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CHALLENGES IN THE 
MARKET RESEARCH 
INDUSTRY 

Client-side researchers place 

the most emphasis (40%) 

on getting actionable reports 

that relate directly to their 

business needs 

We cont inue t o explore h o w t h e research i n d u s t r y 

views b o t h Challenges and Opportuni t ies , a n d so 

we employed n u m e r o u s open-ended questions 

on the topic. To f u r t h e r develop a n d advance our 

knowledge, w e used a c o m b i n a t i o n o f a u t o m a t e d 

p r o b i n g d u r i n g the survey as w e l l as t e x t analytics 

d u r i n g analysis to delve deeper i n t o respondent 

answers. 

The 3 biggest challenges researchers feel are 

facing t h e i n d u s t r y include: 

• Impactful reporting: The a b i l i t y t o prov ide or 

receive consultat ive reports, t o t e l l a cohesive 

story, and account for al l t h e pieces o f t h e puzzle 

i n the client's w o r l d , 

• Technology: I t s i n t r o d u c t i o n , use, and r e l i a b i l i t y 

t o answer business questions i n more efficient or 

creative ways, and 

• Data Management: H o w businesses gather, 

handle and integrate t h e vast a m o u n t s o f d a t a -

f r o m b o t h p r i m a r y a n d a l ternat ive research 

resources t o make sense o f al l the data points . 

Client-side researchers place the most emphasis 

(40%) on g e t t i n g actionable reports t h a t relate 

d irect ly t o t h e i r business needs, f o l l o w e d closely 

b y the management of data (37%) - specifically t h e 

m a r r y i n g o f Big Data and a l l o f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n 

about t h e i r consumers i n t o relevant business 

processes and systems. 

Being able t o successfully develop behavior models 

or provide a forecast for the business based o n the 

data t h a t is available (and cheaply procured) w i l l 

prove t o be t h e most f r u i t f u l for t h i s group. U n t i l 

then , t h e y are r e l y i n g o n t h e i r suppliers t o provide 

better forecast ing and recommendat ions t h a t speak 

clearly t o t h e m a n d t h e i r stakeholders. W h e n done 

effectively, these researchers feel t h e research is; 

"Connecting the dots - bringing together all 

of the insights we have to have clear, thorough, 

and actionable insights, which are brought to 

the stakeholders in a way that is easy for them to 

understand both the insight and what action should 

be taken by us." 

Conversely, suppliers are placing the greatest 

focus o n technology (45%), n o t o n l y as a means 

for embracing newer trends and t o enhance 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n , b u t also as a w a y t o deal w i t h the 

ever-shrinking t imel ines and budgets t h a t impact 

the q u a l i t y a n d del ivery o f t h e i r research. 

They unders tand t h a t there are great benefits 

w h e n technology is used wel l , b u t there are also 

costs associated w i t h i ts p r o l i f e r a t i o n . 

"The rapid change in technology. Everyone 

wants to be doing the new stuff yesterday and much 

of the new stuff becomes obsolete very quickly. Mobile 

devices have created both exciting positives and 

nasty negatives for the industry. The way we deliver 

findings to clients is becoming challenging too. 

Taking on or considering new software. Changing 

some of our processes." 
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TOP 10 THEMES IN RESPONSE TO THE QUESTION, 
"WHAT DO YOU FEEL IS THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE 
FACING MARKET RESEARCH IN 2015?" 

There was an immense a m o u n t o f richness i n these 

responses, so a l t h o u g h i n t h e preceding section we 

delivered a comprehensive s u m m a r y o f the overal l 

responses, we also t h o u g h t i t w o u l d be i n s t r u c t i v e to 

dive deeper us ing advanced t e x t analytics t o explore 

some o f these themes more fu l ly . 

Methodology 
56% o f respondents m e n t i o n e d the methodologies 

o f m a r k e t research as one o f the biggest challenges 

t h e y face. 

Using social media for data collection and analysis 

• Data is c lunky, messy, a n d f u l l o f garbage 

• The "now w h a t " factor: W h a t are y o u supposed t o 

do w i t h social media insights? 

• There is no w a y t o q u a n t i f y t h e qua l i ta t ive 

insights 

• No one i n t h e organizat ion is t r a i n e d t o do t h e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e data (i.e., there are tools 

t h a t q u a n t i f y SM data, b u t there aren't enough 

researchers w h o are skil led at teasing o u t the 

useful i n f o r m a t i o n and m a k i n g decisions based 

o n t h a t i n f o r m a t i o n ) 

• Researchers generally get push-back f r o m 

organizations t h a t are resistant t o change and 

skeptical o f social media 

Response rates: 

• Generally l o w response rates, 

w a n i n g p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

• D i f f i c u l t y g e t t i n g r e s p o n d e n t s t o be 

c o g n i t i v e l y engaged: T h e r e is a sense t h a t 

c o n s u m e r s have l o t s t o say a b o u t p r o d u c t s 

a n d services, b u t t h e y are so b o r e d b y surveys 

t h a t t h e y w o n ' t p a r t i c i p a t e 

• Lack o f representativeness: we're o n l y sampl ing 

the k i n d s o f people w h o are l ike ly t o be interested 

i n t a k i n g surveys, p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n panels, etc. 

• Consumers are bombarded w i t h too m a n y 

surveys; don't take any o f t h e m seriously 

Too many competing techniques 

• Researchers are o f t e n j u g g l i n g various tools t h a t 

t h e i r c o m p a n y is tes t ing o u t 

• Don't receive enough t r a i n i n g t o become 

prof ic ient at any o f these tools 

• These tools o f t e n provide vast ly d i f f e r e n t 

results o n the same data set, render ing 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n chal lenging and actionable 

insights d i f f i cu l t t o f i n d 

Pr ivacy and secur i ty issues 

• G e t t i n g data is d i f f icul t because o f g o v e r n m e n t 

regulations about pr ivacy 

• M o d e r n consumers are becoming increasingly 

more pr ivate a n d more suspicious o f research 

organizations asking t h e m questions about t h e i r 

thoughts/feelings/behaviors. This causes t h e m to 

opt o u t o f surveys, panels, interviews, etc. 

Researchers generally 

get push-back from 

organizations that are skeptical 

of social media 

Consumers are becoming 

increasingly more private 

and more suspicious of 

research organizations 

Big companies have 

trained customers to expi 

Insights quickly 

43 



WWW.GREENBOOK.ORG/GRIT 

Clients want market 

researchers to find ways to 

replicate the expensive, high­

tech solutions in a low-cost, 

scalable way 

Clientele 
29% o f respondents m e n t i o n e d t h a t one o f t h e i r 

biggest challenges is dealing w i t h t h e i r customers 

and clients. This topic o f t e n co-occurred w i t h 

other topics i n th is report , meaning t h a t w h e n 

respondents t a l k e d about clientele, t h e y were o f t e n 

l ike ly t o t a l k about one or more o f the other topics i n 

t h i s document. 

Customers expect insights far too quickly 

• Big companies have t r a i n e d customers t o expect 

ins ights quickly . Researchers w h o are interested 

i n precision over speed cannot compete 

Customers have dwindling budgets for Market 

Research 

• This leads customers t o prefer low-cost, low-

q u a l i t y insights t h a t don't benefit t h e m 

• Customers feel t h a t t h e y can save m o n e y by 

i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e data themselves 

Outcomes 
2 5 % o f respondents m e n t i o n e d t h a t poor m a r k e t 

research outcomes are t h e biggest challenge i n 2015. 

The top themes i n this category were: 

Lack of actionable insights 

• Insights are sparse, disparate, a n d di f f i cu l t 

t o i n t e r p r e t (e.g., "the ability to t u r n research 

into valuable and actionable insights. Much of 

research is not used because it is difficult to make 

actual decisions based on the outcome of 

the research') 

• There is t h e percept ion t h a t suppliers and 

customers are o f ten at odds w h e n i t comes 

t o i n t e r p r e t i n g the data. M a r k e t researchers 

perceive t h a t t h e y are seeking t h e " t r u t h , " w h i l e 

t h e i r customers are seeking c o n f i r m a t i o n o f w h a t 

t h e y w a n t t o believe about t h e i r company, brand, 

product , etc. M a k i n g good decisions based on t h e 

data is challenging i f there is u t t e r disagreement 

Big data has become a 

buzzword and every client 

wants market researchers to 

do something with it 

"Insight schizophrenia" 

• Customers have c o n s t a n t l y changing needs and 

are always chasing the next s h i n y object 

• They are seduced b y high-tech solutions t h a t are 

expensive and n o t scalable 

• Clients w a n t m a r k e t researchers to f i n d ways t o 

replicate t h e expensive, high-tech solut ions i n a 

low-cost, scalable w a y 

• Customers cannot art iculate w h a t t h e y w a n t / 

need, and w h e n t h e y finally do art iculate t h e i r 

w a n t s and needs, those w a n t s and needs change 

quickly . M a r k e t research feels l ike a constant 

game o f catch-up w i t h a non-focused customer 

Customers need to be re-educated but are resistant 

• Need t o learn t h a t expensive, accurate data 

is indeed more valuable t h a n inexpensive, 

shoddy data 

• Due t o the conf la t ion o f (1) l o w budgets and 

(2) customers' percept ion t h a t t h e y are ski l led 

enough t o i n t e r p r e t t h e i r o w n insights, customers 

are resistant to re-educating themselves 

Lack of timeliness 

• Businesses are m o v i n g too fast and need t h e i r 

insights immediate ly . Data scientists and m a r k e t 

researchers cannot keep up w i t h t h e demand 

• Even tools t h a t promise t o speed the data 

col lect ion and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n process cannot 

meet the high-paced standards o f businesses 

today 

Lack of honest/integrity by data insights 

providers 

e Businesses feel t h a t m a n y m a r k e t research data 

providers promise great insights b u t usual ly f a i l 

t o deliver (e.g., "Most companies talk a good game, 

but are not able to execute on the analysis of big 

and small data.") 
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Technologies 
2 2 % o f respondents m e n t i o n e d t h a t t h e i r biggest 

chal lenge is t h e n e w technologies used i n 

m a r k e t research. The biggest issues r e l e v a n t t o 

technologies were: 

Big data 

• Big data has become a b u z z w o r d a n d every 

c l ient w a n t s m a r k e t researchers t o do something 

w i t h i t . However, m a n y m a r k e t researchers are 

beg inning t o perceive t h a t no one real ly k n o w s 

h o w t o best handle big data 

• Big question: Does b i g data actual ly gather a 

better, more comprehensive p i c t u r e o f w h o t h e 

consumer is? Or is i t j u s t one more data p o i n t 

t h a t causes confusion? 

Avoiding commoditization 

• M a r k e t researchers are concerned about 

becoming "just another seat at the table" 

• M a r k e t researchers perceive t h a t m a r k e t 

research is somehow s imultaneously sexy 

and y a w n - w o r t h y : N e w technologies a n d 

e x p l o r a t o r y methodologies make t h e f ie ld 

exc i t ing and new, b u t because supply is so high, 

m a r k e t research is v i e w e d as a c o m m o d i t y a n d 

therefore is less i n t e r e s t i n g 

• I n l i g h t o f t h a t , h o w to keep y o u r sex appeal? 

Quality 
1 4 % o f respondents m e n t i o n e d t h e q u a l i t y o f data, 

q u a l i t y o f respondents, and q u a l i t y o f insights as 

t h e i r biggest challenge t o m a r k e t research: 

21% of respondents mentioned 

that the biggest challenge is to 

differentiate themselves from a 

sea of competitors 

Mobile technologies 

• Computer-del ivered surveys and data col lect ion 

methodologies are o n t h e w a y out. They are 

c l u n k y a n d static. 

• Tomorrow's research design involves mobile, 

dynamic methods for data col lect ion t h a t gather 

real-time, i n - s i t u i n f o r m a t i o n 

Social Media - See Section l a 

Differentiation 
2 1 % o f respondents m e n t i o n e d t h a t t h e biggest 

challenge t h e y face is t r y i n g t o d i f ferent iate 

themselves f r o m a sea o f competi tors . 

Demonstrating unique value 

• So m u c h i n f o r m a t i o n is available t h a t it's d i f f icul t 

for a m a r k e t researcher t o show t h a t there is 

unique value and novel c o n t r i b u t i o n i n his/her 

approach t o M R 

• Customers are i n u n d a t e d w i t h so m u c h 

i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t i t is d i f f icul t t o tease o u t the 

signal f r o m t h e noise 

Staying relevant in changing times 

• There is always t h e n e w up-and-comer t h a t is 

sexier t h a n y o u 

• You m u s t become a j a c k o f al l trades and 

a master o f none 

Samples are not representative 

• Researchers m e n t i o n e d t h a t t h e y o f t e n use 

suppliers t o b r i n g representative samples 

t o t h e m , b u t feel t h a t these suppliers do n o t 

f o l l o w t h r o u g h 

• There is confus ion a r o u n d h o w t o get a t r u l y 

representative sample t h a t contains a cross-

section o f all demographic segments 

Respondents are dishonest or unthoughtf u l 

• Data q u a l i t y is poor because respondents are 

bored a n d disengaged 

• Respondents are over- inundated w i t h surveys 

• Leads t o incomplete, careless, 

a n d dubious responses 

Statistical assurances are not provided: 

P r o b a b i l i t y sampl ing is n o t used and t h e m a r g i n 

o f error is n o t r e p o r t e d w h i c h interferes 

w i t h i n t e r p r e t a b i l i t y 

Can't afford the good data: 

Researchers perceive t h a t h i g h q u a l i t y data is o u t 

there, b u t t h e i r organizat ion cannot (and w i l l not) 

allocate budget t o w a r d gaining t h a t data. Shoddy 

data at a cheaper price is o f higher value t h a n 

expensive b u t excellent data 

% of respondents mentioned 

the quality of data, quality 

of respondents, and quality 

of insights as their biggest 

challenge to market research 
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Internal Talent 
8% o f respondents said t h a t i n t e r n a l t a l e n t is one o f 

t h e biggest issues or challenges t o m a r k e t research 

i n 2015: 

Lack of experience and expertise 

• Young m a r k e t researchers haven't been t r a i n e d 

i n the k i n d o f r igor t h a t more experienced 

researchers have 

• A general lack o f academic t r a i n i n g i n statistics, 

research methods, etc. 

• This is the generat ion o f SurveyMonkey; y o u n g 

researchers seem t o t h i n k t h a t S u r v e y M o n k e y 

is the o n l y w a y t o collect data and disrespect 

methodologies l ike interviews, panels, etc. 

• W h y are there no experts? (e.g., " i t seems so 

obvious to anyone that a heart surgery requires 

expertise. If the market research industry cannot 

convince the market that there is a similar 

obvious need for expertise then there are a lot of 

good reasons why this industry should shrink in 

the future.') 

Lack of cr it ica l thinking 

• N e w m a r k e t researchers are perceived as being 

u n w i l l i n g t o t h i n k deeper about t h e i r f indings 

• It's the day o f t h e "obvious findings": I f an ins ight 

doesn't j u m p r i g h t o f f t h e page - but , rather, 

requires some m e n t a l acui ty and creative or 

cr i t i ca l t h i n k i n g , new researchers w i l l say t h a t 

the data is bad or useless 

A transition from quality to quantity 

• Time-honored, rigorous techniques are losing respect 

• W h a t is valued n o w is the a b i l i t y t o gather data/ 

insights q u i c k l y and at h i g h volumes, regardless 

o f accuracy 

• E.g., "I think this is theyear when veteran 

researchers become the minority and disciplined 

research becomes rarer. Experienced research 

professionals who understand multiple modes 

of data collection and sample frames will be 

supplanted by newer researchers who can gather a 

lot of data quickly but may not have enough rigor in 

their background to know what bias they include" 

Customers don't value MR expertise and insights 

• Researchers feel t h a t t h e y cannot convince 

t h e i r customers t h a t there is value i n expert 

M R insights 

• Clients feel t h a t t h e y are prof ic ient at 

i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e i r o w n data and prefer t o save 

m o n e y t h i s w a y 

Old and New Methods 
6% o f respondents m e n t i o n e d the challenge o f 

o ld methodologies i n m a r k e t research. I t was 

discovered t h a t there is a d i c h o t o m y o f t h o u g h t i n 

the marketplace about "old methods". Some believe 

t h a t old methods are t r i e d a n d true, and therefore 

are t o be t rusted, w h i l e others believe t h a t it 's 

t i m e t o p u t aside t h e o l d methods and t r y more 

i n n o v a t i v e techniques. 

It 's not "Old vs . New", it's "Tradit ional vs . 

Innovative" 

• Some m a r k e t researchers reported t h a t there is 

a tension even w i t h i n t h e i r o w n organizations 

about old versus n e w approaches. 

They reported t h a t t h e research veterans seem 

t o perceive t h a t the new, younger generat ion 

o f m a r k e t researchers are t r y i n g t o e l iminate 

methods t h a t are useful j u s t because t h e y are "so 

t w o years ago!" 

• The younger c r o w d o f m a r k e t researchers feels 

t h a t older researchers i n t e n t i o n a l l y p u t barriers 

t o i n n o v a t i o n i n place because t h e y don't w a n t t o 

learn new methodologies, t r y n e w approaches, or 

learn f r o m youngsters w h o lack the experience 

t h a t veterans have 

Traditional methodologies don't meet client's needs 

• Panels, interviews, t r a n s c r i b i n g and coding 

responses, etc. take too l o n g and are no longer 

effective. By the t i m e all the w o r k is done, the 

marketplace has shi f ted a n d t h e findings 

are i r re levant 

• M u s t re ly heavi ly on aggregated q u a n t i t a t i v e 

data and almost complete ly suppress the r i c h 

qua l i ta t ive data. Under t h e o ld approach, 

qua l i ta t ive data is n o t used t o its f u l l p o t e n t i a l 
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Respondents would provide 

really interesting insights if 

they weren't so bored during 

data collection 

Innovative methodologies are confusing and 

unfocused 

• No one k n o w s h o w t o p r o p e r l y use t h e n e w 

technologies and methodologies o f today i n order 

t o achieve t h e i r f u l l p o t e n t i a l 

• There are too m a n y n e w methods t h a t al l p a i n t a 

d i f ferent p i c t u r e o f the same data 

• No one is an "expert" o f any o f these methodologies 

The real answer is that both are needed 

• A l t h o u g h m a n y respondents sided w i t h e i ther 

t h e t r a d i t i o n a l side or the i n n o v a t i v e side, m a n y 

more respondents a d m i t t e d t h a t t h e w a y f o r w a r d 

is a b lend o f o ld and n e w 

• Capitalize on the r igor o f t r a d i t i o n a l methods 

A N D the expediency, i n n o v a t i o n , and sex appeal 

o f new methods 

Big Companies 
4% o f respondents m e n t i o n e d issues related t o big 

companies, w i t h the largest p r o p o r t i o n o f these 

conversations about competing with b ig companies: 

More funding 

• Bigger companies have more f u n d i n g a n d can 

a f f o r d expensive, h i g h q u a l i t y respondents and 

data analysis 

• Smaller companies can't compete 

Looser standards 

e Big companies are perceived t o have lower 

standards for data q u a l i t y and prefer speed 

over accuracy. They have created an i n d u s t r y 

s tandard for quick t u r n - a r o u n d deliverables. 

Smaller companies t h a t focus o n accuracy cannot 

compete because - a l t h o u g h t h e i r insights m i g h t 

be better - i t takes longer t o do t h e analysis and 

customers aren't interested i n w a i t i n g w h e n a 

bigger company could do i t faster 

• No one is regulat ing t h e conclusions at w h i c h 

customers arrive. Customers see w h a t t h e y w a n t 

t o see, b u t w h a t t h e y see m i g h t n o t be accurate 

Communication 
3 % o f respondents m e n t i o n e d t h a t c o m m u n i c a t i o n 

w i t h real consumers is the biggest challenge t o 

m a r k e t research i n 2015: 

What to do w i th consumer insights 

• Consumers seem t o w a n t t o share t h e i r opinions 

a n d t o be engaged w i t h on a personalized, 

indiv idual i zed level. However, m a r k e t researchers 

feel t h a t t h e y are u n c e r t a i n o f the best ways t o 

p r o m p t consumers' opinions 

• H o w t o p r o m p t i n real t ime? 

• H o w t o p r o m p t i n a w a y t h a t w i l l el icit natura l , 

authent ic , and unbiased responses? 

Lack of engagement from consumers/respondents 

• This was a centra l theme t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

GRIT report . M a r k e t researchers perceive t h a t 

respondents would provide really i n t e r e s t i n g 

insights i f t h e y weren ' t so bored d u r i n g 

data col lect ion 

• M a r k e t researchers are h u n g r y for methodologies 

t h a t interest , intr igue , and engage consumers so 

t h a t t h e y w i l l be enthusiast ic about responding 

t o m a r k e t research endeavors 
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