everyone.

Multicultural campaigns are often a way of addressing the gen pop issue. It's a good start, but every race and
ethnicity can carry with it unique traditions, histories and motivators. Our study found significant differences
between each race and ethnicity when it came to their top motivators in life.

Top Life Motivators by Race

Asian/ Sej‘lf—lmprovem-ent 20%
- v Beng Responsivic GG 15
Asian-American Caring for Others 10%
Black/ Self—'lmprove.ment 20%
N Foeing Conidont N 10
WUl e (el Feeling Grounded 9%
. q = 21%
Latino/Latina/ " "I00C p— o
Latinx Feeling Confident 8%
q i 14%
White/ Caring for Others | o
. Self-Improvement [ 13%
Caucasian Being Responsible 9%
Self-Improvement . 19%
Multi-Ethnic Being Creative N 12%
Caring for Others 12%

And even if a multicultural campaign addresses the needs of many, it often doesn’t speak to other ways in which
people’s demographic identities can be ignored or marginalized. These campaigns don’t address potentially
important needs along the lines of gender, disability status or other aspects of demography. It can be more
effective to group people based on what they need from a brand rather than what their demographic identity is.
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Sometimes people with different identities don’t actually need special attention. For example, Walgreens’ women'’s earplugs create a gendered
experience where one isn't needed. And when they are needed, it's important to show sustained commitment to supporting these identities.
Nike’'s BeTrue Pride collection is part of a long-standing effort to speaking to LGBTQ+ audiences that has lasted over a decade.

Brand Takeaway

When we speak to specific, underrepresented identities, we can improve
resonance by considering all of the factors that might impact a person’s history
with our brand and category to determine who might need unique attention and
whose experiences might be more similar than we expect.
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|dentity can be both isolating and unifying.

“‘li ;

“My identity is unique to me because no one else can be me except me. Therefore,
being the best version of myself sets me apart from everyone else. Identity is unique
to a person or a group. It is used to identify and differentiate from others.”

-Female, Black, Age 21

“If you don’t embrace your differences, you can never be fully connected to your
identity. These differences might not be your best characteristics, but like it or not,
they’re [some] of the most crucial parts of the identity...Culture brings people
together, while identity separates people.”

-Female, Multi-Ethnic, Age 24
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Often, the parts of our identities that are the most important, are the ones that we see as being the biggest
liability in society. In other words, the parts of us that we feel get judged or discriminated against, are the parts
of us that are most integral to defining who we are. For example, respondents who identified as Black found
their race to be a more important component of their identity than others. The historic—and continued—
experiences they faced as a result of their race in turn impacted how they saw themselves. We saw similar
patterns with marginalized groups along other lines as well, like sexual orientation and gender identity.

58% 18%

VS.

of people who described themselves as of people who described themselves as
“queer” had negative associations with heterosexual had a negative
their identity. association with their identity.

Our study found that often people identify themselves using what they feel sets they apart from others: a
physical disability, a minority ethnicity, a niche interest, an uncommon belief. In fact, to a lot of people, their
identity is the set of characteristics that makes them unique.

“I think uniqueness and your “[Being uniquel] is the thing that

personal identity go hand in hand sets me apart and makes me me.

with one another. You are often Those differences are MY identity,

identified for the things that make and stand separately from aspects

you unique.” that were influenced by societal
pressures and familial

-Female, Asian, Age 25 . . . o
indoctrination.

-Female, Black, Age 29

For brands, this can be daunting: While we endeavor to give people personalization whenever possible, brand
experiences can’t be bespoke for every single consumer we hope to reach. This is where community-oriented
attributes can be particularly useful.

These identity markers are, almost by definition, communal. These are traits we cite when trying to find people who
like doing the same things as us: the hobbies we share, the congregations we belong to, the groups we'’re part of.
These components of our identity actually serve to unite people together instead of divide them based on
differences. People in our survey identified as gamers, Christians, Democrats, music enthusiasts, foodies and
hockey fans. They described themselves as animal lovers, crafters, bookworms and athletes. Yes, all of these are
components of what makes someone unique. But they're also ways in which they reach out to the world to find
others like them.

Brands that tap into the subcultures, fandoms and mutually shared activities their audiences care about can
become relevant not because they're speaking to what is trending, but because they are speaking to core parts of
people’s identities.



LEGO’s BTS set, Michelob Ultra’s Beer Run, Oreo’s Pokémon pack and Crocs jibbitz showcase brands tapping into elements of identity that can
create community.

Brand Takeaway

We can speak authentically to people across multiple identities by finding
synergies between our brands and the passion points our audiences see as core
to their identity and the ways they build community.
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“Advertising
should...”

“...play a positive role and help
people tind a positive identity
within themselves.”

-Asian, Female, Age 19

“...play the role of showcasing
different views, cultures and
lifestyles to broaden our
viewpoint in the least biased way
possible.”

-Female, Black, Age 22

“...promote understanding,
acceptance and unity of different
people.”

-Male, Black/AA

“...help people feel worthy and
confident.”

-Female, White

“...show a variety of identities are
possible from the same
subcategory of culture.”

-Female, Hispanic




Consumers want to feel seen more than ever and are calling on brands to provide more inclusive portrayals of
everyday people. But inclusivity means more than just diverse casting, in part because people are expecting brands
to speak to multiple parts of their identities.

* Are there identities that have particular challenges using our products or
engaging in our category?

* Are there people we have historically not spoken to?

* Are we meaningfully addressing the needs of marginalized groups we hope to
speak to?

* Do we have ways of learning what barriers and opportunities exist for diverse
audiences?

» Are we thinking beyond just race/ethnicity, age and gender when it comes to
who might have unique needs?

* In what ways do we (or can we) help celebrate and shape the identities of our
consumers?

* Are there shared hobbies, interests or values across all our audiences?
* Are there ways we can use these shared touchpoints to foster community
centered around our brands?

* How can we build in ways to continuously update our understanding of the
audiences we reach?

* Are we regularly speaking to audiences with diverse needs to see how those
needs are evolving?



More Resources

In order to understand the impact of identity on the clients we serve, we studied people’s attitudes and
approaches to engaging with 15 different industry categories. We examined both stated and derived feelings by
race/ethnicity to understand category-specific motivators, stressors, consideration factors, consumption
occasions and more.
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Reach out to Starcom US Insights to learn more about the following categories:

Fashion & Style
Home & Décor, Casual Wear, Skincare, Vacation Travel, Luxury Accessories

Tech
Technology & Tech Devices, Video Games & Consoles, Video Streaming & Mobile Wireless Services

Food & Beverages
Snacks & Treats, Fast Food & Quick Service Restaurants, Alcoholic Beverages

Function/Performance
Over-the-Counter Medication, Auto Insurance, Financial Services, Automobiles

More on Identity

This body of research is part of an ongoing Starcom Insights series on |dentity. To learn more about how
consumers view themselves and their world, check out the rest of the series:

3 starcom W storcom

The American

The The Modern Niiddic Class
Future is
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https://starcomww.com/news/starcom-us-launches-modern-caregiver-report/?country=&category=
https://starcomww.com/news/mc-chapter1/?country=&category=
https://starcomww.com/news/introversion-2023/?country=&category=
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