
 

Real-time measurement: Functional methodology, Fact or Fallacy 

 

By Andries Noeth 

 

The current study investigates the concept of real-time measures, its usefulness to the measurement 

of customer experience and how it differs from traditional research. The paper was compiled using 

two sources of information 1) an extensive literature review, 2) in-depth interviews with 

representatives from South African organisations who employ real time measures. The findings 

suggest that numerous psychological aspects play a role during a customer’s engagement with 

organisations and that the data collection method used has some limitations in addressing these 

psychological attributes. The findings suggest that an integration of real-time measures together 

with more traditional approaches addresses these aspects more effectively than any one of these 

methods on their own.  
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1.  Introduction 

 

New technologies are changing the market research environment at an ever increasing rate. In the 

past it took months to collect a couple of hundred face to face interviews using traditional research 

techniques. With new technologies you literally have millions of megabytes of data with the push of 

a button in real-time. Real-time (i.e. instantaneously), is one of the newest trends in the market 

research industry and those that are not using it is considering using it. But does everyone 

understand what real-time is, what the advantages and limitations are and how the data should be 

used to improve customer experiences? 

 

This paper attempts to investigate the concept of real-time to better understand the implications of 

using real-time measures in the market research industry. This is achieved by comparing it to more 

traditional research approaches and identifying the strengths and weaknesses of both types of 

measures.  

 

True real-time measures happen during the experience (i.e. while the client is interacting with the 

organisation) while traditional surveys usually happen post the experience.  Real-time measures 

produces different data than what traditional methodologies produce and an understanding of the 

differences would guide researchers in terms of the most appropriate circumstances to use these 

different methodologies. An in-depth literature review revealed that there are specific psychological 

processes that customer’s experience during the “lifecycle” of interactions with an organisation and 

that these psychological aspects are directly related to the length of time (from the interaction to the 

interview) when a customer is interviewed.   

 

The research objective was therefore to investigate the differences between real time measures and 

traditional measures especially related to the various psychological processes a customer goes 

through in their “interaction lifecycle” with an organisation. An understanding of the various 

psychological factors that play a role during measurement and recall, together with an 

understanding of the appropriateness of various methodologies during this lifecycle will provide 

market researchers with the knowledge to choose the most appropriate methodology for different 

circumstances and different research objectives.  

 

The final section of the paper provides suggestions on how real-time measures can be used in 

conjunction with more traditional research methodologies to get a more complete and holistic view 

of the aspects that influence a customer’s experience with an organisation. This understanding will 

assist market researchers in their choice of methodology and provide a better understanding of how 

to interpret different customer experience metrics. They will in turn be able to assist clients to 

ultimately improve their current customer experience programs.  
 

2.  Methodology 

 

Research design 

 

To understand the field of real-time measurement as it relates to the market research industry it was 

important to do a thorough literature review on what real-time measurements is, how it’s used in the 

market research industry and how real-time measures differ from more traditional market research 

methodologies.  

 

A thorough literature review was used in conjunction with in-depth personal interviews as the basis 

for writing the paper.  

 

  



© SAMRA 2013 – Conference Delegate Copy    1 

Participants, research instrument, data collection and data processing 

 

A total of 5 in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with representatives of organisations 

who are actively involved in conducting real-time research in their organisation. These participants 

voluntarily shared such aspects as how real time measures are employed, how the data is being 

collected and analysed and the advantages and limitations of using real-time measures.  

 

A structured discussion guide was used to conduct the interview. The discussion guide used during 

these interviews can be viewed in appendix A. In-depth interviews were recorded, transcribed and 

analysed.  

 

Unfortunately because of the sensitive nature of the information that was shared during these 

interviews, neither the identity of the participants nor the identity of the companies that they 

represent can be divulged in the paper.  

 

3.  What is real-time measure 

 

3.1  Defining “real-time”  

 

Before we look at the concept of “real-time” in the market research industry, let’s look at a couple 

of generally accepted definitions of the concept “real-time”. Some of the most widely used 

definitions are shown below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These definitions of real-time typically come from the engineering, telecommunications and 

computer industry where certain computerised processes or machines give instantaneous feedback 

while the event occurs.  

 

For example, the graphics in a 3D action game are rendered in real-time by the computer's video 

card. This means the graphics are updated so quickly, there is no noticeable delay experienced by 

the user. Another example could be the feedback system of a call centre that gives a minute by 

minute update of call statistics. So when an event or function is processed instantaneously, it is said 

to occur in real-time. To say something takes place in real-time is the same as saying it is happening 

"live".  

 

In the market research industry this real-time relay of data, i.e. instantaneous processing of the event 

during the event itself, is still in its infancy. Technology like eye tracking, biometrics and portable 

MRI scanners are only recently being explored as reliable and effective ways of collecting 

consumer data. These new technologies will be discussed in more detail in the section on possible 

future research.  

 

 

 

Definition of real time 

1. The actual time during which a process or event occurs: "information updated in real time". 

2. Related to a system in which input data is processed within milliseconds so that it is 

available virtually immediately 

3. Often real-time response times are understood to be in the order of milliseconds and 

sometimes microseconds. 

http://www.techterms.com/definition/videocard
http://www.techterms.com/definition/videocard
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3.2  Data collection and reporting  

 

As a starting point I feel it is important to distinguish between real-time as it relates to two research 

processes;  

 

a) The collecting of data and  

b) The reporting of results 

 

Currently the term real-time is being used for both of these processes, and this is causing some of 

the confusion in terms of peoples’ understanding of what real-time means.    

 

Collecting of data – Most data collection in the market research industry is collected post-

experience. Whether this is 2 seconds, 2 days or 2 months after the event, the data is not often 

collected during the event itself. Examples of these are pop-up surveys after you’ve had an online 

interaction, SMS or e-mail surveys following an interaction with a services provider or a telephonic 

survey using an IVR (Interactive Voice Response) system. It does not matter how long after the 

interaction these engagements take place, none of them happen while the customer is in the 

experience. At best these methods could be described “near real-time” data collection.  

 

Proper real-time measures that collect data during the experience itself would be things like 

biometric feedback while purchasing a product or eye tracking while looking at an advertisement. 

 

Reporting of data –Reporting of data is a process that quite often happens in real-time. This refers 

to the reporting structure that is in place to display the results and usually takes the form of a 

dashboard. Data can be uploaded onto the system on an hourly or daily basis and the results 

displayed in real-time, i.e. instantaneously after the data has been imported. Figure 1 below displays 

these two processes in continuum and indicates that data collection post-event should rather be 

called “near real-time” because of the time delay between the interaction and the actual collection 

of data. The reporting of the results could be seen as real-time since the results will be available 

immediately when the data is imported into the system. 

  

Figure 1: Real-time data collection and reporting 

 

 
 

The recent trend in the market research industry is to call any research engagement that was 

triggered and launched by an automated system, “real-time”. The majority of current market 

research that is done in South Africa that is labelled as real-time should rather be referred to as 

“real-time reporting after the event”.  While there certainly are systems and research projects where 

you can see a respondents’ opinion of the experience while they are immersed in the experience 

itself, these form the minority.  

 

Event
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“Real-time” research has become such a popular concept in market research that everyone wants to 

say that they are doing their research real-time. They embark on extensive real-time research 

projects without having a thorough understanding of what “real-time” as a concept means, how it 

relates to market research and data collection, and how the results should be used to understand 

customer behaviour and improve customer experience.  

 

There is a distinct difference between: 

 

1) “proper” real-time, like SMS or biofeedback feedback while the shopper is choosing the product 

2) near real-time, sending an SMS or e-mail survey the next day to be completed 

3) traditional research where an interview is done a month or a week after the interaction 

 

Since genuine real-time measures are limited in their use in South Africa and most of the research 

that is referred to as “real-time” actually refers to “near real-time” research, the following section 

will discuss the difference between near real-time measures and more traditional research 

approaches as it relates to the measurement of customer experience.  

 

4.  Comparing “near real -time” with traditional approaches  

 

When trying to compare the differences between near real-time measurements and more traditional 

measurements it is important to recognize that in some instances it is almost nonsensical to try and 

compare them since they are fundamentally different measures that should be used and interpreted 

differently (as will be investigated later in the paper).  

 

However, at this stage it would suffice to look at the major differences between these two measures. 

The following section tabulates the major differences between traditional and “near real-time” 

research methodologies.  

 

Table 1: Comparison between near real-time and traditional research 

 

Near real-time research Traditional research 

Happens as close to the event as possible 

(usually within a couple of hours or days) 

Happens longer after the event (usually within a 

three month period after the event) 

Usually short questionnaire 1-5 questions and 

quick to complete 

Extensive battery of questions and takes longer 

to complete 

Every client who has had an interaction 

(conditions permitting) will be invited to 

participate 

Clients are usually randomly selected to 

participate and not all are invited to participate 

No representative sampling, usually take all 

the interviews of customers who give 

feedback 

Robust sample before fieldwork commences 

(samples representative of populations) 

Large amounts of data, upwards of 5000 

interviews  per month, in some instances 

thousands per day 

Limited data points, usually interview 270 to ± 

5000 respondents for a single project  

Results can be shown in an on-going fashion 

and usually daily or weekly reports are 

generated 

Long period between data collection and 

presentation of results 

Measures very frequently, daily and weekly 

data collection 

Measures less frequently, maybe once or twice a 

year 

Transactional measure that focusses on an 

event and operational changes (feedback) 

Strategic measure that provides a current and 

future view of the organisation (insight) 

Measures the very short term, the momentary Measures the long term or the memory of the 
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Near real-time research Traditional research 

experience  experience 

Can enable an organisation to make quick 

changes and track these changes 

Changes are implemented and the results tracked 

over a longer period 

Real-time presuppose the use of technology 

so you might exclude large proportions of 

your customer base 

More traditional research methods also use 

technology but has the ability to interact with all 

customers   

There is usually no preconceived problem that 

needs to be tested. Data is collected with a 

“let’s see what the problem is approach” 

Follows the known scientific method of a 

problem, a hypothesis and a strategy to test the 

hypothesis and solve the problem  

 

From the above comparisons it is clear that there are quite a number of differences between real-

time measures and more traditional research approaches. The following section discusses the most 

important differences and their implications. 

 

4.1  Transactional vs. strategic measure (real time vs.  traditional)  

 

When comparing the two measures in the context of customer experience one of the major 

differences is that traditional CEM (Customer Experience Measures) has a strategic focus while 

real-time measures have a more operational focus. Since the majority of real-time measures are 

based and initiated by an interaction, their focus is mostly transactional and operational.  

 

Figure1 below from the Gartner report (Kirkby, Wecksell, Janowski & Berg, 2003) explains how 

various metrics should be linked throughout the business to various organisational objectives. They 

also show the metrics at each level that is the most important for improving customer experience. 

Real-time measures are typically used at the bottom of the pyramid where they measure operational 

issues like individual services levels and problem incidences.  

 

Traditional CEM is more focussed on providing a customer relationship strategy where they 

measure acquisition, share of wallet, relationship and service aspects. As can be seen from the 

tapered shape of the triangle, the number of individual metrics decreases as the measure becomes 

more strategic. This is typically why transactional based real-time measures collect vast amounts of 

data compared to more traditional CEM where the number of respondents is far less.  
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Figure 2: Research metrics 

 

 
 

The biggest difference between real-time measures and traditional research in what they deliver as 

an outcome. Real-time provides you feedback while CEM provides insights. Both of these can 

propel an organization to change, they just change the organization on different levels. While 

traditional CEM focus on strategic measures and therefore puts strategic changes in place, real-time 

measures measure operational aspects and change the organisation on an operational level.  

 

4.2  Time delay between interaction and measurement  

 

The most talked about difference between traditional research and “near real-time” research is the 

time delay between the event (interaction with a call centre) and the evaluation of the event 

(interview to evaluate the call centre agent). According to most proponents of near real-time 

measurement it is this “close to the event” methodology that is one of its most important 

advantages. 

 

The impact this of time delay is due to how our memory works. Since memory declines over time, 

traditional measurements rely more on the memory of the experience than real-time measures. 

Exactly how our memory works and the implications this has on real-time measures and traditional 

measures will be discussed in detail in the following chapters.  

 

4.3  Volumes and type of data collected.  

 

Another major difference between real-time measurements and traditional research measures is the 

amount of data that is produced with each methodology.  

 

When using real-time you typically send an invite to participate in a research survey to every 

customer that has had an interaction. Even with rather low response rates you generally get 

feedback from thousands of individuals each month. Compare this with more traditional research 

methods where you might have less than a hundred responses for qualitative interviews or 

individuals taking part in focus groups and generally below a thousand interviews for quantitative 

surveys.   

 

Adapted from:  Gartner Report in J Kirkby, J. Wecksell, W. Janowski, T. Berg – March 2003 - The Value of Customer Experience Management

Vision & goals

Customer relationship

management strategy

Operational customer

experience management

Contact with the

customer

Balanced 

Scorecard

Customer value

proposition metrics

Number of Metrics / Volume of Data

Effectiveness

reporting

Action

reporting

Vision & goals

Customer relationship

management strategy

Operational customer

experience management

Vision & goals

Customer relationship

management strategy

Contact with the

customer

Operational customer

experience management

Vision & goals

Customer relationship

management strategy

METRICS

• Brand Image
• Market Position

• Customer acquisition
• Value (share of wallet & loyalty)
• Retention
• Strength of relationship

• Brand experience dimensions
• Key attributes of brand image
• Key attributes of product & service
• Key service levels
• Satisfaction
• Complaints

• Individual service levels
• Resolution of problems

Strategic

reporting



© SAMRA 2013 – Conference Delegate Copy    1 

Not only does the data differ in its quantity but there is also a huge difference in the depth of the 

different data collected. In general real-time measures only measure a fraction of the possible things 

that could be measured in an interaction. The most commonly used form of real-time feedback, 

SMS and e-mail interviews generally ask between 1 – 5 and 3-10 questions respectively. The depth 

of the data is therefore limited to getting feedback on a small number of critical aspects.  

 

Using more traditional research surveys produces more in-depth data and provides a more complete 

representation of the total experience the customer has with the organisation. Traditional surveys 

typically range anywhere between 10 and 60 minutes and can delve into much more depth than real-

time measures. Because of the length of traditional surveys more insights can be generated. 

 

So while real-time measures produce a huge amount of surveys they lack the depth and insight and 

while traditional surveys  contain the depth to produce insights they lack the sheer number and 

regularity of customers that they speak to.   

 

“Traditional market research firms may take months to poll and compile customer information for a 

few hundred people. Social analytics can gather thousands or millions of consumer opinions in 

seconds”. (Macdonald, Wilson & Konus, 2012).  

 

4.4  Feedback vs. Insight   

 

Although we talked about the quality and depth of data in the previous section I think that the 

differences between the types of information that is produces between the two methodologies 

warrants its own explanation. Some people talk about real-time insight and I think they make a 

fundamental mistake when they do this. It takes a lot of information and a lot of people with a lot of 

experience to transform data into insights. We will elaborate on this topic in more detail later in the 

paper when we talk about transferring data into knowledge and insights. 

 

From data to information to knowledge to actionable insights is an entire process and we need to 

view the data and information in context. Typically real-time data does not provide insight. You 

need a team of researchers working the data to derive particular insights. Traditional research on the 

other hand is almost expected to produce insights as an outcome. The day that traditional research 

provides the same level of feedback as real-time measures you have to relook your entire 

methodology.  

 

5.  The psychology of experience  

 

5.1  The mystery of the human psyche  

 

In order to understand how real-time and traditional research approaches differ in what they 

measure we need to understand the psychological experience that a customer goes through when 

interacting with an organisation. Understanding a customer’s entire psychological process will 

enable us to identify where best to use each of the methodologies and the implications of using the 

different methodologies at different times during a customer’s interaction. 

 

The following section is divided into two parts.  

 

Part 1 gives a short description of the top 10 psychological aspects that affect our interaction with a 

company. These are used to try and explain the complexities we are dealing with as researchers 

when we want to evaluate a customer’s experience they have with an organisation.  
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Part 2 of this section shows the sequence of psychological events that a customer experiences while 

interacting with an organisation.  

 

Understanding the various psychological aspects that influence a customer’s perception of an 

organisation will enable us to identify where it will be best to use each of the methodologies. In 

some areas it will be advantageous to use real-time measurements as a data collection technique and 

in other areas it will be more beneficial to use traditional research methods.  

 

5.2  Psychological perspective differs from reality  

 

Without going into extensive detail, the section below explains the top 10 examples (in no particular 

order) of how psychological aspects influence customers’ perception of an experience. (Shaw, 

Dibeehi, & Walden, 2010).  

 

Many of these effects go beyond the rational and explain aspects of our psychological makeup like 

the subconscious and emotions that play an important part in how we perceive and judge 

organisations.   

 

Table 2: Top 10 psychological aspects and their implications 

 

Psychological aspect Example/Implication 

We make decisions based on our preconceived 

expectations of what an experience will be, 

not what it is. So we enter each situation with 

an expectation of how that situation will be. 

Paying R 30 extra for sundry items on a budget 

airline can feel worse than paying R40 for extras 

such as sweets, popcorn and cold drinks in a 

cinema experience because it is unexpected. 

We don’t consider all the elements of an 

experience, only those most noticeable. One 

moment can be used as representative of the 

whole experience because it is most 

memorable. 

In the    In the human mind, decisions are made based on 

“decision weights” (key aspects of an experience 

that heavily influence how you decide) rather 

than all aspects in the experience. 

We identify a moral code in what we do, even 

if it is not directly relevant to the purchase in 

question. The ethical advantage comes from 

clients’ and consumers’ perception of your 

organisation as a “moral” leader. 

 

People trust one brand more than another because 

of a “giving culture” even though this has no 

direct relevance to the product or service 

purchased. Developing an experience that shows 

empathy towards the needs of others is important. 

 

Sometimes we don’t know about the things 

that influence us, we just subconsciously 

perceive them. We are often manipulated by 

things we can hardly recall. 

 

Experiments done in the UK showed that the type 

of music played in a liquor store (French, German 

or Italian) had a significant impact on the sales of 

wines from those specific countries in the store 

that day.  

Emotional twinges affect our “in the moment” 

perception and subsequently our decision 

making and behaviour. With emotion and 

mood, “gut feel” can affect action. 

 

 

The mood we are in can moderate our sense of the 

negative and our openness to the positive. A 

terrible day at the office compared to a message 

that you just won the lotto will affect your 

evaluation of an experience although the 

experience might be exactly the same. 

We are prone to be wary of anything that 

threatens our well-being. As humans we are 

prone to try to avoid losses more often than we 

seek gains. Emotionally we will therefore 

notice the negative more often, and treat the 

Risk management is therefore a key part of your 

business strategy with implications for the amount 

of effort you need to put into service recovery and 

trying to delight your customers. 
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Psychological aspect Example/Implication 

positive as bland or as expected if there is no 

“wow” or surprise. 

What we say we want is often not what we 

“really” want. A customer may say they want 

a cell phone, but what they really want is a 

status symbol. 

 By focusing on the “real demand” not the 

transaction, we can design a more appealing 

product or service experience. 

 

Our memory of an event is not perfect but 

subject to manipulation. We only remember 

isolated instances of the experience. 

 

Kahneman (2011), indicate that you should focus 

on managing the peaks of a Customer Experience 

and its end, as these are most remembered. 

We like to follow the herd and be seen as part 

of the group. Even if we don’t like to admit it, 

being part of the group, gaining social status, 

being accepted, following a respected leader is 

important. 

Many people like Richard Branson or Steve Jobs 

and what they stand for; this has a positive effect 

on the value of an experience. If customers like to 

be associate with your organisation you can use 

this principle to your advantage. 

We get bored with the same old, same old. 

Sometimes innovation for its own sake is 

important. Doing the same thing time and time 

again may seem like a tried and tested 

formula, but an inability to move with the 

times can leave you floundering. 

 

 

Sometimes customers don’t just want safety; they 

want to see novelty and innovation. If you never 

change the experience that customers have to 

something new and exciting, customers might 

become bored with the interaction or the services 

they get from you, especially if they engage with 

you on a regular basis.  

 

From the brief descriptions and examples above we can see how important psychology has become 

in how customers evaluate an experience and how difficult it has become to create the right 

experience as part of our Customer Experience Measurement programs. This provides us with an 

understanding of how complicated the interaction between a customer and an organisation can 

become and how difficult it is to get to the “truth” about how customers feel and how organisations 

can react to improve their customer experience.  

 

5.3  Customers’ psychological journey  

 

The following section describes the overall process of a customer’s experience with a company but 

from the psychological perspective of the consumer. These various psychological interactions have 

some critical implications for the management and also the measurement of experience and 

customers’ satisfaction with an experience.  

 

Figure 3 below depicts the process and the flow of various psychological aspects that affect a 

customer’s perception of an organisation at various stages of their engagement cycle. 
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Figure 3: Psychological aspects during a customer’s engagement cycle 

 

 
 

From the above graphic it is clear that there are numerous psychological processes that influence a 

customer’s perception of an interaction and their subsequent evaluation of that experience. Not only 

are there numerous psychological aspects that influence a consumer (as displayed in table 2 above) 

but all these aspects play various roles of importance through the entire “lifecycle” of the 

psychological interaction the customer  has with the organisation.  

 

Since real-time or near real-time measurements focusses on evaluating the experience itself (the 

operational aspect of the process), they lack the ability to gather information about the “value in 

use” or functional outcome of the interaction with the origination. As an example, consider the 

person who goes and buys a drill bit to drill a hole in the wall. The functional outcome is the picture 

that they can hang on the wall not the purchase of the drill bit (functional attribute) as such. It is this 

functional outcome that is measured by more traditional market research techniques compared to 

real-time measures that focusses on evaluating the momentary interaction.  

 

To quote Professor Hugh Wilson (Shaw et al., 2010, page 15) “Value-in-use is not gained at the 

moment when the supplier delivers a product or service – the moment which is assessed in most 

event satisfaction surveys – but as a result of the customer’s consumption processes when they use 

the product or service” 

 

While customers are less bothered with the drill bit itself (the functional attribute), that is exactly 

what most companies end up selling and focussing on in their marketing efforts.  
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The functional outcome and “value-in-use” is directly linked to the overall improvement of a 

customer’s well-being, that which they are trying to improve through engaging with your company. 

Delivering a “value-in-use” that is beneficial to the customer, shows them that you understand who 

they are and that you care for their overall well-being. Traditional market research typically gets an 

indication of a customer’s entire journey with an organisation, while real time measures give an 

indication of how they feel about the physical interaction they have with the organisation.  

 

Walk into any technology store that sells cell phones, computers, electronic goods or appliances and 

the focus is on functionality and features. What these interactions usually lack is a focus on how the 

product can be used to provide a functional outcome (improvement of well-being). Value is also 

derived from the whole psychological impact of the experience.  

 

Companies like Apple and Amazon understand that it is more about the value they give to your life, 

the well-being, the functional outcome than it is about the product that you buy. Steve Jobs is 

famous for his philosophy of wanting to change people’s lives and it is this philosophy that has 

changed the world we live in today. Companies that will excel in the future are those companies 

that understand the value potential that each engagement with the company has.  

 

If we look at the previous section we can see that there are numerous mental, emotional and 

psychological aspects that influence how we evaluate organisations. The most important 

psychological aspects that have an influence are: 

 

 The human sensory system and how information enters our being 

 Our perception of experience (which is different from the real experience) 

 Our memory of an experience 

 The emotions associated with an experience 

 The conscious versus the subconscious aspects of our psyche  

 

The following sections will explain each of these aspects and their relevance to the measurement of 

experience. As soon as we have an understanding of the impact that each of these factors has on our 

evaluation of an experience we can begin to understand how to improve these experiences and the 

best ways of measuring the experiences.   

 

6.  The human sensory system 

 

We live our lives through sensations. Every person experience thousands of sensations every day.  

Although the aim of this paper is not to explain brain function and sensory systems in detail, as this 

is beyond the scope of this paper, a basic understanding of the human sensory system is required.  

 

We are aware of sensations every waking hour of our existence; these are, sight, smell, taste, touch 

and hearing. The operation of the sensory system is quite complex and although a lot of research 

has been done in the field of neuropsychology there are still many functions that we don’t 

understand completely.  

 

Each of the sensory systems work on a number of sensory principles which will be summarized in 

the followings sections. (Kolb & Whishaw, 1990).   
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The following are the general principles on which all of the sensory systems function: 

 

Receptors – These are specialised cells whose main function is to convert sensory energy (e.g. light 

waves) into neural activity. The receptors in each sensory system are different to be able to detect 

different sensory energies. 

 

Receptor fields – Each receptor has a specific receptor field which constitutes a specific area which 

allows stimuli to be located in space. For the eyes it is the specific field of vision the eye can see, 

for the skin a specific area that is being touched and for taste specific areas on the tongue.  

 

Neural relays – Each sensory system has three to four neurons that are connected to get 

information from the receptors to the cortex. These neural relays are responsible for recoding 

activity in successive relays that changes the code of information from the sensory receptors to a 

message that reaches the neural cortex.  

 

Information transmission – It takes one or more cells to convert stimulus energy into neural 

energy. Once these are converted, all sensory information from all sensory systems is coded by 

action potentials. The sensory information is conducted into the brain by bundles of axons (nerves) 

until they enter the brain or spinal cord and every nerve carries the same kind of signal.  

 

This phenomenon raises many questions of how the action potentials code the differences in 

sensations. Many theories exist about how this happens but it is still not clear how we perceive 

sensations such as touch, sound and smell as being different from one another. There are people 

who can hear in colour or identify smells by the sound that it makes. This ability is called 

synaesthesia and everyone that has felt shivers during a beautiful piece of music or “felt” the sound 

of fingernails scratching a black board has experienced this.  

 

The following section takes our understanding a bit further in explaining that the things we 

experience through our sensory systems are not the same as what we perceive our experiences to be.  

 

7.  Perception of experiences  

 

The anatomy and physiology explained in the previous section gives a somewhat diluted view of 

how we view the outside world, since our experience of sensory stimuli is much richer that the 

direct input from the outside world. Our experience in any given situation is also influenced by a 

number of factors like our past experience, our emotional state at the time and the context in which 

we have the experience. Our experience is therefore far more than just the transformation of stimuli 

into brain activity.   

 

Our subjective experience, i.e. our personal and individual experience of a given situation is our 

perception, and it is perception rather than sensory transference that is of interest to market 

researchers.    

 

The fundamental difference between sensation and perception is as follows (Kolb & Whishaw, 

1990): 

 

Sensation is the result of activity of receptors and their associated pathways to the corresponding 

neocortical sensory areas. 

 

Perception is the result of activity of cells in the cortex beyond the first synapses in the sensory 

cortex. In the neo-cortex sensory information is transformed into a percept by such factors as 

experience and context. 



© SAMRA 2013 – Conference Delegate Copy    1 

So while sensation is only a function of the sensory cortex, perception is this sensory sensation that 

has been influenced by your circumstances, experience, surroundings and context. 

 

This is best explained by an example. Let’s say you get an error message on your TV indicating that 

you have to call the DSTV helpline for assistance. The interaction with the call centre agent in the 

two examples below is identical but the surrounding circumstances are completely different. 

 

Example 1 Example 2 

This is the first time that it has ever 

happened to you. You phone the call 

centre and get through immediately. The 

call centre agent helps you within two 

minutes and your TV picture is back. 

This is the third time this week that you have to call 

the call centre to fix the same problem. You don’t get 

through immediately; the IVR system indicates that 

approximate waiting time is 21 minutes. You wait the 

21 minutes while you kiss your favourite TV program 

goodbye. The call centre agent helps you within two 

minutes and your TV picture is back. 

 

If you were asked to rate the call centre agent after the interaction, the chances are that you would 

rate the call centre agent in example 1 much better than the call centre agent in example 2. The 

experience to be evaluated was the same (the call centre agent resolved your issue in two minutes) 

but your perception of the experience was influenced by your previous experience and the 

surrounding circumstances.  

 

Below are three more examples of how our perception (the ultimate outcome) of a specific situation 

is different from the sensory input that we receive in the situation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 2: Face or Vase? 

First described by Rubin, this ambiguous 

figure can be interpreted accurately in two 

different ways demonstrating our ability to 

shift between focusing on the figure and 

background. 

 

 

 

 

Example 3:  The Muller-Lyer Illusion  

The line on the left appears longer than the line 

on the right because of contextual cues (the 

arrowheads). But in fact they are both exactly 

the same length. 

 

 

Example 1 – How your brain makes sense of completely misspelled words 

The phaonmneal pweor of the hmuan mnid, aoccdrnig to rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy. It 

dseno’t mtaetr in waht oerdr the ltteres in a wrod are, the olny iproamtnt tihng is taht the frsit and 

lsat ltteer be in the rghit pclae. The rset can be a taotl mses and you can sitll raed it whotuit a 

pboerlm.  
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Ambiguous figures and illusions involve complex perceptual phenomenon that are mediated by the 

neo-cortex at a functional level beyond the primary sensory cortex. They also illustrate the 

complexity of perceptual phenomenon produced by the secondary and tertiary sensory regions, and 

allow us some insight into the basis of cognitive processes (Kolb & Whishaw, 1990). 

 

Not only is our perception of an experience different than the actual experience, the time that 

elapses between an experience and the recall of the experience also influences our perception of the 

experience. The next section will investigate the effect that memory has on our perception of 

experiences.  

 

8.  Memory of experiences  

 

8.1   What is memory  

 

Memory, or more specifically the way which we remember things, is a process that is not clearly 

understood yet. Although many theories exist about where memory resides in the brain, for the 

purposes of this paper, we are more concerned with the process of memorising things than the 

specific area where this is localised in the brain.  

 

The best way to try and describe the process of how memory functions is by using an analogy as 

explained by (Kolb & Whishaw, 1990). 

 

Imagine a hill and that water is being poured on top of the hill. As the water runs down the hill it 

erodes small channels in the earth. If more water is poured on the hill, most of it follows the same 

route than the first water, further deepening the channels. Since the water will always take the same 

route down the hill we can say that there is a “memory” for that route. In neurological terms we can 

see our brain as the hill and the process of memory as the route. Sensory experiences enter the brain 

(top of the hill) flows through the brain (the channels in the hill) and produces behaviours (leaves 

the hill at the bottom). The memory therefore is not stored in a place but is a function of the activity 

of the entire brain. Although the analogy shouldn’t be taken literally it does demonstrate in a simple 

way how memory is a process of neural connectivity rather than a site that can be found in the 

brain.  

 

8.2  What do we remember from an experience  

 

We never remember all the finer details of an experience, only certain critical elements are stored 

that we can use at a later stage to reconstruct the event.  

 

Bartlett (1932) indicate that “It looks as if what is said to be reproduced is, far more general than is 

commonly admitted, really a construction serving to justify whatever impression may have been left 

by the original” 

 

The more contextual information available in the experience, the more detail we remember about 

the interaction. The longer the period between the experience and the remembering of the 

experience, the more detail is lost during the recall. During recall our memory uses the critical 

elements that it identified in the experience and supplements these with additional elements that are 

compatible with the sensory experience but in truth are totally inaccurate.  

 

This function that only the more critical elements of an experience are remembered while the 

peripheral experiences are actually reconstructed, is essential to our functioning. We experience 

thousands of sensory inputs every second and it will be impossible for us to remain sane if we had 

to remember every detail of every experience for ever. If we compare our brain to that of a 
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computer, remembering everything will be the same as running out of hard drive space and 

processing every finer detail will strain our processing power.   

 

9.  Emotions associated with experiences  

 

As if it is not complicated enough that our perception of an experience is not equal to the real 

experience, or that our recall of an experience is constructed by adding false detail, our emotions 

during an experience also has an influence on how we perceive an experience and our subsequent 

behaviour in the future.   

 

To try and understand the effect our emotion has on our experience, the recall of the experience and 

our future behaviour, it is important to understand the fundament concepts related to emotions.  

 

First of all, any emotional experience is complex in nature since it may involve a physiological 

component, a neuro-hormonal activity, overt behaviours and specific cognitive processes. It is even 

more complicated to define since there is no uniform definition of what emotion is and no 

standardised way of quantifying it.   

 

Below is a short description of some of the key components of most emotional experiences. Some 

or even all of these may occur depending on the specific emotion. 

 

Physiological 

You may start trembling, your heart may race, you can start sweating or your face 

may become red. Blood pressure is affected, changes in the digestive system can 

occur and various hormones are released that affect the brain or the autonomic 

system. 

Overt 

behaviours 

These refer to the body language you display during a behaviour and is an essential 

clue for others to understand your emotional state. These include facial 

expressions, tone of voice, posture and hand gestures. 

Feelings 
You may also have strong feelings like sadness, anger, excitement that could be 

difficult to verbalise. It also includes subjective feelings like love and hate. 

Cognition 

Thoughts about who is saying what, how you should respond, how do people 

expect you to behave. These even continue after the event with thoughts of what 

you should have said or done and possibly plans and ideas of what you will do in 

the future if it happens again. 

 

Considering all of these aspects related to emotions it is clear that emotions, or a person’s emotional 

state, is not a specific thing that can be easily quantified but rather a very complex inferred state. 

The question that researchers and companies need to ask themselves is how the emotional state of 

the customer, during an experience, influences their future behaviour, whether it is to repurchase a 

product or to tell others about the company or the experience they’ve had.   

 

The Greek philosopher Plato, in his dialogue with Phaedrus, uses the Chariot Allegory to explain 

his view of the human soul. He describes the human soul as a chariot being pulled by two horses. 

The one is the rational or moral and the other represents the irrational passions and appetites.  

 

It is this complex dualism between reason and emotion that market researchers and companies need 

to understand in order to develop more unique and satisfactory customer experiences.  

 

Neural research has shown that the brain’s response to short term pleasure occurs largely in the 

limbic system, the area that governs emotion. Future rewards are considered in the prefrontal cortex 

which is often associated with reason and calculation. Psychologists have known for years that 

delayed gratification (future reward) is a much weaker motivator that immediate pleasure.  All 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plato
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phaedrus_(dialogue)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allegory
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soul_(spirit)
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things being equal, the reward of immediate economic gratification generated by the limbic region 

will always triumph over postponed rewards generated by the prefrontal cortex.  

 

This is not a huge problem when you buy specific products or use specific services since you 

receive that immediate reward (use the product, taste the food, being entertained). It is however, a 

huge challenge for the service industry like insurance providers, medical aids, investments and 

banking services where there are no immediate rewards. It is therefore more difficult to identify and 

manage the emotional component during these interactions since these interactions generate very 

little emotional involvement and therefore the rational mind takes charge and dominates all 

behaviour (and subsequent recall of events). Ideally one would try and create an emotional 

component during these interactions to appeal to a customer on an emotional level.  

 

10.The conscious and the subconscious mind  

 

Another aspect that has an effect on our evaluation of an experience and the subsequent behavioural 

changes is the age-old battle between the conscious and the subconscious mind. In business 

research it is relatively easy to measure the rational, conscious side of an experience through 

customer satisfaction surveys and the like, but it is far more difficult to measure the subconscious 

impact.  

 

Although everyone is convinced that people make decisions rationally all researchers eventually 

have to admit that rationality alone fails to predict adequately how people actually behave. 

Subconscious stimuli in the environment like the tone of voice of the call centre agent, the colour of 

the reception area or the music playing in the background all affect our overall evaluation of the 

experience. These stimuli have such a powerful effect that we will tell people we had such a 

wonderful experience but when asked for specifics we can’t recall anything. We don’t know what 

was so good about the experience we just know that it was.  

 

Many of these effects go beyond the rational and explain aspects of our psychological makeup like 

the subconscious and emotions that play an important part in how we perceive and judge 

organisations.   

 

To quote Dr Peter Jones of Shire Professional Chartered Psychologists: (Shaw et al, 2010, page 16).  

“One figure which always surprises people is that the subconscious processes 200,000 times more 

information than the conscious mind without us having to focus on it, and does that processing 

before our eyes have even recognized the person or object. It is likely to process emotions even 

faster, around ten times faster than our conscious mind” 

 

11.The psychological impact on measurement  

 

If we truly want to manage our customers experience, we need to measure and influence all aspects 

of the customers experience on a rational, psychological and emotional level. From the section 

above it is clear that we have to understand all the psychological experiences of a customer in order 

to have a holistic view of a customer’s experience.  

 

The pre experience (as explained in figure 3) is a psychological aspect that stems from the 

customers memory of the experience and the learning that takes place, the associations with the 

organisation and the overall value the customer received from interacting with the company. These 

aspects fall outside the immediate interaction the customer has with the company and can therefore 

not be measured effectively during the interaction. To truly understand these aspects you need to 

use more traditional measures while real-time measures can be employed to measure the in-

experience effect.  
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According to Kahneman (2011), we have to think of ourselves as having two selves, the 

experiencing self and the remembering self. The experiencing self lives in the moment and knows 

the present. This is the self that the doctor addresses when he says, “does it hurt when I press here 

or how sensitive is this”. Then we have the remembering self which is the part of our self that tracks 

and maintains the story of our life. This is the self the doctor addresses when he says “so how are 

you doing or how was your vacation?” 

 

He explains that he and some other psychologists counted the number of possible time slices of 

experiences you can have and they have found that you have approximately 600 million of these 3 

second moments of “psychological presence” in your lifetime. That’s about 600 000 of these 

moments of experiences in a month. Most of these moments of the experiencing self are lost for 

ever without a trace. Most of them are completely forgotten by the remembering self.  

  

This discrepancy between the ± 2000 daily moments we experience and the hand-full of individual 

moments we remember in a day, is the difference between what the experiencing self experiences 

and what the remembering self remembers. Kahneman explains that we don’t choose between 

experiences we choose between memories of experiences. 

 

Kahneman uses an example of someone that he interviewed that was explaining her experience 

listening to a recording of a symphony for 20 minutes and describing how wonderful it was. Then 

right at the end there was a horrible screeching sound that interrupted the symphony. When 

Kahneman asked her about the experience she became quite emotional and said “that sound ruined 

the entire experience for me”. Although she had a wonderful experience, she was left with a bad 

memory. The memory was all that she had of the experience and the memory was ruined. There is a 

huge difference between the happiness of the experiencing self and the satisfaction of the 

remembering self.  

 

If we look at the psychological moments of a customer’s entire experience with a company we can 

see where the experiencing self and the remembering self fit into the sequence of events. The 

experiencing self plays a role in physical interaction with the organisation while the remembering 

self is more prominent during the memory and learning phase. 

 

Figure 4: Experiencing and remembering self and their measurement influence 
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If we then relate real-time measures and more traditional measures to the concept of the 

experiencing self and the remembering self it is quite clear that real-time measures can effectively 

be used to measure the experiencing self in the moment of the experience while more traditional 

research methods can explore the remembering self a couple of weeks or months following the 

experience. During this time learning has taken place and the experience has been rationalised and 

socialized.  

 

11.1  Real-time measuring the experiencing self  

 

Real-time measures can be of great value to an organisation since they can shed some light on the 

emotions a customer have during an experience. They are very effective in evaluating the “in the 

moment” experiences where we can measure both a customer’s thoughts and feelings. Most 

purchase decisions are influenced by both rational thoughts and our emotions during the interaction.  

 

Let’s consider the process of purchasing a car. Maybe you decided to buy the car at that moment 

because while you were sitting in the driver’s seat you imagined driving down the highway or 

maybe it was the smell of the leather seats. There was some emotional cue that played a significant 

role in your decision to buy it. Three months down the line, if you were asked why you bought it, 

the answer will probably be a rational one, something that you have assimilated with the car during 

the last couple of months. It was really a good price that you paid or the petrol consumption is 

excellent. Chances are that you would have forgotten the emotional cues that played a role during 

the interaction.  

 

11.2  Traditional research measuring the remembering self  

 

Traditional surveys that typically happen a couple of weeks or months after the experience is ideal 

to evaluate the memory of the experience. Since the memory that we have of an experience is our 

only perception of the true experience it is the only aspect that influences future behaviour. It is 

therefore essential to understand the lasting memory that a customer has about their experience. It is 

this lasting memory that will become the focus of change during the customer’s next interaction.  

 

If you understand what the lasting experience (i.e. memory) is that was created by the previous 

experience, the insight gained from traditional research methods will provide an indication of how 

that memory can be improved through enhancements of the customers next experience with the 

organisation.  

 

This will assist the organisation in understanding the emotional engagement the customer wants to 

have with you. By combining the two methodologies you can measure both the rational (logical) 

that drive future behaviour and also the emotional component (what people feel) that could be 

enhanced for the next time the customer has an interaction.  

 

The next section will explore some ideas of how this experience can be improved. 

 

12.How to create memorable experiences  

 

The aim of any organisation should be to create memorable experiences in the mind of their 

customers. Every touch point where a customer interacts with the organisation creates an 

opportunity to create a memorable experience. Let’s consider some of the most important things 

that we have seen during the course of this paper.  

 

One of the things that Kahneman (2010) explains in his book is that we only remember selective 

things of an experience, a couple of critical things that forms our memory of the experience. 
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Kahneman calls this the peak-end rule and explain that the most important times during an 

interaction are the peaks of the interaction and the end of the interaction. It is therefore possible for 

an organisation using this assumption to create a very nice peak emotional experience and also a 

very emotional end experience. By using emotional cues in the interaction you can ensure that there 

is a lasting emotional connection to the experience and by ensuring that the peaks and ends of the 

experience is exceptional you will create a lasting memory of the experience that will influence 

future behaviour.  

 

In 2012 American Express brought out their annual Global Customer Service Barometer Report. 

According to their research customers will tell up to 12 people about a good experience they had 

and up to 20 people about every bad experience. Considering that every day more and more people 

are becoming connected via the internet and using social media as a portal to tell others about their 

experiences, creating good customer experiences are more important than ever.    

 

Shaw et al. (2010), use the term “experience psychology” for how psychological theory and practice 

can be used to improve customer’s perception of their experience. This is done by focussing on the 

value derived from the emotional and subconscious experience and not just the rational. This 

approach fits in with how we know people perceive things in their everyday life.  

 

A customer’s relationship with the organization is no longer only about the transaction but about 

creating memorable, alluring and engaging experiences that stay in the mind of the customer much 

longer than the initial interaction. Marketing activities and customer experience management 

becomes more of a psychological discipline since it focuses on the emotional side and the 

subconscious side of the experience and not only the rational and logical aspects  

 

Shaw et al. (2010) identified 20 critical emotions that organisations should try and manage during 

experiences. Figure 5 visually displays these emotions.  

 

Figure 5: 20 critical emotions 
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The 20 emotions are broken down into four clusters;  

 

 advocacy emotions, which together are close to the concept of total satisfaction 

 recommendation emotions, which are all about the touchy-feely side of the experience 

 attention emotions such as “interested” which make something feel appealing 

 negative emotions that destroy value 

 

Using real-time measures in the experience, organisations can measure emotional aspects of the 

interaction. If these emotional aspects are then related to the memory of the experience (or 

functional outcome and value) as measured during traditional CEM research, it will provide a 

holistic view of the total experience.    

 

This will lead to an improved understanding of how customers remember an experience, how this 

memory contributes to their whole “value in use” which in turn drives future behaviour. 

Understanding the emotional side of the interaction can help an organisation to sculpt interactions 

so that it is an emotionally satisfying experience for the customer.  

 

By doing this an organisation can play an active role in managing customer experiences and affect 

the valued outcome the organisation seeks (increasing levels of spend, tenure, recommendations) 

through their engagements with customers.  

 

13.Integrating traditional and real -time measures  

 

As we’ve seen from the section above it would be advantageous for companies to combine and 

integrate traditional research approaches with real time measurements. The following section 

describes some of the most important things companies should be cognisant of when integrating 

different research approaches. 

 

I think it is important, before we look at various things companies can do to integrate real-time 

measures with more traditional approaches, to understand the difference between data, information 

and insights.  

 

The following diagram shows how social facts are converted to data, data to information and then 

the structuring of information leads to knowledge (Johannessen, Olaisen, and Olsen (2002). 

 

  



© SAMRA 2013 – Conference Delegate Copy    1 

Figure 6: Social facts to knowledge 

 

 
 

This aspect of the transformation from social facts to knowledge is very important when we 

compare real-time measures with more traditional research approaches especially from the 

perspective of making decisions within the organisation.  

 

Tien (2006) Figure 7, defines data as basic transactions captured during operational processes. 

Since most real-time measures are linked to a specific interaction, it only represents basic 

transactions during operations and therefore falls in the category of data. Information on the other 

hand is processed data, in other words data grouped into patterns and facts related to causes. 

Knowledge is taking this another step further where information is being processed and integrated 

with experiences, beliefs and the values and culture in the organisation. Integration of this 

knowledge with current theories, experiences and insights leads to wisdom. 

 

Figure 7: Decision making framework 
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Tien (2006) indicate that strategic decisions can be made with knowledge, while systemic decisions 

(impacting the total business) should be made with wisdom. If the distinction between data and 

information is not clear we run the risk of being data rich but information poor.  

 

Traditional research activities collect data, produce information and create knowledge that can 

support and inform strategic decisions. Research and market researchers should form part of the 

knowledge community and not the data community. From a data, information, knowledge and 

insight perspective the challenge in collecting real-time data is the transformation of that data to 

business knowledge and insights that can change the organisation.  

 

From many discussions with organisations in South Africa who uses real-time and near real-time 

data it was clear that one of the biggest challenges is to gain insights from the data. Traditional 

market research is seen as insight generating methodologies and this is one of the big differences 

between real-time measurements and more traditional research approaches.  

 

The synergy between real-time measures and traditional research methodologies is where these two 

methods are integrated. Integration in this context refers to using the traditional market research 

expertise and experience and using this to gain actionable insights from data collected in a real-time 

fashion. You need to use the marketing and research skills available in other parts of the business or 

available from skilled specialist research companies and apply these skills and knowledge to get to 

integrated, sustainable insights.  

 

If real-time measures are reduced to a management tool you have lost the biggest advantage from 

real-time measurements, using up-to-date immediate information to get to insights.  

 

13.1  Choosing one over the other    

 

The current problem in the research industry is that experienced researchers are still reluctant to use 

real-time measures and companies specialising in real-time measures stay away from scientific 

research principles. If this notion can be overcome, a synergistic relationship could be created in 

organisations where the two methodologies feed from each other and support each other to provide 

more insight to the organisation. 

 

More traditional research methods could be used to gain an in depth understanding and inform the 

company’s strategy, while real-time measures can be used to track changes in the organisation and 

employ changes quicker in the organisation.  

 

A good analogy to use when comparing traditional research with real-time measures is to compare 

it to the management of your personal health. Traditional research in CEM can be seen as having a 

yearly or twice yearly full medical check-up where various tests are done and an in-depth 

understanding of your current health is established. The doctor can also give you an indication of 

what you can expect in the future considering the current state of your health. Strategies and action 

plans can be developed that will turn your health around or keep it on the same path as it is 

currently.  

 

Real-time measures on the other hand can be seen as a daily check of blood pressure, heart rate and 

cholesterol to see if the plans that you have put in place, after the full medical, is paying off or to 

alert you if something critical is starting to go wrong. The full medical check-up cannot be replaced 

with a daily quick measure since it lacks detail. The quick daily measure can’t be replaced with the 

full medical since it is too complicated and takes too long. Replacing a traditional CEM research 

project with only a real-time measure is fatal, since a lot of cumulative small measures over an 

extended period is not equivalent to one in depth evaluation once a year. Real-time measures gives 
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you the “what” but most often not the “why”. You need to be able to align the “what” and the 

“why” with each other to truly understand the full extent of a customer’s experience.  The strategic 

CEM measure will give you the strategic insight and guidance while the real-time measure can be 

used to track operational changes. 

 

13.2  Internal alignment between measures  

 

Another important concept to remember is that if both measures are employed in an organisation, 

they need to be aligned. This is not only true for real-time measures and traditional research in 

particular, but in general for all research activities within a company. Organisations employing 

research are quite prone to develop and use different measures that are totally disconnected. They 

use different measures at different times for different purposes. These disconnected measures are 

notoriously difficult to relate to one another and therefore making it almost impossible to establish 

cause and effect.  

 

Researchers must try and pull together as many data streams as possible, from real-time measures to 

more traditional measures, behavioural insights, operational metrics, big data already existing in the 

organisation, social media responses, feedback from client relationship managers, strategic data etc. 

to get a holistic view of the customer to try and get to various answers simultaneously: 

 

 What are customers getting from us? 

 What do they want from us? 

 Who are these customers? 

 What are their emotional and cognitive perceptions when dealing with us? 

 How are we changing to align with what customers want? 

 How are we evaluating the impact of changes in the organisation? 

 What are future market opportunities? 

 

All these and many other research questions can be understood by having a holistic approach to 

market research and ensuring that the various research initiatives are aligned with each other and so 

providing a whole that provides more insights than the combination of isolated individual projects.    

 

Aligning various metrics is quite complicated and will probably need a system and a human 

solution. Most systems will not be able to create the correct linkages and most humans will not be 

able to sift through all the data manually. You therefore need an approach that will harness your 

technological and human potential simultaneously to effectively get to the required answers.  

 

In conclusion I think it is important to recognize that there isn’t a battle being fought between real-

time measures and traditional research solutions. There shouldn’t be resistance to employ any of 

these or both of these in organisations. No one is saying that when you use a real-time measure that 

you should sit behind your PC 24/7 and initiate new changes on a daily basis. Or that you should 

wait 365 days for the results of your newest wave of CEM research before you implement any 

changes. It’s more about managing what you need to know at the time you need to know it and 

implementing specific research initiatives at optimal times during projects and organisational 

lifecycles.  

 

Integrating and aligning various measures is the way companies will operate in the future. For this 

to be effective all research will require careful planning and collaboration to ensure effective 

execution and implementation. 

 

  



© SAMRA 2013 – Conference Delegate Copy    1 

14.Conclusions 

 

14.1  Implementation of real -time systems  

 

As with any new technology or system implemented in an organisation, the implementation of a 

real-time system will be accompanied by some teething problems. In many instances the proponents 

of these systems oversell and overpromise the capabilities of the system and then under deliver. 

They usually promise that it will be cheaper, provide more up to date information and create 

actionable insights. They promise that everything will be automated, you will need no human 

intervention and that you will have actionable results with the push of a button in real-time. New 

technologies like these often don’t live up to expectations.  

 

Although real-time measures are very promising in terms of what they can offer the market research 

field, they are in most instances also quite complex. This complexity refers to the setup of the 

system, the day to day operations of the system and the outcomes generated via the system.  

 

Any real-time system can only live up to its potential if it is highly integrated with other research 

methodologies to give a holistic view of the entire organisation. To really get the full value of a 

real-time measure it is also critical to involve seasoned researchers and/or organisational expertise 

throughout the research process to turn the masses of data into strategic insights.  
 

14.2   Integration with other systems and resources  

 

Another important aspect is that any real-time system should be integrated with current systems and 

research initiatives from the start to really reap the rewards of real-time operational feedback. If 

real-time measures are used in isolation, without an overarching strategy or integration with other 

research initiatives, acting on real-time results could be a risky strategy. If any real-time initiative is 

integrated with other research and systems the different techniques and results can feed from each 

other and create a synergistic whole.  

.  

14.3   Managing the volume of data    

 

The journey from real-time data to insight is further complicated by the sheer amount of data. This 

phenomenon is not specifically related to real-time measures per say but of corporate organisations 

as whole. The statement that we are overwhelmed with data but starved of information is true for 

most modern organisations. Iwata (2012) describes the new data era we are in as being dominated 

by volume, velocity and variety. 

 

Volume - The equivalent of all of the data that existed up to 2003 is now generated in two days and 

90% of the world’s total data was created in the last two years alone. That’s 2.5 

quintillion bytes every day, and counting (exponentially). 

Velocity - It’s not just more, but faster. In 1987, the New York stock exchange electronic systems 

could handle only 95 transactions per second. Today the NYSE processes millions of 

transactions per second with microsecond latency. 

Variety -Fully 80% of the world’s data today is unstructured, from e-mails, social  

network comments and tweets to audio and video files, medical images and trillions  

of distributed sensors. It is estimated that unstructured data will grow 800% over the  

next five years. 

 

Not only is it challenging enough to deal with the volume, velocity and variety of data we also need 

to question its truthfulness. Since we are relying more and more on unstructured data from various 

sources we need to ensure the legitimacy of the data. More data is not only more, but also more 
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complex, more unclear, more unorganized and more dependent on context. The sheer amount of 

data organisations create, can in itself become an inhibiting factor if the appropriate systems, 

structures and resources are not introduced to effectively manage the vast amount of data generated 

As the celebrated statistician and writer Nate Silver puts it (West, 2013), "Every day, three times 

per second, we produce the equivalent of the amount of data that the Library of Congress has in its 

entire print collection. Most of it is irrelevant noise. So unless you have good techniques for 

filtering and processing the information, you're going to get into trouble." 

 

14.4  Using and implementing results  

 

One of the biggest challenges facing organisations that employ real-time systems is to know what to 

do with the data. It’s one thing collecting all this data but a total different challenge to know how to 

position the results in the organisation and when you need to implement changes as a result of the 

real-time information. One of the participants in the in-depth interviews said to me that his first 

comment when they showed him the new dashboard was “Do I have to look at this every day”.  

 

It is therefore of critical importance to have a companywide understanding and strategy on how 

real-time information should be used, interpreted and implemented.  

 

If companies take some of the suggestions made in this paper to heart they can create a situation in 

their organisation where research measures are integrated and aligned and where the strategic meets 

the operational.  

 

Cultures and behaviours in the organisation can be changed from a strategic and operational level.  

 

1. Strategic level: A top-down approach – Driven from executive level, overall strategy guides 

employees to attain specific cultural and behavioural objectives. 

2. Operational level: A bottom-up approach - Real-time measures can be used to assist cultural and 

behavioural changes by reinforcing the right behaviours on an operational level.  

 

Ultimately any research conducted in an organisation should have an impact on customer decision-

making and address pertinent business issues. If it doesn’t answer both of these effectively then 

market research in its entirety in the organisation should be relooked.  

 

15.Future research and prospects for the research industry  

 

The following section presents a view of propositions for future research. Although some of these 

technologies might already be used by research, IT and consulting firms, their understanding and 

use in South Africa is still limited. Technology is changing the way companies detect, measure and 

respond to events and a thorough understanding of these technologies and associated changes is 

essential if the research fraternity wants to remain relevant in today’s changing world. 

 

The most recent advances in the industry focus on either collecting data while respondents are in 

their natural environment or without asking them directly. The following section will explore 

concepts like, neuromarketing, biometrics and webnography together with the implications of 

technological advances as a whole. 

 

Neuromarketing isn’t a new field per se. The equipment for conducting neurological studies has 

been around for years. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), electroencephalography 

(EEC), psychophysical, and magnetoencephalography (MEG) devices are used in the medical 

industry on a daily basis to assist with diagnosis. One of the new trends is to use these types of 

technologies to study how humans behave psychologically and neurologically while in consumer 
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related activities. Proponents of these technologies are excited about the fact that they can start 

understanding underlying brain functions while critics are afraid that marketers and researchers will 

gain access to subconsciously hidden information and use these to “manipulate” consumers. Those 

who are interested in reading more about the pros and cons of these technologies are referred to, 

Douglas (2008). 

 

Biometric studies provide a very unique type of methodology for a specific niche market. New 

technologies in this area allows researchers to use physiological indicators such as sweat, heart rate 

and neural activity to measure what shapes people's feelings toward certain brands and experiences. 

 

Technologies that allow us to observe customers in their natural environment are becoming more 

and more popular. These methods are said to provide the “missing link” between our rational and 

our emotional minds. Brainwave tracing provides such a method and allows researchers to 

understand what someone is feeling without having to ask them. 

 

Another one of these methods is Webnography’ or  ‘web-ethnography’ which is an attempt to look 

for insights arising from natural contexts on the internet - the natural ‘conversations’ among 

consumers, or what we refer to as consumer generated media. This includes forums like blogs, 

newsgroups, social networking services, message boards, consumer review forums etc. 

 

Innovation is trying to fill in the ultimate gap in the market researcher’s arsenal; The ability to 

understand the gap between what people say and what they really think; The gap between the 

rational mind and the elusive emotional self; The difference in perception between the experiencing 

self and the remembering self.  

 

All of these aspects are an attempt to better understand the human psyche and the way we as 

humans operate. It is more important than ever for market researchers to understand the subtle 

differences in human behaviour and decision making. Companies demand to understand their 

customers and customers expect that companies will be aware of their individual needs. It is the 

responsibility of market researchers to be the link between what customers expect and what 

companies offer.   

 

In closing: As we enter a new and exciting era in the market research field we have a vast array of 

methodologies to our disposal (big data, biometrics, eye tracking, biofeedback, real-time, mobile, 

internet, social media analytics, blogs, discussion forums, CATI, face to face, CAPI, ethnography, 

web-ethnography, personal interviews, focus groups, communities, text analytics, webcams, 

visualization analytics, apps based research, mobile ethnography, virtual environments, social 

networks, gamification, crowd sourcing, facial analytics, neuro-marketing, GPS tracking, MRI 

scanning, WAP-based research)  we should not lose sight of who we are and what our purpose is. 

We need to ensure that standards within the industry are upheld so that we are not seen as survey 

monkeys. It is our responsibly to seek the truth no matter how well it is hidden and turn that into 

reliable, accurate and actionable insights. Investigating anything in isolation without considering the 

context will become more and more dangerous since large parts of the overall story might be 

missed. 

 

All these new sources of information which customers can use to share their views and experiences 

with us leave us with an added responsibility. Customers expect that their interaction with 

companies, products and brands will have an influence on how the company changes and how the 

company treats them. They want companies to show an understanding for their needs, opinions and 

who they are and change the way they do things. Giving consumers what they want will become the 

natural way of things and not the exception.   
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The following paragraph from the 2013 GRIT (Murphy, 2013).  report summarises the current state 

of the market research industry.  

 

“Two key pieces of the insights value chain – data collection and analysis – have been disrupted by 

multiple new players who are staking their claim to various pieces of the previous domain of market 

research. And with the growth of social media analytics being a significant new trend, traditional 

research is being redefined before our very eyes. There is a realization in the business community 

that insights do not arise solely as a product of traditional research models. Instead, these new 

platforms are providing tools for discovery and the generation of ideas that are faster, more 

unexpected, more customer-focused and quite often, more productive than existing approaches. The 

game has changed, and the pace of change is only accelerating” 
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Appendix A 

 

Introduction 

Discuss the purpose 

Overview of content to discuss 

  

System background 

How long have you had the system 

How long did it take to develop and integrate the system (from project start until the day you gained 

your first insight) 

In general tell me about how your system works 

How does it work 

What do you do 

How do you gain information 

How is it maintained 

Who do you survey (criteria for inclusion, sample control, etc.) 

Who do you survey and when do you survey them 

How does the data collection work 

Do you think that you miss out on a certain proportion of your customers base (only those that 

contact you and contact you in a specific way) 

  

Using the data 

How is the data stored (in what format, databases etc.) 

How is it retrieved  

How is analysis done 

How is the data turned into insight 

How is the results implemented in the organization 

Is it making a difference in the organization 

YES - what are the changes that you see as a direct results of the real-time measurements 

NO - Why is it not working 

  

Real time (as a concept) 

Introduction 

Please define what is real time measurement (in your own words) 

What do you understand real-time means? 

Would you consider your system to be a real time system 

Is real time really real time? 

  

Advantages and disadvantages 

Why did you employ this in your company? 

What are the advantages? 

What are the disadvantages 

What are some of the challenges that you face? 

What is the difficulty in implementing the data collection? 

What is the difficulty in turning the data into insights 

  

Integration with other research 

Do you feel that real time measurements as a methodology provides all the insight that you need in 

your business 
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Why and why not 

Do you use this instead of more traditional research 

Do you combine this with other types of research (supplemented) 

How do you think the two measures complement each other or can be used together 

  

Purpose 

For which type of research activities do you use this system 

In which area do you think real time measurements is a great advantage (specific types of surveys, 

specific types of customers, etc.) 

In which area do you think real time measures is not the answer (where other methodologies are 

more applicable) 

How is the results used to inform and drive your strategy 

Do you think it measures the full extent of the customers experience 

If YES - please explain 

If NO - why do you say that and what would you change 

How do you think will be the best way to integrate real time measures with traditional research 

Should the results obtained during real-time measurements be interpreted differently than traditional 

research methodologies 

 


