Case to Accompany Part I:  INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY OF CONSUMER BEHAVIOR of Schiffman/Kanuk 





Sputnik:  Forecasting Trends








	New products are the lifeblood of business and that means forecasting has to be something more than crystal ball gazing.  “When predicting trends, it all comes down to batting average,” says Marty Samuels, vice president of marketing for Quicksilver, Inc. a manufacturer of wide-leg pants.  “It takes getting eight, nine or ten of ten choices right.”


	A case in point is those wide-leg pants that Mr. Samuels’ company makes.  In 1997 and 1998, wide-leg jeans, known as rave pants, were the rage among teens.  Companies such as JNCO’s brand, pronounced jinkos, experienced exponential growth which led company management to institute a policy of NO clearance sales.  Recently, there were more salespeople in JNCO’s Los Angeles store than customers along with lots of wide-leg jeans.  Other retailers such as Gadzooks, Inc of Dallas were forced to reduce jinkos from $48 to $58 to $29.99 to eliminate unwanted inventory.  At least that’s not as bad as Gadzooks’ experience with red-leather, multizippered, Michael Jackson-style jackets that initially sold for $299 and had to be marked down within weeks to $4.99.  


	What’s the lesson from all of this?  First, the teen market changes fashions rapidly.  In a few short weeks, they can move from wide legs to non-denim, sleeker styles of pant such as drawstring pants, carpenter pants and multipocketed cargo pants.  In a computer literate society such as teens, fashions travel at the speed of e-mail from one group to another which results in more varied and rapidly changing fashions.  


Second, knowing when to drop a style matters.  One aspect of fashion diffusion among teens is the speed with which a style goes from the fringe to being popular with the cutting edge crowd to crossing over to the mainstream.  The in-crowd of teens is more likely to shop at specialty stores whereas the mainstream is more likely to shop at department stores, discounters and mass merchandisers.  As Betsy McLachlan, senior vice president of merchandising at a Pomona, CA retailer, Hot Topic, Inc. comments “When it hits main stores in the mall, it’s time for us to move on.”  Failure to realize this is what left Gadzooks with too many jinkos.  Forecasting when to drop is important.   


Third, firms like JNCO have to anticipate the next trend in teen fashion and be prepared to shift production even before the specialty retailers decide to drop lines.  Even as the in-crowd adopts a fashion, manufacturers should already be working on the next style.  This means looking at what the fringe is wearing just as the current style becomes popular with the in-crowd.  Given lead times to find suppliers and change production, manufacturers need to be developing new products  months, even a year or more, ahead of the style’s hitting mainstream department stores.  


While the task of trend forecasting is not an easy or enviable one, it is necessary—especially for manufacturers of teen-oriented products like jeans.  Today’s teens, known as Gen Y, spent $141 billion in 1998 and are the second largest generation (60 million) to the baby boomers (72 million).  Given its size, spending power and the possibility of capturing a customer for life, manufacturers cannot afford to ignore this market.  


But how to read the minds and hearts of the teen fringe?  For this task, firms such as Levi Strauss and Burlington Industries call on Sputnik Research in New York.  Founded in 1994 by two women, Joanne DeLuca and Janine Lopiano-Misdom, Sputnik is a marketing group that specializes in brand strategies, consumer insights and trend forecasting emphasizing the 16-29 year old market.  Their premise is that one can forecast trends only if one understands the culture in which the trend is born and to understand that culture, one has to be part of it—understand its language, habits, thoughts, philosophies and attitudes.  In the language of anthropologists and some marketing researchers, one has to experience what the research subjects are experiencing; see it from their viewpoint, be at one with the consumer.  


That kind of immersion in the consumer experience negates the use of questionnaires and the scientific approach where the researcher maintains an ‘objective distance’ from his/her subjects.  In short, it calls for qualitative research where the goal is to probe respondents’ answers to open ended questions in order to understand their motivations and world outlook.  This means personal interviews.  Usually, research firms attempt to match the interviewer with the interviewee in order to establish rapport, and this is exactly the approach that Sputnik takes.  It uses young people who are members of the fringe culture to interview other members of the culture, but with a special Sputnik twist—the interviewers videotape the interviewees.  


To quote Sputnik, it videotapes the videowatchers to determine what’s on their minds and explore their attitudes towards the world, society, products, companies and services.  Thoughts, body language and faces are captured which reveal the intimate truth in video form.  Is the respondent serious, joking or sad when they make a comment?  Are they bored by the interview and merely supplying answers to get it over with?  


Once an interviewer completes an assignment, Joanne and Janine pore over the hours of videotapes looking for commonalties of thought, expression, outlook and attitude to identify trends.  This is called content analysis and the goal is to uncover consistent themes found across a wide body of data.  


Based on the content analysis, they produce Mindtrends, an hour long video docu-report uncovering the thoughts, opinions, like and dislikes of forward thinking 16-29 year old consumers.  They give this report to their clients so that the clients can actually see the respondents, hear what they say and understand the nuances of expression.  This is not your usual, dry marketing report.  As Joanne comments,  when they were first in business, companies would usually put the Sputnik report last and focus on the quantitative reports first.  Now, they go directly to the Sputnik report because it’s much more fascinating than all those numbers.  


In addition to the Mindtrends report, Sputnik conducts specialized research for clients.  For example, a firm such as JNCO (this is purely hypothetical) might approach Sputnik to determine trends in the jeans market.  Sputnik would then pick out several of their network of hundreds of correspondents (not called interviewers) who would then be briefed about the project in general.  They would not know who the client is or what they specifically want—a new jeans style.  With this general briefing, correspondents hit the streets where the visionaries (Sputnik’s term for their respondents) are likely to be.  


Interviews can take place anywhere—in parks, cafes, poetry readings, raves, in school facilities, apartments or on the street.  Interviewers select individuals they think are likely to have insight on the particular assignment and try to interview them in their natural setting as that is also important.  In their homes or apartments, interviewees may be willing to show the interviewer styles of products or colors that they like.  Visual information may be more helpful than word descriptions which can be vague or unclear.  The  research snowballs as some respondents might suggest others or an interview with one person at a café spreads to a group who are interested in the subject.  


  One interesting feature of the videotaping is the opportunity to ascertain the quality of the interviewer’s work directly.  Watching the tape reveals whether they are selecting the “right” individuals, asking appropriate questions, probing answers and completing the requisite number of interviews.  When respondents are giving short answers, appear uncomfortable or the interview is short, the correspondent is not doing a good job.  They must constantly ask why?  Why?  Why? Respondents interested in the subject and at ease with the interviewer should be willing to give complete answers.  


More importantly, the videotapes also tell the whole story.  Answers are not condensed, not subject to editing according to what interviewers think is important and use the language of the respondent rather than the interviewer, Sputnik or the client.  Reports retain the liveliness of the interviews instead of becoming boring pages and recitations of numbers.  Along with knowing what’s on the minds of young people is knowing how to talk to them—to use their language and to understand the meaning of their terms/slang correctly.  


Based on its research, Sputnik can help clients develop new products.  An example is research done for Burlington Industries in which kids said they would like to have plastic jeans.  Would people really want plastic jeans?  Probably not, but Sputnik suggested that Burlington use materials that resemble plastic.  The result?  Laminated jeans popular among some high schoolers.  Based on research that showed teens carried a lot of objects such as cell phones, but didn’t like to carry pocketbooks or bags, Sputnik suggested that clients produce pants with many pockets.  Remember those multipocketed jeans that replaced wide legs?   (Paragraph 3)


Is research based on small samples of alternative youth selected nonrandomly valid?  Is it reliable?  Appropriate?  How can one be sure that Janine and Joanne select the right trend?  Could they miss an important one?  Should corporations pour millions of dollars into developing products based on such slim research?  Industry personnel caution that cutting edge trends are useful to follow, but shouldn’t be relied on totally.  Take, for example, the trend of illuminating the seams down the sides of one’s jeans at raves a few years ago.  Although this was cool to one market and in one situation, the idea of lighting jeans doesn’t appeal to the broader market and isn’t especially appealing in broad daylight.  According to Christopher Ireland, a principal in Cheskin + Maasten/Imagenet, alternative kids may experiment with 10 trends, only one of which will cross over to the mainstream culture.  The trick is to identify which is the one trend.     


The next trick is knowing how to take advantage of that trend.  Take for example, the following excerpts from Sputnik interviews.  How would you use these to develop new jeans designs?  


Female Interviewee:  It’s all about pin-up fashion.  The old forties and fifties, collaborating that with the nineties style, you know.  You can’t go wrong because I think every woman wants to be a like a pin-up somewhere inside of them.  I mean I can only speak for myself, but I’ve collected Marilyn Monroe pictures since I was seven.


Male Interviewee:  I want metallic flake to come back.  Have you ever seen that movie “Sunset Boulevard?”  They have real barrio style, like metallic flake, like you look at a car and it looks like it has texture.  I wan everything to be like that.  Just metallic crazy air-brushed metallic flake everything.  T-shirts, iron-ons, everything. 


Questions for Discussion 


How does the material in the Sputnik case illustrate the diversity of consumer behavior among purchasers of jeans? 


What kind of research does Sputnik conduct?  (Quantitative, qualitative, interpretivist)  Explain your answer using the terms in chapter two. 


What kind of data collection process does Sputnik use?  What kind of data is this?  What makes this process compare with statistical ways of identifying new trends?


Compare the Sputnik videotaping process to another qualitative research technique, focus groups. 


What type of sampling technique does Sputnik use and how does this affect the validity of their results?  (Validity is measuring what one set out to measure.  If valid, one can usually generalize research results to the greater population.) 


Is the data from Sputnik studies reliable and valid?  Should it be? 


In searching for trends, what sort of evidence would make you feel like you had identified a trend?


Assume that you found comments similar to those at the end of the case in a number of interviews and decided that these constituted some kind of trend.  What would you call this trend?  How would you use it develop a new
