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case history

By Ruth Sando
and Donna Sweeney

Shedding new light on
an old flame

S

herlock Holmes’ enduring popularity with re a d e rs arises
f rom the excitement of watching him build important
i n f e rences from close observation of the details aro u n d
him.While his alter ego,Watson, looks at things and sees
nothing, Holmes extracts the re l evant information that

leads to the solution of the crime. Readers recognize that there is
nothing magical about this process, and with good powers of observation and analysis, they could appear to be just as smart. Such is the
i n d u c t ive re s e a rchmethod at work.
Ethnography, a research tool that is based on an inductive research approach,
can produce exciting new findings for product developers, marketers, market
researchers and advertisers.The current generation of market researchers has
expanded the qualitative toolkit to include
ethnography in consumer research.The

SC Johnson uses ethnography to
find fresh ideas for candle
products

process of observation and interviewing in
context, often with video and audio taping
as well, has become fairly standard. It does
this in the same way Holmes produced his
successes - deep attention to what is happening, without imposing assumptions, until the

data reveals the meaning.
Editor’s note: Ruth Sando is senior
associate at the Washington, D.C., office
of Barbara Perry Associates, an
ethnographic research firm. She can be
reached at 202-232-7801 or at
ruthsando@aol.com. Donna Sweeney is
associate research manager for the
Consumer & Product Insights Group at
SC Johnson, Racine,Wis. She can be
reached at 262-260-6867 or at
dlsweene@scj.com.

Ethnographic research needs to be approached in a way that maximizes the
benefit of its inductive process and helps participants feel comfortable with the
process. Otherwise, its open, interpretive and seemingly unstructured means of
analysis can become a liability. In such cases, when the data has been collected,
there are two types of problems that may develop. Some people will have
already heard enough to have decided what the “solution” is, and then become
disengaged. Others may feel overwhelmed by the quantity and diversity of the
data and develop “analysis paralysis.”
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So how can you ensure that projects not only conclude successfully,
but also produce maximum va l u e
for the organization? If you look to
the literature, the amount published
on qualitative re s e a rch is va s t , bu t
much of it appears to focus more
on the data collection and pro j e c t
management than on how to handle the data after it is collected.The
analysis stage of the pro j e c t , particularly in a fast-paced business enviro n m e n t , is as crucial as collecting
the right data. But it is perhaps not
surprising that fewer writers address
the challenges of analysis. Good
analysis is a thoughtful and interp re t ive process, but one that is syst e m a t i c, i t e r a t ive and improved by
structure even though the opposite
appears to be true because of its
initially unstru c t u red nature.
Our experi e n c e, as shown in a
recent pro j e c t , points out the
importance of an analytical process

that re s e m bles a funnel, one that has
a ve ry wide top and a narrow
spout. In other wo rd s , one needs to
m a ke sure that the approach is ve ry
b road at the beginning, but
becomes ve ry tight and focused at
the end.
To illustrate this appro a c h , we
will use a recent ethnographic project at SC Jo h n s o n .The objective
was to produce new ideas for an
old, commoditized product line. As
will be shown, key elements of this
p rocess included putting together a
diverse team from the organization,
talking to consumers on the fringe
of some key trends, i t e r a t ive
debriefings which allowed for
themes to emerge, making use of
state-of-the-art analytical tools, and
keeping the focus on an actionabl e
o u t c o m e.
Setting the stage - making
something old new again

While there is no historical re c o rd
of the first candles used by man, the
earliest evidence of candle use dates
from the fourth century B. C.
Candles have undergone many
t e c h n o l ogical changes in the centuries since their early use, but they
still consist of a wick of some sort
and an energy source such as the
wax used for candles today.The
current candle market is highly
c o m p e t i t ive, saturated and becoming increasingly commoditized. So,
how does a company with a pro duct that has been around for centuries gain ideas for developing the
next generation of that product in
such a challenging marke t ?
The candles re s e a rch team at SC
Johnson tackled this ve ry pro blem.
T h ey decided to utilize the ethnographic approach to gain a deeper
understanding of candle usage and
meaning directly from consumers.
The ultimate goal of the re s e a rc h
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was to identify and describe consumer need states surrounding the
experiential aspects of this pro d u c t
in several key are a s .These needs
would then be used to drive ideas
for new products and next-generation candles. An additional goal,
howeve r, was to structure the project so that it would provide the
context for aligning the organization around a future vision by collectively living through the re s e a rc h
p ro c e s s .This second benefit of having a team approach to analysis creates the buy-in of the team members. Many times things like this are
done by a few people and the
results are just arc h ived.This was a
d i f f e rent story.
Fo l l owing the funnel analog y, a
b ro a d , a cross-functional pro j e c t
team was formed that was led by
SC Johnson’s Researc h ,
D evelopment & Engineering
Department, with the assistance of
Barbara Perry Associates.The project team also included members
from the marketing and marke t
re s e a rch departments and the comp a ny ’s adve rtising agency. Inclusion
of team members from these part i cular functions was designed to
allow the project to be as inclusive
as possible during the collection
and analysis phases of the re s e a rch.
The objective was to create ow n e rship of the findings among all team
members, especially key stake h o l ders and decision-make rs.
The data - building blocks of
creativity
The first steps in the project we re
c a refully planned to ensure both
e f f e c t ive use of the team and collection of a maximum amount of
data.The re c ruitment of team
members was followed by a brief
training session to produce alignment on the re s e a rch process, create
a focused re s e a rch guide and articulate commonly held assumptions
within the company on candles and
candle uses.This last activity produced team awa reness of the “lens”

t h rough which they would be filtering the data and helped them put
aside pre-existing biases.
Respondents re c ruited for this
study had to be heavily invo l ved in
candle use and also be considere d
“leading edge” on several key
l i f e s t y l e, b e h avioral and attitudinal
t re n d s . Respondents we re interviewed in their homes for an
extended period of time and completed homework before h a n d .The
f l ow of the interv i ew was to first
understand their lives and va l u e s
and then understand how the pro duct fit into that context.The interview guide mainly served to ensure
that we eventually cove red all the
categories and that all the interviews would have a basic set of data
in common. Howeve r, by opening
the control of the interv i ew to the
respondent, we obtained a va riety
of information that was broader and
led the re s e a rch in new and unexpected dire c t i o n s . C re a t ivity in this
project rested on the collection and
organization of a wide va riety of
data that would allow the team to
expand its thinking about the pro duct category and pull in fresh
insights about the way people had
adapted it to their needs and attitudes. Our most important data
consisted of notes, audiotapes,
videotapes and pictures from inhome interv i ews as well as re s p o ndents’ h o m ework assignments (log s
and collages).
In addition to what was collected
in the field, the team also identified
t wo other sources of data during
the planning meeting that prove d
extremely va l u a ble during analysis.
The first was a collection of a wide
variety of candle products already
on the market that had been gathe red for a different pro j e c t .The second was a pre - s c reened set of old
product ideas that, for one re a s o n
or another, had not made it to marke t .Transcriptions of audiotapes
became the basis for our thematic
analysis during the next phase of
the pro j e c t , which was our final

team debriefing and idea generation session.
Coding and organizing:
working through the funnel
The data analysis can make or bre a k
a pro j e c t , because the original data
t h e m s e l ves provide us with rich
text. It is the re s e a rc h e r ’s challenge
to take that data and create meaning, n ew directions and actionable
implications for the organization.
Continuing with our funnel analogy, the data analysis began in a way
that was broad and inclusive.
It was a continuous pro c e s s .We
held lengthy team rev i ews and discussions after our interv i ews in each
city.This “ rolling debrief ” p ro c e s s
allowed themes, categories and new
questions to evo l ve. In addition to
sharing what had been seen and
heard, team members visited store s
in each city and brought back samples that conveyed some element of
what was being learned. At the end
of the last debriefing, we we re re a d y
to begin the process of moving
t owa rd the so-what challenge.
To begin this move, we needed to
let the team work collaborative l y
t h rough the data. Most of the team
members realistically could only
d evote a ve ry limited amount of
time to this effort, due to the
demands of their jobs. So a core
team of re s e a rc h e rs took the themes
that emerged from the ro l l i n g
debriefing sessions and, using
N V ivo (a qualitative softwa re package from QSR International) cre a ted an online coding structure, with
a tree logi c, that incorporated all of
the categories that had been discove red by the team plus any that
emerged during this coding
process.The softwa re allowed us to
create re p o rts that sorted quotes
a c ross all interv i ews related to any
one code.This “horizontal” look at
the interv i ews made it possible to
c ross-check the categories we had
d eve l o p e d . Did any look like they
included material that was not really related? We re new sub-categories
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needed? We could also look for diff e rences based on sorting the interv i ews by age or geography or any
other basic segments that might
seem useful.This was really the
period of hy p o t h e s i s - bu i l d i n g . The
rest of the team had the voices fro m
the interv i ews in their minds as
t h ey went about their days and this
became a period of fresh insights
and deeper thinking about the data.
Team analysis and ideation:
t h rough the funnel we go
After two weeks of coding the data
and generating the verbatims organized into themes, it was time to
re a s s e m ble the full team and work
through to the so-what at the end
of the funnel.The team analysis
took one day, which was made possible through careful planning and
the use of materials that had alre a d y
been organized and re f i n e d .To
re c reate the interv i ew experience,
we watched videotapes of the most
important clips chosen for each
interv i ew.The room had posters
made up of the collage materials
c reated by consumers prior to our
home visits.The softwa re allowed us
to create sets of consumer verbatims
that team members could work on
bro ken out by several coded categories. Using this material to determine the implications for new
product ideas was a much easier task
than working with the original
interv i ews would have been. At the
same time, because of their invo l vement in the field, work team members we re ve ry familiar with all the
interv i ews and could evaluate the
importance of concepts ove r a l l .
Each team was challenged to take
its set of coded interv i ew material
and identify the underlying theme,
the consumer need that was re l eva n t , and product ideas that wo u l d
meet the need.This was done by
scanning ve r b a t i m s , cutting out the
most compelling, pasting them on
flip chart paper along with their
summary of the theme, need and
p roduct ideas.This exe rcise was the

most challenging for the teams,
requiring them to pull together
their insights in a ri g o rous way.
Each team generated as many as
they could in an allotted time, and
then re p o rted back on what they
had identified by presenting their
information to the rest of the
gro u p.This is when the strongest
themes began to emerge.
On the second day, to stimu l a t e
team cre a t iv i t y, we moved to
rev i ewing and evaluating the pro duct samples that had been collected.
Each team member selected his or
her three favo rites, based on eve rything they had learned, and then
explained to the group the particular physical product characteristics
that we re va l u a ble or meaningful.
The team then moved to an eva l u ation of old product concepts and
applied a similar process of eva l u ation and discussion to these ideas.
We found that some of these ideas
we re pro b a bly ahead of their time
and may be wo rth re c o n s i d e ring.
By analyzing product samples and
old product ideas in the context of
what consumers we re telling us, the
team was able to make their thinking more tangible.
These two exe rcises took us to
the bottom of the funnel - re c o mmendations for new pro d u c t s .The
team members moved smoothly to
this stage, and true ideation started
to flow naturally.T h ey had many
ideas for new pro d u c t s , all backe d
by the analysis that they had gone
t h ro u g h . A l t og e t h e r, the team produced numerous product ideas in a
re l a t ively short period at the end of
this day.These we re then rev i ewe d
for technical feasibility.Those
determined to be technically feasible we re moved on to the concept
development and testing phase for
n ew product ideas.The number of
v i a ble product ideas generated
using this process (that is, e t h n ography followed by shared analysis and
brainstorming) far exceeded that
produced by typical brainstorming
sessions. Again, due to the shared

experiences of the team, the
momentum is still there to move
these initiatives forwa rd.
Lessons learned
Analysis is often glossed over in discussions on re s e a rc h , and certainly
in discussions on innova t i o n . But
analysis is the heart of what we are
doing - taking information and
squeezing out insights and implications. P roject planning should focus
particularly closely on this stage.
Care should be taken early on to
begin identifying existing assumptions and knowledge that may be
challenged by new findings. In
e t h n ographic wo r k , the data is used
for hypothesis-building - a ve ry
cre a t ive process which needs time
to be effective. The re s e a rcher mu s t
obtain some distance from the data,
after initially becoming familiar
with it. Meanwhile, the brain is
reworking the information and creating a new framewo r k , n ew questions, relationships and insights.The
cre a t ive conclusions are formed they may come while driving to
wo r k , taking a shower or waking up
in the morning. But they will
emerge if space is created for this
process.
It also helps to pre p a re care f u l l y !
Elements that can be arranged
ahead of time all relate to the
“broad” category. Putting together
a dive rse team from the organization, making use of analytical tools,
l e aving space in the schedule for
contemplation, scheduling activ i t i e s
that broaden team thinking and
keeping the focus on an actionable
outcome all contribute to a successful pro j e c t . The end result is
alignment, commitment and energy, in addition to the new pro d u c t ,
service or direction that was the
p roject goal.The shared experience
that team members have undergone
and their ultimate convergence on
a conclusion is irreplaceable in
p roducing energy and commitment.Who said analysis was a
tedious task? | Q
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