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What women want
As hobby retailers try and fail to reach the female demographic, 
one expert says the best marketing cues are plain to see
By Nick Bullock

T
o be sure, gender stereotypes must 
be handled with care. We may laugh 
at some and unwittingly dismiss 
others, but many can be harmful or 

hurtful. In a hobby retail setting, however, 
it turns out some gender stereotypes are 
spot-on. 

Amanda Johns Vaden, senior partner 
at Southwestern Consulting in Nashville, 
Tenn., gender communications specialist 
and author of the new book Selling to the 
Sexes: Everything You Need to Know About 
Selling to the Opposite Sex, has spent the 
past few years researching the key differ-
ences in how men and women make pur-
chasing decisions. She held focus groups, 
observed subjects, sent out surveys and 
conducted interviews, and what she found 
was remarkably simple: The difference 
between marketing to men and market-
ing to women “is kind of common sense,” 
Vaden said.

Gender stereotypes apply. There is, after 
all, a reason they’re stereotypes in the   
first place.

No, we’re not talking “men are from 
Mars, women are from Venus.” But com-
monly held beliefs, such as that women 
are more emotional and social while men 
are more calculated and pragmatic? These 
proved to be true in Vaden’s research.

By understanding the fundamental rea-
sons for these stereotypes and by properly 
and respectfully using them, hobby retail-
ers may just find a few more women walk-
ing through their doors.

Purchasing power
There’s a better-than-average chance 
you’ve seen an article with a headline that 
read something like this: “America, where 
did our men go?” or “Women: The new 
heads of the household.”

It may seem overblown. It’s not. Retail-
ers and retail experts both concur that the 
purchasing power in most families now 

resides with the woman. 
“Even husbands that come in say, ‘I can’t 

buy that without permission,’ ” said Kim-
berly Miller-Gordon, co-owner of Turn 4 
Hobbies in West Boylston, Mass.

Vaden cited a study where men and 
women were asked if they would make 
a purchase of $1,000 or less without first 
consulting their spouse. While seven in 10 
women answered yes, just three in 10   
men said they would indeed make a pur-
chase of $1,000 or less without consulting 
their spouse.

A number of societal changes have 
led to this phenomenon, Vaden said, but 
what it boils down to is that more women 
are working now than ever before. More 
women with jobs equals more women 
with money. More women with money 
equals more women confident spending 
that money, which is why so many women 
in the above study wouldn’t consult their 
spouse. It’s also why, according to Vaden, 
around 60 percent of all purchases are 
made by women between the ages of 18 
and 34.

Quite simply, women rule the wallet.

The old methods
The hobby industry’s inability to capitalize 
on the female demographic is not for lack 
of trying. 

Miller-Gordon and her husband have 
made countless attempts to lure more 
women into their store. All have failed, she 
said. “I’ve tried jewelry making, I’ve tried 
scrapbooking, I’ve tried a lot of different 
crossover hobbies,” Miller-Gordon said, 
“and it hasn’t brought any of them in.”

She estimates that around 20 percent of 
her customers are female, which she said is 
pretty low. 

“Most of them are with their kids,” she 
said. “I don’t know any women that come 
in here for themselves. 

“Most of them are single moms. There’s 

a few that might do dollhouse stuff, but 
most of them are single moms.”

In fact, dollhouses are the only purely 
female product Turn 4 Hobbies still offers. 
Miller-Gordon said she has given up on 
the scrapbooking, beading and jewelry-
making supplies. 

As for the common thought that hobby 
retailers can sell family products, such as 
games, to women? It hasn’t worked for 
Miller-Gordon. “We tried games,” she said. 
“Games flopped. They collected dust. ... In 
this area, I think they’re going to Walmart 
and Target to buy most of their games.”

Miller-Gordon has even advertised 
directly to women. During the holidays 
in years past, her store took out ads in an 
attempt to move some specialty beads. It 
didn’t work. She said she had to discount 
them at 50 percent off for months just to 
get rid of them.

Stuart Ruben, owner of Wheels & Wings 
in Casper, Wyo., believes he has had a bit 
more success with advertising to women. 
Last year he said he advertised on televi-
sion stations that the local cable TV provid-
er said were more popular with the female 
demographic. 

“I’m not sure how it worked,” he said. “We 
didn’t have a lot of products in the store 
for women last year.”

Which brings up an intriguing question: 
Should hobby stores be trying to convince 
women to take up the hobbies segments 
for which the stores already carry product, 
or should the stores carry hobby products 
women typically purchase?

According to Vaden, it shouldn’t matter.

A new way of thinking
For women, it’s not about what you sell, it’s 
about how you sell it, Vaden said.

That starts with presentation. “The visual 
appeal is what draws women in,” she said. 
Most of the women in Vaden’s studies 
made purchasing decisions based on such 
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factors as the layout of a store and the aes-
thetic quality of a store’s signage. 

A woman’s focus on the visual carries 
over to the Web, as well. While Vaden said 
online shoppers tend to be evenly split 
between men and women, they go about 
it in drastically different ways. Men are 
looking for convenience; they want to get 
on and off your website as fast as pos-
sible. Women, however, are looking for an 
experience. If your website is dated and 
cluttered, chances are they’ll go elsewhere, 
even if that means sacrificing on product 
price or quality.

Also related to a woman’s attraction to 
a product’s visual appeal is her desire to 
see a product’s end result — if it’s a plastic 
model kit, she’ll want to see it assembled; 
if it’s an R/C car, she’ll want to see it in use. 
“Women are big picture buyers,” Vaden 
said. Contrast this approach with that of 
men, where the process of a project is the 
appeal. A perfect example of this is You-
Tube, where an overwhelming number of 
posts are how-to videos. It just so happens 
that the majority of YouTube users are 
male, Vaden said.

Many of these same concepts apply 

to advertising, as well. Radio ads are less 
effective when advertising to women 
because there’s no visual element. But a 
poorly executed television or print ad can 
be even more harmful, turning away a 
potential female customer. 

Social media can also be a valuable tool 
for marketing to women, especially those 
social-media applications depending on 
pictures, such as Pinterest and Instagram.

Presentation aside, however, what 
women purchase more than anything is 
personality instead of product, Vaden said. 
Who did she meet at your store? Were 
they helpful? Does the store feel friendly, 
and was the experience pleasant? Again, it 
doesn’t matter if the product is cheaper at 
the store down the street. If your store is 
clean and welcoming and your staff help-
ful, women will leave as happy customers, 
she said.

Women also make shopping a social 
experience. For example, women depend 
much more on the opinion of others 
when shopping, Vaden said. They wish 
to validate a purchase, mostly with other 
women, and they’ll seek that validation 
even from complete strangers, using social 

media and chat forums to do so.
As another example, Vaden pointed out 

a study on the belief of many retailers that 
marketing to women is about marketing to 
their children. On some level this proved 
to be true, but Vaden dug deeper. 

“Women tend to use those general 
terms such as ‘we,’ ‘us,’ ‘our,’ to make it feel 
like it’s a group decision, whereas really it’s 
her decision,” Vaden said. “But she doesn’t 
want to say, ‘I want it,’ so she’ll say, ‘We 
need this for the family,’ or ‘We need this 
for the kids,’ which really means, ‘I want  
the kids to have this,’ ‘I want the family to 
do this.’ ”

For an example that tied this all togeth-
er, Vaden referenced an experience she 
had with a recent hardware store client. In 
an effort to sell more to women, the hard-
ware store posted pictures of successful 
home-improvement projects completed 
by local residents. The pictures not only 
appealed visually to the store’s female cus-
tomers, they also showed the final result of 
several projects and promoted a sense of 
community. 

The idea worked. And, best of all, it can 
be done in a hobby store, too.  

It’s no secret that the majority of  
hobby-store customers are men. 
Store owners are used to selling and 
marketing to men — after all, most 
store owners are men. But accord-

ing to Amanda Johns Vaden, author 
of Selling to the Sexes: Everything You 
Need to Know About Selling to the 
Opposite Sex, to sell to women, a 
retailer must understand the differ-

ent shopping habits of male and 
female customers. There are always 
exceptions to any rule, but what 
follows are some general gender-
marketing guidelines.
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LAdIES vS. gEnTS

•  Make purchases based on the  
personality of a store, salesperson  
or website

•  Are big-picture buyers

•  Prefer to see how a model looks 
when finished

•  Make purchases based more on the 
visual appeal of a product, store, 
website or advertisement

•  Make purchases based more on sug-
gestions and community-building

•  Dominate purchasing decisions

•  Care less about personality and 
more about value

•  Are process-oriented buyers

•  Prefer to see how a model is built

•  Make purchases based more on  
the convenience of a product, 
store, website or advertisement

•  Make purchases based more  
on price 

•  Make fewer purchasing decisions 
than women
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