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THE BOOMER PROJECT

What a Long, Strange Trip It’s Been — and Continues to Be
B

aby boomers. They seem once more to be
the talk of the media. Everywhere you turn
these days there are stories about boom-

ers, including a dizzying number of stories in re-
cent weeks about the first baby boomer applying
for Social Security benefits (and the impending
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doom that means for both Social
Security and Medicare pro-
grams).

We’re not complaining about
all this interest in today’s boom-
ers. After all, it’s our business.

But something is missing in
most of what we read, hear, and
see about boomers. And that’s
context. What makes boomers
tick? Why do they think, feel,

and act the way they do? And what can we expect
from them in the future?

In our work during the past four years we’ve
frequently been asked what we can expect from
boomers in the future. In truth, no one knows.
But if the past is prologue, we know that boomers
will demand and force changes. Why? Look at the
changes they have been involved in since WWII:
Women’s Lib, civil rights, gay rights, and now the
Green movement.

Now firmly in their own middle age, with par-
ents who have made it to old age and beyond,
boomers have a clear sense that their own aging
is next. Their psychological “can do” wiring sug-
gests boomers are about to transform “growing
old in America” forever. But how?

The one thing we know with certainty about
America’s boomers, who are 43 to 61 years old in
2007, is that by the time 2017 rolls around, they’ll

be 53 to 71 years old. By 2027, they’ll be 63 to 81
years old.

IN OTHER WORDS, the only certainty is the
march of time. Everything else is open for discus-
sion.

And that’s the purpose of this new column,
Viva the Vital. We will write about what we’ve
learned through our national research studies
conducted by the Southeastern Institute of Re-
search (SIR), our monthly BIGresearch consumer
pulse tracking survey of 7,000 Americans, plus
what we can share from the hundreds of studies
we’ve conducted for our clients. This column will
offer observations, insights, and our pointed opin-
ions about what drives baby boomers as they ven-
ture into and through this next stage of life.

In survey after survey, boomers tell us they are
not yet “done.” They have mountains to climb,
worlds to conquer, wrongs to right, and grand-
babies to kiss. For most boomers, they’ll be over
the hill when they’re under the hill.

The quest, it seems, isn’t for the Fountain of
Youth, but the Fountain of Vitality. Boomers will
spend time, money, and considerable effort to
maintain their vitality until their last breath. Viva
the Vital! — Long live the vital! —will be the
mantra for the next 40 years. It is the context that
explains the path boomers are taking.

Over the coming weeks and months, we will
explore five areas where boomers will focus their
quest for vitality:

� Financial Vitality — This is good news for
anyone in the financial services and related fields.
Boomers will work to manage their money and
maintain their assets, along with “helping” their

children and grandchildren with college loans and
homes.

� Physical Vitality — This relates to health,
fitness, and physical appearance. Boomers al-
ready spend countless billions trying to maintain

vitality in these areas, and it will only increase in
the coming years, with health being most impor-
tant.

� Mental Vitality — The impact of mental dis-
eases like Alzheimer’s have made a tremendous
impact on today’s boomers, who have seen it in
parents, grandparents, and loved ones. They will
spend money, time, and energy to avoid a similar
fate. This is uncharted territory for boomers.

� Social Vitality — As a generation that cre-
ated and managed social networks in the real
world for the past 40-50 years, boomers will want
to maintain their vast social networks. They’ve in-
vested too much of their lives in it, and are not
about to uproot themselves and relocate to some
distant retirement community.

� Spiritual Vitality — As boomers get closer
to “what’s next” after life, they will reach out to
organized religion or other spiritual forces to get
a better sense of the “grand plan” as it relates to
their world on a very personal basis.

AS BOOMERS ourselves, our goal with this
column is to report and comment on the journey
of the rest of our lives, all of our lives, as it is hap-
pening. We’ll try to provide a map of the progress
along the way and share stories from those pio-
neers already on the road. We will welcome your
feedback and participation, as together we plot
this new path forward.

Together, Viva the Vital!

• The Boomer Project, part of SIR Research, a 43-year-old
marketing research company based in Richmond, conducts
national research studies to help companies and organizations
understand today’s baby boomers. The Boomer Project’s
new book, Boomer Consumer, was recently named a 2007
top 10 business book. More info can be found at
www.boomerproject.com or 804-358-8981.

VIVA THE VITAL!
A series on boomer-related issues.

VOUCHERS

On the Ballot in Utah: Nation’s Broadest School Choice Bill
WASHINGTON

I
n today’s political taxonomy, “pro-
gressives” are rebranded liberals
dodging the damage they did to

their old label. Perhaps their most inju-
rious idea — injurious to themselves
and public schools —- was the forced
busing of (mostly other peoples’) chil-
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dren to engineer “ra-
cial balance” in public
schools. Soon, liber-
als will need a third
label if people notice
what “progressives”
are up to in Utah.

There, teachers
unions, whose idea of
progress is preserva-
tion of the status quo,

are waging an expensive and meretri-
cious campaign to overturn the right of
parents to choose among competing
schools, public and private, for the best
education for their children.

In balloting more important to the
nation than most of next year’s elec-
tions will be, Utahans next week will
decide by referendum whether to re-
tain or jettison the nation’s broadest
school choice program. Passed last
February, the Parent Choice in Educa-
tion Act would make a voucher avail-
able to any public school child who

transfers to a private school, and to
current private school children from
low-income families. Opponents of
school choice reflexively rushed to
force a referendum on the new law,
which is suspended pending the vote.

The vouchers would vary in value
from $500 to $3,000, depending on
household income. The teachers
unions’ usual argument against school
choice programs is that they drain
money from public education. But the
vouchers are funded by general reve-
nues, not the two sources of public
school funds, which are local property
taxes and the Uniform School Fund.
And every Utah voucher increases
funds available for public education.
Here is how:

UTAH SPENDS more than $7,500
per public school pupil ($3,000 more
than the average private school tui-
tion). The average voucher will be for
less than $2,000. So every voucher that
is used — by parents willing to receive
$2,000 rather than $7,500 of govern-
ment support for the education of their
child — will save Utah taxpayers an av-
erage of $5,500. And because the
vouchers are paid from general reve-
nues, the departed pupil’s $7,500 stays
in the public school system.

Furthermore, booming Utah, which
has about 540,000 public school pupils
and the nation’s largest class sizes, ex-
pects to have at least 150,000 more
than that a decade from now. By em-
powering parents to choose private
alternatives, the
voucher program
will save Utah tax-
payers millions of
dollars in school
construction ex-
penses.

Opponents of
school choice argue
that it will produce
less racially and
socially diverse
schools. But be-
cause students are
assigned to public
schools based on
where they live, and because residen-
tial patterns reflect income, most of
Utah’s public schools are either mostly
wealthy and white or mostly nonweal-
thy and nonwhite. Utah’s Office of Edu-
cation reports that the state’s private
schools — which are operating one-
third below full enrollment — have a
higher percentage of nonwhites than
do public schools.

The voucher program will enable de-
mand for private schools to match the
supply. A privately funded scholarship
program, Children First Utah, for low-
income pupils can support only 15 per-
cent of applicants. Although most of

the total value of the
new voucher program
will go to low-income
families, the program
amounts to a reduced
government subsidy
for such families — at
most $3,000 rather
than more than
$7,500 per pupil.

PUBLIC FILINGS
showed that by Sep-
tember the National
Education Associa-
tion, the megalobbyist

for the public education near-monop-
oly, had already spent $1.5 million to
support repeal of the voucher program.
The Wall Street Journal reports that
the NEA has approved expenditures of
up to $3 million. Public filings in Sep-
tember showed that teachers unions in
Maine, Colorado, Arizona, and Wyo-
ming had contributed to the fight
against choice. Probably other states’

unions will be identified in the next re-
ports.

Intellectually bankrupt but flush
with cash, the teachers unions continue
to push their threadbare arguments,
undeterred by the fact that Utah’s
vouchers will increase per-pupil spend-
ing and will lower class sizes in public
schools. Why the perverse persever-
ance? There are two large, banal rea-
sons — fear of competition and desire
for the maximum number of dues-pay-
ing public school teachers.

Although Utah is among the reddest
of states — the most emphatically Re-
publican in six of the past eight presi-
dential elections — it is among the
most supportive states regarding pub-
lic education: It has the fifth-highest
proportion of K-12 students in public
schools. (Even its homeschooled chil-
dren outnumber the children in private
schools.) Nevertheless, on Tuesday
Utah voters can strike a reverberating
blow against the idea that education
should remain the most important sec-
tor of American life shielded from the
improving force of competition.

What will defenders of that idea —
former liberals, now known as progres-
sives — call themselves next? Surely
not “pro-choice.”
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SUCCESSFUL DIPLOMACY

Respect and Courtesy Characterize First Lady’s Mideast Visit
JIDDAH, Saudi Arabia

T
here’s no substitute for being
there, as has been illustrated by
the reaction to an image of Laura

Bush’s alleged abaya-wearing incident
during her recent visit to the Middle
East.

Unlike most who have commented, I
was there — one of three members of
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the American media
invited to accompany
Bush on her journey.
The others were
Greta Van Susteren
of Fox News’ “On the
Record” and Robin
Roberts of ABC’s
“Good Morning
America.”

The controversial
photo shows Bush donning a black
headscarf decorated with the iconic
pink bows signifying breast cancer
awareness. It was the only time Bush
covered her head during the trip and
the episode lasted perhaps a minute.

The scarf in question was a gift to
Bush from a dozen Saudi women who
shared their experiences fighting
breast cancer with the first lady. The
morning meeting was touching and in-
timate, the sort of bonding experience
that opens hearts and minds in diplo-
matically useful ways.

Upon receiving the gift, Bush did
what any decent, well-mannered per-
son would do. She demonstrated her
appreciation by placing the scarf on her
head. In Saudi Arabia, it was a sweet,
wordless gesture of friendship and mu-
tual respect.

Yet to read and hear remarks over
the past few days, you’d think Bush had
organized a pilgrimage to the stoning

fields. Remind me: When did rudeness
work as a diplomatic strategy?

NOT ONLY were the facts concern-
ing the scarf incorrectly stated in some
cases, but in at least one instance, the
alleged image was a retread. Sunday
morning, when Chris Wallace inter-
viewed Bush on Fox News, the cable
program featured a photo of the first
lady that the White House says was
taken in 2005 at Israel’s Western Wall.

On Monday, a column posted on
The Jerusalem Post’s Web site carried
the headline, “Our World: Laura Bush’s
Embrace of Tyranny.” Huh? Columnist
Caroline Glick wrote that Bush’s don-
ning of the scarf and her visit in general
were symbolically “deeply disturbing.”

Glick’s point, reiterated elsewhere
throughout the blogosphere, was that
Bush was effectively endorsing the sub-
jugation of Saudi women by wearing
the scarf.

Camel dust.
It’s true, obviously, that Saudi

women have few rights — though they
do own 40 percent of businesses and 70
percent of the nation’s savings ac-
counts, according to U.S. Ambassador
Ford M. Fraker.

And while we might find Saudi Ara-
bia’s Wahhabi brand of Islam off-put-
ting, insulting Saudi women isn’t likely
to tilt their sympathies our way. The
women with whom we met didn’t con-
vey much urgency in shedding the abaya.

Upper-class and royal Saudi women
enjoy wearing Western styles when
they travel and wear the abaya when
they’re at home. Would they — or their
less privileged countrywomen — pre-
fer to toss their black robes aside com-
pletely? Who knows? But of this much

we can be certain: If Saudi women do
decide to chuck their abayas, it won’t
be because Americans think they
should.

That said, reform is in the air,
thanks in part to these woman-to-
woman encounters, and whatever

changes eventually evolve will be
helped by respectful exchanges such as
those led by the first lady.

Other criticism of Bush’s visit,
meanwhile, has focused on her concen-
tration only on breast cancer and not
other women’s issues.

First of all, the trip was specifically
about the U.S.-Middle East Partnership
for Breast Cancer Awareness and Re-
search. Second, you don’t win people’s
confidence by offending them. Finally,
breast cancer in the Middle East is a
woman’s political issue.

MAKING BREAST cancer the cen-
terpiece of what was fundamentally a
diplomatic mission was frankly a savvy
and calculated move. Whatever their
flaws, Saudi men — like their Ameri-
can counterparts — do not want their
wives, sisters, mothers, and daughters
to die of cancer. One thing leads to an-
other and a woman’s right to insist on
health care to combat a deadly disease
cannot be dismissed from broader
rights and reforms.

In fact, breast cancer wasn’t the only
piece of Bush’s mission. In Kuwait,
four high school students participating
in the U.S. State Department’s English
Access Microscholarships Program,
part of the larger Middle East Partner-
ship Initiative, spoke passionately
about their experiences studying Eng-
lish, American culture, and democratic
principles.

The aim of the initiative, now in
more than a dozen Arab countries, is to
foster leadership development, eco-
nomic growth, cultural understanding,
and women’s empowerment. The Ku-
waiti students, including two teenage
girls, mentioned their newly gained
sense of freedom and their hopes for a
democratic future that sounded re-
markably American.

If that’s not successful diplomacy, I
don’t know what is.
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THE WHITE HOUSE

First lady Laura Bush tries on a head scarf presented to her by Saudi
Dr. Samia al-Amoudi, left, during coffee with a cancer survivors
group, Wednesday, Oct. 24, in Jiddah, Saudi Arabia.


