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Listen Up!  Insights from Online Consumer Conversations Expand Research Role

Recently Kim Dedeker, former VP-Global CMK, Procter & Gamble predicted that “Without transforming our capabilities into approaches that are more in touch with the lifestyles of the consumers we seek to understand, the consumer-research industry as we know it today will be on life support by 2012.”

While certainly a sobering, Dedeker’s forecast points to the importance for market researchers today to listen more closely to consumers even at a time when the level of noise has become heightened making it more challenging to discern quality consumer insights.
During the Symposium on Excellence in Qualitative Research, sponsored by the Qualitative Research Consultants Association (QRCA), an AMA Content Partner, Kristin Bush, Global Communication & Digital Research Leader with P&G Consumer & Market Knowledge, acknowledged that in recent years less attention has been paid to listening and responding to consumers.
“Eighty percent of our energies and resources were put against the evaluative focus of research to strengthen initiatives for deployment,” she explained.  “As an industry, we lost our focus on the key stakeholder.  Wall Street’s expectations took over.”

She added that in order to re-establish trust and confidence with consumers, it’s important to learn to “listen on consumers’ time, on their turf and in ways they want to communicate.”  Bush also explained that embracing social media is playing a large role in facilitating interaction with and understanding consumers.

“We’re still figuring it out,” she said.  “When consumers are talking, we need to be listening. Consumers reward brands that value their opinion and engage in active listening.”
Bush added that mastering social media strategies if valuable because “digital extends our core fundamentals and unveils the ultimate consumer listener.”
She suggested that a fundamental social media strategy involves listening (learning from online conversations), talking (participating in online conversations), energizing (creating brand ambassadors), supporting (helping consumers support each other), and embracing (involving consumers in innovation)
Bush explained that P&G applied some of these tactics to better engage consumers of their Tide products by doing the following:

· Used Listening to ask better questions
· Social Media, blogs to inform content and language
· Talk to consumer relations and obtained transcripts of calls, e-mails
· Organized a consumer “tour” for the category team
· Online twitter feeds of category-relevant consumer conversation
· Created a shared consumer experience
· Joined the conversation by participating in the Fabric Care Consumer Council
In assessing P&G’s overall social media success, Bush acknowledged that the company is doing well when it comes to online communities (Home Made Simple, PetSide, Pampers Village); Community Manager Pilots (Iams, Pampers), public relations brand monitoring, product ratings and reviews, its Social Media Lab and customized applications like Olay’s Custom Beauty Consultations.

However, she also said the company needs to work on a more systematic approach to listening, integrating consumer relations more proactively, listening without boundaries and integrating social media into its overall DNA and business systems.
Bush also suggested that the potential role of market research will be to develop listening and observational protocols to help brands extract value from unprompted conversation as well as protocols for deeper dive analysis around high-level insights including more qualitative review of commentary.

She added that market researchers should carefully review their in touch approaches and ask some key questions such as:
----Do you offer easy ways for brands to stay in touch and listen to consumers daily?

----What can you offer us to leverage online communities?

----Do you offer a balance of listening and asking techniques?

“The market research industry is not moving to where consumers want to be engaged,” Bush said.  “We need to be more fun, engaging and interesting.  A lot of non-research companies are moving into the research space but researchers need to become more digitally capable.” 
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