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It ’s ve ry difficult to look at a new medium with fresh eye s . D u ri n g
the early days of telev i s i o n , m a ny pro d u c e rs thought of it as radio
with picture s , and indeed, the first television broadcast was a radio

c o n c e rt .At the same time, p ro d u c e rs with a movie backgro u n d
l o o ked at the emerging medium of television from their pers p e c t ive,
seeing both visual limitations and visual possibilities.These two influ-
e n c e s , radio and mov i e s , both contri buted to the early deve l o p m e n t
of telev i s i o n . But they also imposed conceptual limits that wo u l d
eventually fall away once the first generation of pure television pro-
d u c e rs aro s e.

I see a parallel with today ’s online re s e a rch practices. If our back-
ground is survey-based re s e a rc h , we look at the Internet and see fa s t e r
s u rveys at a lower cost, and may simply put the mail survey or tele-
phone script online. If our background is focus gro u p s , we look at the
I n t e rnet and see geographically dispersed focus groups without trave l ,
and just put the discussion guide and moderation online. But what we
a re really faced with is an entirely new medium with which to con-
duct re s e a rc h .

H a rnessing market dialog
In this new online world we inhabit, expectations are differe n t .We
expect immediacy, a n o nymity and access.We expect to find what we
a re looking for, and we expect the opportunity to contri bute our ow n
ideas as we see fit. For example, most articles one reads online prov i d e

an opportunity for re a d e rs to
comment on what they have just
re a d .We also expect to make con-
nections with others online, f ro m
reading the other comments
about that online article to e-
mailing someone we had neve r

h e a rd of until this moment.
These expectations work to our advantage in online re s e a rch - if

we, as re s e a rc h e rs , can learn to get out of the way.
Ta ke, for example, a project we we re invo l ved in for a biotechnolo-

gy company last ye a r.The goal of the project was to test the concept
for a new instrument used by a certain type of biochemist.The com-
p a ny had tried two traditional (in-person) focus gro u p s , but these had
fa i l e d .The respondents that had been re c ruited we re not all at the
same professional leve l , so it was difficult to engage the group in
p ro bl e m - s o l v i n g . For an online gro u p, re c ruitment can be nation-
w i d e,making it much easier to find exactly the right people. B y
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re c ruiting the right target and
watching the scientists collaborate
on the pro bl e m , the solution became
o bv i o u s .

Online re s e a rch has the potential
to re m ove the barrier between the
client and the re s e a rch re s u l t s ,
e n a bling what amounts to a dire c t
d i a l og with the marke t . I t ’s one
thing to have your engi n e e ring vice
p resident on the other side of the
m i rror during a focus gro u p ; i t ’s
quite another thing to have entire
e n gi n e e ring teams, w h e rever they
a re in the wo r l d , listening to their
c u s t o m e rs speak candidly about the
use of a given pro d u c t . Some of the
most important findings in our pro-
jects have resulted from the
i m p romptu questions initiated by
o b s e rve rs on the client side, in re a l
t i m e, based on what they have just
l e a rn e d .

P rovides flexibility 
Online re s e a rch provides incre d i bl e
f l e x i b i l i t y. For example, we just did a
p roject for an online travel company
w h e re a competitor launched a new
site in the middle of the re s e a rc h
p ro j e c t . No pro bl e m : we just incor-
porated the old and the new into
the re s e a rc h .

I n c reased client invo l vement also
t u rns out to be a huge benefit. I n
addition to the ability to observe
and contri bute directly to the
re s e a rc h , simply having a short e r
p roject helps clients to stay focused.
A project can be fielded in as little as
a we e k .Tr a n s c ripts of the session are
ava i l a ble immediately, with analysis
ava i l a ble in a few days rather than a
f ew we e k s .A short re s e a rch cycle
yielding up-to-the-minute inform a-
tion also makes it much more like l y
that a client can quickly apply what
has been learned right away to make
better business decisions.

A new view of re s p o n d e n t s
Online re s e a rch can also add enter-
tainment va l u e.This leverages one of
the main reasons people go online -
to have fun. Our customer satisfa c-
tion survey data consistently show s
that most of our re s e a rch part i c i-

pants enjoy participating in the
p ro c e s s . I find this re m a r k a bl e.

The traditional view of re s p o n-
dents has been almost adve rs a ri a l .
Most people don’t want to be both-
e red with survey s , this view holds, s o
we either have to provide an incen-
t ive or use large amounts of sample
to ove rcome the pro blem with bru t e
f o rc e.And to capture a re s p o n d e n t ’s
attention for a full hour is cert a i n l y
expected to re q u i re a substantial
i n c e n t ive.

I n d e e d , these traditional views are
t rue - when it comes to traditional
re s e a rc h . I t ’s no secret that ove r a l l
response rates for phone survey s , f o r
e x a m p l e, a re dropping alarm i n g l y.
Those who are studying this pro b-
lem are learning some intere s t i n g
things about today ’s re s p o n d e n t s .A s
some re s e a rc h e rs in fields like cus-
tomer satisfaction have known for
quite some time, the strongest moti-
vation for re s e a rch participation is
the desire to make a differe n c e, e s p e-
cially in areas that we care about
p e rs o n a l l y. Customer satisfa c t i o n
re s e a rch usually doesn’t re q u i re any
i n c e n t ive - customers are generally
willing to provide their opinions to
companies with whom they have a
re l a t i o n s h i p.

This principle of drawing on peo-
p l e ’s natural motivation to be help-
f u l , and their natural curi o s i t y, c a n
easily be applied outside of customer
re s e a rc h , as we found with our
b i o t e c h n o l ogy gro u p.These chemists
a re a natural commu n i t y, t h ey had
things in common that made them
i n t e rested in exploring the issues at
h a n d .All we really had to do wa s
c reate the opportunity for discussion
and then listen in.

As the Internet evo l ves we will
h ave more and more opport u n i t i e s
to leverage online activities for
re s e a rch purp o s e s . Online ethnogr a-
p hy, for example, is already emerg-
i n g . I expect that in the next few
ye a rs we will see the use of simu l a-
tions in re s e a rc h , and re s e a rch in the
f o rm of competitions or games.

The Internet already allows dire c t
o b s e rvation of consumer bu y i n g
b e h av i o r. Last month I was defining

a survey for a prospect who needs to
l e a rn more about how customers are
using an e-commerce Web site.
People visit, but not enough of them
d ownload the pro d u c t .We start e d
thinking about how we could design
a study to replicate this situation and
then we realized we didn’t have to -
all that’s needed is to point the
respondents in the right dire c t i o n ,
watch what they do, and ask them to
c o m m e n t .

A glimpse of the future
The next generation of Intern e t
re s e a rch will be driven by a new
u n d e rstanding and appreciation of
human behav i o r, both in general and
as it applies to online interactions.
The computer science community is
making interesting findings in the
a rea of computer-mediated conve r-
sation and the ways in which the
I n t e rnet is enabling new forms of
c o nve rsational practice.1 I expect
such findings will help to transform
our field.

Another trend I see having an
impact on re s e a rch is the grow i n g
use of multiple media at one time.
O ver 20 percent of U. S. c o n s u m e rs
a c ross all age groups say they are
regularly online while wa t c h i n g
t e l ev i s i o n .2 Te l evision adve rt i s e rs
h ave begun to take advantage of this,
as with the Super Bowl commerc i a l
that sent viewe rs online to see the
rest of the story - a superb use of
multimedia adve rtising that take s
a d vantage of our new mu l t i m e d i a
wo r l d . R e s e a rc h e rs can also leve r a g e
this deve l o p m e n t .

We are only at the beginning of
e x p l o ring this new medium of
I n t e rnet re s e a rc h . In another 10
ye a rs , online re s e a rch will have char-
a c t e ristics we can’t yet imagi n e. B u t
t h e re ’s no reason to wait until the
t r a n s f o rmation is complete. O n l i n e
re s e a rch is the right tool for the job
t o d ay.After all, business is re a l - t i m e.
W hy shouldn’t re s e a rch be re a l - t i m e
as well? |Q
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