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With Proust, we set out to raise the bar 
for online market research and push the 
boundaries of what a digital research 
tool could be. 
It’s the product of a highly 
collaborative, iterative new product 
design process involving developers, 
designers, data scientists, and an 
exceedingly patient group of beta 
testers. But at the center of this team 
was a Strategist who was responsible 
for guiding the product, driving the 
R&D, administering surveys to the 
testing groups, and briefing (and 
re-briefing, and re-briefing…) based 
on learnings from each prototype. 
Strategy is often so integral to the 
iterative product design process that 
it is inextricable from the creative, 
and as Proust was intended for the 
strategy industry, that was especially 
true for this process.

The story of Proust is a story of a hit 
mobile app. But moreover, it is the 
story of deep questioning, process 
design, insight gathering, and 
applied strategy.
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As strategists, we spend much of 
our time conducting and analyzing 
research. And for even the most 
quantitatively-minded among us, this 
can get dull. The reason, at least in 
part, is that market research methods 
and tools look very much like they did 
20 years ago: focus groups, phone 
polls, and direct-response surveys. 
None of these methods are engaging 
for respondents, and they are downright 
tedious for the researchers.

Why is this? The web has introduced 
myriad new ways to engage, get 
information, and share our deepest 
thoughts in ways that are not just 

insightful, but fun. Yet the internet has 
failed to significantly transform the tools 
and methods of consumer research.

The most significant recent digital 
advancement in our field is in listening-
driven insight generation. However, the 
more marketers attempt to leverage 
networks to glean user data at scale, 
the more users migrate to smaller 
networks with higher privacy standards. 
Note the rise of Snapchat, Secret, Tsu, 
and Ello in recent years. 

AN INDUSTRY STRUGGLING  
TO MODERNIZE

“I would, as I bet many 
others would, happily pay 
more than 20 cents per 
month for a Facebook  
or a Google that did  
not track me, upgraded  
its encryption and  
treated me as a customer  
whose preferences  
and privacy matter.”
Zeynep Tufekci, "Mark Zuckerberg, Let Me Pay for Facebook", The Opinion Pages, 
The New York Times, June 4, 2015
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Thus, digital market research 
tends to mimic its offline corollary: 
interruptive, direct response banner 
ads, and multiple choice forms… the 
online equivalent of street teams with 
clipboards.

These dull, low-engagement tools 
are far too easy to ignore. As a result, 
response rates for online market 
research have plummeted. A Pew 
Research Center study shows that 
over the last 15 years, rates have 
fallen from 36 percent in 1997, to 15 
percent in 2009, to just 9 percent  
in 2012.
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MEANWHILE, CONSUMERS SHARE MORE THAN EVER
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Our industry failed to 
capitalize on the age 
of oversharing. 
Consumers are answering questions, 
providing personal information, and 
sharing their preferences online 
every day, with no incentive. Why? 
Because digital products are built 
to enable people to do the things 
they actually want to do: entertain 
themselves and connect with friends.
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THE CHALLENGE

We saw no reason why digital research design should lag so far behind 
current consumer behavior, and we wanted to try to address this industry 
pain point. So we asked: how do you harness consumers’ behavioral 
tendency to share, but without requiring expensive incentives to participate? 

Or more simply…

How do you design a digital research tool 
that people actually want to use?
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BUILDING A TEAM, ANCHORED BY RESEARCH LEGEND MARCEL PROUST
We began an iterative product 
design process with a general idea 
of the output: “Buzzfeed meets 
Millward Brown.” We assembled a 
cross-functional team of designers, 
engineers, researchers, and a 
handful of beta testers to keep us 
honest.

For inspiration, we looked at 
successful research methods 
throughout history, and were drawn 
to one that has not only remained in 
use, but carries entertainment value 
to this day: The Proust Questionnaire.

In 1885, the French philosopher 
Marcel Proust popularized a list 
of questions designed to reveal 
the tastes and aspirations of the 
respondent. He was said to use it as 
a game at social functions, having 
guests answer the questions and 
analyze their responses. 

The questionnaire was so revealing 
that it remains in use in a variety of 
contexts today.

Inspired by the relevance and 
entertainment value of the Proust 
Questionnaire, we set out to bring 
the spirit of this format into the digital 
age.

Jame’s Lipton’s Inside the Actor’s Studio interviews borrow heavily from 
Proust’s Questionaire.
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AN ITERATIVE PRODUCT DESIGN PROCESS 

Our prototyping process was fast 
and open. No idea was off the table. 
But to ensure that concepts were on 
brief, each prototype had to meet 
these criteria:

• Question-based
• No monetary incentive 
• Generates consumer insight
• Mobile-first

We prototyped half a dozen 
products, each playing with the idea 
of asking and answering questions in 
a different way. 

With every prototype, we followed 
our testers as they used the tool, 
looking for areas we could improve. 
We administered surveys and used 
that feedback to reorient our design 
teams, removing friction, increasing 
fun, and enhancing the experience.
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AN IMPASSE WHERE FUN  
AND INSIGHT MEET

We noticed one consistent challenge among all our early prototypes. Even 
with a fixed set of questions - a la Proust - any good answer required lengthy 
text inputs. We observed that no matter how entertaining the interface may 
be, nobody enjoys typing in long fields of copy. Twitter’s 140-character limit 
is a popular constraint, but if the goal is to generate insight, it is insufficient. 
Ultimately, reliance on typing came at the expense of our primary product 
benefit: fun.

We were stuck.
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FUCK! (MARRY/KILL) 
We layered on an additional 
constraint: no typing. It seemed 
crazy, but when we started looking 
at some of the most popular mobile 
interfaces like Tinder, TriviaCrack, 
and Instagram, we saw huge 
potential. So we asked ourselves: 
what are some games that reveal 
insight, but don’t have any “blank 
fields” that require the user to input 
their answers?

We convened our beta testers to 
brainstorm around this question, and 
one popular party game rose to the 
top: Fuck/Marry/Kill.
 
From a design point of view, it’s 
brilliant. The mechanics of the game 
involve sorting a list of three things… 
and when played with others, the 
reward is debating how you sorted 
the items afterwards. Everyone 
agreed that this was a fun and 
potentially insightful territory for a 
research tool.
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OUR EUREKA MOMENT

The crux of F/M/K, as well as the original Proust Questionnaire, is seeing 
how your friends judge and rank the world, and then debating how your own 
judgments compare. 

It’s built on a simple truth: knowing how people judge and rank the 
world around them gives you a deep understanding of their values and 
personalities. Plus, it’s good fodder for a lively conversation.

It was staring us in the face  
the entire time.
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OUR GUIDING INSIGHT
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A CLEAR PATH TO A PRODUCT

With new product inspiration, and 
a strong guiding insight, we further 
honed our brief to build a prototype 
around two truths:

•  Ranking lists in order of preference 
is fun.

•  Seeing how your rankings    
compare to someone else’s  
is revelatory.

Our newest prototype was the 
simplest product we’d built.  
Through the app, users could rank 
lists of five things from “best to 
worst”, share the lists with friends, 
and compare their rankings. 

“Seeing your comparisons with others is frickin 
hilarious. It’s good way of seeing where you agree 
and disagree.”

“All you have is your opinion and rationale to 
justify your honest opinions. There’s no ‘right way 
to play’ other than to just be yourself.” 

They could then chat about their 
results, all inside the app. It got a 
great response from our beta testers: 
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nacho cheese v cool ranch

VALIDATING THE DATA 
We were encouraged by the positive response, but we had to make sure it had merit as an insight generator. We 
engaged Dr. Noah Youngs, a PhD in Computer Science, to dive into our data set and analyze the clusters of relative 
preference we’d gathered during beta testing. 

Alongside our team, Dr. Youngs ran relative order prediction models on dozens of list clusters, and found, with 
statistically significant certainty, that ...

These relative order predictions gave us confidence that not only did we have a strong user-facing product, but a 
tool that could generate consumer insights with statistical integrity.

IF you rank Werewolves over vampires,  
then you’ll rank LinkedIn over Instagram

if YOU RANK Xmas Jesus OVER Easter Jesus,  
then YOU’LL RANK Fritos OVER Funyuns 

IF YOU RANK Nacho Cheese Doritos OVER Cool Ranch,  
then YOU’LL RANK jocks OVER preps

vampires V werewolves easter jesus v xmas jesus



LAUNCHING PROUST 
We knew we were on to something 
special. Though it had no precedent, 
we felt it only right to pay homage to 
our original inspiration by naming it 
Proust.

15



CUSTOMER REVIEWS
Proust was one of the most 
successful app store releases of the 
year, garnering significant coverage 
from consumer, entertainment, trade, 
and gaming press outlets. 

The retention and engagement rates 
proved our thesis: that you could 
create a research tool that people 
actually enjoyed using.

• 750,000+ downloads
• Average daily open rate: 4x 
• Average # of lists/day: 10
• Average user invites 1.5 people to Proust
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CONTINUING TO ITERATE
With the success of the app, we’re 
finding ways to spread our “stacked 
ranking mechanic” around the 
web. We’ve piloted an embeddable 
publisher tool that allows writers and 
editors to embed dynamic ranking 
lists directly onto their sites. We call it 
Proust Polls (proustpolls.com).

We’ve run successful pilot tests with 
major web outlets and are preparing 
for a broad launch to the publisher 
community in 2015. 

We’ve also been in talks with some of 
the larger global consumer research 
companies to integrate Proust into 
their suite of tools. Our goal remains 
to improve the quality and usability 
of online market research, so we will 
continue to build on our success in 
the consumer app space, and try to 
bring the market research industry 
into the mobile age.

Check us out on the app store: 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/
proust/id741716897?mt=8
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THANK YOU FROM YOUR FRIENDS AT


