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Welcome to the real world: a planner’s guide to in-home visits		28.6.23

Following the APG talk by Mark Hadfield (Meet the 85%) and Richard Huntington (Saatchi & Saatchi) last night, here is a quick ‘real world research’ checklist.

This is intended for anyone who’s not done much or any in-home research, to get you started. More information and some training may be worth considering, such as Mark Hadfield’s APG workshop on 15.8.23 - LINK 1 below.

Fun fact: in-home research used to be the norm, before focus groups in studios were invented. Today there are several options on how to do it, so this brief introduction is designed to set you on the right path. 

Before you design your real world study, here are some basic questions and resources:

1. Aims of the study: what is it about, who is it for, what output/outcomes are needed?
2. What approach: speak to people, observe behaviour, film/photograph? 
3. Participants, sample profile; times, places, numbers, logistics.
4. Who is going in, have they done this before, what’s their role? 
5. And finally – helpful links and resources

1. Aims

Is your inquiry about people, their lived experience, in the real world? It’s not a glib question. Maybe the key question is only on the client’s agenda, not on any consumer’s ‘agenda’? If so, doing real world research may not be necessary or helpful. Doing in-home research is fulfilling and rewarding, but also time-consuming. If you have the cause, the means and the motive, and ideally the budget, read on!

2. What approach: show or tell, or both? 

Real world research is like DIY: it is all in the preparation. Before you open the tin of paint you have to think substrates, sanding and dustsheets.  

There’s a range of approaches, more observational or immersion-based (‘ethnography’) to more interview-based. Both observation and interviews can be done face-to-face/in-situ or online. 

Do you want to observe some behaviour (eg mealtime preparation, a shopping trip, cleaning routine etc)? If so you can do this either remotely, by asking people to do that thing and record themselves doing it, or you can go and observe while they do it. 

If in situ/face-to-face, participant observation can be highly informative and immersive, but bear in mind:
· one person to observe and record is best; try not to out-number the participants!
· establish prior permission to record; do you need audio/video/photos ? 
· allow enough time and find the right time - it’s better that it’s an actual shopping trip, making tea etc rather than replicating this/going through the motions
· there is clearly an effect of your being there, try to mitigate by standing back, give them space, don’t talk until afterwards

The most important thing is to establish rapport. If you or they are not relaxed and ‘connected’, it won’t be a good session. So spend as long as you need to get connected.

Don’t film/record straight away. As soon as a camera (or to a lesser extent audio recorder) is involved, there is heightened focus. 

People may still feel embarrassed or uneasy. Consider more than one visit per person, first time to acclimatise, to get to know them. Or maybe have an online chat first, before the visit. This is also a good way to ‘screen’ or find most suitable participants.

If it’s interview-based, but you want some visual record, it’s good to ‘grab a few shots/soundbites’ at the end; maybe ask them to re-visit certain points in the chat.

Allow enough time and do enough visits to get what you need. You can’t produce ‘Ken Loach documentary’ content in one or two visits. 

In terms of quality, there is a rough rule of thirds: one-third of the content will not be usable, one-third sort of average but not revealing; one-third good stuff you’ll want to go back to. (NB these proportions can vary!)

3. Participants/sample profile

Participants’ needs are paramount and should come first. If you are doing a research exercise, or working with a member of the Market Research Society (eg researcher or recruiter) you’ll need to follow the MRS Code of Conduct. LINK 2  


The principles behind the Code are fairly obvious and common sense:

· informed consent: be transparent re. subject and purpose of the exercise 
· participant wellbeing: respect the rights and well-being of all individuals 
· confidentiality: how their contribution is treated / used (data protection); 
· be straightforward and honest: when, where and for how long is participation sought; how/when will they be rewarded for their time etc

By far the best way to find people to take part is to use professional research recruiters. They can work with you on the logistics, profiles, locations, timings, incentives etc. This way you are covered for MRS Code and data protection. Bear in mind not all recruiters handle in-home work, some deal only in online panels. LINK 3 below.

4. Who’s going in?

You may want to send your Account Director, for the comedy value, or a Creative or a member of the Client team. It’s all been done before and anything is possible. 

But as it’s the APG I’m assuming the person going in is a Planner, either on your own or with a collaborator (eg a researcher, or a film-maker). There are advantages and disadvantages of one vs two people visiting; more than two is generally not advisable.

There is an important safeguarding question, before going into a stranger’s home, you need to do some basic checks and corroborations, to ensure the safety of the visitor (and visitee). LINK 4. 

What will you need? Mainly, ‘soft skills’ like empathy, curiosity, respect and patience. You need to follow your instincts, be flexible and to pay attention.

If you have literally never done anything like this before, it might be worth doing a ‘trial run’, or practice session. In addition to the APG/Mark Hadfield session, AQR occasionally runs ‘ethnographic’ research training sessions - some further reading here LINK 5.

Some ‘top tips’ are:

· Empathy, respect and connection above all
· Be curious, follow your instincts 
· Be yourself, make it a conversation, not an ‘interview’
· Notice everything – keep a visual record of your visit (with permission) 
· Stay flexible, notice when to lean in/ask and when to hold back and listen/watch 
· Stay broad, your brand/product/agenda should follow not lead their account 
And most importantly – enjoy it! It is a privilege and hugely rewarding. You will get insights and ideas that are just not available by other means. Any questions or comments, do contact me LINK 6.

5. And finally – links and resources

1. From Slides to Sofas: How to create compelling content based on in-home interviews  https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/apg-workshop-from-slides-to-sofas-with-mark-hadfield-tickets-657944237927?aff=Email1 

2. MRS Code of Conduct  https://www.mrs.org.uk/standards/code-of-conduct

3. Links to find recruiters:
· AQR recruiter directory: https://www.aqr.org.uk/dir/recruitment.shtml  
· ICG recruiters: https://theicg.co.uk/consultants/?_search=recruitment 
· MRS buyers guide for recruiters: https://www.mrs.org.uk/researchbuyersguide-results/q/recruitment/search-type/companies 

4. AQR (Association for Qualitative Research) safety guidance for fieldwork https://www.aqr.org.uk/refsection/safety-guidance.shtml

5. Further reading on practical ethnographic approaches, from AQR
https://www.aqr.org.uk/a/20030201-ethnographyperils https://www.aqr.org.uk/a/20030201-ethnographyjoys 
https://www.aqr.org.uk/a/20051115-consumerimmersion 

6.  About the author: Kevin McLean of Wardle McLean does qualitative research and specialises in communications and ethnographic research*. 
Email kevin@wardlemclean.co.uk tel 07966 460 352
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Article on research ‘on the wild side’ https://www.aqr.org.uk/a/20120901-wildside 
Conference paper on photography-as-research https://www.slideshare.net/kevinam/now-i-see-what-you-mean-an-experiment-in-photographyasresearch 

* Other researchers are available.
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