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When market researchers talk shop, we 
typically talk techniques – audits, focus 
groups, diaries, projective modeling, and 
now, social networks, live streaming, vir-
tual ethnographies and other interactive 
media as well. But driving all of these 
methodologies are two basic objectives:
1) To learn how customers perceive 


and brands – in their own right and in 
relation to our competition. We achieve 
this by seeking feedback – an evaluative 
exercise in which we seek customers’ 
reactions to some stimulus that we’ve 
developed and wish to test.
2) To broaden and deepen our under-
standing of our customers – who they 
are, how they live, what motivates them. 
To do this, we engage in various forms of 
discovery, in which we look to uncover 


white spaces and dive deeply into the 
customer emotions.
  Web 2.0 technologies and techniques 
have expanded the tools and techniques 
available to us in service of both goals, 
but with great opportunity comes great 
confusion. What’s the difference – if 
any – between a panel with some online 
community features and a market 
research online community with some 
survey capability, and what are the best 
uses of each? Have Facebook and Twitter 
eliminated the need for traditional forms 
of research? Does the passive listening 
enabled by “listening platforms” make 
them a valid and powerful source of 
feedback? Can they be used for discov-
ery as well?  
  In this article we’ll explore how and 
when to use panels, online communities 
and Web mining independently of and in 
conjunction with one another in support 
of these two essential objectives. But 


The Social Media Landscape
As traditional quantitative research 
panels venture into more consumer-
generated content and as large-scale 
social networks like Facebook begin 
selling research services, the distinctions 
between panels, communities and social 
networks are starting to blur.  But in fact 
they differ considerably in their organiz-
ing principle (or “center of gravity”) – in 


how the participants get there and what 
they want and expect from the experi-
ence. (See Figure 1 above.)
  They also differ in how communication 


-
responding participant experience. (See 
Figure 2 on page 8.)
  And all of these elements are relevant to 
how each of these Web 2.0 capabilities is 
best used for research.


Panels, Custom Panels and 
“Communi-Panels”
A panel typically comprises hundreds of 
thousands of people about whom some 
basic demographic and psychographic 
data is known. Panelists are typically 
thought of as “respondents” because the 
communication with them is usually one 
way – the client poses a series of survey 
questions to panelists, who respond to 
what they’re asked, but are not free to 
pose counter-questions or interact with 
other panelists. 
  In panels, the one-off research project 
is the center of gravity. The researcher 
poses a question to a subset of panelists - 
today about headache remedies, tomor-
row about cars – and the panelists have 
no ongoing relationship to one another or 
to the multitude of different brands spon-
soring a project. Panelists’ comments are 
reactive, and visible only to the project 
sponsor.
  A variant on this model is the “cus-
tom panel” in which a sub-segment of 
anywhere from 300 to 2,000 panelists 
are sliced off and given the opportunity 
to talk to the client company via a basic 
online discussion board.  While panel-
ists are able to interact with one another 


in the context of these discussions, their 
opportunities to develop relationships 
with one another and/or to generate their 
own discussions are limited by technol-
ogy and/or by the typically short-term, 
discontinuous nature of what is still a 
project-driven approach to research.


Social Networks
Social networks are sites like Facebook 
that enable people to create personal 


with approved friends on the same site, 
and in turn, ask permission to “friend” 
one another. Individuals use them to stay 
in touch with others in their immediate or 
more distant social circles, and increas-
ingly, major brands use “fan pages” to 
drive organic growth and advocacy. 
  Mobile-based social networks like 
Twitter are similar, except that when a 
user publicly “tweets,” that 140-character 
posting is visible to any other Twitter 
user. Of course the volume of tweets 
quickly becomes overwhelming, so most 
Twitter users choose to “follow,” i.e. 


-
viduals, usually because they are friends, 
colleagues or people they admire.
  Unlike panels, one-to-one and one-to-
many communication is possible in an 
ongoing way in social networks. Indeed, 
that’s the whole point of them. But rarely 
is anyone guiding or moderating the 
conversation, and the individual – the 
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settings that determine who can see what 
– is the center of gravity. As a user, I am 
there to broadcast directly to my circle of 
friends, and indirectly to their friends. In-
teractions are diffusely dispersed across 
the site; clusters of friends may link to 
each other, but conversations do not oc-
cur across or within the social network as 
a whole, and are visible only to accepted 
friends or followers.


Market Research Online Communities 
(MROCs)
In online communities, a group of people 
who share common interests, needs, 
or lifestage interact with one another, 
and – in small, private communities 
form ongoing, reciprocal relationships 
over time. Unlike public communities, 
MROCs are typically recruited with an 


in mind. Some brands may want to get 
to know their core market better; others 
may want to use their community as a 
means of getting to know an emerging 
market, or to hear from their competitors’ 
consumers. 
  Participants come to these communities 
with a purpose in mind – to exchange 
information, seek and give advice, to 
be heard, to connect with others with 
whom they feel they have something in 
common, and ultimately, to make a dif-
ference. 


Listening Platforms
Finally, listening platforms don’t ag-
gregate people in any way. Rather, they 
enable brands to search, quantify and 
monitor public online communities, 
blogs, social networks, review sites, etc. 
for brand mentions, emerging and hot 
conversation topics and general senti-
ment.  They provide a means of “harvest-
ing” postings and are passive, i.e. they 
can “listen” to the online conversation, 
but cannot initiate it. Most employ some 
form of text analytics and sentiment 
monitoring to automatically synthesize 
and organize what’s being said, apply-
ing a quantitative lens to unstructured 
qualitative data. 


It’s All About the W’s
The most meaningful distinctions 
between social media tools can be sum-
marized along a few simple dimensions, 
as illustrated in Table 1 below. But how 
do you synthesize them to arrive at a 


coherent strategy? We’ve found that it’s 


What, Where, When and Why.


Challenge: Find the Needle of Insight 
in the Haystack of Banality
Social networks’ allure to marketers is 


or fan page and initially attracts even a 
few “friends” can, over time, increase its 
targeted messaging reach dramatically 
and organically, as the initial friends 
draw in other people who are probably 
quite demographically similar to them. 
  They’re alluring to market researchers 
for the same reasons. How better to do 
online discovery – to discover what is on 
people’s minds and possibly even why 
- than by observing your target market 
in spontaneous, unprompted conversa-
tion with one another? Alas, the (very 
appropriate) privacy protections in social 
networks like Facebook make it chal-
lenging to penetrate a circle of “friends” 
who are not your actual, personal friends. 
You can push simple polls to users who 
aren’t your friends, but what you can 


learn from them is extremely limited. 
  On the mobile front, searching and 
content aggregation tools like Tweet-
deck make it easier to consolidate the 
tweets of people you’re following, but 
the researcher’s inability to in any way 
moderate the random conversation, as 


percentage of overall volume is coming 
from a handful of tweeters imposes sig-


being said.


Tracking the What, Where and When
For companies who are introducing new 
products, launching new ad campaigns, 
facing public relations crises or simply 
have products that routinely generate a 
lot of conversation listening platforms 
can be an invaluable tool in taking the 
pulse of public opinion, identifying 
what’s hot and what’s not, when buzz is 
cresting and declining, and/or measuring 


  But because these tools typically can’t 
-


edge of who is saying what and in what 


Table 1: Panels, Social Networks, Communities, and Listening Platforms


Panels and “Communi-
Panels”


Social Networks Listening Platforms Private MROCs So What? 


Communication Generally One-Way 
Surveys 
(optionally) Discussion 
Boards


One-to-One or One-to-
Many
Limited to included 
“friends”
Status updates, multimedia 


One-way – Harvests user-
generated content 


Three-way 
Surveys, Discussions, 
Brainstorms, Chats, 
Multimedia, Offline Special 
Projects, etc. 


The more varied the 
personal modes of 
expression, the more 
textured the insight 


Access and Duration Point-in-time feedback 
Do another survey to 
follow up 
Pay per drink 


Continuous connection 
Older content difficult to 
view
Access limited to accepted 
“friends”


Tends to be used in a 
scheduled, recurring way 
for tracking purposes 
Access limited to public 
content


Continuous connection 
Facilitators can view all 
member-generated content 


Continuous connection: 
lets you iterate with 
speed
get fast reaction to 
fast-moving topics 
incur no incremental 
cost to follow up 


Listening platforms enable 
breadth of input sources 


Relationship Transactional
Participation is largely 
incentive-driven 


Trusting
Participation driven by 
relationship and drive for 
status


No relationship between 
researcher and authors of 
content being mined 


Trusting
Participation driven by 
tangible incentives and by
desire to be heard and to 
influence


Continuous connection 
yields more engaged 
respondents, candor,  
reflection and follow-up 
Panels and MROCs have 
more means available to 
ensure “respondent 
quality”


Best Research Uses Feedback
Validation
Awareness testing 
Tracking
Market sizing 


Behavioral targeting of 
research recruitment ads 
Quick polls to brand fans 
and specific demographic 
segments


Track brand buzz and 
sentiment
Test efficacy of campaigns 
(velocity and spread) 


Feedback
Discovery 
Insight
Innovation
Refine quant instruments 
before deploying 


Applications are 
complementary


(Continued from page 7)


Figure 2
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proportion is limited to what’s revealed 
in the site they draw the content from, the 
username (e.g. “foodie_gal”) or content 
posting itself (e.g. “As a junior high 
school student, I think that Lady Gaga 
is awesome.”) And while they provide 
great analytics for monitoring what is 
being said online, their ability to enable a 
nuanced understanding of the why’s un-
derlying the what’s is limited by the sheer 
volume of content they are analyzing and 
the fact that there is no opportunity for 
relationship or follow-up on the part of 
the researcher. 


The Sixth “W”: (W)how Many


panels with limited “community light” 
capability) – a potentially large sample 
size, a generally pristine environment in 
which respondents are not able to hear 


-
ited encounter – make them a good choice 
when your research objective is to obtain 
feedback, to quantify what people think, 
and feel reasonably comfortable that you 
know who those people are. Provided that 
the panel is well-managed, it can provide 
you with access to a pool of respon-


behavioral criteria and provide validation 
for ideas and hypotheses that are already 
fairly well-developed.  
  However, the fact remains that 80 
percent of new product introductions fail 
despite the millions that typically go into 
market research for risk mitigation. Why 
is that?  For starters, larger sample sizes 
don’t necessarily mean better data.  
  But perhaps more compelling is that 
innovation doesn’t usually originate in 
testing and feedback, but rather in more 
open-ended and reciprocal discovery and 
ideation. That’s where private MROCs 
shine.


Discovering the Why, and Co-Creating 
the What
True business breakthroughs start with the 
discovery of something new—an unmet 
need in the marketplace, an untapped 
emotional attachment to a product or an 
unknown competitive vulnerability. Dis-
covery looks to uncover the unmet needs, 


dive deeply into the customer emotions 
that will ultimately drive innovation and 
create new products, build new cam-
paigns and architect new business models. 
It invites consumers to talk to companies 
about themselves. 
  That’s what a highly targeted, intimately 


known group of people do in MROCs, 
which is why they are an ideal tool for 
getting to know the who, what and why’s 
behind consumer behavior. They surface 
insights over the course of ongoing, long-
term, iterative dialogue with consumers. 
But that deep, authentic and nuanced 
dialogue requires a greater degree of 
intimacy than can be obtained through an 
online survey or one-time focus group. 
  Consider Kraft’s development of the 
100 Calorie Pack. Its inception was not 
in simply and directly asking weight 
conscious consumers “What do you think 
of our ideas” or even in asking “What 
new product should we create for you?” 
Rather, discovery activities in their 
private community indirectly surfaced the 
unmet needs and their desire not to have 
special “diet food,” but rather small por-
tions of “regular food.” This discovery of 
consumers’ interest in “portion control” 
helped Kraft’s Nabisco Division innovate 
a new approach to snacking. Consumer 


Nabisco’s line they wanted in controlled 
portions, how it should be packaged, how 
many calories were the right number of 
calories, etc. helped optimize the product 
and bring it to market. But the initial 


discovery of an unmet consumer need 
was the spark that helped Kraft create and 
lead a new category in consumer pack-
aged goods.
  This is not to diminish the importance 
of feedback, which is essential to kill bad 
ideas early and to optimize investments 
by honing in on the most promising ideas 


-
search to feedback, companies are limited 
in their ability to grow by focusing only 
on what they already do and what they 
already know. 


use social media to operate at a more 
strategic level, thinking about research 
not just as a series of projects to inform 


capability that can shape and guide our 
business as a whole. 


Julie Wittes Schlack is the senior vice 
president of Research and Innovation at
Communispace Corporation.
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