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T
o d ay ’s youth population, the so-called

Net Generation born between 1980 and

1 9 9 6 , is undoubtedly of great interest to

the consumer electronics industry.T h ey

a re the first generation to grow up in the

d i gital wo r l d , with the proliferation of the Internet and the intro d u c-

tion of such consumer technologies as wireless phones and DV D s .

Since this population segment re p resents the first tech-savvy genera-

tion to enter the consumer buying pop-

ulation it is of great interest to compa-

nies invo l ved in the consumer tech-

n o l ogies industri e s . In part i c u l a r, t h e

Consumer Electronics A s s o c i a t i o n

( C E A ) , a trade association promoting growth in the consumer tech-

n o l ogy industry, is ve ry interested in gaining insight into the Net

G e n e r a t i o n .Among CEA’s unanswe red questions surrounding this

generational group are their attitudes, b e h av i o rs and interests with

re g a rd to wireless phones.

My cell phone,
my life
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In the spring of 2005 CEA’s
m a r ket re s e a rch department set out
to answer those questions by
designing a study of the yo u t h
population with the follow i n g
re s e a rch objective s :

• Understand usage behav i o rs
among young wireless users ,
including time devoted to wire l e s s
a c t iv i t i e s , types of activ i t i e s , a n d
e nv i ronment (i.e. , location and
social circ u m s t a n c e ) .

• Explore the attitudes, b e h av i o rs
and desires around va rious phone
f e a t u res such as text messagi n g ,
Web access, mobile instant messag-
i n g , p h o t o s , or other feature s .

• Define the attitudes, b e h av i o rs
and desires around wireless phone
p e rsonalization such as skins, ri n g
tones and custom pers o n a l i z a t i o n s
( i . e. , g l i t t e r ) .

• Develop insight into behav i o rs
and pre f e rences re g a rding trans-

p o rting wireless phones.

H ow do phones fit?
Instead of using traditional re s e a rc h
m e t h o d o l ogies such as surveys or
focus groups to meet its re s e a rc h
o b j e c t ive s , CEA wanted to find a
m e t h o d o l ogy that could engage
g e ographically dispersed youth par-
ticipants over the course of a we e k
and also provide a rich qualitative
p i c t u re of how wireless phones fit
into their day - t o - d ay live s . For the
s t u d y, CEA part n e red with San
Francisco-based KDA Researc h ,
which has developed an in-depth
q u a l i t a t ive online re s e a rch tool
called KDA Revelation that enabl e s
re s e a rc h e rs to collect and organize
in-depth interv i ew s , group discus-
sions and contextual re s e a rch data
via bl og s , bulletin board s , and re a l -
time chats.

CEA decided to use this new

m e t h o d o l ogy rather than any other
q u a n t i t a t ive or qualitative re s e a rc h
m e t h o d o l ogy for several re a s o n s :
the online re s e a rch medium
appeals to tech-savvy yo u t h ; it col-
lects both text and image data; a n d
it allows for a deep view into the
l ives of today ’s young wireless users
by interacting with them for an
extended period of time.

A total of 36 youths between the
ages of 10 and 19 who ow n e d
w i reless phones we re invited to
re c o rd their phone usage and re l a t-
ed experiences over the course of
s even days (May 18 to May 25,
2005) in online journals (bl og s )
that we re set up specifically for
t h e m .The study’s participants con-
sisted of both girls and boys acro s s
the U. S. , f rom a mix of urban, s u b-
urban and rural env i ro n m e n t s , a n d
f rom a mix of household income
l eve l s . In addition to re c o rd i n g
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their daily phone usage - which
included the type of phone activ i-
ties they we re engaging in (vo i c e
c a l l s , text messagi n g , game play i n g ,
e t c. ) ; the duration of those activ i-
t i e s ; who they we re interacting
w i t h ; w h e re those activities took
place and the total minutes used -
t h ey we re also asked about phone
p e rs o n a l i z a t i o n , t r a n s p o rtation and
a c c e s s o ri e s .

A d d i t i o n a l l y, the project re q u i re d
p a rticipants to spend one day with-
out the use of their wireless phone.
T h ree “ c h e a t s ” we re perm i t t e d
d u ring the “no phone day ” and at
the end of the day part i c i p a n t s
we re asked to share their feelings
and impre s s i o n s , as well as how
their cheats we re used.

G reat appeal
The methodology and subject mat-
ter of the study seemed to have
great appeal to the re s p o n d e n t s .
T h roughout the seven days of the
p ro j e c t , t h ey enthusiastically
re p o rted on their own pers o n a l
u s a g e, attitudes and behav i o rs and
about what their peers we re doing
as we l l .T h ey seemed ve ry excited
to be the “ vo i c e ” of their peers and
to be able to participate in a
re s e a rch project centered on how
w i reless phones we re impacting
their live s .The fact that they we re
c o n t ri buting via an online tool cer-
tainly added to their excitement
over the pro j e c t . M a ny part i c i p a n t s
we re verbose and cre a t ive in their
p o s t i n g s . One participant in part i c-
ular showed his cre a t ivity by
putting his thoughts about the “ n o
phone day ” into a poem:

Silence may be golden 
yet - I am beholden 
to my phone.

No text
What a mess
I’m all alone, missing my phone.

No cheats - can’t compete.

No ring tone
I long
to hear the Jedi vo i c e
I will rejoice!

I can’t wa i t
to commu n i c a t e
Like Star Wars without the Jedi
I rely and stand by my phone
All alone

Another day, will come my way. . .
My phone,
is kind.
On We d n e s d ay ALL mine!

F rom both a client and
re s e a rc h e r ’s pers p e c t ive, p a rt i c i p a n t
excitement is a good sign since it
often leads to greater part i c i p a t i o n
a n d , m o re import a n t l y, t ru t h f u l
d a t a . If a participant is excited
about their participation in a pro-
ject they will want it to be success-
ful and contri bute to the best of
their ability.

In this online methodolog y, t h e
data collected is not limited to text
i n p u t . O ver the course of the pro-
j e c t , p a rticipants could and did post
photos to support the text they
e n t e red into their bl og s , w h i c h
really added value to the pro j e c t .
Pa rticipants posted pictures of their
phones and how they we re pers o n-
alized by glitter, s t i c ke rs , fa c e
p l a t e s , e t c. ; the social situations in
which they used their phones (e. g . ,
one participant took a photo of
him and his father fishing and oth-
e rs took pictures of their fri e n d s )
and the accessories they used such
as phone chargers and pro t e c t ive
c a s e s . As the saying goes,“A picture
is wo rth a thousand wo rd s .”

Clear view
Another va l u a ble aspect of using
this new methodology is that it
g ave the CEA a clear view of
yo u t h s ’ l ive s .Wi reless phones are
cemented into the day - t o - d ay
a c t ivities of many young people,
and in the course of re p o rting their
w i reless phone habits thro u g h o u t

the we e k , p a rticipants also reve a l e d
what was happening in their live s .
In addition to the eve ry d ay school,
work and family activ i t i e s , t h e i r
j o u rnaling also chronicled social
a c t ivities with fr iends and signifi-
cant others , special school eve n t s
such as final exams, gr a d u a t i o n s ,
and even college acceptance letters
for some older part i c i p a n t s . E ve n
p rivate emotional events we re
n o t e d , such as a funeral and a fa m i-
ly health emergency which
b rought one participant to the hos-
p i t a l .This is information that can-
not be unobtru s ively gained
t h rough other re s e a rch methodolo-
gi e s .

Too much is a good thing
O ve r a l l , the project prove d
e x t remely successful. It met CEA’s
re s e a rch objectives and exceeded
the CEA market re s e a rch depart-
m e n t ’s expectations of the method-
o l og y.“This study is an inva l u a bl e
d i rectional guide for youth wire l e s s
phone behav i o rs ,” s ays Jo s e p h
B a t e s , C E A ’s director of re s e a rc h .
“ T h rough [this methodolog y ] , we
we re able to find that wire l e s s
phones are the center of life for
m a ny teens today, p roviding a sense
of security and fre e d o m , as well as
e n t e rtainment and a social
re s o u rc e.”

The core challenge with using an
in-depth qualitative online re s e a rc h
m e t h o d o l ogy is the immense
amount of data gathere d . C E A ’s
youth phone project invo l ved 36
p a rticipants over a per iod of seve n
d ays and it was difficult to absorb
the 679 specific wireless phone
uses re p o rted by the part i c i p a n t s .
H oweve r, for a market re s e a rc h e r, i f
t h e re ever is a good pro blem to
h ave it is having too much data.
The key to ove rcoming this chal-
lenge is having an analysis plan and
k n owing from the start of the pro-
ject how you will organize the data
as it comes streaming in. |Q


