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Sharon Wolf discusses the growing importance of innovative approaches to
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are seeking
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unique study
designs and
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techniques that
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their companies’
marketing issues.
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uring 2002, ESOMAR, the World Association of Research Professionals and the
Advertising Research Foundation (ARF) sponsored a global qualitative and
quantitative study that explored ways to improve cooperation between clients
and research providers. Named “Marco Polo” after the legendary explorer, one
of the study’s key findings is that today’s clients have strong and often unmet needs for
creative and innovative solutions to research and marketing problems. A related finding is
that “Clients want bright and experienced people to serve them; people who are
knowledgeable about clients’ products and the company itself.” A detailed discussion
about the study’s findings appears in an article titled, “The Marco Polo Project: Improving
Client-Provider Cooperation” in the November 2002 issue of ESOMAR’s magazine,
Research World.
The Marco Polo study confirms that business decision makers all around the world
have high expectations for their research providers and are demanding more than ever from
the marketing research industry. Well-honed basic skills are no longer enough. Clients are
seeking adventurous and unique study designs and combinations of techniques that are
responsive to their companies’ marketing issues.
It is encouraging to see that research industry associations are responding rapidly to
evolving client needs through advanced programming. QRCA’s 17th Annual Conference
offered many high quality sessions that addressed innovative and creative techniques.
Charles Leach and Kevin September’s article on semiotic analysis that appears in this
issue of Views is based on their conference workshop. In addition, this April’s QRCA
and AQR joint conference in Lisbon will focus on translating qualitative insights into
impactful strategy.
As Chair of the Program Committee for ESOMAR’s 2002 Qualitative Conference,
“Qualitative Ascending: Harnessing its True Value,” I was encouraged by the range of
top-notch contributions. Among the case studies showcased was a customer immersion
experience in which Nickelodeon and their qualitative consultants created a weekend
sleep-away “camp” for 40 children, ranging in age from 8 to 14. Throughout the funfilled weekend, the researchers engaged the kids in collage making, script-writing, skits
and a host of other creative exercises that allowed them to fully express their TV program
preferences. Other presentations illustrated bricolage – mixing qualitative methods such
as in-depth interviews, triads, focus groups as well as informal customer feedback via email, text messaging and voice mail – all in a single study. Ethnographers described giving
video cameras to young beer drinkers, enabling them to record the fabric of their social
lives and drinking patterns. These creative research approaches clearly represent an
emerging trend in qualitative research design.
QRCA members, by virtue of their professionalism and constant quest for professional
growth, represent the “bright and experienced” consultants that client companies are
seeking. In the face of a changing environment, our challenge is to ensure that we are
familiar, comfortable and adept at using the full range of qualitative tools that clients are
increasingly expecting from us. As a step in that direction, the Winter issue of Views
offers readers detailed guidance on planning and conducting ideation sessions, an indepth look at the theory and application of semiotics, an update on methodological
considerations in conducting on-line research and more.
You can look forward to future Views issues that will offer additional discussions and case
studies illustrating cutting-edge ideas and tools. We encourage all of you who have been
doing innovative work lately to share your experience, skills and advice by preparing articles
for upcoming issues of Views. In the meantime, on behalf of the Views Editorial Board and
the Views Committee, I wish everyone peace, productivity and prosperity in 2003!
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FROM THE PRESIDENT ■

The Importance of Being On
Board with the QRCA Mission
QRCA President Ricardo Lopez maintains that members will feel more
connected to the group when they understand and uphold the association’s
objectives and mission.

Y
Ricardo A. Lopez
HISPANIC RESEARCH INC.
East Brunswick, NJ
ricardo@hispanic-research.com

“Understanding
QRCA’s purpose
results in a feeling
of connection,
promotes member
involvement and
enhances the value
of membership.”
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esterday I was working on a letter to the QRCA membership. It is that time of
the year when we ask our colleagues to renew their membership. As I was
editing the membership renewal letter, I could not help but wonder why
anyone would not renew his or her QRCA membership. But yet, we do
experience some membership attrition every year. Why? Is it that the Association
did not fulfill the members’ expectations? Are we not communicating our member
benefits appropriately? Is it due to the ups and downs of the business economy?
Or, could it just be that some members fail to see the big picture?
I contend that an association member who only looks at the individual member
benefits will eventually be disappointed. Furthermore, I will argue that a member
who joins for the sole purpose of receiving benefits, and not with the mindset of
“give and take,” will never be totally fulfilled with his or her membership. This is
true of all associations. Let me explain.
The QRCA offers many individual benefits. From our on-line forum to our
chapter meetings and annual conferences, I feel that we offer more value than any
other association in our industry! We must also believe that there are crucial
benefits associated with a member’s contribution to an industry association. Do
you join an association just for the personal tangible benefits, or are you also
looking at the collective value that is inherent in member involvement? How are
you contributing to the associations that you choose to join? Some easy answers
are in the areas of dues, volunteering and conference participation. Those are
good. Most crucial, however, is your understanding of the purpose of the
association, along with the awareness that the association will only advance its
purpose when it has the support of its members.
Yes, I am saying that all you need to do to get the most out of your association
membership is to believe in its purpose! Members of QRCA should be familiar
with the association’s objectives and with our strategic plan. They should also see
QRCA as an advocate for all members and for the qualitative research industry as
a whole. Members who believe in what his or her association stands for will feel
more connected to the group. This connection promotes a “give and take”
environment that enhances the value of all member benefits.
Members who participate in our on-line forum understand the value of “give
and take.” Those who contribute to the threads feel extremely connected to the
virtual community and consider the forum a very significant member benefit. This
same phenomenon applies to the association as a whole. Understanding of
QRCA’s purpose results in a feeling of connection, promotes member involvement
and enhances the value of membership.
I may disappoint readers who know me if I do not offer a personal anecdote.
Some may have heard me speak about my prior involvement with another
association, the National PTA. I was President of an elementary school PTA for
many years. The PTA is one of the largest volunteer associations in the world,
with local “PTA units” in many schools throughout the U.S. and many other
countries. If you have children, you may be a member of the PTA. Yet, few PTA
members have a clue of what the National PTA really does, or what it stands for.
Did you know that the PTA is perhaps the only association that advocates for the
children of our public schools? The Boards of Education must respond to the
taxpayers, the teachers’ union speaks for its members, but the PTA is there for the
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children. Did you know that the safety lights in all
school buses are a result of a PTA initiative?
Nevertheless, the PTA is experiencing heavy
membership attrition. Many schools are dropping
their memberships and regrouping as local parent
teacher organizations (PTO) or home-school
association-local groups that are not connected to
any national association.
“We save money by not paying state and
national dues” is the usual rationale when a school
drops its PTA membership. I am a fervent
supporter of the PTA and it drives me crazy when I
hear this reasoning. Don’t these parents understand
what the association stands for? Can’t they see the
benefits? Unfortunately, the answer is, no.
The importance of being “on board” with your
association’s mission cannot be understated.
QRCA can only be as effective as the collective
passion of its members. We have a tough road
ahead of us. Our field is becoming more competitive
and we are constantly faced with new criticism of
qualitative research. We must advocate as a group
to support what we believe in. Only as a group will
we prevail in advancing the value of our profession.

QRCA Objectives
QRCA is the only worldwide not-for-profit
organization of independent qualitative research
consultants. Its purpose embraces the following
objectives:
■

To enhance the professionalism of qualitative
marketing and social research;

■

To promote and maintain the highest
standard of ethics and integrity on the part of
qualitative researchers, both in their work and
in their relationships with clients and field
suppliers;

■

To broaden awareness and appreciation of
Qualitative Research within the marketing
research community;

■

To provide a communications channel, both
among members and between Qualitative
Research consultants and others engaged in
marketing and survey research.

Some QRCA Benefits
New Connections Online Newsletter – QRCA news
and helpful information to keep members current
and connected.
New QRCA Views Quarterly Magazine – professional
articles about the practice of QR for members and
clients.
QRCA Website – updated and full of useful
information, the new site educates the public, the
website is a resource for prospective clients and
members.
Education Resource Center – audio, video and
printed resources from QRCA meetings and
conferences to help you in your work.
Membership Directory – now available in CD-ROM,
online and pocket versions.
City List – online database enables you to contact
colleagues for fieldwork recommendations
worldwide. Just returned from a project in another
city? Post your feedback in your profile while the
experience is fresh on your mind!
Facility & Services Directory – access to field
facilities in the city of your destination. Now
available in hard copy, online and pocket versions.
Interactive QRCA Member Delphi Forum – dynamic
and interesting online discussions among members.
Annual Conference – learn new skills and techniques
and share experiences with fellow members.
Chapter Meetings – improve your qualitative
capabilities while meeting other local researchers.
Value Added Member Benefit Program – discounts
and special offers for select business
services/products

QRCA Strategic Plan’s
Mission Statement
(Excerpted from the approved strategic plan – 6/11/2001)
■

To be recognized as the leader in qualitative
research and to impact the direction of the
industry.

■

To raise the level of education about
qualitative research within the academic
community, the business community, and
among practitioners of qualitative research.

■

To make certain QRCA takes full advantage of
the benefits of technology to improve our
infrastructure and to make QRCA a more
efficient and effective organization

■

To enhance QRCA’s position as an industry
leader by embracing a global perspective.

■

To enhance membership satisfaction,
membership retention and the realization of
QRCA goals by creating an effective plan for
developing and increasing member
involvement.

■

To explore creating selected, additional
membership categories.
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A Tale of Transformation

O

nce upon a time, in a far off pond in India, lived
a colony of stubby, plain looking larvae. A
legend handed down from generation to
generation promised that at the age of
chrysalis, each little larva would break through the
surface of the pond and suddenly emerge as a
magnificent fully formed dragonfly. (The rumor had
apparently been started by a frog who had witnessed
the transformation.) At one stage in development,
each larva went on retreat at the top of the pond where
no one could see or contact him. It was after this
hibernation that the transforming spell was
supposedly cast. There were a few skeptics. They
pointed out that no one could see or hear clearly
through the ripples and currents of the water. Images
were distorted. These few wise members of the
community contested the notion that a simple larva

could undergo an instantaneous metamorphosis into a
dramatic dragonfly with a slender body and iridescent
wings. While unknown, some measurable
phenomenon must have occurred. Still, no one knew
what actually happened at the top of the pond and no
larvae ever returned to confirm or dispel the legend. So
the magical tale was religiously passed along from one
to another with no comprehension of what changes
might have actually or logically taken place.
One compassionate, soon-to-be liberated
metamorph swore to return and finally dispel the
mystery and disclose the secrets of transformation.
She emerged from her chrysalis on the water’s surface,
instinctively spread her newly formed wings and
ecstatically soared to the sky. Remembering her
promise to the others, she contained her feelings of
elation and swooped back down to the pond. She
plunged into the water but could not penetrate it.

Despite numerous attempts, she could no longer
return to her watery childhood. She was now a
creature of the air. The larvae left behind could only
sadly bemoan, “Will no one ever take pity on us and
unravel the mysterious mechanisms of the sacred
secret!”
Like the dragonfly larvae, we tend to see processes
that transform something old into something new as
a finished product that materializes as if by magic.
We revel in the insight, the surprise, and the accident,
without understanding how it all happened. As a
result, we often continue to sit at our desks and wait
for revelation. When it doesn’t come automatically,
we become self-castigating and harshly judge
ourselves as uncreative, further stifling our potential.

meshing unusual connections.
Ideally, the creative session is conducted off
campus, away from the interruptions of everyday
business life, such as pressured telephone calls and
board meetings. Off campus meetings have the
additional benefit of novel stimulation, which leads
to novel associations, the building blocks of creative
production. While hotels often offer rooms and
suites for these purposes, most specialists who work
with task force teams would concur that facilities
known as conference centers tend to be more
knowledgeable about the wants and needs of creative
teams and therefore better equipped to provide the
proper supports.

Creativity as a Process

A number of attributes of the workshop room itself
are important for fostering inspiration. For instance,
the archetypical room should be three times the size
that would comfortably nest all people attending.
The section housing the conference table should
occupy roughly one third of the space. The table
should be surrounded by padded comfortable
armchairs on rollers that cozily seat the participants.
The second third of the room should be designed like
a living room, with sofas, chairs, and other homey
and decorative furniture. This encourages an
unconstrained, more recreational attitude, and
pushes people towards an alpha brain wave pattern
referred to as “relaxed wakefulness.” Finally, the
remaining third of the room consists of open space
for people to walk about and ruminate. Participants
are also encouraged to dress casually. Together these
elements promote freedom of both mind and body.
The walls in the creative environment welcome the
posting of large sheets of easel paper to be tacked up

The Workshop Room
Suppose instead of viewing creativity as an accident,
we looked at it as a process. For instance, unknown
to the lamenting larvae there are a series of gradual
biological and environmental changes which foster
their transmutation from water bound creatures into
free spirits of flight. Similarly, creative insight and
invention are actually the products of a series of
smaller and less spectacular combinations and
reintegrations of concepts or perceptual patterns.
Just as the larvae could not witness the internal
changes that led to the sudden emergence of the
dragonfly, we generally are not privy to the millions
of nerve pulses or thought patterns that give rise to
creative solutions.
So, instead of thinking of ingenious ideas as
magically formed, we can view them as a result of
concrete process. Remember, magic is only
technology before its time!
While perhaps less romantic, the benefit of such
reductionism is that we can then study the various
elements of creative process and conceivably
manipulate them to increase the incidence of
innovation and inventive thinking. In fact this has
been done in numerous successful experiments over
the years.

The Setting
There is vast literature on the facilitation of creative
problem solving. What most all experiments have in
common is an emphasis on the optimal structuring of
the environment. These surroundings induce the
most effective, most productive emotional states for
creative thinking. When combined with carefully
chosen, evocative stimulus input, these conditions
make novel insights inevitable.
A creative environment most importantly should
be structured as a kind of a “holding” tank. What is
meant by holding in this context is a relaxed setting
that fosters a sense of security and acceptance of all
emotions and ideas. This safe climate encourages
participants to explore the undercurrent recesses and
grottos of their minds and to take the risks of
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Instead of thinking of
ingenious ideas as magically
formed, we can view them as
a result of concrete process.
with pushpins or masking tape. This lets people
know that many suggestions will be expected,
welcomed and proudly displayed around the room.
There are several flip charts, equipped with nontoxic
“magic markers” in a number of colors to highlight
unique points as well as different parts of the process.
An abundance of colorful paper is distributed around
the table with a variety of writing implements in hues
of the rainbow to accelerate unusual connections,
even in the actual inscription of ideas.
Plenty of satisfying but light food should be
available, particularly warm liquids. Generating
ideas requires much more energy than most people
think. It’s not unusual for team members to leave a
day of sparking ideas feeling happy and exhausted.
Individuals have more energy to work with their
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The Wings of Imagination C O N T I N U E D

minds when their stomachs are well nourished.
Along the same lines, lavatories should be close by.
While it’s important to schedule a number of stretch
breaks throughout the day, it’s also a good idea to
be close to the wash rooms so one could slip out and
return quickly. Lastly, people should be asked
periodically throughout the session about the
comfort level of the room temperature. If the
temperature is not optimal, it should err on the side
of being a little bit cool to keep people awake
(remember, the goal is relaxed wakefulness).

Defining the Creativity Process
Before going any further, let’s briefly talk a little
more about a few of the ways we might define
creativity.
As you already know, we see it as a process: First,
we have to confront the conflict of wanting to hold
on to, but needing to let go of, the ideas that have
already been considered. Second, it’s a systematic
creation of confusion and encouraging of
oxymorons and other ideas that at first are
apparently unrelated. And finally, it’s the
reintegration and restructuring of thoughts and
feelings into original invention.

Modeling Behavior That Fosters Creativity
To foster this creativity process, the leaders must
model several postures during the working program
for the team members to emulate. Research shows
agreement by experts in the field about how to
booster the generation of great ideas.
The team should:
■ Defer judgment and accept all ideas until the
assigned period of evaluation
■ Go for quantity
■ Invite wild and crazy reveries
■ Build on and modify each other’s ideas
■ Enlist unconscious process
The most important, and most empirically
validated, of these attitudes is that of deferred
judgment. This is because (and many may disagree)
there is actually no such thing as a bad idea. There
are only imperfect ideas. Every idea is the seed for a
geometric progression of associations, any one of
which may hold the key to the solution sought after.
Negative connotations can be reversed by
associating antonyms, or finding a synonym that
filters out the problem connotation. Additionally,
prematurely judging an idea not only deprives one
of the idea’s progeny, but of the rest of the group’s
associations to that idea as well.

Creativity Exercises
In addition to good leadership, a structured
environment and proper attitude, there are
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multitudes of exercises designed to facilitate what is
referred to psychoanalytically as a combination of
both primary and secondary process. These range
from forced associations, metaphorical
interpretations, and improvisational techniques
borrowed from the theater and behavioral sciences
to synethesia – the forced representation of a
stimulus presented in one medium, such as visual, in
another, such as olfactory. For example; What does
a sunset smell like? How about when you see it
descending over the Grand Canyon? What if you
were sitting on a deck overlooking Long Island
Sound or standing a top of snowy Mount Everest?
The next time you look at an abstract painting,
listen to how it sounds. Get a sense of how the artist
felt when planning the composition. Was he tired,
joyful, annoyed, bored, making a joke? What about
the shape, line, hues, and tones told you that?

Divergent Thinking
Another concept central to creativity is that of
divergent thinking. Divergent thinking is the
opposite of convergent or analytical thinking which
seeks “the right answer.” It involves the suspension
of logical analysis for a period of time in order to
get a view of all the possibilities. It is simple to
describe, yet hard to accomplish. We are all
accustomed to organizing our thoughts into neat
little units. Even as you consider what is being said
here, you are organizing the sentences into larger
arguments, relating those arguments to what was
said before, and trying to anticipate where the line
of reasoning is going. This is adaptive, the world
would be a frightening place if we were unable to
anticipate at all.
The need for anticipation and order in the world
must be suspended for a while in order to engage in
divergent thinking. This is why the environment
and attitudes described above are so important, as
are leaders who are comfortable with the confusion
and anxiety generated during the divergent thinking
stage of the session. It is always helpful to remember
the ancient Chinese adage that “Out of chaos comes
opportunity.”

Setting Expectations
There is one more important element –
expectations. Over and over again, people told to
expect they will be exceptionally creative turn out
to produce more and better ideas than those who
are not given this mind set. In the creative session,
this is accomplished primarily by an extremely
confident, experienced leader who encourages an
atmosphere in which there is little room for
modesty. Mohammed Ali once said, “I am the
greatest! I said that even before I knew I was!”

■
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Methodology FAQs for Online Research C O N T I N U E D

Methodology
FAQs for Online
Qualitative
Research
BY BR E N D A K. JO H N S O N, P H. D .
QUALQUAN INSIGHTS • Maplewood, NJ • brenda@qualquaninsights.com
AND NANCY FARKAS
MILLENNIUM-RESEARCH • New York, NY • NEFNYC@aol.com

The Online Qualitative
Research FAQs were initially
drafted in 2000-2001 and
took final shape in 2002. The
five Task Force members who
spearheaded the effort over
the past two years were Mary
Cowden,Nancy Farkas,
Brenda Johnson,Kristin
Schwitzer, and Monica
Zinchiak. While they did the
lion’s share of the wo rk ,a l l
other Task Force members
were involved in numerous
reviews of the document:
Kalpana Biswa s ,L i n a
DiBlasio,Abby Leafe, George
Sloan (Board Liaison), Casey
Sweet (Task Force Co-Chair),
David Van Nuys, Jeff
Walkowski (Task Force CoChair), and Foster Winter.
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A

n article in the Fall 2002 issue of QRCA Views provided an overview of the FAQs
developed by the QRCA’s Online Qualitative Research Task Force. This
article on the methodological issues involved in conducting online research is
the first in a series of more in-depth articles focussing on Online FAQs.
Many frequently asked questions (FAQs) about online qualitative research involve
the online methodology as a way to collect qualitative data. Clients and moderators
who collect qualitative data via telephone or in-person interview sessions often
question the validity of qualitative information collected online. The concern over
online validity ranges in scope and depth. Clients and moderators newly exposed to
online qualitative research typically question the following:
■ the quality of representation in the online population vs. the general
population
■ the appropriateness of online methodologies in collecting qualitative data
■ the consistency of information collected online when compared to other
qualitative data collection methods.

The QRCA, in establishing a Task Force to explore issues relative to the online
environment, viewed these concerns as serious ones. Some moderators, including
authors of this article as well as other Online Task Force members, were early
adopters of using the online approach, trusting that the methodology could uncover
valid, qualitative insights. However, the QRCA Online Task Force recognized that
widespread adoption of online qualitative data collection would not occur without
an in-depth investigation of this methodology, exploring its efficacy as a qualitative
tool and providing the research community with concrete answers to commonly
raised methodological and other concerns.
The answers to these FAQs will assist moderators and clients in determining how,
when and why to use online qualitative data collection. Most importantly, they show
that online qualitative data collection is now another useful tool in qualitative
research for several reasons:
■ The online population is increasingly representative of the U.S. population –
60% of the homes in the U.S. have Internet access.
■ Online provides a way to reach a large number of respondents quickly without
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sacrificing data integrity or quality.
■ Side-by-side comparisons between online
and other qualitative data collection methods
show that learning is substantially the same
across the different data collection methods.

Qualitative Methodology FAQs

1

How representative is the online
population, and how important is
this to qualitative research?

According to Nielsen/NetRatings (January 2002),
60% of U.S. homes have Internet access. This
indicates that the online population is increasingly
representative of the U.S. population, although
historically it has been younger, more educated,
and more affluent than the population average.
While a “representative sample” from which to
project findings is not the objective for qualitative
research, it is important to consider the type of
respondent for a particular study and to screen for
the appropriate characteristics. The online
population is becoming sufficiently large and
diverse to recruit the desired respondents.
As of January 2002, other countries that come
close to the U.S. in terms of Internet penetration are:
United Kingdom (55%)
Sweden (51%)
■ Norway (49%)
■ Switzerland (47%)
■ Canada (45%)
■ Netherlands (43%)
■

■

The latest statistics on online penetration by
country can be found at
http://cyberatlas.internet.com/big_picture/geogra
phics/article/0,1323,5911_151151,00.html

2

When might it be appropriate to use
online methodologies?
Situations where online focus groups have been
found to be useful include:
■ Website evaluation/feedback sessions or
other topics related to the Internet, computer
technology or high-tech product/service

categories
■ Studies on sensitive topics, where
anonymity is desired
■ Studies with low incidence
■ Studies where a wide geographic dispersion
is required, including rural areas
■ Studies with B2B professionals and others
with limited time (since travel to/from a
facility is not required)
■ Studies with teens and young adults,
because of their affinity with the online
environment
■ Projects with a budget too tight to
accommodate large expense items like travel
■ Fast turnaround projects because email can
be a fast way to reach a large number of
potential respondents quickly

3

When might it be inappropriate to
use online methods?

Situations where online focus groups may not be
the best methodology are:
■ When capturing body language or facial
expressions is deemed essential for the
research
■ When products need to be handled or
hands-on usage is deemed critical and the
touch/feel experience is mandatory
■ When testing fragrance or flavor
■ When client materials are highly
confidential and the client cannot afford to
take any risk that stimuli will be copied by a
respondent
■ When there is a need to show prototypes or
3D models . Some moderators, with client
approval, have found ways around this
limitation by sending respondents the
necessary samples in advance of an online
group. Also, with higher bandwidth, the use
of 3D graphics of prototypes that can be
examined and manipulated makes prototype
evaluation increasingly possible
■ When testing TV advertising – some
researchers, however, are reporting success
testing broadcast advertising online.

4

Have side-by-side comparisons
between online and other
qualitative data collection methods
been conducted?
Over the last several years, some researchers have
conducted side-by-side comparisons to determine
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the extent to which online qualitative research
methods will yield the same results as face-to-face
and telephone groups.

Most experienced online
qualitative researchers view
the online method as
simply another way to
collect information from
respondents.
The number of side-by-side studies in the public
domain is rather small and the very nature of
qualitative research makes it difficult to make
“apples to apples” comparisons of the different
methodologies. However, some published side-byside studies, as well as anecdotal experiences of
QRCA online moderators and case studies
presented at QRCA conferences suggest that
while the methodologies differ, the learning is
substantially the same across the different data
collection methods: face-to-face, telephone, online
real-time chat rooms and online bulletin boards.
Most experienced online qualitative
researchers view the online method as simply
another way to collect information from
respondents. Online researchers do not view
online qualitative methods as a replacement for
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face-to-face or telephone studies. A qualitative
research consultant should consider both the
objectives of the study and the targeted sample
when determining which data collection
approach is most appropriate.

For More Information
If you are interested in delving deeper into
information about online methods,. consult the
“Reading Room” at the QRCA web site
(www.qrca.org). At the “Reading Room” you will
find audio tapes of presentations made at QRCA
conferences, back issues of Views, and references
to other authoritative articles on the subject. In
addition, refer to Quirk’s Marketing Research
Review and other market research journals that
have featured articles about online methods.

Your Feedback is Welcome
The Online Qualitative Research FAQs are a
living, breathing entity that can change over time
as more information and experience is gathered.
As a work-in-progress we are open to revising or
adding to the FAQs. Address your comments to
the Task Force Co-Chairs Casey Sweet
(casey@focusgroupsonline.com) and Jeff
Walkowski (jeff.walkowski@qualcore.com)
or to the authors of this article.
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Semiotics & Narrative Congruence:
The Art of Connotation in Product Placement
Charles Leech, Ph.D and Kevin September explain semiotic analysis and use a
case study to demonstrate the power of semiotics.
B Y C H A R L E S L E E C H , P H . D . • ABM RESEARCH LTD. • Toronto, Ontario • charles@abm-research.com
K E V I N S E P T E M B E R PREMIER ENTERTAINMENT SERVICES • Toronto, Ontario • kseptember@pes-global.com

AND

S

emiotics, or semiotic analysis, is defined as
“the systematic study of signs and
signification.” Known as “semiology” in
Europe, the methodology’s name is derived
from the Greek word “semeion,” which means
“mark” or “sign.”
Semiotics is concerned with signs, and examines
all forms of language and communication as a
system of signs, and what those signs mean. It is
designed to explain how we understand meaning
from communication. This can be any form of
communication, from written language to body
language to aesthetic language such as fine art and
music.
From its roots in academic literary and
linguistic theory, semiotics is now attracting much
interest in North America as a qualitative
methodology. Europeans, however, have been
relying on semiotics for years as a standard
component of any large-scale research project
where advertising, branding, or visual
communication is involved. As with any
qualitative methodology, it has its strengths and
weaknesses. Semiotic analysis is especially useful
to assess advertising creative, packaging, logos,
brand names, consumer environments, and
product design, but it is not useful for explore
consumer reactions to, several proposed longdistance phone plans, for example.

Language, in fact, works on the basis of this
cultural assumption of a connection between a
word d-o-g and a thing or idea, a dog. There is
nothing inherent in the letters d-o-g that

Semiotic analysis treats all
communication as a ‘text’ or
‘narrative,’ or as something that
tells us a story.
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The Mechanics of Semiotics
Semiotic analysis is usually a desktop
methodology, where the researcher sits down,
alone, with the text under analysis, and
establishes a relationship between the signifieds
and the signifers by asking following questions:
■ Who or what created the sign?
■ What does it mean?
■ How does it deliver its message?
■ What medium was employed?
■ In what context does it occur?
■ How many different interpretations are
possible?
■ What set of binary oppositions does it
suggest?
The semiotician then proceeds to break down the
image/picture/word/packaging into its smallest
component parts:
■ fonts, colors, shapes, sizes, angles, and
■ choice of media: are there photos?
drawings? watercolors?

Basic Theory
Semiotics proceeds on the basis that all
communication is made up of signs, and that any
sign has two basic parts:
1. The signifier, which is what something
actually is, like the word d-o-g.
2. The signified, which is what that something
means, like the furry domestic canine animal
you keep in your home.

necessarily mean a dog, but we all learned in
kindergarten that one refers to the other: the word
d-o-g is a sign for dog.
Where it gets interesting is where we
understand that the image of a dog, in fact, has its
own signified meaning, in the form of
connotations. Dog, in this instance, can connote
loyalty, devotion, as well as masculinity. These are
the emotional connotations of ‘dog,’ and this is
the level of semiotic meaning that has the most
interest to market research professionals:
emotional subtleties, references to other signs, or
references to popular culture.
Semiotic analysis treats all communication as a
‘text’ or a ‘narrative,’ or as something that tells us
a story. We all use semiotics every single day, every
time we get dressed in the morning, or chose
jewelry to wear, or get our hair cut, in the belief
that the choices we make tell others about us – or
tells others what we would like them to think
about us. This, of course, is how branding is
supposed to work, in an ideal world – to instantly
and mutely communicate complex, nuanced
connotations about our lifestyle and emotional
values to the outside world. Semiotics is the
mechanic of the branding process.

The word ‘dog’ can connote
loyalty, devotion, as well as masculinity.

Once this is done, each of these components is
assessed for connotative meaning:
■ What are the deep emotional connotations
of this component?
■ What resemblances, emotions, attitudes, or
histories are evoked?

Are references to pop culture made?
What religious, social, or cultural
associations are possible?
■

■

One way to assess connotative meaning is to
probe imagined alterations to the component
under inspection. If a packaging color was
changed from red to green, would that change
what the packaging communicated? If so, what
would be communicated, and why?
Once the emotional connotations of the text
have been exhausted, then the semiotician

A full understanding of the
context of the communication
is of paramount importance
in establishing its connotative
meaning.
reconstructs the text, layer by layer, noting new
connotations, if any, that arise out of the
combination of any two or more component
parts. When this process is finished, a full analysis
of all the connotations and references
communicated by the text should be at hand.
Often, semiotic analysis is an intuitive science,
where researcher and client alike are immediately
stuck by the apparent obviousness of the analysis.
(This is usually followed by surprise that this was
never thought of before!) A more formal analysis,
however, will source connotations in academic
literature and reference texts, which are accessible
online and from more traditional references such
as textbooks or published articles.
Above all, context is crucial when engaging in
semiotic analysis. Connotations of one thing may
be completely different from one social
community to the next, let alone from one nation
to the next or one culture to the next. A full
understanding of the context of the communication
(“To whom is this communication directed?”) is of
paramount importance in establishing its
connotative meaning. The more you know about
everything the better – the market research
semiotician must be a professional multidisciplinarian, otherwise known as a “damned
know-it-all.”

Theories of Intertextuality
and Metasemiotics
Intertextuality is the ancient theory that all texts
are constructed of parts of other texts, and that
there are really only, say, three original stories in
the whole world. In market research,
intertextuality theory is useful to analyze texts,
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such as television ads, which reference other texts,
say a movie star.
Metasemiotics is a theory described by Umberto
Eco that refers to the modern practice of media
authors and writers consciously constructing their
media texts to be semiotically decoded by a
younger generation of “instinctive semioticians.”
A good example of a metasemiotic text is any
episode of The Simpsons, where the show has
been deliberately written so that 95% of the
humor lies in the recognition of the show’s
intertextual references.
The Simpsons aside, most metasemiotic
references are only successful in popular culture,
however, if narrative congruence is achieved
between the host text and the referenced text.
Failure to observe narrative congruence in
television advertising is the single largest flaw in
using pop culture references.

Narrative Congruence
and Mutual Implication
Narrative congruence occurs when the connotations
of two or more texts are aligned, or when a
marketing text, such as an ad, a reference, a logo, or
packaging, communicates the same information:
■ to the same audience
■ at the same time
■ at the same speed
■ for the same reason
One of the biggest offenders in narrative
congruence is inappropriate product placement,
where brands are placed into television and
feature film texts without due consideration of the
mutual impact that the film/TV show has on the
client’s brand. Why should clients be interested in
ensuring their marketing communications enjoy
narrative congruence? The results of narrative
congruence are compelling:
■ Stronger marketing communication
■ Stronger brand positioning
■ More focused brand positioning
■ Increased depth of brand connotation
■ Inherent appeal to youth demographics
■ Cross-branding sales appeal
■ Product placement brand exposure

Product Placement
Product placement is the insertion of recognizable
consumer goods into the narrative of a media text,
such as Premier Entertainment’s successful
placement of Windex into the 2002 feature film
My Big Fat Greek Wedding. Product placement is
more than just an opportunity for product “air-
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time.” At worst, blind unanalyzed placement can
negatively impact the consumer’s perception of a
brand. An example is the pre-Premier placement
of Pledge as the source of dismay and horror in the
television show Will & Grace. At best, it offers an
opportunity for co-branding and brand building,

Failure to observe narrative
congruence in television
advertising is the single
largest flaw in using pop
culture references.
both product brands and media texts, via
narrative congruence and mutual implication.
In addition, product placement offers the idea
of celebrity identification – by drinking Diet Coke
on Friends, Rachel seems like a real person – as
well as implied celebrity endorsement – if Jennifer
Aniston/Rachel drinks Diet Coke, it must be
good/cool.

Case History: Buell Motorcycles
and Ballistic: Eks vs. Sever
To demonstrate the effects of a positive product
placement on the basis of narrative congruence,
consider the placement of Buell motorcycles with
the character played by Lucy Liu in the 2002
feature film Ballistic: Eks vs. Sever.
An analysis of this placement starts with an
assessment of both sets of text connotations for
narrative congruence:
■ Context: the 2002 feature film Ballistic: Eks
vs. Sever
■ Text: Buell Motorcycles - to answer the
question, why this brand?
The best semiotic tool to compare these
connotations is “binary oppositions,” where the
connotation of one text is contrasted with the
equivalent connotation of the other text. This
gives a rounded sense of the connotative
implications of a potential co-branding match.

Context: Ballistic: Eks vs. Sever
Ballistic: Eks vs. Sever is an action-adventure
movie starring Antonio Banderas and Lucy Liu. It
can be classified as a Matrix rip-off, with elements
of Blade Runner and other dystopian martial-arts
science fiction action films. It features two main
characters:
■ Banderas/Eks: a seedy but talented FBI
agent brought back from the brink of griefinduced self-destruction to active duty

■ Liu/Sever: a cold, emotionless, mysterious, unstoppable female killing machine assassin with mysterious
motivations

Into this film context is placed a motorcycle chase sequence, with Eks on a BMW bike, and Sever on a Buell bike.
The full name for the company that makes these bikes is “Buell American Motorcycles,” and they are majorityowned by Harley-Davidson Motorcycles. Buell motorcycles are in part designed for, and designed to appeal to,
female motorcycle buyersor potential buyers, so that Harley-Davidson can capture its share of this lucrative
and growing segment of the consumer market.
Erik Buell, whose name betrays his European background, is heavily involved in the promotion, design, and
marketing of Buell motorcycles. Buell must therefore be assessed in relationship with its Harley-Davidson
roots, which is understood by people interested in this product category.

Binary Oppositions
Motorcycles and automobiles offer the following binary oppositions:
Motorcycles
Small
Fast
Dangerous
Exposed
Individual
Outside

Car/Sedan
Large
Slow
Safe
Protected
Family
Inside

There is also a difference in connotation between European and American bikes:
American
Energetic
Brash, Loud
New Money
Young
Crude
Crass
Rude
Idealistic

European
Placid
Measured
Old Money
Ancient
Sophisticated
Cultured
Polite
Cynical

Finally, this difference in connotation applies to Harleys, BMWs, and Buells in the very middle, which shows
how Buell motorcycles are designed to occupy the middle ground, connotatively, between Harleys and BMWs
or between American bikes and European bikes:
Harleys
American
Dirty
Loud
Raw Power
Out of Control
Rough Edges
Masculine
Anarchy
Rebel

Buell USA
Euro-American
Dirty out, Clean in
Modulated
Measured Power
Just in Control
Sleek Curves
Aggressive Feminine
Freedom Fighter
Disciplined Rebel

BMW
European
Clean
Muted
Finesse Power
Perfect Control
Smooth Lines
Masculine (?)
Conformist
The State
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By comparing the specific connotations of Buell motorcycles with the character of its rider, Agent Sever,
we can see that the ‘narrative’ told by Buell is congruent with the narrative expressed by the film’s
character:

Buell USA

Agent Sever (Lucy Liu)

Euro-American

USA name and accent, Asian/Foreign ethnicity

Dirty Outside,
Clean Inside

Dirty combat skills outside, protective mother and
wounded soul inside

Measured Power

Physical power and agility, but flawless technique

Just In Control

Angry enough to assault, kidnap, and 'blow things up
real good,' but never loses temper or raises her voice

Aggressive Feminine

Aggressive Feminine

Freedom Fighter

Fighting for freedom of surrogate son

Disciplined Rebel

Trained NSA agent rebelling against corruption

Sleek

Sleek fashion sense, slick one-liners

At this point, mutual implication gives us a strong co-branding experience. The connotations of
Ballistic become incorporated into the narrative of Buell, and vice-versa. Buell motorcycles give the movie
Ballistic street credibility, coolness, authenticity, and connotative appeal to a target market of 15 - 30
year-old males. At the same time, Ballistic gives Buell motorcycles cultural cachet, coolness, authenticity,
and a similar consumer demographic.
In addition, presenting Liu/Sever as a strong female character offers consumers a visual demonstration of
Buell’s image of Buell as an ideal bike for women, and thus Ballistic offers Buell an appeal to both genders.
Female consumers can relate to Lucy Liu’s undeniable femininity, while male consumers can relate to her
masculine strength and appetite for destruction. Both genders can relate to her taste in motorcycles.

Cast a ‘Semiotic Eye’ over Marketing Communications
As qualitative research professionals, we have a vested interest in ensuring that our clients proceed with
the strongest possible marketing communication. An awareness of semiotic principles can support this
directive. Cast a ‘semiotic eye’ over your creative executions, packaging and product placement
proposals, and other marketing materials, to fully understand the underlying emotional and cultural
connotations therein. This will make you a better, more educated qualitative research consultant , with an
increased flexibility and an enhanced ability to assess meaning effectively.
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Setting the Standards
for Leadership in
Qualitative Research
We lead the profession with more
than 700 experienced, independent
qualitative research consultants in over
20 countries. All applicants for QRCA
must qualify for membership and are
required to sign and adhere to the QRCA
Code of Member Ethics.
We are committed to setting the
highest professional standards and
ethics to advance qualitative research
worldwide. Members are dedicated to
promoting and maintaining integrity in
their relationships with clients, field
suppliers and respondents.
We share resources, expertise and
knowledge in a cooperative spirit to
continually raise the standards of
excellence in the profession.
We are the Qualitative Research
Consultants Association, the pioneer
in setting the standards for qualitative
research since 1983. Today, through
education and leadership, we continue
to advance the discipline and address
changes that affect the profession
worldwide.

Learn more –
www.qrca.org
Check out our helpful resources:
• QRCA Code of Member
Ethics
• Guide to Professional
Qualitative Research
Practices
• Find A Consultant Directory
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The Doctor is In! Understanding
Physicians as Research Subjects
Wayne Smith describes new trends in the health care industry and
among doctors, in particular.
B Y W A Y N E T. S M I T H , P H . D .
LANGER QUALITATIVE, A DIVISION OF ROPERASW • New York, NY • wsmith@roperasw.com

As a population,
the face of
the physician
is changing.
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ealthcare is one of the most significant industries in the US today. Estimates
are that healthcare spending accounts for 16% of all domestic spending;
this proportion has been rising with no end in sight. The cornerstone of
all healthcare, of course, is the physician: that individual with the medicolegal responsibility for the clinical treatment of patients. In such a vital capacity,
physicians clearly play a critical role in this economic sector, both as consumers
and as decision-makers, for a host of health-related products and services.
Consider this: in a recent year, physicians wrote over three billion prescriptions
for drugs, accounting for 7.2% of all healthcare costs. Prescription drugs are the
fastest growing of all healthcare cost components. It is hardly surprising, then, that
pharmaceutical companies have a keen interest in understanding what influences a
given physician to prescribe or not to prescribe their Rx drugs. The stakes are
incredibly high for pharmaceutical companies. Developing a new drug and
successfully bringing it to market requires an enormous investment of time and
money across basic research and development,
a series of clinical trials, and the extensive
advertising and promotion that are
necessary to earn awareness and trial in a
tightly contested, competitive marketplace.
Then consider that healthcare
coverage, either in the form of indemnity
insurance plans or managed care
organizations, comprises the
major component of overall
healthcare spending. The
success or failure of such
companies can hinge on the
physicians’ experience with
them, resulting in demands
for ongoing tracking of
physicians’ perceptions of
the various plans and
programs that they deal with
as providers.
One notable byproduct of
today’s healthcare
environment is that the
relentless quest to monitor
physicians’ opinions and
behaviors as a means to
compete successfully in the
healthcare industry has
made this group of
professionals one of the
most researched populations
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in our industry; this trend is likely to continue in
the foreseeable future.

Today’s Physician
The population of physicians actually includes
graduates of two different kinds of medical
schools. Most researchers are familiar with the
MD (Doctor of Medicine); however, there is also a
sizable contingent of graduates from schools of
Osteopathic Medicine (DO). The essential
difference between these two groups is that the
osteopathic physician receives specialized training
in manipulative treatment.
Beyond the medical degree, physicians choose a
specialty in which they will concentrate. These can
range from the more generalist focus of the general
practitioner or family practitioner (GP-FP) to the
intensely focused specialties like cardiovascular
surgery. Obviously, additional training beyond
medical school results in sub-groups of the
physician population that have distinct cultures,
requirements and accessibility.
As a population, the face of the physician is
changing. While, for many American healthcare
consumers, the image of the physician continues to
be that of Marcus Welby, MD from the 70’s
television show, the reality is more like the diverse
collection of physicians portrayed on current
television programs like ER.
According to data from the American Medical
Association, the percentage of female physicians
increased from about 17% in 1990 to nearly 25%
in 2000. Today, almost half of medical students are
female. Nearly half of female physicians work in a
primary care capacity while about two-thirds of
male physicians are specialists.
Between 1990 and 2000, the proportion of
physicians who graduated from non-US medical
schools increased to almost one-quarter.
According to J. Stephan Lytle, MS, MPH and
Associate Professor of Health Services
Administration at the University of Central
Florida, there is an increasing ethnic diversity in
the young physician population. He hypothesizes
that this shift may have some, as yet unknown,
impact on the delivery of healthcare services.

Today’s Medical Practice
There is no question that the context of how
physicians deliver medical care has changed
drastically in just a couple of decades. It has
evolved from the model of solo practitioner
providing care on a “fee-for-service” basis to the
increasing prevalence of the group practice and the

growing dominance of the managed care model.
Perhaps the critical aspect of all this change is
that the individual physician today is subject to
influences and constraints that make the practice
of medicine highly complex. This situation
demands a greater level of sophistication from
researchers intent on understanding the dynamics
of the healthcare marketplace. For example,
buying groups, business managers and
formularies, i.e., the list of drugs that are covered
by the facility or plan, all now exert influences on
what drugs a physician prescribes. Clearly, it is not
enough simply to understand what a given
physician would prefer to prescribe in an “ideal”
clinical world.
Research with physicians can be both immensely
challenging and rewarding. As with any research
initiative, the place to start is with an understanding
of both the research objectives and the business

Perhaps the critical aspect of
all this change is that the
individual physician today is
subject to influences and
constraints that make the
practice of medicine highly
complex. This situation
demands a greater level of
sophistication from
researchers intent on
understanding the dynamics
of the healthcare marketplace.
decisions that will be made based on the study’s
learnings. This will not only direct the crafting of
the interview or group discussion, but it will also
help direct the researcher to the right physician
targets for the research; and, perhaps to other
important respondent types for exploring the
particular issue at hand.

Talk to the Right Physicians
Obviously, one of the first factors to consider is the
relevance of the physicians’ practice specialty to
the research. Some issues and some medications
pertain only to certain specialties. If, for example,
the research seeks to assess the level of clinical
interest in a not-yet approved anxiolytic (antianxiety) drug, certainly the psychiatric segment
would be important to include, as well as the GP-
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FP physicians because they will encounter many
patients who report anxiety-related feelings or
symptoms. Other specialists may also be
important to include, depending on the incidence
of anxiety-related issues to the diseases or
syndromes they treat, or the potential application
of an anxiety-reducing agent to their treatments.
Overall, understanding the FDA-approved
indications for drug usage and the potential “offlabel” or non-FDA approved usages are key in
selecting the correct targets from the broader
physician universe.
For some research purposes, physicians’
practice specialty alone may be the sole
requirement for inclusion in the research. For
others, we need to talk to those with specific roles
and/or functions. For example, in assessing the
clinical opportunity for a new drug, the research
may properly include any relevant physician. If
the research seeks to assess the actual prescription
opportunity which is a more central issue for
understanding the scale of the market opportunity,
it would be critical to include only those physicians
who are influencers or decision-makers for
formulary or purchasing purposes.

The Right Doctor in the Right Setting
Again, the research objectives help to determine
the appropriate context in which to explore issues
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among physicians. Sometimes in-person
interactions are not necessary; a scheduled
telephone conversation, for example, may be
more convenient for doctors, thereby increasing
cooperation and can offer an equally productive
approach. Telephone depth interviews, telephone
focus groups or interviews via online bulletin
boards can also broaden the geographic scope of
the project, if that is desirable.
Sometimes the traditional focus group setting
does not provide an optimal setting. Group
dynamics can be a problem. Perhaps even more so
than for other groups, there can be very strong
“demand characteristics” or “impression
management” that can sway the tone and content
of a group conducted with physicians. Demand
characteristics refer to the influence of the context

For some research purposes,
physicians’ practice specialty
alone may be the sole
requirement for inclusion in
the research.
in encouraging or discouraging certain behaviors,
Impression management refers to the deliberate
altering of appearance, actions or words to create
a particular impression.

In terms of demand characteristics, I observed this
effect quite clearly in focus groups conducted with
primary care (GP-FP) physicians a while back. The
research sought to explore the possible involvement
of primary care physicians in the development and
utilization of a large-scale national registry of
patients with a particular clinical diagnosis. We
observed that once any participant mentioned
reluctance to being
involved because they
would not be paid (or paid
adequately) for their work
and office staff
involvement, strong
negative reactions in the
group nearly prevented
any further learning.
However, after one
particularly independent
physician in San Francisco
asked the question,
“Whoever said doctors
had to be rich?,” we had
the insight that there might
be more interest in
involvement with this
registry than the group
dynamics would allow us
to realize. The next day,
we added an individual
interview approach and
heard a noticeably more
positive reaction to the
concept.
The impression
management problem is
sometimes seen when
generalist physicians (GPFP) are mixed in the
company of specialists.
Since the GP-FPs typically
regard specialists as more
up-to-date and
knowledgeable in their
area of focus, they may be
reluctant to offer a
different point of view or
approach to diagnosis or
treatment. This inhibition
may be due to a fear of
being contradicted or
criticized by the specialists.
In general, more specific
research requires a more
restrictive set of physician

recruitment criteria, i.e., not mixing specialties or
physicians of disparate medical status.

Bedside Manners
Finally, the qualitative researcher’s interaction with
the physician warrants some consideration. One of
the key points to remember is that any physician we
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have recruited is involved in our research because
of his or her professional qualifications and
experience. Each one is also probably overworked,
pressed for time, and frequently aware of how
valuable his or her input is to us. While most are
genuinely interested in being helpful, some are
there only for the free food and the incentive check,
and a few are there with their own agenda, such as
to complain about managed care.
It is also important to remember that these are
professionals with patient responsibilities, so you
will need to tolerate some paging by beeper and
phone interruptions (I draw the line at
conversations with real estate agents!). Other

Our job as researchers is to
convey the appropriate respect
and consideration in order to
establish a comfortable and
trusting rapport, while controlling
the interaction to ensure that our
information needs are met.
issues such as rescheduling telephone interviews,
or working with smaller than expected groups are
minor inconveniences; these can be anticipated
and easily worked around.
Our job as researchers is to convey the
appropriate respect and consideration in order to
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establish a comfortable and trusting rapport,
while controlling the interaction to ensure that
our information needs are met.
Almost without exception, I refer to each
participants as “Dr. Respondent.” While we
frequently use a more familiar form of address
with respondents in our effort to create a relaxed,
informal atmosphere, when we are working with
physicians, I think it sets the right tone to use their
professional form of address. They worked hard
for the title and that simple, verbal “sign”
communicates that we understand their position
in the healthcare community and also helps to
facilitate highly professional input.

Managing Group Process
That being said, the researcher will frequently
need to “rein in” a group of physicians. Not only
are these participants a group of smart, articulate
professionals, but also most of them are quite used
to being held in considerable esteem, if not awe.
In some markets, physicians in a given group
will know each other, so the researcher will need to
quickly read the relationship dynamics and factor
those into the group process management. Last,
but certainly not least, the researcher does not need
to be as expert as the physicians in the room on the
subject matter. Nevertheless, you should be up to
speed enough on the subject at hand to be able to
converse intelligently and to pronounce medical
and pharmaceutical terms correctly.
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Bottom Fishing in Latin America:
Exploiting Opportunities in Developing Markets
Based on a case study of the Brazilian mobile phone market, Timm Sweeney
advises casting a ‘deep wide net’ to capture new customers in developing markets.
B Y T I M M R . S W E E N E Y • SIL GROUP, USA • Delray Beach, FL • sil@silgroup.net

Background

T

he Latin American telecommunications market is evolving from a
monopolistic market into a free market environment. Brazil, as both the
largest Latin American country and one where there was low mobile
telephone penetration, is a very attractive market for providers.
To help a European client better understand the dynamics of this evolving
market for mobile phone services and to develop an entry strategy, we conducted
qualitative research to analyze perceptions, attitudes and behaviors relative to
existing and proposed new services and providers.

Although
higher-valued
customers
represent
higher per
capita revenues
and profits,
lower-valued
customers
represent larger
absolute
revenues and
profits by virtue
of their greater
numbers.
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We investigated two consumer segments in the
top-3 Brazilian states:
■ Current users in the upper/middle class who
were technologically ‘sophisticated’.
■ Potential users in the lower classes, split
between those who had a preference for a
provider and those who were still undecided.

The Benefits of ‘Bottom Fishing’
Successfully entering the Latin American mobile
phone service category is similar to ‘bottom
fishing’. As any fisherman will attest, the best
catch is of fish who live near the surface and have
the highest commercial value. Typically, fish that
live near the bottom are harder to catch and have
less commercial value. The only time fishermen
will go after ‘bottom fish’ is when the more valued
species have been taken. Thus, the term ‘bottom
fishing’ refers to efforts that are directed at
catching these less valuable fish.
Marketers are like fishermen in this regard.
Their goal is to ‘catch’ as many high-valued
customers – which in the mobile phone category is
higher socioeconomic consumers – as they can
with the least amount of effort and expense. They
tend to ignore potential customers who represent
less value, i.e., lower socioeconomic consumers.
Such consumers are the human economic
equivalent of ‘bottom fish.’ Thus marketers who
concentrate on developing business from lowvalued consumers are said to be ‘bottom fishing.’
The implication is that they are doing so because
the high-valued customers have all been ‘fished
out,’ i.e., taken by themselves and/or competitors.
This situation often exists for companies that
are entering a market that has been dominated by
established providers. Even though there is room
for category growth, the highest-valued
customers may already be taken. While there may
be an opportunity to ‘poach’ a competitor’s
‘catch,’ i.e., take away market share, if customers
are satisfied, and/or if there are barriers to
switching, this may not be an effective business
strategy. This is particularly so if the size of the
existing market is small.
Thus new entrants to the market may find that
the only ‘fish’ left are the ‘bottom fish.’ Their
business strategy must therefore be adjusted to
develop tactics to efficiently exploit the more
limited revenue and profit potential of such lowervalued customers.
However, as our client’s experience in Brazil
showed, such a ‘bottom-fishing’ strategy can be
turned to unique advantage. Although highervalued customers represent higher per capita
revenues and profits, lower-valued customers
represent larger absolute revenues and profits by
virtue of their greater numbers.

Cast A Deep, Wide Net
This economic value of the ‘lower-class’ consumer
particularly applies in Latin America, where the
percentage of population in the lower
socioeconomic classes is much greater than in
more developed economies. As the wireless
telecommunications market has developed in
Latin America, the relatively small percentage of
populations that can afford such service have, for
the most part, already obtained it from the
existing providers.
These providers enjoy an overall satisfied
customer base among upper/middle-class
consumers, in large measure because they
continue to offer more reliable and advanced
technology and services. Further, there are

Mobile phone service providers
have historically concentrated
their efforts on first gaining
penetration among the small
affluent population, and then
increasing revenues and profits
by offering new technology and
value-added services.
barriers to change, such as the need to obtain a
different telephone number if one switches service
providers. Thus, there is little room for growth
among this segment for new entrants.
Customers for a new service need to come
primarily from those who currently do not have
wireless service. These potential customers are
those in the lower socioeconomic classes. They
have been of little interest to telecommunications
service providers because the segment typically
lacks disposable income and has either no credit
history or poor credit ratings.

Wireless Service Packages
Mobile phone service providers have historically
concentrated their efforts on first gaining
penetration among the small affluent population,
and then increasing revenues and profits by
offering new technology and value-added services.
They have also structured the service offering in a
traditional manner by promoting a menu of
subscription service contracts at various fixed
monthly fees. These offers have usually include
free or discounted handsets and package rates that
favor heavy usage.
A more recent development has been to offer
‘pre-paid’ accounts rather than the traditional
credit accounts. Such schemes operate much like
the pre-paid phone card systems for wired
telephones. These pre-paid plans have been
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popular with those who wish to budget or limit
usage and/or those who want to try mobile
telephone service before making a commitment.
These packages were not intended for those with a
bad credit, or no credit.
One of the unintended consequences of pre-paid
plans is that they allow people to acquire a handset
for relatively little money, and then use it for
incoming-only service much like an enhanced ‘voice
pager’. That is, many pre-paid users acquire a
phone with a minimum amount of time pre-paid.
When time expires, the unit can still receive
incoming calls, so they effectively have the use of a
mobile phone for incoming calls at no charge.

Usage Differences by Social Class
The unique nature of mobile telephone makes it an
enhanced communications device compared to
wired service. Higher socio-economic users have a
more sophisticated understanding of mobile’s
applications, in contrast to the perspective of lower
socioeconomic users. For lower socioeconomic
consumers, mobile telephone is a basic service to be
used sparingly in emergencies. Due to poor wired
telephone distribution in Brazil – and in other
developing countries as well – the mobile phone is
the only way for most consumers to get telephone
service. Moreover, the new users from the lower
socioeconomic classes typically demand only basic
service, in contrast to the higher socioeconomic
classes who need a variety of services.

Mobile Phones as an ‘Aspirational Icon’
Mobile telephone initially was a service only the
rich could afford, and this created an image of
luxury. While it is no longer the case, the fact that
only a small minority of the population uses mobile
phones suggests that it is still a service most
Brazilians cannot afford. Thus, among those who
do not have one, a mobile telephone is seen as an
indication of higher socioeconomic status. It has
become an ‘aspirational icon’ for those who strive
for upward mobility. It also gives lower
socioeconomic consumers the appearance of wealth
and social position which, for many, is more
important than meeting material needs.
Consequently, marketing strategies should be
tailored to the different socioeconomic classes. While
higher socioeconomic classes find a sophisticated,
‘value-added’ features approach appealing, lower
socioeconomic classes need a different approach that
encompasses both a rational benefit – a ‘basic’
service that is better than wired – and an emotional
benefit – a symbol of upward mobility.

Who Is The Competition?
Goliath Vs. David
In Brazil, there are multiple service providers in
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each state who are the successor companies to the
former state monopoly and private competitors.
The successors to the former state monopoly are
seen as the traditional companies that pioneered
wireless in Brazil. They are the market leaders
preferred by the middle and upper class. While the

While higher socioeconomic
classes find a sophisticated,
‘value-added’ features approach
appealing, lower socioeconomic
classes need a different
approach that encompasses both
a rational benefit – a ‘basic’
service that is better than wired –
and an emotional benefit – a
symbol of upward mobility.
quality of their service is high, consumers also
perceive them as expensive and somewhat arrogant.
They have been vulnerable to more innovative and
‘fleet-footed’ competition.
The private competitors, seen as the ‘Challengers,’
are growing companies that are dynamic and
enterprising. They are seen as the “people’s choice”
because of their more affordable prices and creative
promotions. While innovative pioneers in new
services, they are not as solid as the market leaders,
and the quality of their service is not as high.
However, these providers all offer traditional
business models that emphasize subscription
service. They promote their brands on the basis of
offering innovative technology and new valueadded services. While they have begun offering
more basic services such as pre-paid, their growth
strategy is to concentrate on the quality of their
customers rather than on the quantity. This means
offering ever more value-added services in an effort
to increase revenue and profits. They can be
successful in this because they already have the bulk
of the affluent population. Since satisfaction and
barriers to change remain relatively high, the
opportunities for a new provider to fight for this
‘piece of the pie’ are limited.

Opportunities for New Service Providers
New service providers may think that their
opportunity lies in being the leader of new
technology, since consumers envision a future in
which a whole host of new services can be delivered
via wireless, e.g., video, electronic wallet, GPS, etc.
However, such new technology will be relatively
expensive and are already being offered or
envisioned by the current providers. Thus, there is
little incentive for customers to switch to a new
provider. Even if there were such incentive, a
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growth strategy based on taking market share in a
category with relatively little penetration makes
little sense.
Mobile telephone services is now seen as a basic
service in a free market, a ‘normal’ service for
which one shops. The key opportunity for new
service providers is to capture a share of an
expanding category among new users. The bulk of
these will be novices, lower socioeconomic
consumers who only want basic, affordable
service.

Strategy Recommendations
Our study concluded that the best approach for
new providers is to execute a high volume/low
margin ‘mass market’ strategy that offers mobile
telephone service to lower socioeconomic users
via innovative customer service and promotion. In
addition, by combining basic service and low price
with innovative programs and promotions, a new
provider can present itself as the ‘true’ alternative
that breaks the existing ‘duopoly.’
A new entrant should plan a strategy based on
meeting the needs of the vast
majority of consumers who so
far have been under-served by
the established providers. This
requires the following:
■ Focus on the working/
poor socioeconomic
segment - Brazil’s mass
market.
■ Offer low priced ‘basic’
service on a pre-paid
basis.
■ Offer discount plans
such as ‘friends and
family’ and a referral
bonus.
■ Sell through sales
offices that travel to the
neighborhoods.
■ Support the community
via sponsorship, local
event marketing,
neighborhood media, etc.
■ Position the product as
a way for poor people to
establish credit, for
example., after a certain
period of time, customers
can establish a credit
subscription account.
Even if the net return is only
half of what the other
providers obtain, with a user
base 3-4 times larger, the
absolute business potential is
substantial. By meeting the
needs and aspirations of those
who have been ignored
because they have been
deemed economically
unimportant, a new provider
can reap a bountiful harvest.
As the saying goes, ‘fish where
the fish are,’ even if they are
‘bottom fish.’
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Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs)
and Research — A New Alliance
Gina Thorne explores new uses for PDAs in marketing research.
B Y G I N A T H O R N E • efocus.com • Harrison, NY • gthorne@efocus.com

T

echnology has become an integral part of market research. Both
qualitative and quantitative have been forever changed by some of the
conveniences that technology affords researchers and their clients. In
quantitative research, large sample sizes, before the Internet, were
prohibitively costly. Now, thanks to online capabilities, large sample sizes are
commonplace as well as inexpensive. A paper study that used to take weeks
pre-Internet, now takes only a few days from execution to tabulation. In
qualitative, clients now have the option to view focus groups remotely,
conduct them in virtual focus group facilities, and use Instant Messaging to
quietly communicate with moderators, to name a few changes.
Technology also allows research to cover a broader geographical area in
less time, and poll more respondents more quickly. The results are delivered
quickly, often, from the comfort of one’s own computer. Consequently, we are
now accustomed to doing larger studies less expensively, and in less time.
There now a relatively new way to collect information using Personal Digital
Assistants.
At first glance, one might think that PDAs, with their small screens, styluses
and lack of keyboards, would not be at all suitable for collecting meaningful
qualitative information. Technology however, has in this instance, opened up
a virtual Pandora’s Box of research possibilities due largely to PDAs’ portability,
Internet connectivity, and “programmability.”

Merging the “Tried and True” with Trendy Technology

PDAs are
currently used
in market
research in a
wide variety of
ways, and with
different
demographic
segments.
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My first encounter with a PDA or Palm Pilot survey study was at PC Expo,
the annual trade show that showcases innovations in computers, software
and various techno-gadgets. A salesperson brandished a Palm Pilot before me,
asking if I would fill out a questionnaire to be entered into a drawing for a
newer version of the Palm. I agreed.
What surprised me was that he handed me the Palm, touched the stylus on
the screen, then told me to take a seat and answer the questions. I looked
incredulously at this tiny screen to see the first question of a rather lengthy
questionnaire. Responding to the questionnaire was interesting, fun, and
certainly motivating for this researcher to participate. I spoke briefly to the
vendor, and then continued on my way. (Unfortunately, I didn’t win the
Palm Pilot.)
A few weeks later, I began to receive mailings and e-mail solicitations from
vendors, offering to conduct surveys using this medium. I thought at the time
that the use of PDAs for market research would appeal to a small niche
market – people like myself who are interested in techno-gadgets.
I anticipated that unless one was a user of PDAs, that responding to
questionnaires would be more of a pain than a convenience. I envisioned

Baby-Boomers squinting through their bifocals to
see the small screen, and getting frustrated with
the stylus, the small print, and the entire medium.
I was wrong!
PDAs are currently used in market research in a
wide variety of ways, and with different
demographic segments. I spoke to two companies
that use PDAs very differently: the first company,
SurveyStudents.com, focuses on intercepts with
students, while the other, Global Bay Mobile
Technology, uses them for self-recording of events
as they happen.

SurveyStudents.com,
Palm Pilot Studies with Students
In my normal cruising of Internet sites on
technology, I discovered SurveyStudents.com, a
site and company specializing in intercept market
research on university campuses using Palm Pilots
(as opposed to other PDA devices). Further
investigation revealed that some of these studies
had been conducted on the campus of my alma
mater, American University in Washington DC. I
wanted to know more about how these studies
worked, so I contacted the company and the
President, Paul Tuennerman, graciously agreed to
talk to me in a Starbucks café in Bethesda,
Maryland.
Paul Tuennerman shared with me not only how
he got started with this type of research, but how
it works, how it is perceived and used by clients,
and why SurveyStudents confines its work to
young people.
Survey Students finds that Palm Pilots or PDAs
provide an interesting and motivating way to gain
the cooperation of students to participate in
research. “In the past, we found ourselves
confronting students, with a clipboard in one hand
and an incentive of some sort in the other, not a
real good way to get opinions,” Tuennerman says.
Using PDAs, he adds, “acts as a student magnet
…we experience tremendous participation.”
The speed with which a campus study can be
executed and completed, makes such studies fit in
very well with today’s clients’ “need-it-byyesterday” timetables.
According Tuennerman, it is possible to
interview up to 1,500 students in a single day,
using only 5-6 interviewers and Palm Pilots. This
compares favorably to the normal 5-6 hours that
it might take to interview 300 students using
paper methods. What’s more, with a laptop in
tow, tabulations can be done on site with graphic
charts of results delivered electronically,
sometimes, depending on study objective, by the
end of the day, or the next morning! Other
advantages of PDA studies are that they are easy
to program, can accommodate large sample sizes

and they are fun for students to use an important
element for this demographic.

PDA Research, Another Perspective
Global Bay Mobile Technologies, a New Jerseybased company uses a different approach for
capturing information on PDAs. Global Bay takes
a software-based approach to PDA studies,
enabling users to hot-sync their data onto the
company’s server for tabulation. While this
approach is more “hands-on” for clients and
respondents than Survey Students’ approach this
method allows respondents to enter data over a
specific period of time, and then synchronize the
input.
I spoke with Sandeep Bhanote , CEO of Global
Bay, concerning the various uses of PDAs in
market research. He finds that PDAs are
particularly useful for research in the health care
area. Physicians can carry the Palm with them,
and respond to a series of questionnaires on their
rounds. Once they synchronize the data to Global
Bay’s website, another questionnaire can then be
downloaded. Others use Palms for clinical trials,
or for having patients record reactions to
medications, or to record the foods they eat while
on medication.
Other companies are using PDAs as
replacements for paper diaries. The portability of
PDAs enables respondents to carry the device with
them and record, for example, their product usage
occasions, where they buy their products, brands
and sizes purchased – all in the moment, instead
of waiting to return home to fill out a paper diary.
Another intriguing use of PDAs is to garner
reactions to various advertising messages before
rough ads are developed. Global Bay attributes
the versatility and success of his studies to
proprietary software, which can accommodate
open-ended questions, skip-patterns etc., and can
easily tabulate data within minutes.

Palm Pilots and Qualitative,
Strange Bedfellows?
How might Palm Pilot studies benefit qualitative
researchers? Often, after conducting focus groups
or depth interviews, clients express interest in a
quick, follow-up survey. A PDA study might offer
an uncomplicated way to obtain quantitative
information. For example, a moderator could use
PDAs to survey respondents in each focus group
session across several cities. The moderator could
then sync the information as the groups progress.
Data could be available to the client from a
private URL.
PDAs can also be sent to respondents in a
product-placement study, along with the product
to record ratings and other data. When

Q U A L I T A T I V E R E S E A R C H C O N S U L T A N T S A S S O C I AT I O N

39

Personal Digital Assistants and Research C O N T I N U E D
respondents come to the focus group, they can
bring the PDA. Their data can then be tabulated
prior to the groups with findings discussed during
the groups. Clients would then have an
opportunity to add “real numbers” to the
qualitative insights obtained in the groups.
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Should Moderators Try PDA Studies?
PDAs offer a convenient way to obtain
quantitative information that can be tabulated
quickly and easily as compared to paper, or even
Internet studies. Tabulation software relieves
qualitative consultants of the need to tabulate and
handle other technical tasks normally associated
with quantitative studies. Those who already use
PDAs will find the download
and “hot-synchronization”
process familiar and easy. As a
matter of professional
responsibility, however,
moderators who are
inexperienced in dealing with
survey data should familiarize
themselves with the basics of
statistics, including sampling
issues, reliability, validity and
confidence levels of findings.
PDAs also appear to be
attractive to younger
respondents, who are often
disinterested in participating in
surveys. They can be used in
the middle of a focus group
among teens, for example, to
generate enthusiasm and offer
a diversion from talking.
Finally, PDAs can
bridge a gap between the
information garnered from
qualitative and quantitative
research, allowing a merging
of information that is optimal
for clients as well as easy to
execute for moderators. The
use of PDAs in research, it
seems, is only limited by the
imagination of the researcher.
If you are interested in a
demonstration of PDA studies
at a chapter meeting contact
me at: gthorne@efocus.com
To contact the companies
mentioned in this article, go to
www.surveystudents.com, and
contact Paul Tuernnerman or
Sandy Bhanote at
www.globalbay.com.
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Getting Transcripts Into Excel

Excel-lent!: Using Microsoft Excel to Automate
Analysis & Report Writing for Online Research
Pierre Belisle explains how to use Excel utilities to help simplify the analysis
of online qualitative data, reduce analysis time and improve report quality.
BY PIERRE BELISLE
BELISLE MARKETING LIMITED • Cantley, Canada • info@pbelisle.com

By successively
going through
responses
question-byquestion, rather
than session-bysession, it is
possible to
generate
immediate
observations
and insights at
the time of
reading. I have
found this to be
a tremendous
time saver.
GroupNum ConvID
1
38
1
39
1
40
1
41
1
42
1
43
1
44
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magine generating reports in about half the time and with half the effort! Using
Excel to process transcripts may significantly improve your analysis and reportwriting performance, as it did mine. Moving from seemingly endless and
tortured report-writing sessions to a relatively pain-free process has been a
welcome improvement for me.
The breakthrough for me occurred as I contemplated the daunting prospect of
analyzing nearly 300 pages of transcripts from six bulletin board groups. The
collective thoughts of the participants consisted of no fewer than 65,000 words.

Evolution
Microsoft Excel provides many text manipulation features that can be used to
simplify and speed up qualitative analysis and report writing. These utilities are
particularly useful for online studies. Such tools as records sorting, autocompletion of entries and viewing the citations in a form rather than datasheet
view are very helpful. Various text and database functions such as adding the
contents of one column to those of another (concatenation), or removing all
leading and trailing spaces, and the standard find function. These features are
described below with examples based on online research.
A transcript is already a structured database table. It can be imagined as a series
of records — each citation is a row in the table — each one defined by a number of
fields. Some useful fields to include, for example, are a unique conversation
identifier, time of the response, question number, the source of the message — a
waiting room, viewing room, focus group room, etc., and the handle or online
name of the sender, and the message/statement itself. The sample page that is
shown here as well as the database has been modified to protect the confidentiality
of the participants and observers. The table below illustrates how a transcript
might be arranged as a database:

Time
37312.07
37312.07
37312.07
37312.08
37312.08
37312.08
37312.08

QID
login
1
1
1
login
1
1

Target
WR
WR
WR
WR
VR
WR
WR

Handle
MaryK
Pierre-mod
Pierre-mod
Pierre-mod
DanC
MaryK
Pierre-mod

1
1

45
46

37312.08
37312.08

1
1

WR
WR

MaryK
Pierre-mod

1

47

37312.08

1

WR

MaryK
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The sample transcript used in this article was
originally provided by the online facility as a CSV
file (the fields are separated by commas), readable
directly by Excel. Excel also supports many other
file formats, including database files from Access
and Quattro Pro. Data in the form of Word table
can simply be copied and pasted into an Excel
worksheet. Please note that Excel is not very
useful if transcripts are not structured, that is, in
the form of tabular data with rows (the citations)
and columns (fields).

Excel's Tools for Automating Analysis
After the database is created by entering the
transcript, the following Excel functions can be
used to automate analysis.

Sorting
It might be useful to sort the transcript by topic,
or by degree of importance if the analyst adds
these fields.

Auto-completion
Excel monitors your typing and suggests a value

you may have entered before. If you have
previously typed in “positives,” as you are typing
“P-o-s” Excel will offer “positives” as a
suggestion, which you can accept by hitting the
Return key. This feature can be useful to enter
consistent coding.

Form view
Analysts may sometimes wish to eliminate context
and view each citation on its own. Excel provides
an easy way to view each citation separately.

Text functions
Excel provides numerous text functions, from
automatically trimming any leading and trailing
spaces in a citation to adding the contents of one
column to those of another.

Autofilter
Autofilter is an extremely useful function for
aiding analysis.
Autofilter (data/filter/Autofilter) is a built-in
feature of Excel that produces a drop-down list of
all the unduplicated values in a field (column). By
selecting one of the choices offered in the drop-

ResponseMemo
Entered WR at 12:43.
hi MaryK
that should be 'virtual' not 'vittual' ;-)
hi MaryK, can you read this?
Entered VR at 12:48.
Yes
great! Welcome ... happy with the hockey
score yesterday?
You betcha, Canada rules
hehe... you're the first one here, waiting for
4 more... what's your weather like?
Cool, but sunny

Q U A L I TA T I V E R E S E A R C H C O N S U L T A N T S A S S O C I AT I O N
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session, it is possible to generate immediate
observations and insights at the time of reading.
I have found this to be a tremendous time saver.

eliminate from view citations that may be
unimportant or uninteresting, thereby speeding up
the reading process. For instance, I might decide
to exclude my own comments by selecting
“custom” within the Handle field and making the
“does not begin with” condition be “Pierre” (see
the screen shot to the left; notice how rows 3, 4,
and 5 – which contain my comments –are hidden
from view).

Exporting to a First Draft Report

Revolution: Analyzing Across Groups

down box, all other values are hidden. Autofilter
lets the analyst include or exclude certain records
from analysis. For instance, it is possible to view
the comments of observers only, by choosing
“VR” from the Target list.
More importantly, it allows the analyst to
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By using Autofilter to view the responses question
by question, across groups, it is possible - in a way
that is not with traditional transcripts - to view
responses across sessions very easily. In other
words, rather than read through an entire session,
annotating the transcript, selecting and excerpting
noteworthy quotes and repeating this for all the
sessions before writing observations and their
implications, it is possible to read the answers to
one question, across all groups and to make the
observations and implications directly in the

database. Note that on the screen image above
only responses to question 14 are visible and that
the analyst has entered an observation and
implication on line 47.
By successively going through responses,
question-by-question rather than session by

Since a report is but a re-ordering of the citations
and observations by topic or code, it is quite easy
to select all non-blank observations, copy them to
a new sheet, and order them by topic, i.e.,
question number, then by citation in reverse order
(this will put the observations first, with the
citations without observations next). The three
columns (citation, observation, and implication)
are then copied and pasted into a Word document
to begin the report-writing process.
If you have structured transcripts, do give Excel
a try. You are likely to find, as I did, significant
reductions in the time and effort required, while
improving the quality of the results.
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Serial Killer as Marketer C O N T I N U E D

Qualitative Text Analysis

Serial Killer as Marketer
Hy Mariampolski examines Michael D. Kelleher and David Van Nuys’ book,
“This is the Zodiac Speaking”: Into the Mind of a Serial Killer.
BY HY MARIAMPOLSKI
QUALIDATA RESEARCH INC • San Francisco, CA • hy@qualidataresearch.com

M

ass murderers are a subject of horror and fascination. Who
are they, and what sets them off on murderous crusades?
How can society control and prevent the tragedy and
heartbreak they spread? What can we do to limit the
damage once habitual killers begin to actualize their vicious passion?
The answers have started to arrive from the art and science of criminal
profiling. By unwrapping the deviant mind, this approach has started
to provide guidance to law enforcement as it faces the fright of
multiple killings.
The rampage in the Washington DC area in the Fall of 2002 by
John Allen Muhammad, Gulf War veteran, Black Muslim convert,
and recidivist con-artist and his young sidekick John Lee Malvo
unfortunately brought the limitations of this discipline into stark
relief. As the corpses began piling up, dueling profilers filled the
newspapers and airwaves with contending theories, out-ranting each other with
guesses about the age, gender, background, and motivations of the perpetrators.
Profiling did not necessarily help the hunt for these criminals. No one suspected
that the killers were a malevolent Batman and Robin duo wishing to terrorize a
metropolitan community into panicked anomie. Searching for an alienated white
man in a white van—the consensus among profilers—led to tunnel vision among
the police who had unknowingly encountered the actual suspects no fewer than
three times at highway roadblocks.

This is the Zodiac Speaking: Into the Mind of a Serial Killer

Kelleher’s
mastery of
factual details
from the case
records is
matched by
Van Nuys’
creative insights
into the serial
killer as
betrayed by
his words, signs,
and symbols.
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Into this context comes a re-analysis of the 30-year-old ‘Zodiac Killer’ serial
murder case by criminologist-journalist Michael D. Kelleher and psychologistqualitative researcher David Van Nuys (who is also a member of QRCA’s San
Francisco Chapter). Their book, “This is the Zodiac Speaking”: Into the Mind of a
Serial Killer (Praeger, 2002), is a Sherlock Holmes-like murder mystery merged
with a powerful analytic model that elevates criminal profiling to a new level.
The Zodiac Killer is one of criminology’s great unsolved cases. Stalking the San
Francisco Bay Area in 1968-69, he is officially credited with five murders and
several near misses although he unashamedly claimed responsibility for many
more. It is a story made for marketers. With a unique ‘brand’, his own logo, and a
media strategy consisting of regular letters to reporters at the San Francisco
Chronicle, the Zodiac’s cruelty is matched by his savvy positioning. Sometimes
bragging, often taunting, occasionally pleading for merciful help, the Zodiac’s
communications are designed to instill fear and despair in the reader. They magnify
the horror of devilish lover’s lane attacks, and reach for widespread public paranoia.
“The killer was sure he could decisively establish his superiority for all to see,” the
authors claim. “In many ways, he proved himself to be correct in this belief.”
This disturbing source material helps the book make inferences that illuminate
the killer’s possible identity, his state of mind, and his motivations. Kelleher’s
mastery of factual details from the case records is matched by Van Nuys’ creative
insights into the serial killer as betrayed by his words, signs, and symbols.
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Qualitative researchers – from the early work of W. I.
Thomas and Florian Znaniecki to more recent
practitioners of semiotics – have become skilled at
gaining insights from personal documents. Today, this
is the frontier where qualitative analysis blends into
realms normally occupied by anthropology,
mythology and literary criticism. Just about any
human intellectual product or communication can be
analyzed as a text. Such analysis is a discourse that
embodies points of view articulated with respect to a
listener, a historical context, and conventions about
language and truth.
Any time qualitative researchers are faced with the
transcript of a focus group, the body language
communicated in a personal interview, a product
usage diary, or an advertising execution we face a text
capable of being analyzed for deeper meaning. Too
often moderators stop the analysis early by taking
respondents’ utterances at face value. Van Nuys,
however, offers a model for deriving successive shades
of meaning and insight. As such, the work serves as an
exemplar for qualitative research practice. No detail is
left unanalyzed. The precise words used by the killer,
his grammatical and syntactical errors, and his
symbolic universe, including a clumsy code of his own
device, are all explored for deeper significance.

AND THEI HAVE KILLED WILL BECOME MY
SLAVES”
This enigmatic claim indicates that the writer is
possibly a fan of Celtic mythology, Haitian Voodoo,
Flash Gordon movies, or comic books. His
cosmological perspective proves a disdain for
humanity and a lust for power and selfaggrandizement.
The opening of a later letter also indicates his
pomposity and aggression. It points to his desire to
keep the police and larger community in a state of
continuous threat.
“THIS IS THE ZODIAC SPEAKING
UP TO THE END OF OCT I HAVE
KILLED 7 PEOPLE. I HAVE GROWN
RATHER ANGRY WITH THE POLICE
FOR THEIR TELLING LIES ABOUT ME.
SO I SHALL CHANGE THE WAY THE
COLLECTING OF SLAVES. I SHALL
NO LONGER ANNOUNCE TO ANYONE.
WHEN I COMITT MY MURDERS,
THEY SHALL LOOK LIKE ROUTINE
ROBBERIES, KILLINGS OF ANGER, &
A FEW FAKE ACCIDENTS, ETC.”

The Zodiac Speaks
The transcript is haunting but
filled with potential clues:
“I LIKE KILLING PEOPLE
BECAUSE IT IS SO MUCH
FUN IT IS MORE FUN THAN
KILLING WILD GAME IN
THE FORREST BECAUSE
MAN IS THE MOST
DANGEROUE ANAMAL OF
ALL TO KILL SOMETHING
GIVE ME THE MOST
THRILLING EXPERIENCE
IT IS EVEN BETTER THAN
GETTING YOUR ROCKS
OFF WITH A GIRL”
This remorseless boast
suggests to the authors that the
killer is young, possibly
between 25 and 35, undereducated but organized and
technically inclined.
“THE BEST PART OF IT IS
THAT WHEN I DIE I WILL
BE REBORN IN PARADICE
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Serial Killer as Marketer
CONTINUED
The communications go on through
March of 1971, and they start to
betray a greater need for the Zodiac
to shine in the San Francisco celebrity
culture than to proceed with more
killings. The letters become “more
diffuse, rambling and nonsensical.”
The authors are unsure whether this
signals a thorough psychological
degeneration or the beginnings of
remorse.
The Zodiac takes a 3 year break
from letter writing, but starts up
again in 1974 when competition from
other ‘brands’ begins. The Santa Rosa
Hitchhiker murders, the ‘Zebra’
murders committed by a rampaging
cell of Black Muslims, and even the
notorious Symbionese Liberation
Army campaign, which includes the
kidnapping of Patty Hearst, all
suddenly eclipse his brand
dominance. The letters of this period
maintain some of the past grandiosity,
but they are paler and less haunting.
“Clearly,” Kelleher asserts, “the
fugitive had undergone a dramatic life
transformation that was either
planned and pointless, or unplanned
and telling.” A final 1978 letter
widely questioned as a hoax ends the
career of the Zodiac Killer.
Did the killer get cured, go through
moral redemption, or revert to
another one of his multiple
personalities? A strong case can be
made for any of these theories.
However, the essential fact is that the
cunning Zodiac, while leaving many
clues to his emotions and psyche, left
insufficient evidence to his identity.
Like the Zodiac, John Allen
Muhammad also started
communicating with the police and
press in grandiose terms, including
the claim that “I am God,” but his
words quickly betrayed him. Just like
the Unabomber, the failed academic
renegade whose crackpot social
theories alerted his brother and
terminated the case, Muhammad
provided clues to his other murders,
and this quickly put the police on his
trail. The Zodiac Killer, however, may
still be among us. He may be that
fellow sitting next to us commuting
on the BART train between Berkeley
and San Francisco.
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Nonstop Networking C O N T I N U E D

Nonstop Networking: Expand Your
Network and Keep it Thriving
Gail Fudemberg reviews Andrea Nierenberg’s book on strategies for building
business through networking.
B Y G A I L F U D E M B E R G • GRF MARKETING • Chicago, IL • grfmarketing@ameritech.net

I

have something to confess. I’m a morning person, ensconced
in a profession that normally works well into the evening.
LUNA‚ Bars were invented for people like me. Interestingly,
the recently published book, Nonstop Networking by Andrea
Nierenberg (Capital Books, Inc., 2002), is as effective as LUNA®
bars in keeping me up. I found myself reading this book well into
the night and grabbing a pad by my bed to take notes!
The next morning I couldn’t wait to start implementing some
of the ideas from this book; writing an infomercial, e-mailing out
of touch colleagues and friends, and starting a book club.

Here are 10 tips, excerpted from
Andrea Nierenberg’s Nonstop
Networking, that can be useful
for building business by
generating and maintaining
strong relationships with clients
and other business contacts.

Develop a 30 second infomercial about
yourself. Practice it until it becomes
natural and spontaneous.

1
2

Re-connect with four people a week. This
week call a client or prospect you have not
been in touch with for awhile, a former
business colleague, a former friend and a current
friend you haven't spoken with for awhile.

Have a list of “get to know you” questions.
These go deeper than opening line
questions; they help you to know the
interests of the person you have just met.

3
4

Set a goal for every event or meeting you
attend. A good goal is to meet two people,
make a connection and send a follow-up
note, call or e-mail.

Thank your contact for a referral and then
let them know what happened.

5
6

Send three handwritten notes a day. Send
these to people in your network to say
thank you, offer congratulations, send an
article of interest, extend an invitation, or just to
keep in touch. Use “found time” during theday to
write these notes. Keep them short and simple.
Carry notes and stamps with you.

Develop and maintain a database of your
contacts. It need not be high tech; it can be
on 3x5 index cards. Your system should
work for you; you should not have to work for
your system.

7

Collect information about each contact
besides the basic contact information. This
includes interests, family, awards,
promotions, special datees, how you met.

8

Review your list on a regular basis and
“clean out” those contacts who for
whatever reason are no longer in your life.

9
10

Look for unique and creative ways to
have “face time” with others. Try
having afternoon tea, taking a walk or
run, getting a manicure, meeting at the sky club
between flights or meeting at an art gallery!

Networking as an Ongoing Process
Nierenberg, often referred to as “The Queen of Networking,” has
taken the topic of networking to whole new level. The book’s
premise is that networking is an ongoing process –not something
you do to get a few new clients or a new job. One of her mantras
is, “The opposite of networking is not working!”
The book is set up in an easy to read format, with side bars on some pages
containing nuggets in the form of a test or a quick tip tied to the
information in the center of the page. Her tone is conversational, peppered
with good humor and chock full of unusual networking situations that have
changed her life and career as a successful worldwide sales trainer and
business consultant.

12 Techniques for Successful Networking

The book’s
premise is that
networking is
an ongoing
process –not
something you
do to get a few
new clients or a
new job.

Nonstop Networking book begins with twelve techniques for successful
networking. One technique that I immediately found useful is called “creating
an infomercial” for yourself or your business. Nierenberg suggests developing a
“S.T.R.A.T.E.G.Y.” for infomercial development which forced me to think
differently. I ended up writing a short statement about my business that is much
more compelling and convincing than anything I had used previously. She
proceeds to tell the reader about the people needed in a network, the characteristics
of great net workers, and even devotes a chapter to introverts called “When
Networking Doesn’t Come Easy.” The book provides a detailed plan to help
expand one’s network, and keep it thriving. Tips on networking etiquette
reinforce the building of relationships – which, as a crucial part of networking,
requires the normal courtesies of any relationship.
I found the section on organizing and tracking a personal network beneficial
for people like us who travel heavily. Nierenberg has a system that she
developed and claims works for her. The use of the Microsoft Outlook Program
as a database makes it easy to enter new contacts while on the road. One aspect
of her tracking plan is entering not only the obvious information on a new
CONTINUED ON PAGE 48
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Nonstop Networking C O N T I N U E D

?

Want to see your ad in the next
issue of

Call 615–790–3718. Space is Limited.

person, but tidbits on how they
like to be contacted (e-mail or
voice mail), important
occasions, hobbies, and even
the names of the contact’s
children.

This book will be
useful to qualitative
research consultants
as well as anyone
starting a new
business, seeking a
promotion, a career
change or even a life
partner.
Three Guiding Principles
The book winds down with a
chapter on “Tying it all
Together” and supplies real life
success stories – highlighting
commitments, plans and the
end result. The three principles
that guide all recommended
networking activities are:
1. Being a resource to others
2. Showing appreciation
3. Follow up.
Even the book’s Appendix is
fascinating and useful. The
Appendix includes a list of
Nierenberg’s top 52 networking
tips, examples of situational
notes for follow-up, and a
resource list for premiums, gifts
and cards to send to contacts.
This book will be useful to
qualitative research consultants
as well as anyone starting a new
business, seeking a promotion,
a career change or even a life
partner. Nonstop Networking
would be a much appreciated
gift for friends and colleagues.
Be sure to buy a copy for
yourself, read it and keep it on
your desk. You will find it to be
an invaluable resource and a
great way to put new wind in
your sails!
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■

TRAVEL & LIFESTYLES

■

Experience Portuguese History and
Hospitality at the ‘Pousadas’ of Portugal
Jack Kravitz describes Portugal’s historical inns – a definite incentive to
extend your stay when you go to Lisbon for the QRCA/AQR Qualitative Conference.
B Y J A C K K R AV I T Z • WINDY CITY PESQUISASDO MERCADO • SaoPaulo, Brazil •windy@amcham.com.br

T
The Pousada dos Loios, in Évora in the
Alentejo Region, was originally a
15th Century Convent.Évora is a
UNESCO World Heritage site.

he QRCA / AQR Conference to be held in Lisbon
on April 30 – May 2, 2003 will offer participants
the opportunity to get to know one of the
world’s most charming cities. The social
program planned for the Conference will offer
attendees the opportunity to get to know the
narrow, winding streets of this bustling city, as well
as to savor the finest Portuguese cuisine and drink.
Yet, Portugal is much more than Lisbon. A small,
rather compact country by most standards, each
and every one of its different regions has its own,
unique offerings, be these cultural, historical,
musical or culinary. A very good way to get to
know this country is through the Pousadas de
Portugal.
Founded in the early 1940s, these pousadas
(country inns) were meant to offer visitors lodging
so they could appreciate the country’s regional
hospitality and cuisine. Over the years, this network
has grown to over 40 pousadas spread throughout
the country, including many historical sites.

Restaurant at one of two
pousadas in Guimarães in the
northern Minho region

Fine Dining
The restaurants at each of the
Pousadas de Portugal are
renowned for the finest cuisine.
They combine the very best of
regional gastronomy with the very
best Portuguese wines.

Experience
Genuine Traditions
Since the pousadas are an integral
part of the communities in which
they are located, they celebrate
the traditions and religious feasts
of each region. Staying at a
Pousada de Portugal will help you
to better understand and
experience the importance and
richness of these events.

Pousadas Network
Sleep in a Castle
View of the Hotel Pousada do Castelo
in Óbidos, Beiras, built in the
12th Century.

The Dom Afonso II pousada in
Alcacer do Sal is built on a historic
site.Covering 5,000 years of history,
it is located only 17 km. from Lisbon.
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Many of these inns have been installed in castles,
monasteries, and convents, helping to preserve the
country’s historical, architectural and
environmental heritage while providing their guests
with a unique lodging experience. Imagine
spending the night in a 12th Century castle, a 14th
Century monastery, or in a typical 18th Century
Portuguese manor home. Staying at one of these
efficiently run pousadas, you will experience true
Portuguese warmth and hospitality. Take yourself
back in time while still enjoying all the modern
conveniences a very comfortable hotel has to offer.
Service at pousadas is highly personalized, and
the well-trained staff will make you feel right at
home. The friendly tradition of the Portuguese
people is one of the country’s most marked
characteristics.

The pousadas network stretches
from the rugged Atlantic coast to
the rolling hills and valleys of the
interior, and; from the cold and
sometimes snow-covered
mountains in the north to the
warm sands and bright sunshine
of the southern coast.
Since these Pousadas are
extremely popular, we suggest you
make your reservations well in
advance. Prices vary depending on
the location and the time of year
but are reasonable. Visit
www.pousadas.pt or
www.pousadasdeportugal.com
for more information about the
historical Pousadas of Portugal.
As we say in Portuguese, aproveite
(enjoy)!
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BUSINESS MATTERS ■

Write Reports Faster…Use a Note-Taker C O N T I N U E D
■

Write Reports Faster…Use a Note-Taker
Christine Shields Kann reviews the benefits of using a note-taker and offers
tips for getting the most from this service.
BY CHRISTINE SHIELDS KANN
CSK MARKETING, INC. • Racine, WI • cskmktg@aol.com

e all search for ways to do our work more efficiently so that we can take
on more projects and deliver work to our clients quickly. While facing a
near impossible deadline a few years ago, I tested the idea of hiring a
note-taker for the focus group project I was working on and found that
it allowed me to more easily meet my report deadline. I have been using note-takers
to speed the report-writing process ever since. While the cost of a note-taker adds
slightly to the cost of an individual or group interview, I have found that the
increased productivity easily outweighs this cost. Following are some issues to
think about if you’d like to consider using note-takers:

W

Advantages of Using a Note-taker
■ Having a note-taker available allows you to focus on the interview while it is
going on, rather than worrying about taking notes yourself.
■

If you use a note-taker for live transcriptions of interviews, you will be ready to
begin writing the report immediately after completion of the interviews rather than
having to sit and wait for tapes to be sent out for transcriptions. Notes taken in the
field also reduce the time needed to review audio or videotapes. I have even printed
out notes at the facility before leaving so that I could begin writing the report on
the plane ride home.

■ The most value can be gained from interviews where there is a lot of active
discussion. Capturing the back and forth of conversations and probing in note
form will be a great asset when you are analyzing findings and writing your report.

How to Get the Most Out of a Note-taker

While the cost of
a note-taker
adds slightly to
the cost of an
individual or
group interview,
I have found that
the increased
productivity
easily outweighs
this cost.

■ The key challenge in using a note-taker is finding a good one. Experienced notetakers can be difficult to find. Facilities can sometimes make a recommendation
for a good note-taker, or contact a local college or temp agency. Fellow research
colleagues can also refer you to qualified note takers.

A good note-taker will be able to type fast
enough – about 50+ words per minute – to
capture the conversation in notes. If you wish
your note-taker to capture notes on your laptop,
be sure that he or she is familiar with your
computer’s software.
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The next time you are facing another tight
deadline, try using a note-taker to see if the service
will help you write reports more quickly and
efficiently.

■ It is important to give clear direction to a notetaker, especially the first time that you are
working together. Review the discussion guide
ahead of time and explain the
areas of the guide where you
want to capture the most
detail. Be specific about how
much detail you want
captured overall. If you have a
sample of a prior transcript
layout that you like, offer it as
an example. Are verbatims
important to you? Do you
need the first initials of the
speakers next to the verbatims?
Discussing these details will
help to ensure you will receive
a quality final product.
Sometimes it is even helpful to
provide the note-taker with a
template, with the major
headings of the research
discussion entered in advance
and the document formatted
according to your preferences.
■ You may find that it is most
convenient to have the notetaker work on your laptop so
that the files can be
immediately saved on your
machine. However, some
note-takers prefer using their
own computers. Either way,
make sure that the note-taker
saves all notes on a backup
disk as a safety precaution.
■ Prepare a confidentiality
agreement that the note-taker
can sign prior to the fieldwork.
Discuss confidentiality issues
to assure that the private
nature of the research is fully
understood.
■

Let your client know that
you will have a note-taker in
the backroom during the
research, and introduce clients
to the note-taker before the
start of the session.
■
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note-taker in the food count when preparing for
the day of the research.

Remember to include your
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■

EDITORIAL GUIDELINES ■

Editorial FAQs and Guidelines for
Submitting Articles to QRCA Views
ditorial content for Views is managed by an
editorial team that includes the Editor-inChief, Managing Editor, Copy Editor,
Contributing Editor and Features Editors for
each of Views’ regular columns such as Qualitative
ToolBox or Tech Talk.
We consider each manuscript on a case-by-case basis,
seeking to ensure that the article conforms to Views
mission and goals as well as to the topic mix needed for
each issue. In some cases, we may save manuscripts for
use in future issues.
We reserve the right to edit any manuscript and to
change the title, if necessary.
Articles should be objectively written and supported
by case study examples. Self-serving articles or articles
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
Views editors to read through all submissions. We will
let you know as quickly as possible whether or not your
article has been accepted for publication in Views.

E

Submitting a Manuscript
Please send articles via e-mail as an attached Word file
to the attention of Timm Sweeney at: sil@silgroup.net
■ 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 your manuscript with a left
header that identifies the article title/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, phone
number and e-mail address.
■ The preferred article length is 1000 – 2000
words.
■ Please use only simple formats in your Word
documents. Avoid the use of unusual indentations,
tabulations, “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.

FAQs about Article Submissions
Will I see my article before it is published in QRCA Views?
No, our tight publication schedule doesn’t allow for
author review of edited manuscripts.
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Will I be paid for the
time and effort I put
into writing the article?
No, as is the case with
most professional
association
publications, articles
are contributed
without pay.
However, since
Views will be
distributed broadly
in the research
community, you
will gain a good
deal of visibility as
a result of being
published in the
magazine.
Can I submit an outline for consideration before I
submit the completed article?
No, please submit only completed manuscripts.
My article was published in another journal or
magazine. Can I send it to Views?
No. We do not have the resources to deal with the
complicated copyright issues raised by articles that
were published elsewhere. An article is considered
“previously published” if it was published before in
another print or on-line trade journal, magazine or
newspaper. However, if you have substantially rewritten it before submitting the article to Views, we will
consider it. Please inform us, should this be the case
with a manuscript that you are submitting to Views.

Writing Style Guidelines
Write in the present tense and use the active voice as
much as possible. Avoid the use of conjunctions, 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.
■

We look forward to working with you!

■

INDUSTRY CALENDAR ■

JANUARY
The 2nd International PDMA/MRT Congress
on Co-Developing Products with Partners,
Suppliers & Customers
January 27, 2003-January 29
Scottsdale, AZ; Sponsored by The Product
Development & Management Association.
www.pdma.org
Technovate-Tech and Info. Conference
January 26 -28, 2003; Cannes, France;
Sponsored by ESOMAR.
www.esomar.nl/workshops/index.html
Marketing to U.S. Hispanics
& Latin America
January 30-31, 2003, Radisson Deauville
Resort; Miami Beach, Florida;
Sponsored by The Strategic Research Institute
www.srinstitute.com/cm393

FEBRUARY
Targeting To Win-Challenge For
Global Healthcare Industries
February 23 -25, 2003, New York, NY.Sponsored
by ESOMAR. www.esomar.nl/workshops/index.html
The 2003 Extending Your Brand to
Employees Conference
February 27-28, 2003, Hotel Inter-Continental
Chicago; Chicago, IL; Sponsored by The Conference
Board.

APRIL
The ARF 49th Annual Convention &
Research Infoplex
April 7-9, 2003, New York Hilton, New York, NY,
Sponsored by The Advertising Research Foundation.
The Qualitative Imagination: How Research
Impacts Strategy
April 30-May 2, Sheraton Lisboa Hotel and
Towers, Lisbon, PORTUGAL, Sponsored by QRCA and
AQR. www.qrca-aqr-conference.info

MAY
AMA Marketing Research Boot Camp
May 8, 2003-May 9, Sponsored by The
American Marketing Association.
www.ecommerce.ama.org/events/rbc.html
Managing Research For Profit 2-The
Client’s Perspective: A Unique CrossCountry Forum
May 18, 2003-May 20; Brussels, Belgium;
Sponsored by ESOMAR. www.esomar.nl
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