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Martin Lautman, Ph.D, is a lecturer in Wharton MBA’s Marketing class, and 

sought out mindswarms for his students to gather feedback on their early stage 

business ideas. 
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When Dr. Lautman visited mindswarms’ headquarters in SF, he sat down with 

Tom Bassett (Founder) to talk about how the program went, key take-aways, 

where mindswarms adds value in the culture of Big Data, AI and machine 

learning, and how he sees mindswarms as an early concept testing development 

input tool. 
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Purpose
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Students had mindswarms recruit specific target audiences that aligned with 

their business plans, and provided prompts in the form of descriptions of their 

business ideas in order to gauge relevance. Some student ideas went on to 

successfully obtain venture funding, while others used the consumer feedback 

to pivot their ideas. 
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Methodology
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A: In my class, which is entrepreneurial marketing, proof of concept is core. We spent a lot of time understanding how to do proof of 

concept, concept product fit, and how to really do that right. Or I shouldn't say most. Many people, let's say do not really use the rigor 

they should use, and this forced them to use the rigor. They really appreciated it, and quite of number of them have capitalized on 

this experience and have commented that it was so important and have used that data, frankly to raise money in their pitch decks. 
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Q: What was the brief for the students? 
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A: We used mindswarms with two classes: one MBA, and the other an undergraduate class. The fundamental benefit of 

mindswarms was that they were able to relatively easily and with not a lot of effort, get access to potential customers. This gave 

them the ability to have a dialogue and understand what the customer really wanted. In our classes, we're always concerned that 

you get customer validation for your ideas, and in the B2C world sometimes, as it is in the B2B world, particularly for students to get 

access to this, is not that easy. This gave them an opportunity to do it on their own time, to put it together and to get that information 

within the semester, which is hard too because they have a lot of other burdens. So they listened to customers, got reactions, and on 

the basis of that, were able to improve their ventures. 
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Q: What was the context for our collaboration? 
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A: The trend in research has gotten much more behavioral but also much more ethnographic to really understand the customer and 

watch the customer behave and listen to the customer. From this perspective, I think that's really the value that's going to happen 

because it's very easy to sit back, be it in your office or in your classroom, and say, "I know what the customer wants." Then to be 

confronted with some data that may contradict that, sometimes, is not very pleasant. The fact of the matter is, the potential for 

success, developing a really powerful idea, and potentially a really viable venture, requires it. I think you're seeing more and more of 

that, now, of them really getting-- we advise all our students and all our startups the same way. If you don't get customer validation, 

you've got nothing. 
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Q: What is the trend in research? 
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A: Well, I think there were a couple of reasons. One was, it was easy to do, and they didn't have to gather up people for a focus group. 

They were able to screen for the people they wanted to talk to in the B2C world. They were able to access them, and they did 

appreciate the direct dialogue of somebody really talking directly to the points that they were trying to understand. It gave them the 

opportunity to react to it and validate their ideas. If the potential customer didn't find any interest in it, it gave them the ability rather 

quickly to pivot and come up with some new ideas that they could then re-test relatively economically and quickly. 
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Q: Why mindswarms vs another methodology? 
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A: Actually hearing people speak unfiltered, without preparation, and intervention of others, but just to hear them speak about the 

idea, I think was very powerful. This gave them a gut feeling that the people were actually telling them the truth. Respondents 

weren't being biased by other people sitting around them. Students were very comfortable with the arrangement of a direct 

discussion with the individual because of the taping of it. Students felt mindswarms was real; and I think that was really important. 
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Q: What was the value of mobile video? 
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A: We all know AI and all that's happening in that space. Students are familiar with it; I mean, we're talking Wharton students. They're 

exposed to all of this. I think there's an emotional issue and also an issue related to how people feel about something, and the 

language they use when they talk about things in their own words is different. Yes, big data and all that is very valuable information, 

but in some ways, you have to intuit how people actually are presenting that information, what it really means. Here, you can ask 

them directly, and it does provide some additional credibility that gives them the ability to understand the motivations that are 

underlying the words and the decisions. 
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Q: In the era of Big Data and AI, why mobile video? 
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A: Well, we do a lot with big data. And I think the breakthroughs that big data have provided are phenomenal, the opportunity to look 

at massive amounts of information, machine learning, and be able to really divine out insights that you would not get before. But I 

think the ability to really listen to people talk about things, in some ways, gives you guidance and supplements it. It gives you the 

ability to understand what you should be looking for. Because, remember, a lot of that is analytic. It's not really interpretive, it’s 

analytic, and you need to figure out what it all means. Having people give you some guidance of what's important to them helps you 

really understand how to look at the information that you get using the other tools. 
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Q: In the era of Big Data and AI, why mobile video? con’t 
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A: Well, I think there's plus and minuses with everything. Everybody likes to follow up. I wish I heard more about. I wish I could 

understand more why they said that. But I think the advantage is that you get the first reaction, which is really, in many cases, critical. 

Top of mind, what's important, how they see it. And then if you really believe you've learned something from that, you can follow up 

later with some additional questions to another sample, what have you. But I think you have to look at research in many ways 

because at this stage, the ethnographic stage is really sequential, that any single one time you see something may not be 

necessarily all the answers, but you do want to have follow-up. So I think both have an advantage, but I think the ability to process 

the information, listen to what they have to say, and then go back later definitely would be an advantage. 
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Q: How about asynchronous vs synchronous video? 

http://www.mindswarms.com


A: Well, I think the world's going to video. It's just that simple. Facebook's going video. Everybody's going video, and I think it's 

because of the way the human memory works, the human mind works, is that video, visual reactions have much greater credibility 

and they're intuitively understandable. You see what people are saying. You see how they say it. You see they use their facial 

reactions, how they're doing it. Raise their eyebrows, don't raise their eyebrows, whatever it may be, you can see this. This doesn't 

show up in big data, and trust me, I do a lot of big data.
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Q: Why is seeing and hearing important (vs transcripts)? 
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 A: I think there's a certain contact that you have by looking at somebody or listening to somebody and trying to understand what 

they're really saying. That one-to-one relationship that I think the system provides is very valuable. Now, can you get one-to-one 

relationships by stopping somebody on the street and talking to them? Of course. But your ability to do this in a way that is relatively 

efficient, meaning that you can listen to videos and re-listen to them and go back and say, "What did that person say and what does 

that really mean?" I think it's a real advantage. 
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Q: What is unique about mindswarms? 
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A: I like the fact that this is individual. I’ve always been a big fan of idealized individual interviews, individual in-depth interviews, 

because you don't get the bias and the same bias that you get - let me put it that way - when they have a room full of people. Focus 

groups have their place. I've written articles on it. It's good stuff. But there's a time when you just want to listen to somebody talk 

about the issue, and I think that's valuable. 
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Q: How do you compare mindswarms to focus groups? 
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A: For them to actually do the research was, I think, very informative to them. They were the receivers of the research and the users 

of the research, but they had never really done it themselves before. And so by doing it, they gained a new appreciation of what it 

takes to really get research and how you have to ask a question correctly and how not to bias and the kind of information you can get 

and the kind of information you can't get. So for them, it was a good experience, and since they had collected it themselves, now 

they were really good users of the research in class.
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Q: What did the students get out of it? 
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A: I think it's primarily used early on because for students, it's the first customer contact. First customer feedback is coming from 

this type of experience. I think, once they start to develop their products, going further, there's no reason why they cannot expose 

other aspects of it within this format, using the protocols mind has. I don't think that's a problem. I don't think the value creation 

maybe is as strong as the beginning, when you're really getting your idea and you're getting it right and you're getting your selling 

proposition right and unique proposition right and you're doing all those things, USPs and getting it all done right. That is really, 

probably, I would say, maximum value. 
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Q: Where does mindswarms fit in the cycle? 
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If you could benefit from the spontaneous 
reactions of your consumers, please contact: 
sales@mindswarms.com.

mindswarms.com

mindswarms 
— Contact Us

mailto:sales@mindswarms.com?subject=Research%20Enquiry
http://www.mindswarms.com


mindswarms 
Contact Information
1501 Mariposa Street, Suite 426, San Francisco, CA 94107 — tel. 415 865 0441


