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ABSTRACT
This study is the first one to look into the relationship between 

personal values and self-perceived age for older consumers in the UK, 
Germany, Hungary and Japan. Apart from overall cross-national differ-
ences, interesting differences in value rankings by self-perceived age 
groups emerged within countries as well.

Population ageing has emerged as a powerful megatrend affecting 
a large number of countries around the world. Indeed, the United Na-
tions (2007) suggests that this megatrend is probably the most profound 
demographic change in the history of humankind. It is a pervasive and 
truly global phenomenon, without precedent or parallel, largely irrevers-
ible, and with the young populations of the past unlikely to occur again. 
Globally, the number of older persons will exceed the number of chil-
dren by 2047, which has already occurred in many developed regions. 
The profundity of this demographic change will impact on economic 
growth, labour markets, pensions, health care, housing, migration, poli-
tics, and of course consumption. It is surprising, therefore, that older 
consumers are still relatively neglected by both marketing academics 
and practitioners alike (Niemelä-Nyrhinen, 2007; Simcock and Sudbury, 
2006). This situation is particularly true for countries outside the United 
States of America, where what is known about the consumer behaviour 
of seniors still lags far behind what is known about other important seg-
ments (Kohlbacher and Chéron, 2010; Williams et al., 2010). 

Similarly, as Kahle and Kennedy (1988) point out, business has too 
often neglected the importance of values, despite the prominence given 
to them by philosophers and social scientists, and the fact that values 
have been shown to influence a range of consumer behaviours. An un-
derstanding of the impact of age and values on the consumer behaviour 
of a particular cohort can therefore be a powerful tool for market plan-
ning, product development, demand forecasting and innovation (Muller, 
Kahle and Chéron, 1992). With this in mind, this paper aims to make a 
contribution to knowledge by analysing and comparing the values of 
older consumers across four nations outside North America. 

Theoretical background and previous research
Cognitive age: The significance of a persons’ age in wider so-

ciety is apparent in many walks of life.  One’s chronological age 
dictates, for example, the point at which one can legally drive an 
automobile, marry, consume alcohol, vote, and enlist in the military. 
Although chronological age is still widely used in both marketing 
research and segmentation practice, its limitations as an indicator of 
values, attitudes and behavior have long been known (Adams, 1971; 
Chua, Cote and Leong, 1990), and are acknowledged in everyday 
parlance -‘he’s got an old head on young shoulders’, ‘she’s still very 
young at heart’- and it may well be that the adage that one is as young 
or as old as one feels provides more useful insights into the behavior 
of older people.

Measurement methods for ascertaining how old a person feels, 
i.e., a person’s self-perceived age, fall into two major groups. The 
first, and oldest, is age identity (Cavan et al., 1949), concerning the 
age category (young, middle-aged, old) in which people perceive 
themselves to be. A second type of measure grew in response to the 
recognition that ageing is multidimensional (Birren, 1968), compris-
ing biological, psychological, and sociological dimensions, none 
of which can be understood without reference to the others (Riley, 
1985). The cognitive age scale (Barak and Schiffman, 1981) is one 

such multidimensional scale, which incorporates the different di-
mensions of aging by asking people how old they think they look 
(biological), how old they feel (psychological and biological), and 
how old they rate their behavior and interests (social). Cognitive age 
has been shown to be useful in order to better understand consumer 
behavior in later life across a variety of marketing studies from In-
ternet usage and senior innovators to use of senior promotions and 
segmentation (Eastman and Iyer 2005; Moschis and Mathur 2006; 
Sherman, Schiffman, and Dillon 1988; Sudbury and Simcock 2010), 
and is now well established in the marketing literature. 

Personal Values: Research pertaining to personal values agrees 
that they are an integral influence upon human behaviour, with their 
impact being recognised across social science disciplines (Vinson et 
al., 1977; Clawson and Vinson, 1978). Whilst there is some debate 
on how values are created, evolve, and impact human behaviour, and 
indeed there is a lack of agreement on a ‘formal’ definition of values, 
many researchers adopt Rokeach’s (1968) contention that values are 
“enduring beliefs that a specific mode of conduct or end-state of exist-
ence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or converse 
mode of conduct or end state” (p. 550). Thus, values appear to be ideal 
states for which an individual strives. 

Values not only have hierarchical primacy over attitudes (Homer 
and Kahle, 1988; Kahle, Liu and Watkins, 1992), but influence a va-
riety of consumer behaviours, including reactions to products (Batra, 
Homer and Kahle, 2001; Kahle, 1986), media preferences (Beatty et 
al., 1985), positioning (Kennedy, Best and Kahle, 1988), advertising, 
packaging, personal selling, and retailing (Beatty, Homer and Kahle, 
1988). Moreover, age differences in the importance placed on different 
values have been identified (Kahle, Beatty and Homer, 1986; Kahle, 
Poulos and Sukhdial, 1988), with a recent American study (Gurel-Atay 
et al. 2010) finding older Americans to have significantly different 
rankings of values than other age groups. Conversely, the same study 
found no differences between the several younger age groupings, sug-
gesting that value systems do indeed change at different life stages. 
Indeed, the literature devoted to older consumers clearly suggests that 
older people have different values to younger people (Wolfe 1988; Yo-
vovich 1983), and suggests that the older generation may value trust-
worthiness and being responsible and sensible above other values (De 
Jonquieres, 1993), while several authors cite security, safety, social 
connectedness and spirituality as key (Dychtwald and Flower, 1989; 
Schewe, 1990, 1991; Wolfe 1994).

While a body of research suggests that the most important val-
ues are handed down from generation to generation (Kahle, Liu and 
Watkins, 1992; Kahle, Poulous, and Sukdial, 1988), one explana-
tion for generational differences was proffered by Crosby, Gill and 
Lee (1984) who suggested that economic conditions, historical and 
political events, and the specific deprivations experienced by dif-
ferent cohorts may be the antecedents for age differences. Clearly, 
this argument gives rise to the need for a cross national investigation 
into the differing values of adults of the same generation who have 
experienced very different economic conditions and historical and 
political events. On this basis, the current study aims to fill a signifi-
cant gap in the literature by studying the value bases of an important 
cohort of older consumers, drawn from four nations that have expe-
rienced very different political and economic conditions during the 
life-times of these older adults. 
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Cognitive Age and Personal Values: There are only a few previ-
ous studies into older adults and values, and none of these are multi-
national. The first, an Australian study (Cleaver and Muller 2002), 
found ‘fun and enjoyment’ to be associated with feeling younger than 
one’s actual age, while those who felt older valued ‘security’. How-
ever, only one previous study (Sudbury and Simcock 2009) has used 
cognitive age to study the values of older consumers. Conducted in 
the UK, these authors found that significant differences did emerge 
between cognitive age and value rankings. A major gap in current 
knowledge is a cross-national comparison of older consumers and 
values, in order to provide marketing practitioners with some insight 
into this important area of consumer behavior, which can help guide 
their international marketing strategies. 

METHODOLOGY
The study comprised part of a major piece of international re-

search into older consumers across several culturally disparate na-
tions, and utilized questionnaires. The lower age parameter of 50 was 
selected on the basis that this is the starting point for many age-re-
lated services offered to older consumers (for example, SAGA, Age 
UK, Seniorsurfers.net). Besides, previous research has called for in-
cluding middle-aged respondents in order to better understand aging 
mechanisms and their impact on consumer behavior (e.g. Cole et al. 
2008). Barak and Schiffman’s (1981) cognitive age scale was used. 
As for personal values, the LOV scale developed by Kahle (1983) 
was employed and requested respondents to read all eight statements 
shown in Table 2 carefully before giving their answer on a scale of 
importance from 1 to9. Additionally, respondents completed a bat-
tery of socio-demographic questions.

The four nations selected are Japan, Germany, UK, and Hun-
gary. Japan is ranked number one in every international league table 
that considers population ageing, with 28% of its population already 
age 60 or over and a median age of 43 years (United Nations 2007). 
Older Japanese adults have experienced US occupation of post-war 
Japan (1945-1952), and then the remarkable post-war economic re-
covery which continued through the 1970s and 1980s which even-

tually made Japan the world’s second-largest economy, before suc-
cumbing to the Asian economic crisis in 1998. Germany is ranked 
3rd in the league tables produced by the United Nations (2007) with 
25.3% of its population already 60 or above. Irrespective of whether 
these people lived in East or West Germany before reunification, all 
have experienced dramatic political and economic upheavals. The 
UK is ranked 17th from a total of 192 countries with 22% of its 
population already 60 or over. Despite its membership of the Eu-
ropean Union, its close relations with the Untied States reflects a 
common language and ideals, and it is therefor possible that the val-
ues of older UK adults are influenced to a greater extent by America 
than its European neighbors. Finally, Hungary is ranked 19th in the 
league tables and has more than 21% of its population already aged 
60 or above. Older Hungarians have lived through forty-seven years 
of military presence, many have experienced economic hardship, and 
all have experienced the transition to a market economy. Overall, our 
sample thus consists of the following four countries in three regions: 
1) Japan, the most aged society in the world, and – in our sample – 
the representative of Asia, 2) Germany and 3) Hungary as the repre-
sentatives from continental Europe, one being the largest and oldest 
of the Western economies on the Continent and the other an a recent 
member of the European Union with a communist past, 4) the UK as 
a representative of the Anglo-Saxon European culture.

The questionnaire was translated and back translated by teams 
in Japan, Germany, and Hungary before being piloted across all four 
countries. Several changes were made on the basis of the pilot study. 
Three lists were purchased, one German (n = 6000), one British (n 
= 5000), and one Japanese (n = 1044) that contained randomly se-
lected names and addresses of people aged 50+, and a questionnaire 
and pre-paid envelope was posted to them all. Piloting in Hungary 
demonstrated the difficulties of self-completion among many older 
Hungarian adults, thus the distribution strategy was adapted in that 
country, where a team of trained researchers administered the ques-
tionnaire face-to-face to 200 adults aged 50+. A total of 1368 usable 
questionnaires were received.

Results
Table 1 details the final sample by age and country.

Table 1: Total Sample by Chronological Age and Country

Country N Mean Age Std  Deviation

UK 502 66.6 8.57

Germany 227 63.3 8.42

Japan 439 64.31 8.66

Hungary 200 58.66 5.64

Total 1368 64 16 8 60

The reliability of the cognitive age scale was found to be ac-
ceptable (Cronbach’s alphas were .88 for the UK sample, .89 for the 
German sample, and .91 for both the Japanese and the Hungarian 
samples). 

LOV Scale by Score and Rank: Mean scores (measured from 1 
= not at all important to 9 = very important) and values by rank (1 
= most valued, 8 = least valued) for each nation appear in Table 2. 
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Table 2: List of Values Average Scores and Rank in the 4 Countries

Value
UK Germany Japan Hungary

Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank

Self-Respect 8.26 1 8.08 1 6.54 6 8.44 4

Security 7.93 2 7.77 3 7.86 2 8.76 1

Accomplishment 7.82 3 7.50 5 7.17 5 7.68 6

Warm Relationships 7.78 4 7.63 4 7.95 1 8.48 3

Fun and Enjoyment 7.59 5 8.02 2 7.63 3 6.21 8

Self-Fulfillment 7.46 6 6.71 8 7.48 4 7.74 5

Being Well Respected 7.43 7 6.97 7 6.40 7 7.65 7

Sense of Belonging 7.35 8 7.18 6 4.98 8 8.22 2

The sample of UK older respondents ranked “self-respect” 
followed by “security” as their highest values. In Germany, “self-
respect” was the top score, too, with “Fun and enjoyment” being 
second. The Japanese respondents gave a top mean score to “Warm 
relationships with others”, followed by “security”. In Hungary, “se-
curity” was highest and “Sense of belonging” was the second high-
est. The least important values were: “Sense of belonging”in the UK 
and Japan,, “Self-fulfillment”  in Germany, and “Fun and enjoyment” 
in Hungary.

LOV  by Cognitive Age Decade: The LOV scores are further 
investigated in relation to four cognitive age groups. The four groups 
were formed along cognitive age decades (cognitive age in e.g. the 
50s), comprising of cognitive ages lower than 50 (<50s), cognitive 
ages in the 50s, 60s, and finally cognitive ages equal to 70 or greater 
(>=70s). The ranking/ mean scores of values for our respondents 
slightly fluctuates with cognitive age. In Germany for example, “Se-
curity” and “Fun and enjoyment” switch ranks in higher cognitive 
age, thus as the cognitive age of older Germans increases, security 
appears to become more important and “Fun and Enjoyment becomes 
less important. Similarly, the lower the cognitive age, the greater the 
importance placed on “Being Well Respected”. In Japan, “Fun and 
enjoyment” is more  important for those with a younger cognitive 
age, but becomes less important for older cohorts, who then place 
more importance on “Warm relationships with others”. Cognitively 
younger UK adults value “Fun and Enjoyment” to a greater extent 
than do their cognitively older counterparts, while a sense of belong-
ing becomes more important the older one feels. Finally, in Hungary 
cognitive age appears to affect the importance placed on “security”, 
which has a positive relationship with cognitive age, while a “sense 
of belonging” becomes less important. 

A Kruskal Wallis nonparametric test was calculated to check if 
there was an overall significant statistical rank difference between 
cognitive age groups for each value. A significant difference was 
found for “Warm relationships” in Germany (Chi-square = 10.109; 
df = 3; p = .018), “Self-fulfillment” in the UK (Chi-square = 7.577; 
df = 3; p = .056) – even though only on the 10% level – in Ger-
many (Chi-square = 9.902; df = 3; p = .019), and Japan (Chi-square 
= 9.725; df = 3; p = .021), “Being well respected” in Germany (Chi-
square = 7.753; df = 3; p = .051) and Japan (Chi-square = 8.587; df 
= 3; p = .035), “Fun and enjoyment” in the UK (Chi-square = 8.919; 
df = 3; p = .030) and Germany (Chi-square = 8.508; df = 3; p = 
.037), “Security” in the UK (Chi-square = 6.367; df = 3; p = .095), 
and finally “Self-respect” in Germany (Chi-square = 8.998; df = 3; 
p = .029).

Bivariate Kendall’s tau b correlations between cognitive age 
groups and “Self-fulfillment”, Being well respected” and “Fun and 

enjoyment” were computed and found negative and significant 
(Respectively: -.106, -.085, and -.036) in the UK. In Germany, sig-
nificances were only found for “Self-fulfillment” (tau-b=-.127) and 
“Fun and enjoyment” (tau-b= -.150), while in Japan all three were 
significant (tau-bs: -.113, -.110, and -.083). This confirms the lower 
importance of the above three personal values with higher cognitive 
age. In Hungary, a significance was only found for security (tau-b 
= .131), with a positive relationship between cognitive age and this 
value.

DISCUSSION
In terms of cognitive age, the results for the mature markets in 

our sample countries reveal an average difference between actual age 
and cognitive age of 7 years in the UK and Germany and 5.5 years 
in Japan and 6.5 years in Hungary. I.e. in all countries studied, re-
spondents felt younger than their actual biological by at least 5 years. 
Although a difference of 5-7 years is substantial, it is smaller than 
the difference of 10.3 years found by Szmigin and Carrigan (2000) 
and that of 10.3 and 9.7 years found by Sudbury and Simcock (2009) 
in the UK, or of 8.4 years found by Van Auken et al. (2006) for 
their Japanese sample. This is also lower than a difference of 11.97 
years found in France by Guiot (2001) and of 10.2 years in Australia 
(Cleaver and Muller 2002). This may be due to the recent tendency 
for the youth bias – i.e. the difference between chronological age 
and cognitive age – to become smaller as the images of age and ag-
ing change. E.g. age 60 used to be perceived as old until recently, 
but with rising life expectancy and longevity it is nowadays not per-
ceived as old, but rather middle-aged. It is as the saying goes, “50 
is the new 40” or even the “new 30”, i.e. people considered ‘old’ in 
previous generations are much younger now in outlook and appear-
ance as well as attitude. Thus, there is no more need to adjust ones 
cognitive age downward so strongly as it used to be the case. Also, as 
life spans increase, the old ‘3 decades plus 10’ i.e. 70 is the expected 
life span, is changing – so perhaps old is now measured on how long 
people expect to live. This is only speculation, but other researchers 
seem to back up this assumption. Catterall and Maclaran e.g. (2001) 
have argued that subjective age might also be a social phenomenon 
and that thus the usefulness and applicability of the cognitive age 
concept could change along with changing social attitudes such as 
the one towards aging. Indeed, the meaning of individual age cat-
egories is dependent on the given culture and social environment in 
which they are used (Maddox and Campbell 1985). Thus, it is to be 
expected that the meanings of distinct categories will differ between 
cultures, but a degree of consensus would be found among people 
in the same culture, with only minor variation from one person to 
another (Fry 1988).
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In the Asian context, Chua et al. (1990) advanced the hypothesis 
that those identifying with the Chinese culture in Singapore have a 
higher cognitive age than those identifying with the English culture. 
In Malaysia, Ong et al. (2009) found the differences between chrono-
logical and cognitive age to be 10.8 years for a convenience sample 
of people aged 40 and older. Although preliminary, the results for the 
Japanese context tend to confirm a slightly lower age difference than 
in Europe. Overall, the results with respect to the applicability of the 
cognitive age concept and scale to both Western and non-Western 
context seem to confirm the findings from previous research (cf. e.g. 
Barak 2009). In a similar vein, the cross-cultural research by Barak 
and associates suggests that the cognitive age scale is reliable and 
can be used in diverse cultures and that there is a universal nature of 
the way human beings – irrespective of culture – perceive and feel 
about cognitive age (Barak et al. 2001; Barak et al. 2003; Mathur et 
al. 2001). However, these studies also found that the cognitive age 
scale exhibits only partial measurement invariance across the three 
countries, which implies that culture may play at least some role in 
the perception of age (Mathur et al. 2001). This is partly supported by 
Uotinen’s (1998) study which showed differences between residents 
of Finland and those in the northeastern United States in terms of 
cognitive age, with the former expressing a greater acceptance of their 
present age status. Nevertheless, despite some cultural differences in 
subjective age perceptions, the empirical evidence collected so far 
in various countries rather indicates that cognitive age is a univer-
sal characteristic, irrespective of the cultural background. Our study 
seems to confirm this for the overall tendency to feel younger than 
one’s biological age, but there are still differences in terms of the mag-
nitude of the difference between actual age and cognitive age.

Cognitive Age and LOV Differences: Any cross-cultural com-
parison of our data is difficult since perfect equivalence of meaning 
and measurement is not guaranteed. However, preliminary data anal-
ysis suggests at least partial measurement invariance for our samples. 
A tentative interpretation of the ranking similarities and differences 
between older respondents in the four countries seems to point to a 
strong importance of “Security” but to a substantial ranking differ-
ence of the importance of “Self-respect”, ranked first by British and 
German respondents, but sixth by Japanese and fourth by Hungarian 
respondents. In addition, Japanese respondents give top ranking to 
“Warm relationships with others” while it comes third for Hungari-
ans and fourth for both British and German respondents. This finding 
suggests the overall importance of this value for older consumers. 
“Fun and enjoyment” seems to be fairly important to Germans and 
Japanese (ranked second and third respectively), but not so impor-
tant for British (ranked fifth) and rather unimportant for Hungarians 
(ranked last). Finally, while British, German and Japanese older con-
sumers do not perceive “Sense of belonging” as particularly impor-
tant (ranked eighth, sixth, eighth, respectively), it is the second most 
important value for Hungarians. Cultural and historical effects may 
be at play here, but further research is necessary to establish whether 
this is really the case or not.

Even though probably quite problematic to compare due to time 
differences and the nature of the study, it may be interesting to men-
tion some results on older US consumers from the study by Kahle et 
al. (1988) to which Sudbury and Simcock (2009) also compared their 
results. Kahle et al. (1988) found that the three most important values 
to those US consumers aged 60 and older in 1976 were “”Security”, 
“Self-respect” and “Warm relationships”, while in 1986 the order 
was “Warm relationships”, “Security”, and “Self-respect” (Kahle et 
al. 1988). They also found substantial changes between their data 
from 1976 and 1986 and then further changes in 2007 in a follow-up 
study (Gurel-Atay et al. 2010). Indeed, comparing rank-order cor-

relations between 1976 and 2007 revealed that only Americans age 
60 and older showed a significantly different ranking of values than 
those in 2007 in terms of the relative importance of the nine values 
(Gurel-Atay et al. 2010: 60). This means that values changes mainly 
occurred among older cohorts. In 2007, the most important values to 
consumers age 60 and older were “Self-respect”, “Self-fulfillment”, 
and “Warm relationships” (Gurel-Atay et al. 2010).

An additional study by Muller et al. (1992) compared LOV data 
for younger and older baby boomers from the US and Canada at 
three points in time (1976, 1986 and 1989). Results tended to show 
not only cross-sectional differences at the same period but also se-
quential shift over time. Overall, the following cultural differences 
were found: “Warm relationships” and “Self-fulfillment” were found 
to be more important for Americans than for Canadians, who valued 
“Security” more than Americans. In relation to age group, a drop in 
importance of “Fun and enjoyment” was noted between the younger 
and the older group in Canada but not in the US. However, the im-
portance of “Self-respect” and “Sense of accomplishment” tended to 
increase with age for both groups. These results confirm that age has 
an impact on value importance but that additional underlying cultural 
factors and time are also influencing the value system of consumers.

CONCLUSION AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
Findings showed that mature consumers in the UK, Germany, 

Japan and Hungary feel on average 5-7 years younger than their ac-
tual age. This is in line with research from other countries, lending 
support to the assumption of cognitive age as a self-concept being 
– at least to a certain extent – culture free or universal. Specifically, 
it seems that the phenomenon of older people having age identities 
different from their chronological age as well as the direction of the 
differences (and the factors influencing it) may be universal, while 
the detailed characteristics of cognitive age and the magnitude of 
the age difference may be influenced by individual, social as well as 
cultural factors.

Our results indicate that Sudbury and Simcock’s (2009) ap-
proach of combining cognitive age and personal values to better un-
derstand older consumers is a viable one and also applicable to other 
countries such as Germany, Japan, and Hungary. Using subjective 
age measures and personal values will help to change the traditional 
way of viewing the mature market as a monolith and to open the path 
for breaking it up into different segments. Companies following this 
approach should become able to better cater to the needs of older 
consumers, thus increasing business opportunities while at the same 
time contributing to the well-being of the fastest growing age group 
in the world.

Indeed, this study has important implications for marketing 
practice. In advertising, for example, the use of “cognitive-age con-
gruent” models or spokespersons should prove fertile as a consum-
er’s self-perceived age interacts with the perceived age of the model 
or spokesperson seen in an ad, and can subsequently influence the 
response to the advertising message (Chang 2008; Van Auken and 
Barry 2009). This may also explain why older people are often un-
derrepresented in advertising, a fact that also holds true for TV com-
mercials in the UK (Simcock and Sudbury 2006), Germany (Kessler, 
Schwender, and Bowen 2010), and Japan (Prieler et al. 2009). Re-
search has also shown the importance of understanding motivational 
differences that underlie the effects of aging on attitudes toward and 
recall of advertisements (Drolet, Williams, and Lau-Gesk 2007) and 
heeding to the cognitive age as well as the values of the target group 
will likely be an additional, crucial factor.

From an international marketing perspective, the study lends 
support to the usefulness of self-perceived age together with per-
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sonal values as a way of segmenting and targeting senior consum-
ers across the globe. In the same way as a youth segment represents 
an example of a universal global common segment (Kjeldgaard and 
Askegaard 2006), there is growing evidence that a ‘young at heart’ 
senior global market exists (Barak 2009) and this study lends further 
support to that. That is not to suggest that older adults can be treated 
as an undifferentiated monolith. Indeed, the differences between the 
nations suggest that local differences still need to be considered in 
advertising and positioning strategies. Nevertheless, it provides a 
starting point for marketers wishing to target this growing and im-
portant global phenomenon that is the senior market.
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