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No, no—it’s not what you’re thinking.  I’m not into sexual voyeurism.  And no, I’m not an ardent television viewer like Chance the Gardner.  He’s the out-of-place protagonist from Peter Seller’s film Being There, whose refrain “I like to watch” creates comical chaos among those who eagerly over-interpret his simple statement.  My title—with all due credit to Chance—actually reflects a focus in this column on a technique of metacognitive and metarepresentative consumer research that I believe is far more common than we recognize and far less valued and systematized than it should be.1 

What I like to watch is my own consumer behavior and related mental conduct.  Watching intensively and orderly at times has spurred initial conjectures and developing insights in my own research, including some that I am convinced would not have been generated had I not been extra mindful.  I am also confident that many other consumer researchers produce research questions, hypotheses, designs, explanations, and future directions from delving into their own experiences as consumers.  How about you?  Even if you deny or downplay that you have done this, it is instructive to realize that nearly all consumer researchers regularly seek introspective insights from their research participants through requests for self-reports on cognitions, affect, judgments, interpretations, values, personality traits, memories, behaviors, and the like (see also Levy 1996).  Yet, as a field we have not made an earnest effort to discuss, utilize, teach, and maximize self-observation.


Along with its cousin introspection, self-observation is an attempt to concentrate on one’s current psychology or behaviors, in a calm and accurate manner, without judging or analyzing.  Macdonald (1996, p. 3) suggests that a person’s mental content and functions can be examined with the same proficiency that naturalists use when observing wildlife, i.e., “a combination of detachment, wide attentional focus, keen interest, alertness, and the ability to detect fast-changing subtlety.”  And while he readily admits that astute self-observation is not innate, he argues that it can be cultivated with sincere practice, just as any other method or skill.

In consumer research, self-observation has been most noticeably described, applied, and defended by Gould (1991, 1993, 1995), Hirschman (1992), Holbrook (1995a, 1995b), and Levy (1996).  Others have also engaged in pointed introspections about consumer behavior, as recorded in ethnographers’ journals (e.g., Wallendorf and Arnould 1991, Sherry 1998), informants’ diaries (e.g., Belk and Coon 1993), and researchers’ poetry (e.g., Sherry and Schouten 2002).  See also varied chapters in the recent book on retroscapes edited by Brown and Sherry (2002).  

Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) have produced the most conspicuous critique of self-observation in consumer research, focusing on its scientific credibility in terms of measurement issues (reliability and validity), as some prior and continuing appraisals have done (see, e.g., Wilson 2002).  Their article was, however, firmly focused on one particular project (Gould 1991), and generally gave scant attention to the many knowledge achievements gained through self-observation.  Brown (1998) has also since argued that positivistic scientific criteria should not be preeminent in assessing the value of self-observation.2  His focus on autobiographical literary criticism, however, implies that the past use of self-observation in consumer research has more often spliced creative writing with recollections of personal consumer behavior rather than intensively tracing the mind and the body in progress.

Regardless of these debates, self-observation and introspection have had an ancient and, many believe, distinguished history of constructive influences in the humanities, sciences, public affairs, and personal development (Ellis 1991; Gardner 1997; Rodriguez and Ryave 2002; The Dalai Lama, Benson, Thurman, Gardner, and Goleman 1991).  For example, self-observation has been fruitfully applied by philosophers (Socrates, Husserl, Sartre), authors (e.g., Dante, Joyce, Montaigne), musicians (e.g., Mozart), sociologists (Weber, Goffman), psychologists (e.g., Wundt, James, Freud, Jung), and leaders in religion and government (e.g., Dalai Lama, Gandhi).  Unfortunately, self-observation remains largely unknown, misunderstood, or written-off by consumer researchers to the detriment of new contributions in our field.  As a personal illustration, I retell one of my first experiences with this method.  Then I point to a valuable workbench resource, and I suggest consumption research topics that might particularly benefit from self-observation. 

A Personal Example


During the academic year of 1989-1990, my wife and I lived abroad for the first time, as I taught at the Copenhagen Business School.  Except for clothing and a few books and music tapes, we left the bulk of our belongings behind.  We lived on the main level of a small and modestly furnished house.  Sans automobile, we relied solely on trains, buses, bicycles, and feet for transportation.  We had a barely-functioning television (with most programs in Danish or Swedish) and no access to a computer in the house.  We cooked without a microwave oven or most other electronic equipment (i.e., no blender, toaster oven, automatic coffee maker, etc.).  We cared for the small lawn with a non-motorized, twirl-blade push mower.  We had a wood stove for heating, one bathroom, one telephone, and … well, you get the picture.  In essence, we lived that year without the surplus and omnipresence of the things that epitomize American consumerhood.

But it did not take long to realize that our unexpected deprivation was an unexpected abundance. We soon spent more time and slower time in talking, strolling, making meals together, visiting museums, reading books, listening to music, touring historical and cultural sites, writing letters to loved ones, keeping taped and written journals, lingering with new friends at restaurants, and so on.  

As these events unfolded, I stumbled into self-observation.  I started paying more careful attention to what I was experiencing in many of these consumer behaviors that seemed to have eluded me in the USA, and I made written notes and occasional audio tapes as records.  I continued especially to devote increased concentration on my new joys and new serenity.  Some of these I readily labeled and seemed to have understood, while others were vague at first and took repeated occasions to finally recognize.  As the months passed, my wife and I spent more time talking about the looming, poignant end to our stay.  We talked also about what we had been through, including how we felt about the experience, why we thought we felt that way, and how the experience might be partly carried forward to the way we could live differently once we were resettled in the USA.  


Our return proved to be riddled with anxieties, as we borrowed a truck and drove to the self-storage facility to retrieve and reconnect (literally and metaphorically) with our possessions.  Of course, there were many swirled ingredients in our experience of living abroad, but one self-observation that repeatedly struck me was how little I had missed, or now needed, many of the consumer technologies we owned in the USA.  And it also became increasing apparent that I did not necessarily look forward to re-engaging with all of them (including cleanings, repairings, new batteries, total replacement, etc.).  Consequently, I began another diary to record my ongoing interactions with the technologies we were reuniting with.  


After an approximate 18-month period of varied self-observations, I shared my interests and insights with Susan Fournier, who was completing her doctorate at the time.  Together we then conducted numerous phenomenological interviews (including some before and twice after consumers purchased a new technology, spanning a 6-month period), as well as three surveys and an ethnography of an auto-repair shop.  We used the data to evaluate, qualify, and extend the prior self-observations.  Specifically, we developed a conception of technology as being essentially paradoxical (e.g., freedom/enslavement, control/chaos), and we built a model that posited consumer’s awareness of, emotional responses to, and multiple coping strategies for eight paradoxes of technology (Mick and Fournier 1998).  Additional analyses of these data sets also led directly to articles written on consumer satisfaction (Fournier and Mick 1999) and relationship marketing (Fournier, Dobscha, and Mick 1998).  More recently, I have editorialized on consumption ideology (Mick 2003) and co-authored on consumer hyperchoice (Mick, Broniarczyk, and Haidt 2004) as further outgrowths of the self-observations during and following our year in Denmark (and continuing through a second year abroad, in Ireland).


Needless to say, the experience of living overseas and an expanding investment in self-observations had a considerable impact on my research and private life (see Mick 1997 for a fuller description).  In recounting this story, however, I do not intend to imply that my own efforts at self-observation are exemplary in any sense.  Rather, I have told this personal narrative with the hope of making the main points of this essay as realistic and persuasive as possible.  From a pragmatic viewpoint—whether they are your self-observations or mine—the decisive proof is in the significance of the resultant insights for each reader of the research.

Fulfilling the Potential of Self-Observation in Consumer Research


A recent tutorial book by Rodriguez and Ryave (2002) provides the richest set of guidelines on systematic self-observation (SSO) I have found.  Other resources to consult on SSO include Ellis (1991), Gould (1993, 1995), and Macdonald (1996), and there are many books on meditation that offer parallel principles and advice (e.g., Goldstein and Kornfield 1987).  

The goal of SSO is to develop precisely recorded descriptions of personal experiences.  According to Rodriguez and Ryave (2002, p, 14), the topics best suited for SSO are “single, hidden, or elusive phenomena that are concrete, specific, intermittently occurring, bounded, or short duration, presented in the vernacular, and without extended definitions or limiting examples.”  Hence, the ideal subject matter is often subtle and event-contingent (situationally-induced), but also recognizable and dependably reportable with sufficient preparation and effort.  Given an appropriate topic and a determined implementation of SSO, Rodriguez and Ryave (2002, p. 11) argue that the self-observer can cut through “all the buzzing details of social experience to cast the spotlight on a taken-for-granted and routinized feature of life that would normally remain obscured and in the background of awareness.” 

Rodriguez and Ryave (2002) provide guidance on a variety of important design issues in SSO, including selecting participants (e.g., types and sizes of samples) and training them for conscientious self-observation.  For instance, while participants are encouraged to go about their lives as they normally do, they are also prepared to be mindfully attentive to the topic of the study as it is broadly introduced to them.  They are also instructed on promptly writing down or tape recording the specifics of situation-triggered episodes of the topic, including the who, when, where, and how, as well as what is said, thought, or felt.  In addition, the authors provide helpful advice on ethical issues in SSO (e.g., participants’ anonymity).  And perhaps most informative, Rodriguez and Ryave (2002) supply thorough examples of SSO from their own research on topics, such as telling lies, keeping secrets, withholding compliments, and experiencing envy.  It is worth noting that each of those topics is complex, socially sensitive, often fleeting, and not readily amenable to methods such as surveys, experiments, and depth interviews in which reliance on retrospection or the proximity of a researcher can cause a variety of omissions and distortions.

In consumer behavior there are many topics that seem well suited for SSO, some of which have been studied before via other methods and some of which have been mostly overlooked.  Examples might include:

· Rituals and habits (e.g., getting dressed for a special occasion, making quick meals, watching a favorite television program, caring for a pet, doing yard work)  

· Buying toys for children

· Experiencing accidents through product use

· Experiencing goals, desires, or intense emotions in consumer behavior

· Dealing with unhappy or unfulfilling consumer behaviors (e.g., an unwanted gift; a purchased product that cannot be returned or exchanged)

· Engaging in specific kinds of word-of-mouth activities (e.g., complaining, discouraging, or highly recommending about a brand or service provider)

· Dealing with product breakdowns or obsolescence

· Returning products (for bona fide or falsified reasons)

· Using products in novel ways (unintended by the manufacturer)

· Switching brands 

· Disposing of environmentally unfriendly products

· Shopping and buying on the Internet

Needless to say, the list of potential topics for systematic self-observation is much longer and quite enticing (see, e.g., Levy 1996 for additional ideas).  


There is also a role for SSO in our classrooms.  Consumer behavior and marketing research classes at all levels of the curriculum could incorporate exercises using SSO to bring consumer behavior and its study into bolder relief for each student, especially the commonly tacit characteristics and events.  As we all know, self-generated insights are among the most compelling and most memorable in life, and they work well in our classrooms when we effectively design our courses to include them.


My purpose in this column has been to attract more minds to self-observation and to stimulate more discussion about it, as a methodology of greater merit than the majority of consumer researchers have acknowledged up to now.  I believe that nearly all consumer scholars would benefit from more seriously considering the advantages of this technique and familiarizing themselves with the related research design decisions.  Hopefully too, the editors and reviewers at our best journals will do the same, and be fair-minded about the use of self-observation in submitted manuscripts.  Chance the Gardner, I suspect, would be pleased.


Endnotes

1. I thank Stephen Brown, Stephen Gould, and Carrie Heilman for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this column.

2. It should be noted, though, that recent dialogues between Western scientists and Eastern scholars have revealed that there are several converging psychological insights stemming independently from the Eastern meditation tradition and Western positivistic methods (The Dalai Lama, Benson, Thurman, Gardner, and Goleman 1991).
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