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         At the start of the twenty-first century we increasingly regard ourselves less as citizens of the world and more as customers in a global marketplace. In the industrialized nations, discussions of ‘rights’ are now more likely to reflect our role as consumers rather than our basic human or civil rights.
 
         We are the New Consumers – independent minded, individualistic and well informed. We are cash rich and time poor. Bombarded by commercial messages, we remain deeply distrustful of hype and deeply disloyal to suppliers. We are the consumers on whose often spur-of-the-moment purchasing decisions depends the success or failure of businesses of all sizes.
 
         What distinguishes New Consumers from those who came before us is not chronological age but attitudes toward consumption. Old Consumer attitudes were forged by the forces of mass production, mass marketing and mass consumption. Those of the New Consumers have been shaped by the seismic economic and social changes that began transforming industrialized societies from the late 1960s onward.
 
         This rise in the influence and power of New Consumers has been mirrored by an exponential growth in the power and wealth of corporations. Of the world’s top 100 economic entities, half are no longer countries but corporations. The merger of AOL and Time Warner in 2000, for example, created a corporation worth $350 billion. This is equal to the gross domestic product of India ($357.4 billion) and more than the combined GDPs of Hungary, Ukraine, the Czech Republic, New Zealand, Peru and Pakistan!
         
 
         In part, the rise of both consumer and corporate power reflects the growing importance of information as the economic basis for growth and influence. Just as the printing press undermined the absolute authority of the church 500 years ago, the internet is threatening to undermine nation states and even the power of corporate giants whose policies are increasingly dictated by the power of market forces. After the break down of world climate talks at the Hague in November 2000, for example, George Kelly, director of the US industrial lobby group the Global Climate Coalition, admitted that the failure was less important than many observers believed, since: ‘It is business, not government, that is developing new technologies. And business is being pushed by strong consumer demand, irrespective of governments or regulations.’1
         
 
         As an example of the increasing voice that consumers will have in the marketplace, consider the Freenet software program (freenet.sourceforge.net), which enables PCs on the net to swap files directly without the need for any intermediaries. Unlike Napster – the copyright-defying, song-swapping music exchange created in 1999 by 17-year-old Shawn Fanning – this software makes it impossible to discover who has posted or downloaded files, with the result that information can be exchanged between individuals with total anonymity. ‘The implications,’ suggests writer Mark Fischetti, ‘are far-reaching. Whistle-blowers could post incriminating documents without fear of reprisals, and dissidents in totalitarian states could safely post anti-government rhetoric.’2
         
 
         Over the years since my identification of – and with – New Consumers, I have been following their rise to economic prominence and observing their growing influence over the marketplace. My colleagues and I have explored their motives, and in over a thousand surveys examined their responses to everything from television commercials to the stress of shopping in malls and supermarkets.
         
 
         We equipped our guinea-pig shoppers with miniature cameras to record their shopping experiences. We monitored such bodily responses as blood pressure and heart rate while they maneuvered laden trolleys along crowded supermarket aisles or stood in line to pay for purchases at busy checkouts. In our laboratory we analyzed electrical activity in the brain as they watched TV commercials and then related those responses to individual scenes in the advertisements.
 
         In the chapters that follow I describe those research findings, explain the significance of our observations, and suggest the practical steps that manufacturers, suppliers and service providers must take in order to meet the challenges and seize the opportunities represented by the rise of the New Consumers.
 
         Largely as a result of the growth of the internet, New Consumers are in a position to become better informed about companies, products and services than at any time in commercial history. They can investigate major corporations, gather lone voices of complaint or dissent into a genuine force for change, and compare prices, quality and delivery times around the world.
 
         As well as wanting information, in an era of commodities New Consumers possess a strong desire for authenticity in many of the products and services they purchase. As I explain in Chapter 1, this quest for the authentic is partly driven by a need to express individuality through ownership of goods or services that are in some way innovative, original and different.
 
         I examine not merely New Consumers’ buying choices but their very soul. My use of the word ‘soul’ in this secular context may strike you as strange and inappropriate. Yet for many New Consumers the purchase of products and services has largely replaced religious faith as a source of inspiration and solace. For an even larger group, their buying decisions are driven by a deeply rooted psychological desire to develop and enhance their sense of self. Their choices are shaped by those core constructs from which identity and esteem are formed.
 
         New Consumers are a group that you as a manufacturer, service provider or marketing specialist will remain ignorant of at your peril and ignore at your cost. They are the people on whom not merely your company’s prosperity but its very survival will depend, for they possess the power to make or break any business, of any size, at any time.
         
 
         As David Spangler, director of market research for the Levi brand, puts it: ‘They are going to take over the country.’
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