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What I did not
understand at
the time of
joining QRCA,
but clearly see
now, is that what
I would receive
was beyond any
dollar sign
that could be
attached
to it.
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early nine years ago, I joined the QRCA. Thinking back to the original reason I joined —
to receive the membership discount for the annual conference that year — I sort of
laugh at myself. Hey, things were tight for me back then, and for some of us, circumstances are tight again. Through speaking with colleagues and clients, though, all signs
are pointing to a more stabilized year. What I did not understand at the time of joining
QRCA, but clearly see now, is that what I would receive was beyond any dollar sign
that could be attached to it. Perhaps it sounds corny or clichéd, but I believe that what
you get out of any relationship is equal to or greater than what you put in.
My decision to join QRCA has been rewarded in a number of different ways over
the years, some even resulting in remuneration. The best aspects for me, however, have
been extending my professional network and being able to collaborate on this publication
with those individuals. I am not only talking about the editorial staff, but also about
the members and non-members that contribute their hearts and hands to producing
material for us. It is through collaboration with those individuals that I have learned
how to be a better researcher, a better writer, a better teacher, a better diplomat, a better
businessperson and even a better cook.
The exceptional collaborative efforts that come together in this issue of QRCA VIEWS
are reflected in articles that are so widely varied that you are guaranteed to feel like
you are better at something after reading this issue cover to cover.
If you did not make it to last year’s conference, you missed what was one of the most
informative and well-attended sessions at the conference: Barbara Egel’s presentation
on how to use metaphors to communicate your findings and insights to your clients using
visuals. Well, she has reworked that presentation into guidelines for creating one-page
summaries in her article, “Meanings, Metaphors and Maps,” which will certainly make
you a better report writer.
Better products, better services and better messages are the core of what we do. Each
of these starts out as a seedling of an idea — a concept. Martha Guidry, “The Concept
Queen,” contributes “Jump-Start Concept Innovation through Client Experience” in this
issue. In the article, she gives you some great ideas to help your clients get reacquainted
with their products and their own customer experiences in order to better understand
which new product concepts are likely to be more successful. Along the same line, we
are honored to have Dartmouth College professor Praveen Kapalle, Ph.D., contribute
his thoughts about how to define and differentiate “lead” consumers from “emergent”
consumers in “Emergent Consumers and New Product Development.”
Continuous evolution. Is that redundant? Would “iterative process” be better? We
could use either phrase to describe what has been happening in the online qualitative
world for the last decade. With this issue, I am very excited to announce a new section
in VIEWS — Online Qual. We hope this will be a regular feature section. So if you
consider yourself an online guru or have questions surrounding conducting online qual,
please send them our way. In this first contribution by Derek Sawchuk, “Understanding
Online Communities,” he gives us a better understanding of what is currently happening
to our industry, with online communities becoming the qualitative research method du
jour. This article not only answers why online communities are so hot, but it also
gives you the basics to consider when getting started. In another article, “My Talking
Avatar: Building Engagement on Discussion Forums,” Susan Abbott explains how to
create a speaking avatar to incorporate into your online focus groups to build better
rapport with respondents.

www.qrca.org

Schools of Thought is back after a long
hiatus, and we are excited to welcome
Susan Saurage-Altenloh as the newest member of the VIEWS team as this section’s
feature editor. In this installment, “Insights,
Outcomes and Outsourcing,” she brings
you the thoughts of Dona Vitale in a discussion of how challenging it may seem
to effectively share with our clients the
insights we gain from consumers. The
article also includes other thoughts on
how the research stakeholders can really
absorb the experience of the insights with
the qualitative research consultant.
Always valuable are the articles that
focus on how to better operate our businesses. In this issue, feature editor Kay
Aubrey shares with us her experience and
wisdom so that you can “Grow Your
Business With Virtual Teams.”
Elsewhere in this issue, you will find the
latest book reviews, newest podcast listings,
highlights of Philadelphia (this year’s conference city) and even something to make
you laugh. Even these lighter sections of
the magazine are guaranteed to make you
better read and better informed.
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By Abby Leafe
CUSTOMER STRATEGY
CONSULTING, INC.
PRINCETON, NJ
ALEAFE@CUSTOMERSTRAT.COM

The best thing
about Freecycling, QRCAstyle, is that
you do not have
to rid yourself of things
completely —
you can share
them with your
colleagues so
that you both
can reap the
benefits of your
knowledge and
experience.
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QRCA-STYLE
FREECYCLING
ell, after 17 years of using the internet, it has finally happened: I have finally found
a website to which I have become addicted. I use it late into the night, and I have
wondered what my husband would think if he knew how much I was logging on.
What is this captivating site, you ask? Actually, it is Freecycle, which is not really
a website at all; it is a network of local Yahoo! groups. A few months ago, when my
family started to really clean out our house in preparation for a move, I joined the local
Princeton Freecycle group. The premise is simple: Have something you don’t want, but
don’t want sitting in a landfill somewhere? Post it. Chances are, one woman’s trash
is another woman’s treasure. Once you post your item, interested Freecyclers (that is
what we call ourselves) will email you to arrange a pick-up at a place that is convenient
for you. (I just leave things outside our back door.) Instantly, your unwanted stuff
disappears from your house or office, off to a good home. In fact, as I type this, I am
sitting in my office waiting for someone to pick up a bag of stuff.
My first post was a foot bath that works great but was gathering dust because who
has time to sit around pampering your feet these days? It was gone hours after I posted
it. So far, I have gotten rid of countless baby items, maternity clothing and even a
three-pound bar of chocolate that would have tasted so good but been oh-so-bad for
my post-childbirth hips. It is amazing what you have that others have better use for.
One of my friends even found a home for a half-full jar of wheat germ. It does lead
me to wonder what the heck people do with this stuff anyway, but as long as it is out
of my house, I don’t care to know, really.
All this abundant giving stuff away made me realize how much more we all have
than we really need, even in what is still a very tough economic climate. And that is
what I value most about QRCA — there is no other organization in which its members
give freely what, by any stretch of the imagination, they would probably be better off
keeping to themselves instead of sharing with competitors. And the best thing about
Freecycling, QRCA-style, is that you do not have to rid yourself of things completely
— you can share them with your colleagues so that you both can reap the benefits of
your knowledge and experience.
So today, in the spirit of bringing us all a little good karma, let me suggest a few ways
that you can freecycle your way to qualitative research bliss.
• Let’s start with this magazine. VIEWS is written and edited largely by volunteer members who share their knowledge, wisdom and expertise with the larger qualitative
research community. In this issue alone, I plan to scour the book reviews to find
something good to read on my brand new Kindle. And once you are done reading,

W
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why not pass this issue along? You can
even send an electronic version of an
article or the whole darn thing by visiting
QRCA.org and clicking on VIEWS. And
once you are done with that, think about
what you can “donate” to others in the
form of an article that you write for the
next issue.
• How about attending one of our events?
Sure, you say, but I am not a member.
Did you know that QRCA holds an event
every year specifically for non-member
practitioners and research buyers? My
bags are already packed for our Inspiration in Action conference in Prague,
which will be complete by the time this
magazine is in your hands. But mark
your calendars for 2011, when our
incredibly popular Spring Symposium
will once again be held in Chicago, featuring case studies of the most exciting
qualitative research being done in the
field, presented by researcher/client teams.
Even better, start lining up your clients
now to submit a paper to be presented.
• Join in the online sharing. For years,
I have been an avid user of our online
members-only forum, where I have gotten
recommendations for everything from
focus group facilities to e-readers. We
now have a very active LinkedIn group
(QRCA Qualitative Research Discussion)
where anyone interested in qualitative
research can join in the discussion and
take advantage of the collective wisdom
of our members and others interested in
qualitative research. Need advice? Post
a question. Have an answer? Be sure to
share it there.
Although I have been a principal at the
small firm my husband founded for almost
nine years, I still can’t manage to think of
myself as “businessperson,” something that
I am guessing is also probably true for
other qualitative research consultants. But
the one principle that has guided me in
our business since I left a large corporate
research entity is to always be generous
with my time, my insights and my expertise. I believe this kind of generosity always
comes back to you in the form of good
will, happy clients and fulfilling projects.
So despite the ups and downs as the
economy continues to bump along toward
(hopefully) recovery, I hope you will join
me in continuing to freecycle your best
qualitative research ideas. I am looking
forward to learning from each other in
the months to come.

• SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT •

INSIGHTS, OUTCOMES
AND OUTSOURCING
BY DONA VITALE
Strategic Focus, Inc. • Chicago, IL • sfchicago@rcn.com

A

Insight is a way of
seeing a unique
perspective on a
problem — a creative
spark that combines
ideas or information
in a new way that
inspires innovation
and invigorates
decision-making.
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few months ago, a favorite media game was to “name the decade”
that had just passed. Some have called the years since the turn
of the millennium “the awful aughts” or “the zeros,” but from
the perspective of marketers and marketing researchers, I suggest we
name the last ten years the “Decade of Insights.”
For at least that long, we have been exhorted to dig for insights, mine
for insights, uncover insights and develop insights, by everyone from
corporate CEOs to opportunistic entrepreneurs who claim to have
found, and are more than willing to sell, the one sure method of
uncovering every insight, every time.
Research consultants, especially those of us who specialize in qualitative research, are pressed to come up with ever-newer, ever-smarter,
ever-more-insightful insights. When we do, we are heroes. When we
don’t, we are dismissed as irrelevant and subjected to declarations that
“respondents lie” or “the focus group is dead” because the project
was less than revolutionary in its outcome.
Now, make no mistake — I believe insights are important. I really
do. I teach a course called “Consumer Insights.” I wrote a book (Consumer Insights 2.0: How Smart Companies Apply Customer Knowledge
to the Bottom Line). I try to dig, mine, uncover and develop insights
from every project. But is that enough?

Decision-Makers Need Insight
Pressure for insight is growing because doing business is harder today
than ever before. Consumers are more sophisticated about marketing.
Few American consumers can remember life without television, and
most have developed defenses against advertising strategies that built
brands and grew companies in the golden age of “Mad Men” and
mass marketing.
For more and more consumers, the internet has always been a tool
for information-gathering and shopping. On the internet, competition
is worldwide, and every niche market is served. Potential buyers and
sellers can find each other with a few mouse clicks. The result? Consumers expect to have what they want, when they want it and at the
price they are willing to pay, and nothing less will do.
At the same time, marketers are more stressed than ever. The push
for lower costs and greater productivity makes every marketing dollar
more difficult to come by, and the explosion of information makes it
harder for marketers to process the data bombarding them. Twentyfour-hour connectivity and worldwide corporate enterprises add pressure
for instantaneous decision-making. On top of that, a global recession
adds consequence to every decision, and poor choices can expose a
brand to a tsunami of problems. Just ask Toyota.
Given these stresses, it is no wonder that companies want insight.
Wise clients expect their research projects to lead to new and better
understanding of their customers, brands and markets, and they
pay research consultants well to design and execute the kinds

Insights, Outcomes and Outsourcing C O N T I N U E D
of projects that will accomplish
this goal.
By definition, though, research
consultants are outsiders. They do
not have the ultimate responsibility
for making decisions. They provide
their best advice, and no matter how
solid the partnership, no matter how
valued their recommendations, they
eventually withdraw, and someone
else decides. Clients do not outsource
decision-making. So, is it wise, or
even possible, for clients to outsource
their quest for insights?

Insight Is a Way of Seeing
A few months ago, a lively discussion
on LinkedIn responded to the question “What is an insight? Discuss.”
Researchers, brand specialists and
others worldwide provided a range
of definitions, focusing on the idea
of insight as a deeper understanding
of the consumer or the brand that
helps solve consumer problems or
meets previously unmet needs, born
in an “Aha!” moment of discovery
or recognition.
In contrast, dictionaries define
“insight” as the ability or capacity
of intuitive understanding, of apprehending the true nature of things, of
seeing into inner character or underlying truth. A secondary meaning
relates to the act or outcome of this
ability. In other words, being insightful leads us to having insight. It is a
circular idea and not terribly helpful.
According to the Online Etymology Dictionary, the original meaning
of “insight” was “sight with the eyes
of the mind” — mental vision or
understanding. That’s getting closer.
These definitions lead me to the
conclusion that “insight” is not a
thing to be found, or dug up, or
uncovered. Insight is a way of seeing
a unique perspective on a problem,
a creative spark that combines ideas
or information in a new way that
inspires innovation and invigorates
decision-making.
That means genuine insight has to
be experienced, not passed from one
person to another. Insight is an intuitive recognition of an idea — a new
way of seeing. Anything else, including someone else’s insight, is just
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another bit of information.
Dan Gersten of Boston research
firm Chadwick Martin Bailey, and an
active participant in the LinkedIn
discussion, agrees. “Insight is seeing
things that others don’t,” he says.
“Patterns in chaos. Connecting dots.
Not just thinking outside of the box
but outside of the room.”
This is the “aha” that can occur
during a research project, when individual observations or findings come
together to form a bigger, richer,
more meaningful picture. It is an
exciting moment of discovery, but
having such an insight is not the end
— it is only the beginning.
“Insight is something that may be
hard to explain to others,” Gersten
continues, “and so the challenge
is for the more insightful people to
get the less insightful to see what
they do.”

Putting on the 3-D Glasses
Sharing insight should be the primary
goal for both outside consultants and
internal consumer-insights specialists,
but effectively doing so means sharing the experience of having the
insight, not merely transmitting the
conclusion that springs from our own
moment of discovery. We can present
a picture for other team members to
look at, but to share its meaning,
we must bring that picture into the
sharpest possible focus, so the insight
becomes visible to all.
Greg Rathjen, founder of Atlantabased Marketecture and a longtime
member of QRCA, states the problem. “As an outside consultant, you
can generate all kinds of insights,
but unless someone is listening, the
insights don’t matter,” he says. “The
best we can do is to provide the
opportunity for the client to have
the same insight that came to us,
because until the decision-maker
takes ownership of the insight, it
will go nowhere.”
When I went to see the movie
Avatar, the program began with
Coca-Cola ads, coming attractions
and the usual plea to turn off all cell
phones. Then, a message flashed
across the screen telling the audience,
“Put on your 3-D glasses now.” We

all did so, and as the film rolled, we
saw Pandora come alive, experiencing all the depth and detail the
movie’s creators wanted to convey.
When we, as researchers, try to
share insight with the brand strategists, the innovation team, the customer service managers or any other
“client” for a project, we must
come prepared with figurative sets
of 3-D glasses we can hand out to
the audience.
We have to build our movie scene
by scene, going from observation
to finding to insight to actionable
result. We must help audience members experience the 3-D picture by
grounding them in the information
that set the stage for our insight
experience. We must tell a story and
illustrate it with intriguing visuals,
until the insight takes on all the depth
and color of the forest of Pandora.
We also must help the team discover its own path through the forest,
and we must not stop the quest to
admire the first beautiful insight we
come across. As Rathjen puts it,
“Insight is not a one-shot deal; it’s
a process. One idea creates a spark,
and that leads to another idea, and
another and another until in the end,
you have a real breakthrough.”
For their part, brand team members have a responsibility to put on
the glasses and sit through the movie.
They must be willing to look, pay
attention and then share their own
reactions and insights. They have to
open themselves to new ideas and
practice bringing their life experiences into their analysis, while at the
same time remembering that the
target audience may have a very
different perspective.
Most of all, the team must be willing to devote the time and effort it
takes to get to the end of the story.
That means turning off the BlackBerry when observing consumer
interviews. Actively participating in
post-research debriefs. Attending
those long team meetings to collaborate on how the learning applies
to the business problem at hand.
As for outcome, if we all do our
part, we will see, even after we put
the 3-D glasses away, that while
information-gathering can be outsourced, real insight must be found
within ourselves.

• TRENDS •

DRAWING
ETHICAL
LINES
IN COMPETITIVE-INTELLIGENCE RESEARCH
BY SCOTT SWIGART AND SEAN CAMPBELL
Cascade Insights • Portland, OR • scott@cascadeinsights.com and sean@cascadeinsights.com

The transition from traditional market research
about a company’s products and services, toward
competitive intelligence
raises significant ethical
and legal considerations
for both the market
research buyer and the
qualitative research
consultant (QRC).
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onducting qualitative research requires significant elicitation
skill so that people will open up and give you honest answers
that lead to meaningful insights. But, when qualitative research
efforts move from investigating a company’s own products and services
to focusing on a competitor’s, other issues crop up. Competitive intelligence focuses on the moves made by a competitor in the past and
those anticipated to be made in the future. In this domain, qualitative
research skills elicit information from nontraditional research sources,
and ethical and even legal issues abound.
In traditional market research, the practices of focus groups and
in-depth interviews fall well within obvious ethical and legal boundaries. But what about interviewing customers and partners of a competitor? What about interviewing a competitor’s sales staff? The transition from traditional market research about a company’s products
and services toward competitive intelligence raises significant ethical
and legal considerations for both the market research buyer and the
qualitative research consultant (QRC).
Legally, the Uniform Trade Secrets Act of 1985 and the Economic
Espionage Act of 1996 apply. While it is important to understand the
implications of these laws, a full legal discourse is beyond the scope
of this article.
From an ethical perspective, though, it is the QRC’s responsibility
to determine where to draw the lines. The client is not doing anything
wrong when yearning for answers to tough questions. Therefore, the
QRC must have internal boundaries defined before discovering a project
quickly sold, but uncomfortable to execute.
The buyers should be aware of the methods that QRCs will use to
meet the research objectives. Do the contracts contain a code of conduct

C

specific to competitive-intelligence
activities? Buyers should beware
because not all vendors’ ethical standards align with businesses’ interests
in avoiding unnecessary risk.
Even so, there is no reason to shy
away from competitive intelligence.
It isn’t spy vs. spy or corporate espionage. QRCs can obtain extremely
valuable information through completely legal and ethical means. To
ignore competitive intelligence puts
a client company at a competitive disadvantage.

ACME Asks for Answers
Consider the following hypothetical case study as a representative
example of a qualitative competitive-intelligence request.
A client explains, “Our company, ACME, uses partners to sell
our products. Many of our partners
also sell Competitor X’s products. I
would love to know how our partners position our offering versus our
competitor’s. I have a feeling our own
partners are talking us down.”
This is an answerable question
using perfectly legal methods. But,
is the following approach ethical?

Researcher Calls Partner
Partner: Hello. How can I help you?
QRC: Hi. I am calling on behalf of a
client, and I am interested in a couple
of products. I understand that you
guys sell ACME and Competitor X.
Could I have a few minutes of your
time to answer a few questions?
Partner: Sure. Who is your client?
QRC: Well, I work for [my company], and our client has asked us to
look into this on their behalf, but I
cannot disclose who our client is.
Partner: Sure, sure. But, let me look
them up in our system because I
could probably work a better deal
for them if I know how much they
are buying from us.
QRC: Yeah, I can’t tell you anything
about my client, but if you could
answer a few quick questions, that
would be great.

No information is so valuable that a buyer
should proceed without a clear understanding
of how a QRC will obtain that information.
In competitive intelligence, it is not the
information being sought but the methods
used to obtain it that can land you in
hot water.
[long silence]
Partner: Sure. What are
your questions?
To those outside of the competitive-intelligence profession, a QRC’s
first reaction might be, “You call this
research? People really do this?” In
fact, this is exactly the approach some
vendors use to elicit information.
But, is this approach ethical? The
Society of Competitive Intelligence
Professionals (SCIP) has published a
code of ethics (www.scip.org/About/
content.cfm?ItemNumber=578) that
addresses many of these issues. The
most relevant clause is “to accurately
disclose all relevant information,
including one’s identity and organization, prior to all interviews.” In
the competitive-intelligence industry,
what constitutes “all relevant information” is hotly debated.
Opinions generally fall into one of
three camps. At one extreme is the
viewpoint that the interviewer must
disclose everything. This includes the
goals of the research, what it will be
used for, the identity of the client and
anything else the interviewee may
find relevant. Adherents of this philosophy argue that even secret shopping/mystery shopping is unethical.
Any researcher, however, realizes that
disclosing this level of detail could
easily bias the results of even the most
mundane focus group or IDI and
reduce the validity of the research.
At the other extreme is the view
that if it is legal, it is fair game. This
includes posing as customers to solicit
detailed proposals. This is clearly forbidden by the SCIP code of conduct,
and most competitive-intelligence

professionals would have no part of
blatant misrepresentation or dumpster-diving for information.
In the center is the viewpoint that
the interviewer cannot lie or misrepresent but also is not obligated to
volunteer information. From this
viewpoint, the case-study conversation above is considered ethical,
as the QRC made no false statements, even though the interviewee
may be operating under the false
assumption that the QRC is working for a potential customer rather
than a competitor.
Next, let’s look at an example
from the buying side.

Buyer Discusses Project with QRC
Buyer: We think our competitor is
winning deals by offering deep discounts. We would love to know
how much they are discounting to
get sales.
QRC: Sure. We can figure that out.
Buyer: That’s great. How would
you go about that?
QRC: It’s better if we don’t tell you
our methods.
At this point, the buyer may think,
“This researcher was highly recommended by a colleague who used
his services. I have seen an example
of his work, and it is very good.”
Still, an interaction like this should
raise a huge red flag for the buyer.
While the buyer may feel that the
information would be extremely
valuable for informing tactics and
strategy, no information is so valuable
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that a buyer should proceed without a
clear understanding of how a QRC will
obtain that information.
In competitive intelligence, it is not the
information being sought but the methods
used to obtain it that can land you in hot
water. An ethical researcher will always be
willing to discuss, and even collaborate on,
his or her methods.

Where You Draw the Line
Many in the competitive-intelligence
field point out that transparency is essential
for a well-functioning marketplace and that
customers benefit when companies are able
to clearly differentiate their offerings from
those of their competitors. Further, since
gathering competitive intelligence is common practice, were a company to eschew
the methods likely utilized by competing
organizations, it would place itself at
a disadvantage.
Even so, some QRCs have made the
decision that the “ick” factor of such work
is too significant and that they can run a
thriving practice and deliver significant
value without ever taking on projects that
bump up against these ethical issues.
Many QRCs admit that they have never
faced these issues directly and, as a result,
have no defined policies on the matter. But
the time to consider the ethics of competitive elicitation is now, before a defined
opportunity presents itself. When the opportunity to land a lucrative competitive-intelligence project appears, it will both force
the creation of ethical guidelines and
impede the ability to do so rationally.
From the buying side, it is also important to consider the ethical implications
of competitive intelligence sooner rather
than later. Avoiding these conversations
will likely result in the legal department
crafting policy in your absence. Corporate
legal teams are often motivated to exorcise
anything that bears a resemblance to risk.
Without guidance, their knee-jerk reaction
may be to simply slam the door on competitive intelligence altogether.
In the end, each organization draws its
own conclusions regarding which practices
it will employ and which it will not. Thinking through these issues beforehand will
ensure decisions based on clear reasoning
about how ethical elicitation fits within the
culture and ethos of your business.
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MEANINGS,
METAPHORS
AND MAPS:
THE POWER OF THE VISUAL SUMMARY

BY BARBARA EGEL
Primary Insights, Inc. • Lisle, IL • barbara@primaryinsights.com
®

PLEASE NOTE: In order to keep actual client information confidential, the categories in
which I originally created these examples were swapped out for parallel categories that worked
in the given context. The important part is the overall theme, not the specific findings. Please do
not assume the findings are based in actual respondent conversation. In addition, if you see
a category or brand you currently work with, be assured I made up the findings, and I am
not giving anything away.

fter a five-year break from consumer research in which I went
off to play with Muppets and
cartoon characters (but that’s another
story), I returned to the world of qualitative to discover that the pace of
everything had amped up considerably.
In addition to making planning and
moderating more challenging, the
new speed made the serving up of
findings something of a problem.
Studies had gotten no less deep, subtle or sweeping, but all that clients
wanted were top-line reports in
PowerPoint. It felt like an actual distortion of the findings to distill them
down so briefly that there was no
room for synthesis and explication.
Any potential solution to this
problem had to respect clients’ original reasons for requesting a top-line:
faster, shorter and easier to digest.
However, clients also want a complete representation of the findings,
which includes not just the whatthey-saids but the how-they-said-its
and the cumulative zeitgeist of the
whole study.
Like most practical solutions, this
one arose by accident out of sheer
freak-out over the limitations of a
top-line report. In trying to write

A

concise recommendations for a detailheavy packaging study, I kept ending
up with too many slides of “Regarding the banner…” and “Package
count should be placed…,” and for
each, there were exceptions and
explanations. For my report prep, I
had taken a JPEG of the package and
scribbled shorthand notes for each
of the elements. It got the message
across, so I replicated my notes page
in PowerPoint and decided to see
what happened (see Figure 1). Well,
the client loved it. Specifically, she
appreciated that she — and more
importantly, the package designers
— could tear out one page and know
immediately what needed to be done.
If they wanted the whys and wherefores behind each change, they
had the body of the report to refer
to. In other words, the limitations
of the shortened time and space
frames for a top-line actually helped
me communicate.

The Power of One Page
As the one-page idea began to develop
over the course of other reports, its
strengths became clear: one page is
a concentrated little nugget of information, nuance or both; it is portable
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at both the intellectual and instinctive levels.
Of course, as the various kinds of
one-pagers evolved, all sorts of questions presented themselves. Frankly,
many of them looked less than “businesslike,” whatever that means.
I avoided templates and drew in
PowerPoint from scratch. Over time,
I discovered the lack of slickness
actually increased their impact and
did not seem to deplete my credibility
as a professional. Further, if I was
working with graphic designers or
ad agency creatives, my clear but
decidedly primitive artwork communicated without impinging on their
aesthetic territory.
I also resolved to know when not
to use a one-pager. Sometimes, a
study is simple enough, or conventional prose is flexible enough, that
a conventional top-line is sufficient.
A one-pager should not duplicate
information that can be found in the
body of the report; it should either
present new data or present data in
a new way not found elsewhere in
the document.
The examples that follow fall into
three basic categories — simple summaries, word-based summaries and
image-based summaries — each with
their own guidelines that I have developed over time. If you decide to try
this, undoubtedly you will come up
with your own exceptions to my
rules and additional rules based on
the clients you serve and your own
beliefs about presenting qualitative
data. When you do, I would love to
hear about them.

Figure 1.

Simple Summaries
Figure 2.

and moveable from a QRC’s reports
into clients’ reports to product developers’ workbenches to ad agency
iPhones; its brevity and visual impact
make it memorable; it can encapsulate the learning from almost
any kind of report, and indeed, it
enhances the learning by giving it a
different, more compact shape; and
it fits with the lightning-fast metab-
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olism of most client companies. In
addition, the visual elements — color,
shapes, pictures, visual puns, the ability to show relationships, proportions
and parallels through the arrangement of elements on the page —
speak to the evolutionarily oldest
part of the brain where survival decisions are made. This adds impact
to findings, bringing understanding

Simple summaries are just that:
thump-yourself-on-the-head obvious
arrangements of study findings or
next steps. The hurdle is in letting
yourself see the value in the obvious.
The first summary I ever did (Fig. 1)
is just “here’s what to change, and
here’s what to keep.”
In contrast, Figure 2 was for an
earlier-stage study in which I showed
ten prototypes that represented
an array of dramatically different
options for each of several features.
The next step for the team was to
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build another set of prototypes. In
other words, changes were considerably more than tweaks, and none of
the prototypes shown were expected
to move forward. While Code G was
the strongest of the prototypes, I was
concerned that if I used a picture of
it, someone seeing the report (probably a management type with his
eye on the bottom line) could say,
“Great! All we need to do is make
these changes to Code G and cancel
the next phase.” Instead, using basic
shapes from PowerPoint’s drawing
toolbar, I made a generic version of
the product that incorporated all
the key elements in a simplified way.
None of the prototypes actually
looked exactly like this, which
avoided suggesting that any one prototype shown should move forward.
Figure 3 is really just a more complex example of this idea. This study
was an early phase in reconstructing a brand’s packaging architecture.
Like the study for Figure 2, the
boards we showed were stimuli,
and there was no expectation that
any one execution would move forward. Rather, this was a first generation that would lead to at least two
more. Even so, some people on the
team were ready to start art directing, talking at length about colors
and what the model on the package
should look like. In this case, the
one-pager, in addition to showing
how to proceed with each of the
elements, also attempted to rescue
the team from its own enthusiasm
— to anchor them in the right place
in the development process. To do
this, I made my own generic package
rather than using a JPEG of any one
example we showed, and I deliberately made my drawing rather crude.
Because there are no aesthetic variables on the summary page, communication and structure move to
the forefront.
The other key piece of this example is that the information about each
element is located where respondents
said they would like to see that element within the brand architecture.
Not only does this make individual
bits of information easier to find, but
it also visually anchors the gist of the

Figure 3.

Figure 4.

findings. For example, the master
brand logo was shown in several
different places in the concepts, but
respondents overwhelmingly preferred it toward the top of the package. Therefore, notes about master
brand execution are at the top of
the package.
A simple summary is fairly easy
to construct but can encapsulate a

wealth of information and implication in few words. If the idea of onepagers appeals to you, one of these
would be the place to start.

Word-Based Summaries
Sometimes, there may not be an
image or a simple graphic that represents your findings. Especially if a
report relies heavily on stories or
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involves multiple segments, cells or other
variables, it can be difficult to show all the
meaningful juxtapositions of information
in the linear format of a report. In these
cases, your one-pager can be made up of
words — words that condense, contextualize and show parallels. Clients will be able
to see the patterns within the findings without your needing to write slide after slide
of “Another way of looking at this is….”
Primary Insights was asked to do a
sweeping study across several lifestage segments to discover when consumers are
most open to change within the category.
In the body of the report, the organization
was by lifestage. However, diving deep into
each segment could not really show how
segments compared and what, if any, patterns existed. Figure 4 is the one-page summary that lets readers look across segments.
Note that even though this is quite wordy,
the artwork breaks up the density of the
text and gives the reader’s brain an image
to hang information on. This page still
makes the rounds at the client company
and gets referred to often in studies in
the category.
Sometimes, a one-page summary can
encapsulate just part of a report. For a
study about value in a category, benefit
laddering led to three different endpoints,
and for each, there were multiple pathways
to get there. After too much time wasted
trying to put it into linear prose, I decided
to just reproduce the essence of each of the
ladders. As Figure 5 shows, it is now easy
to see how each of the pathways led to the
top, and it is possible to look across each to
discover how the moms in the study were
similar or different at any given step. The
key with this was to keep each note very
brief with no qualifiers or exceptions; those
are in the body of the report. Further, the
first-person point of view keeps the reader
engaged, as though the respondent were
speaking right out of the page.
The study that Figure 6 represents was
centered around a new and quite different
product prototype. Beyond that, the objectives were all over the place, we had two
different types of respondents, and both
product development and marketing were
involved. The report consisted of distinct
sections, and each was important to specific
team members. I was a little concerned that
no one but the insights manager would
read the whole thing, and there was important news for everyone in all the sections.
The idea of news actually led to the format
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of the one-pager. It is a summary
of both insights and findings held
together by the fact that each little
news story specifically addresses one
of the key objectives of the study.
Adding in the page number where the
full analysis can be found was one
way to tempt readers into seeking out
parts of the report that didn’t directly
apply to their work but that would
expand their understanding overall.

Image-Based Summaries
The last category of one-pagers,
image-based summaries, is in many
ways the most challenging to get
right; however, it is also the most
instinctive for the analyst and seems
to have tremendous impact for the
reader. The reason for both the difficulty and the effectiveness is that
we stroll into the world of visual
metaphor. If you think about it, we
ask respondents to use visual metaphor all the time in picture sorts, collages, drawings and the like because
it can capture the feeling beyond the
findings. It can also convey that feeling to clients in a report.
Metaphors carry a lot of baggage,
which makes them both powerful
and dangerous. A few basic guidelines for using metaphor in any form
(verbal or visual) in a report will help
you decide whether a metaphor will
work for you.
1) Choose one image or analog at
a time. If you begin with a unicorn and discover it needs wings,
webbed feet and a flugelhorn to
cover all your bases, the metaphor
does not work.
2) The chosen metaphor should stand
up to argument and to the addition of new data. Could you argue
the opposite of your conclusion
using the same metaphor? What
about if you were asked to do ten
more groups — is the new data
likely to fit within the metaphor?
3) Spin out the metaphor to its logical conclusion and consider all the
semiotic baggage that an image
carries. For example, you may
choose an arrow to show a swift,
straight journey to a target, but
are you comfortable with the violence it also implies? Each of the

Figure 5.

Figure 6.

choices you make will register
with your audience, consciously
or not, so be sure your choices
are deliberate.
4) Metaphors being sent out into the
world should be based in common
experience and not be culturally
dependent. A river is common
enough to be a metaphor; Route
66 or RuPaul, not so much.

5) Most importantly, if a metaphor
does not work perfectly, abandon it. Bad metaphors can cause
enormous confusion and misunderstanding precisely because
they have such an impact. You can
talk someone out of a verbal misunderstanding, but it is pretty
hard to ask someone to unsee
an image.
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How do you discover the right image to represent your findings? Let
yourself act it out; draw/paint/mold it; tell the story of the findings
to someone who is not in the business; use the other realms of
endeavor you inhabit, whether it is woodworking, astrophysics, baking
or yard work — it may not end up being your final image, but it
can get you started.
On a more concrete note, do not
be afraid to use image-based summaries just because you are not skilled
at graphics. Frankly, neither am I.
As you will see from the examples,
hand-drawing using the shapes available in PowerPoint and clip art can
be used to create some pretty potent
images. The key issue with regard to
execution is that your pictures are
clear and accurate.
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The first visual metaphor I ever
used (Figure 7) was long before I
started working on one-page summaries. It was hand-drawn by a colleague based on my babbling about
intertwining and inseparability, and
its simplicity and elegance make it
one of my favorites. The objective
of the study was to discover which
of three attributes was most important to consumers. Ultimately, they

didn’t separate the three but saw
them as interdependent. When forced
by the moderator, they could pull
them apart and define each one a
bit differently, but overall, doing so
made no sense to them. This braid
got the point across during a rather
tense presentation. In fact, the most
resistant person in the room started
talking in terms of the braid as he
outlined next steps for his team,
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telling them that if any one strand was weak, the
whole braided string would be useless.
Sometimes clients may just hand you the metaphor. The study for which Figure 8 was created
was called “Exploring the Yogurt Landscape,”
and client team members used that language constantly. Since the key finding was the different
types of occasions for eating various forms of
yogurt, each of the occasions we discovered
becomes a landmark in the landscape. For each
occasion, the type of feature — peak, lake, flatlands — fits with the feel of the experience.
When people are just hungry, there is little emotional resonance, so the flatlands are flat. Intense
emotional experiences over favorite flavors can be
deep and mysterious like a lake. Note also that
the fonts contribute to the feel of each feature.
The last example (Figure 9) of an image-based
summary was for a study in which the goal was
to discover how people felt about premiumness
within a category. I wanted to draw together, into
a single page, the variety of reasons that consumers use private label. As I thought, I paced,
and I found myself standing on tiptoe as if at the
water’s edge. The image of consumers “taking
the plunge” into private label was so strong, I
was unconsciously embodying it. Quite relieved
that no one was around to see my analysis en
pointe, I sat down to draw it out: Some women
stay up on the sand throughout their time as
category users because there are plenty of choices
on the beach and no need to go into the water.
Some women gradually tiptoe into the water as
their circumstances change and their sense of
adventure increases. Others are tossed in because
their financial situation requires private-label
use, and they have no choice but to learn to
swim in it.
So how do you discover the right image to
represent your findings? Let yourself act it out
(you may end up on your toes); draw/paint/mold
it; tell the story of the findings to someone who
is not in the business; use the other realms of
endeavor you inhabit, whether it is woodworking, astrophysics, baking or yard work — it may
not end up being your final image, but it can
get you started; do your own picture sort, collage
or other metaphorical technique to kick-start
your thinking. Just remember, if the metaphor
doesn’t come easily and stand up to scrutiny,
don’t force it.

Figure 7.

Figure 8.

Final Thoughts
In sum, the beauty of the one-page summary is
that when it works, it can encapsulate whole
worlds of findings. And if it doesn’t work, it is
just a page, easily torn out while the rest of your
stellar report wows your clients.

Figure 9.
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JUMP-START
CONCEPT INNOVATION
through Client Experience

BY MARTHA E. GUIDRY
The Rite Concept • Avon, CT • martha@theriteconcept.com

A product usage
video helps clients
get back in touch
with what their
consumers really
do with their
product. In some
cases, the client
team may have
forgotten the
basics; other
times, the target
audience may
have used the
product or service
in different ways
from what was
intended or
expected.
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ccording to Procter & Gamble, 75% of product failure is NOT because the product does not perform, but because it was the wrong idea — it neither solved
a problem nor filled a consumer need. As a result, many millions of dollars
are wasted on product launches that go nowhere. Clearly, to avoid this fate, the
intention behind concept development is to find the potential winning ideas and
qualify them before they hit the market.
Dictionary.com describes a concept as a “general notion — an idea or invention to
help sell or publicize a product or service” (called “product” for the rest of this
article). In its written form, a concept begins as a product description. As an idea
is developed, a marketing concept becomes essential, more highly refined and more
specific than a description. A marketing concept positions the product in the market.
It explains how the product will make your consumer’s life better and provides
strong reasons to believe that it actually will. As such, concept development requires
research to understand the consumer’s habits and belief system to find the opportunity (the “position”) in the market.
But what happens if the idea is a bad one — i.e., it does not solve a problem,
meet a consumer need or create a more elegant solution to improve an existing

LEARN
FROM THE
PAST

GOALS &
OBJECTIVES

EXPERIENCE
IN SITU

AMPLIFY THE
EXPERIENCE

Model 1 – Grounding Your Client before Ideation

experience with a product, before
the research even starts? Unfortunately, this scenario occurs more
often than we want to believe. Sometimes a senior manager has a pet
idea that he loves and continues to
push the team for more research,
hoping that it will somehow break
through the clutter over time. In
other cases, time constraints have
shortened the development cycle,
skipping key “go/no go” milestones that would have normally
detoured an idea earlier in the process. And finally, it may be as simple
as clients just not understanding their
consumer experience thoroughly
enough to create a novel, breakthrough idea. In this article, we will
focus on the latter.
A simple, three-step approach that
dovetails different client experiences

together can serve as the foundation
and grounding for kick-starting the
idea-development process. These
experiences fall into three distinct
areas: (1) learn from the past,
(2) experience the product in situ
and (3) amplify the experience to
reframe thinking. A combination
of approaches provides a rich
and relevant canvas for new-concept development.

Learn from the Past
The most typical scenario I see with
clients is the “cobwebs on the findings” syndrome. Brands get bought
and sold, marketing managers ebb
and flow to different businesses, technologies come and go… and the
records of why things were done get
lost or forgotten. While one would
not “bet the farm” on five-year-old

data, time should be invested to
ensure that the team does not reinvent the wheel.
Plus, the client garners three additional benefits from beginning with
a solid review of the history. First,
checking history often prevents blind
spots from the start. Second, the
process of checking history creates
knowledge experts in specific areas
who can be tapped throughout development. And third, the ideation team
gets grounded with the same background information, thus eliminating false beliefs and assumptions at
the start.

The History Lesson
A “history lesson” is a great way to
start an ideation or a product-development session. Each team or individual knowledge expert would
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be asked to own a particular task or
a specific topic and review relevant
research (both qualitative and quantitative) completed in the last two
to three years. Specific focus areas
could include primary or secondary
target audience, habits and practices,
past concept test results, past usage
findings, competitors, etc.
Asking ideation team participants
to have a target area to review is
critical; it is a lot easier to read a
200-page document with a specific
goal in mind than asking them to
“Read this thing, and come back
next Tuesday.” Typically, the QRC/
facilitator would scan the reports
and work with a key client team
member to try to decide which
reports are the most critical or helpful to the new-concept effort. Clearly
a team cannot go through ten 200page documents, but three or four
reports relevant to the task at hand
can provide a huge jump-start.
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The knowledge experts would
report back their findings to the ideation team and respond to Q&A to
kick off the ideation session. Within
a few hours, the ideation team members have the same grounding and
are all on the same page as the session moves forward. More importantly, the ideation team has started
to ask questions, which identify
knowledge gaps as well as help the
team to start thinking about their
product from a new perspective.

Knowledgeable
“Outsider” Info Share
“Outsiders” generally take the form
of ad agency members or consultants.
Often, the continuity on a line of
business falls into their jurisdiction. They may have been involved
longer than client team members
who have rotated into new jobs or
new responsibilities.

Again, this perspective may help
fill knowledge gaps or help the
team with a broader overview than
research alone. How this information
is organized and shared can vary
tremendously, but most helpful are
big information buckets, such as
past advertising or concepts, media
spends, brand share of voice over
time and products previously tested.
The “outsider” approach often nicely
augments “The History Lesson” by
bringing to life any human aspects
(and, yes, the politics) that may
have impacted the choices made in
the past.

Watch It: In-Context
Product Usage Video
A product usage video helps clients
get back in touch with what their
consumers really do with their product. In some cases, the client team
may have forgotten the basics; other
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times, the target audience may have
used the product or service in different ways from what was intended
or expected.
“Watch It” becomes extraordinarily helpful when a product may
be used in a variety of applications
or across different regions/countries.
If the marketing engine for a product
is based in one particular region, like
the U.S. or Europe, it may be eyeopening to realize that assumptions
held true for one region may not be
true for all.
For example, I once worked on
concept development for a North
American-based household cleanser
brand in Brazil. As part of the session, I asked the non-Brazilians to
watch videos of members of the local
population cleaning their bathrooms
with their typical products and tools.
Imagine the surprise when the clients
watched tapes of barefooted women
cleaning bathrooms with a giant
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broom-like mop and a hose! Clearly,
this experience changed many incoming assumptions and paradigms
about the new-product concepts and
what had to change in order to make
these concepts relevant to this market.

Client team members need to reacquaint themselves with their products
or services and develop what I call
“a new set of radar.” A variety of
techniques are both fun and informative; here are a few to try.

Experience In Situ

The Apprentice

Real-time experiences with the product can frame challenges and set up
the team with information to leverage
for ideation. It continually amazes me
that clients may question the value of
having marketing and R&D teams
directly experience their own products. Some clients might not actually
use the product they sell, such as male
clients who work on mascara and
lipstick, clients who have a cleaning
lady and work on household cleaners, or women who work on power
tools. The opportunity for creativity
can be expanded by finding ways for
these clients to get inside the shoes
of their target consumers.

This exercise allows team members
to actually perform or see the “real”
work of the problem that they are
trying to solve. Depending on the
nature of this work, it could be
folded into an ideation session week
or assigned as “prework.” Here are
a few examples to help you understand how this could be incorporated into an ideation session.

A Day in the Field
Spending “a day in the field” is all
about experiencing the product in
the “raw.” If you work with a fastfood client, the client would actually
go behind the fast-food counter for
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Clients are asked to actually use their product within the context
of an ideation session. This is quite important because the day-today closeness to their product often obscures objectivity.
a day (take orders and work at the
make table). In this experience, the
client would develop visceral understanding of the “real” experience
in terms of service and operational
demands. Similarly, he could travel
around with customers to different
restaurants to get first-hand impressions of the customer “experience”
in different locations. It is generally
helpful to provide a template for
recording observations that would
then be brought into the ideation session.

the product before getting their face
wet or when they used a washcloth.

Mystery Shopping
Shopping incognito can provide provocative insights when you are working on a service business. In this
exercise, the client would call his/her
own (or a competitor’s) customerservice line and evaluate the experience. Similarly, a client would go to
several competitors’ stores to gain
insight into the effectiveness of a sales
approach or to several restaurants
to evaluate service.

Time with an Expert
Leverage the knowledge of an expert
who is related to your product.
For example, if your client needs to
understand how to improve a commercial oven, she might work with
a chef at a restaurant for a day to
figure out the needs and drivers of
oven choice. This is a more compelling experience than reading a
research report from the end-user.
Or, if the product relates to fitness
products, spend time with a personal
trainer, hearing the pros and cons
of the various equipment he uses as
he works with clients.

Watch It: Live
This “Watch It” version is similar to
the “Watch It: In-Context Video”
exercise described above, but instead
it is done real-time. This exercise
serves both as a refresher on what
the consumer really does with the
product and also allows for Q&A
follow-up for better understanding.
One time, we were developing a new
facial-cleaning product and tested a
prototype while watching participants wash their faces. Much to our
surprise, we observed that women
washed in a variety of ways, and the
special “experience” of this new
product was completely unnoticed by
the many respondents who applied

Monitoring the Chat
A way to utilize the internet, “Monitoring the Chat” gets the client closer
to the consumer in an easy and costeffective way. The clients are asked
to Google key industry words about
their industry or brand and scan
related blogs and chat rooms to see
what consumers are saying. Are they
confused/knowledgeable, happy/
dissatisfied or excited/disinterested
in the topic? And, if they can’t find
much chatter online, don’t be disappointed — while it could mean lack
of interest, it could also be an opportunity waiting to be explored.

Amplify the Experience
Last but not least, amplifying the
experience is about making the usage
experience larger-than-life. It can be
fun, engaging and most revealing.

Extreme “Use It”
In this exercise, clients are asked to
actually use their product within the
context of an ideation session. This
is quite important because the dayto-day closeness to their product
often obscures objectivity. For the
basic “Extreme Use It” experience,
the client’s R&D (or another appropriate team) creates an overblown
torture test for the product. In the

past, I have had clients perform
duties such as clean sinks and floors,
fill out prototype insurance applications on-line, use a steam cleaner
on a filthy carpet and eat pizza after
it sat for 25 minutes (for delivery
time), to name a few. This is a powerful way for clients to get acquainted
or reacquainted with their products.

“Handicapped” Experience
This is a very engaging version of
“Extreme Use It.” Adding constraints
to the usage process creates a heightened sensory experience for a participant to frame the product in a new
paradigm. In this manner, what may
seem automatic and mundane may
spring to life as a way to enhance
or change a product.
The key to making this “handicapped” is that the team is required
to evaluate the experience with constraints such as being blindfolded,
keeping one hand behind their back
or doing something with their nondominant hand. You would be surprised what you learn when someone
cleans a toilet with their eyes closed.
Blindfolded in a car (obviously not
driving) allows one to feel the car’s
ride, more keenly listen for noises or
determine where different features
are expected or most accessible (cup
holder, lights, etc.).

Simulation
“Simulation” helps people think
about their challenge while creating
a broader context for understanding.
Most products or parts of a product
experience can be simulated in one
way or another. For example, one of
my clients was trying to improve the
packaging of a granular laundry
detergent. To simulate pourability,
clients used all sorts of kitchen implements to pour sand from one bucket
to a small cup. They experimented
to see what worked and what didn’t.
This experience created a plethora of
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Any of these approaches helps clients shift paradigms by getting
out of that “I’m behind my desk, and I’m a brand manager” kind
of mentality. They enjoy the process, and the mentality shift
broadens the playing field in the ideation session.
opportunities by just using everyday
items in the kitchen to help them
figure out how to think about a granular product in a different way.

Act It Out
This exercise is about feeling the
experience with or as the product.
Instead of thinking about the mascara that I put on my lashes or the
cake that I bake, “Act It Out” gives
everybody an opportunity to experience the product in a more kinesthetic manner. “Act It Out” can be
done as a role-play, an improvisation
or a “you-are-the-product” experi-
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ence (like asking someone to imagine
being a fizzy tablet in water).
Any of these approaches helps
clients shift paradigms by getting out
of that “I’m behind my desk, and I’m
a brand manager” kind of mentality.
They enjoy the process, and the mentality shift broadens the playing field
in the ideation session.

In Summary
Of course, before you use any of
these exercises, you must know your
client’s objectives and choose a variety of approaches that best fit the

challenge. Remember, people have
different learning styles, so using
different sensory activities helps to
tap into each participant’s strengths.
Regardless of what you try, I can
guarantee that it will help your client
team better empathize with their end
consumer and bring a fresher perspective to concept development.
And, you have expanded your
role with your client and helped
them to bring their best thinking
to the focus room. At the end
of the day, you have become an
even more important partner in
their business.

• QUALITATIVE TOOLBOX •

BY PRAVEEN K. KOPALLE, PH.D.
Tuck School of Business Administration, Dartmouth College • Hanover, NH •
praveen.k.kopalle@tuck.dartmouth.edu

An

estimated 40% to 45% of
all new products destined
for the U.S. market fail.
New consumer-packaged goods fare
even worse; nearly half fail. One way
to improve the new-product success
rate is to focus on which consumers
are the “right” ones to use in the
new-product development process,

particularly in the consumer-goods
industry. My colleagues — professors
Donna Hoffman and Tom Novak,
both at the University of California,
Riverside — and I propose that the
right consumers to use for new-product concept development are the
“emergent consumers.” These are
individuals who have a unique capa-

Emergent consumers have been able to
develop new product concepts that mainstream consumers find significantly more
appealing and useful, compared to concepts
developed by typical, lead-user, or even
innovative, consumers.
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bility to imagine or envision how
concepts might be developed so
they will be successful in the mainstream marketplace.
In two distinct product categories,
home delivery and oral care, we identify such consumers and find they are
able to develop new product concepts
that mainstream consumers find significantly more appealing and useful,
compared to concepts developed
by typical, lead-user, or even innovative, consumers.

Lead vs. Emergent
Consumers
Conventional wisdom may argue
that an early death knell for so many
new products is simply a way to
separate the wheat from the chaff.
The process of elimination, however,

does not naturally favor products
with real potential — those that
could transform categories or stimulate new business — over dud products. Many innovative concepts are
discarded because they do not test
well against people who typify the
ultimate consumer base, even though
a number of studies indicate these socalled typical consumers often lack
the vision to imagine the innovation’s
possibilities. And when consumers
exhibit uncertainty about a product,
companies shy away from investing
in it.
Lead users have some predictive
powers when it comes to concept
development. They are first in line to
use new products because they know
what they need, experience those
needs earlier than most other consumers and are motivated to innovate
to satisfy those needs. The usefulness
of lead users as harbingers of product
success, though, may be limited to
specific domains, particularly in a
business-to-business setting. Also,
they are not so predictive when it
comes to categories in which they
are not personally invested.
Emergent consumers, on the other
hand, have a unique blend of personality traits and processing abilities
that gives them an intuitive, almost
“instinctive” understanding of a new
concept. They embrace new experiences and ideas. They tend to be opti-

Emergent consumers are able to process
information both experientially and rationally,
rather than experientially or rationally. This
special ability enables them to imagine or
visualize new product concepts that may
best fit typical consumers’ needs and,
through logic and analysis, evaluate and
refine these concepts.
mistic and highly creative. They are
reflective by nature. Emergent consumers are able to process information both experientially and rationally, rather than experientially or
rationally. This special ability enables
them to imagine or visualize new
product concepts that may best
fit typical consumers’ needs and,
through logic and analysis, evaluate
and refine these concepts. Thus, they
not only can help create more appealing and useful products, but they
also can increase the likelihood
such products will be successful in
the marketplace.
Companies that want to tap these
consumers’ exceptional skills face
two sizable hurdles. They need a
quick, dependable way to identify
people who are emergent thinkers,

and they need an efficient way to
elicit their observations and coordinate the observations of several
emergent consumers on a specific product in development. My
colleagues and I have focused on
these tasks in the two studies that
follow, and we believe we have
mastered them.

The Case of the SmartBox
Our home-delivery study involved
more than 1,000 individuals randomly selected from an online panel.
In the first part of this study, we
asked them a number of questions
designed to reveal their personalities
and attitudes, and we subsequently
assigned all respondents to one of
four mutually exclusive groups (high
emergent, high lead-user status, high
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In our research, we found that consumers high in emergent nature
showed a tendency to emphasize utilitarian attributes (as opposed
to hedonic attributes) in their improved product concepts, compared
to high lead users.
innovativeness and average consumers) according to their scores on
emergent nature and other scales. We
used established personality dimensions easily determined by standardized survey questions to identify
“emergent consumers.” We expect
consumers high on the emergent
nature to do well at our tasks.
The second part of our study
involved getting feedback from
participants on an actual new product, called SmartBox. This intelligent, multi-featured storage device
can be stationed outside people’s
houses to allow secure pick-up and
drop-off service by grocers, merchants or mail-delivery services, even
when no one is home. The box is
“smart” because it needs a code
to be opened, so only people with
authorization, such as the homeowner and the delivery person, can
open it. It also tracks who delivered
what and when, and it keeps a record
of deliveries. The SmartBox inventor
had patented the concept, built a
prototype in partnership with a company and run a small trial with typical consumers. However, the trial
results convinced the company the
market was too small, and it abandoned the project.
We asked each of our four groups
to use an online bulletin board to
“further develop the SmartBox concept so that it will be successful in
the marketplace… as appealing as
possible to the average consumer so
that he or she will want to buy it.”
We encouraged participants to build
on and question the ideas of others.
This tested a specific method for
extracting key product feedback
from multiple consumers, allowing
them to affect product design collaboratively and simultaneously. At the
end of the development period, participants in all four groups were quite
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satisfied with their respective concept
and were very involved with the concept-development task.
Using standard concept testing
scales (most appealing, least appealing, bad/good, dislike/like, dull/
dynamic and not useful/useful), we
then tested the four product concepts
with 631 native English-speaking
adult consumers randomly selected
from a global online panel. We found
the concept that had been developed
by the “high emergent” group scored
significantly higher than the other
three concepts.

The Spray Solution
For this study, we borrowed from a
large consumer-packaged-goods company a new idea for oral care that
needed further concept development
— Orion Dental Spray. We told 185
participants that the product was a
“new way to clean your teeth without brushing. Instead of brushing,
spray!” Then we asked them to write
down some imagined benefits that
would create a product so attractive
it would motivate consumers to buy
it. Following this task, we measured
participants’ emergent nature, leaduser status and dispositional innovativeness, and we used their scores
to assign them to one of these three
categories or the control group.
We chose a dozen concept descriptions from each group, summarized
their product benefits (for example,
quick and convenient) and, from this
summary, created four concepts, each
representing one of the four groups.
These final concept descriptions
were of similar length and style but
boasted different benefits.
An independent sample of 207
consumers then reviewed the four
descriptions and indicated those they
found both most and least appealing.
Along with the standard concept

testing scale, we also collected purchase intention and purchase frequency likelihood for each concept.
We were not surprised to find that
the high-emergent concept received
higher scores than did concepts
from the lead user, innovative and
control groups.

The Results Are In
The results of these two studies suggest that (1) the concept of emergent
consumers is valid, (2) these consumers are more insightful than are
typical consumers when it comes to
new product development and (3) the
concepts they develop are likely to
resonate very well with mainstream
customers. Clearly, emergent consumers could be valuable assets during a concept-development process.
The key is to identify and employ
them early in the process.
We created an eight-item emergent-nature scale that successfully
helped us identify these consumers
among participants in our studies.
We found high-emerge individuals
strongly agreed with the following:
• “If someone gave me a new product or service idea with no clear
application, I could ‘fill in the
blanks’ so someone else would
know what to do with it.”
• “Even if I don’t see an immediate
use for a new product or service,
I like to imagine how people in
general might use it in the future.”
• “I like to experiment with new
ideas for how to use products
and services.”
• “When I hear about a new product
or service idea, it is easy to imagine
how it might be developed into an
actual product or service.”
• “Even if I don’t see an immediate
use for a new product or service,
I like to think about how I might
use it in the future.”

• “When I see a new product or service
idea, it is easy to visualize how it might
fit into the life of an average person in
the future.”
• “I like to find patterns in complexity.”
• “I can picture how products
and services of today could be
improved to make them more
appealing to the average person.”
Interestingly, in our research we found
that consumers high in emergent nature
showed a tendency to emphasize utilitarian attributes (as opposed to hedonic
attributes) in their improved product concepts, compared to high lead users. It is
possible that typical consumers may have
a better appreciation for the utilitarian
attributes, thus leading to their more
favorable attitude toward the concept
developed by the emergent consumers.
Although we believe our results support
the contention that consumers high in
emergent nature are the “right” consumers
to use in product concept development,
we cannot make the claim that they are
“best.” Future research can and should
examine which combinations of consumers
with these unique capabilities — emergent,
innovative, lead user — are best for particular product concept-development tasks.
More study also is needed to determine
how these combinations — for instance,
high only on emergent nature, high on
emergent nature and lead-user status, high
on both emergent nature and dispositional
innovativeness or high on all three constructs — compare against each other.
Our results, based on two product categories and individual and group settings,
are promising, but they do have limitations.
We tested the product concepts using
written descriptions rather than physical
prototypes because of cost issues. A related
limitation is that our studies were performed in laboratory settings. Clearly, it
would be important to show that actual
products generated from emergent-consumer concepts ultimately are more appealing and lead to greater sales than products
based on concepts developed by other types
of consumers. Our work provides a first
step in this exciting area for future research.
We encourage qualitative researchers to
further field test the idea of emergent consumers (using the above eight-item scale)
in a real-world, new product development
context and share the results with us.

• GLOBAL RESEARCH •

VIETNAM MARKET RESEARCH:
Talking to the Next Asian Tiger (Part 1)
BY JOHN STOREY
Global Research Editor • QRCA VIEWS
London, Great Britain • john.storey@categoryconsulting.com

part 1 of this article, we look
at the Vietnamese market and
culture and examine how they
have shaped and influenced the qualitative research being conducted there
and where this will lead in the future.
As it has with me, I hope it will force
you to re-examine your own culture
and take a new look with a fresh perspective. As a London native, I grew
so familiar with the environment that
I no longer saw what was before my
very eyes. The analogy is the same as

In
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when you hear an American tourist
tell you about places and history you
have never heard of on your own
doorstep, especially if they are “South
of the River” where you dare not
venture (but that is another cultural
story about the London natives for
another time).
Vietnam is really a country of two
parts. The South, with Saigon (Ho
Chi Minh) at the center with eight
million inhabitants, is the commercial powerhouse of the country and

roughly equals that of the other
major commercial hubs throughout
Asia such as Singapore and Jakarta.
Hanoi, in the North with two million
people, is the political center and is
said to be the fastest-growing city
in Asia.
Vietnam is a buzzing, emerging,
energetic country with great positivity
towards becoming a highly developed
and leading Asian country. In my
view, Vietnam is likely to become one
of the wealthiest, due to its strategic

location right in the center of Asia,
bordering Cambodia (another potential up-and-coming country), Laos
and southern China, with Indonesia,
Malaysia and Philippines to the south
and Thailand to the east. Vietnam,
with a total population approaching
90 million, shows immense potential.
Market research in Vietnam is
emerging too, with TNS and Cimigo
both having established good footholds in a research market that is
only about 15 years old. TNS (a
leading global research company)
and Cimigo (an Asian research specialist, based out of Hong Kong) are
both in extremely good positions to
grow with the consumer evolution
and commercial explosion that have
started in Vietnam.
Qualitative research there is also
in its infancy, with a focus on very
basic techniques along with some
technology jumps that many American and European researchers would
envy. Qualitative research appears to
be leading in ad-hoc research, and
as the market grows, the few local
agencies currently existing are likely
to flourish from it, as they have in
most developed markets.
To find out more, I spoke with
Alison Dexter (research director,
TNS Vietnam) and Graciela Sylva
(research Director, Cimigo, Vietnam), both of whom are extremely
experienced qualitative researchers
and who are leading the qual
research development in Vietnam.
They both come with my highest
recommendation.

An Emerging,
Yet Difficult Market
Qual research is emerging and growing in Vietnam and, in fact, is a new
industry. It is hard and interesting
work, as the research must deal with
unexpected cultural and ethos factors. Also, the Vietnamese language
patterns are quite literal and descriptive, which often clash with the
Western and global thinking that
tends to be more conceptual. That
is not to say that abstract analogies,
metaphors and images cannot work;
instead, the issues have more to do
with how the questions are phrased.

For example, if you asked, “Where is
the brand going with this new communication idea?” you would get the
answer “Into my fridge at home.”
This shows that typical brand marketing questions are taken literally,
as Vietnamese are not acquainted
with “brand speak” as we Westerners are, living in a culture of
brand familiarity.

The North/South Divide
Most clients’ business is very different
in the South versus in the North,
partly due to distribution and logistics. Also, the North has four seasons, whereas the South has only one
season with a temperature fluctuation of less than 5 degrees. The
North is much closer to China,
whereas the South has an American
and more international influence.
Although the Central region was the
original kingdom capital, it is also
the poorest region. In the North,
residents are more positive towards
Eastern Block products due to the
previous Soviet relationship. All this,
of course, means that any research
should at least be conducted in the
North and South.

The “Yes Culture” Impact
With every bit of research in Asia, an
unexpected aspect you will encounter
is a typical “yes, I like that one”
answer to every product you ask
about. This is difficult to explain to
Western clients not used to this type
of response. I once conducted a study
across several Asian countries to try
to understand where I could expect
to find the average mean score
to scaled questions, as my clients
wanted to compare results across
countries. The result was that in
some countries, different Asian cultures score more positively than
others, but interestingly, different
scales (i.e., 5-point Liker, versus 7- or
10-point scales) also work better in
different Asian countries. For example, I found that the further south in
Asia you go, the more positive-biased
the response becomes and therefore
often works better with a larger scale.
This goes to show the importance
of knowing and understanding the

different Asian cultures. This could
also apply to Vietnamese regions in
terms of cognitive, consensual- or
consensus-led responses, with the
South being more commercially
minded, the central people coming
from an impoverished region, and
the North having a victorious attitude. You therefore need to take
these regional attitudes into account
when analyzing the responses. The
result is that Vietnamese people do
not react in the way you would normally expect in the Western world,
as they communicate through their
regional cultural filters.

5,000 New Products a Year,
and Many Fail
The biggest problem for clients
is to figure out which products
will be successful or how best to
adapt them. For example, Lotteria
(a McDonald’s-like burger bar from
Korea/Japan) has a burger that is
Pho-flavored (a Vietnamese spicystyle flavored-noodle food). Pricing
is critical, too, because the very
low GDP (the typical household
income is roughly $100 per month)
makes the average shopping basket
pretty small.
Companies will often introduce
new products because they work
elsewhere; the Vietnamese consumer
market, however, is so much in its
infancy that consumers often do not
know how to use the new products.
Also, consumers are unfamiliar with
typical leading flavors found elsewhere. For example, strawberry,
chocolate and vanilla are of little
interest, compared to green tea, taro,
dragon fruit and loganberry flavors.
There is also the notion of “heating and cooling foods.” For instance,
Vietnamese women are not keen on
chocolate, as it is considered very
“heaty” and is thought to ruin the
skin’s complexion. The concept of
“heating” and “cooling” is unique to
Asia, as it is about finding a balance
between ying and yang energies to
help keep the body in balance.
The marketing manager from a
leading carbonated-drinks company
in Vietnam told me that the major
issue for Western companies is
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Vietnam is a market where typical market conditions do not apply.
In fact, in Vietnam, many concepts and notions that are quite
familiar to Westerners do not exist. For example, the concept of
“brand” does not exist in Vietnamese language.
product failures, as new products are
not researched enough — nor localized enough — to fit the market in
terms of product format, packaging
and communication.
Carbonated soft drinks often sell
poorly in Vietnam, as they are also
considered “heaty,” whereas milk
is very popular with teenagers and
young adults in Vietnam. Health
drinks lead the drinks market; a local
drink called Green Tea 0° (Zero
degrees) is particularly popular.
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“Brand Values” Do Not Exist
as in Western Terms
Vietnam is a market where typical
market conditions do not apply. In
fact, in Vietnam, many concepts and
notions that are quite familiar to
Westerners do not exist. For example,
the concept of “brand” does not exist
in Vietnamese language. In other
words, Western rationality is not the
same as Asian cognitive patterns; it
is very different. QRCs always run
the risk of missing an underlying

cultural notion that we would not
see or recognize because we do not
know about it.
This adds another level of complexity to research and results in, for
example, a two-hour focus group
lasting two-and-a-half hours, as some
concepts need to be explored to
greater depth. And, in a post-Communist market, techniques that ask
for “opinions” are likely to fall on
sterile ground. Instead, you need to
slowly pick through the specific likes

C O N T I N U E D Vietnam Market Research
and dislikes of a product, concept or
service matter.
This also applies to the local Vietnamese researchers themselves, and
it is why a company with a mix of
Western and Vietnamese researchers
will work better for a Western or
global company wanting to research
in traditional ways and ask questions
based on concepts.

The New Consumer Brands
While the concept of “brand” is new,
the uptake of brands is growing
exponentially. Before, global brands
(such as Coke) were introduced gradually; often, they were spread via
Asian visitors from neighboring
countries or sent home from overseas
Vietnamese workers. Now, however,
a new brand concept — that of
national brands — is growing like
wildfire. National pride leads Vietnamese consumers to love anything
“made in Vietnam,” and there could
be a trend of dropping global brands
in preference for their own countryoriginated brands.
So, although global brands have
helped create a brand culture, the
market is being rebalanced in favor
of local brands, which are moving
forward at great pace. Of course,
new national brands will undoubtedly make marketing mistakes, but
they have great energy and in-depth
local insight that global brands
frequently lack.

Milking the Opportunity
Surprisingly, milk is a staple in Vietnam. In fact, it is the most important
food. This can be linked both to the
French colonial legacy of farming and
to important public-health campaigns
where the Vietnamese government
took a master initiative to promote
milk as a good source of nutrition to
help stave off the malnutrition being

experienced across the country. The
result is a generation of milk lovers.
In other cultures, teenagers often
reject milk in preference for carbonated drinks, but milk is pretty much
liked by the Vietnamese teenagers.
As a consequence of the critical
importance of milk in the Vietnamese
market, a fierce battle is currently
at play in the field of dairy, mainly
between a global company and a
previously state-owned local firm,
Vinamilk. The local corporation has
gained amazing standout in the last
couple years, especially supported by
the latest “Buy Vietnamese” government campaign. Formerly a small
local brand, Vinamilk has done an
extraordinary job in the last two
years — it hired excellent advertising
agencies and professionalized its
research protocol, and now it is a
main player in the Vietnamese
dairy arena.

A Changing Society
Vietnam has grown at a great pace.
Most noticeable is the traffic, which
(like most Asian cities) is chaotic,
with hundreds of mopeds darting
out of every corner, along with lawlessness on the road. But this reflects
the pace of life in Ho Chi Minh,
which is busy all the time. What
is impressive is the way things can
change overnight — for example,
the introduction of crash helmets,
all to the credit of the Vietnam
Communist government.
This society’s great advantage is
the infrastructure of control coupled
with no apparent commercial constraints. Vietnamese society is more
individualistic and free flowing than
the Japanese or Korean societies.
There’s nothing in the way of ordered
society on the surface; instead, a
freer-flowing hive of activity works
in a more natural way, although the

death penalty for various crimes (such
as serious theft, etc.) puts the edge
on things. Vietnam’s strong culture
of good moral behavior is backed up
by a community consensus against
local crime — to the point where it is
said to be better to be caught by the
police than by the local community!

Racing Towards the Future
The Vietnamese tend to look towards
the future and are striving to embrace
all that the modern world has to
offer them. The market is gradually
evolving; a few supermarkets exist
(i.e., LotteMart, the Korean Supermarket Group), with very few
Western chains. KFC is here, but
surprisingly, McDonald’s is not (but,
don’t worry, the Lotteria burger
restaurant offers an extensive range).
People have moved past any former American negativity and are
racing towards the future. This can
be seen on a day-to-day basis with
the openness and friendliness of
typical Vietnamese people, who are
interested to learn from Western
culture and embrace change.
Vietnam is likely to evolve, grow
and become a very competitive market, especially with local research
agencies becoming more professional
and having a local connection and
understanding (although they are
currently very small, and they struggle with the basics). Other large
research organizations are likely to
try to enter Vietnam, although much
fieldwork is currently subcontracted.

In Summary
For me, Vietnam is a wonderful
country, and having conducted
research there myself, I find it full
of opportunity and energy — it is
definitely the next research tiger. (In
Asia, the tiger represents the virtue
of courage. It also means revision,

The major issue for Western companies in Vietnam is product failures, as new products are not researched enough — nor localized
enough — to fit the market in terms of product format, packaging
and communication.
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A new brand concept
— that of national
brands — is growing
like wildfire. National
pride leads Vietnamese
consumers to love anything “made in Vietnam.”
improvement, change and the Zen good,
and it is a symbol of growth and prosperity.) The government is a very positive
force, and although it enforces social controls (like closing down Facebook and the
like), China has similar practices, which
are no bad thing as it’s that post-Communist social control that lends to a stable
platform for growth and prosperity in
the future.
The Vietnamese are amongst the among
the most friendly and helpful Asian people
I have ever come across, and I hope this
article is an encouragement for future
research in Vietnam.

Coming Up in Part 2
In the Fall 2010 issue of QRCA VIEWS,
we will look at this strong communal society in a way you have never seen before.
We will discuss why Vietnamese women
marry for money and examine how their
position in society (and the culture as a
whole) influences how research is conducted. Interestingly, this has resulted in
some rather unique approaches to how
research techniques are applied.

Contributors
• TNS Vietnam contact details:
Alison Dexter, research director
(alison.dexter@tns-global.com).
A native of Australia, Alison has
been in Vietnam for roughly four
and half years and is well versed in
the Vietnamese culture and research
environment.
• Cimigo Vietnam contact details:
Graciela Sylva, research director
(gracielasylva@cimigo.com). A native
of Mexico, Graciela (known as Ella
in Vietnam) is currently the research
director in Vietnam, Cimigo.
• Special thanks to Ms. Mai Phuong,
Ha, my Vietnamese advisor and
marketing supremo.
The views expressed in this article are
not necessarily the views of TNS or Cimigo,
but the author’s interpretation.

• ONLINE QUAL •

UNDERSTANDING

ONLINE
COMMUNITIES
BY DEREK SAWCHUK
Itracks International • Saskatoon, Canada
derek.sawchuk@itracks.com

L

ooking back now, it seems quite
obvious, but if you had stood on
a podium sometime in the mid1990s and announced that we were
about to experience a flurry of callcenter closures, you might have been
pegged as being crazy! It did happen,
however, and it resulted in a new
brother born to the market research
industry — online surveys.
The qualitative industry is facing
a similar situation now, where a new
technique is challenging the status
quo. Although online qualitative
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research has been around for about
15 years, the impact on annual qualitative spending has been quite insignificant, probably averaging out
around 3%. Until recently, qualitative research has not leveraged online
technology in any significant way and
has remained more or less untouched
by technological advancements.
Similar to the quantitative shift
experienced in the 1990s, qualitative
research is now making a strong play
to embrace the online. The infrastructure of social networking and user-

generated content is firmly in place
and generally accepted as an open
portal to very rich and detailed information just waiting to be analyzed.
And it is not news that consumers
have embraced the social and community aspect of the internet like
no one would have imagined 10
years ago. Hence, the rise of online
research communities.
Because most of us come from
an industry that has experienced
very little change over the years, it
is no surprise that some researchers

As a researcher, your qualitative skills
can really blossom in an online community
through the use of projective techniques
because the usual constraints of time and
space play less of a factor.
As a researcher, your qualitative
skills can really blossom in an online
community through the use of projective techniques because the usual
constraints of time and space play
less of a factor. So, if you are still
sitting on the sidelines watching
the merry-go-round that is online
communities, now is your opportunity to jump on.

Communities Are Hot

are confused or a bit apprehensive about this new qualitative
method. Yet, online research communities offer a great opportunity
for qualitative researchers because
there is no one else out there better
suited to moderate them. Online
communities are principally perceived as qualitative. Companies
are looking for vision, texture and
context from their researchers right
now, and that is something qualitative researchers can deliver using
online communities.

Online communities are hot right
now because companies feel they are
truly getting closer to walking in
the shoes of their customers. Yes,
statistical relevance and detail and
analysis are important, but marketing
is moving towards a personal-engagement model. “People are looking
for texture and nuance and all
of the exploration that you get
from qual,” Diane Hassan, CEO of
Communispace, told me in a recent
discussion. “Clients are looking for
insights, and sometimes they come
from qual, sometimes from quant
and sometimes both. I like to think
about ‘discovery/exploration’ vs.
‘testing/validation’ because I think
it is a much more useful split.”
Is this a new way of thinking?
There has been a lot of chatter out
there about the voice of the customer,
even though the concept is not necessarily new. Brands have always
been interested in what their customers have to say, and with the
current economic state, they want
to pay less for that feedback. With
the advancement of platforms like
Facebook, Twitter and reddit, the
masses now have places to congregate online and share their ideas
with the companies that make the
products and services they use. Add
a strange mix of anonymity and ego
into the equation, and all of the

sudden we have an army of consumers who want to be heard.

Basic Definition
Online communities used for market
research are called by different names
— insight communities, MROCs
(market-research online communities) or collaborative communities,
to name a few. Therefore, defining
or explaining them is not simple.
Although they have been in practice
for nearly a decade, only now are
they entering the radar screen for
clients and market researchers, and
so are their names or titles. Here
is my attempt at a definition and
simple explanation:
Insight communities are made up
of specifically targeted members with
a common interest, recruited for a
predetermined time frame, to a controlled online community-based platform. The sweet spot for members
tends to be in the range of 250–500
participants. Members are attracted
to this space because it acts as a platform for engagement where their
contributions are deemed valuable.
Companies are attracted to them
because of the high level of engagement that can occur over a long
period of time.
Activities that keep the members
engaged are structured by a moderator and can vary widely, depending on the members’ common interests and abilities. They usually
involve a mix of discussion forums,
blogs, online chat groups, polling,
media sharing, email exchanges,
communications via mobile devices,
creativity games and integration
with other social networking sites
(Figure 1, page 49).
Many marketing professionals are
interested in building communities,
but bringing them into a traditional
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C O N T I N U E D Understanding Online Communities

Communities take time to build momentum, and members must
be engaged in multiple ways, so you will want to measure the
overall health of your community throughout your project. Metrics
are the most convenient and easiest way to do this.
marketing mix can be a bit tricky.
The reason for this is that many marketing and market research professionals do not understand the benefits of an insight community. In fact,
one third of corporations polled by
Forrester Research plan to implement
an online community in the next 12
months, but at the same time, one
third of the same group admit that
they do not even know what they are.

An Opportunity for
Qualitative Professionals
Managing a community is very different than running a focus group, in
person or online. Moderators, acting
as community managers, can expect
to work on a different level with
clients and become an integral part
of a brand team, taking part in activities that may be outside their normal
scope. When developing an online
community, you may be asked to
become familiar with such things as
graphic design, custom web-based
design, search-engine optimization,
brand consistency, membership logistics, text analytics and integration
with social-networking sites. While
all that is going on in the background, the qualitative professional
acts as the face of the community,
sighting trends and stimulating
engagement of its members.

When to Employ Communities
After hearing reports that online
communities are the next big thing
in market research, many companies
felt that they should initiate building
a community, even if it did not fit
with their strategic objectives. When
considering this initiative, ensure that
the community fits with the organization’s overall strategy and that
the client understands this. It takes
a significant amount of effort and
money to launch a community and

maintain it. If the function or purpose is ambiguous, and the success
is not defined in measurable outputs,
it will be difficult to justify the cost.
At the same time, if the goals of the
community are not aligned with the
overall corporate strategy, it will be
viewed as a liability and failure.
The most successful communities
are built on a solid corporate marketing strategy focusing on customer
activities, rather than trying to specifically market or sell a product.
One company that figured this out
and took action was Fiscars, a scissor
manufacturer that has been in operation for over 350 years.
Fiscars knew that they did not
portray the image they wanted; they
were perceived in the marketplace to
be boring (in the words of one of
their clients, “If they were a snack,
they’d be crackers.”). Fiscars set out
in their corporate strategy to improve
that lackluster image. Although scis-

sors are not very exciting, what you
can do with them is. For example,
you can create a scrapbook of your
first vacation to Europe or make a
handmade valentine. Along with the
company’s advertising agency, Brains
on Fire, Fiscars went about sponsoring a community of scrapbookers
called Fisk-A-Teers. Fiscars learned
much about their image during that
period, and the community was
viewed as a complete success because
it achieved measurable results that
were in line with an overall corporate
strategy. Needless to say, they are no
longer compared to boring crackers.

Getting Started
Step One
Before you take on a community
project, step back and think about
what your client is trying to achieve
within that strategic framework.
They may think they want a com-

Figure 1.
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Online communities will continue to gain
momentum and take a share of qualitative
spending in the near future; now is an
excellent time for qualitative researchers
to educate themselves and get involved.
munity, but what they really need
is another research method to fulfill
their research goals. Defining a clear
objective for the community is the
first and most important step.
Some of the reasons to employ
an online community include:
• Sharing ideas with customers
or involving them in product
development.
• Receiving unsolicited advice
or feedback identifying problems early.
• Understanding attitudes and
awareness and how they evolve
over time.
• Ideation or identifying opportunities and unmet needs among
targeted consumers.
• Hearing and understanding how
customers talk to each other about
the product or category.
• Exploring customers’ mindsets.
• Having access to customer feedback on demand provides answers
in a shorter timeframe.
After you have a good grasp on
what you hope to accomplish, set
specific goals for the project. Having
a clear outline will help guide you
through the design phase and platform selection process.

Step Two
Your next responsibility will be to
choose a platform that the community can form around. Creating an
environment that is comfortable for
the members is essential for most
projects; this means creating a professional appearance that matches
the client’s corporate branding. It
appears that branded communities
generally achieve more engagement
from its members. An experienced
community platform provider
can help you create this branded
image seamlessly.
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Additionally, when choosing a
platform, it is to your advantage to
select a provider that has analytics
and participation reports that allow
you to assess the community’s wellbeing. Unlike a focus group, 100%
participation from members is not a
realistic expectation. Communities
take time to build momentum, and
members must be engaged in multiple
ways, so you will want to measure
the overall health of your community
throughout your project. Metrics
are the most convenient and easiest
way to do this. Metric measurements
can include new membership joining,
page views and participation and
response rates. These reports can also
help you understand what engagement exercises are best received and
most effective with your members.

Step Three
Recruiting methods for online communities can vary widely and may
include multiple methods such as
website intercepts, client-supplied
sample, signage, online advertising
and utilizing online panels, to name
a few. Try to think less about recruiting and more about creating a space
where people who share a common
interest can congregate. If the content
is compelling, and if the members are
properly engaged, a monetary incentive is not always necessary. Often,
sharing information and hearing
what others have to say is enough
to keep members coming back
and contributing.

Step Four
Setting the stage for members’ expectations is essential for gaining the
best participation levels. As with
all online studies, it is important to
clearly outline what is expected of
the participants and what their incen-

tive (monetary or not) will be. Tell
them how often you will interact
with them (daily, weekly, certain day
of the week or time of the day),
and tell them that you will respect
their privacy.
Bring down the boundaries and be
transparent in order to gain their
trust. Sharing information like the
purpose or strategic objective of the
community will help you gain members’ trust in the overall process.
Armed with this information, members will tend to be more invested
in the community, and contributing
will be less intimidating for them.

Step Five
As the community begins to form
and members begin to contribute, it
is important to let them know that
you are listening. Embrace the idea
of collaboration and talk actively to
them — figure out what makes them
tick. Their needs are the foundation
of the community, and the best way
to understand those needs is to listen
and encourage conversation. When
members contribute, acknowledge
them and thank them. Also, remember to share what may be considered
restricted information, such as new
product design or future store locations to create a sense of exclusivity.

Conclusion
Online communities will continue to
gain momentum and take a share
of qualitative spending in the near
future; now is an excellent time for
qualitative researchers to educate
themselves and get involved. If you
have not already done so, familiarize yourself with social-networking
sites, and get to know who the different players are in the insights community space. We are living in the
age of market-research blogs, and a
simple search for “online communities” will very quickly give you
an indication of how popular this
methodology is becoming. The
qualitative industry has just begun
to embrace online technology on a
much wider scale and has firmly
accepted that qualitative research
today no longer just equals
focus groups.

• TECH TALK •

My Talking

AVATAR

Building Engagement on Discussion Forums

BY SUSAN ABBOTT
Abbott Research + Consulting • Toronto, Ontario
susan@abbottresearch.com

R

apport with the moderator is a
major driver of success in qualitative research — respondents
must want to share. With online discussion forums (online discussion
forums and online bulletin boards are
used as interchangeable terms in this
article to describe an asynchronous,
text-based platform used without
webcams), personal rapport is harder
to achieve for the simple reason that
there is no voice to hear, no face to
look at and usually a separation in
time and space.
To compensate, moderators frequently develop ways to personalize
and humanize the bulletin-board
experience for participants. For
example, many moderators post pictures of themselves and sometimes
also encourage respondents to post
pictures. Another tactic is to call
respondents on the phone just ahead
of the project start date. Even a voice
mail serves its purpose — respondents get to hear the smile in my voice.
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In this article, I will share my
experiences with using a personal,
speaking avatar to humanize the bulletin-board environment and to build
rapport and respondent engagement.

Avatars Established in
Computer Games and
Advertising
You have likely experienced more
avatars than you might think, and
not just in the movie theatre. Avatars
are now used frequently in advertising. Consider Tide’s “Talking Stain,”
for example, an avatar that personifies a concept. In many computer
games, an avatar represents you in
the world of the game. The virtual
world of Second Life is populated
with avatars for each individual. An
avatar is just a cartoonized version
of a person or concept.
Speaking avatars had their start as
sales agents on web pages and now
are being used in viral marketing,

social media and e-learning environments. The website for Oddcast, the
company behind the SitePal avatar,
showcases custom projects for organizations such as E*Trade (the Talking
Baby), Purina, Kraft, Verizon and
Tide. Late in 2009, Oddcast released
an interactive site promoting the
James Cameron film, Avatar, for
McDonald’s Europe. Users uploaded
their own photo and turned it into
a creature from the film, which was
then posted to a website or could be
emailed to friends. Canadian financial-services company RBC Financial
uses an avatar to demonstrate its
online banking tools.
Various companies now offer services that let you create an avatar of
yourself simply and inexpensively.
You can modify a standard cartoon
template using their tools, or you can
modify a photograph of yourself to
look like a cartoon. You can even
use a model of a person that looks
nothing like you at all. Then, you

add your recorded voice to the
avatar. As the recorded voice plays,
the avatar appears to be speaking.
Oddcast has recently launched
Voki, an avatar framework based
on SitePal that is designed for use
on community and social-media
sites such as Facebook. Competition
is likely to make these avatars
better and cheaper, and we are
likely to see their usage grow in
many applications.

Building an Avatar
for Your Bulletin Board
I discovered SitePal in 2006 while
looking for ways to humanize the
bulletin board. A SitePal character
is a speaking avatar that moves as
it talks. When a user clicks on the
play button, recorded audio plays.
Anyone who can use the features
of a standard commercial bulletin
board should be able to complete
the steps needed to add a SitePal
character. Programming skills are
not required.
In the discussion forum platform,
you must be able to paste the avatar
code into the HTML of your question posts. Though my experience
is limited to SitePal and the FocusForums platform, most professional
bulletin-board research platforms
should provide an HTML option.
If not, your platform provider can
likely do this for you.
A basic SitePal account is available for a small monthly charge (currently $9.95 USD) that also includes
a free two-week trial. The basic
account lets you create and save multiple scenes (a scene is a character
combined with an audio recording).
So, it is possible, for example, to
have a different scene for different
pages of the discussion forum.
Begin by choosing from a variety
of basic character models and then
modifying the size of facial features,
and the color of skin, hair and eyes.
Then you can place your avatar in a
wide variety of background settings.
I usually use backgrounds that look
like an office or a boardroom, mimicking the focus group environment.
You can also change the clothes and
accessories on your character, ranging

from conservative business attire to
casual clothing to seasonal costumes.

Making Your Avatar Speak
Now that you have your avatar
dressed the way you want, your next
step is to create your scenes by adding audio. There are several ways to
add audio to your character. You
can record and upload a digital audio
recording, hire professional voice
talent or even have a computer-gen-

erated voice convert text you provide.
The easiest way for me has been to
use the telephone-recording service
that SitePal provides: you call a number, record your words and then
save them to your character.
You can create multiple scenes to
use in different places in the bulletin
board, each with different audio.
SitePal lets you attach your saved
recordings to different versions of
your character. This very flexible

Using a personal, speaking avatar can humanize the bulletin-board environment and help
build rapport and respondent engagement.
AVATAR PROVIDERS
COMPANY

OFFERING

SitePal
www.sitepal.com

SitePal offers a free trial, and packages
start at $9.95 per month. Add audio via
recordings or telephone. Premium packages
offer options that include using your own
photo as the basis of the avatar, instead of
an animated character. Fully hosted application, no software to download. Recently
added capability to add your characters
to PowerPoint presentations.

MediaSemantics
www.mediasemantics.com

CharacterBuilder™ Software ($295) installs
on your desktop and lets you design Flash
characters for use online or in presentations such as PowerPoint. Hosted or
self-hosting options are available. Hosted
options start at $9.95 per month.

Oddcast
www.oddcast.com

Parent company of SitePal, and offers
custom solutions for use in viral marketing.
Price not available.

CodeBaby
www.codebaby.com

A higher-end custom product suited to online
help and sales interactions, as well as elearning. Starts at $1,000 per month.

Voki
www.voki.com

A subsidiary of Oddcast, Voki is designed
to let community sites offer customizable avatars to their members. Price
not available.
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tool gives you many options to be
as creative as you want.
The SitePal website guides you
through all of these steps.

Publishing Your Avatar
to Your Discussion Board
Once you are satisfied with the
scenes you created, you are ready to
publish your avatar to the bulletin
board. Here again, you have options.
You can set the audio to automatically play as soon as the image
loads, or set it for “click to play.”
Few people want their computer to
suddenly start talking without warning (especially if they are participating from their workplace), so I recommend the “click to play” option.
After selecting the options, the application generates the HTML code
for you to copy. (For more details,
see the sidebar.)
Go back into your discussion
forum, and open the HTML view
for the question you are writing.
Paste the code you have just copied
from SitePal, and save the question.
You can now see your avatar, and
hear it talk to you! When respondents load this page of the discussion,
they will also be able to see and
hear “you” speaking.

Practical Considerations
Sometmes, I have found that a small
percentage of respondents are unable
to see the avatar image. This problem
is not related to the research platform
being used; instead, it is related to
the respondent’s system. This means
you cannot assume that all respondents will hear your cheery voice welcoming them back for another day
of discussion.

In addition, not everyone who can
see the image will choose to click for
audio. Everyone has a different learning style, and some people may find
the audio just slows them down too
much. So I always provide the crucial
information in text form as well.
Also, SitePal gives you the option to
provide a link to an external site
where they can play the audio scene.
The essential purpose of the avatar
is to add to social connection, so my
scripts typically relate to welcoming
and thanking people and encouraging them to share detailed information. There is no reason you cannot
expand beyond this, however, and
put some of your questions or explanations in this form.
I like tweaking the scenes and perfecting the audio, so for me, using
the avatar tends to add a significant
amount of time to a project. To save
time, write out the points you want
to make before you start recording.
SitePal gives you ninety seconds,
which is enough time to make only
a few points well. And don’t forget
to smile while you are speaking, projecting the warm connection you
want to make.

What the Future Holds
As qualitative researchers, we tend to
be lead users of technology that was
originally designed for some other
purpose, altering it to create a solution that meets our needs. Using
avatars is one more tool to help
engage people on discussion forums,
particularly those who, for reasons
of schedule or time zone, are logging
in when you are not actively moderating. We are probably nearing a
time when a personal, customized

Not everyone who can see the image will
choose to click for audio. Everyone has a
different learning style, and some people
may find the audio just slows them down
too much. So I always provide the crucial
information in text form as well.
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avatar that looks more real than
animated can be our physical representative in any number of
virtual environments.
All of these amazing technologies
are available and at our disposal to
help us do the real work at the heart
of every project — gather insights.
We are limited only by our creativity
and willingness to take a chance.

?
NOW THAT YOU HAVE YOUR
CHARACTER, HOW DO YOU GET IT
INTO YOUR BULLETIN BOARD?
Once you have created scenes for
your project in SitePal, you need to
embed them in the bulletin board. Do
this one scene at a time. Give your
scenes names that make it clear
where it will go in the discussion,
such as “Day 1 Welcome.”
First, find the scene you want to
publish in the Edit Scenes section.
Click on “Scene Options” to determine how your scene will play.
Choose “Play on Click,” so that
your respondent can control the
audio. Save this setting, then go back
to the Edit Scenes window and click
the “Publish” button.
You will see a number of options
for publishing your scene. Choose
“Embed in Web Page.” Always use
the simplest options that are least
likely to cause technical issues for
respondents. In this case, choose “Inpage Embedding.”
One last set of choices will open
up. Choose the “Standard Web Page”
option to keep it simple. At the bottom of this screen, you will see the
HTML code. Copy this code for the
bulletin board.
After copying the HTML code,
you can paste it directly into the
HTML version of your questions. If
your platform does not allow HTML
question coding, seek help from your
platform provider to insert the code.
You may not see anything until
you actually save the question and
reload the window. Then your avatar
will be ready to click and play.

• BUSINESS MATTERS •

Grow Your
Business with

VIRTUAL TEAMS

B Y K AY C O R RY A U B R E Y
Usability Resources Inc. • Bedford, MA • kay@usabilityresources.net

Virtual teams
are a good way
for you to take on
bigger projects,
reach out into new
markets and offer
outstanding value
to your clients.

It

has become so common that we scarcely notice anymore: computers, inexpensive telephone service and the internet allow
many of us solo professionals to run complex full-service qualitative research operations out of our home offices. We partner ad hoc
with others whose expertise complements our own, and we stay in
touch largely via electronic communications. This kind of “virtual”
work arrangement is, for many of us, just the way we do business.
And for good reason: this model offers small businesses unique opportunities for growth with very low investment.
This article covers practical tips and best practices on how to create
thriving virtual teams. I am focusing on the type of ad hoc groups
most of us work within — small teams (no more than five people) of
equals who know one another and come to work together on a project
basis. I gathered the advice below from interviews with 14 people
from my LinkedIn network who have extensive experience in either
leading or taking part in virtual teams. Several are QRCA members;
others are consultants from other industries, high-level managers and
virtual company owners.

Working Virtually Offers
Compelling Advantages
Working virtually offers so many advantages — companionship (albeit
mostly by electronic means), low overhead and access to a large pool
of people with very specific skills that you can match to the needs of
a particular project. As Susan Saurage of Saurage Research remarks,
“You get a better mix of talent, and the client expects it. I dip into my
network of 18 people with specific talents on whom I can rely — qual,
quant, web evaluation, segmentation strategy — and people who have
these skills, plus who know my industries. I want to draw on the right
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people when I need them, but I do
not need them 40 hours a week.
QRCA has been wonderful in helping me find the right people.”
If you are a solo practitioner, being
part of a network of people with
whom you have good working relationships allows you to expand your
operation when a really big project
presents itself. Lisa Figlioli, a solo
public relations consultant in Cos
Cob, Conn., scales her business up
as needed by tapping into a network
of colleagues she has worked with
for over a dozen years. “It’s all very
loose,” she says. “We are all sole
proprietors, mirror images of each
other. When an opportunity comes
my way, I get a sense of what the
project might be, I choose my people,
and we pitch together as though
they work for my company.”

The Cornerstone of a Virtual
Team Is Picking People You
Like and Trust
It takes effort to set up a virtual team
that can present itself as a cohesive
unit. According to Dr. Aline Yurik,
who founded the master’s program
in virtual team management and
communications at Brandeis University, trust is a key factor in determining team success. “People on virtual
teams can work together for years
and never see each other, yet they
have forged deep and trusting relationships,” she says. “In any work
situation, we develop trust when we
find similarities between ourselves
and others, by doing things together,
by being responsive, by completing
tasks on time.”
Many partnerships last for years,
like marriages. Liz Van Patten of Van
Patten Research notes that it took
time for her to find the people who
were right for her. “Choosing business partners is a lot like picking
your friends,” she comments. “It’s
like gold when you find someone you
work well with; everything flows so
smoothly. I like to get to know the
person on a trial basis, shoulder to
shoulder, to gain some history and
see if we understand each other’s
personal style. I need to know if I
can work with them.”

Susan Abbott of Abbott Research
agrees that human relationships
trump everything else when it comes
to choosing virtual teammates. “I
have to like and trust the person,”
she states. “If I can’t find people I
like, I don’t bid. You need to find
partners who share your values, and
it is really important to talk about
these values upfront.”

Use Your Moderator Skills
to Find Good Partners and
Run Well-Oiled Teams
Finding the right business partner
is like a research project. Look for
highly experienced people with
distinct skills who can function
independently. Liz Van Patten
recommends that you “write down
the things you are concerned
about, what matters to you, and
use these questions to guide your
initial conversation.”
Once you have chosen your teammates, spend time learning about one
another and building the relationship, maybe by working together
on a smaller project. Susan Abbott’s
approach is also very much relationship-driven. “I want to know the
type of work they enjoy and what

they are really good at,” she says.
“Sometimes we build goodwill by
mentoring: you back me up, and I
will share with you what I know
about online research.”
Small teams work best, and ideally
people should already know each
other before they start working as a
virtual team. To minimize coordination headaches, each person on
your virtual team needs a unique
and clearly defined role, as well as
a set of deliverables for which to
be responsible.
Even on a team of equals, you
need a leader. This person is usually
the one who closed the project sale
and assembled the group. The team
leader is responsible for coordination and serves as client interface
and traffic cop. The virtual team
leader must have the people skills to
ensure that high-quality work gets
done on time without coming across
as a micromanager. Tasks and deliverables need to be broken into small
enough chunks, and the leader needs
to hold someone responsible for each
one. The leader also needs to keep in
continuous contact, perhaps by talking with each person on the team
every day to ask how things are
going. The leader serves as the “glue”

TOP 10 TRICKS FOR SUCCESSFUL VIRTUAL TEAMS
1. Pick teammates you know, trust and like and who are committed
to the success of your project.
2. Select highly seasoned people who can work independently and
deliver quality work without being prodded.
3. Do a test run with a new potential partner by working together on
a smaller project.
4. As you compose your virtual team, each person should have a
clearly defined role, to avoid coordination headaches. Some overlap
is good so that you can fill in as needed.
5. Break larger deliverables down into smaller chunks, and check in
with team members regularly to make sure they are on track.
6. Get everyone to sign off on “rules of the road” that define how
your team will communicate with each other.
7. Hold weekly check-in meetings with your team.
8. Detect conflict early and deal with it.
9. Try to meet in person with your client and team at least once during
a project.
10. Practice your presentation (including technology) before giving it
to your client.
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for the team: keeping everyone on
track, establishing norms and guiding interactions.
Deliverables should flow through
the team leader for review before
they are sent out to the client. Susan
Abbott remarks, “As the project
leader, I always tell people what I
need, when I need it and in what
format. I always build time into the
schedule to fix anything I do not like
before sending the deliverable to the
client; for instance, I’ll set a Tuesday
deadline for a Friday deliverable.”
The more-established virtual teams
follow style guides and templates.
At the outset of a project, the team
should also insist on getting clear
requirements from the client, as well
as a statement of work and a formal
change-control process. And as in
any project, you need to manage
client expectations aggressively.

Maintaining Open
Communication and Group
Cohesion Takes Time
Even small teams need infrastructure
to operate smoothly. Rituals help. For
example, you might have a weekly
phone huddle to touch base. It is
always a good practice for everyone
to contribute to a weekly status
report that is sent to the client. The
process of pulling together a status
report allows team members to regularly evaluate their performance,
measure their progress against the
schedule and clear up conflict and
misunderstanding.
In the physical work environment,
we spend a lot of time understanding
and interpreting the social environment and norms of the people
around us. In a virtual environment,
“you need to put all of this on
paper,” advises Kyra Cavanaugh,

owner of Life Meets Work, a company that trains organizations in
how to transition workers to virtual
environments. Kyra recommends virtual team members sign off on a set
of “rules of engagement” that formalize how the team communicates.
For instance, everyone might agree
that after two emails on a particular
subject, the parties need to pick up
the phone. Another rule might be
that the subject lines of all team
emails have a set format: “Review:
proposal xyz.” These little things go
a long way toward saving everyone’s
time, minimizing conflict and facilitating clear communication.

Detect Conflict Early, and
Deal with It Immediately
It is crucial for virtual teams to
have an early warning system to
detect and address conflict. Pay close
attention to changes in writing tone,
communication patterns and other
behavior to detect conflict and emotion. Changes in behavior — a member stops responding to IMs or
emails, shows up late for meetings
or starts sending in flat single-page
status reports instead of lively threepage memos — may signal trouble.
Aline Yurik advises, “Notice any
changes in behavior or attitude. You
need to bring conflict to light, even
more so on a virtual team because
people don’t see each other.”
When you suspect problems, call
the person and hear him out. Identify
the people involved and engage in a
positive open-minded talk with each
party. Tell them you are sensing tension and invite them talk about their
concerns. Once you understand these
and have discussed possible solutions, arrange a meeting to resolve
the conflict.

Changes in behavior — a member stops
responding to IMs or emails, shows up
late for meetings or starts sending in flat
single-page status reports instead of lively
three-page memos — may signal trouble.
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Technology…
You Need More than Email
My interviewees describe a range of
inexpensive or free tools as “indispensable” for virtual teams: WebEx,
Google Docs, Doodle, BaseCamp
and Tom’s Planner. Virtual teams
need internet-based project-tracking
technologies such as “to do” lists,
a team calendar, contacts, milestones
and customer notes. Teammates
should be able to log into this system
at any time to see what others are
working on, what progress they are
making, what they are talking about
and what help they need. Online
project-tracking systems also cut
down on email.
On the other hand, some teams
thrive with limited technology. Anne
Tobin’s human resources company,
Tobin Connex, is totally virtual. She
stays in continuous contact with her
consultants and clients via the phone
and face-to-face communication.
“My business is all about relationships and proving your value,” she
says. “I need to make sure I have upto-date information on my clients so
I can do the HR work they require.
Managing a virtual team requires a
lot of follow-up on my part. I regularly attend customer staff meetings.
I am able to keep a lot of balls in
the air.”

Your Rolodex Is Your Gold
It is difficult to have a virtual business without many contacts, both
vendors and partners. You need to
be established in your field. Paige
Arnoff-Fenn’s virtual marketing
firm, Mavens & Moguls, has been
featured in two Harvard Business
Review case studies. Paige also feels
she is essentially in the “relationship business.” She spends most
of her time traveling to meet with
customers, networking and generating more leads and business.
“Once you have a seat at the table
and have their trust, you see all
your customer’s problems,” she
points out, “and this opens up even
more opportunities. In today’s
climate, your real asset is your
Rolodex, your relationships; this
is the gold.”

Virtual teams
should meet before
a presentation —
to transfer knowledge,
get their messaging
aligned and practice.

Virtual Client Management
How do you make sure your virtual client
relationships work well? Some virtual
teams get into trouble because they fail
to make clear to the client the team’s chain
of command or to explain each member’s
role. Bonnie Cooper oversees complex
projects for the Massachusetts Medical
Society. Her first piece of advice to virtual
teams is to make sure your client understands how your team is organized. Bonnie
recommends that you tell them, “‘Here’s
who we are, here’s how we operate, here
is our escalation path, and this individual
is responsible for your project.’ You need
to give them a context.” All communication should flow through the designated
team leader, who should also have the
ability to triage client needs and get a
quick response to them.
A lack of business systems can be
another area of weakness for virtual teams.
“So often, I need to spend time learning a
vendor’s systems, which is time-consuming
and frustrating,” Bonnie says. The virtual
team should have business systems that
allow them to track their work, know
where things are and get a quick and
accurate status of where things stand
against the Statement of Work.
Presentations can be another area of
challenge for virtual teams, especially if
members are working independently and
do not check in with one another in their
analysis and reporting. Bonnie works with
vendors who have lots of virtual team members (both employees and consultants),
and they don’t all take time to be sure
that everyone is on the same page. “You
can tell quickly when the team has not

Grow Your Business with Virtual Teams C O N T I N U E D
prepared as a group,” she says.
“They stumble, they disagree, handoffs are not smooth, and they do not
seem to be paying attention in a virtual way. Teams need time to deliberate so they have a unified voice.”
Virtual teams should meet before
a presentation — to transfer knowledge, get their messaging aligned
and practice. Particularly in the
realm of presentations, “the virtual
element exacerbates any issues,”
Bonnie says. As they practice, the
team should also test the technologies
they plan to use. On the day of the
meeting, it is a good idea to convene
at least a half an hour before the
actual meeting to make sure everything is set up and working; even a
bad phone connection will throw
everything off.
Another area of challenge is staying in tune with the client’s mindset.
To Debbie Falck, a graphic and user-
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interface designer, there is always a
risk that things will get lost in translation when she works virtually with
people who do not understand her
expertise. To prevent this, when starting up with a new client, she and her
team schedule a kickoff meeting
where they walk through a fullblown design exercise. The meeting
gives everyone a chance to get to
know one another. This initial meeting also provides an opportunity for
“group therapy,” where clients can
voice frustration with their product’s
appearance and usability.
There is such a thing as being too
virtual. When she can, Debbie likes
to be physically present at key points
in a project, such as initial design
reviews. “The worst thing is to be
talking about visual issues remotely,
and you have no idea what they see
on their end, for example with color
shifts,” she comments. Further, you

don’t have the chance to pick up on
the nonverbal communication going
on in the other end. You don’t see
people’s facial expressions (who
looks discouraged, who is making
eye contact). “Sometimes this is just
unavoidable,” she says. “I have
clients whom I have never met, and
it has been fine. But they have a
sophisticated sense of visual design
and the design process, and they
shield me from the internal politics
of the work we are doing.”
Using virtual teams to build your
business will not be without challenges. But it represents a good way
for you to take on bigger projects,
reach out into new markets and give
outstanding value to your clients.
For summaries of all the interviews I conducted on virtual teams,
please visit www.virtual-teamsuccess.com.

• TRAVEL WISE •
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Karen Zimmerman (born and bred in Philadelphia city),
Deanna Manfredi (raised in the Philly suburbs), Bonnie
Perry (a Michigan native who adopted Philadelphia as her
home city after college) and Laurie Tema-Lyn (a native New
Yorker and now Philly booster) tell why they love the City of
Brotherly Love.

My Philadelphia
(Described by
Karen Zimmerman)
My Philadelphia is a city of neighborhoods, with a large, revitalized Center
City District that is both historic and
vibrant. When you come for a short
visit, you will most probably want to
take in the sights and attractions of
this unique area with its large variety
of historic places, museums, shopping, restaurants and nightlife.
Philadelphia was the third-largest
English-speaking city in the world
when 53 sages gathered here in 1776
to draft the Declaration of Independence, and the historic area, from 8th
Street to the waterfront, is still largely
intact. Historic charm oozes from the
streets and restored buildings so that
it can seem more like 18th century
London than that city does today. No
visitor can say they have seen the city
without at least a cursory visit to the
Liberty Bell and Constitution Hall.
The beautiful and recently renovated
Independence National Historic Park
is well worth a leisurely stroll to see
where Washington lived as the first
President of the United States and
where Jefferson stayed as he wrote

the Declaration of Independence. It is
great fun to take a horse-and-buggy
ride around this American treasure.
The city was originally laid out by
Benjamin Franklin, who seems to
have started just about everything in
Philadelphia. He was responsible for
the Free Library, the fire department,
Pennsylvania Hospital, the University
of Pennsylvania and the Museum of
Science, as well as Fairmont Park, the
largest center-city park in the nation.
And don’t miss the Rittenhouse
Square area, with its stately 19th
century townhouses and vibrant
restaurant scene, or the Philadelphia
Museum of Art, one of the finest
art museums in the country. A few
short steps from our Conference
hotel is the Ben Franklin Parkway,
modeled after the Champs-Elysees
in Paris. From the beautiful Swann
Fountain on 19th Street to the
Museum of Art, the Parkway is
bordered by the Rodin Museum,
the Academy of Natural Sciences
and the Franklin Institute Science
Museum. Along with the numerous
Calder outdoor sculptures, the Parkway will soon be home to the newly
reconstructed Barnes Museum as

“No visitor can say they have seen the city
without at least a cursory visit to the Liberty
Bell and Constitution Hall.”
Photo by Anthony Sinagoga, courtesy of Philadelphia Convention & Visitors Bureau.
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ners and bicycles out for a day of
sun and exercise.
These are just some of my favorite
things in Philadelphia. I could go on
about the wonderful sights in the
surrounding neighborhoods outside
of our Center City District, but those
might have to wait for another day
and your next visit.

My Favorite Day
in Philadelphia
(Told by Deanna Manfredi)
The best way to start a day in
Philly is to get up early and head to
the banks of one of the two rivers
that frame Center City on the east
and west. If you head west to the
Schuylkill River, you can stroll along
the bike path that lines Kelly Drive
(named for Princess Grace Kelly’s
brother John, both native Philadelphians). You can pick up the trail
behind the Philadelphia Museum of
Art, stroll past Boathouse Row and
continue for about four miles to the
Falls Bridge. Cross the bridge and
return home on Martin Luther King
Jr. Drive, which follows the river’s
western bank. If you choose the Delaware (on the east side of the city),
head to Penn’s Landing where
you can stroll south while taking
in views of the Battle Ship New
Jersey (anchored across the river in
Camden, NJ) and enjoy panoramic
views of the Ben Franklin and Walt
Whitman bridges. Along the way you
will pass the USS Olympia (Admiral
Dewey’s flagship at the Battle of
Manila Bay) and the USS Becuna (a
World War II era submarine), as well

as the tall ship Moshulu. Cross over
the South Street Bridge, and stroll a
few blocks of South Street, a happening place, on your way back to
our hotel.
Now that you have worked up
an appetite on your morning stroll,
head to breakfast. Philadelphia has
a staggering number of wonderful
places for breakfast and brunch,
but my personal favorites are Parc
(a French bistro on Rittenhouse
Square), Honey’s Sit ‘n Eat (a homey
eatery in Northern Liberties) and
Sabrina’s (an insanely popular diner
with locations in the Italian Market
and Fairmount). If you feel more
ambitious, you can also jockey for a
bar stool at one of the many breakfast and lunch counters at Reading
Terminal Market in the heart of
Center City. This choice would come
with the bonus of exploring the
market when you are done. Look
for Pennsylvania Dutch delicacies,
imported Italian specialties and tons
of fresh local produce. If you choose
Sabrina’s in the Italian market, you
will be steps away from 9th Street
and its plethora of cheese and
meat shops, gourmet food stalls,
excellent coffee and sandwich shops
and very inexpensive fruit and vegetable stands.
With breakfast behind you, it’s
time to get serious about the historic
side of the city. A great way to get
an entertaining introduction to the
historic district is to take a guided
horse-and-carriage tour. The carriage
drivers are knowledgeable and quite
often characters who will educate
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well, more reason to pay a later
return visit to our fair city.
The cultural heart of the city is on
Broad Street, south of City Hall, with
the beautiful Academy of Music and
the new Kimmel Center, as well as
half a dozen excellent theaters presenting Broadway shows and experimental dance and dramatic producions. The oldest theater in the country, the Walnut Street Theater (at 8th
and Walnut streets) still presents
wonderful Broadway musical and
dramatic productions.
Do you like to eat? Don’t forget
the restaurants and food centers of
the city! You won’t find another
place like the Italian Market, along
9th Street, where open stalls and
food purveyors will remind you of
how your grandparents shopped for
their dinners. And the Reading Terminal food court has more local
food stalls and Amish farm vendors
than you can count. You can’t leave
Philadelphia without sampling one
of our famous Philly cheesesteaks,
which are certainly not on your diet
plan; with one taste, though, you will
know why cheesesteaks in other
cities are just a pale imitation of the
real thing. Try Jim’s Steaks on South
Street, or take a short hike to the corner of 9th and Passyunk and choose
between Gino’s and Pat’s, where the
cheesesteak was born.
World-class restaurants can be
found all over the city, but some of
the best are concentrated around the
Rittenhouse Square area and Old
City, where the crowds keep the
streets hopping into the wee hours.
Whether you are looking for elegant
or trendy, ethnic or American, you
will find many choices within a few
blocks of any Center City location.
One of the nicest aspects of Philadelphia is that it has all of the amenities of a great urban center, but it is
manageable in size. From the Delaware River to the Schuylkill River,
the city is only 25 blocks wide and
can be managed on foot. On a nice
day, you might enjoy a leisurely stroll
into Fairmount Park by Kelly Drive
and see the famous Boathouse Row,
with the skullers practicing their
sport on the river, and join the run-
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“Trying to recommend a restaurant for dinner in Philadelphia is
like trying to recommend noodle houses in Taipei — take your pick,
as they are all wonderful.”
and entertain. The carriage horses are
also part of the experience, as they
display lots of Philly “addytood”
and will keep the tour on schedule,
knowing exactly how much time to
dwell at each historical site. These
tours typically hit the highlights,
including the Liberty Bell, Independence Hall, the Constitution Center,
the Betsy Ross House, Elfreth’s
Alley and Christ’s Church. If you
prefer to tour using your own two
feet, you are in luck, as all of these
sites are in easy walking distance
of each other.
Once you have had your fill of
history, you will probably be hungry
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again. Return to your hotel, lose the
tourist clothes and change into a
swanky outfit appropriate for your
pending night on the town.
Trying to recommend a restaurant
for dinner in Philadelphia is like trying to recommend noodle houses in
Taipei — take your pick, as they are
all wonderful. In Center City, R2L,
Table 31, Le Bec Fin, Tinto and
Square 1682 are all world-class dining destinations. The restaurants that
line Rittenhouse Square, including
Rouge, Devon Seafood Grill, Parc,
Barclay Prime and Lecroix are consistently excellent, and each has
dishes that are considered among

the best in the country. Chinatown
has dozens of authentic and inexpensive Southeast Asian eateries. South
Philly is famous for its Italian cuisine,
and many of these bistros cluster
along Passyunk Avenue. My personal
favorite is La Virtu, which specializes
in the dishes of Abruzzi and Marche.
South Street also has some dining
gems, including Las Bugambilias,
Supper and my personal favorite,
Brauhaus Schmitz. This authentic
German beer garden features food
that is out of this world. I go again
and again for the homemade soft
pretzels and the Ungarisches Gulasch
mit Spätzle. I don’t even like beer
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(I order the hard cider), and I can’t
get enough of this place.
A newer dining destination is the
much-hyped Piazza at Schmidts. This
modern take on a European square
in Northern Liberties boasts several
popular dining spots, including
P.Y.T. (burgers and alcoholic milkshakes), Darling’s Diner, Appollinare
(recently opened to rave reviews
by a couple from Umbria, Italy)
and Bar Ferdinand (Spanish and
Basque tapas).
After dinner, you will want to take
advantage of the city’s new obsession
with “speakeasies.” These intimate
bars specialize in vintage cocktails
and seductive ambiance. My two
favorites are the Franklin Mortgage
and Investment Company, nestled
in a basement on 18th Street, and
Grey Social in Old City (located in
a very old edifice rumored to have
once been owned by Benjamin
Franklin’s mistress).
If you still have energy, head to
one of Center City’s dance clubs.
Some of the most popular are G
Lounge, Voyeur and Shampoo.
By now, it is 3 a.m. Considering
that you got up so early to stroll
along the river, it is time for bed
and then Conference sessions in
the morning.

From Tourist to Tour Guide
(In the Words of Bonnie Perry)
I had never even been to Philadelphia
when I was called for an interview
with National Analysts, a large fullservice market research company
located in Center City Philly. When I
arrived for my interview from Michigan (my home state), I was wideeyed to see the narrow one-way
streets (many paved in brick and
cobblestone), which make a grid
across Center City, the location of
our annual QRCA Conference
in October.
Center City is still much the way
it was when William Penn laid out
his “greene countrie towne” back in
1715. It is a grid of perpendicular
streets with five squares geometrically
placed throughout the town. Our
hotel, the Sheraton City Center, is
down a block from one of the

original squares, now Logan Circle,
a lovely park with sculpture from
three generations of Calders.
You can appreciate the art up
close, as Philadelphia is a walking
city. Visitors enjoy strolling the
narrow streets to see historic, cultural, recreational, shopping and food
districts, all within walking distance
of our hotel. In 1976, when I first
arrived in Philadelphia as a new market researcher, I became a cultural
representative for my newly adopted
city, giving historic walking tours
for our Bicentennial visitors. I still
have my Betsy Ross dress and cap,
and I may take it out of my closet to
give interested QRCA guests guided
walks through our historic sites.
Other writers of this article have
detailed the many interesting historic
and cultural sites to see in Philadelphia. I will focus on one of my favorites — the Barnes Museum, a
small gem with works from Renoir,
Matisse, Picasso and other impressionists, located on the high-society
Main Line, but slated to move to
Center City, across the street from
our hotel, in two years. A documentary film now in theaters nationwide, called “The Art of the Steal,”
tells the sad tale of how one man’s
private art collection will be moving
to a new museum in the city, against
his last will and testament, so that
more people can see and enjoy it.
When the QRCA Conference is in
Philly this fall, members will still
be able to see the collection in its
original home, an historic mansion
museum in Merion, 15 minutes from
Center City. If you have time for only
one museum, let it be this small
treasure with artwork estimated at
over several billion dollars, as this
may be your last chance to see it in
its original home.

Philadelphia’s
Gastronomic Pleasures
(As Experienced by
Laurie Tema-Lyn)
I was born in Brooklyn, raised in
Manhattan, later based in Boston
and now live in a tiny, rural town
in central New Jersey. For me, Philly
(my latest adopted big city) is culturally diverse and teeming with
history, quirky little back neighborhoods filled with architectural
delights (including stunning outdoor
murals), provocative little galleries
and grand museums, cool shopping
and hip stores, and really great food!
Philadelphia has an astonishing
array of wonderful restaurants of
every imaginable cuisine and price
range. Two big celebrity groups own
a large number of the best places
in town.
Starr Restaurant Group, started
by Stephen Starr in 1995, is one of
the fastest growing multi-concept
restaurants in the country. Starr is
credited with leading the Philadelphia
restaurant renaissance with the opening of the Continental in the mid
1990s. Starr creates restaurants that
are entertainment for the senses,
not only providing delicious, wellprepared food, but also ambiance,
décor, lighting and waitstaff who
know how to create a warm rapport
with their customers.
Starr’s restaurants include
Buddakan (modern Asian cuisine
in a Zen-like setting), Morimoto
(elegant sushi and Asian delights),
The Continental Old City and Midtown (restaurant and martini bar
that looks like an upscale diner
and serves eclectic food), El Vez
(“Mexican-American meets East
L.A. in a Tijuana Taxi”), Jones (comfort food, classic and inventive),
Alma de Cuba (modern Latin

“I still have my Betsy Ross dress and cap
and may take it out of my closet to give
interested QRCA guests guided walks
through our historic sites.” Bonnie Perry
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cuisine), Pod (contemporary Pan Asian)
and Butcher and Singer (steaks and chops
in an homage to old Hollywood). You
can find the complete list of his restaurants
and menus at the website http://www.starrrestaurant.com/.
Garces Restaurant Group, a community
of restaurants owned and operated by
award-winning Iron Chef America, Jose
Garces. His group includes Amada (Spanish
tapas), Tinto (specializing in the small
plates from the rustic Basque country),
Distrito (Mexican Southwest), Chifa (a
unique hybrid between Peruvian and
Cantonese cuisine) and others. You can
find out more about the restaurants on
http://grg-mgmt.com/.
Now, if that is not enough to choose
from, here are a few more places where I
have had delicious and memorable meals.
• Fork (new American bistro), 306
Market Street, American, Old City,
eclectic deliciousness
• Serrano/Tin Angel (international), 20 S.
2nd Street, intimate dining, upstairs folk/
contemporary music club
• Stella Blu (international), 101 Ford
Street (Conshohocken neighborhood), a
cozy bistro with heavenly atmosphere
and food
• Cuba Libre (Cuban), 2nd and Market
Street, Old City, tropical, open-air setting,
like being in Old Havana (can you
say Mojito?)
• Roy’s Hawaiian, Asian fusion cuisine,
124-34 South 15th Street
• Upstairs & Sotto Varalli (Italian), 231
South Broad Street, very good food on
the Avenue of the Arts
• Vetri (fine Italian), 1312 Spruce Street
• The Oyster House (seafood), 1516
Sansom Street, fresh fish at its finest
• Fountain Restaurant in the Four Seasons
Hotel, One Logan Square, elegant and
delicious, wonderful dining spot with
clients, and also walkable to the
major museums
• The Ritz Carlton, Ten Avenue of the Arts.
We wandered in there on a bitter cold
afternoon last Christmas-time and were
treated to their chocolate festival and the
best cup of hot chocolate I ever tasted!
I’m told the rest of the menu is pretty
yummy, too.

• QRCA VIEWS PODCASTS •

Check Out Our

NEWEST PODCAST WITH ANDREW BALLENTHIN

O

ver the past two years, QRCA has
brought you more than a dozen
podcasts of interviews conducted
by QRCA members with influential
leaders from qualitative research,
strategic consulting, academia and
other relevant fields. You can listen
to these interviews right on the
QRCA website as streaming audio,
or you can download the mp3 file
to your laptop or portable player for
listening on the go. You will find
the podcasts under the Publications
link at www.qrca.org.
Most recently, we added a new
two-part, in-depth interview with
Andrew Ballenthin, a marketing consultant and president of Sol Solutions,
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with 18 years of experience in this
field. Having worked with corporations like Harley Davidson, Labatt,
Quebecor, Volvo Group, Sharp Electronics, UPS and Texaco, Andrew
enjoys the challenges of complex
growth plans. His 10+ years in digital
marketing and work with small businesses have enabled him to apply
flexible branding, integrated marketing and growth programs in this
space, too.
Over the past two years, Andrew
has spent over 2,500 hours working
with social media from a marketing
and business perspective. One of his
key insights in this field is that the
biggest hindrance to success in social

media for businesses is the failure
to apply good marketing and peernetworking practices.
Andrew is interviewed by QRCA
VIEWS Business Matters Editor Kay
Corry Aubrey.
Find this informative podcast — as
well as interviews with Scott Berkun,
Bill Buxton, Stephen Covey, Paul
Gillin, Judith Glaser, Kenneth
Gronbach, J. Robert Harris, Jackie
Huba and Ben McConnell, Andrew
Kent, Jim Loretta, Dr. G. Clotaire
Rapaille, Dave Siegel, Jean D. Sifleet,
Linda Kaplan Thaler and Robin
Koval, and David Vinjamuri — all
at www.qrca.org.
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A Fine Line: How Design Strategies
Are Shaping the Future of Business
Hartmut Esslinger
Josses-Bass

REVIEW BY LAUREN GOLDBERG
Perception Research Services • Los Angeles, CA
lgoldberg@prsresearch.com

W

hat do Apple Computers,
Louis Vuitton and Lufthansa
Airlines have in common?
According to Hartmut Esslinger,
author of A Fine Line, all achieved
success through design — strategic
design. Esslinger expands the traditional notion of industrial design well
beyond simply wrapping a product in
an attractive piece of molded plastic;
he extends design across all aspects
of a customer and user experience.
Design should not be limited to a
single product line, but extend to all
the product lines a company produces, including the very culture
of how the business functions as
an organization.
Over the last 40 years, Esslinger
himself emerged as one of consumer
design’s stars. He founded the industrial design firm that became frog
design in 1969 in his native Germany.
Since then, the firm has defined
design languages for numerous multibillion-dollar consumer-technology
and industrial companies.
Esslinger shows how Louis
Vuitton’s now-famous ‘LV’ logo
design helped transform that com-
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pany from a fancy, but stagnant,
business into a worldwide luxury
icon. He also demonstrates how a
strong and coherent design language
continues to play the central role in
the success of Apple Computers, with
its trendsetting iPods, iPhones and
Macintosh computers and laptops.
But A Fine Line is not about
design — at least, it’s not only about
design. It is also a manifesto for creative business innovation that draws
on a lifetime of clients and work on
everything from brand identities to
dental equipment.
Esslinger invokes Apple and its
founder Steve Jobs more than any
other company. Esslinger and Jobs
are clearly kindred spirits. Apple (at
least, the Apple under Jobs’ leadership) is clearly the apotheosis of
Esslinger’s strategic design ethic in
business. Jobs hired frog design soon
after their initial 1982 meeting. The
design language frog developed,
which came to be called “Snow
White,” has defined Apple for decades. It spans the successful Apple
IIc computer of the mid-1980s to the
Macintosh that perfected the icon-

click user interface still used today.
Even today, the gleaming Apple
Stores and the popular Mac Guy
television commercials speak that
original “Snow White” language.
As counterpoint to Apple’s success,
Esslinger considers Motorola, the
company that invented one of the
most important consumer-technology
products on the planet, the cell
phone. Without a coherent design
language, Motorola lost its way. Can
you name a Motorola cell phone
other than the now-outdated RAZR?
Esslinger presents scores of companies and the principles that led to
their success or failure. As a consultant, he brings the advantages of both
an insider’s and an outsider’s view.
He has observed firsthand the innovation and reinvention of an impressive range of companies, including
dental-equipment manufacturers,
software makers, airlines and consumer-electronics firms. Esslinger
designed the Sony Trinitron, pushing
the TV industry beyond its oldschool furniture look to its still
contemporary techno-sleek aesthetic.
In addition to his expertise in strategic design, Esslinger comments on
the management and execution of
the organizational-consulting process
that propels ideas into reality. The
latter chapters look ahead to future
design and business, considering
issues like green design, globalization
of manufacturing and the impact
of social networks on corporate
design processes.
Ultimately, Esslinger advocates
more than design in the primary
sense of making great products. He
really advocates a culture of doing
business, a culture that leads to successful products and customer experiences. A Fine Line is Esslinger’s first
book and contains the life lessons of
a true innovator, but it is no memoir. Esslinger’s writing is strongly
grounded in research and knowledge beyond his own client experiences. Moreover, its insights will
prove valuable for qualitative practitioners of all specialties and will
spur you to think about how to reinvigorate your own brand.

Can Do Writing —
The Proven Ten-Step System
for Fast and Effective Business Writing
Daniel Graham and Judith Graham
Wiley

REVIEW BY GEORGE SLOAN
Customer Strategy International • Beverly Hills, CA
gdsloan@yourcustomer.com

Can

Do Writing presents
a system for organizing your business
writing according to the audience for
which you are writing. The authors
explain clearly that different readers
need different information.
The ten-step system consists
of three phases: analysis (steps 1
through 4), composing (step 5) and
editing (steps 6 through 10). Surprisingly, the actual composition is only
one of the ten steps, and the true
work is in the editing.
During analysis, the authors stress
the importance of the planning process to writing a business document,
and they suggest that the writer
answer six questions:

1. What results do you want from
the document?
2. Who is the audience?
3. What does the audience do with
the information?
4. What information does the
audience need?
5. Does the audience know little or
much about the information?
6. Does the audience need proof?
Applying this to marketing
research, one of the major points is
to know who the audience is and to
agree on a purpose statement with
the client. “The client who accepts
your purpose statement is more likely
to accept the finished document,” the
authors write. They walk the reader
through writing a document’s pur-

pose statement so that the importance of the purpose statement
becomes abundantly clear.
For example, it is easy to write a
report for the manager that hired
you. However, when working to help
a technology company’s design group
with a new product design, the engineers need completely different information than their management. It is
essential to know the type of information each reader wants and to target that reader, either in different
sections or in different documents.
After completing the audience
analysis, you can begin the composition. Composition consists of
stream-of-consciousness writing,
leaving the editing until after the
draft is completed. Stream-of-consciousness writing can be the hardest
part of the writing process because
we want to edit as we go. This is
out of the question in the Can Do
Writing system.
The final steps relate to editing.
The authors proceed through the last
four steps, showing how to edit for
coherence, clarity, economy and readability. The coherence edits add logic
to help the reader advance through
the document or skip around. The
clarity edits make sure your document has only one interpretation.
The economy edits, the edits that
take the most time, give your document more impact and clarity. The
readability edits make your document easier to read (think the FleschKincaid Grade Level), with shorter
sentences and shorter words.
Throughout the book, the authors
give excellent examples to clarify
their points. Practicing what they
teach, the Grahams made this a very
readable book without ever making
the subject dry and uninteresting.

“In our experience working with professionals, more than 90 percent
of all ineffective documents fail because the author either skipped
or took shortcuts in analysis.”
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The Cult of the Customer —
Create an Amazing Customer Experience
That Turns Satisfied Customers Into
Customer Evangelists
Shep Hyken
Wiley

REVIEW BY SHELLI SLOAN
Café At The Vista, Inc. • Los Angeles, CA
cafeatvista@yahoo.com

In

The Cult of the Customer,
author Shep Hyken introduces us to a fictional character, Mike Hardhead, CEO of Widget
Blue. Sales at Widget Blue are down.
Mike Hardhead wants to find out
why. Imparting practical advice along
the way, Hyken takes the reader
along Hardhead’s journey through
five cults: (1) Uncertainty, (2) Alignment, (3) Experience, (4) Ownership
and (5) Amazement. Hyken believes
that most organizations are already
in one of the five cults. They are
either standing still in the Cult
of Uncertainty or moving forward
to the Cult of Amazement. By
the end of the book, Hardhead and
the reader ultimately discover that
the final cult — the Cult of Amazement — is the key to any organization’s success.
Hyken believes that most organizations operate in the Cult of Uncertainty. In this cult, there is no upward
movement within the organization.
This inaction is potentially alienat-
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ing to employees and customers.
Employees may come to work and
not know what to do or how to do
it. The rules change frequently, or
there are no rules. Likewise, your
customers never know what to
expect. The service and quality may
be inconsistent. In the Cult of Uncertainty, inconsistency is the standard.
In the Cult of Alignment, Hyken
stresses the importance of developing
a mantra to hone in on your organization’s vision. A mantra can be
as simple as Avis’ “We try harder.”
Once everyone in your organization
begins to live and breathe the mantra,
your customers will begin to understand that you are ready to provide
consistent customer service, presentation and quality. You have just
entered the third cult — the Cult
of Experience.
The Cult of Experience is marked
by actions that support the mantra
you chose while in the Cult of Alignment. Everyone in the organization
understands the mantra and com-

pany vision. All employees have had
customer service training and know
what to expect from day to day.
They understand and embrace the
customer experience your organization is trying to achieve. Your
customers are beginning to experience, and expect, an excellent
experience. Welcome to the Cult
of Ownership.
In the Cult of Ownership, Hyken
quotes Aristotle: “We are what we
repeatedly do. Excellence then is not
an act but a habit.” Your organization continues to provide a personal
touch to each and every customer
interaction. Your employees embrace
the mantra of your organization.
Employees and customers now say,
“This is home.” Your organization
strives to provide consistent moments
of magic. This is the key to the Cult
of Amazement.
The Cult of Amazement is highlighted by a sense of loyalty and
belonging. Customers are now
evangelists for your organization.
Moments of magic are the norm.
Your customers tell other people
about your business. Employees tell
other people about your business.
Your entire organization operates to
make customers say “Wow!” The
Cult of Amazement is the key to your
business’s success.
The old adage, “You’re only as
good as your last sale,” still applies.
By using the insight, checkpoint lists
and creative exercises Hyken provides in this book, you can turn
every sale into a moment of magic.
Before you know it, your organization can enter the Cult of
Amazement. Once you are in the
cult, you’ll have everyone singing
your praises.

“It is a combination of frontline
touch points and
behind-the-scenes
impact points that
creates the service
experience.”

• HUMOR •

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC EXPLORATION OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH CONSULTANTS
BY JOEL REISH
Next Level Research • Atlanta, GA • joel@nextlevelresearch.com
this issue of QRCA VIEWS, the Humor column team decided
to take a closer look at the dedicated professionals who
conduct qualitative research, namely the qualitative
research consultant (QRC). And what better way to look at the professionals practicing qualitative research than… with qualitative research?
And so, we set out to conduct an ethnographic exploration of “A
Day in the Life” of a QRC. We recruited three QRCs and randomly
selected one day that we would observe each of them. Our key question:
what does a QRC do all day? Below is a summary of our observations
and conclusions.

For

Travel Day

The gentleman to
one side of her was
spilling generously
over the armrest into
her seating area, and
the woman on the
other side changed
her baby’s diaper.
Three times.
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On the day we selected, QRC #1 was in the middle of a multi-city
schedule of focus groups and IDIs. We started our 24-hour observation
period at 7 a.m., at which time she was just arriving at the airport.
Our QRC was bringing a carry-on rolling suitcase with enough clothes
for a week, her computer in a computer bag and a purse. An inventory
of contents revealed a harmony of preparedness and packing skills;
she was carrying two cell phones (with chargers), a wide variety of
computer accessories, a small but thorough medicine chest and a collection of office supplies, along with typical personal items for travel.
We counted a total of 638 separate items, and she carried it all on.
It took 27 minutes for our QRC to clear all the way through security,
11 of those minutes spent without wearing shoes. She boarded the
plane at 8:10 and found her seat — a middle seat in the row before
the exit, so it wouldn’t recline, apparently the price one pays when
clients plan research at the last minute. On one side of her sat a gentleman whose girth qualified him to be in a circus sideshow, and on the
other side sat a young mother with a four-month-old baby in her lap.
During the flight, our QRC attempted to do some work on her computer. With the seat in front of her reclined, she was able to raise the
screen on her notebook computer to about a 45° angle, with the front
of her computer wedged up against her abdomen. Meanwhile, the
gentleman to one side of her was spilling generously over the armrest
into her seating area, and the woman on the other side changed her
baby’s diaper. Three times. Unfazed, our QRC tilted her head to see
the screen and twisted her wrists at impossible angles to type, and
during the flight she was able to put together 16 pages of notes and
questions for her upcoming research.

Our QRC landed around 10:45
that morning and soon learned two
things — first, that the client had
called five times that morning leaving
ominous messages about emergency
changes to the project, and second,
that the rental car company where
she had made a reservation had run
out of cars. She spent 40 minutes in
the airport using her cell phones to
talk to the client and find an available car. She was able to convince
several client contacts who had
widely different views to join her on
an impromptu conference call, and
within 10 minutes, our QRC forged
a coalition of agreement on the new
research direction.
She arrived at the research facility
around 12:30 in advance of her first
IDI scheduled at 3 p.m. Several things
at the facility had to be re-arranged,
both because the facility did not get
the original instructions right and
also because of the new research
direction. Around 1:30, our QRC
ordered some food, and it arrived
around 2:30; it was the first thing
we had seen her eat all day.
The next several hours were a blur
of IDIs and a focus group, during
which our QRC was in total control
of the proceedings. She gave people
orders but in a way that made them
say “thank you” to her. She smiled
and was composed the entire time.
When the focus group ended around
10 p.m. (15 hours into our day with
her, which had started even earlier),
she led a client debrief, brainstorming session and developed an
action plan for the rest of the week’s
research. She arrived at her hotel
around 11:30 and checked in. She
called home briefly and dispatched
more than a dozen emails before
turning in around 12:45 a.m. She
received a wake-up call at 5:30 and,
by 7 a.m., was already off to the
airport, starting another travel day.

In-Office Day
QRC #2 was in his home office on
the day we selected. He had two primary tasks for the day: finishing a
client report and sending out a proposal, and getting his children to
school and back.

Our observation day started at 7
a.m. with our QRC already at his
computer. He found an email from
the “proposal” client, with several
changes to the project being noted.
After a half-hour, he took the kids
to school and then returned to his
computer, where he worked the
entire day (though he did walk the
dog twice). While he tried to focus
on one task at a time, we observed
that he ended up alternating work on
the report and then the proposal,
with multitudinous interruptions
that were important enough that he
tended to them. That morning he
received seven emails containing proposals from facilities that he had
requested the day before, each of
which required a response and follow-up questions. He also received
another email from the client, conveying yet more minor changes.
Just before lunch, our QRC
received a phone call from a different client, requesting a proposal by
the end of the day. He cheerily promised a response by then. He then ate
lunch at his desk, contacting facilities for this new proposal, talking
about facility “holds” and recruiting details with a cheekful of tuna
on rye.
Shortly after lunch, the client with
the brand-new proposal called to
cancel the project. An hour later, she
called to say that the project was
back on but that the research plan
had been completely changed. After
hanging up the phone, our QRC
chuckled and remarked to us that
this was not over; something else
would change again. Sure enough,
52 minutes later, the client called
to say that the project was back to
the original plan discussed before
lunch. Our QRC shook his head
and smiled.
We attempted to maintain a time
log but found this difficult because
our QRC was jumping from working
on one task, then the next, making
productive headway on many fronts
at once. Still, from what we compiled, we estimate that our QRC
spent a total of 4.75 hours working
on the report, 1.5 hours working on
the first proposal and 2.25 more

hours working on the new proposal. He also spent about 1.5 hours
responding to various emails and
other matters. He left the office for
45 minutes mid-afternoon to pick up
his children from school; otherwise
he worked straight through the day.
He delivered the report and both proposals by email by the end of the day
as he had promised.
Oh, and he spent 10 minutes
cleaning a spot on the rug where the
dog had an accident.
He left his office at 6:25 p.m. and
was with his family until about 9:30
that evening, at which time he put
the kids to bed and returned to his
computer to catch up on other emails
from the day. He turned off his computer around 11 p.m. and got into
bed around 11:30, at which time he
read several articles in the most
recent issue of QRCA VIEWS. He
was asleep by midnight, setting the
alarm clock for 5:45 a.m. so that he
could check emails from international clients before taking the kids
to school in the morning.

Mixed Day
QRC #3 undertook a variety of
activities on the day we selected. We
started our day with her at 7 a.m. at
a breakfast meeting of a local professional association chapter, for which
she serves as a volunteer and board
member. The meeting ended around
9:15, and she was in her office by
9:40. She had a client conference call
at 10 a.m., and in the few minutes
before that call, she answered half a
dozen emails and read two industry
online newsletters/blogs. The client
conference call ended at 10:40, at
which time she composed and sent
out three follow-up emails from that
client matter.
At 11 a.m., our QRC logged on
to a webinar she had signed up for
on advanced qualitative research
techniques, which she said helps her
stay on top of the latest innovations
to offer clients. After the webinar,
she left the office to meet a prospective client for lunch. The lunch was
cut short because the client had an
allergic reaction to something in
his meal (thankfully, he picked the
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restaurant!). Our QRC held his hand right
up until the ambulance drove away.
She returned to the office at 1:45, at
which time she returned four phone calls
before a 2:30 conference call she had
scheduled for her volunteer work with
QRCA. This QRCA group spoke for

about an hour, after which our QRC spent
20 minutes preparing a follow-up memo
that she emailed to the group.
For the next couple of hours, our QRC
multi-tasked, writing the first draft of a
screener questionnaire for a client project,
researching airfares and hotel rates for

that project and continuing to field miscellaneous emails and phone calls with clients
and suppliers. After dinner with her family,
she spent about two hours that evening
working on a newsletter and marketing
plan for her own company’s business.

Conclusions
Based on our observation of these three
qualitative research consultants, we conclude that there is no such thing for a QRC
as “a typical day.” QRCs lead a varied,
hectic and yet seemingly rewarding life. In
spite of the range of activities that filled
our QRCs’ days, we still found some common denominators:
• Intensity. A day in the life of a QRC is
intense, with lots of different tasks being
handled and a need to constantly
shuffle priorities.
• Multitasking. It seems that the demands
of being a QRC do not allow these professionals to focus on one thing at a time.
• Resourceful. A QRC must be able to
think on his/her feet and be able to
change direction instantly, proactively
develop solutions to challenges and get
things done no matter what the circumstances or hurdles.
• Grace. It seems that even being a
resourceful, intense multitasker is
not enough to make a good QRC, since
these talents will not work if the person
is frazzled and distressed. We noticed
that a professional QRC also must have
a calm and positive disposition as the
“glue” that holds the chaos together. A
QRC must be a leader, visionary, parent
figure, motivator, therapist and handholder on top of being a good listener
and communicator. And a good sense
of humor goes a long way.
We certainly have learned a lot about
what it is like to be a qualitative research
consultant. And we want to thank our
research subjects; if it were not for them,
we would have had to follow a QRC who
filled his day writing an article for the
QRCA VIEWS Humor column…
As always, I am on the lookout for ideas
for this column. So if you have any humorous stories, observations or jokes related
to qualitative research, whether you are
a QRCA member, a client or a reader of
another stripe, please feel free to contact
me at joel@nextlevelresearch.com.
If we can’t laugh at ourselves, who can
we laugh at?
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• EDITORIAL GUIDELINES •

Call for Authors: Publishing Opportunities
ditorial content for QRCA VIEWS is managed
by an editorial team that includes the editor-inchief, managing editors, copy editor, contributing
editor and the features editors for each of VIEWS’
regular columns such as Qualitative Toolbox and
Tech Talk.
VIEWS editors welcome QRCA members and
members of the marketing research community to
submit article ideas or manuscripts for consideration.
We review each manuscript on an individual basis to
ensure that the article conforms to VIEWS’ mission and
goals, as well as to the topic mix needed for each issue.
Occasionally, we may save a manuscript to use in a
future issue. We reserve the right to edit any manuscript
or to change the title.
Submissions should be objectively written and
supported by case-study examples. Self-serving articles
or those that promote a moderator’s or a research
company’s expertise will not be published in VIEWS.
Please remember that it takes a good deal of time
for our editors to read through all the submissions.
We will let you know as quickly as possible whether or
not your article has been accepted for publication in
QRCA VIEWS.

E

Submitting a Manuscript
Please send articles via email as an attached Word
file to the attention of Monica Zinchiak, at
monica@zresearchservices.com.
• The preferred article length is 1,500–2,500 words.
• To make sure that your manuscript can be easily
identified and retrieved once it has been downloaded in our “Article Submissions Folder,” your
Word document/file attachments should be labeled
as follows:
Brief title.Last name of author.doc

• Please be sure to tag each page of your manuscript
with a left header that identifies the article title
and author’s last name and a right header with
the page number.
• In addition to the title of the article, the front page of
your manuscript should include the author’s full name,
full company name and address, phone number and
email address.
• Please use only simple formats in your Word
documents. Avoid using unusual indentations or
tabulations as well as outline-style paragraphs with
subsets, boxes or other page graphics. When the
editing process has been completed, VIEWS’ graphic
designers will format your manuscript so that it will
be attractive and easy to read.
• Include your full name, company name and mailing
address at the bottom of your manuscript. If your article
is published, in appreciation of your contribution, we
will send you three complimentary copies via U.S. mail.

FAQs about Article Submissions
Will I see my article before it is published in QRCA
VIEWS? Not always, as our tight publication schedule
may not allow for author review of edited manuscripts.
Will I be paid for the time and effort I put into writing
the article? Like most professional association publications, VIEWS does not pay contributors. However,
since the magazine is distributed broadly in the research
community, you will gain a good deal of visibility as a
result of being published in VIEWS.
Can I submit an outline for consideration before I
submit the completed article? Yes, you may submit
a 50-100 word description of your story idea to the
appropriate features editor.
My article was published in another journal or
magazine. Can I send it to VIEWS? While ordinarily the
preferred solution would be a substantial rewrite, we are
willing to consider articles published elsewhere if, in
our judgment, they seem both relevant and not likely
to have been seen by a significant portion of our own
readership. In addition, you must either assure us that
you are the copyright holder and/or provide a letter of
permission from the previous publication. If VIEWS
publishes the article, the prior publication will be
credited and cited in a footnote.
My article was published in VIEWS? Can I submit it to
another publication? You will need to submit a request
in writing to the VIEWS Editor-in-Chief. If we approve
re-publication, we will notify you in writing, and we
would expect the prior VIEWS publication to be cited
in a footnote.

Writing Style Guidelines
• Write in the present tense and use the active voice
as much as possible. Avoid the use of contractions,
i.e., don’t, wouldn’t, can’t, etc.
• Footnotes, endnotes or lists of references are not
necessary in a trade magazine such as VIEWS.
• Make liberal use of topic subheads to help readers
scan your article and follow your main points easily.
• Please direct your queries and/or submit your
manuscript to Editor-in-Chief Monica Zinchiak,
at monica@zresearchservices.com.

Electronic Article Reprints
Authors who publish in VIEWS will automatically receive
a free PDF file of their article (including that issue’s cover)
as it appeared in the magazine. For a PDF file of the
article with advertising removed, a company logo added
and text reflowed, authors should contact Susie Barber
at Leading Edge Communications, at susie@leadingedgecommunications.com. The fee for the modified-article
PDF is $35.
We look forward to working with you!
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