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This paper outlines some of the preliminary research conducted on a senior project in which an 
investigative approach was taken to understanding how social media might inform design 
strategy. The result was a project outlining one potential next generation research tool that can 
efficiently compile and organized authentic user insight. The fundamental questions of what 
makes good user insight remains. Is it a spectrum of samplings that display a trend? Is it a small 
group of trendsetters sharing their vision of what’s next? Does it just reveal itself after time spent 
investigating a topic from the right vantage point?  One thing is certain, which is that insight 
cannot happen without understanding the values of the intended user and that is precisely this 
tool is designed to achieve. The digital tool described does not attempt to direct ones approach to 
research but rather provide a glimpse into how technology and social trends can enable greater 
collaboration between the researcher and the research participants.  
 
Insight Industry in transition 
 
Business demand for innovation has driven many creative agencies on the fringes of market 
research to expand their service offerings to accommodate the organizations needs of better 
insight to inform the development of products and services.  Although design research is a 
essential component of business innovation, design research is still often misunderstood as 
market research by many outside the design field. In Designing for the Digital Age, Kim Goodwin 
points out the following differences. Market Research is good for learning about market size, what 
makes people buy and what messaging will be appealing. Design Research is good for learning 
about what to build, how it should behave, what makes people buy, what makes them loyal and 
what messaging and style will be appealing. It is important to point out the overlap here because 
they are co-dependent to achieving market success. 
 
A successful design research process identifies design criteria that will address user values while 
leveraging the organizations strengths. There are a number of accepted practices developed to 
understand user value. One such example is identifying product usage occasions, which are 
excellent points of entry to define design opportunities, however without designers engaged in 
this process much can be lost in translation. One reason it that this kind of research until recently 
been rarely explored is because of the prohibitive costs of recruiting and the time needed to 
engage with the users to generate valuable insight. Today it can still be challenging for a 
business to invest in the design research process after dedicated significant resources to market 
research that in many cases do not provide the information to develop design criteria. 
 
As pointed out in the ECOMAR global market research report traditional market research firms 
are finding increasing competition from two new types of business intelligence offerings. The first, 
strategy consultants from creative agencies such as advertisers and design studios offer 
consumer expertise based on qualitative research methods relying on a depth of knowledge from 
behavioral and cultural expertise. The second category is the smart metrics companies who 
leverage aggregate data sets from our digital lives to create compelling macro snapshots of 
consumer behavior.  
 
Opportunities in the research process  
 

Unfiltered User Experience 
Consumer opinion is far too valuable in raw a raw format to summarized through a design 
brief? Market research is all too often generalizing a consumer values often times this is 
the result of quantitative research data playing a leading role in reports shared with a 
design team. Such generalized information leads to blanket statements and vague 
language without specific examples, which does not provide much to bite into when 



defining product or service characteristics. Designers that engage in the research 
process are equipped to relate to the needs of the user. Today we have the technology to 
create rich transfer of experiences thought media with just a few key strokes and a bit of 
creativity and who doesn’t mind getting a bit creative. 

 
Isolated Conversations 
A one on one interview with the right participant will generate rich insight that can make 
the large investment of recruiting a worthwhile process however taking the additional time 
to eliminate the less valuable participants is a cumbersome process and rarely is the 
additional time and budget available for further engagement with a consumer. In the US 
over 72% of the qualitative research are group discussions. The irony of this is that it is 
widely accepted in the field of anthropology that what people do and what they say are 
not often the same. Demographic-specific sampling for some income levels or busy 
individuals is hard to reach and require increase time and compensation to recruit.  At the 
point in which the recruitment has been successful and there is active participation in a 
research session it is not at all uncommon to have an “alpha effect” where the strongest 
personality influences the results. 

 
Collaborative Consumerism 
The traditional manner in which business communicate with consumers to understand 
how to please them at point of purchase is almost over and what will replace it will require 
a form of instant gratification. There was a time not long ago when consumer feedback 
was not essential and doing the research to understand the consumer was an advantage. 
Today 14% of consumers trust what they hear in advertisements and 78% of people trust 
recommendations made by other consumers.  To take this one step further 32% trust 
bloggers opinions on products and services. Today 34% of consumers post their opinions 
online and these people are not all digital natives like the millennial generation. We are in 
a new era of consumerism where if you build an inferior product be prepared to hear 
about it. When Proctor and Gamble hired a monitoring firm to hear what consumers were 
saying in the blogosphere about their products the business world officially recognized 
the consumer as a voice that matters.  Managing perceptions is no longer the job of the 
public relations and the advertising departments who promote the product but also the 
job of the product development team whose creations will continuously verify or discredit 
a company’s reputation with each product usage occasion. Some companies will try to 
wage war against consumers who blog or tweet to publically criticize their products and 
services but I don’t foresee this stopping a generation of who publicly announces their 
opinions. 

 
Soft Data Synthesis 
New challenges and opportunities arise in the research process as data becomes more 
accessible, and produced at an accelerated pace. The economist Herbert Simon who is 
famously known for the statement that “The result of our wealth of information is a 
poverty of attention” addresses one of the greatest challenges to doing research. The 
coping mechanism he describes is “satisficing” which is a combination of sufficing and 
satisfaction, which is precisely what happens with an encroaching deadline. Needless to 
say having lots of information can be the same as having none however today soft data 
can now be hyperlinked, tagged and categorized. The drive for ambient findability will 
improve access to previously buried data. When compiling of qualitative assets with the 
improved conditions nuggets of insight become more reliant on coding during the 
compiling process which will still offers work for interns until neurolinguistics software 
proves to be insightful. Information dashboards have not been designed to leverage 
these dynamic soft data sets although there are increasingly powerful personal file 
management tools such as Evernote and Things that could very soon be offering 
powerful data management features for the varied data formats researchers collect and 
manage. 
 



 
Researcher Bias 
The bottleneck of qualitative research involves the research team pouring over the data 
as it is generated in which patterns in the findings arise it become enticing to form strong 
opinions before the research has concluded. Synthesizing massive amounts of data 
relies a group of people who are disciplined about being objective. The opportunity this 
presents for an interactive dashboard guided by metatagged data assets is that the 
researcher will have a harder time ignoring topic saturation or concept families that 
naturally form due to the tagged nature of the data.  
 
The Market Guru 
Research outcome is really only as good as the objective that is defined in the beginning 
of the project. Market Gurus rely heavily on experience. Much of Market research in the 
past came in thick binders or and thought provoking yet hardly precise whitepapers. If a 
insight team does not have a guru it might benefit from a archive system that has the 
capacity to readily access the lessons from the past accidentally. By creating a 
metatagged body of research buried data will become a resource that can be access 
under the time constraints of today’s’ fast moving business demands.  

 
 
Trends that play a significant role in the development of this model for a research tool.  
 

Technology 
First, smart phone market penetration will continue to rise and mobile device based 
communication will inevitable become more powerful.  Once the majority of mobile device 
consumers have access to greater computing performance with apps and utilities rich 
content interactions much of the in depth interaction will migrate from laptops and 
desktops to our pockets. Today iphone has a clear advantage because it leads in mobile 
device development and with its high usability standard it’s no surprise that the majority 
of web browsing that is done on a mobile device is done the iphone platform. There are a 
number of features that provide audio video, image capture, storage, display, GPS the all 
in one device which if leverage to sample user experience will create tremendous 
opportunities fro researchers. There are a few other key points that drive idea to move 
research based activities to a powerful mobile device. In the developing world the mobile 
phone is one of the great enables which has been thoughtfully demonstrated in the 
research done by Jan Chipchase and we can expect mobile phone market penetration 
exceeds that of any other modern appliance. 

  
Social 
Second, is that the Millennial and Generation Y’s proclivity to share with the world their 
thoughts, opinions, interest throughout the various social arenas. By 2010 the Millienials 
and Gen Y combined will outnumber the Baby Boomers making this group of digital 
natives consumers the most important market to target.  Their social tendency towards 
openness affords tremendous opportunity for them to be understood through their media 
interactions. As of today texting and social media dominate their communication 
channels.  This generation spends 16 hours a week online and 96% have joined a social 
network. 
 

 Business 
Third is the continual production of data that finds its way into the research field creating 
tremendous opportunity if it can simply managed. An important development in the 
management of information is the mass adoption of the hyperlink on the web.  Such 
attributes leveraged in the management of qualitative research assets provide 
collaborative opportunities data sharing as well as new metric to measure soft data.  This 
quantifying of soft data will contribute to the trend of increased spending for qualitative 
research as innovation strategies rely on this type of research to predict latent needs. 



However the real business value will be the time saved though filtering and compiling 
research data and then reduced costs of travel and recruitment.   
 

 
 
 
The Design Solution: 
A scalable mobile applet research tool to compile and organize “in the moment” consumer 
experience sampling for insight specialist and creative agencies 
 
Challenge: To empower the researcher with more precise access to consumer experience data 
while providing real-time compiling and organization of qualitative digital research assets.  
 
Importance: Proactive consumers are have a stronger voice in the media, these new consumers 
are fundamentally shifting the way businesses communicate, putting new emphasis on the value 
of understanding the consumer experience. 
 
Opportunity:  At 12% market penetration smart phone usage is in it’s infancy however the 
opportunities to create powerful sampling research tools both passive and interactive will create 
new access to respondents.  
 
Target Users: Any researcher interested in creating product specific inquiries about consumer 
experience. 
 
Product Solution:  An interactive applet on a mobile platform designed to tap into the consumer 
research participant’s experience to be captured at the moment of engagement with product or 
service providing a unfiltered user experience generating qualitative data, furthermore it’s digital 
nature provides new efficiencies in information management and reduced cost’s in field 
coordination. 
 



 
 

 
 



 
 
 
To learn more about this tool and see the development go to www.sonhill.com 
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