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What’s next for  
segmentation?
Segmentation needs to embrace consumer 
collaboration, crowdsourcing and culture 
mapping to be relevant and avoid being 
ignored in favour of the ‘big idea’
By marie Lena tupot and tim stock, ScenarioDNA

t
hrough the years, market 
segment ation, the art of  
grouping and re grouping  
consumers to better target 
brand mes saging for maximum 
impact and cost-efficiency,  

has evolved into an elaborate science as we 
explore how we can use segmentation to best 
understand consumers.

We group by demographics or lifestage, 
behaviour, lifestyle, value, attitude, and then we 
mix it into a hybrid of the above. We look for 
patterns that technology and data make appar-
ent. But, in the remixing and demand to quantify 
every move a marketer makes, instinct and 
intuition get lost. some agencies are beginning 
to abandon segmentation in favour of big idea 
brainstorming. is the need to segment obsolete?  

the bigger problem is that we have time 
working against us. Consumer mindset is fleet-
ing and constantly evolving. if we want to get a 
jump on the big idea, we need to rethink how 
we segment and the ends to which we use 
segmentation. a shift in how we segment will 
get us to those inspired ideas quickly, so we can 
solve strategic problems from newly informed 
vantage points. the goal should be to uncover 
what people want and need before they know 
how to voice it themselves – a polarising 
thought from prior consensus building.

segmentation needs to drive focus and 
breed differentiation. Brands are learning to no 
longer be interested in everyone, everywhere, 
so we need to shift the segmentation accord-
ingly. segmentation should flow fluidly through a 
process of discovery and serendipity.

tHe eRa oF tHe CURatoR

We’re faced with a new generation who are 
itching to deconstruct, recreate and collabor-
ate. they are resetting the stage for subsequent 
generations and are not following pre-existing 
rules. Consider fantasy writer neil gaiman, 
who started a new fairy tale, Hearts, Keys and 
Puppetry, on twitter; 124 contributors tweeted 
the rest of the story over eight days via BBC 
audiobooks america’s twitter feed.  an  
editorial process curated 10,000 tweets  
received to a final 874. Brands need to embrace 
the era of the Curator – not consumer control, 
but a creative conspiring between brands and 
humans. How incredible would it be for an 
appropriate brand to engage 124 impassioned 
contributors like that?

a few Us arthouse cinemas, such as the 
new Beverly in La, are using twitter to interact 
with moviegoers. Why not? the segmentation is 
organically built-in.
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Häagen-Dazs brand owner General Mills began to rethink its approach to planning in 2009
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come starting points for a dialogue. ideally, the 
plan frees us up from common sense findings 
and lets us push the envelope further. 

in Detroit, michigan, there is a problem.  
as time inc put it: “america’s most struggling 
city needs to attract business and talent.” to 
help, the time Warner subsidiary invited agen-
cies with Detroit offices to develop campaigns 
to encourage young and creative people to  
consider Detroit as a place to live and work.  
the result was pretty conventional, but  
not unexpected.

the ads were based on insight culled  
from facts and opinions, rather than narrative. 
it’s hard to understand dynamics in that con-
text. What’s missing is the creative intellectual  
tension that underlies the real stories of   
Detroiters. What’s also absent is something to 
compel those most fired-up,  inspired people to 
interact and share.

segmentation enaBLeRs

imagine stories, like those from Detroit, being 
brought into an app engine such as City sense 
or Four square, where we can translate the 
language and visualise the potential. it’s okay if re-
search results in questions. that’s what we need. 

apps become segmentation enablers that 
graze the consumer landscape. their resulting 
data lends context to a hierarchy of cultural 
alphas and their lines of sight. Ultimately, their 
Dna can be tested against larger samples. that 
said, it’s critical to know what you are testing 
for, and where in the line of sight of a culture to 
place an app. empower the cultural heroes and 
they will begin to conspire with you.

We have data flooding in from our society 
in real-time. now imagine that data-filled world 
fully detailed in augmented reality, like an iPhone 
Layar app. You can explore, gain information and 
find serendipity. But will you know where to 
look first? it starts by knowing the context of 
the information and the affinities that drive the 
information. these are the fundamental ingredi-
ents for new segmentation.
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think of a segmentation strategy across 
Farmville – the real-time farm simulation game 
on Facebook – from those who dabble to those 
caught up in its game of progress and achieve-
ment. Who among them would we choose to 
listen to? these seem like simple segmentation 
exercises, but the reality is more complex. 

the goal of segmentation should be to find 
the most powerful voice for a brand among 
consumers. not necessarily the current biggest 
brand advocate, but the people who are already 
engaged in a parallel passionate world, from 
which the brand can gain context. segment ation 
should be a way to find the starting points for 
consumer dialogue. By using it in a forward 
manner, we can focus our listening to see how 
ideas and innovation can best be generated.

in 1980, consultant george Day described 
two models of segmentation: top-down and 
bottom-up. top-down divides up a total pop-
ulation. Bottom-up builds clusters around a 
single customer. a new, more appropriate 
mandate needs to look up and down, beyond 
all the hand-raisers, and beyond the clusters of 
the single customer. ideally, this new order seg-
mentation involves crowdsourcing and culture 
mapping at its best.

in 2009, general mills began to revisit 
its approach to research and planning. the 
com pany is focusing on incremental research, 
smaller online communities, shorter research 
durations and larger incentives. it now uses 
focus group facilities to recruit research partic-
ipants more selectively before the participants 
are engaged in online communities.

now is the time to evolve the practice. 
gaining insight will only become more difficult 
and haphazard as privacy concerns escalate. 
already, most consumers see little value in 
sharing their information with marketers. it’s 
more fruitful to gain information from the 
right people if you can demonstrate your own 
involvement. Complacency is not going to work 
once regulators demand transparency from all 
angles. there is integrity in both parties knowing 
who you are engaging for insight, and why. 

Rebooting segmentation means looking at 
the stories that already exist among consum-
ers. From this, new stories can be fuelled. start 
by listening to lots of real stories with real 
characters – not facts or opinions – to find an 
authentic narrative. this is the road to culture  
mapping. When you find the groups that will be 
most likely to segue into a brand’s essence, you 
can engage them and learn about their culture. 

next, findings, answers and surprises can 
be synthesised into a segmentation strategy 
that makes sense.  then an informed convers-
ation can continue. the points uncovered be-

“  The goal of segmentation should be to find   
the most powerful voice for a brand among 
consumers. Not necessarily the biggest 
brand advocate, but those who are already 
engaged in a parallel passionate world, 
from which the brand can gain context”

more on  
segmentation at 
www.warc.com

Above: Detroit was the focus of a 
competition, sponsored by Time Inc, 
for agencies to create a campaign to 
attract talent and business to the city
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