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X-Groups— Truth or dare” in focus groups

by Robert J. Morais. Chief Strategic OtHicer. Carrafielio Diehl & Associates (rmorais@CDAmall.com)

There are many different ways to use focus groups io new product development. and most
of these have some usefitlness. Herc the author presents a new one he Is convinced yields
& morc robust picture of how consumers really Lhink and feel. by using innovative ¢licita-

lion techniques.

ver felt like throwiug a ¢hair through

the mirror at. a focus group pauel

nember? You need X-Groups. Sick of

junk food and junkier ideas in focus
groups? You need X-Groups.

Focus gioups have been under the ml-
croscope for years. Fasl. inexpensive and
comfortable, Lthev arc, neverlhelcss. far frgm
proven as a sound research inethodology.
[o fact, focus groups often give marketing
professionals and atlvertising strategists bad
directions becansc 10 randomly selecled re-
spondents do nol represent the “real” world.
orone or Lwo highly opintonated parlicipauts
shanghai the proceedings. Many adverlis-
ing agency Creative slaflers belleve thal
focus groups shul oul their more innovative
ideas. Indeed, the inost original. edgy ideas
are those most Ilkely to be dismissed as "too
out.there” when the focus group mob menlal-
ity takes hold.

Demand contirues unabated

And still, the demand for fo-
cus gronps by marketers and
many agvcrtising agency per-
sonnel conlinues nnabaled. Bul
ralher tban 10ss thls method
out of the markeling rescarch
toolbox. perhaps it is time we
reinvent the tradilional focus
group with an approach we call X-Groups,

Our coucepl of X-Groups is focus groups in
the extreme, designed Lo gel the truth fmom
respondents. They draw melhods from the
social sciences, ideation and police interro-
gatlon. And they purposely violale the rules
of traditional focus groups. X-Croups are
dislinguished by Invenlive tecbnigues that
enable markettng and adverlisers Lo uncover
what consumers really think and (ee!.

A new direction

X-Group methods include a wide range
of approaches and are customized to lhe
markeling challenge al hand:

» (Chalienge Questions, inwhich cansumers
are dared to provide real-life support for
thejr claimed altitudes, For example. “You
said you change yonr air freshencr once a
month. When. exactly, do you change it”?
How go yon keep track?”

» Melaphor Elicilation using visnal
stimuli lo tap unarliculated customer
attitudes. One of Lthe most well-known
practitioners of this method is Gerald
Zaltman. whose ncw book. How Cus-
tomers Think cxamines the way the
consumer’s mind processes marketing
messages. We recently exposed absiract
visual representalions Lo explore con-
samer emotions surrounding dandrulf.
The process slimulated several new
advertising directions.

» Deprivation. in which respondents are
deprived of a product or ingredient. theu
asked to talk abonl the experience. How.
for example, wonld you feel il yon couldn’t
serve vonr favorile spicy mnstand al vonr
next 4* of July barbecue?

» Seinantic Word Chains thal unveil Lhe
deeper mcaning behind respondeuls’

Our concept of X-Groups is

focus groups in the extreme, designed to
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get the truth from respondents

wonds and phirases. "You said vou leel
achy when vou have a cold. low does
feeling achy inake vou feei” Answer:
“Miserable.” Then. "How does feeling
miserable mnake you feel?” Answer:
“Weak and belpless.” Enter the brand
with Lhe power Lo heal.

* [ite History Probing 1o connect respon-
denls. real lives to brand seliing proposi-
tions, "How did having bad breath In high
school affecl you? How do you fecl now
that you can do something about #1?"

An example of breaking the rules

When exposiug advertising n [orus
groups. the standard role is Lo show only
w0 or three ldeas Lo avoid consumer
overigad. This meaus that markeling pro-
fesslonals instcad of consuwners make the
first cut at which idcas are most effective,
thus short-circuiting the creattve research
Process.

Robert 1. Morals
Carrafiello Dieht & Associaies

We have used X-Groups Lo ensure greater
inclusiveness {n creative (dea assessmenl.
In one X-Group on a consumer wellness
progncl. we cxposetl 12 storyboards in two
hours and gained valuable inpul on a wide
range of tdeas. We wanted 10 know two es-
sential things: a) did Lhe (deas expressed
in Lhe storyboards have appeal. and b)
did these consumers believe what we
were sayving in our ads? Each
storvboard was read once.
Lhen respondents were asked
for an inslant reactlon, which
psycbological lesting suggests
is the truest response. If they
collectively sald or indicated
in body langnage that they dis-
Ilked an idea. the sloryboard
was jetlisoned immediately.
IT they responded positively.
we presscd Lthem as Lo why, challenging
their superficial "because it's short aud
to the point” answers. When respondents
appeared Lo give answers to please the
moderator. they were challenged: "Do you
really feel (hat way? I don't believe vou!”
All of the observers fell that the rapid fire.
slightly more conlrontational approach
produced richer. more honesl responses
than typical focus groups.

X-Groups are not vel widely used. atJeasl
inname. bol better moderators are employ-
ing X-Greup ‘echniques. Moderators svho
continue Lo rely on tried and untsue focus
group methods should uot be surprised if
one day tbe chair flying lhough the mivror
is from a frustrated abserver who has seen
an intrepld X-Croup moderator dare a re-
spondent to tell the truth. &

Robert J. Morais is the Chief Strategle
Officer at Garrafiello Dientl & Associates.
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