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How do you know when you have a new product opport u-
nity? Observations can often suggest that new pro d u c t
o p p o rtunities are lurking in the collected data.T h e

p rocess of going from observation to insight is not an easy one. I t
re q u i res a heavy dose of what Edwa rd de Bono (1970) called lateral
t h i n k i n g , m oving from rational calculation to imagi n a t ive leaps to
the possibl e.

C o n s u m e rs themselves are not always conscious of what new
p roduct innovations would actually address their own wants and
n e e d s .T h ey often believe that the currently ava i l a ble product offer-
ings are as good as anyone can find.When questioned dire c t l y
about their wants and needs, c o n s u m e rs tend to offer complacent
clichés - lower pri c e,m o re per package, d i f f e rent colors - that
h a rdly yield conceptual bre a k t h roughs and revo l u t i o n a ry innova-
t i o n s .

This article describes the types of observations that should
i n s p i re re s e a rc h e rs to think about the opportunities that may be
revealed when we watch people in their roles as consumers . It sug-
gests that people’s behav i o rs may be better clues to what they wa n t
and need than their expressed opinions.Ten categories of observa-
tions or behavioral clues that should set innova t o rs thinking are
outlined here.

• O b s e rving a pattern of product
usage reveals process steps. W h e n
e t h n ogr a p h e rs pay close atten-
tion to consumers while the lat-
ter are using a pro d u c t , t h e
re s e a rc h e rs can observe the
stages through which re s p o n-
dents go from intention to satis-
fa c t i o n .The steps may begi n
when materials are assembl e d
and homemake rs change cloth-

ing as they start a household clean-up, and they end as homemake rs
a d m i re the shiny results of their scru b b i n g .The steps consumers go
t h rough from beginning to end usually reveal clues to expectations,
f e a rs , doubts and wishes.

P rocess steps in the laundry are exceptionally reve a l i n g . B e f o re
using their washing machines, c o n s u m e rs go through the task of
s o rting clothing according to anticipated pro blems and wishes.
Whites are separated from colored garments because of fears about
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c o l o rs running and ruining the
whites or because of expectations
that white wa s h a bles need extra
attention with chlorine bl e a c h .
Some homemake rs re m ove heav i l y -
stained articles of clothing duri n g
the sorting process in order to tre a t
them with additional pro d u c t s ,
such as stain re m ove rs or pre - s o a k s .

Paying attention to the pro c e s s
has certainly yielded more than a
fair share of innova t i o n s , such as
n o n c h l o rine bl e a c h . C o n t i nuing to
seek possibilities in observations of
p rocess can take the category eve n
f u rt h e r.QualiData ethnogr a p h e rs
we re surp rised when a study of
l a u n d ry practices in Tu r key
revealed that wo m e n , f o l l ow i n g
Islamic custom, separated men’s
g a rments from those of wo m e n .
This observation suggested innova-
tions that could address the needs
and expectations of consumers in
this marke t , which we re not being
met by ava i l a ble brands.

• Consumers make mistakes. Pe o p l e
tend to blame themselve s , D o n
N o rman (1990) has noted, w h e n
t h ey make mistakes while using a
p ro d u c t .T h ey naively accuse them-
s e l ves of lacking experi e n c e, n o t
reading the directions care f u l l y
e n o u g h , or just not having enough
skill with technolog y.

M i s t a kes usually occur when the
p roduct does not make itself
instantly unders t a n d a bl e, w h e n
u s e rs ’ stock of knowledge cre a t e s
c o n t r a d i c t o ry expectations, o r
when their mental images of the
ways things are supposed to wo r k
a re violated by product operation.
These pro blems with usability and
a re a d a ble user interface do not
happen only with computer pro-
gr a m s , cell phones and V C R s .
C o n s u m e rs make mistakes when
t h ey use all kinds of pro d u c t s , a n d
watching these usually prov i d e s
fuel for new product adaptation
and innova t i o n .

S everal ye a rs ago, when we
o b s e rved consumers using insecti-
cide baits, we we re surp rised to

watch as they used insecticide
s p r ays at the same time, a huge mis-
t a ke that in effect deactivated the
p ro d u c t . Baits are supposed to wo r k
by attracting several ants or ro a c h e s
to feed in their interior space and
then walk out to their nests and
contaminate the entire colony with
the poisons that adhere to them
d u r ing their visit to the bait.T h i s
operational process confused many
c o n s u m e rs whose expectations
we re for the insects to become
trapped inside the bait or to have
such a powerful attractant in the
bait that many ants and ro a c h e s
would want to feed within.T h ey
also expected that the cri t t e rs
would be dying and injured as they
m a rched back to their nests.T h e
solution was a more easily under-
s t a n d a ble process for arming the
b a i t s .

• Consumers combine products in
n o vel way s. When commerc i a l l y
ava i l a ble products do not perform
as expected or do not prov i d e
d e s i red benefits, c o n s u m e rs adapt
on their own by combining pro d-
u c t s .When smart ethnogr a p h e rs see
this happening, t h ey should sense
an opportunity for line extensions
and product innova t i o n s .

When we we re watching con-
s u m e rs clean their counters and
f l o o rs several ye a rs ago, we noticed
something intere s t i n g :
H o m e m a ke rs we re adding house-
hold bleach to their accustomed
cleaning pro d u c t s . One wo m a n
combined liquid dish detergent
with chlorine bleach to clean cut-
ting boards and tabl e t o p s .W h e n
e t h n ogr a p h e rs probed for the
re s p o n d e n t s ’ goals and intentions,
the response was not surp ri s i n g ,
c o n s i d e r ing the context. R e c e n t
n ews re p o rts had been filled with
d i re wa rnings about bacter ial cont-
amination of food pre p a r a t i o n
a re a s . C h i c ken infected with e. c o l i
b a c t e ria had recently sickened sev-
eral people and homemake rs we re
p aying close attention to new s
re p o rts recommending bleach as a

way to reduce the possibility of
c o n t a m i n a t i o n .

The deeper understanding that
emerged from these observa t i o n s
made it clear that consumers we re
seeking antibacterial benefits. U n t i l
that point, a n t i b a c t e r ial pro d u c t s
we re a re l a t ively small niche, c o n-
fined to infant care or associated
with sick-room clean-up. A soap
m a r keter had recently intro d u c e d
an antibacterial product pro m i s i n g
enhanced deodorant benefits. O u r
o b s e rvations convinced the client
that a broad spectrum of pro d u c t s
p romoting antibacterial outcomes
could capture considerable con-
sumer attention. M o re ove r, t h e
c l i e n t ’s brand equity and pro d u c t
f o rmulation already we re consistent
with the sanitizing benefits con-
s u m e rs we re seeking.T h ey had
only to remind shoppers that pro d-
ucts currently ava i l a ble for cleaning
c o u n t e rtops and floors had the
a n t i b a c t e r ial benefits they wa n t e d .

• Consumers use home remedies or
create products. If ava i l a ble pro d u c t s
do not satisfy consumer needs,
some cre a t ive homemake rs inve n t
their own solutions.T h ey might
h ave some extra facility with wire
coat hangers , rubber bands, a n d
folded paper; t h ey are sometimes
i nve n t ive with cooking ingre d i e n t s
or cleaning solve n t s . R e g a rd l e s s ,
t h ey like to show off when ethnog-
r a p h e rs come to visit, and their
p roducts provide clues to imagi n a-
t ive marke t e rs who can commer-
cialize these inve n t i o n s .

Home barbecuing is a category
that seems to release inve n t ive n e s s .
E n t i re re gions of the United States,
not to mention the male half of the
human species, appear to take
u nusual pride in their gri l l i n g
s k i l l s . E t h n ogr a p h e rs observing a
home barbecue during a lazy sum-
mer we e kend are usually treated to
a host of native inve n t i o n s : a
favo rite ingredient such as brow n
s u g a r, pickle juice, w i n e, o r
Wo rc e s t e rs h i re sauce in a mari-
n a d e ; special wo o d s , such as
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m e s q u i t e, g a t h e red in the backya rd
and added to the charcoal for
smoking or enhanced flavo r. I n
s everal homes, we watched men
s t a rt their fires by placing their
c h a rcoal along with some strips of
paper into an empty coffee can
with holes punched into the bot-
t o m .This adaptation appealed to
c o n s u m e rs who wished for a safer
nonchemical means of starting the
f i re. Most of the observa t i o n s
rev i ewed here have been turn e d
into viable and pro f i t a ble pro d u c t
i n n ova t i o n s .

• O b s e rving usage reveals benefits
you did not know about. The con-
s u m e r ’s experience of product ben-
efits is highly subjective, a psycho-
l ogical state shaped by fa c t o rs as
d ive rse as personal expectations,
p roduct feature s , brand image and
life stage. L i ke all qualitative
re s e a rc h e rs , e t h n ogr a p h e rs are chal-
lenged to understand the con-
s u m e r ’s personal exper ience of
p roduct usage and to shape innova-
tions around those feelings and
emotions that constitute benefits.

P rior to conducting re s e a rch for
the Moen Revolution showe r
h e a d , we believed that the benefits
c o n s u m e rs seek in the shower we re
both functional - for example,
c l e a n l i n e s s , t h o rough ri n s i n g , h a i r
and skin care - and psychological -
a state of re l a x a t i o n . C a reful obser-
vation of showe ring and extended
i n t e rv i ewing about associated feel-
ings added to a deeper unders t a n d-
ing of the psychological dimension.
We had seve rely undere s t i m a t e d
the emotional benefits sought in
the showe r. S o a k i n g , i n t e r a c t i o n
with water in isolation, and the
state of nakedness we re relaxing to
some and invigorating to others .
Respondents we re observed pray-
i n g , meditating and inhaling steam
deeply as though they we re
i nvo l ved in aro m a t h e r a py. D e s p i t e
confined circ u m s t a n c e s , t h ey lin-
g e red in the shower as though they
we re invo l ved in a purification ri t-
u a l .The end result of our thinking

about what we saw was an
a d vanced showerhead design that
appeals directly to the emotional
benefits sought in the daily showe r.

• O b s e rving usage reveals frustra-
tions or complacency about results.
C o n s u m e rs reveal themselves most
acutely sometimes when there is a
d ivergence between verbal expre s-
sions and body language or when
what is visible to the ethnogr a p h e r
is contradicted by what the re s p o n-
dent say s . In either case, we have
clues to new product opport u n i-
t i e s .

We have seen this repeatedly in
o b s e rvational studies of home
c l e a n i n g . As a homemaker com-
pletes her scrubbing of the bath
and shower are a , stains and cake d -
on particles of soap scum re m a i n
f i xed on the tile surfa c e. H e r
u n h a p py frow n , slumped shoulders ,
and distracted glance disclose more
than what she say s : “ I t ’s OK; i t ’s
d o n e.” Putting up with unsatisfa c-
t o ry results suggests that new
a p p roaches to solving pro blems of
daily living are wa rr a n t e d .T h e
h o m e m a ker may feel that the effort
has been committed and that pro d-
ucts work as well as can be expect-
e d ; she may not want to achieve
some ideal of perfect cleanliness.
N eve rt h e l e s s , the product innova-
tor should not confuse complacen-
cy with delight. Just because com-
plaints are not verbalized does not
mean that the customer is satisfied.

• O b s e rving usage reveals a division
of labor. When the tasks associated
with eve ry d ay life are divided by
social category, we witness some
underlying assumptions and atti-
tudes towa rd those re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .
Pa rticular tasks may be assigned to
c h i l d ren instead of adults or to men
rather than wo m e n . Some jobs may
be re s e rved for a professional such
as a plumber or dry cleaner; o t h e rs
m ay get assigned to someone
expected to supply regular serv i c e s
within the household, such as the
g a rdener or carpet cleaner.

W h e n ever we witness this div i s i o n
of labor while visiting a site, t h e
e t h n ogr a p h e r ’s imagination should
s t a rt exploring marketing opport u-
n i t i e s .

When consumers expect that a
p ro blem can be solved only by an
e x p e rt , t h ey are betraying the belief
that current formulations do not
h ave the requisite strength or
t e n a c i t y. Fo l l owing such observa-
t i o n s , some brands have cre a t e d
“ p rofessional stre n g t h ” line exten-
s i o n s .When a father assigns some
cooking responsibilities to his son,
it often means that they want to
s h a re a feeling of mutual accom-
plishment and shared success, t o
c reate common memories along
with a meal.

• O b s e rvations reveal a location for
product use. One of the pleasant sur-
p rises that greet ethnogr a p h e rs
when they visit a home is discove r-
ing just where certain pro d u c t s
“ l ive ” in the household. An indoor
p roduct may have moved outside
or to the garage. Kitchen pro d u c t s
end up in the bathroom and vice
ve rs a . Items destined for the play-
room end up in the bedro o m .
C o n s u m e rs simply defy the r i gi d
confines that marke t e rs often have
in mind for product usage pattern s .
O b s e rvant re s e a rch innova t o rs
should pay close attention to these
shifts in location because they
b e t r ay mindsets, expectations and
u nverbalized needs that can lead to
successful new pro d u c t s .

In a recent ethnogr a p hy re g a rd-
ing paper products in the home, f o r
e x a m p l e, we witnessed that large
f o rmal dinner napkins had migr a t-
ed to the bathro o m . H o m e m a ke rs
c o n c e rned about spreading germ s
we re avoiding the communal cloth
t owels of ye s t e rye a r, yet paper guest
t owels we re expensive and too
i n c o nvenient to purc h a s e.
O b s e rvations such as these offer
r ich opportunities for line exten-
s i o n s .

• Consumers adapt packaging or
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shift containers before use.
O b s e rvations of the ways in which
p roducts are manipulated before
being dispensed or applied are
i m p o rtant indicators of new bene-
fits and uses that consumers are
s e e k i n g .When consumers adapt
p a c k a ging formats and mater i a l s ,
d e s i g n e rs and deve l o p e rs should be
a l e rted to potential new pro d u c t
i n n ova t i o n s .

As they pre p a re and store meals
ahead of time for their highly
a c t ive and mobile fa m i l i e s , h o m e-
m a ke rs create different-size por-
tions for the va rious members of
their fa m i l i e s . Some fro z e n - f o o d
m a nu fa c t u re rs have appreciated the
benefits of offering products that
reflect consumer practices of por-
tion contro l .

S i m i l a r l y, it is interesting to
o b s e rve how consumers reuse the
va rious types of squeeze and spray
bottles that arrive in their house-
h o l d s . In the laundry, t h ey may use
an old mu s t a rd dispenser for dab-
bing on bleach in a manner that
focuses the product on stains with-
out splashing.T h ey may adapt
smaller packages for distri bu t i n g
the giant-size products they buy at
wa rehouse supers t o res such as
C o s t c o, for example, using small

plastic baggies to contain wo r k a bl e
t a bletop supplies of napkins. A s t u t e
m a r ke t e rs should always think
about the potential for innova t i o n s
in packaging and dispensing.

• Consumers share wishes that they
r e g a rd as unach i e va bl e. Listening to
c o n s u m e rs share wishes for the dis-
tant future while watching them
use currently ava i l a ble products is
r ife with promise and opport u n i t y.
S o m e h ow, the act of free associa-
tion while engaged in product use
releases imagination and gro u n d e d
t h i n k i n g . Consumer wishes may
seem utopian and unachieva bl e, bu t
these ideas should point innova t o rs
in the right dire c t i o n .

Watching people with diabetes
use blood glucose monitori n g
d evices gives the ethnogr a p h e r
insights into the swirl of emotions
associated with the pro d u c t .
C o n c e rns about a potentially debil-
itating chronic disease, d e s i res to
maintain dietary discipline and
s e l f - c o n t ro l , wo rries and inhibi-
tions about the act of pricking yo u r
finger to draw bl o o d , a n x i e t i e s
about the capabilities of technolog y
to support health maintenance
o b j e c t ives - all collide as the pro d-
uct is being used. At times like this,

it is not unusual to hear patients
wishing for “ bl o o d l e s s ” g l u c o s e
m o n i t o r ing devices or for dev i c e s
that would operate passively and
keep better re c o rd s .The moment
of direct confrontation with a
p roduct is pregnant with possibili-
t y.

N ew possibilities
This article has rev i ewed a series of
e t h n ographic moments that should
be of particular interest to new
p roduct deve l o p e rs .When con-
s u m e rs are exhibiting a process of
u s a g e ; when they make mistake s ,
combine pro d u c t s , or invent new
ones on their ow n ; when they
reveal new benefits or complacency
and apathy about re s u l t s ; when they
d ivide up household re s p o n s i b i l i-
ties in curious ways or bring pro d-
ucts to an unanticipated location;
when they shift packaging or
d ream about possibilities while
stuck in the present - all of these
should be clues that altern a t ive
s o l u t i o n s , n ew possibilities and cre-
a t ive new products can satisfy con-
sumer wants and needs. It take s
insight and imagination to go
b eyond basic observations of
b e h av i o r, but the effort can be
amply rewa rd i n g . |Q


