Doing Good Research
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Children's Research is special.

We shape the image of kids that companies create the world for.  No set of institutions has a more profound effect on shaping children in today's society than the companies that make and distribute product and entertainment.  Not churches, not government, not even schools.

We also do the hardest kind of research there is.

Kids are the toughest population for adults to understand - abstract minds seek abstractions which aren't there in concrete consumers.

Kids don't understand themselves - so they can't give us the underlying reasons for what they do.

Prediction is notoriously poor (it is bad enough with adults.

We have 5 key constituencies - and must be responsible to all of them.

· Kids

· Parents

· Our companies

· The research industry

· Society as a whole

Kids - we have obligations to them as respondents in research, and as the consumers of our companies' products.   Kids are a special population, one that is easily swayed and highly vulnerable.  We must all be protective of them.

Parents - they are the direct purchasers of many children's products, and the play a pivotal role in the re-purchase cycle of many more. Their aspirations, affections and fears for their children need to be understood and respected.

Companies - who we work for and who pay for our research.  We need to give them information that they will find actionable.  But we need to do more than that. For many companies, we are the primary source of what they know about kids and kids' society.  If we learn that what they make and what they communicate has a larger effect on kids, for good or for ill, they need to know that.  They won't find it from anyone else.

The industry.  Consumer research is under assault for inaccuracy, venality, and irrelevance. (accusations that are too often deserved.)   

The line between sales promotion and research is getting blurred (go to any kid marketing conference to see what I mean).  All the false claims, oversell, and "secret" knowledge that is being pandered off as research undercut people's trust in all that we do. If we act like hucksters, people will regard our work as sham. 

The position of research within corporations is eroding, too.  Too much bad research design, too many research findings stretched by people who want it to prove things it cannot support, too many wrong predictions, have led many to discount the whole business and to rely instead on intuition and judgment.  Research budgets have shrunk.  Respect for researchers has declined. 

[Part of the trouble may come from research having changed its role within corporations.  It was first an executive function through which top management could assess the inconvenient realities and uncomfortable truths of the real world.  But over time, in more and more companies,   it subordinated itself to the marketing division - and become a partisan player in internal corporate battles.  Gilbert Sabater, a distinguished researcher whose career spans back to the early days of market research, makes this point very forcefully.]  

Society as a whole - whose future will be a product of what we learn and how we apply it.   People are especially protective of their children - so our field gets a lot of attention - 

Each of these constituencies has its own needs and demands.  For each, we have to do good research.

"Doing good research" puts us, in children's research, under two commandments:

Do good.   

Do research that works.

Doing Good 

The basic rules, I think we would all agree on:

Do no harm.

Cause no pain.

Don't lie, spy or pry.

Get parent permission.

Let parents review the questionnaire.

Let parents observe.

In our roles as child researchers, we (and our clients) are responsible not just for a company's consumers, or for the average kid, or the healthy kid.  We are responsible for all the kids in our society - including, most especially, the ones most at risk, the ones most vulnerable.

Doing good is more than following a list of do's and don'ts, and more than pious posturing of good intent.   Doing good is best learned by example, not by rule books.  It is as much a matter of instinct as of conscious design. 

We should publicize good research.  What about awards, etc… maybe like the David Ogilvy Awards?

Also have forums for children's researchers to build collegial connections - outside the range of our employers and clients - where we can share our stories with each other, and give reinforcement for doing the right thing even when we pay a price for doing so.

Doing research that works

Some principles I follow when I design a study….

Use Their Existing Repertoire.   Find out what kids do spontaneously, when they interface with your product or marketing - and build your instruments around that.  Not surprisingly, I often study pointing, grabbing, and direction of gaze to be very useful things to look at when studying kids.

Study them in natural contexts.  Kids are extremely responsive to the settings they are in.  What they are drawn to in one context is often not what they are drawn to in another.  When possible, look at how they act in the places you want to know about: in stores, in lunchrooms, in their own kitchen, or in their own bedrooms.  When that is not possible, at least set things up in such a way that it is easy for them to visualize the setting you are interested in: a display shelf like one in a store with competing products, a rug on the floor next to a toy chest, a couch in front of a TV, or whatever.  Role playing can also help you get kids' heads into the scene you want to study.

Study them in their natural social groupings.  How kids think and feel and act is deeply affected by who they are with.  Find out how the product you are studying is usually learned about, acquired and used.  Who are kids with at each of these stages?  Those are the people you should interview them with: A parent? A sibling? A best friend? A group of classmates? Most qualitative interviewing is done with groups of strangers.  Too bad that most products are not consumed in that setting.

For most choices, look for what kids find appealing rather than what their most-favorite is.  There is very solid research showing that for most products, kids' "most-favorites" are very erratic - changing from moment to moment, and are poorly predictive of the actual choices they make.  Of pivotal importance, however, is whether kids find a product appealing - whether it is one they would like to have or not.  

Ask questions they can answer readily.  If kids have to stop and think before answering your question, you can be quite sure you to find out about something that doesn’t often happen in the real world.  Most of the time, kids do their everyday consumer behaving without stopping to think and analyze. 
Rely on kids to do what they do best: behave.  Use grownups to do analysis.    Kids' "explanations" of their own behavior is often misleading.  Even when it sounds reasonable.  We know how hard it is as adults to understand what motivates use or what the attributes of different products are that catch our attention and draw us in.  For children, who conceptualize things so concretely, it is almost impossible.  Ask them why they like something and they will give you an answer, but that answer will be generated on the spot, and will most likely be a description of how it looks to them right then. (I like it because it is yellow….)

Ask kids (under the age of 9 or so) about what things are, not what they are like.  They don't put the world together that way.  They put it together around identities.  Things are "the same" or "different"   not "more alike" and "more different."  They may answer your 5 point rating scales, or your carefully-phrased inquiry into some comparison, but their answer will not mean what it appears to mean, and it is not likely to predict their behavior in the real world.

Beware of "cool."   This word is used a lot by kids, marketers, and researchers.  But it is very slippery and can be seriously misleading.   Younger kids often mean something very different by it than older kids (say 10+) do. For younger children, what is cool is what is most popular.  Cool is actually what is "hot" in both the fad and the media sense.  It has high recognition value and generates high excitement.  They get gushy and uninhibited about stuff they call cool.  But for kids getting closer to the teen years, "cool" is the opposite of this.  Cool is what no-one else does.  It is understated and inhibited and symbolizes maturity, emotional control, and independence from the crowd.  You can ask kids what they find to be cool, but be sure you know what meaning they are using when they give you an answer.

Following these principles means that the research I do is hard to standardize.  Each project needs to be thought through and designed from the ground up - building from the age of the market, the product category, the available stimuli, and the research needs.  It is all part of the challenge of doing good research.

