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Privacy’s now a huge topic for huge brands. 
Mark Zuckerberg wants Facebook to become 
“a privacy-focused social platform”; Apple 
is keen to prove that “privacy matters”; and 
Amazon has had to defend itself against 
accusations of privacy invasion (after 
admitting that employees listen to Echo 
audio recordings). All of this is underpinned 
by a changing legal landscape. Privacy laws 
are evolving worldwide to meet citizens’ 
needs and manage the vast flows of personal 
data between individuals and organisations. 

But whilst countless brands, 
governments and organisations are 
focused on privacy - the angle for us 
has been, are consumers? Do they 
understand the big questions and the 
debate; how do they feel about their 
own privacy, and to what degree do 
they want, and take action, to manage 
it? We’ve looked at this subject from 
a consumer angle over several years, 
but never so much as now. In recent 
months we’ve explored privacy and 
associated matters (particularly 
trust, which follows closely behind) 
in evolved Western countries, as well 
as emerging markets – and for large 
clients with global reach.



3 4

From there, we’ve learned how to ask the 
right questions. In our experience, this is an 
easy topic for people to talk about at abstract 
level. More or less everyone shares personal 
information selectively, determining ‘what’s 
right for who to see’. This is fairly universal, and 
has been for a long time. But it’s a far tougher 
subject if you’re looking to gain meaningful, 
rich answers to address some of the more 
nuanced questions of today, around the 
ethics of data share, the data value equation, 
the boundaries of openness to share, and 
comprehension of the ramifications of sharing.
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In covering all of the above, we’ve 
developed a deep understanding 
of consumers and how they 
interpret privacy, which underpins 
how we explore it with them. Some 
of the key pillars of this include... 

As a subject, privacy is 
often too vast to grasp. 

It touches on endless aspects of 
life: every single agreement you 
make, with anyone you share 
information with (especially in a 
digital capacity and through any 
device). It affects reputation and 
identity, personal and professional; 
your own, and others’. It relates to 
big concepts as well as tangible 
policies. The policies which do 
govern it are, naturally, long, and 

full of legal language. All of this is 
simply too much for most people 
to handle. Consumers don’t know 
what ‘standard’ levels of privacy to 
expect in any space or sector, what 
legal protection they have, or even 
what’s good or bad - unless it’s 
at the very extremes and they’ve 
heard media coverage around it, or 
they’ve suffered a breach. Even the 
word ‘privacy’ is too abstract for 
many consumers to be 100% sure 
what we’re asking about, if we use 
it directly (which we avoid doing).

Exploring privacy 
with consumers: 
what we’ve learned
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Consumers (especially 
in emerging markets) 
more naturally expect 
infringements of their 
privacy by other people, 
than by organisations. 
Because the whole question 
is so complex, and they’re so 
accustomed to organisations 
holding data on them all the time, 
it can be mind-boggling (and 
demoralising) to think about an 
organisation abusing their trust. 

People can feel privacy’s 
important… but behave 
as if it isn’t. 
Consumers tend to prioritise access 
to services and benefits they’ll 
derive from brands and companies 
- over attention to detail and 
‘the boring bits’. For example, 
reading the privacy agreements 
which explain how their data will 
be treated, or who’ll see what. 
This may be because they can’t 
be bothered, or because they’re 
able to minimize the risks based 
on the prevailing social context: 
“Everyone else agrees to this, and 
they’re ok...”. They’re also poor 
witnesses of their own behaviour; 
very few people can tell us 
accurately whether they even read 
privacy clauses or not, because it’s 
such a fleeting and unmemorable 
experience. And for many, caring 
about privacy really takes on a new 
meaning only when they’ve had a 
problem with it personally.
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In approaching privacy,  
we consider the following:

One of the biggest learnings for 
us: we can only decode attitudes 
to privacy in context, and we 
need to stress-test with scenarios 
or past events. Generalisations 
can be dangerous and unhelpful. 

‘What I’m happy for someone 
to see or know about me’ 
becomes meaningful to 
consumers in a scenario where 
it’s applied – and might be 
completely contradictory to 
their spontaneous thoughts on 
the wider matter. Plus risks and 
threats in this space can seem 
much greater when they’re vague. 
For example, if asked “Would 

you share information about your 
children online?”, many parents 
answer a clear no - but if asked 
“Would you enroll your child in a 
club via their website?” a different 
conversation emerges. Similarly, 
“Are you comfortable sharing 
your location with a company or 
brand?” can inspire a negative 
– but if we actually prompt a 
conversation around whether 
they use Google Maps, and what 
settings they tick or accept on 
their handset when they do, 
the answer - usually - bears no 
resemblance to that. 

What strategies 
do we take to 
manage this?

Because the space is so vast, and 
consumer attitudes can be vague 
and contradictory, we need to be 
very clear what we’re going in to 
achieve. 

Are we aiming to gain input into 
privacy policy? Test understanding 
of brand language around 
privacy? Explore behaviour, or 
comprehension of what happens 
now? All of these demand 
completely different approaches, 
flow and framing of questions.



Because of this, we prioritise 
qualitative, typically face-to-face. 

Quantitative needs to be 
applied carefully in this space; 
meaning can be easily missed 
by consumers, unless questions 
are very specific and carefully 
couched. We prefer to lead 
with qualitative to go deep with 
consumers, using the findings 
to carefully consider how to 
approach this in quant if needed. 
We focus on face-to-face to make 
sure we’re bringing consumers 
with us, and no one’s becoming 
lost in the subject matter - via 
both group and individual 
sessions, depending on our 
objectives. We’ve observed that 
when the subject matter is this 
challenging, people can quickly 
dry up and lose faith in their own 
expression if they’re all alone – 
so groups in particular can work 

well at enabling comfort and 
openness. That said, within group 
sessions, we may include elements 
of private tasking to avoid group-
think, especially in areas where 
knowledge and certainty are 
absent and it’s easy to defer to 
others’ opinions. 

Within these sessions, it 
takes time and challenging 
moderation to focus consumers 
on the question we’re asking 
– not on immediate, surface 
interpretations of it. 

Especially with regard to the 
privacy and security standards 
of how organisations treat 
personal data, rather than other 
individuals (particularly criminal 
ones, like fraudsters and hackers). 
We need to make it clear from 
the start what’s in and out of 
scope, otherwise it’s easy for 
conversation to slide off track. 

We’re ready to hone stimulus 
during the project journey. 

It can be tough to gauge what’s 
manageable for a consumer 
audience. And of course, 
sometimes we do need to explore 
detailed legal language,if it 
would appear within consumer-
facing policy. But in other 
circumstances, where we’re 
discussing underpinning concepts: 
we may need a synthesised 
description in very simple terms 
to convey meaning, and make 
sure everyone’s on the same 
page. We’re iterative if needed, 
depending on project goals – if 
comprehension of materials is too 
low, after we’ve understood why, 
we may need to help consumers 
unpack meaning. 

And especially for bigger 
changes to privacy policies: it’s 
justifiable to ‘package’ these 
- explaining the data holder’s 
intent, the user benefits, and 
what’s changed. 

Again, the status of digital privacy 
is so complex to consumers 
that they won’t notice, or trust 
themselves to interpret, changes 
to policy language. And so where 
privacy policy adjustment would 
be accompanied by a real-world 
campaign to explain and position, 
it’s reasonable to use appropriate, 
equivalent ‘packaging’ in research, 
providing we manage that 
intelligently.
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Because we’ve been through the above, for various 
objectives and targets, we know what consumers can 
and can’t answer. We know where we need qualitative, 
quantitative, other inputs: what each will deliver, what 
the risks of any in a given circumstance would be and 
how to mitigate them. We’re also familiar with delivering 
outputs which meet the needs of different audiences. 
Content on privacy can reach legal teams, policy-makers 
and governmental audiences, whose angles, standards 
and expectations are distinct to the marketing or 
product teams which insight regularly touches.

Why come to us 
about privacy?

A few key principles we adhere to throughout: 

• We need to tell a consumer-first story. We put end users at the 
centre of the picture, and bring them to life through case studies, 
mindset visualisations, and pen portraits. Our client organisations are 
full of privacy experts; the gap tends to lie in mainstream end-user 
perspectives. 

• Every project needs to be tailored completely. This isn’t a space 
where we can re-apply the same thinking or lines of enquiry from 
previous studies. Our sampling, materials, approach to stimulus, and 
project flow need to be designed from scratch each time to make 
sure we’re addressing the right questions in the right way. 

• That said – privacy almost always comes back to trust. We’re 
going to need to go broader than any policy or current behaviour, 
to establish how consumers feel about who has, or could have their 
data: what they’ve done or might do with it, why they’re perceived to 
want it, and broader ethical vs. commercial expectations of them. This 
is fundamental to any exploration in this zone. 

• Communicating findings in a complex space requires a clear 
narrative. As well as detailed decks, we provide infographics and 
high-level recommendations linked to clear, headlined insights – to 
ensure that the takeouts are transparent and easy to deploy.



If you’re interested in exploring 
privacy with us: drop us a line on
info@basisresearch.com 
(We won’t tell anyone.) 

basisresearch.com
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