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ME-tO-WE RESEARCH
From asking unreliable witnesses about themselves 
to asking people what they notice, believe & predict 
about others 

John Kearon 
Mark Earls

INtRODUCtION: tHE RISE OF “WE” 

in 2007, earls described 1 the emergence (in the literature 
and practice of management and political science) of 
what he called the “herd” or “social” perspective: that is, 
the conceptualising of human beings and human nature 
as first, foremost and last, social creatures. while the 
esomar congress awards committee acknowledged the 
credibility of this point of view in response to the award-
winning 2007 congress paper,2 at that point, the idea still 
represented for many a novel and far from universally-
accepted one. two years previously in 2005, the esomar 
congress awards committee also acknowledged the 
credibility of a real world application of “we” research 
in kearon’s paper on predictive markets and the wisdom 
of crowds.3 

since then, however, more and more voices have joined 
the “we” choir: high profile business writers such as clay 
shirky,4 don tapscott5 and charles leadbeater6 have all 
chronicled (and fuelled our interest in) the rise of mass 
collaboration; others, such as bill bishop7 have shown 
how population mobility can end in social fragmentation; 
equally, the continued growth of usage and the all-round 
ubiquity of the so-called “social media” (Facebook, 
twitter, youtube, sms and so on) has been documented 
widely and repeatedly (albeit with ever increasing 
estimates of the scale of the phenomenon). 

and few readers can have missed the social nature 
of the presidential campaign of barack obama: 
“it’s not about me, it’s about you” the candidate told 

packed audiences during the primaries, again and again. 
indeed, it is hard to think of three words which better 
encapsulate the “we” perspective than those that 
expressed the democrats’ strategy: “yes. we. can.” and 
they did, creating the largest ever Facebook group in just 
a few months and rewriting the rule book of american 
campaigning by managing to use a micro-financing 
approach to raise a war chest of small donations from 
the largest number of donors ever.

moreover, for many people, the global economic crisis 
has itself fuelled the popularity of “we”: on the one 
hand, the sheer greed and selfishness of those “me”-
players seen to be responsible for the financial crisis 
underscores the weaknesses of the “me” perspective, 
with bankers and senior executives living in a closed 
world of copying each other’s reckless behaviour without 
question or thought of consequence. perhaps the scale 
of the problems we face as a result of this has served 
to highlight the importance of collective or “we” action 
to address them. whether we like it or not, it seems 
“we” are in it together for now. much the same is clear 
in the face of the ever more urgent calls for action on 
climate change. 

MARKEtING RESpONDS tO WE

business has responded in its usual mixed style: for 
example in the music industry, some new businesses, 
such as streaming site spotify and established artists 
such as nin’s trent reznor, have pursued fundamental 
innovation in their businesses. others have merely 

92



93Copyright © ESOMAR 2009

CONGRESS 2009

pARt 3 / RESEARCH DIRECtIONS 

sought to squeeze the new methods into old models, 
resisting all attempts to rethink music lovers as social 
creatures who enjoy choosing and consuming music 
together with their peers. the sight of music executives 
calling loudly for enforcement of legal action on teen-
agers sharing files of the stuff they love and want to 
advocate to their peers is typical of the latter (and 
probably just as pointless as it sounds). 

market research’s response has been small and 
considered relatively fringe. a few of practitioners have 
been exploring and experimenting with data collection 
methods, collaborative panel research (e.g. p&g’s tremor 
panel experiments and perhaps less well-known, ray 
poynter’s collaboration with the uk home office in 
researching the id card policy initiative through online 
communities)8 or with collective prediction methodologies 
(e.g. brainJuicer,9 iowa electronic market, hollywood 
Xchange, infoserve, crowdcast) but often the response 
has been rather more conservative – squeezing this new 
map into older ones (as the adoption of neuroscience 
tools such as brain-scanning also do). in many ways, 
despite our claims for real innovation, the description 
of the social influence that “social media specialist” 
researchers (gapingvoid.com) seek to measure turns 
out to be strikingly close to the traditional tv-persuasion 
models that they seek to replace – highly connected 
“influentials” as the high rating tv slots of yore; 
recommendation and consumer advocacy as a more 
credible version of the old persuasion. 

whatever your position on the rights and wrongs of this 
particular set of practices, it is undoubtedly the case 
that, as an industry, we need to innovate faster than is 
currently the case: we need a better response to this 
shift from “me” to “we” and to explore what the benefits 
might be of a new way of looking and thinking. 

this is the spirit which inspires this paper. can we 
help describe – in practice as well as in theory – what 
mainstream market research would look like if it moved 
from “me” to “we” research?

what follows is our attempt to do just this – to describe 
a prototype toolkit for “we” research – and to be as 

much use as possible to the practitioner community, one 
that we have tested (to varying degrees). of course, we 
do not imagine that what is outlined here is in itself a 
prediction of how things might develop in methodological 
terms (that is for the community itself to work out over 
time through practice and through its own experiments); 
however, we do feel that it represents a good blueprint 
for the future and one which we are happy to follow 
ourselves. the point about this social thing is not to 
merely describe it but to change our practices. 

WE’RE UNRELIABLE WItNESSES tO OUR 
MOtIVAtIONS

current research dogma ensures that in the current 
“me” research, you must only ever ask me about me; 
my motivations, my behaviour, my aspirations, hopes, 
beliefs, what i would buy or not buy and the one thing 
you must never ask me about is what i think, notice 
or predict about other people. it is taken as self-evident 
that this is essential to getting to the truth and accuracy 
of insights, especially in quantitative research where 
the idea of asking what people notice or predict about 
other people would be regarded as a research no-no. 
however, two observations challenge this:

1. there’s an accuracy problem with Me research  
unfortunately, we’re unreliable witnesses to our own 
motivations. try as we might, human beings are often 
‘self-deceit machines’ – our true motivations are often 
hidden from us. For example, 50% of swedish men 
believe they are in the top 10% of best drivers in the 
country10 and we’re sure that this isn’t just a swedish 
male foible. in another well known experiment, a room 
full of 100 people are asked to imagine the iQ scores 
of everyone in the room distributed along an index of 
0-100. they are then asked to estimate where their 
own iQ would appear on the scale. in a classic display 
of our tendency to self-deceit, usually the lowest 
anybody in the group rates themselves is at the 50% 
mark, which obviously can’t be true as half the group 
must by definition be below that score. this result is 
not just down to our poor aptitude for mathematics, 
it is our collective disposition towards over-estimating 
our own abilities. also, almost all of us overestimate 
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our contribution to the groups to which we belong. in a 
classic experiment, couples were asked to estimate how 
long their relationship would last and then their friends 
and family were asked how long the couple’s relation-
ship would last. as you’ll have guessed by now, the 
couples all massively over-estimated the length of their 
relationships, with the friends and family being much 
more accurate).11 yet those with the most over inflated 
view of their performance at a given task are likely to be 
the least competent12 – we’re not nearly as aware as we 
should be of how wrong we can be about ourselves. 
robert burns put it beautifully: “o, to see ourselves 
as others see us.”13

so, when we ask people about themselves, we should 
remember we’re talking with unreliable witnesses, who 
may unwittingly lead us away from the truth. some 
critics point to the superficial nature of market research’s 
questioning tactics (e.g. Zaltman14) and propose a different 
and “deeper” angle of attack; others depend on a multi-
method or “bricolage” approach to get closer to what 
individuals do, hoping that by examining the elusive 
consumer phenomenon studied from a number of angles, 
the mystery might reveal itself; others again acknowledge 
the inherent problem of the unreliable witness but prefer 
to cling to the overall “usefulness” of their traditional 
practices (sometimes pointing to the internal consistency 
of their datasets and the tangible value of normative 
datasets); some, it has to be admitted, merely fall back 
on their own personal interpretative powers (e.g. as 
experienced and celebrity opinion pollsters).

yet, more and more, contemporary cognitive science 
is revealing the limited self-knowledge that we humans 
enjoy; kahneman and tversky’s15 two-speed model of 
mind, for example, suggests the importance of heuristics 
in our thinking.

2. An opportunity to tap our natural abilities for 
We research  
as social animals, we are a ‘we’ species and actually 
very good at noticing what other people are doing, 
sensing why they might be doing it and predicting what 
they will do. our cognitive abilities as social creatures are 
widely acknowledged (dunbar16) and humphrey17 both 

suggest that much of our mental abilities have evolved 
for the relatively large and sophisticated social groups in 
which we live) and not only in terms of the “wisdom of 
crowds” phenomenon (as discussed below): distributed 
memory (that is a group of individuals recalling some 
event together) helps us to recall details of a particular 
event better together than do most individuals. another 
form of what you might call “cognitive outsourcing” (by 
which we subcontract thinking activity to others in the 
group) is the widespread ability for “copying,” thought to 
be responsible for the transmission of ideas and cultural 
practices across populations18 (and thus for our success 
as a species). put more simply, at a more functional 
level, we are highly attuned to the social behaviours of 
others. one famous study (across 32 different cultures) 
demonstrates that however good a particular culture 
is at logic and deductive thinking, all cultures share the 
same ability to understand social rules and their trans-
gression (even rules from other cultures). 

the issue of unreliability seems hard to negotiate around. 
Quite quickly discussions of this kind of phenomenon 
become all-or-nothing: either we accept the slightly 
embarrassing limitations of asking consumers questions 
about themselves or, as some seem to be suggesting, 
we vote (like the turkeys of cliché) for our own festive 
demise. it can seem hopeless. 

but only if we assume that we have to ask individuals 
about themselves….

what if we were to repurpose our tools to get our 
research subjects to play to their strengths as social 
creatures, to tell us about those around them, rather 
than about themselves? to act not as unwittingly 
unreliable witness to their own delusions but instead as 
sophisticated social creatures with strong and accurate 
powers of observation of others?

A NEW MAp OF RESEARCH

Figure 1 is an attempt to summarise the map of “we” 
research methodologies. it is a mix of new initiatives and 
approaches and those which we have been road testing 
over a number of years. each strand represents our 
response to a particular we-insight.
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Method Insight
mass creativity co-creation & collaboration
mass ethnography social ability to observe others
mass prediction predictive wisdom of crowds
mass anthropology smart surfing of crowd data

at the lowest and broadest level of “we” research 
is what might be called “Mass Anthropology”. this is 
research that replaces formal respondents and fieldwork 
with smart observation of mass behaviour from the 
vast spewing of free data that now populates our world. 
applying interesting frameworks and clever statistical 
analyses to these mass behaviourial datasets can 
reveal rich insights, as demonstrated by steven d. levitt 
in his best selling book Freakonomics, showing amongst 
other surprising findings that americans who owned 
a swimming pool were significantly more at risk than 
those owning a hand gun.19 

at the next level up on the “we” research pyramid is “Mass 
Prediction”. esomar members will know of the well-
established decision-market concept test methodology 
built on the same kind of insights James surowiecki’s 
wisdom of crowds describes about our striking powers 
of collective cognition (how under the right circumstances, 
we are smarter together than the smartest individual). 
as kearon has repeatedly demonstrated in his work 
on the accuracy of predictive markets and others are 

beginning to follow (e.g. laurence bernstein in toronto, 
Jared heyman of infoserv, companies like crowdcast 
and long standing markets like the iowa electronic 
market and hsX, the hollywood stock Xchange), this 
thesis has shown how crowds can successfully predict 
winning concepts with greater discrimination than 
current approaches with targeted samples.

rather than asking me-questions of unreliable witnesses, 
the “we” research pyramid narrows to “Mass Ethno-
graphy”, where we want to explore people’s natural ability 
to observe their peers and what goes on around them. 
we all have this ability to some extent, so the idea is 
to find those who are particularly good at it, and see 
how good the amateurs can be by comparison with 
the ethnographic experts. 

lastly, at the top of the pyramid rests “Co-Creation”: the 
suite of co-creative collaborative techniques described 
leadbeater and shirky and the nature of creativity and 
how to produce it in large quantities (kearon).20 

let’s start at the bottom and work our way to the top.

MASS ANtHROpOLOGY: SMARt SURFING OF 
CROWD DAtA

one of the characteristic phenomena of the modern 
world is the explosion of data and datasets – a veritable 
data flood. each and every company continually 

FIGURE 1 
WE RESEARCH
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generates a huge amount of data, both from internal 
operations such as employee requests to activities and 
interactions with the outside world, data describing 
phenomena such as sales and customer comments/
requests. thanks to the internet, the amount of datasets 
that can be assembled from sources outside the 
company is enormous – from the frequency of use of 
particular keywords in academic journals or blogs to 
published rankings and charts on everything from baby 
names to record sales (bentley). indeed, more and more 
market and social research data is freely available on 
the web, not just at a headline level (e.g. edelman trust 
barometer) but at the raw data level (e.g. pew research 
or giving usa), and each annual or quarterly report can 
be easily assembled to produce a time-series, if the 
data owners have not already done so!

as nestle’s head of market research, denyse 
drummond-dunn, put it so succinctly, we are “drowning 
in data, yet thirsty for knowledge”. it seems we, our 
clients and data users persist in seeing the data glut as a 
problem, considering market research to be something 
that is defined by the collection of fresh data (be it 
behavioural or attitudinal or a mixture of both). but why 
not see these huge datasets, largely the product of the 
web, as the most extraordinarily potent, free data asset 
to be mined and analysed? with the right attitude, an 
investigative statistical capability and a little creativity, 
there are rich, revelatory insights to be found in this data. 
we have already seen the economics of the quantitative 
side of the industry squeezed by the adoption of online 
survey methods; perhaps we ought to start considering 
the end of our reliance on collecting data ourselves 
and make more use of what is already available?

Just as the experts in other fields (such as journalists) are 
finding themselves increasingly challenged by the wide 
availability of alternative choices (not just of professional 
options,21 so perhaps it is time we considered research 
without respondents?

RESEARCH WItHOUt RESpONDENtS

we set out on a short experiment: to demonstrate the 
idea of research without respondents: what we could 

learn as researchers about a topical issue – in this case, 
the spread of swine flu, both the medical virus as well as 
the idea of swine flu – using just freely available data?

of course, search engines such as google provide 
us with all kinds of information, both official and 
informational:

“…H1N1 is a new flu virus of swine origin that first 
caused illness in Mexico and the United States in March 
and April, 2009. It’s thought that… (it) spreads in the 
same way that regular seasonal influenza viruses spread, 
mainly through the coughs and sneezes of people who 
are sick with the virus, but it may also be spread by 
touching infected objects and then touching your nose or 
mouth. Novel H1N1 infection has been reported to cause 
a wide range of flu-like symptoms, including fever, cough, 
sore throat, body aches, headache, chills and fatigue. 
In addition, many people also have reported nausea, 
vomiting and/or diarrhoea (sic)”.22

and the more personal:

“Last week, after my wife and two kids had just returned 
from a vacation in Japan, we all got sick with influenza-
like symptoms. We went to the hospital, and there they 
downplayed the risk that this had anything to do with 
swine flu. Yet, they tested our oldest son and my wife, who 
had the most severe symptoms, and the results showed 
that my son was positive for Influenza A, while my wife 
was not. A second test confirmed that my wife did not 
have Influenza A. The test for Swine Flu takes ten days, 
and we expect to hear from them this coming week. In 
the meantime we have all had fever etc., but are now 
symptom-free and feel well”.23

one of the other great virtues of search engines such as 
google is that as well as helping find things distributed 
across the globe and the web, it can also reveal both 
the popularity of subjects across the globe (through 
mentions of a subject in on- and offline media) and the 
popularity of what is searched for by other users.

using a combination of these two aspects of free-
research we sought to describe and compare the 
spread of the real disease with the idea of the disease 
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(the medical vs. the mind virus, if you like), with some 
interesting results (see figure 2).

Figure 2 shows the position after the first 10 days from 
initial diagnosis of the virus in mexico: a handful of cases 
in the united states only. Figure 3 shows the position 19 
days after the initial diagnosis of the virus in mexico. 

however, the mexican government announces the 
problem on the 22nd of april. almost immediately after-
wards the mind virus spreads across the borders of the 
united states and mexico to canada and beyond, to all 
four corners of the world, while the medical virus itself 
was only confirmed to have spread to scotland, new 
Zealand, spain and germany. then on the 28th april 
the world health organisation (who) announced the 
pandemic level 5 alert, and within 48 hours the mind 
virus itself had spread to every country on the planet, 
including the smallest, poorest and most remote (in 
terms of media mentions and searches). (see figure 4.)

over the next 10 days, as more cases of the medical 
virus were confirmed in europe, china and latin 
america (as well as in countries closer to the original 
outbreak), the mind virus itself continued to propagate 
itself and mutate rapidly (even the name used to describe 
became a mixture of swine/pig/mexican flu and “h1n1”).

as the human hands and mouths that transmitted the 
idea virus did their work, all kinds of weird mutations 
came to light. the egyptian government slaughtered 
the pig population for fear that infections might spread 
through the mere presence of the animal supposed to 
be the cause of the outbreak. the chinese government 
effectively interned all mexicans entering the country 
whether they displayed signs of illness or not. meanwhile 
pork sales in the united states dropped by more than a 
quarter,24 as did sales of mexican food and it remains to 
be seen how long both take to recover. there was also 
the (somewhat misguided) use of facemasks and not just 

FIGURE 2 
MAp OF SWINE FLU At DAY 10
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FIGURE 3 
MAp OF SWINE FLU At DAY 19

FIGURE 4 
MAp OF SWINE FLU At DAY 30
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as plain surgical ones but also as a fashion statement. 
(see figure 5.)

by mining readily available datasets, not only had we 
demonstrated that the mind virus had outpaced the 
real one in terms of its spread from country to country, 
but that it seemed to be mutating much faster than the 
medical equivalent.

MAKING SENSE OF RESEARCH WItHOUt 
RESpONDENtS

however, what really excited us was how it forced us 
to look again at the kind of patterns the datasets threw 
up: what shape does a mind-virus have? From looking 
at searches for swine flu and susan boyle on google 
trends, the pattern seemed highly consistent across 
all countries; taking one week to peak and one week to 
drop back to very low levels which then continue for 
many weeks after. in marketing terms, this real-time 
research would suggest the need for the sort of rapid 
response marketing more familiar in the world of crisis 

management and pr. in reality once a story goes viral, 
it can probably at best only be directed and perhaps 
dampened or amplified depending on the desire and 
willingness to actively manage the press and internet 
information portals – perhaps akin to trying to hold 
back the tide? (see figure 6.)

how does that compare with the epidemiology?  
(see figure 7.)

in looking at the spread of ideas, we were driven back to 
comparisons with the work of academic anthropologists 
and other behavioural scientists who compare plots of 
different kinds of phenomena in order to understand 
how they are spreading.25 this, it seemed to us, was a 
skill set that we market researchers needed to develop 
further, the ability to understand and make sense of the 
form of these huge swirling free datasets floating around 
the internet or indeed, inside our own companies. 
much the same thing can be said of the many datasets 
hidden in research department files and on researchers’ 

FIGURE 5 
SWINE FLU FASHION MUtAtION
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FIGURE 6 
SUSAN BOYLE SEARCH tRENDS - MExICO

FIGURE 7 
SWINE FLU VS. MIND VIRUS
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hard-drives – these, too, are free data that we rarely 
rework; we’d most of us much rather look to collect 
new datasets, wouldn’t we?

the more behavioural data that is collected (why, because 
we can!), the greater the imperative for our community to 
embrace and develop such analytic techniques. indeed, 
mainstream research design of the future might involve 
more discussion of analytic techniques than of a particular 
data collection technology. that said, we also suspect 
that we will also have to get smart at understanding and 
applying new data capture technologies such as rFid tags 
(which might be used – e.g. if attached to beer-glasses 
in the experiments below – in capturing behavioural 
data streams).

MASS pREDICtION: pREDICtIVE WISDOM OF 
CROWDS

crowds are not traditionally associated with wisdom. 
the case against them has been succinctly put by a 
number of thinkers and writers. the fiercest critic of all 
was gustave le bon, whose polemic The Crowd: A Study 
of the Popular Mind (1895) rejected the rise of democracy 
and the idea that ordinary people could be trusted to 
make good collective judgements. he wrote, “in crowds 
it is stupidity and not mother wit that is accumulated”. 
so it is rather counterintuitive to accept that a group 
might somehow perform better in aggregate than the 
best individual performers. and yet this is exactly what 
James surowiecki showed was possible in his seminal 
book.26 so long as the crowd is diverse, independent 
and faithfully aggregated, it can be extremely accurate in 
its collective predictions. suroweicki shares the classic 
example of british victorian scientist, Francis galton, 
cousin of charles darwin, who was an unashamed elitist 
and appalled at the spread of democracy. galton was 
interested in figuring out what the “average voter” was 
capable of because he wanted to prove that the average 
voter was capable of very little. so he turned a classic 
competition at agricultural shows of the time, ‘guess 
the weight of the ox when it had been slaughtered and 
dressed’ into an impromptu experiment. he calculated 
the mean of the 787 contestants’ estimates, representing 
the collective wisdom of the crowd. if the crowd were 

a single person, that was how much they would have 
guessed the ox weighed and galton undoubtedly thought 
that the average guess of the group would be way off 
since most were not livestock experts. but he was 
wrong. the crowd had guessed that the ox, after it 
had been slaughtered and dressed, would weigh 1,197 
pounds. after it had been slaughtered and dressed, the 
ox weighed 1,198 pounds. in other words, the crowd’s 
judgement was essentially perfect. what Francis galton 
stumbled upon that day was the simple, but powerful, 
truth that is at the heart of ‘wisdom of crowds’: under the 
right circumstances, groups are remarkably intelligent, 
and are often smarter than the smartest people in them.

‘decision markets’ or ‘predictive markets’, are a classic 
example of ‘we’ research, enabling a diverse group to 
place their bets or cast their votes to predict what other 
people will do. these market mechanisms have been 
successfully utilised to predict the world as it will be in a 
number of different scenarios. the original and longest 
running is the iowa electronic markets (iem) founded in 
1988 to predict the outcomes of elections presidential, 
congressional, gubernational, and foreign. open to 
anyone who wants to participate, the iem allows people 
to buy and sell futures “contracts” based on how they 
think a given candidate will do in an upcoming election. 
over more than 700 elections, the iem has been more 
accurate than the most accurate poll, 75% of the time 
which is a dramatic finding, considering polling is the gold 
standard approach to election prediction. other examples 
include the hollywood stock exchange (hsX) which 
predicts box office returns for new films as well who will 
win the oscars. it scored a notable success in 2000, the 
year that The Wall Street Journal actively canvassed the 
members and predicted five out of the six top awards. 
however the hsX performed even better, picking six 
out of six, as well as picking 35 of the 40 nominees. 
the self-evident virtues of these decision markets have 
spawned others such as, newsFutures, tradesports, 
innovation Futures and the ill-fated u.s. government 
sponsored darpa market to predict what, where and 
when the next terrorist strike may occur (the market 
was closed due the adverse publicity surrounding the 
perceive gain from betting on such events).



102Copyright © ESOMAR 2009

CONGRESS 2009

pARt 3 / RESEARCH DIRECtIONS 

there are some smaller companies that now mirror 
this crowd-driven market behaviour – betfair.com and 
sporting index, both involved in sports betting, stocks/
shares. there are also a few examples of larger 
companies like hp setting up successful internal markets 
to predict which products to launch.

the first documented research application was our own 
predictive markets put forward in several papers dating 
from 2005 showing that a large group of 500 people 
(not the target audience), buying and selling notional 
shares in ideas, can predict the success of new concepts 
just as accurately as a scientifically sampled audience 
but with far more discrimination than conventional 
concept testing. 

in 215 head-to-head experiments across 12 different 
categories, we tested the accuracy of predictive 
markets against gold standard monadic or sequential 
monadic concept testing methods and concluded:

1. As accurate as Monadic testing 
the predictive markets have picked out the same top 
quartile concept winners as gold standard monadic 
concept testing. with sequential monadic the comparison 
has been a 0.85 correlation, which may say more 

about the accuracy of sequential testing rather than 
predictive markets. (see figure 8.)

the same approach has proved successful at predicting 
the results of public events, including the tv talent show X 
Factor, where the crowd predicted leona lewis’ success 
from the first week and early enough to beat the odds at 
the bookies. the crowd was also very wise in predicting 
the success of the christmas 2007 film achieving a 0.84 
correlation with first week book office sales. (see figure 9.)

2. More discriminating than Monadic testing 
predictive markets separates good from average ideas 
with far greater discrimination than conventional monadic 
concept testing. (see figure 10.)

3. Identifies potential breakthrough ideas 
the polarising ideas that a significant number of 
respondents think people would love, but an equal number 
think people would hate, may well highlight controversial 
ideas but ones with real potential. (see figure 11.)

4. Comparable across markets and categories 
unlike monadic concept testing which requires country 
and category norms to calibrate the results, predictive 
markets results in very little difference between countries 
or categories – see figure 12. 

FIGURE 8 
pICKING OUt tHE SAME WINNERS AS MONADIC tEStING
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MASS EtHNOGRApHY: SOCIAL ABILItY tO 
OBSERVE OtHERS

notwithstanding the enormous value created by these 
two approaches, we have long felt the importance 
of trying to find a way to put respondents to work, 
beyond the special circumstances required for collective 
prediction. we may be unreliable witnesses to our own 
motivations but we’re also super-social animals with 
terrific powers of observation. we wondered if there 
was a way of putting these talents to work. was there a 
way of turning “me” respondents into “we” researchers 
by asking them to try their hand at being amateur 
ethnographers? cultural anthropologist and ethnographer 
grant mccracken inspired us with a story he told us of a 
group of women he worked with in leaside, canada, who 
surprised him with their terrific ability to gather insightful 
observations for the project he briefed them on. 

we asked ourselves a really simple – almost naïf – 
question: if humans are unreliable witnesses to them-
selves and their own motivations, what are they reliable 
witnesses to? 

immediately, the answer was clear: human beings are 
really good at other people. as nobel laureate thomas 
schelling puts it, most human life consists of individuals 
responding to a context of other individuals responding 
to a context of other peoples’ responses (etc.)

another way of thinking about this is that if each species 
had to choose a specialist subject for a game-show, 
homo sapiens would choose “other people and what 
they do”. we are all equally equipped, each and every 
one of us, to observe the life of other people. 

FIGURE 9 
pICKING tHE WINNER
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FIGURE 10 
GREAtER DISCRIMINAtION VS. MONADIC tEStS

FIGURE 11 
MORE StABLE CROSS CAtEGORY NORMS
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FIGURE 12 
MORE StABLE CROSS COUNtRY NORMS

FIGURE 13 
IMpRESSIVE RECORD OF pREDICtING IN-MARKEt REALItY
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AMAtEUR EtHNOGRApHERS

our initial instinct was to see the methodological 
opportunity as some kind of replacement for quantitative 
survey work along the lines of the real-time tracking 
methodologies pioneered by e.g. blades and medeiros27 
(using the now ubiquitous mobile handset as a data 
collection tool). mass ethnography, we hoped, might 
provide us with a real time feed of what people saw their 
peers doing – a real time view from inside the crowd, 
if you like.

we were fired by conversations with that great champion 
of ethnographic techniques, grant mccracken of mit, to 
compare what our amateur observers of consumers 
would generate alongside that of a professional 
observer of people’s behaviour, a trained ethnographer, 
dr. Jane took. 

in order to make things easier we selected a highly 
topical behaviour, britain’s new national sport (binge-
drinking), and set our experiment for newcastle on 
tyne on the penultimate weekend of april 2009. some 
42 respondents were recruited both through traditional 
recruitment channels and later, other more pragmatic 
ones (e.g. university colleges); our ethnographer caught 
her train north. 

SOME EARLY SIGNS OF tROUBLE

early on in the recruitment process we started to be 
concerned. many of the traditional online recruitment 
channels had been more than happy to recruit 
“respondents”, but the idea of “participants” proved less 
popular and we struggled to build a sample through 
these channels. that said, it also underlined to us the 
importance of “fishing where the fish are” – of visiting 
the places where possible collaborators were likely to be 
lurking and talking with each other – student locations, 
Facebook groups, and so on. 

each respondent was recruited to observe their peers 
within certain times over the weekend and inform us 
by sms whenever they saw drinking going on around 
them, where they were and the atmosphere of the 
location. 

despite the simplicity of the tasks, the prompting and 
the incentives offered for frequent reports, the reporting 
rate was poor (c. four messages per participant in total 
over the weekend, with a range of 2 - 10). 

moreover, the verbal descriptions used by respondents 
proved less than illuminating and the photographic 
evidence provided by those with camera phones also 
failed to live up to our hopes for a visual record of the 
activities described. we felt that even those taking the 
photographs would be hard pushed to tell us where 
photographs had been taken and of whom, so indistinct 
were they.

by contrast, the report from Jane, our ethnographer, 
was clear, clean and insightful. the observations about 
the shift of energy from one type of bar to another at 
different points in the evening, of the different dress 
codes and drinking behaviour of different kinds of groups 
in different contexts painted a rich and colourful picture 
of drinking in the ‘toon on an april weekend’. 

we were stumped. had we really so over-estimated 
ordinary people’s abilities to observe and report their 
peers’ behaviour? had we completely misunderstood 
the opportunity for we-research in this area?

tIME FOR A REtHINK

the following week as we reviewed the data of our 
weekend’s experiments, we were driven back to 
review others’ use of similar approaches, both by our 
peers (e.g. blades and medieros) and by the greats of 
social science (e.g. mihaly csikszentmihalyi’s classic 
pager-prompted journaling technique28). 

it became clear to us that we had made two basic 
errors: first, we had not provided the kind of regular 
prompting and task-support that both these approaches 
use; second, while the task itself seemed simple to us 
(record whenever you see drinking going on around you 
and describe what is going on), to respondents it must 
have actually seemed particularly hard (and pointless): 
respondents’ vocabulary about drinking seemed limited 
and highly context-dependent (and therefore opaque to us 
as descriptive language). we had to think much harder 
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about research design from the respondent-user’s 
perspective (something we don’t normally spend much 
time on). 

BEWARE tHE UMpA LUMpAS

undeterred, we returned to the field the following 
weekend, with a refined methodological approach. this 
time, rather than ask respondents to perform a mechan-
ical task (reporting as and when), we were more explicit 
in our brief of their task: they were to act as “amateur 
ethnographers”, observing drinking behaviour in their 
world, and send us a short written report on what they 
had learned. in particular, we decided to use people’s 
natural gift for copying and share our professional 
ethnographer’s report as their training and briefing for 
the task. basically it was as simple as, “could you please 
give us a report like this, with your own observations of 
people’s drinking behaviour from this weekend?”

immediately, the nature and quality of the response 
changed. From a relatively high (but infrequent) response 
rate, we received a small number of eloquent and 
insightful ethnographic reports. 

not only were these insightful and generally consistent 
with the professional version, they also offered up useful 
texture that might otherwise be overlooked together with 
a fresh insight: the role of fancy dress parties in shaping 
and encouraging drinking behaviour in the city (hence 
the “umpa lumpas”29) . (see figure 14.)

these groups, often led and encouraged to excess by 
an appointed ringleader, serve not only to account for a 
significant volume of alcohol consumption themselves 
but also seem to act as a catalyst for the evening for 
everyone else in whichever bar they’re visiting. they 
tend to visit lots during the course of the evening, driving 
up consumption of everyone else by creating a ‘festival’ 
or ‘carnival’ atmosphere. 

FIGURE 14 
BEWARE tHE UMpA LUMpAS
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this, we felt, started to point to a practical use of “we” 
research: perhaps more qualitative than we had originally 
intended but incredibly useful for understanding what, 
for example, the binge drinking experience is like.  
it provided clues such as the umpa lumpas to new 
and as yet untried strategic opportunities – due to the 
unusual perspective from inside the crowd that more 
traditional “me” methods might struggle to deliver.  
it was a perspective very much like that generated by 
the british mass observation movement of the 1930s - 
1950s, which was one of our original inspirations.30 

FURtHER ExpERIMENtS IN MASS 
EtHNOGRApHY

while this outcome is far from perfect, it suggests a clear 
direction for further development. indeed, experiments 
are now underway which compare the effect of variations 
on the level of briefing for similar tasks. also, we are 
collaborating with participative game designers in order to 
learn how to transform the experience of such research 
into a more pleasurable one.

however, we have started to believe that not all respon-
dents are going to be equally good or equally interested in 
this kind of observing and journaling activity. therefore, it 
might be useful to develop a screening metric to identify 
truly gifted observers. we hope to report on this later 
in the year. 

MASS CREAtION: CO-CREAtION AND 
COLLABORAtION

the rise of co-creation, or crowd sourcing, is a potent 
symbol of our time and testament to the collective 
power enabled by the internet. the pro-am movement 
as labelled by authors such as charles leadbeater has 
notched up some impressive achievements. wikipedia, 
estimated to have taken 100 million man hours to build, 
is now the greatest repository of human knowledge ever 
accumulated, far outstripping any library ever created. 
Faris yakob, chief technology strategist at mccann-
erickson and noted commentator on social media, points 
out that even these 100 million man hours represents 
less than 1% of people’s cognitive surplus currently 
being devoted to watching television. the internet is 

persuading us to divert small slices of our surplus to 
creative endeavours that interest us; perhaps the fact that 
14 minutes of film are uploaded to youtube every minute 
is more evidence of how we’re choosing to spend our 
time? the explosion of social networking sites is another 
example of a co-created phenomenon, one that requires 
just simple participation but which collectively benefits 
from the network effect to be a rich resource and utility 
for its participants. in 2009 during the expenses scandal 
of uk members of parliament, the Guardian newspaper 
provided a beautiful example of the power of crowd 
sourcing when it asked people to share the enormous 
task of sifting through the detailed expense claims of 
the 646 mps. this is how it was positioned; “Investigate 
Your MPs Expenses. Join us in digging through the 
documents of MPs’ expenses to identify individual claims, 
or documents that you think merit further investigation. 
You can work through your own MP’s expenses, or just 
hit the button below to start reviewing.” 31 at the time of 
writing, the message on the site says; “we have 458,832 
pages of documents. 23,237 of you have reviewed 
202,328 of them. only 256,504 to go...”

another well known example of successful co-creation 
is linux, originally written by linus torvalds but added 
to, corrected and compiled by the community of 
coders. Quite some time ago, linux crossed out of the 
world of geeks and is now being used by many major 
multinationals for certain industrial-scale computing 
functions. perhaps less well known are the growing 
number of sites dedicated to harnessing our collective 
creativity for the benefit of multinationals as well as social 
projects. these include sites like nine sigma, who have a 
network of thousands of the world’s top scientists sharing 
ideas and solutions, to briefs from major multinationals 
in return for large rewards where they’re able to crack 
the problem. others like cambrian house focus more 
on smaller scale, entrepreneurial ideas but have none-
the-less demonstrated their capability to bring ideas to 
market. perhaps we should include in this movement, 
the micro-financing sites like kiva.com that enable social 
and commercial entrepreneurs to source financing for 
their ideas from a community of small investors and 
completely outside of the conventional money markets. 
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closer to the existing world of market research are 
online communities like communispace, virtual surveys, 
toluna and brainJuicer’s own Juicybrains innovation 
community, offering the clients the ability to connect with 
large numbers of people to generate insights and ideas 
for their brands. a more controversial example might 
be p&g’s tremor panel which enrols people as trusted 
advisors to the brand, knowing that feeling intimately 
involved in the brand can generate an advocacy which 
on a large enough scale can create a noticeable sales 
effect, the likes of which any multimillion dollar campaign 
would be proud.

the co-creation process may, however, be in danger of 
being misunderstood. whilst it’s true that a large number 
of people are involved in the final product, this can hide 
the fact that it is usually one highly creative person who 
originates the idea for others to shape and finish. in the 
case of wikipedia this was Jimmy wales and with 
linux it was linus torvalds. in the case of open-source 
innovation, it’s more obvious that usually one “creative” 
is behind the solution, even if many people submit ideas 
against the brief. in the example of goldcorp inc., rob 
mcewen (ceo) did something that no mining company 
had done before or since, which is to openly put their 
seismic data on an underperforming mine into the public 
domain with a challenge: we’ll show you all of our data on 
the red lake mine if you tell us where we’re likely to find 
the next six million ounces of gold. the prize: a total of 
$575,000, with a top award of $105,000. his reasoning: 
if he could attract the attention of world-class talent to 
the problem of finding more gold in red lake, just as 
linux managed to attract world-class programmers to 
the cause of better software, he could tap into thousands 
of minds that he wouldn’t normally have access to. 
he could also speed up exploration and improve his 
odds of discovery. in the end, a geologist called nick 
archibald who ran a company called Fractal graphics 
based in perth, australia won the prize with a piece of 
software they’d spent years developing, which delivered 
a powerful 3d graphical representation of the mine and 
highlighted the best areas to drill. Four of the five target 
sites have produced big gold finds and the red lake mine 
has become the richest gold mine in the world.

that some people are more creative than others has 
been demonstrated with various creativity tests, including 
one we developed at brainJuicer and shared in an 
esomar paper in 2005.32 but perhaps the mechanism 
of co-creation is a combination of creative talents, where 
one creative initiates and others contribute to the final 
success story and in the later stages potentially even not 
very creative individuals can play a part, just as in the 
guardian mps expenses investigation or even wikipedia 
where it’s more about people’s knowledge than their 
creativity.

a great example of the combination of creative talent in 
co-creation is the recently won netflix prize. in october 
2006 netflix, the movie rental company, announced 
that it would pay $1 million to the contestant who 
could improve the movie recommendations made by 
netflix’s internal software, cinematch, by at least 10%. 
in other words, the company wanted recommendations 
that were at least 10% closer to the preferences of 
its customers, as measured by their own ratings. 
(cinematch analyzes each customer’s film-viewing habits 
and recommends other movies that the customer might 
enjoy. more accurate recommendations increase netflix’s 
appeal to its audience.) on June 26th, 2009 a team led 
by at&t research passed the 10% mark. now the really 
interesting thing about this team is it was composed of 
two of the previously leading teams, who were close to 
the 10% but couldn’t crack it alone. they decided to pool 
their efforts and fuse their different approaches and as 
a result they have cracked the 10% and unless one of 
the other teams surpasses them in the next 30 days, 
they will win the $1 million prize.

INItIAL CONCLUSIONS

as market researchers our mission is to seek the 
truth, understand consumers and correctly predict 
their behaviour. central to all our tools has been the 
belief that the best way to elicit the truth is to observe 
or ask individuals for their own opinions, motivations 
and predicted behaviour. the paper has questioned this 
central market research belief, showing that we are often 
unreliable witnesses to our own motivations, we often 
don’t know why we do what we do and we can be poor 
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predictors of our own behaviour. on the other hand, as 
super-social animals we’re good observers of others, 
in order to be able to fit in by copying – remember, 
we could easily be called homo-mimicus. this paper 
has hopefully outlined what “we” research might look 
like. “me” to “we” research will require new tools, 
approaches and thinking and this paper is our attempt to 
share a start point for a new philosophy, lexicon, tools, 
approaches and evidence for “we” research. running 
from smart observation of mass behaviour involving 
the largest number of people at the bottom of the “we” 
research pyramid, through mass prediction, large scale 
ethnography to co-creation at the top, we hope it has 
persuaded you of the potential value of moving from 
asking people about themselves to what they notice and 
predict about other people. 

some readers may feel slightly giddy: what happened to 
good, old-fashioned survey techniques, to interviewing 
people, to polishing our samples and our questionnaires? 
surely, we don’t have to throw all our market research 
techniques out of the window, do we? it seems such 
a waste and quite hard work, doesn’t it? and for such 
uncertainties, compared to our tried and trusted methods?

however, this would be to misunderstand the purpose 
of this paper and what we are proposing: our aim has 
been to outline our experiments – new and old – to 
evolve a whole range of market research methodologies 
to embrace the challenges of the times, both intellectual 
and economic, and in particular to embrace, rather than 
resist the increasingly widely accepted view of human 
beings as social or “we”-creatures. of course, every 
industry and community of practice is also challenged by 
the most tangible contemporary product of our shared 
we-nature – the internet. the music and entertainment 
industries are having to rethink their products and their 
business models on-the-run (rather than in the slow 
and considered manner they and we would prefer); 
much the same is true of both journalism and the media 
at large; of advertising and marketing; of public policy 
and of technology; of education and medicine, alike (as 
the business guru ck prahalad observes in his most 
prescient work, The Future of Competition). 

what we hope to have done – together, appropriately 
and as the good social creatures we are – is to offer 
our practical experience and example to the rest of 
our community so that it might seem just a little less 
challenging to embrace the “we” inside (and out). 
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