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WHEN GOOd RESEARCHERS GO bAd
Cautionary tales from the front lines

Stephen Needel 

INTROdUCTION

the proliferation of scanner data in the �990s 
allowed marketing research to shift its emphasis to 
what we might call marketing efficiency. most of the 
things we researched in the �990s were not about 
building strong brands and delivering to consumer 
needs. instead, we were focused on optimizing our 
marketing actions, our logistics, and our research. 
the growth and popularity of store-based scanner 
data and household panel data permitted us to 
relegate the immediate consumer to secondary 
status; we interpreted consumer behavior en masse, 
at an aggregate level of analysis, often with complex 
statistical models. it is important to note that we as an 
industry were not particularly successful in modeling 
scanner and household panel data. the models that 
were created were not very useful to marketers 
and researchers found the low levels of variance 
explained by these models unsatisfactory. 

in the new century, we have seen a rebirth of 
interest in the consumer in marketing research. 
the term “consumer insights” is now used as both 
an extension of and a replacement for the term 
“marketing research”. many companies no longer 
have marketing researchers, but rather consumer 
insight managers, knowledge managers, and shopper 
insight managers. What the consumer has to say 
is treated with great respect by marketers and 
researchers these days.

this renewed interest in consumers can be attributed 
to a number of factors (recognizing this list is most 
assuredly not complete):

• the realization that excluding the consumer from 
any part of our research activities is antithetical 
to all of our training in marketing and in research. 
Whatever definition of marketing that one accepts, 
it involves consumers and their needs or wants.  
• the cyclical nature of a young science, where 
we focus on a research problem for a time, leave 
it for a while when a solution does not appear, 
and come back to it again (Kuhn, �962), hopefully 
advancing our learning with each new pass. in 
marketing research’s case, the general failure of 
statistical modeling of scanner data in the �990s 
led to a paradigm shift back to the consumer.  
• the availability of internet-based research 
has made it relatively quick and inexpensive to 
obtain consumer opinions with large amounts 
of respondents. With double-digit growth in u.s. 
online spending (Inside Research, 2005) over 
the past four years, asking consumers for their 
opinions is forecast to continue to grow for 
some time to come. this growth comes despite 
early issues of sample representivity, which 
may no longer be relevant, and current issues of 
“professional” respondents (fulgoni, 2005). 
• market researchers have always had a deep-
seated desire, as a group, to improve their status 
within their organizations, yearning to have a 
“seat at the table”. an organization can ignore or 
minimize research results; it is harder to dismiss 
a “consumer insight”. the theory is that changing 
our name changes the organization’s perceptions 
of what we do and what we can offer. 
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GOOd RESEARCHERS GONE bAd

We believe that bringing the consumer back into 
the research world is certainly a positive trend for 
our science. at the same time, we do not think that 
“consumer insights” as practiced is necessarily about 
the consumers nor are they necessarily insightful. 
We see two disturbing trends in marketing research 
these days relative to consumer insights: 
• there is a significant amount of pressure on 
researchers to provide a consumer insight, even 
when the research data does not warrant. When we 
were “marketing researchers”, we could say things 
like, “the data is inconclusive or contradictory”. 
now, having a seat at the table, it’s more difficult to 
say, “We don’t have an insight into the consumer.” 
the paradigm shift back to the consumer has 
not been accompanied by new theory or by truly 
innovative methodological advances (although we 
grant that technical improvements continue). We 
are not necessarily improving our understanding of 
the consumer compared to years past, yet we are 
quicker to deliver a conclusion. 
• in our search for insights we may be accepting 
more research at face value and not on the basis 
of reliability, generalizability, and projectability. We 
have observed a tendency to have fewer technically 
trained researchers, those with a deep understanding 
of research methodology and statistics, in favor of 
those who can bring insights to the table. recently, 
a well-known fmCG manufacturer who will go 
nameless reorganized its research department. in 
this new table of organization, there are nine director 
slots. only two of the directors have any market 
research experience at all; seven have no research 
background. We are forced to wonder a) how they 
are going to evaluate the quality of a research project; 
and b) why any talented researcher would work for 
them, seeing that the career path is limited by the 
nature of their talent.

as if life isn’t difficult enough, we now have 
academics blaming market researchers for the 
death of marketing (schultz, 2005). his thesis is that 

marketing succeeds when the marketer understands 
the consumer and that marketing research is not 
delivering this understanding. 

We see the manifestation of these problems and 
pressures as an increasing reliance on listening to 
the consumer – asking their opinions and taking the 
results at face value. Whether it is the pressure to 
provide some level of insight or whether it is a lack 
of understanding about the quality of the basis for 
that insight, the consumers’ responses from a focus 
group or survey are being given more weight and 
less critical consideration than in the past. 

We believe this has the potential to become 
a pervasive problem for our industry. Good 
researchers do bad research and we won’t provide 
the quality of insights necessary for marketers to 
function well. in this paper, we want to point out 
areas where we have seen frequent disconnects 
between what consumers say and what consumers 
do. using virtual reality shopping as our behavioral 
technology, we will show case studies from a 
number of research areas that highlight this 
disconnect. the frequency of such cognitive-
behavioral disconnects leads us to believe that 
focusing on consumers’ opinions to the exclusion of 
consumers’ behavior is not in the best interests of 
those seeking consumer insights. We will discuss 
why these problems in understanding the consumer 
arise and offer suggestions about how to avoid them 
in the future.

PRICING RESEARCH

understanding how to price an fmCG product used 
to be a significant research endeavor, especially in 
the �990s when scanner data enabled more detailed 
analyses at the store and shopper level. this type of 
research has become less popular lately, at least in 
the united states, as Wal-mart’s every day low price 
strategy has retailers afraid of appearing expensive 
and marketers skittish about raising prices. of 
course, marketers miss the point when they let the 
retailer set or limit the prices they can charge. as 
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far back as �986, Dixon and sawyer showed that 
consumers do not recall prices charged for products 
they had just purchased. the implication of this well-
known study is that prices are relative and, to the 
extent that price influences purchase decisions, it is a 
comparison that is made within the retail environment 
at the time of purchase. a shopper may choose to go 
to a store because the chain has a reputation for low 
prices (e.g., Wal-mart). once there, a product’s price 
may be important within the context of that shelf set. 
the opportunity for increased sales and/or profits 
within a channel or within a chain, by better pricing 
policies, should not be ignored.

To over-generalize a bit, pricing research comes 
in three flavors: 
• Bucket analyses: stores are put into buckets based 
on the actual price they charge for a product or on 
their relative price level. We then look at the average 
sales per store (adjusted for store size) and develop 
an elasticity curve. the problem here is obvious – this 
technique assumes that any store has an equal chance 
of being placed anywhere along the sorting criterion 
spectrum. this random assignment assumption is 
usually not true; chain format (eDlP vs. high-low) 
and regional factors can easily skew the data, making 
the product appear to be more price sensitive. 
• scanner-based analyses: as we became more 
sophisticated in our modeling capabilities (Box-
Jenkins, logit modeling) and as scanner data 
became ubiquitous, the promise of being able to 
predict sales changes through statistical modeling 
was alluring. unfortunately, the models we created 
rarely succeeded in providing accurate forecasts 
of pricing effects. these models suffered the same 
homogeneity problems as bucket analyses. moreover, 
the lack of a sufficient number of price changes 
over time and multi-colinearity with category trends 
tended to yield little usable information. logit models 
based on individual household purchasing patterns 
had difficulty integrating price as a decision factor 
and were unwieldy enough to make their common 
use unlikely. 

• Price meters: Price meters, in any of various 
forms, go directly to the consumer in order to gauge 
reaction to prices. in their oldest form, consumers 
are shown a price and asked their purchase intent for 
the product at that price. they then proceed through 
a series of prices, giving their purchase intent at 
each level. the cruder versions of this methodology 
are fairly obvious to the respondent; they generate 
an elasticity curve that is as much a reaction to not 
wanting to pay more for a product as they do for true 
elasticity. some price meters are less obtrusive, such 
as the Van Westendorp technique, but these also lack 
academic validation.

let’s consider an example of how asking consumers 
for their input on pricing decisions can go wrong. a 
snack manufacturer in the netherlands ran a price 
meter study on a 200-gram package because the 
cost of goods had risen by 5%. the price meter 
showed that a 5.5% increase in price would lead to 
a meaningful decrease in sales. as part of a follow-
up study looking at changing the size of the package, 
they ran a price test using virtual reality shopping. 
the results of this shopping exercise, shown in figure 
�, dispute the price meter data. sales actually improve 
as we go up in price by 5.5%, stabilizing at +��% and 
+�6.5%. 

FIGURE 1 
SNACK PROdUCT SALES

 

 

these counter-intuitive results made more sense 
once we looked at data from the less-obtrusive 
Van Westendorp technique, which was run after 
the shopping exercise. as shown in figure 2, the 
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Figure 1 
SNACK PRODUCT SALES
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These counter-intuitive results made more sense once we looked at data from 
the less-obtrusive Van Westendorp technique, which was run after the 
shopping exercise. As shown in figure 2, the prices we tested (1.79fl to 2.09fl) 
are all seen as homogeneous to the consumer. Moreover, the prices are well 
below the point where the product is seen as expensive. Our recommendation 
was to test higher prices for the product instead of leaving money on the table.  

Figure 2 
SNACK FOOD – INNER QUARTILE RANGES (25% - 75%)
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prices we tested (�.79fl to 2.09fl) are all seen as 
homogeneous to the consumer. moreover, the 
prices are well below the point where the product 
is seen as expensive. our recommendation was to 
test higher prices for the product instead of leaving 
money on the table. 

FIGURE 2 
SNACK FOOd – INNER QUARTILE RANGES (25% - 75%)

the point of this example is that research methods 
that rely on the face value of a consumer response 
can lead to a poor marketing decision. When we 
talk about pricing to a shopper, nobody wants to 
pay more for a product and that’s what they tell us. 
a research technique that too easily permits the 
respondent to respond this way can lead to lower 
prices and lower profits than is necessary.

PURCHASE INTENT

Purchase intent is the measure that first comes 
to mind when we think of new product research. 
this measure has achieved exalted status in 
spite of research that suggests the relationship 
between intentions and actual behavior is hardly 
isomorphic. for example, sheppard, hartwick, 
and Warshaw (�988) show a correlation between 
intention and behavior of 0.5� across a wide 
range of behaviors. this slippage is not as big a 
problem as one would expect for new product 
forecasting. the research industry has learned 
how to adjust purchase intent and include 
exogenous factors into its new product forecasting 
models with a great deal of success. however, the 

lack of success of new product introductions suggests 
we may not be adjusting as well as we should. 

Chandon, morwitz, and reinartz (2005) discuss 
the biases in purchase intent measures, 
suggesting that using this as a discriminating 
measure can be misleading. in addition to 
sensitizing shoppers and making them more likely 
to purchase as a result of the act of asking the 
question, purchase intent is very sensitive to social 
desirability and interviewer-pleasing behavior. 
We conducted a study of a line extension for a 
brand of meal extender products; you add chicken 
or beef or seafood to the packaged product and 
get a much larger meal at a relatively low cost 
per kilo. rather than follow the old pattern of 
just introducing new flavors on a periodic basis, 
the manufacturer decided to introduce a new 
sub-line, one that would be ripe for its own 
future extension. they created two different 
lines; one based on regional recipes and one 
based on health concerns (low sodium). the 
latter is especially interesting as this product is 
heavy on the salt – it contains about �0% of the 
daily recommended allowance of sodium in one 
relatively small serving. the goal of the study was 
to determine which sub-line was better for the 
brand to introduce.

on a total brand basis, sales do not differ by 
sub-line. however, the separate sub-lines show 
an interesting phenomenon. When we look at 
purchase intent for the sub-lines, top 2 box 
scores heavily favor the healthy version (see 
figure �). this is contradicted by sales, in which 
regional flavors outsell healthy flavors by 25%. 
the purchase intent data does not match the sales 
data. our hypothesis is a simple one; it is hard for 
consumers to say, “no, i’m really not interested in 
a product that is healthier for me and my family.” 
it is not that they are lying to the interviewer (or 
to the interviewing computer program) – they are 
just being human.
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FIGURE 3 
PURCHASE INTENT ANd SALES

a great deal of new product research, with 
purchase intent the key measure, is done in 
the absence of a context for the product. With 
purchase intent a relatively weak measure to begin 
with, better methods for collecting probability 
of purchase, methods that are unobtrusive, 
contextual, and non-directional are required. 
techniques exist that meet these requirements 
– good researchers can increase the return on 
their information investment by employing them. 

PACKAGING

there is often an implicit assumption in packaging 
research that the more consumers like a package, 
the more likely they will buy the product. no company 
goes out of its way to design an unattractive package 
for its products. however, basing a decision to 
choose new packaging or change existing packaging 
based on attractiveness or consumer liking can lead 
to a poor marketing decision. 

We have discussed some of the problems with 
attractiveness in previous publications (needel, 
�99�, 2000). to update this research, we now 
have 69 cases where we’ve tested packages in 
a virtual reality shopping simulation and have 
collected attribute ratings after shopping. the 
results shown in table � remain discouraging for 
those who favor consumer evaluations as the 
criterion for package selection.

TAbLE 1 
RESULTS OF 69 PACKAGING STUdIES

 

What we see from this table is: 
• two-thirds of our studies (�� of 69) show a difference 
when testing new packaging. 
• When the simulation shows no sales difference 
between packages tested, 56% (�� of 25) of the studies 
confirm this lack of difference with attribute ratings, ��% 
(�� of 25) would show a different conclusion. 
• When the simulation shows a sales difference, we see 
confirmation from the post-test survey results in 55% of 
the cases (2� of ��). however, �0% of the cases show 
no differences in survey results and �5% would show a 
reversal of effect. 
• another way to look at these numbers is that in �8 
of the 69 cases (55%), we see agreement between 
attribute ratings and purchasing in the simulation.

there are a number of potential causes for this 
mismatch between purchasing behavior and shopper 
evaluations of packages. one of the most important 
reasons is, we think, a lack of understanding of the 
drivers of the purchase decision with respect to 
packaging. as an example of this problem, consider a 
recent study we conducted in france, sweden, and the 
united Kingdom for an otC product. the goal of the 
package re-design was to make the product appear 
more contemporary, look more like a leading brand, 
be seen as premium quality, and be trustworthy. We 
tested three new packages against current and generally 
achieved these evaluative objectives – in most cases 
the new packs were at parity or better on these four 
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attributes. however, as shown in figure �, sales were 
generally weak for the new packages relative to the 
current package. this is true for sweden and the united 
Kingdom; in france, where the test product was new 
and has weak distribution, the sales do not differ across 
the four packages. 

FIGURE 4 
OTC PROdUCT SALES

We wondered why the sales were so weak for new 
packaging when the evaluations were good. We 
correlated the four attributes with purchasing (yes/no) of 
the test product. the results, shown in figure 5, reveal a 
set of very weak correlations between the four attributes 
and whether a shopper bought the test product. the 
conclusion we draw is that these attributes are not what 
drive consumers to make a purchase decision about this 
product. While we may have designed to the attributes, 
the consumer doesn’t care.

FIGURE 5 
CORRELATION OF ATTRIbUTES WITH PURCHASING

PURCHASE dECISION HIERARCHIES

Consumer insights have become very fashionable 
in connection with category management initiatives. 
one area of use that has been particularly popular 
is to create the purchase decision hierarchy, then 
translate that into new shelf sets. We have found a 
number of potential pitfalls in this process (needel 
and Bean, 2002). sometimes the translation from 
hierarchy to shelf layout is not as clean as one would 
like; the consumer doesn’t get the pattern at the shelf. 
other times, rearranging the shelf just doesn’t matter; 
consumers know what they want and as long as you 
haven’t hidden their product, you can put it in many 
different locations without impact. 

Where we saw the biggest problems, though, is 
in faulty purchase decision hierarchies. these 
hierarchies lose their utility when there are data 
collection problems and when there are data 
interpretation problems. in an example of faulty data 
collection, our client, who manufacturers skin care 
products, intercepted shoppers in the skin care aisle 
after they made a purchase. they asked buyers what 
was the most important factor in their purchasing 
decision, next most important, and so forth. from 
this data, they generated a purchase decision 
hierarchy and changed their marketing to reflect this 
hierarchy. as part of a shelf set simulation we were 
conducting, they asked us confirm this hierarchy. in 
the �D shopper simulation, it is possible to take any 
product selected for purchase and have it become 
out-of-stock, allowing us to see what the shopper will 
buy when their preferred item is not available. this 
switching data can easily be turned into a purchase 
decision hierarchy (assuming it is well-ordered). 

We found an interesting difference between the 
in-store intercept and the simulation results (see 
table 2). Based on the in-store intercept, where we 
ask shoppers to explicate their hierarchy, brand 
is a critical factor. When you actually look at how 
shoppers substitute products, however, price is 
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critical and brand drops to the bottom. it should 
be obvious to the reader that a marketing strategy 
revolving around price level is different from one 
focused on branding.

TAbLE 2 
HIERARCHY OF PURCHASE dECISION FACTORS

sometimes the problem is more one of data 
interpretation; while there is a lot of science to the 
statistics of hierarchical clustering, factor analysis, 
correspondence analysis, etc., there is also a fair 
amount of artistry to the interpretation of the results. 
our european client manufactures sanitary protection 
products. their main competitor began making the 
rounds of retailers with a new shelf set based on a 
recent purchase decision study they had conducted. 
the key to the new shelf set was that it was arrayed 
by absorbency. their belief was that women first 
selected the absorbency of a product, and then 
would use other factors to complete their choice. 

this was news to our client and they began work 
of their own to confirm this. What they found was 
that absorbency was a necessary condition for 
a product to be considered and that absorbency 
really means protection – the product won’t leak. 
What they also found was that women in europe 
consider all products on a shelf to be absorbent, 
otherwise they wouldn’t be there. this led our client 
to conduct a two-phased study. in the first phase, 
we ran a substitution test in order to determine the 
decision hierarchy. the results showed that primary 

loyalty was to one of the three sanitary protection 
segments – tampon buyers substituted tampons 
(97%), pads/napkins buyers substituted pads/
napkins (9�%), and liner buyers re-purchased 
liners (8�%). the relative strength of brand within 
segment and the weakness of absorbency within 
segment are shown in table �.

TAbLE 3 
LOYALTY MEASURES

 

the second phase of this study was to test a 
new vertical segment/vertical brand set and 
the absorbency set proposed by the competitor 
against the current horizontal set (tampons on top, 
then liners, then pads/napkins). the results of this 
study are shown in figure 6. for pads/napkins 
and liners, the new vertical set is as good as 
the current set. however, the absorbency set is 
significantly weaker than either current or vertical. 
for tampons, both new shelf sets are good and, it 
turns out, both are identical in layout. 

FIGURE 6 
SANITARY PROTECTION PROdUCT SALES
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the key point to be made is that an insight relying 
solely on the voice of the consumer giving us a 
purchase decision hierarchy would lead you to a poor 
marketing decision.

WHY dISCONNECTS OCCUR

each of these examples shares two problems that 
have led to the disconnect between what people said 
and what people did:  
• they assumed that people can effectively tell you 
what they are thinking. 
• they assumed an implicit model of consumer 
behavior without testing the model.

1. What consumers say 
a problem running through our four examples is a 
reliance on a) asking consumers questions; and b) 
believing the answers. there are any number of reasons 
why we should not believe the answers that consumers 
give us; the two most important reasons being social 
desirability and the introspection problem. 

rosenthal and rosnow (�969) present a number of 
articles which detail the tendency for respondents to 
behave (verbally) in ways they believe will meet the 
approval of an interviewer. the interviewer wants to 
hear different responses to prices, the interviewer 
wants to hear that one shelf set is better than 
another, the respondent wants to look like a health-
conscious, environment-friendly consumer; all lead to 
responses in a survey that are not necessarily true. 
social desirability does not always lead respondents 
to lie, but it can certainly distort the truth. Worse 
though, respondents feel pressured to deliver an 
answer, even if they do not have a good (true) one to 
give; this gives rise to the introspection problem.

the introspection problem is less commonly 
considered, but may be an even bigger issue for 
consumer insights. introspection assumes that a 
consumer can call up from memory or from the 
subconscious the thought process that went into a 
product evaluation or purchase decision. Without 
reviewing �25 years of psychological research, let 

us just say there is every reason to believe that 
humans are not likely to do this well, especially 
when we are asking about fmCGs. much purchasing 
is unconscious or subconscious or habit-based, 
meaning we as shoppers don’t need to spend a lot 
of effort thinking about our behavior. this is why 
we keep on advertising – to build and/or reinforce 
the buying habit. We see estimates of time spent at 
the shelves shopping is often incredibly short – a 
matter of seconds. this is because we often don’t 
think about what we are buying and why; we let the 
habit take over. in such a cognitive environment, it 
should be difficult for the consumer to consciously 
recall and replay the complex process that generated 
a purchase. the introspection barrier is exacerbated 
when we consider category management research; 
consumers do not think about shelf sets and 
assortments, even though they may exhibit differential 
responses to shelf variations. asking them questions 
about the shelf sets elicits responses, but often of 
little use, because it is not something consumers 
normally think about. 

2. Implicit models 
Whether we explicate it or not, all research assumes 
a model of consumer behavior. ignoring the implicit 
model inherent in a research design or methodology 
can cause some of the problems in generating 
valid consumer insights that we’ve been discussing. 
adopting a consumer insights world view currently 
demands a rejection of a strict behaviorist model 
of consumer behavior, one in which the stimulus 
(say, a package design), directly elicits a response 
(say, purchasing). however, a consumer insights 
approach does not rule out a deterministic model 
with intervening variables. most thinking in marketing 
research involves some form of mediational model 
(as opposed to a moderational model – Baron and 
Kenny, �986). let’s use a packaging research model 
as our example, one that we first described in needel 
(�99�). this model, shown in figure 7, posits that a 
product’s package design is mediated by a number of 
psychological processes before a purchase decision 
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is made. these processes may be degrees of ease 
of finding the product, the extent to which a product 
pops off the shelf, how the shopper feels about the 
product, what information the shopper retains from 
the package; more likely it is some combination of the 
above. Without arguing the merits of this particular 
model’s specification, we want to make the point that 
this is generally how market researchers think about 
what packaging does. 

FIGURE 7 
PACKAGING RESPONSE MOdEL WITH MEdIATEd ANd 
dIRECT EFFECTS

When we test packaging, we often measure whether 
we’ve made the package pop more, whether it is 
easier to find, whether shoppers can remember 
more about a new package, and whether they like 
the new package better. however, we tend to do 
this research in isolation, focusing on the mediators, 
making the assumption that if we improve a product’s 
performance on measures of the mediators, then we 
will increase sales. indeed, we as an industry often 
go so far as to ignore sales, making the assumption 
that the mediators are an analog for sales, rather 
than an antecedent of sales. some researchers even 
argue that sales are not the relevant measure (for 
example, young 2002) when discussing packaging 
research. 

this use of implicit model mediators as surrogates, 
is, we believe, contrary to the goals of marketing 
and marketing research. marketing’s goal is to 
sell more stuff – research’s job is to help them 
sell more stuff. at the end of the day, we should 

evaluate a new package based on whether it will 
sell more product, make pricing decisions based on 
profit considerations, make new product decisions 
based on sales potential, and category management 
recommendations based on sales impact. an implicit 
model that ignores sales in these situations is a 
catalyst for failure – good researchers will generate 
bad research; research that fails to deliver a true 
consumer insight. 

REFORMING GOOd RESEARCHERS GONE bAd

Whenever we write a paper such as this one, 
we need to step back a bit and note that there 
is a lot of good consumer insights work being 
conducted. esomar’s 200� Congress in lisbon 
contained numerous examples of consumer 
insights generating good marketing decisions. 
there are a lot of good researchers out there 
who have donned the consumer insights mantle 
without a problem, without compromising 
their research, while still playing a key role in 
marketing decisions. from them, we offer the 
following suggestions to improve the application of 
consumer insights to marketing decisions: 
• regardless of our roles or our titles, we are 
essentially marketing researchers. We are 
expected to employ sound methodologies and 
good interpretation skills to provide guidance. We 
are expected to be the experts when it comes to 
research and we need to act like that. We need 
to know the advantages and disadvantages of the 
research techniques we use and need to be able 
to convey that information to our organizations. 
this may mean we ourselves need to continue our 
education, either formally or informally, in order 
to keep abreast of current technology. We may 
also need to invest in training on how to position 
research within our organizations.  
• We need to understand that an insight gained 
from mediocre research is a mediocre insight. for 
example, the growth of the internet has made it all 
too easy to do quick and dirty surveys on issues 
that are best understood with more advanced 
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methodologies. We need to stand up to the low-
cost/low-quality bid approach to life when it is 
the wrong way to research an issue. We need to 
educate our clients about the roi of information. 
• as the experts, we need to clarify the nature of 
the insight for our clients. Whether we are on the 
corporate side or the supplier side, we need to use 
our expertise to ensure that the possibilities and 
limitations of the insights are clear to the client. 
that means explaining the strengths and weakness 
of the technology used to gather the data and 
interpret the data and the implicit assumptions 
of the model that drove the research. if the 
trend toward corporate-side researchers being 
less technically proficient continues, even more 
pressure will be placed on the suppliers to provide 
this service. We will need to see the more senior 
staff at suppliers spending more time on “hand-
holding” on these issues. 
• finally, we need to resist the temptation (or the 
pressure) to provide an insight when we the data 
are ambiguous. We need to stand up and say, “We 
don’t know” when we don’t know. We need to 
be clear that research doesn’t always reveal the 
answer and that sometimes marketing judgment is 
required to fill in the gaps. Consumer insights is not 
always about telling marketing what to do; it is often 
about helping them assess the risks and rewards 
of a given action. sometimes, research will have 
a huge impact on that evaluation and sometimes 
research is not going to help much at all.

as Dudley ruch, then head of marketing research 
at Quaker oats, stated in an american marketing 
association speech (ruch, �98�), “regardless of 
charters, organizational charts, and corporate 
policies, the role market research gets is the one it 
earns.” in the end, we will achieve the goal of being 
part of the management team when we bring 
better insights to the management table, when 
we know more about what we are doing, and are 
able to communicate that to our marketing and 
management teams.
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