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INTRODUCTION: THE NEED FOR INSPIRATION 
Innovation has become the mantra of the markets. Everyone is clamouring for more of it - from the C-suite of global 
corporates to shareholders, analysts and consumers themselves. The pressure on internal teams to deliver risk-managed 
innovation at speed has mounted considerably. 
 
In this paper, we show how people with more interesting and unusual experiences, attitudes and backgrounds – what we 
call ‘extreme consumers’ – can unlock insights that transform the work of marketing and innovation teams. We use 
examples from a range of projects, as well as detail from a live case study: the Pepsi brand’s global “Now Network” which 
is inspiring brand innovation, design and communications to activate on the Live For Now brand positioning throughout 
2014 and beyond. 
 
It may seem counter-intuitive to go the extremes to find insights that are relevant to the masses, but we demonstrate the 
value of doing just that. We also explain how it makes the research process more interesting and rewarding for 
participants, recruiters, and researchers – as a genuine human connection is forged between people and fresh insights are 
discovered.   
 
Critically, we demonstrate how approaches that involve extreme consumers can transform the status of consumer insight 
within client organisations. Where traditional research with mainstream consumers is often perceived as a block or a 
hurdle in the process of innovating, the opportunity to connect with extreme consumers provides a go-to wellspring of 
inspiration.  
 
Aside from the commercial benefits of working with extreme consumers, we’ve experienced two important effects on 
internal working culture.  
 
Firstly, the level of engagement with consumer insight is taken to a whole new level in the business, making a genuine 
contribution towards building a truly consumer-centric organisation. Far from being disembodied consumer quotes in a 
PowerPoint, the people participating in the research become familiar and known, with names, faces, personalities, and 
contexts. The research becomes more accessible and approachable to non-insights people. This level of empathy builds 
gut-feeling and intuition about what’s right for the audience – vital components of a good decision-making process.  
 
Secondly, the relationships between marketing, R&D, agencies and insight teams are re-energised, and working life 
becomes more rewarding for everyone. Client-side researchers and their colleagues report feeling more inspired in their 
day-to-day roles. 
 
Our ambition as researchers (whether agency or client-side) is to be at the heart of the creative process; to be the point of 
integration between the different teams and partners working to bring new marketing campaigns and new products to 
market. Teams don’t value naysayers, whatever truth they tell. They value people who bring inspiration: insights, ideas and 
solutions, people who can help them make a breakthrough. Working with extreme consumers is a powerful way to achieve 
that. This paper will show you how. 
 
WHY TALKING TO THE MAINSTREAM DOESN’T HELP 
The mainstream user is your commercial target. But when you are looking to create future-facing products, services or 
marketing campaigns, we question the value of mainstream users as research targets at the front end of the innovation 
process, for the following reasons. 
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Firstly, you probably already know what the mainstream thinks so nothing is really going to surprise you, or shake you out 
of your comfort zone. 
 
Secondly, the mass isn’t where the origins of any problems lie. To find the source, you need to speak to people with a 
perspective on cultural trends, and the cultural context that is shaping the conditions in which your brand and your 
category are operating. 
 
Thirdly, you won’t easily spot emerging trends in a mass-market survey or focus group. The outliers are obscured, or 
averaged out. It’s hard to get trendsetters to spend an evening in an average suburban viewing studio: they tend to have 
more interesting meet-ups to go to. 
 
Finally, the mass find it hard to envisage how things can change, either because they didn’t have an issue in the first place, 
or because they’re not passionate or creative enough to explore how to change it. If you ask members of an average focus 
group to generate new ideas, or worse, to draw them, you may well hear the complaint go up: “You’re making us work too 
hard” and “No one told us we would have to draw!” 
 
Let’s be clear, we are not suggesting that research with mainstream users is no longer necessary at any point in the 
development process. Of course new ideas will need to be tested and validated with the mainstream audience at the right 
point in their development, but that point is not at the start of the ideation journey, when imagination is needed to see a 
brave new world. 
 
FINDING AN INSPIRATIONAL ‘MUSE’ 
Instead of regular consumers, we advocate engaging people in the research process who have an interesting and 
divergent point of view, that will stretch and challenge what is already known or assumed to be true.  
 
Many innovative companies are run by people like this: leaders who are mercurial, obsessive, intense, who live in the 
future and constantly question the status quo. Look at the reputation and character of Steve Jobs, Karl Lagerfeld and 
Richard Branson. 
 
Maverick leaders find inspiration in muses – people who are highly culturally engaged, live unusual lives, and who “hack” 
products and services to serve their own idiosyncratic requirements – people like Kate Moss, for example. In their turn, a 
muse will surprise, delight, question and challenge. The success of the corporate brand is in its ability to take inspiration 
from the idiosyncratic and turn it into a mass-market staple. 
 
When conducting research for inspiration purposes, we look for extreme people like this who can act as muses for the 
teams charged with innovation, whether in marketing, design or R&D. 
 
Let’s share some concrete examples. 
 
GOING TO THE EXTREMES: WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE? 
If you’re prepared to widen your conversation beyond typical brand users, and go to the extremes, does that require 
talking to seriously weird people on the fringes of mainstream society? Possibly, but not necessarily. There are three types 
of extreme users. 
 
The first type is people who have an intensely strong feeling towards the brand or category and related extreme 
behaviours. These could include super-consumers of a category or brand, or category rejecters. These people are likely to 
be motivated to share their stories, their pain points, and the ideas they have for improvements.  
 
For example, people who are obsessive about household cleaning are the most likely to be hacking existing products so 
that they achieve the deep clean they are looking for. Whereas the average person would be happy with a quick squirt of 
product in the toilet, and wouldn’t think too hard about it, an obsessive will wrap toilet paper around the toilet brush so that 
the brush bristles stay clean. They will describe why they do this and the emotional benefits they feel from a clean 
bathroom (and a clean brush) in a way the average person simply cannot articulate. But the products inspired by this kind 
of behaviour do have mass market appeal, because the average person can immediately see the benefit of the innovation 
and the short cut to achieving a better result or a better self-image. 
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FIGURE 1.  TOILET CLEANER BRUSH 

 
Products like this – with removable heads - have been inspired by obsessive cleaners. 
 
Extreme users could also mean people who experience a greater than average need for your product or service, because 
of their lifestyle or their role. They are likely to be the early adopters of new products in your category, because they care 
more about the benefits. 
 
For example, the blister plaster category boasted premium products with real functional benefits, promoting faster healing, 
but consumers stuck to buying conventional product and put up with the pain. In order to find a breakthrough, we spoke to 
people who make extreme demands on their feet and for whom a blister is a serious problem – such as soldiers or even a 
dominatrix. These people helped shape the language and frame the benefits of premium plasters in a way that encouraged 
the mainstream to rethink their habitual behaviours. 
 
A third extreme category includes people with creative minds. These people can help you see new potential and design 
new solutions, because they are culturally engaged, and able to broaden your perspective beyond the confines of your own 
category. They are naturally able to draw analogies and metaphors and make connections with developments in other 
categories, enabling the creative leaps that result in breakthroughs. For this reason, we shouldn’t be afraid to include 
people who work in marketing or design in categories very different from our own. 
 
On a project to explore the future of retail for a leading sports brand, Sense Worldwide engaged a games designer, a 
museum curator, and a food artist, among others. The brief that emerged for the retail design teams working on ‘bricks 
and mortar’ as well as digital stores was more inspirational as a result. 
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THE IMPLICATION FOR METHOD 
Unsurprisingly, it takes more time and effort to find extreme users than average people, and to fit into their schedule. 
You’re unlikely to be able to convene a group of them at 8pm next Tuesday. The implication is longer lead times for 
recruitment, and fewer, smaller, more intimate engagements in any one project. In-home conversations work well, so can 
Skype. But the conversations need time to develop. You can’t rush into your brand questions, you need time to learn about 
them, and their lives. 
 
The alternative is to create an on-going relationship with a select group of people over a specified period of time. This 
enables you to have more frequent interactions and conversations, and the benefit of seeing how their lives and opinions 
evolve. 
 
The pay-off is research findings that are genuinely fresh, interesting and insightful. The contrast is turned up on the user 
needs, the user benefits, reasons-to-believe and product solutions and improvements, because these people really care 
about those things and can articulate them well.  
 
Suddenly, the research becomes more engaging and more interesting. It raises empathy levels among clients and 
researchers for the individuals who are giving up their time and energy to talk to us and share their experiences. 
 
Furthermore, it’s a truth of human nature that we are more likely to believe and act on messages that come from sources 
we respect. Creatives working in ad agencies, design teams and development teams respond much more positively to 
insights from “muses” who are equally creative, than from focus groups. In some cases, if there is bad news to share, this 
kind of mutual respect helps the medicine go down. 
 
Plus, the involvement of extreme people makes for unforgettable debriefs (who isn’t going to remember the research that 
included the dominatrix?) 
 
CASE STUDY: THE PEPSI NOW NETWORK 
The Strategy & Insights team at PepsiCo’s Global Beverage Group has embraced the internal challenge to drive growth by 
doing things differently, taking to heart the motto in the Pepsi Design Center in downtown New York: “We are crazy 
enough to believe we can inspire the future. Of our products, of our brands, of our company, of our society.”  

FIGURE 2.  GLOBAL MAP 
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In 2013, the PepsiCo Strategy & Insights team collaborated with Sense Worldwide to establish a new source of inspiration 
for the Pepsi brand.  
 
Having launched the ‘Live For Now’ brand positioning, PepsiCo wanted to be able to tap into consumers across the globe 
who epitomize this kind of lifestyle and mindset. Rather than a conventional research panel, the team were looking for 
highly creative, leading-edge consumers who could act as muses for the design and marketing teams, and external agency 
partners, in the way we have described above. 
 
The intention was that insights from this group of extreme people would provide rocket fuel for innovation, communication 
and design. They would enable the Live For Now positioning to be expressed in a way that is continually refreshed, 
relevant and forward-looking.  
 
Specifically, these more extreme consumers would enable a more agile and iterative approach to creative development, act 
as a critical sounding board, and give the team advance knowledge of changes in youth culture.  
 
Rather than recruiting typical brand users from the biggest markets, the Pepsi team decided to start with a cultural 
perspective. Where are young people experiencing the present moment, the ‘Now’, most intensely? 
 
Together with Sense Worldwide, they identified the cultural epicentres of activity and change – conflict areas, party zones, 
melting pots   – Places where ‘Living for Now’ is being evolved and redefined. The long list included places that rarely 
feature in regular global research destinations: Ibiza, Cairo, Val d’Isere. The final list of 14 cities represents those that are 
shaping cultural trends as well as being important markets for Pepsi. 
 
Uncommonly for a global panel, the decision was taken to keep it small – just 50 hand-picked people, chosen for their 
ability to provide a creative spark to the Pepsi brand, innovation and design teams. The small nature of the panel means 
during the course of the year, each person becomes well known to the team and to each other, and each person’s 
contribution is valued in a way that is difficult with a larger sample size. 
 
The recruitment process was qualitative, yet thorough. Rather than the usual quantitative-style recruitment questionnaire, 
applicants were asked to send images, tell stories, share their social media and creative projects, and talk over Skype.   
Team members from SWW and Pepsi evaluated and debated each applicant, resulting in a rich, representation of different 
creative types – from musicians to journalists, performance artists, software engineers, photographers, DJs, chefs, 
entrepreneurs …and more. 
 
FIGURE 3.  NETWORK MEMBERS A 

 
 
The focus of the recruitment effort was on establishing their mindset: did they exhibit ‘Live for Now’ characteristics – 
openness, spontaneity, creativity, social connectedness? Sense Worldwide was looking for the kind of people who wouldn’t 
typically turn up for a focus group or sign up for an online survey. And yes, some crazy people too.  
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FIGURE 4.  NETWORK MEMBERS B 

 
Clockwise from top left: A graphic designer turned art fair curator in Tel Aviv; The founder of the Lebanese Parkour Academy – the only 
free running club in the country; a Russian animator and thrill seeker (pictured bungee jumping); a South African videographer in 
Shanghai, who has chosen to live in an area deprived of modern conveniences. 
 
To draw out the differences from a typical online panel or community, the newly formed group was styled the ‘Pepsi Now 
Network’. It’s not an online research forum: it is a network of people who connect with each other, and with the PepsiCo 
and agency team, in different ways across the course of the year.  
 
The Network is being engaged in every high profile initiative in the business. Of course much of the engagement takes 
place digitally, via regular ‘shout outs’ to explore different aspects of Network members’ lives and lifestyles, in ways that 
directly inspire these initiatives. 
 
The activities are designed to be interesting and engaging for Now Network members. Topics are structured to cover the 
different pillars of the Live for Now positioning, and need states important to the Pepsi brand, to reveal how dynamic these 
spaces are. 
 
An example is the recent deep dive on fun, social times with friends, an important occasion for the cola category. Being the 
kind of people they are, the Network members’ fun times together are not the average person’s night out – or night in. 
Themed activities and dressing-up feature in many of the stories they share. Unusual props for serving drinks add to the 
fun. The Network shared photos and stories, as well as suggestions for new products and services to meet their needs in 
this space.  
 
This input creates platforms for idea generation internally – and then we take the ideas back to the Network to help iterate 
and develop them further. 
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FIGURE 5.  NETWORK MEMBERS C 

 
Clockwise from top left: These fashion bloggers use their scooters to take the path less trodden; just another night out in Hollywood; 
superheroes throwing some moves at home; our Russian NOW Networkers at a Japanese-themed fancy dress party. 
 
Another way in which the Now Network has been mobilized is during the creative development process.  
Because of their edgy nature, and their creative talents and aesthetics, Network members’ opinions are highly regarded by 
the marketing team and ad agency creative teams, and their input is welcomed.  
 
The Network members have co-created with planning and creative teams in a way that "regular" consumers simply would 
not be able to do.  They have provided suggestions relating to casting and characterization, creative direction and styling, 
location and soundtrack, as well as story development. They have also given the creative teams permission and 
encouragement to push the ideas and brand messages even further, grounded in their views of what is now becoming 
common or clichéd in youth brand advertising. The links they have shared to content and examples are as helpful and 
inspiring as their commentary. As the work moves towards final edit, the agency and marketing team will be looking to the 
Now Network to keep the work true to that inspiration. (See figure 6.) 
 
A lot of thought has been given to how the activities of the Now Network are reported, so that they truly inspire the teams 
and agency partners who need to use them, with rich multimedia experiences. PowerPoint slides are out: tumblr is in. A 
secure website, optimised for mobile, provides a way to tap into the fullness of the insights and content.  
 
This kind of reporting has started to change the relationship between the “non insights” people at Pepsi and the consumer 
by bringing down barriers.  Consumer feedback and inputs can be felt more viscerally and empathically. Teams who 
traditionally feel ‘at one remove’ from the consumer have much more ownership over the Network. It’s not just seen as an 
insights tool being run by the Insights team. Their first question is often ‘how can we ask the Now Network about this 
issue’ – helping to embed consumer insight in the process and helping fast-track the thinking as a result. (See figure 7.) 
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FIGURE 6.  SCREENSHOT A 

 
Suggestions from the Now Network on the soundtrack for a new brand campaign. 
 
FIGURE 7.  SCREENSHOT B 

 
The NOW Network website provides a visual and interactive way of reporting results 
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As further evidence of the exposure the Network is having at the most senior levels of the business, members of the 
Network have been invited to participate in the highest level meetings of the global Pepsi marketing exec team, which 
rotate through different cities on a quarterly basis.  
 
At a recent brand council meeting in London, Network members acted as a sounding board and participated in workshops 
on brand expression. Outside of the conference, they showed Pepsi execs the inside track on the city. For the Network, it 
is an intriguing insight into the behind-the-scenes operations of a much-loved global brand, as well as chance to travel and 
meet up with other creative people. For Pepsi, it’s another way that the Network is bringing the voices and minds of 
articulate, intelligent and creative consumers right into the heart of global decision-making, and helping to inspire the whole 
team on how to activate ‘Live for Now’. 
 
RELEVANCE OF THE EXTREMES TO MASS MARKET BRANDS 
So how can the ideas and opinions of such a small group of extreme people be relevant to the mass-market? Experience 
and evidence suggests three ways. 
 
Firstly, these are people who are already living in the future. They are doing things that other people will do, in some 
modified form, in a few years’ time. They are our canaries – they alert us to the otherwise invisible winds of change, and 
allow us to plan ahead. As the saying goes, the best way to predict the future is to shape it. 
 
Secondly, these people represent the aspirations of the mainstream, and garner the admiration of the mainstream, 
because they are the kind of people who translate dreams into action. Most people don’t base jump, but they might 
fantasise about it and imagine they’ll do it one day. In the meantime, they admire the crazy people who do and watch their 
YouTube videos, and adopt their attitudes if not their behavior. Brands that capture the aspiration and the imagination do 
well by association – take Pepsi Max and Mountain Dew as examples. 
 
Thirdly, they are able to articulate things that the mainstream feel, but can’t or don’t express. Because their lives, 
experiences and brand interactions are more intense, they can give us the rich stimulus to create powerful new ideas and 
activations. They enable us to dramatize something that the mainstream may have felt, but didn’t know they felt. But when 
they see it, they like it – it resonates. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
In our experience, brands that are brave enough to connect with extreme consumers are reaping the benefit in terms of 
quality and quantity of game-changing ideas they create, and an energized internal culture that is truly consumer-centred. 
 
There will always be a role for research that provides checks and balances – except perhaps in the most entrepreneurial 
businesses unaccountable to shareholders. However, a research program that is exclusively concerned with validation 
from mainstream consumers holds back the potential of global brands to respond more flexibly to the demands and 
opportunities in the global marketplace.  
 
We believe that extreme users will make an ever-more central and critical contribution to the front end of the innovation 
process, whether that process is intended to generate new advertising campaigns or new products and services.  
 
At this point in the process, we have argued that it is necessary to go beyond the typical brand user and start talking to 
people at the fringes of the brand world – people who are living in the future, and who represent different kinds of 
extremes. These kinds of people are able to act as muses to inspire, surprise, question and push researchers, designers, 
marketers and technologists, if only we can make their voices heard. 
 
As researchers, that is in our gift. By doing so, we will not only deliver genuine benefits to the business of global 
marketing, but we will create richer, more inspiring interactions with consumers and with our colleagues, and make our 
job one of the most personally rewarding in brand management. 
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