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PET Research—Looking deeper to understand motivations

In this conversation, Dr. Schaffer talks about PET Research, in-depth
interviews to uncover users’ drives and blocks to decision making. 

“People expect to be able to navigate, they expect to be 
able to understand. The next frontier is in persuasion. 

Today, that’s the big differentiator. ”
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Dr. Eric Schaffer, CEO of Human Factors, talks about PET Research

What is PET Research?

PET Research is a methodology that we’ve developed for getting people to reveal
their emotional schema around making decisions. This methodology is founded
in Gestalt interviewing methods. Those Gestalt interviewing methods came from
Kurt Lewin, through Tamara Dembo who taught me, and are based on the idea
that a gestalt psychologist is getting the picture. So, these are not methods that
are intended to yield statistical results. Rather, they’re intended to give an insight
into the overall picture of what’s going on in making a decision.

How is this different from regular data gathering? Is data gathering a little
more related to the statistical angle. 

Well, the traditional task-analytic interview method is focused on determining a
flow of work. So, if you think about a website, I can interview you about how you
go about doing something. I can also interview you about the drives, the blocks,
the feelings, at any given point where you have to make a decision. These are
two very different perspectives.

“These methods are
intended to give an
insight into the
overall picture of
what’s going on in
making a decision.”

Dr. Schaffer conducting a PET Research interview
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Quantitative methods tend to be surveys which are very superficial. For example,
working with a bank in Africa, we had a study presented to us which said over
40% of customers were not interested in internet banking. The thing is, that 
didn’t give us any insight that was useful. So, we can ask, “Well, what are the 
difficulties users might have in internet banking?” Some people would have 
trouble in finding connectivity, or getting an opportunity that was secure during
the day. These are task-analytic problems. 

But there’s a another set of issues where people are concerned about bank safety
and privacy, and about feeling secure that transactions have occurred. These
types of issues can only be revealed by in-depth PET Research methods.

How does  PET Research differ from a PET Review? Doesn’t a PET Review
also look into these drives and blocks?

No. When we do a PET review, we may model some initial expectations, but we
don’t have the data, we don’t have the PET analysis. What we’re doing mostly in a
PET review is looking at principles of persuasion. So, we can look at a site and

“The traditional
task-analytic inter-
view method is
focused on deter-
mining a flow of
work. I can also
interview you about
the drives, the
blocks, the feelings,
at any given point
where you have to
make a decision.
These are two very
different perspec-
tives.”

Examples of drives and blocks uncovered by PET Research for selecting a bank 

I feel like I may be
cheated because of
hidden or extra
charges.

I feel insulted when
the staff notice my inability
to perform a simple task
at the bank

I get irritated with
paper work and formali-
ties, it wastes my time 

I feel I’ve used my
time and money efficiently
when my bank is close by. 
I don’t like spending money
on conveyance

Since bank
employees are educated
people I feel proud when
they talk to me with
respect. 

I feel embarrassed
when bank staff ask me
things I don’t know.

Private bank staff talk
nicely till you open an
account. After which
they start to squeeze
money from you.

I should be able to
manage finances for
my business on my
own.

Association with
private banks is a
status symbol

Helpful and friendly
staff remove any anxi-
ety and make me feel
comfortable

Government banks are
accountable and stable.
My money will be safe
with them. If a private
bank decides to shut
shop I can’t ask anyone.

If the staff of the bank
change frequently I will
not  to do business with
them, I need personal
rapport with bank staff

If my bank is far away
from where I work I
waste time on travelling
to the bank

Being Cheated

Control Self Esteem Being cared for
Safety & 
Security

Save Time,
Money and
Effort

Fear of being Judged
Perceived Stability Time and Effort
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say “Does it have a plausible persuasion flow? Does it seem like it’s going to be
properly using persuasion engineering tools?” But, that’s very different from the
very intentional methodology that we have. 

Many people today, as they start to learn about PET tools, begin to use them
indiscriminately in their sites. I had a president of one of the world’s largest 
e-commerce companies say “Okay, we’re going to have a scarcity project”
because he had just learned about the principle of scarcity. I thought that was
pretty funny, because that’s just throwing tools around. 

What we want to do is have a strategy—a PET strategy—that uses a set of tools
very intentionally, tools that are targeted to specific understandings of the cus-
tomers’ emotional process in making a decision—the customers’ internal battle
that goes on as they feel guilty about making the expenditure, but at the same
time feel it will be high-status to get the product. Understanding that dynamic
and setting up PET tools specifically to stimulate drives and reduce blocks is the
intentional process of developing a PET structure. We don’t want to just toss tools
at something. 

So, we have a PET review that asks, “Are you reasonably using PET tools, do you
have a flow that makes sense?” You can tell that without doing any research,
based on what’s in the literature and systematic models. But, to really solve a
persuasion equation you need PET Research to give you deep insight into the
user, and then you need to develop a strategy using those PET tools which will 
be most effective in getting the conversion that’s being sought.  

So the new data you get from PET Research gives a much deeper under-
standing of the user’s motivation and blocks than say, traditional data gath-
ering.

Right. It may be that in an ethnographic interview, or in a classical, task-analytic
interview, we may stumble on one or two drives or blocks—and that’s useful—but
it’s even more useful if we focus on it. 

So at HFI is we train people to do PET Research. It takes four weeks of full time
training with me to become good at doing this kind of persuasion interview. The
PET interview technique really requires a high level of skill because we don’t

“What we want to 
do is have a strate-
gy—a PET strategy—
that uses a set of
tools very inten-
tionally, tools that
are targeted to 
specific under-
standings of the
customers’ emo-
tional process in
making a decision”
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want to walk away with an incorrect impression, and we don’t want to walk away
with a superficial impression. The problem is that most methods in which users
talk about their feelings give a very superficial understanding. That’s not very
powerful. The more intimate, the more subtle the information is that we get, the
easier it is to apply the correct tools to bring about the desired design result.

Doesn’t market research already look into what drives users and what blocks
them? How would this vary from traditional market research?

I find that market research tends to give you two different things. 

The qualitative research tends to give you some feelings or some beliefs, but I
find it to be rather superficial. A person reports feeling anxious about spending
more than a given amount of money. That’s interesting, but we don’t know why
they feel anxious—is it because they feel guilty, or that they’ll be embarrassed, or
their parents will cross-examine them and make them feel inadequate? Whatever
those deeper feelings are, they are very important. It’s not enough to have this
superficial level of “somebody is anxious about spending more than x amount.”
We need to go deeper into what these feelings are about, what beliefs are under-
lying these decisions. In the qualitative research, we tend not to see as much
depth as we like. 

In the quantitative research, there’s a tenancy to ask people very superficial
questions. Sometimes it’s pretty funny. You’ll see some very sophisticated meth-
ods being used. For example, conjoint analysis is a method used to determine the
value of different functions that might be made available in a product. But we
can end up doing sophisticated mathematical treatment of nonsense data. Why?
Because what people say about what they’ll pay for a product or how they value
a product is not a good reflection of what will actually happen. So, we’re using
sophisticated math to churn up garbage, and out comes garbage. We see major
decisions of pricing and feature mix made based on these kinds of self-reports
which are not very accurate. 

In PET work, we feel that it’s more important to really first understand what the
deeper drivers and blocks are in making a decision and then build a holistic solu-
tion around that understanding.

“The more intimate,
the more subtle the
information is that
we can get, the  
easier it is to apply
the correct tools to
bring about the
desired design
result.”
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You must have had to develop some unique and interesting new approaches
to be able to elicit this deeper information from people. It seems like it’s the
kind of thing they would not want to tell you outright.

Yes. It takes a huge amount of skill to get people to talk about these kinds of
issues. But when you know what you are doing, the kinds of things that people
reveal are truly amazing. Those kinds of insights only happen when you have
somebody trained to provide the right kind of setting so that people feel trust.
You have to create the right kind of atmosphere. You need somebody who knows
how to do active listening without even thinking, as a reflexive action, so they can
draw people out. People that know how to direct people with intention, who
know how to probe to get people to talk deeper and deeper about what’s going
on, and knowing how to ladder.

We have a technique called laddering which is used if somebody isn’t sharing
much data in order to dig in and get them to open up. This has to be done in a
very careful way with somebody who’s trained to manage any kind of difficult sit-
uation that comes up. So, the PET Research is really a remarkable and powerful
technique we use to guide the design of websites. 

“In PET work, we
feel that it’s more
important to really
first understand
what the deeper
drivers and blocks
are in making a
decision and then
build a holistic solu-
tion around that
understanding.” 

Buying a mobile phone involves several drives and blocks in this example

I was scared to buy 
a mobile with advanced 
features, I wasn't sure if 
I could operate such 
complex functions

Fancy looking mobiles don’t 
last long.

I can take care of 
personal emergencies 

When my father
calls and I can put him
on the line with my
children. I can make
him happy that way.

Type of mobile
reflects my 
personality 
and status

The Shopkeeper has to sell the
product so he will never give the
right advice. 

Its like wearing nice
clothes really! Some
attractive girl might pass
by and talk to me and
even say 'hey handsome' 

All my friends use
a Nokia and it was
natural for me to
assume that it will 
be good.

Complexity of Design Lack of Control Fear of making a
wrong decision

Align with 
Peer 
Experience

Efficacy

Security

Social 
Bonding Self Image

Preserve
Independence

Maintain Self
Respect

Its depressing when 
they can’t repair a phone. 
It usually breaks down only 
because of circumstances 
beyond our control.

It is my hard earned
money that is being used. I
don’t want to regret buying the
wrong mobile for me.

Getting the new
phone was an achieve-
ment for me. I felt like I
made my friends and
family proud.

I feel relieved I’ve
got my own phone I’ve
been able to talk to my
brother freely without
troubling my Husband
for the phone

I felt ashamed
that I had to keep
bothering my neigh-
bors when I had to
make a call

I end up missing
family events if I don’t
have a phone. I feel
very left out when that
happens. 
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Maybe you could give us some concrete examples where the PET Research
findings were unexpected but very useful.

We’ve used it as a way of guiding strategy for one bank. Understanding the deep
issues that were going on for the customers led us to a whole new direction for
moving customers from a physical bank to the digital media. Being able to under-
stand their feelings allowed us to come up with very specific directions for mov-
ing people to use the internet. 

We have used it also on product ideation. For example, looking at the feelings
that are going on around the use of video. We’ve used it to suggest new products
to a technology company. We’ve used it in a lot of very interesting ways, and of
course we use it all the time to look at what is going on in the conversion process
on websites. We’ve done this for everything from mobile and telephony compa-
nies, to banks and product companies, e-commerce companies, even government
operations. We’ve seen a very wide usage of the data in the hands of people who
understand how to use PET tools to get conversion. 

“We’re able to see 
a thread from the
highest level strate-
gy to the most
detailed design, 
and that thread has
a commonality of
being guided and
informed in a deep
understanding of
the customer.”

Applying for a loan can be an emotional minefield in some environments

If I am not able
to pay back on time 
I feel the bank may
lose trust in me.

There is a sense
of relief and satisfac-
tion when your loan 
is sanctioned!

There is a feeling 
of satisfaction when I am
able to fulfill the desires
of the family.

I feel proud that 
I don’t have to ask
money from others to
do my business

Borrowing
money from some-
one would hurt my
self respect

I was happy that I was
making a prudent decision 
of taking a loan rather than
selling my gold as it’s value
can increase in the future.

I feel 
uncomfortable
when I am said
‘No’ to

I feel tensed and
burdened because of
the possible hidden
charges.

I get irritated
when there are many
procedures It is a
waste of time

Once you take out a
loan it becomes a bur-
den. You have to plan
everything around it.

When kids wish to go for
higher studies. Parents
should be able to support
them.

Flexibility in paying
the installment is
important in planning
my finances.

Taking a housing 
loan is a long term
investment and more
profitable than wast-
ing money on rent.

Loss of Personal
Credibility

Fulfill 
Responsibility/
Ambition

Efficacy Control Self Esteem Value for 
Money

Loss of Freedom Being Refused Fear of not knowing 
/ understanding

Time and Effort
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Would you say that PET Research really gives information that helps at a
strategic and innovation level rather than directly at the design level, or
would it be both?

It can be used at many different levels. If you think about it, understanding your
customer is central to everything from forming executive intent to overall organi-
zational strategy—from channel strategy, to product ideation and business model
ideation, to coming up with very specific website designs, even coming up with
specific images. We’re able to see a thread from the highest level strategy to the
most detailed design, and that thread has a commonality of being guided and
informed in a deep understanding of the customer. 

In some ways it sounds like PET Research gives you more of an understanding
of the entire ecosystem of users rather than just a certain persona.

Not really. Actually, if we want an ecosystem picture, we use ethnographically
inspired methods. In the “Design for the Big” class, for example, we’re sharing
methods like culture probes and ecosystem modeling that allow us to get a big
picture of who the different people are in an environment, and what their roles
are, and how they interact. That’s very different—that’s looking at the big picture.
PET Research allows us to go deeper within the big picture. If we have the big pic-
ture of “this is the school system” and we understand that, then we can look at
one particular actor. For example, a parent and his or her feelings in deciding
whether a child can go on a field trip. We can look at that if we want to focus on
that particular conversion requirement. 

What kinds of projects would most benefit from PET Research?

PET Research is specifically focused on the decision point. In cases where we
need people to make particular decisions, such as buying a product, asking your
doctor a health question, deciding to travel—these are all examples of where
we’ve applied the PET methodology. If you simply have a task that needs to be
done, and people are going to do it for whatever reason—maybe they’re paid to
do it—PET may not be important or worth investing in. But, clearly, in cases
where people need to be converted to making a decision to supporting a prod-
uct—whatever it might be—we would want to use PET methods.

“PET Research is
specifically focused
on the decision
point. Clearly, in
cases where people
need to be convert-
ed to making a
decision...we would
want to use PET
methods.”
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Mostly in transactional kinds of sites, e-commerce, that kind of thing?

E-commerce is very obvious, but there are many other cases. It could be a bank
who wants to get you working in the mobile environment and not in the branch. 
It could be a pharmaceutical company that wants you to ask your doctor about a
vaccine. It could be a technology company that wants to develop a product that it
wants you to buy. There are lots and lots of different applications. It could even be
a government that wants to convince you that the government is providing good
value to citizens, to continue to support that organization. 

There are lots of different angles in terms of what’s important to conversion and
one of the things we do first—before we start doing any kind of work in the PET
area—is identify the PET objective. The PET objective has to be a very solid organi-
zational requirement, it can’t just be something that’s theoretically nice like,
“They’ll like us” or something, that is not an interesting PET objective.

So the basis should be, “We really want our customers to convert on this
product, but we find that there are lots of blocks, and we need to know how
to deal with these.”

Sure. If I have a product people want to buy—maybe a new mobile phone—what
are the drives and blocks around that? What convinces people to want to get that
new phone? What are the dynamics? What are the methods that are most likely
to work?

The business benefits seem pretty obvious. Is there any way to actually
measure the results of PET Research from a business point of view?

Certainly. We had cases where we made PET interventions and were able to
measure predictable improvement in sales and conversion, often with a payback
period of less than a month. We can almost always look to measure at least some
clear business benefits. 

“One of the things
we do first—before
we start doing any
kind of work in the
PET area—is identi-
fy the PET objec-
tive. The PET objec-
tive has to be a very
solid organizational
requirement.”
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Would you say the results of  PET Research are some of the more dramatic
things you’ve seen in your career.

Well actually, I think that it’s the most dramatic thing we have today. There was a
time when making usability improvements created a dramatic improvement
because we had made it basically impossible to do a transaction. So, if you can’t
do a transaction, you really don’t do them. So, that was a very exciting kind of
improvement. Now, however, classic usability issues are considered the hygiene
factors, and we don’t see them as a differentiator anymore, they are just an
expectation. People expect to be able to navigate, they expect to be able to
understand. The next frontier is in persuasion. Today, that’s the big differentiator. 

Would you say that when you’re doing PET design, you should always have a
research component? Or, are there cases where the research component is
better, and others where a PET Review would be better?  

Well, it’s always good to have the PET Research, that’s for sure. Certainly, I’ve
seen cases where even we’ve done projects which were simply using PET meth-
ods. And, that will absolutely create an effect. But, if you want a really targeted
solution, it’s important to have the research and the structure with the strategy
to go ahead and do the right overall process. If you don’t do that, you get what
we call “persuasion clutter.” If you keep adding more and more persuasion tools,
at some point it actually starts to become detrimental.

So, that would be part of the research, too? Finding out how many drive 
components you can put in before they become a block?

Well, it isn’t that. It’s just that if you are not informed of your customers’ specific
motivations, then you’re just taking a shotgun approach, maybe throwing fifteen
different persuasion tools out hoping that something works. It’s far more power-
ful to say, “I’m going to use these three methods, but I know those are targeted,
and I know that they’re going to get the results I want.” This is the beauty of PET
Research—guiding the selection of the correct methodology. 

What PET Research does is give us a PET analysis that’s accurate. The PET analy-
sis is something we developed—it took us several years, actually, because it’s a

“This is the beauty
of PET Research—
guiding the selec-
tion of the correct
methodology. What
PET Research does
is give us a PET
analysis that’s
accurate.”
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very difficult problem. We needed to figure out how to model the emotions of the
user. We know how to model the task flow of the user, with task analysis, or 
use cases, or scenarios, and if you do a task analysis, you can get a pretty good
estimate of the likelihood that a person will be able to do a task, and whether
that task will be efficient. The PET analysis that results from the research is more
what we use to model the conversion—the emotional journey of a customer going
through a site. 

Is there anything else you’d like to add?

One thing is really critical today. I see people reading books about persuasion
and I think it’s good that they learn as much as they can about how to persuade
customers. But, the problem is that just throwing tools at customers may work
initially, but in time, it creates persuasion clutter, it deteriorates trust, and is 
not effective. We need to go beyond throwing out random persuasion methods,
like commitment, scarcity, social proof. These are all good methods in their 
own right, but we don’t want to just toss them out. We want to have an overall
structure—a plan which is informed and validated. That’s really what PET
Research is about.

Well, thanks Eric. You’ve given us a lot to think about. I’m sure that as more
questions come in from people who read this interview, there will be plenty
of topics for future discussion.

Find out more about PET Research. 
Contact Human Factors International at hfi@humanfactors.com

“We want to have
an overall structure
—a plan which is
informed and vali-
dated. That’s really
what PET Research
is about.”
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Dr. Eric Schaffer is the founder and CEO of Human Factors International, Inc. (HFI).
In the last quarter century, he has become known as the visionary who recognized
that usability would be the driving force in the “Third Wave of the Information Age,”
following both hardware and software as the previous key differentiators. Like
Gordon Moore’s insight that processor power would double every 18 months, Dr.
Schaffer foresaw that the most profound impact on corporate computing would be
a positive online user experience—the ability for a user to get the job done effi-
ciently, easily, and without frustration.

Dr. Schaffer’s book, Institutionalization of Usability: A Step-by-Step Guide, provides
a roadmap for companies to follow in order to make usability a systematic, routine
practice throughout their organizations. Dr. Schaffer also co-developed The HFI
FrameworkTM, the only ISO-certifiable process for user-centered design, built on
principles from human-computer interaction, ergonomics, psychology, computer
science, and marketing.

Dr. Schaffer has completed projects for more than 100 Fortune 500 clients, provid-
ing user experience design consulting and training. He has recently been traveling
the world teaching HFI’s newest course, How to Design for Persuasion, Emotion,
and Trust.

Dr. Schaffer is a member of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society and a
Certified Professional Ergonomist.

About Dr. Schaffer Eric Schaffer, Ph.D., CUA, CPE
Founder and CEO
Human Factors International
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