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Life’s little luxuries are . . . loo paper, Asda and the family pet

March 10th, 2011 · 

Paul Seabrook (pictured), reports on research into what consumers say they just can’t live without. The results are surprising. 










If there are any marketers who remain unconvinced about the desirability of prospect insight and targeting, this new research should assuage their doubts. 

Last autumn, as Europe’s bleak economic climate forced more and more people to tighten their belts, research company fast.MAP asked an online panel of 1,372 adults (the profile of which echoes the UK demographic) which non-essential products and services they were planning to cut and which luxuries they could not bear to give up.

The results give an insight into which products and sectors will be most and least vulnerable in 2011.

There are huge differences in what people regard as a luxury. This became evident when consumers were asked in an open question to name the single luxury they absolutely couldn’t bear to cut. 

While one person felt they couldn’t live without Asda, another typed in Armani; someone specified toilet paper, another Montblanc. 

A decent razor and dentistry sound pretty essential, but they too were named as luxuries, alongside contact lenses and grocery deliveries. Other one-off nominations included radio, Heat magazine, Slimming World and collectables.

This divergence of attitude illustrates why brands need to differentiate between customers if they too are to successfully cope with the cuts.

Many of these wide-ranging unprompted responses defy useful categorisation, but there are several things which are generally regarded as sacrosanct.

Here are the most un-give-up-able luxuries (some of which would never have occurred to even the most creative of tick-list compilers):

· 127 adults, ring-fenced their holiday 

· 100 cited chocolates and sweets 

· 96 broadband; 69 computer or laptop; and 70 the Internet (if these three are rationalised into a single ‘computer and Internet’ category, this would constitute the biggest group – 234 people) 

· 90 could not live without their car (four more cited fuel – presumably therefore not categorising the car itself as a luxury) 

· 70 listed television – 21 of these specifically Sky TV and one Virgin TV/ broadband. 

· 67 mentioned their favourite alcoholic drink 

· 54 cigarettes 

· 53 mobile phone 

· 46 central heating 

· 46 good-quality food (though this result would have been greater if those citing a specific food or beverage had been added to the total, eg coffee 19, butter two) 

· 33 their pet 

· 27 their hairdresser 

· • 21 books 

· • 19 cosmetics 

· • 16 skin care 

· • 15 treats for their children 

· • 10 their hobbies 

· • 9 their partner/wife (no-one mentioned husband, one said fiancé) 

Who is cutting back most?
Two-thirds of adults (65 per cent) have already cut back on their spending or are planning to do so – and women and those aged between 45 and 54 are most prevalent among this group.

People in this age group are those most likely to have a mortgage and be juggling with the costs of children at school or university, while women tend to bear the brunt of household economies.

Those over the retirement age of 65 are least likely to be planning extra economies – many of these are on a set retirement income and are also less likely to need to hedge against possible redundancy.

Unsurprisingly, the wealthiest groups, those with a household income of more than £50,000, are least likely to be economising; the poorest group (those earning less than £10,000) are the most likely to be doing so, with three-quarters preparing for the worst.

Around two-thirds of those in other income groups – those earning anything from £10,000 to £49,999 – are belt-tightening. 

When the fast.MAP panel members were asked to tick items on a prompt-list of luxury items they could not bear to give up, contracts for broadband, TV and mobile were ring-fenced by most – 43 per cent reckoned they could not do without them. 

Thirty-seven per cent would not cut the home heating temperature, making it second least likely for the chop. And almost a quarter, 24 per cent, declared their main holiday to be sacrosanct.

A trio of luxuries took joint fourth place with 22 per cent – presents and gifts; nights/eating out; and alcohol.

Less than five per cent felt they could not live without collectables; school fees; online bingo/gambling and business/first class travel.

Paul Seabrook is director of research company fast.MAP.
