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They spend their days sifting through reams of market research data. They
conduct endless surveys and focus groups. They comb the streets, the
schools, and the malls, hot on the trail of the “next big thing” that will
snare the attention of their prey—a market segment worth an estimated
$150 billion a year.

They are the merchants of cool: creators and sellers of popular
culture who have made teenagers the hottest consumer demographic in
America. But are they simply reflecting teen desires or have they begun to
manufacture those desires in a bid to secure this lucrative market? 

Author and commentator Douglas Rushkoff examines the tactics,
techniques, and cultural ramifications of these marketing moguls in The
Merchants of Cool, a one-hour documentary that explores the symbiotic
relationship between the media and today’s teens, as each looks to the
other for their identity.

Teenagers have money to spend and few loyalties to specific brands
or companies. And at 33 million strong, they comprise the largest
generation of teens America has ever seen—larger, even, than the much-
ballyhooed Baby Boom generation. Last year, America’s teenagers spent
$100 billion, while influencing their parents’ spending to the tune of
another $50 billion. 

But marketing to teens isn’t as easy as it sounds. To win over the
media-savvy MTV Generation, marketers have to find a way to seem real:
true to the lives and attitudes of teenagers; in short, to become cool
themselves. To that end, they have adopted an almost anthropological
approach to studying teens, analyzing their every move as if they were
animals in the wild.

The Merchants of Cool explores how Madison Avenue marketers learn
all they can about today’s youth, then devise pseudo-authentic advertising
pitches aimed at demonstrating just how hip their clients—and their
products—really are. The film also introduces the “mook” and the
“midriff” — the stock characters that marketers have developed in order
to hook the teen consumer.

The “midriff”—the character pitched at teenage girls—is the highly-
sexualized, world-weary sophisticate that increasingly populates television
shows such as Dawson’s Creek and films such as Cruel Intentions. Even
more appealing to marketers is the midriff’s male counterpart, the
“mook.” Characterized mainly by his infantile, boorish behavior, the
“mook” is a perpetual adolescent: crude, misogynistic—and very, very,
angry. But also very lucrative.

In The Merchants of Cool, Rushkoff examines how marketers create
programming to appeal to the mook and the midriff, and asks whether the
media are truly reflecting the desires of today’s teenagers, or stoking a
cultural infatuation with music and imagery that glorifies violence and sex
as well as antisocial behavior and attitudes. 

C R E D I T S

Senior Executive Producer: David Fanning
Executive Producer: Michael Sullivan
Producers: Rachel Dretzin and Barak Goodman

Cover Photo Credit: ©WGBH

1 x 60
C O N TA C T

Tom Koch, Director
WGBH International
125 Western Avenue
Boston, MA  02134  USA

Tel 617-300-3893
Fax 617-300-1021
tom_koch@wgbh.org
www.wgbh.org/international

01.02.101

ofCool
TheMerchants




