How they really
think

“M

ost of the time, when I need to go shopping for a
new car, I start with the dealer where I bought my
current car. I sometimes spend a day or two at the
lot, just looking things over - trying to find something that I like.
Mostly, I prefer front-wheel-drive, six-cylinder coupes, and there
are some options that I look for, like a CD changer and a car alarm.
When I find something that I like, I might then compare the price
with the invoice figures I can find online for that model and talk to
a salesman. I think I’m a really we l l - p re p a red consumer, and it’s
h a rd to sell me on something I don’t want to buy; I don’t pay too
much attention to adve rtising. If the salesman can give me a price
that’s within my budget - which is about $240 a month - and it’s
the car that I wa n t , then I’ll pro b a bly buy it...”
This is an excerpt you may hear in a focus gro u p, and there are
certainly some measurable and useful pieces of information contained within it, but when your goal is to truly understand the consumer’s decision-making pro c e s s , these data could be virtually useless. This consumer actually paid $310 a month for an eight-cylinder SUV that was purchased 90 miles from his home from a dealer
he never visited before the time of purchase.There are two important issues here :
1) When a participant is speaking in generalities or making bro a d
statements, it is easy to miss the
reality of the situation; that is,
what the participant actually
did.
2) In most domains, t h e re is a
need to better understand the
decisions that consumers are
making and how these decisions
are actually being made.
Now consider the follow i n g
va riation:
“The last time I went to buy a
car, I started with my current dealer. I was looking for a coupe,
p ro b a bly a V6, with a CD changer and a car alarm. When I was on
the lot, though, I saw another model and I re m e m b e red that it had
been on the news because of a recall for some pro blem with the
steering system. I think they make all those cars on the same line in
Ja p a n , though, so I wo n d e red if maybe several models would have a
similar pro bl e m . Anyway, a friend of mine mentioned that he got
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really good service at this other
dealer, so I took the drive and
when I showed up there, I just had
a feeling that the salesman was
being honest with me. T h e re wa s
something about the look of the
SUV that I bought that seemed
right to me when I took the test
drive, so I wound up paying quite a
bit more than I really wanted to,
but I’m ve ry happy with the SUV
so fa r. . .”
Clearly, there are more feature and-benefit bullet points that can
be taken from the first paragraph.
Howeve r, the second sample contains the framework for a potentially high-payoff interview that can
a d d ress some of the fundamental
issues of consumer decision-making for companies seeking insight
into how products are viewed by
their customers. The first paragraph
contains the easy answe rs that
m a ny survey respondents would be
likely to give ; the second prov i d e s
the building blocks of context and
the beginning of an incident, or
l ived experience in the participant’s
l i f e, that can be used to gro u n d
s everal hours of a cog n i t ive interv i ew (a structured inquiry into the
decision making of a consumer).
Within the context of an actual
story, the participant cannot hide
behind generalizations or tendencies; both interviewer and participant have a common re f e re n c e
point upon which to anchor further discussions of the cognition
and decisions that underlie the
consumer’s behav i o r.
Most qualitative re s e a rch techniques are designed to answer the
question:What are my client’s customers thinking with re g a rd to the
product in question? Many re s e a rch
practitioners have tools ava i l a ble
that can answer this question with
vigor. A subtly different question,
though, has some ve ry different
implications: How are my client’s
customers thinking? Addressing
that pro blem effectively re q u i res a
d i f f e rent set of tools, a significant
investment into mental modeling

(uncharted psychological territory
for many companies that use primarily focus groups and surveys to
collect data), and a different set of
expectations re g a rding the outcome of a re s e a rch pro j e c t .
H oweve r, when executed effectively, the result is a depth of understanding of the consumer that is
richer than the client has eve r
experienced. This new view of the
consumer’s thinking and decisionmaking is a firm foundation upon
which to build future pro d u c t
design, m a r keting and re s e a rc h .
The power of stories
What does it mean for a re s e a rch
method to be incident-based? In
short, incident-based methods of
qualitative data collection place
great emphasis on the actual, live d
experience of the consumer. This
collection of techniques emphasizes the importance of being in a
particular situation with a pro d u c t
(whether that is the purchase situation, the use situation or some
other situation that is re l evant to
the client’s re s e a rch question) and
recounting this incident in an
interview with skilled, trained
re s e a rc h e rs. Some have argued that
the story is the fundamental unit of
human memory, and that the stru cture and content of stories essentially define culture and exert a
huge influence on behav i o r, opinions and decisions. Incident-based
methods are consistent with that
view, and take advantage of a consumer’s own experience and expertise in making decisions about
p ro d u c t s . Simply put, an incidentbased approach to consumer decision-making retains all the context
of the original decision, whether it
is the context of time, s t re s s , emotion, uncertainty, the env i ro n m e n t ,
or other factors that we may not
even realize are affecting a decision
until this interview approach is
used. Speculation on the part of the
participant is actively avo i d e d , and
the interview is, to the fullest
extent possibl e, grounded in actual

eve n t s .
Pa rt of the uniqueness of this
type of approach is that the interviewe rs are - in most cases - not
collecting opinions. In fact, the
data that participants provide are
usually cold, h a rd facts.Training in
incident-based techniques teaches
the re s e a rcher to steer clear of
responses that take the form of
“Usually, X happens,” “Some people believe that X,” or “Generally,
my opinion on X is...” R a t h e r,
incident-based techniques rely on
the details of the situation in question. Often, questions get at the
p rogression of actual events during
purchase and the behavioral and
c og n i t ive tasks associated with
p roduct use. These elements are
always elicited with an ear for key
decisions associated with the pro duct. The interview participant himself gives clues to where the critical
decision-making is taking place.
Phrases like “I just knew,” “ T h e re
was something about it that made
me think...,” and “I had a gut feeling” indicate that the participant’s
intuition was called upon and that
this is there f o re a potential decision
point.
How many times have you, as a
re s e a rc h e r, heard these sorts of
statements? T h ey are common, and
t h ey should catch your attention.
When an individual has been in a
particular situation many times, it is
not unusual to have some extra
insight into how that situation
might unfold.This is true of larges c a l e, life-or-death, critical decisions, such as those faced by firefighters and F-16 pilots, but also
true of eve ryday decisions made by
consumers.What is often referred
to as intuition or gut instincts
about a product may actually be a
reflection of the expertise of the
consumer - their experience and
mental models of a product unconsciously influencing their behav i o r.
Some incident-based techniques
are designed to “unpack” these
intuition statements that consumers
make all the time, and can help
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re s e a rc h e rs to understand where
those gut instincts are coming from
and how they can be influenced.
Mental models are the key to
understanding how consumers
m a ke decisions, and are there f o re
the key to providing product manufa c t u re rs with the insight that
t h ey are seeking with regard to
their customers. An understanding
of consumers’ mental models is one
outcome of the careful analysis of
the stories that are elicited thro u g h
incident-based techniques. A mental model is really an internal (i.e.,
residing in the mind of the consumer) re p resentation of the external wo r l d ; it is the consumer’s
understanding of how something
wo r k s . For instance, w hy choose
satellite television over cable? The
a n swer will pro b a bly depend on
s everal factors (including cost and
availability of the services).While
all of these are potentially important, the critical factor may be the
consumer’s understanding of how
these services wo r k :Where does
the satellite signal come from?

What does my television do with
the signals? What types of maintenance are re q u i red and why? What
happens when the service breaks
d own or something goes wro n g ?
I nvestigating actual incidents and
exploring the decisions behind
critical points can paint a picture of
the participant’s mental model of
the serv i c e.This, along with other
information taken from the interview, can tell you not just what the
participant thinks about satellite
TV, to continue the example, bu t
h ow he thinks about satellite TV
when he makes these decisions.
The consumer as expert
One effective technique for a cognitive interview is a know l e d g e
audit. This technique was developed initially to elicit and categorize the major cog n i t ive differe n c e s
b e t ween experts and novices within several categories of military
occupations in order to deve l o p
training programs that are more
efficient in getting novices up to
speed.When applied to marke t i n g

re s e a rc h , though, the technique
excels at exposing the fundamental
reasons for purchase, the decisionmaking associated with purchase
and use, changes in the consumer’s
mental model of how a pro d u c t
works and how to use it, and brand
loya l t y.
The knowledge audit is organized around knowledge categories
that have been found to characterize expert i s e. Some of these are
contained in Table 1.
The knowledge audit employs a
set of probes designed to describe
types of domain knowledge or skill
and elicit appro p riate examples in
the form of stories or accounts of
incidents.The goal is not simply to
find out whether each skill is present in the task, but to find out the
n a t u re of these abilities, specific situations in which they we re
re q u i re d , strategies that have been
used by the consumer, and so forth.
The list of probes is the starting
point for conducting these interviews.Then, the interviewer asks
for specifics about the example in
terms of critical cues and strategies
of decision-making.This is followed by a discussion of potential
erro rs that a novice or less-experienced person might have made in
this situation. F i g u re 1 represents
the process of a knowledge audit.
Cog n i t ive interviews last approximately two hours and re q u i re two
skilled interv i ewers for each consumer who participates in the
re s e a rc h .The two-on-one interview format allows one interviewe r
to engage the participant and lead
the interview while the other take s
notes, maintains awa reness of the
re s e a rch questions, and adds questions or explores ave nues that the
lead interviewer might have
missed. This approach is time- and
re s o u rc e - i n t e n s ive, and a team of
interviewe rs working a 10-hour
day can realistically do no more
than four interviews. Some clients
are nervous about the prospect of
relying on a sample of 15-20 (and
sometimes many fewer) interviews
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Table 1: Expert Skills Uncovered in the Knowledge Audit, and
Consumer Research Application Examples
Skill

Example in Practice

D i a g n o s ing and predi ct ing per fo rm a n c e

A s se s s ing one’s own ability to use a
p ro d u ct or to choose the best pro d u ct

Perc e iving critical st im u li

Recognizing and catego ri z ing a situation
in order to use past experience and
b e h a vior as a gu ide

D e v el o p ing and know ing when to apply
t ricks of the tra de

Know ing se v eral possible shortcuts for
doing a job faster

I m p rovi s ing

U s ing a pro d u ct for something other than
its expli ci t ly intended purp o se

Recognizing anomalies

Know ing when a situation does not fall
into a catego ry as expected

C o m p e n s a t ing for equipm ent limi t a t io n s

U s ing some set of skills to ov erc o m e
perc e ived barri ers to getting a job done

to inform their expensive marketing and design efforts.While history, and some empirical ev i d e n c e,
shows that the method consistently
d e l ivers actionable insights that are
valid and re l i a bl e, t h e re are some
additional advantages.
One can be seen in the design of
n ew products or new features in
the future.The understanding of
consumer decision-making that is
gained from incident-based
re s e a rch now can pay dividends in

the future when it comes time to
test new ideas. K n owing that one
segment of consumers dislikes the
styling features of an automobile is
only directly useful for that particular model. Howeve r, k n owing that
consumers from that segment tend
to think of this model of car as a
tool for getting work done - and
there f o re find racing stripes inconsistent with a serious tool - can
definitely inform the styling of any
new products that will be marketed

as tools. Similarly, some altern a t ive
qualitative strategies would struggle
to elicit information about the relative importance of, for example,
point-of-sale adve rtising ve rsus
direct mail for a particular product.
If this distinction is important to
consumers, it will be a part of the
incidents they recount, and it will
be a part of their mental models of
the purchase of this item.
When it comes to purchasing a n d
using pro d u c t s , all consumers are
experts at their own decision-making.W hy not take advantage of this
experience and expertise, and preserve the richness of the context in
which these decisions we re made
and these behaviors initiated? What
is lost in statistical power and
b readth of sampling is gained in the
depth of understanding and clarity
of rationale that can result from a
we l l - e xecuted incident-based interv i ew.“What does the consumer
think of this product or service?” is a
question that needs to be answe re d
over and over again, but answering
the question of “How does the consumer think about this particular
p roduct or service?” can pro d u c e
deep and lasting insights. | Q
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