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Marketers, researchers, agency planners, 
and consumer insight professionals can now 
gather rich, qualitative data from hundreds 
of consumers in major markets around the 
globe through Meta4 Insight, Protobrand’s 
revolutionary online tool. 

Rooted in the science of metaphor elicitation, 
Meta4 unearths and automatically collects 
powerful qualitative data and then validates 
findings through rigorous quantitative 
analysis. The results are well-grounded 
insights backed by a degree of quantitative 
validity simply not found in typical qualitative 
research.

The only tool of its kind, Meta4 combines 
the richness of qualitative research with the 
confidence of a large respondent sample to 
deliver more than standalone focus groups, 
in-depth interviews, or surveys.
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Meta4 builds upon decades of academic thought and scientific 
research into the workings of the human mind. Metaphor is 
a well-known tool among market researchers for tapping into 
consumers’ deep-seated (but often unarticulated) perceptions 
and goals. Meta4 makes this technique easier to use, 
less expensive, and more feasible among large samples of 
respondents.

The backbone of Meta4 is a copyrighted database of more than 
500 images, meticulously chosen and managed especially for 
research purposes.

Because the data are collected in an anonymous online space, 
Meta4 gives consumers freedom to express their thoughts and 
feelings in ways they would not during a focus group or one- 
on-one interview. Meta4 also reduces the growing problem of 
“respondent fatigue” with exercises that are succinct, visual, 
and engaging.

They all have their heads above 
the sand instead of in it.

The birds are fenced in and forced 
to look out at the world without 
discovering it.

The clouds represent anxiety 
about  unseen dangers.

he wants to fly, but he can’t 
make it off the ground.

This one’s looking back. it 
could be looking towards 

the past.
Blue skies 

and brighter 
days ahead.

The other ones are going 
one way. she’s looking for 
her own path.

compared to the competition, 
this ostrich is in third place.
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Metaphors are such powerful vehicles for understanding that 
our brains come hard-wired with the neurological structure for 
metaphorical reasoning. This happens in a two-stage process 
that begins in infancy.

At first we cannot distinguish the difference between two basic 
things. For example, every infant inseparably equates Mother 
and Food. Many months later, the child develops the ability 
to clearly distinguish between Mom and chicken, but the core 
memory of Mother=Food endures because the child’s earlier 
perception created permanent neural connections.

Connections, such as Mother=Food, create deep knowledge 
that resonates with all people who share an experience. More 
importantly, these connections allow us to automatically 
generate and comprehend metaphors such as “Mother Earth.” 
In fact, these neurological connections actually instigate 
metaphorical reasoning without our conscious awareness. 
Meta4 harnesses these connections to bypass the clutter 
of people’s conscious minds and reveal the drivers of their 
thoughts, feelings, and actions.

Heart of a Lion

Life is a Journey

two Peas in a Pod
rise and sHine

aPPLe of my eye

Jack of aLL trades



Meta4 can be a valuable tool in many research 
applications, either as a standalone project or 
as a component of a larger study.

MeTa4 ProviDes The
founDaTionfor sTronger

BranDs
ProDucT innovaTion
The way in which the senses orchestrate in the minds 
of consumers oftentimes makes or breaks a product. By 
enabling people to speak about one sense, say taste, in terms 
of another, like touch, Meta4 gives voice to the experiences 
people derive from the physical signals in their environment. 

creaTive evaluaTion
The interplay of words, pictures, colors, and shapes that 
occurs within everything from advertising to package design 
naturally lends itself to evaluation through Meta4. Using visu-
al stimuli to understand the preconscious and unconscious 
thoughts evoked by new creative avoids putting consumers 
in the position of “creative director,” and so produces a truer 
picture of impact and effectiveness.

segMenTaTion
A Meta4-based segmentation opens the window into the 
emotional underpinnings behind standard psychographic and 
demographic variables. As a precursor to or a fully integrated 
component of traditional quantitative research, Meta4 uncov-
ers the “why” of consumption and connects it to the “how 
much” and “how often.” The result is a numerical, verbal, and 
visual picture of data that is unique to Meta4.

PosiTioning DeveloPMenT
Meta4 provides marketers with insights into the unarticulated 
emotions, beliefs, and thoughts driving human behavior. From 
everyday consumption practices to people’s interactions with 
brands, the unconscious frameworks that people use to make 
sense of the world can be explored through Meta4. With 
strategy developed from such insight, brands can become 
profound tools for self-identity and expression.

PosiTioning anD Messaging TesTing
Determining the strengths and weaknesses of alternative 
positioning statements is a common application for Meta4. In 
addition to providing quantifiable results on traditional met-
rics such as clarity, believability, fit, and personal relevance; 
the visual exercises provide a window to understand the deep 
meaning driving the numbers.
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Effective research must inform, illuminate, and inspire. To this 
end, Meta4 output is verbal, numerical, and visual. The result 
is a powerful view that is holistic and yet specific at the same 
time.
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MeTa4 
ouTPuT

A picture is worth a 
thousand words, so what 
about a thousand pictures? 
Bypassing the socially- 
constructed verbal responses 
people expect themselves to 
say, Meta4 taps directly into 
the pre-language centers of 
the brain and adds a visual 
element to the quantitative 
findings, making them more 
interesting and compelling 
for your organization.

Meta4 can gather qualitative 
feedback from respondent 
samples that are large 
enough to enable quantitative 
analysis at the same 
time.  This combination of 
verbatims and numerical 
data creates a complete 
understanding of the 
consumer mindset. 

Meta4 reveals everyone’s 
inner poet, allowing people 
to articulate thoughts and 
ideas for which they lack 
words. Dull, uninspired 
open-end responses are 
replaced with highly 
expressive self-reports that 
open a window into the 
minds of informants.

iMage clouDs:

TheMes:

TranscriPTs:
The rush I get when I snowboard is often like a volcano 
erupting. I feel unstoppable - the same way lava takes on 
everything that’s in its way, and almost on fire. 

- Female, 22

Retirement financial planning is a process and a bridge 
from one season of life to another. You have to stay up on 
the bridge or the pier, out of the waters. Life, like the sunset 
in the picture, is lovely in its entirety, and I must remember 
that hard times generally pass. Financial planning is the 
bridge into the sunset years, but it is a good thing and a 
safe thing to do.  

- Male, 58

This keyhole shows that the brand is the secret to the world 
of rich beauty and wonders. The intricate surround and 
golden color hint at the treasures within. The style lets one 
know that its secrets are ancient, and lay behind the wonder 
of the product.  

- Female, 36
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Optimism
serenity

interest acceptance

anticipation trust

vigilance admiration

ecstasy

terrorrage

loathing

grief

sadness

pensiveness

amazement

surprise

distraction

anger

Love

SubmissionAggressiveness

AweContempt

DisapprovalRemorse

joy
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disgust

115

fear

68

boredom

60

annoyance

31 apprehension
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seMioTic illusTraTions:
When it comes to getting an organization excited 
about research findings, inspiration can often 
be as important as insight. A Protobrand team 
including researchers, strategists, and artists 
collaborate to visualize the data interpretation 
through semiotic illustrations that represent the 
group mind. Important emotions and thoughts 
come to life through icons and archetypes. 
Imagine the reaction of your creative team to 
seeing this view of the data versus pie-charts and 
spreadsheets.
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TransforMaTion of self

oPening of PossiBiliTies

Joy of The hunT

The KnoWing self

Personal resource
a vicTiM of The sysTeM

freeDoM froM consTrainTs

unlocKing PoTenTial

eMoTional inTegraTion
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Creative Evaluation 
Print
TV 
Online 

Design 
Logo
Web
Packaging

services:
Brand Strategy 

Competitive Assessment
Positioning + Messaging

Architecture

Segmentation 
Prioritize

Optimize Communications
Allocate Resources

Innovation 
Needs Analysis

Product Development
Opportunity Assessment
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Protobrand is a research and branding firm headquartered 
in Boston. Our best known product Meta4 Insight—the 
first online application for metaphor elicitation—reveals 
consumers’ deep-seated and often unconscious perceptions, 
thoughts, and motivations. Our team has professional skills in 
a variety of industries, product categories, and applications of 
research, ranging from segmentation to product development 
to branding.
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www.protobrand.com
Protobrand and Meta4 Insight are trademarks of Protobrand Sciences, Inc.


