What are the main issues facing viewing facilities?
There are a lot of issues, mainly involving investment in yet more sophisticated technology – live web casts, on line participation and all that, however I think there are some more basic issues to be examined.

It says on my business card that I am the Manager of The Green Room – a viewing facility, or so I thought when I started working here.

As I understand it, the point of a viewing facility is to be just that. An opportunity for a marketer, advertiser, designer, whatever to hear directly from their customers or potential customers what they think of their products.
Most of the time it’s great, everybody arrives at the appointed time, respondents and clients in the right numbers. At the end of a good session the viewing facility has worked exactly as it should, respondents have responded, viewers viewed and listened. A viewing facility works best at this very simple level when there is as little as possible getting in between the viewer and the viewed.
Our aim is to create an environment in which respondents can respond in as natural and relaxed way as possible and come away feeling that their contribution has been valued and always good, that they have enjoyed participating.
The cost of viewing has gone up and I know that it can form a major part of a research budget so here are a few things that a research buyer might like to think about before deciding to add viewing facilities willy nilly and sending an all staff memo inviting the world and his wife (it’s true, it did happen, she’d never seen a group before) to come along.

The following are a few scenarios that have happened in the back stage room of a viewing facility and are meant to be cautionary tales.

The viewing facility as business centre

Mobile phones recharged, laptops plugged in ‘the battery’s a bit flat and I need to check my emails’, ‘can I go somewhere quiet and work?’, ‘ring America’, ‘call the old man’, ‘send a fax’ oops forgot to watch the group.

Friends reunited

A great chance for everyone to catch up with office gossip, crack open a few bottles of wine, send out for pizza instead of the hot buffet for eight that was ordered last week, by someone who isn’t there… group?... oh well there’s always the video for later.
The empty room mystery

It’s a dark and stormy Thursday night and there’s football on the telly. Only one person turns instead of the six catered for and feeling a bit Nobby-no-mates, quietly tiptoes away halfway through the first group. ‘Anything else I can get for you………oh’.

The private reality TV show

Here, safe behind a glass partition you can laugh at the real people, mock their dress sense, be amazed at the lack of sophistication and grip on global strategies.

O.K So I exaggerate to make a point, but it seems to me that amongst all the discussion about technology, web cams and exciting camera angles its worth going back to basics.

If you are paying for viewing consider the following checklist:

· Will it help the project?

· Will those who are invited turn up?

· Will they benefit from the experience?

If those that say they want to come have work to do, tell them to stay at the office. If it’s just an excuse to catch up with old mates, tell them to go to the pub and if you think they’re not going to take their customer’s views seriously, tell them to ………….. may be not, could be career limiting move
My interest in all this is that I want viewing facilities to be valued for what they can provide to the industry. We’re all happy to stage manage most requests, but be sure everybody knows what the real purpose is of the time spent on the dark side of the mirror.
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