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themselves. If advertisers understand how members of 
the target audience see themselves, they can craft ads 
that will more readily appeal to the target.59

The best-known psychographic system, VALS™, was 
developed by SRI International and is currently owned and 
operated by Strategic Business Insights. VALS places people 
in one of eight consumer groups according to their primary 
motivation and level of resources (see Figure 11.1). Resources 
are the tangible and intangible things that people have to 
draw on as they seek success: their education, income, health, 
and self-confidence, among other factors. Primary motiva-
tion is the person’s approach to life. Ideals-motivated  
consumers (“Thinkers” and “Believers”) are guided by 
knowledge and principles; achievement-motivated consum-
ers (“Achievers” and “Strivers”) look for products that will 

demonstrate their status and success to others; and Self-
Expression-motivated consumers (“Experiencers” and 
“Makers”) seek action, variety, and risk.

At the top of the VALS framework are the innovators, 
described as being “successful, sophisticated, take-charge 
people with high self-esteem.” These are people who have 
established careers and value the image of a product as “an 
expression of their taste, independence, and personality.” 
At the bottom of the VALS framework are the survivors, 
who have few resources and believe “the world is changing 
too quickly.” VALS describes them as cautious consumers 
with little to spend but with high brand loyalty.60

How might a company use psychographics and these 
personality types to target its advertising? As an example, 
a Minnesota medical center used VALS to identify and 
understand consumers who were interested in and able to 
afford cosmetic surgery. The resulting ad campaign tar-
geted to these individuals was purportedly so successful 
that the clinic was fully booked.61

To see targeting in action, we can look at some real-
world examples. The first example discusses the targeting 
of a product (Mountain Dew); the second, a particular 
audience (gays and lesbians); and the third, some instances 
of targeting failures.

Targeting a Product: Mountain Dew.  Advertising 
soft drinks can be a particular challenge because all the 
drinks are basically the same thing—sweetened carbonated 
water and a small amount of flavoring—with just a few 
variations, such as regular or diet, caffeinated or caffeine 
free. Since the products are so similar, the key to promoting 
the brand is selling not just a drink but an entire attitude 
and approach to life, thus making the product appeal to a 
particular audience. Television scholar Joshua Meyrowitz 
describes the basic message of a diet soda commercial as 
“Drink this and you’ll be beautiful and have beautiful 
friends to play volleyball with on the beach.”62

Mountain Dew has existed as a product since the 1940s 
and has always projected a rebellious and irreverent image, 
according to Scott Moffitt, who was director of marketing:

We have a great unity of message and purpose that has 
been consistent over time about what we are and what we 
aren’t. The brand is all about exhilaration and energy, and 
you see that in all that we do, from advertising and com-
munity to grassroots programs and our sports-minded 
focus. We have a very crystal clear, vivid positioning.63

In keeping with its young, energetic image, Mountain 
Dew sponsors events such as ESPN’s X Games because they 
project the same image the soft drink does. It also goes after 
heavy consumers who drink three or more cans of 
Mountain Dew a day.

Mountain Dew now holds a coveted spot among the top 
four or five soft drinks, behind Coke, Pepsi, and Diet Coke, 
but it started out as a bar mix consisting of lemon-lime 
juice, orange juice, low carbonation, and caffeine. It  
cultivated a hillbilly image and logo and was billed as  

Figure 11.1  The VALS Types
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Source: Strategic Business Insights (SBI), www.strategicbusinessinsights. 
com/vals. Reprinted by permission.

Web 11.7: Want to know your own VALS category? 
Take the survey!

Web 11.8: Here are several ads from mainstream 
companies supporting gay marriage.

To Receive an Accurate VALS Type:
By design, the questions are for use by people whose first language is 
American English. If you are not a citizen of the United States or 
Canada, residency should be for enough time to know the culture and 
its idioms. If you do not meet these conditions, your VALS type will 
not be valid.


