


5 Waste not. Exhaust all the data.
Early-stage info is relevant.

6 Ration your resources. Don’t burn
participants out. Let them breathe.

7 Know the plight of the consumer. Stay on
the street. See the context.

8 Work in tandem with participants. Don’t
give them laborious tasks or surveys.

9 Capture the nuances. Follow the threads
of connectivity. They’ll gain momentum.

10 Accept manual labour. The web is not a
silver bullet, and online trolling is not a
substitute for leg-work. Real people
want to be in touch with real people.

No one was put off by the project.
Instead, they were encouraged by the dia-
logue. The exercise left an indelible im-
pression that made the group a more
frank and open one. It’s important to
leave behind a trail of goodwill.

In other cases, we have given partici-
pants Flip cameras, which are fairly inex-
pensive and very easy to use and upload
online. Such cameras allow us into more
private, intimate spaces, such as the bed-
room or the pre-coffee breakfast table.

These tools and techniques are playful
and insightful, but one of the most fruit-
ful and sustainable ways to gain inform-
ation is SMS polling. It’s the ultimate way
of getting into the natural course of a con-
sumer’s behavioural pattern.

A typical US mobile subscriber sends
or receives 357 text messages a month,
compared with placing or receiving 204
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phone calls, according to Nielsen Mobile
(Q2 2008). The second quarter of 2008 was
the second consecutive quarter in which
the average number of text messages sent
was significantly higher than the average
number of phone calls placed.

The type of text messaging platform
that works is one in which you can create
atrue dialogue of broadcasting and receiv-
ing incremental questions and answers —
typically to a maximum of five questions.
It’s not the place for long-form surveying.
This is about serving smaller bunches of
questions over a month or a year.

Ageing texters

SMS polling is not confined to the youth
market. Nielsen’s research shows that the
typical US teen mobile subscriber (ages 13
to 17) sends or receives 1,742 text mes-
sages a month (compared with making or
receiving 231 mobile phone calls). Yet the
average age of a ‘texter’ is 38 and our
mobile studies reflect the trend toward
the mid-to-late thirties age range.

What’s more, the 45-to-61-year-old age
group is the fastest-growing segment.
And there is a push-pull dynamic across
generations. We hear of 20-somethings
training their elder counterparts to text.
One 28-year-old accountant in Texas said
she had trained her 50-something mother
to text her on special occasions.

The more complex issue is how to get
people participating in a mobile poll
study. It’s not difficult, but it takes longer.
In keeping with the theme of recession,
you need to take recruitment back to
basics. There are no mobile phone lists to
buy and you can’t serve up to a targeted
list as you would an email campaign.

You have to look beyond demograph-
ics and into the passions that drive small-
er markets. It’s these smaller niche groups
that form the tightest-knit panels. Their
feedback is all-powerful and what a brand
can learn from them will resonate among
larger audiences that feel their influences.

There are a few ways to go about build-
ing a panel. First, you need to let potential
recruits know you’re out there and allow
them to initiate the texting, lest you be
thought of as the annoying friend texting
at all the wrong moments.

—

The most obvious way is to reach out to
existing constituents through calls-to-
action at events or via marketing collater-
al. That will bring in all the fans of a
brand. What will be missing are those
incidentally aligned with a brand.

To capture them, you need to appeal to
their desire for social credibility. Why
would a successful doctor be compelled to
sit in a focus group? Is it the $300 or $500
he needs? Not likely —it’s the power of his
credibility to you.

Tell participants why they are impor-
tant to the research. Ask direct questions.
Let them know how close they are to
affecting final decisions. No one likes to
give information that sits in a pool.

Participants in a Kodak inkjet study in
2007 knew the brand in question was only
weeks away from launch. The mobile sur-
veying reached out to consumers who
were immediately in the market for an
inkjet printer. They were quick to respond
to participation prompts.

Creating credibility

Unlike anywhere else in the world, social
credibility drives the US population,
captures its imagination and gains its
interest. Gaining credibility among SMS
participants requires respect among their
peers. It’s pretty cool to say: “Hey,
look — there’s that printer they were ask-
ing me about.”

Finding consumers where they are at
their leisure and at the height of their pas-
sions catches them in the best moment.
We aim to catch them off-guard and
intrigue them and their friends into join-
ing SMS conversations. Every call to
action requires a clever angle to rise above
the noise barrier, whether it is custom-
printed coasters distributed to the hottest
local bars or asking niche bloggers to tell
their followers about you.

If you think of the research journey
through recession as taking a journalistic
approach that shows you care about the
subjects you're talking to, you will learn
infinitely more. The result is a knowledge
base that gains steam.

More on planning for recession
at WARC Online
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