Develop your own precogs for qualitative research

What’s the difference between people who commission research and those provide the findings? Well broadly, the more experienced the people who commission the research are the more useful they are. But paradoxically the value of respondents apparently decreases the more we ask them. Why is it that experience is valuable to a client but fatal to a respondent?

 All the more because one of the most damaging criticisms being levelled at qualitative research is that it gives a faithful view out of the rear view mirror, which is only partly helpful to a driver attempting to maintain full speed ahead.  This focus on purity of response feels a bit like arguing over how clean the back window is.

Now the classic counter is that respondents make terrible art directors. And this is true of course. If respondents think their opinions are being sought as experts, particularly now that marketing is well understood and you run the risk of a respondents giving you suggestions for straplines and dropping phrases like exposure and double page spread into their contribution. Which is the fastest way to blow the credibility of the findings with the creative team! Respondents make terrible art directors because they are untrained.

The issue is whether the respondent does have expertise, in what this expertise consists and how we can sharpen it and draw it out. A lot of their behaviour will fall below their threshold of awareness and in this they will tell us more than they know.  Hence the art of the moderator.  But there is a lot of the marketing iceberg above the waterline. Try sitting on a train on the West Coast Line late for the 3rd successive journey in a row and people will rationalise why it is the train keeps being late. They will talk it over with fellow passengers, they will develop hypotheses some of which they will keep others they will discard. 

Which raises the question  Is there a way of giving experience to respondents in a way that will give their response a future focus in the way in which experience makes us able to strategise for the future? To borrow from Spielberg’s Minority Report where pre-cogs foresee murders so the police are able to prevent and apprehend the would be murderers, can we turn respondents into precogs?

Earlier this year I ran a piece of research for a fashion retailer where respondents were researched several times. In the first instance they went shopping and kept an audio diary, then they were interviewed in their bedrooms presenting their wardrobe to camera to look at how their repertoires had been constructed, this was followed by a paired accompanied shop with a friend, sister, mother or daughter to look at how shopping with a friend changed the purchasing experience. This culminated in a 3 hour ‘Safari’ where 4 of these respondents spent an evening with a client team working on joint tasks. (The term Safari is used because the client is brought inside the research process and it becomes a lot less clear who are the tourists and who is the big game!).

Now what was fascinating was how expert the research process had made these respondents. Not as marketing know-it-alls but because they had been forced to reflect on every part of their own experience of the brand. Which meant that they could confidently hypothesise about how this retailer would trial new operations, how it would promote itself based on their past experience. And they could brainstorm how the retail environment could be changed to follow through new initiatives for the brand.  And in the face of this the client team whose own preconditioning had been more limited (they had listened to the audio diaries) were struggling to keep up.

Now the sceptical among you will see this as a flagrant example of respondent contamination culminating in a piece of reportage where the pre-cogs opinions are beyond criticism (rather like what happens in Minority Report). But this is where the value of putting clients and respondents together comes to the fore.  Respondents can be challenged. But then so should clients. What emerges is a viewpoint informed both from marketing and from people who have more than a passing acquaintance with the brand that is purely retrospective.

Well bully for retail. Does this apply to communications where respondents are being asked to evaluate something that they have never seen before?  Surely we need respondents without preconceptions. Except that this is bogus. Every audience comes imprinted with the communications language of the category – which is almost never raised in discussion guides and which creative work is almost universally judged against. We need to recognise that perceptions of advertising norms constitute a kind of learning.  Mostly we pretend it’s not there and hope to shape a response to a unique piece of communication.  But by drawing awareness to the norms of the category and by helping respondents to articulate what is ‘normal’ we stand more change of producing work that fits the category but still stands out within it.

All I can say is try it (if only as a counsel of despair).  If you manage to find some respondents who have never been to a group discussion ever then let me know.  I’ll break out the champagne. In its last days CDP ran a fascinating research project asking respondents to solve marketing problems.  They were unnervingly competent at doing just this. We need to ensure our research methodologies factor in the increasing sophistication and confidence of research respondents. Not to do so is to look backwards.  And there’s been too much of that in our business already.  
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