
 

 
Marketing to the over 50’s – the most lucrative 
audience of them all - and how copy plays the 
starring role… 

 

They have been called many things. 
 
Senior Citizens.  The 'Wrinklies'.  That soon changed to the 'Crinklies'. 

Then, for a long time, the industry referred to them as the 'Grey Market'.  
 

From what I can gather, the Insurance market still calls them the ‘Grey 
Eagles’.  
 

Contemporary marketing speak now badges them ‘Third-Agers’, while The 
Guardian recently referred to them as ‘Silver Surfers’. 

 
Yes, we're talking about the over 50's - without question, the most attractive 
and potentially lucrative target market of them all - but at the same time, 

the most dangerous… 
 

…and certainly the most misunderstood. 



Since the turn of the century, the 50+ population has seen dramatic growth 
in the U.K. And, that growth is set to continue, at a far greater rate than the 

overall adult population.  
 

Back in 1901, the over 50's represented 22% of the total adult population. 
That grew to 36% in 1951 and continued growing, standing at close to 40% 
in 1991.  

 
The run up to the Millennium saw a further 2% growth - and now, dramatic 

changes are occurring…  
 
By 2020, they will make up more than half of the adult population in 

this country and have the highest disposable income of any age 
group. 

 
All in all, a fantastic marketing opportunity. Not just in the U.K., but all 
around the world.  But, this marketing opportunity isn’t new.  It has been 

around for quite a while.   
 

But very few marketers have taken full advantage.  Why?  
 

Because they simply don’t have the necessary understanding and skills to 
connect properly with this knowledgeable and savvy group.  In fact, most are 
absolutely hopeless. 

 
I am privileged to be one of this marvellous group, so I feel qualified to say 

that.  The marketing communications I receive – and have received for 
many, many years - are, in the main, poor, bordering on the laughable. 
 

As this article is predominately about copy, I will pay special attention to that 
element, when I name and shame later.   

 
But first, a little bit more about the over 50’s.  One thing that must be 
realised.  We are not an amorphous group, or a target segment.   

 
We are a multi-faceted audience of individuals, with a huge variety of needs, 

motivations and desires. These have to be fully understood before brands try 
to engage with us. 
 

But, because marketers are lazy, very few bother.  As a result, scandalous 
amounts of marketing money are wasted every day. 

 
We are, in fact, a group of individuals that can be loosely sub-segmented into 
close to 40 different types.  All of which demand to be spoken to individually.  

 
These types are determined by the mental persuasion of the individuals 

within them, overlayed with other discriminators such as age and wealth, 
lifestyle and sex.  



For example, we all know individuals, say, between 50 and 60 years of age. 
There is a dramatic difference between some of them. The way they walk, 

talk and dress.  
 

And, more importantly, the way they think.  
 
Some 50+year olds these days are 51 going on 35. They are computer 

literate, style conscious, knowledgeable about contemporary music, fashion 
and the arts - and, probably are more 'groovy' than grey.  

 
Remember, both Mick Jagger and Paul McCartney to name but two, are now 
the wrong side of 70. Macca is 75… 

 
There are others that are still very attractive in their later years.  Let me 

remind you… 
 
Helen Mirren (72), Sharon Stone (59) and Elle McPherson (53) are all very 

attractive women and amazingly sexy too. 
 

Peter Fonda (77), Tom Selleck (72), Daryl Hall, Justin Hayward and Mick 
Fleetwood (all 70) still enjoy healthy female followings, and rightly so.   

 
They are all still attractive guys. 
 

And the guy who nearly always comes out on top of most female wish lists, 
whatever their age, is George Clooney - and he is 56. 

 
It’s clear that all the above (and many like them) have looked after 
themselves and act, dress and look a great deal younger than they are.  

 
Conversely, I know (and I’m sure you do, too) a number of 50+year olds 

that look and act 70+.  I won’t name them for obvious reasons, but we all 
know who they are… 
 

They are old before their time and it shows in everything they do.  
 

For marketers, of course, this presents a big problem.  
 
Talk to those two different type examples above, in the same way - and 

you'll probably alienate both of them.  
 

The former type wants to be recognised and addressed as a youthful over 
50. The latter is mentally older, is happier in that shell and wants to receive 
messages with an older 'feel' and relevance.  

 
Of course, traditional advertising campaigns can’t address this difference, but 

it still doesn’t stop marketers wasting valuable budget trying. 



The only way this audience can be effectively targeted, is through direct 
marketing.  In fact, it is classic direct marketing – with the key driver being 

the database. 
 

A good database, put together by people who know what they are doing, will 
identify the differences within this valuable target group. Once that is done, 
meaningful communications can be created, that connect, influence and sell 

to them, effectively and profitably. 
 

According to Rory Sutherland, vice-chairman of Ogilvy One and vice-
chairman of The Ogilvy Group, mature consumers are more open to rational 
persuasion than the emotive appeals which are successful with younger 

people. 
 

And that’s where good copy comes in. 
 
Long copy – which most of the dumb marketers of today will tell you no one 

reads - will always work well to this audience.   
 

They read – and enjoy reading. 
 

So, explaining a product’s benefits and value in hard copy print can be much 
more effective than an expensive TV campaign. 
 

Good copy will do that.  In my opinion, to this audience, nothing works better 
than direct mail, fronted by a well-written letter. 

 
But, as we all know, there aren’t many of THOSE around in our business 
these days. 

 
As I mentioned earlier, I am part of this wonderful group.  But very few 

marketers know how to talk to me in the right way.  
 
So, they don’t get my business.   

 
Simple as that. 

 
Here are just a few typical examples, of some letter openings and more, from 
direct mail packs I have received over the years.  

 
I haven’t included email examples, as we would be here all night and most of 

the next day as well. 
 
The first three examples are critiqued together, as they used the same 

brainless approach: 
 

 
 



 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
3 examples of typical lazy letter writing.  None of you have any idea what I 
think about you.  So don’t try and tell me you do.  I dislike this type of copy 

immensely.  It’s an immediate turn-off. 
 

 

 
 

It’s unbelievable to me, that in this day and age, anyone could write such 
tosh - and have it approved.   
 

 
 

 
 

Words simply fail me… 



 

 
 
This is appalling.  The way the second line is written it suggests that they 

wanted me to hear about the news that household finances are being 
squeezed at the moment.  Of course, that’s not what this joke writer meant. 

 
All the above are laughable examples of copywriting.  Whoever wrote them - 
and whoever signed them off, should go and do something else for a living.   

 
There was not a chance in hell that I would even read on from those terribly 

poor openings.  So the selling opportunity was lost. 
 
If they had tried harder, or used a professional copywriter, they might have 

stood a chance.  
 

Remember what Bill Bernbach quite rightly said all those years ago – “It’s 
not what you say that stirs people, it’s the way that you say it”. 
 

There are some people who know how it’s done, though… 
 

 
 

 
 
Wonderfully warm, engaging copy.  You can’t help liking this company.  

Great products, great service, great copy. A reflection on the writer, my old 
chum, Nick Wheeler. 
 

And, here's another... 



 
 

 
 

I love this copy.  I have a number of great examples from Boden and they 
are very popular at my DM & Copy Masterclasses around the world.  All their 

letters have this unique tone and style. 
 
And, one more... 

 
This is a letter that is predominantly aimed at this marketplace – and it did 

extremely well.  I’m proud to tell you, it is one of mine… 
 

 

 
 

This is copy that connects to the audience, draws them in - and wraps them 
up in emotion, as it needs to do, because the letter is selling WW2 Battlefield 

Tours, to an audience that has expressed an interest in them. 
 
An awful lot of marketing copywriters these days are not only hopeless at 

crafting selling copy, but also abysmal with punctuation and grammar.   



Make those mistakes to this audience and you will be binned or deleted 
instantly. And you will deserve it, too… 

 
This age group, educated at a time when heavy emphasis was placed on 

these key elements, is totally unforgiving of these errors. I know I am.  
 
And, of course, being a professional direct marketer and copywriter, I go 

mad when I see a poor headline or subject line, bad layout, long paragraphs 
- and copy that simply fails to connect.  Here’s what I mean… 

 

 

 
 

You would think a company like Bose would know better.  These are the 
opening two paragraphs!  A 4-liner and a 7-liner.  Instant death. And it’s all 
copy about themselves.  So much wrong with this, it hurts. 

 

 

 
 

This is not only arrogant, it’s extremely rude.  How can they possibly send a 
letter out with an opening line like this?  You immediately dislike the writer 
and the brand - so, a sale is extremely unlikely. 

 



 
 

I have included the whole letter here, to show you just how bad it is.  Let's 
face facts, most people over 50 have got eye issues.   

 
Once they opened this letter, most would not even attempt to read it.  Just 
too daunting - and it looks like 9 point to me.  Almost certainly done like this 

to penny-pinch on production costs, as it should have been on two pages.   
 

A bad choice.  It would have cost them more money on lost sales, than any 
operational saving they might have made. 
 

When will marketers understand, that this mature audience cannot be taken 
lightly? We are knowledgeable and experienced – and we have been around 

the block - many times. 



We know how it all works - and we see you coming a mile off.   
 

You have to work a lot harder in everything you do, to knock our walls down. 
 

Copy is king to our group. So, craft your copy cleverly, or find someone who 
can.  Be open and honest, but use all the proven techniques of how to get 
the readers attention, generate interest and create real desire. 

 
Then tell them why they should buy from you.  And make it so easy to do 

just that.  Many a potential sale gets brought down at that final hurdle. 
 
We are an impatient bunch.  We get frustrated very easily.  Annoy us at any 

part of the transaction and we’ll be gone.  
 

What continues to amaze me, is that a lot of direct marketing to the over 
50's, is still undertaken by marketing teams that are so young. 
 

How can they possibly know how to engage with us?  Most don’t know how to 
write anyway – and even less know how to spell and use punctuation and 

grammar correctly. 
 

So what they produce, in the main, are lazy communications, full of 
pedestrian copy, lacking most of the essential selling techniques that have 
been proven over the years.   

 
They also play lip service to the current disease of being more interested in 

brand guidelines than connecting or selling.  
 
(I can let you in on a little secret. None of us are interested in your brand. 

We are only interested in what your brand can do for us).  
 

Believe it, because it’s true. 
 
Without question, contemporary marketers struggle to create effective 

campaigns to mature adults.  
 

The examples I have personally received in the last decade, have been pretty 
useless.  And it continues to be so.  Nothing has changed at all. 
 

Given our value and attraction, I find it impossible to understand. 
 

But what has happened as a result of this poor marketing, is this audience 
has become increasingly "immune" to these approaches.  
 

The marketing community have really turned us off, by not understanding 
us, not giving us the respect we deserve - and not talking to us in the right 

way.  Our two fingers are in the air. 
 



This means, that marketers out there, are now going to have to work much 
smarter and even harder in the future, to get us to put our hands in our 

pockets.   
 

Remember, we are knowledgeable, savvy and sophisticated.  And we take no 
prisoners. So take heed. 
 

Good copy is the key. Not pretty pictures.  
 

Marketers must recognise this. The right words and copy techniques are 
absolutely essential to get inside our heads and influence us to do the 
positive things marketers want us to do - like respond and buy.   

 
But, somehow, I won’t hold my breath… 

 
Keep the faith 
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