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Instant insight:
the evolution of
market research
With the rise of real-time market research tools, the industry has
been forced to adapt to the new wave of automation. But how
has it changed and are brands still looking for the same
information? Jessica Abelsohn reports.

Clients no longer have
the luxury of waiting
for results a month
after an event; by
this time a marketing
opportunity is likely
to have been missed

Market research is evolving. And researchers,
marketers and brands need to keep up.
Digitisation has meant a big shift, but at its
heart are people and how they behave. What’s
important for those working in the industry,
it transpires, is to avoid getting caught up in
the digital. Don’t ignore the importance of the
researcher, don’t get lost in the data, find a
way through it, interpret it and then build on
and around it.
According to Nicola Hepenstall, managing
director at Hall & Partners Open Mind and
president of the Association of Market and
Social Research Organisations (AMSRO), market
research is undergoing unprecedented change.
“The rapid advances in technology have
created a very complex consumer world with
fragmented markets, DIY-ers, and big data
offering marketers and advertisers unlimited
information. But with this unlimited information
comes an increasing need to ensure the
information available represents something
that’s meaningful and commercially viable,”
Hipenstall says.
The rapid change is all down to the digital
revolution in social, mobile and technology,
but rather than the rate of change, those in
the industry need to focus on the nature of the
change itself, according to the experts.
“Digital disruption is at the heart of the
change that is causing dramatic changes in
our industry and all our clients’ industries,”

Michele Levine, CEO of Roy Morgan Research
says, adding that in turn, this is creating quite
a shift in the way companies view the need for
traditional market research.
Gareth O’Neill, senior media and brand
manager at Millward Brown, says the relative
ease for companies to collect their own data has
also had a big impact.
“Clients increasingly hold vast amounts of
their own behavioural data and are no longer
reliant on external companies to tell them how
their consumers are behaving,” he says.
That shift means there is the need to not only
research perceptions of audiences but also
processes, stories and attitudes that resonate
with consumers.
“Clients are increasingly looking for holistic
insights,” Rob Highett-Smith, general manager
consumer experiences at GFK says. “In the past,
advertising and brand tracking had been seen
as being distinct from customer satisfaction – an
arbitrary split. This is changing as researchers
join the dots and realise that customer
experience contributes to brand perceptions.”

In real time
A big change, also down to the rapid changes in
digital, is centred on client timelines.
“Marketers need insights quicker than ever
before in order to help them react to changes
in their market in a timely and meaningful
fashion,” Jarrod Martin, managing director at
IPG Mediabrands’ Anomaly notes. “Clients no
longer have the luxury of waiting for results a
month after an event; by this time a marketing
opportunity is likely to have been missed.”
However, Highett-Smith says that it’s what you
do with the data that matters.
“Organisations need to be able to act on realtime data in real time, not simply collect it for its
own sake or because it’s sexy,” he says.
John Alderton, director of research at Dentsu
Aegis Network, and Jeremy Sankey, director of
research, Data2Decisions agree.
“As timelines get shorter and communication
options get larger we need to be constantly agile
in our methods to ensure that we can contribute
to the strategy before it’s executed. There’s no
point in having first-mover advantage if it’s the
wrong move,” Sankey explains.
The evolution of real-time marketing mirrors
much of what is happening across business
everywhere. Everything is online. Everything
is readily accessible. Everything is instant. The
market research industry is not immune to
this. “We no longer rely solely on primary data
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Q: What information are you currently looking for?
A: We want to understand how consumers use our products,
why they love our brands and what other benefits they
are looking for. This is especially important when we are
developing brand innovations.
Q: How are you currently conducting market research?

collection by way of the questionnaire and/
or qualitative research, but augment this with
various other sources of information to provide
our clients with a more holistic picture,” Hamish
Munro, CEO, Ipsos Australia reveals.

Going social
When it comes to social media, there is no
denying it has become intertwined with
everyday living. However, while it is easy to grab
a snapshot of what people are thinking or saying
on social, can this data really reflect accurate

research given the fact that you don’t know
exactly who is behind the screen?
“Social media data is quite restricted to the
reliability, accuracy and depth of information
that social media users are happy to impart,
which as any researcher will tell you runs the
risk that it has most value in tracking sentiment
as well perhaps as some basic demographic and
attitudinal insights,” Levine notes.
Highett-Smith agrees.
“In terms of using social media to conduct
research, the key question to be considered is
who is participating on social media for your

A: In recent years, we have invested in developing our internal
capabilities and upskilling our people. We also engage with a
small number of external partners who each bring a very unique
area of expertise to the conversation. We work together to build
on each other’s insights and create more interesting stories.
Q: How do you turn market research into a
competitive advantage?
A: As consumer needs and demands are constantly evolving,
our market research function allows us to remain agile and
responsive. Once we unlock the insights, we use these to
build our overall story and consider all other data sources and
research. We work very closely with our business partners to
determine how we can convert those insights into execution.
Measurement is an important part of the process and it helps
our marketing partners to get excited and see tangible results.
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category and therefore whether the sample may
be skewed to ‘super users’ of social media who
may not be representative of the majority of your
brand base or general population,” he says.
And according to O’Neill, understanding
behaviour through social media is not always
that easy.
“Social data commonly requires a lot of
manual cleaning and categorising to enable more
sophisticated application. Currently, for the
majority of advertisers, whilst it is real data in
real time, it is often not robust or representative
enough to make a big impact on brand and
consumer understanding,” he explains.

The rise of mobile
Mobile is now what the internet was 15 years
ago and it offers easy access to vast swathes of
information.
“As consumers’ lives increasingly move away
from the desktop and towards mobile, a more
personal device, it provides us with the ability to
passively capture huge amounts of information
about their lives thereby reducing the burden on
respondents and increasing the accuracy of our
data,” Anomaly’s Martin says.
Yet, is everyone in the industry prepared for
this shift?
“It is important that we do not discourage
mobile users from completing surveys through
poor survey design and ensure our content is
mobile-friendly to reduce non-response bias,”
Munro explains.
This means a shift to fewer questions, quicker
and easier to answer questions, and one-button
responses. It may even require a change in the
way respondents answer questions. For example,
rather than requesting a written response,
asking people to film themselves on their mobile
device explaining their reasoning, or take photos
of the things or parts they like and those that
they don’t. Of course, it also means optimising
design for mobile screens rather than desktops.

Coca-Cola’s ‘Colour your summer’ campaign

At the end of the day, no matter how much is
automated, humans do matter. Big data is a great
asset to the tools and experience involved with
market research. But data itself will not answer
all the questions. However, the nature of how
researchers approach the data has changed.
“In the old days, they used to say that a
researcher comes to a meeting and sits there as a
blank slate, and they began with an open mind. I

think those days are gone,” Levine explains.
“I think a researcher has to be very quickly
aware of the kinds of things they are looking
for, aware of the frameworks, aware of the
technology, and essentially be already starting
almost half-way to understanding what the
research is going to find.”
While technology can do the quick check, it’s
the researcher’s role to draw on their knowledge
of different industries and apply those models to
analysing the data at hand.
“What we’ve seen with the advent of big data,
is people trying to boil oceans when really you
need to know what you’re looking for in the
first place. Big data often has a lot of outcomes –
whats, whens, and wheres, and some whos and
hows – but misses the fundamental whys behind
attitudes and behaviours,” Highett-Smith says.
“So there will always be a role for custom
research, particularly qualitative and
exploratory research. But it’s becoming more
imperative for marketers and insights managers
to be across what they already know so that any
research commissioned taps into and joins up
with that.”
Hepenstall agrees.
“Big data provides the numbers or information
but not the reason or motivation behind it.
Researchers have the tools and training to
correctly formulate the right questions and
strategies to deliver accurate, in-depth results,”
she says.
According to Hepenstall, the industry is
fast moving into an advisory role, which is
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communications? The areas that have changed relate to
how we can answer these questions and the depth we can
go to in understanding consumers and shoppers – most
often driven by technology. Social media monitoring,
loyalty card data, community panels, in-store heat and
geo-mapping … the list goes on and will keep going on.

Q: What information are you currently
looking for?

Q: How are you currently conducting
market research?

A: While change is definitely upon us, the big questions
most larger FMCG companies have always asked of their
research still exist. Who and where are our consumers?
What do they need from us to better fit into their lives?
What does our brand mean to them? How do they shop
for us? What other packs, flavours, and varieties are
they seeking? What is the best way to optimise our

A: We use a variety of research approaches, most
often using specialist agencies. Our research covers
everything from macrotrends and consumer/shopper
behaviour right through to brand health tracking,
communications development and new product
development, which involves research areas like sensory
testing and product/concept tests.

Never underestimate
the humans

What we’ve seen with
the advent of big data,
is people trying to boil
oceans when really
you need to know
what you’re looking
for in the first place

exactly where it needs to be. It comes down to
collaboration. Research companies need to work
together with advertisers and with agencies to
get the most out of all options – big data, realtime research and traditional research models.
Alderton and Sankey say it’s not just a case of
out with the old, in with the new.
“It’s about building a bridge between research
and analytics to produce bespoke solutions that
will advantage our clients and our business,”
they explain. “The challenge is to deal with
the exponentially growing volumes of data at
our disposal. We are very mindful in an era of
seismic change that we do not compromise the
quality of insight for the sake of a quick flashy
fix.”

Q: How do you find social media has impacted
your ability to research?
A: The richness and immediacy of the data collected
by our social media team is something completely
different to what traditional research has been able to
deliver until now. This is especially true when it comes
to understanding the ever-changing relationship between
our brands and Australians.
The impact of a new above-the-line campaign, the
impact of a negative press story, the excitement about
a new flavour release – live, immediate and unsolicited
feedback is gold for marketing teams.
They can become far more nimble in their responses,
they can make decisions immediately and they can
surprise and delight our consumers better than
ever before.

