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CONSUMER EXPECTATIONS AND DISILLUSIONS: THE CASE OF RUSSIA 

The Flying Ship and the Tsar’s Impossible Tasks

Dr. Nikolai Ostapenko, Georgetown University, Washington, D.C., USA

 The article reviews evolving patterns of consumer behavior and consumer sentiment in present-day Russia. The focus is on traditionalism vs. new values, consumer attitudes, behavioral influences, consumption styles, the need for psychological branding, and critique of current advertising efforts in the deteriorating global economic situation. 

The Fool of the World and the Flying Ship is a story whose moral is that even the humblest people can do well in life, especially if they have many helpful friends. The metaphors of this folk tale are used in this article to illustrate several traditional Russian problem-solving techniques that might be applied to consumption.  

Russians like to think of themselves as very special and different from others. They have survived numerous historical shifts, occasional periods of dictatorship, permanently fluctuating “general misfortune,” and the drastic circumstances of collectivist living. The folk tale under scrutiny here is the story of a peasant boy, Ivan, who is considered a fool but who nonetheless competes with his brothers for the hand of a princess. The story progresses in such a way that readers wonder until the end whether the young peasant will wind up being the first to build and bring a flying ship to the tsar, who has requested its creation and offered the winner the hand of his beautiful daughter. The tale’s logic sets the tone in our analysis of the perils that accompany the development of Russia’s consumer markets. 

Let’s begin with the impossible tasks that the tsar devised. It is inherent in Russians’ nature to think big and want the impossible. Rationalization seems to be a problem of the country’s traditional mentality that greatly affects present-day consumption. Going from no consumer market at all to a broad, wild one within only a few years was the “impossible task” achieved during the emergence of a transitional economy in Russia in the 1990s. Consumer trends and consumer bargaining power have constantly shifted since that time as purchasing activities have expanded and become more sophisticated and unusual.  

A number of attempts have been made to classify Russian attitudes toward consumption. These attempts reflect the market structure and segmentation techniques employed. Currently, segmentation based on traditional demographics and income characteristics is transitioning more and more into analysis of customer behavior and lifestyle. Below, we discuss seven categories of Russian customers based on the features of their consumer attitudes. This classification makes it easier to understand some peculiarities of Russian consumer behavior and consider successful market entry strategies.

First, let’s look at the advanced consumer group known as innovators, people who are seeking the best of the best. They are not traditional “luxury customers” in the Western sense, not only because big money suddenly became available for a few Muscovite families (around 18%, in comparison with an average of 8% for the country as a whole) but also because many new developments altered Russia’s notoriously dull retail industry. This group consists of the very young: Russians under the age of 30. These consumers generally are involved in business or in top intellectual occupations. Often single, they are highly educated, have well-developed tastes, and are well traveled and fairly sophisticated with regard to the global market’s offerings. They demand that everything be unique, exotic, and super-luxurious in their dynamic lifestyle, which is characterized by enjoying abundant leisure time, pursuing physical fitness through sports or training, dining in “hot” restaurants, traveling in style in private jets, attending “members only” clubs, arranging and attending exclusive parties, and giving impressively expensive gifts. They are not satisfied with foreign brands alone. They want more customization, limited editions of everything, and “impossible-to-get” products and services. In many ways they are ahead of the average Western? consumer in purchasing objects of art, custom-made jewelry, luxury homes, exotic cars, unique yachts, and elaborate personal services. Ostentatiously consuming items that are unavailable to or unaffordable for the general public, they drive the entire Russian market in the direction of ultimate luxury. The advertising media are working hard to promote many luxury products through the innovators, as they are much better informed, thanks to a variety of global media sources. 

The second large group of Russian customers might be called impulsive shoppers (about 12% nationwide and 8% in Moscow). This cluster includes, along with many females, a number of single men, generally with secondary education. Some of these consumers are quite likely to shift into group one, the innovators, when their income level allows such upward mobility. They tend to make purchases impulsively without much thought or advance planning. They are proud to be capable of such behavior, and they treat shopping as a form of self-therapy, reward, and fun. This is a golden opportunity for advertisers, who can capitalize on it and lead impulsive shoppers into a new, more sustainable category of big spenders and luxury shopaholics.

Another significant cluster—motivators—is much smaller (11% in Russia and 15% in Moscow). They may be Muscovites but often are residents of the oblast centers and other big industrial cities. Though their incomes are far more modest, they are swayed by advertising messages and are subject to other consumer influences (collective, family, group, and subcultural). They are prone to change their consumption behavior if the influencer suggests doing so. There is a huge potential for advertisers to target this specific group and reach the desired sales goal by showing the motivators newer and more exciting products and services that are available locally.    

Discriminating customers (12% nationwide and 8% in Moscow) are normally conservative and mature; many of them are female. Though their consumer potential is high, they see no value in advertising and instead feel annoyed by it. Discriminating customers consume quality and solid products but not necessarily innovative ones. They pay special attention to health products and the health-care industry’s services. They might react more favorably to less-aggressive messages that feature members of their age group in a traditional social setting in their lifestyle context, and might be motivated by messages featuring mature celebrities.   

Indifferent consumers (25% countrywide and 21% in Moscow) tend to feel comfortable with their choices of product categories and brands. Their income category is average or slightly above average. Indifferent consumers are highly skeptical of the claims made by advertising but do not mind advertising as such. They are very difficult to influence through traditional means of salesmanship-based advertising. Their consumption is driven mainly by habit rather than by necessity. Advertisers must work harder to solve the rejection problem by providing more infomercials and generating excitement as a part of the shopping experience.  

Traditionalists (16% in Russia and 20% in Moscow) are primarily retirees or people about to retire; most live in Russia’s urban centers. Their incomes are miserable, and they rely heavily on material assistance from their relatives and family members. Their consumer choices are driven by the survival mode of their existence.  The product selection is limited and based mainly on nostalgia for the good old Soviet days. They prefer drab, old-fashioned retail establishments with affordable prices and gloomier lines of inferior products. Traditionalists decline to shop at modern stores out of a wish to protest against new societal values and the booming culture of materialism. They may not be swayed by advertising at all. Attempts should be made to change their shopping behavior by offering promotions and low-cost or discount shopping opportunities.

And finally, there are the kolkhozniki (former members of collective farms): a tiny group (11% in Russia and 1% in Moscow) of mature village and small-town residents with below-average educational backgrounds. They are just scraping by and do not fit into any of the known income categories. They are true relicts of the past, trying hard to make ends meet. Many grow agricultural products in their backyards or on tiny parcels of granted land at dachas (modest countryside households). They can afford almost nothing offered by modern retailers and must look for possible bargains by going from store to store. Many discount opportunities might appeal to this group through appropriately structured guilt-free messages related to appreciation of past glory and Russian-made products exclusively.

By the way, the fool Ivan from the fairy tale belongs to the last group by virtue of his original occupation: agriculture. His ambition, good fortune, and resistance to prescribed roles boosted him quite unexpectedly to the top of the social ladder, with marriage to a princess. This story describes many Russians of the present day as well. Rapid upward mobility across socioeconomic strata in Russia is a product of very the same ambition, good luck, and ability to protest against traditional society’s role-playing games. Once they have “arrived,” the new rich start indulging in readily observable, excessive consumption of Western luxury products to exude a sense of belonging to a different class. This type of success story has been well described in many classical works of Russian literature, where the situation of the rich merchant who marries an aristocrat is not uncommon.   

A leading role in determining the consumption patterns of “new Russians” after achieving material success was played by the miracles of the modern advertising industry. The Russian advertising industry recently underwent a major transformation. After completely vanishing in the post-revolutionary era, around 1920, the industry is reviving after decades of neglect and has produced, thus far, very mixed results in terms of both salesmanship quality and public appreciation. The industry has chosen a more “artsy” direction instead of focusing on selling merchandise. Moscow now is one of Europe’s largest billboard markets, with about 50,000 huge panel displays all over the capital. The city’s outdoor-advertising market, valued at about 7.9 billion dollars, more than doubled over the past decade. Just a few steps from the Kremlin, there is the “M-Wall,” billboard, more than 1,300 feet long and displaying full-size images of BMWs. 

There is still a huge amount of anti-advertising sentiment customers, stemming from the once-popular political doctrine of equality in distribution. Many still feel guilty and ashamed of indulging themselves in the pleasures of the mass-consumption craze. Many insist on removal of all billboards from the city. The city council has already ordered removal of 4,500 billboards in this year alone.

The countless extremely glamorous Russian ads usually do not sell effectively; they never were designed for that purpose. The agencies have growing numbers of business clients, as they mainly focus on the sponsor. The advertising industry assumes that the function of public marketing communication is not theirs; they prefer to design logos, stationery, and business cards and produce fancy graphic work. The experience that Western agencies brought to Russia unfortunately translates poorly through the prism of the Russian culture, language, psychology, tradition, and understanding of the information flow and role of the media in society. In many cases, Westernized ads merely parrot the messages developed elsewhere in the world. Moreover, there are very lucrative multiyear deals with the manufacturers that require no tracking of the financial return on advertising expenses. Many ads are ineffective because the target market has a poor understanding of the informational function of advertising, while the psychological predisposition of the customers regarding marketing activities further worsens the situation. 

What might work in Russia? It is not unusual for Europeans in general to prefer “artsy” ads. The problem seems to be one of achieving full integration into the public information flow, and it is compounded by the poor visibility of the promotional side of the messages. In some cases, the advertised products are not even available or will never become affordable in the marketplace. The industry ought to do more reality checks, not to work exclusively for the interests of big manufacturers and distributors. Attention needs to be directed at formation of customer perception, expansion of the general marketing education of consumers, and development of market need recognition among advertisers.

In light of identified patterns of consumer attitudes, the Russian advertising industry needs to be better structured and turned around substantially, to meet the varied interests of different categories of shoppers. Both sides of advertising—informational and promotional—must be considered important and equally meaningful. Depending on the selling objective, the agencies need to learn new strategies, which must be localized and made appropriate, applicable, and realistic. Picking up the foreign glitz of the industry and producing mediocre ads while charging unbelievable sums is the wrong approach, if one wants to stay in the industry. Very few agencies understand marketing as hard, routine work with rewards from time to time. The majority of them are located outside the big Russian capital cities, in towns where rich sponsors are rare and marketing challenges are much tougher. They learn the basics mostly from experience and sales reports.

Another interesting trend in Russian advertising is the attempt to revitalize and capitalize on the “old glory” of tsarist times. Long-forgotten historical brands (and even some “communist-style” names) are making a successful return to the daily life of the cities. It is remarkable that a decade of Westernization of Russian business practices produced acute customer nostalgia for authentically Russian brand names and a return to original brand associations. In part, this is merely a fashion trend, and in part, an attempt to differentiate the Russian branding world from the average standard of McDonald’s, Gillette, Delta, IKEA, and other big names. Quite likely, in time the luster and appeal of this approach will diminish as well, under the attack of the more powerful global brands. Now, however, labels such as “Tsarskaya Vodka,” the “Pyaterochka” supermarket chains, and “Alyenushka” chocolate already have become common in Russian households.

A global financial crisis has obscured many opportunities and innovations in Russian retail. Counting money carefully is becoming a reality and concern for both customers and companies, but there has been no free-fall in the advertising industry comparable to the consequences of the September 11 disaster in the U.S. The ideas of change and pursuit of integrated marketing communication are obvious ones, and they need to be assessed in practical market terms: now, and without the usual delay. The fairy tale is over. Or maybe not?   

…When the Tsar wakes up the next morning, he sees all his requests fulfilled and gives the Fool Ivan his daughter's hand in marriage. Everything ends happily for everyone there (with the possible exception of the princess). But who really cares… it’s business as usual!
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