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The market research industry exists in a world which is constantly changing and evolving, and the 

speed at which the change happens is getting increasingly faster. In this information age, business 

decision makers can call on multiple and varied sources for the information that traditional market 

research has historically supplied. While we feel that the question posed in this research is the right 

question, and possible answers began to emerge, we feel there is still further research and 

investigation required to fully understand these dynamics. 
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1. Introduction 

 

‘If you do not change direction, you may end up where you are heading’ - Lao Tzu 

 

The market research industry exists in a world which is constantly changing and evolving, and the 

speed at which the change happens is getting increasingly faster. Needless to say, the tools of 

successful business are very different and as market research professionals, we need to make sure 

we stay current to stay relevant.  

 

According to Marketresearchworld.net, the idea of marketing research was developed in the late 

1920’s by a man named Daniel Starch. 

(http://www.marketresearchworld.net/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3754&Itemi

d=49) 

 

While, Wikipedia states that market research was born in the United States during the 1920’s as part 

of the ‘golden age of radio’. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_research).  The world as it is now 

is very different to the world in the 1920’s. Much has changed, events have taken place that have 

shifted the world in which we live, cell phones made an appearance, computers shrunk and moved 

into people’s homes and businesses. Probably most significantly, the internet was developed. The 

internet has made the world far smaller; information readily accessible and sharable by anyone, 

with anyone, at any time.   

 

In this information age, business decision makers can call on multiple and varied sources for the 

information that traditional market research has historically supplied. Each of these multiple and 

varied sources contributes to the body of information that decision makers use to make business 

decisions.   

 

In this context, it seems that the perception in the business world of traditional market research is a 

bit like that of the typewriter – it still works and serves a purpose, but the power of a tablet and the 

internet can do everything that a typewriter does and so very much more.  So, what does this new 

world of information mean for the future of market research? Is the contribution that traditional 

market research makes to the ‘information pie’ used by business decision makers continually 

declining and potentially heading for distinction – or not? Can the industry stay relevant and 

resilient, as the radio has done, in the face of the changing world – or not?  What are the changes 

that are needed?  

 

The notion of change in the market research industry is not new. Moran (2011), believes the 

changes should be from “asking to observing, questioning to discussing, collection to analysis, 

insight to foresight, rational to emotional, large surveys to data streams, quarterly trackers to 24/7 

insights communities, geographically fixed to mobile, siloed to converged, cognitive self-reporting 

to precognitive neurosensing, and project-based work to engagement-based consulting” (p414). 

 

Whether these are the changes needed or not still rely to some degree on the role traditional market 

research plays in this changing world of business information.  

 

There are many start points to addressing these broad concerns. For the purpose of this paper we 

feel that the concern around the role of traditional market research in business decision making is a 

tangible start point. To this end, the specific question posed in this paper will be: 

What is the role for traditional market research in the rapidly and ever changing world of business 

information? 
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There is evidence that the customers of traditional market research still have a need the industry can 

deliver on. Thus, the intent is not to prove the redundancy of traditional market research, rather to 

potentially surface ways and means in which the industry can remain relevant (some would argue, 

become relevant), prove its resilience and offer validity to those for whom traditional market 

research contributes to their business decisions. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 
 

In striving to answer the question of this paper, we hope to identify ways in which the industry may 

already be responding to the changing environment in which it operates as well as unearthing 

possibly new or untapped areas of growth, evolution, or perhaps collaboration. 

 

It is in this context that understanding the role of traditional market research becomes relevant. We 

hope that by better understanding what the information mix is and how traditional market research 

fits in, an understanding of both ways and reasons for traditional market research to be resilient and 

staying relevant has utility.  

Chapter two will detail the methodology this research follows with the aim of answering the posed 

research question.   
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2. Methodology 

 

2.1. Data collection methods 

 

2.1.1. Documentary research 

 

Documentary research is a reflexive process of analysing documents that contain information about, 

or information relevant to the research topic. Some examples of these could be diaries, case 

histories, biographies, or anything written down. Documentary research contributes to knowledge; it 

is accessible in that some information is readily available. It is economical, saves time and is useful 

for hypothesis and problem formulation. 

 

When doing documentary research it is important to keep in mind when analysing documents, that 

the documents being interrogated were not created for the purpose of the research in question. They 

were created for their own purpose, based on particular assumptions and presented in a certain 

format. The context of the document is key and the data collected from the document needs to be 

understood in the right context. The researcher must therefore be fully aware of the origins, purpose 

and the original audience of the documents and recognise that the interpretation of the document is 

the interpretation of the researcher given the context of the document.  

 

The documents used for this research paper are primarily annual industry-body reports, specifically 

the 2012 Honomichl Global Top 25 Research Report and the Esomar Global Market Research 2012 

report. The results of the documentary research are detailed in the research results chapter, chapter 

three.  

 

2.1.2. Quantitative online survey 

 

Primary data for this research paper was collected using a short quantitative online survey, using the 

free online survey tool, SurveyMonkey
1
.  This tool was deliberately used for this research paper as 

it is one of the free services widely available to anyone wanting to conduct their own survey. It 

seemed contradictory not to make use of the advances in the industry for a paper about those very 

advances. 

 

The survey was sent to a sample of 70. The approach to finding these people was a targeted one. 

The 70 people who received the survey were pre-selected on the criteria of being a business 

decision maker. There were no other sample criteria imposed. 

 

The questionnaire included nine questions and it was estimated to be approximately seven minutes 

in duration. The survey was intended to captured usage and awareness of different sources of 

information, as well as the attitudes towards these different sources of information.   

 

The list of information sources was based on information from the literature review as well as the 

documentary research. The researchers own knowledge of the industry also played a part in 

developing the list. The list of information sources included in the survey can be seen in table one 

below. The survey questions can be found in the appendix. 

  

                                                           
1
 http://www.surveymonkey.com/ - SurveyMonkey is the world's most popular online survey tool. 

It's easier than ever to send free surveys, polls, questionnaires, customer feedback and market 

research. Plus get access to survey questions and professional templates 
 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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1 Traditional market research from a traditional research supplier 

2 Own surveys using free online services (e.g. Google Surveys, SurveyMonkey, 

Qriously.com) 

3 Own internal customer database 

4 Secondary paid for data (e.g. AMPS, Finscope) 

5 Own internal web based search  

6 Free online data providers (e.g. Bloomberg, Google Analytics) 

7 Social media sources (e.g. Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter) 

8 Industry/brand specific online communities 

9 Mobile phone surveys 

10 Other  

Table 1. List of information sources 

 

With only 16 completes achieved, the response rate was very low at 23%.  The fact that senior 

business decision makers were sampled may account for the low response rate – these are busy 

people and taking seven minutes out of their day can be a ‘big ask’. Although somewhat 

disappointing, these completes are valuable none the less and have been treated as indicative rather 

than absolute. This low response is a reason for future research to be done on this same topic. 

The sample of respondents covered a wide range of different business industries across companies 

of varying size. Table two below details these industries. All responses and respondents were 

treated as confidential, as such the industries in which the final 16 respondents who participated are 

not know.  

 

Education FMCG 

Engineering IT 

Entrepreneur Manufacturing 

Finance Web Design 

Fitness  

Table 2. Industries covered in the sample  

 

The size of the company the respondent worked at was captured and the breakdown is seen in figure 

one. 47% people from large companies dominated the sample, 35% were from small companies and 

18% from medium sized companies. The results of the survey will be explored in chapter three. 

 

 
Figure 1. Company size 

 

35.29% 

17.65% 

47.06% 

Small Medium Large
n=16 
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It is the belief of the researchers of this paper that, the dual approach to data collection; 

documentary research and a quantitative online survey, offers validity to the perspectives and 

findings held within this paper.  

 

2.2. Limitations of the research 

 

The main limitation of this research is the low level of completes achieved for the online survey. 

This may be attributed to the type of respondent that was targeted. As such, that the data results are 

treated as indicative. Generally, time was also a limitation. With more time, further documentary 

research could have been conducted and ideally more completes on the survey achieved. 

 

2.3. Chapter Conclusion 

 

This chapter covered the research method used to collect data. The dual sources of data, and dual 

collection method offer a sound methodological structure and validity to the research. In the next 

chapter, the results of the data will be explored.    
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3. Research Results 

 

This chapter details the outcomes of the data collected, starting with the research question and 

ending with the outcomes of the quantitative online survey. 

 

3.1. The research question 

 

The data collected is determined by the questions asked. Vogt et al (2003) cite Albert Einstein who 

captured this notion very clearly when he said, “If I had an hour to solve a problem and my life 

depended on the solution, I would spend the first 55 minutes determining the proper question to ask, 

for once I know the proper question, I could solve the problem in less than five minutes” (Vogt, 

Brown and Isaacs, 2003, p1). Vogt et al (2003) also say that the “usefulness of the knowledge we 

acquire and the effectiveness of the actions we take depend on the quality of the questions we ask.” 

(Vogt, Brown and Isaacs, 2003, p1). This is true of market research, traditional or not, as much as it 

is true for this research paper. The research question of this paper is: What is the role for traditional 

market research in the rapidly and ever changing world of business information? 

 

3.2. Documentary research results 

 

Two common themes were evident from this documentary research; that the market research 

industry is recovering and once again seeing growth, and that the industry is changing.  

The dip in 2011 was attributed to the global recession. The slow improvements seen in 2012 are still 

being attributed to the global recession and, the general slow global recovery. This sentiment is 

evident in the quotes from both documents below. 

 

“While this creates an overall picture of apparent stability in the global market research business, it 

should be noted that there were massive gains in some markets while others suffered severely due to 

economic and political turmoil.” (Esomar, 2012. p6) 

 

“The global marketing research industry’s acquired size and strength yield positive returns amidst a 

battered global economy.” (Honomichl, 2012, p13) 

 

We acknowledge that both these documents are industry sources and as such it is in their best 

interest to propagate positive news for the industry. However, it is the opinion of the researcher the 

absence of a mention of the changing face of the market research industry in the Honomichl 

analysis is worth noting. The Esomar report does discuss this and in fact attributes some of the 

expansion of the industry to non-traditional providers. “The other influence of note is the continuing 

expansion of the non-traditional information providers.” (Esomar 2012, p2) 

 

Traditional market research is being consumed, but the nature of market research is obviously 

changing. Both the annual Esomar report and the Honomichl report offer evidence of this 

consumption, the annual revenues of the big corporate players is another. Further, in an article 

written in March 2012 on MarketingProfs.com, research conducted by IBISWorld was cited as 

claiming that while market research budgets were slashed in 2009 in response to the recession, there 

is an expectation that market research revenues “are forecast to grow 3.0% annually on average, to 

$17.5 billion in 2017.”  According to the online article, this growth is expected to come from 

changing media consumption patterns, notably social and mobile. Esomar acknowledges this 

change when they say “The methodologies or approaches are often not represented in everyone’s 

portfolio of services, and thus there remains ample opportunity for newer entrants into the business 

intelligence sector” (Esomar 2012. p2), and, “While these opportunities may mean our industry will 

need to continue to change and evolve, I believe we will be better and stronger for it” (Esomar 

2012. p2) 
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In the organisations where these different methodologies are represented, it would be interesting to 

see what the financial breakdown within an organisation would be. Where is the biggest growth 

coming from, and in those regions where losses are evident, what part of the business is feeling it 

the most? This would allow, we suspect some teasing out of the ‘bad economy’ effect versus the 

changing face of market research.  

 

This documentary research left some questions unanswered; what percentage of the value of market 

research industry is being contributed to by the ‘smaller’, new entrants into the market? How much 

value is being siphoned off by the free services that are now available? Esomar and Honomichl 

would, we believe, need to consider these and other questions in their 2013 reports in order to 

obtain a more accurate reflection of what is really going on in the industry.  

 

It was these sorts of questions that we hoped the online survey would begin to address.  

 

3.3. Online survey results 

 

When looking at the results from the online survey, it is pertinent to keep in mind that the total 

sample for the data collected through the online survey was from 16 respondents. While still 

valuable, and worthy of inclusion in this research paper, the data are being treated as indicative and 

not absolute.  

 

60% of the sample claims that the type of information source used is critically important to their 

business decision making. While just over one quarter (27%) believe it is important but no critical. 

No one thought it was totally unnecessary. 

 

One third of respondents use their own customer database as their primary information source. 46% 

of the respondents used some kind of web-based source. While 75% of respondents currently use 

traditional market research as an information source, only 7% use traditional market research as 

their primary source of information. On average those who responded to the survey use 4.3 different 

source of information and they would consider using about 5 different sources of information that 

they don’t already use. This indicates that there is a need for a variety of information sources. 

Perhaps the assumption here is that it is most likely the case that different information sources are 

being used for different kinds of information.  

 

Table three below is an indication of the claimed behaviour of the respondents with regards to their 

consumption of different information sources (column one and two), how they feel towards the 

different sources (column three).  This measure of attitude was derived using the attitudinal equity 

algorithm as published in the 2008 paper, A New Measure of Brand Attitudinal Equity Based on the 

Zipf Distribution by Hofmeyr, Goodall, Bongers and Holtzman. The algorithm can be found in the 

appendix. 
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1 2 3 

( n=16) Usage Consider Attitude 

Own internal customer database 75.0% 25.0% 12.76 

Free online data providers 68.8% 25.0% 17.98 

Traditional market research 56.3% 43.8% 6.52 

Social media sources 56.3% 43.8% 10.86 

Industry specific online 

communities 
56.3% 43.8% 12.55 

Secondary paid for data 37.5% 56.3% 8.57 

Own surveys using free online 

services 
31.3% 68.8% 9.09 

Own internal web based search 31.3% 68.8% 11.56 

Other 12.5% 43.8% 3.43 

Mobile phone surveys 6.3% 93.8% 6.66 

Table 3. Usage and attitudinal data 

 

Table three illustrates that internal customer databases are the most widely used (75%), but do not 

ilicit the most favourable attitude. The source that generates the highest positive attitude from 

respondents is the free online services – although it is likely this is driven by the ‘free-ness’ of the 

service. Very closely packed for a positive attitudinal response are, in order, internal customer 

databases, online communities and own web searches. These responses while off a small base, do 

indicate that the new sources of information have generated the strongest desire for use by decision 

makers.  

 

The mobile phone figures are interesting. Hardly anyone uses this source, but nearly everyone 

would consider it. But, the attitude towards mobile does not seem to be favourable in this sample. 

Although there are only six responses, in table four below, mobile is considered innovative - people 

would consider it because it is innovative, but are not courageous enough feel positively about it? 

One of the most interesting indications this data offers is the race between traditional market 

research and social media. Their levels of usage and consideration are identical, but the decision 

makers are far more favourable towards social media than traditional market research. Given how 

long traditional market research has been around and how long social media has been around, this is 

a very telling result. Traditional market research is one of the least favoured sources of information 

– is this the start of a clear piece of writing on the wall for the role of traditional market research?  

 

Table four overleaf illustrates that all the source of information offer actionable insights, it seems 

almost like a cost of entry attribute. It could also speak to multiple sources being used for different 

kinds of information.  

 

What is also evident in the pattern of responses is that no single source of information covers all the 

information attributes. Each source can be associated with at least one attribute, further indication 

that different sources attend to different information needs or requirements. The shaded cells in 

table four highlight this.  

 

While traditional market research is not seen as the way of the future, what does stand out for 

traditional market research is the accuracy of the data provided. For social media, the stand out is 

innovation, but it is really not considered to offer accurate information. 
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Traditional 

market 

research 

from a 

traditional 

research 

supplier 

Own 

surveys 

using free 

online 

services 

(e.g. 

Google 

Surveys, 

SurveyMon

key, 

Qriously.co

m) 

Own 

internal 

customer 

database 

Secondary 

paid for 

data (e.g. 

AMPS, 

Finscope) 

Own 

internal 

web based 

search 

Free online 

data 

providers 

(e.g. 

Bloomberg

, Google 

Analytics) 

Social 

media 

sources 

(e.g. 

Facebook, 

LinkedIn, 

Twitter) 

Industry/br

and 

specific 

online 

communiti

es 

Mobile 

phone 

surveys 

Responses 30 30 59 6 19 32 20 16 6 

Offers actionable insights 26.7% 20.0% 22.0% 33.3% 21.1% 21.9% 20.0% 25.0% 0.0% 

Is invaluable to my 

business decision making 10.0% 10.0% 18.6% 16.7% 21.1% 9.4% 10.0% 6.3% 0.0% 

The way of the future for 

business information 3.3% 13.3% 6.8% 0.0% 10.5% 12.5% 20.0% 12.5% 16.7% 

Is a trusted source of 

information 20.0% 6.7% 22.0% 33.3% 15.8% 15.6% 10.0% 18.8% 0.0% 

The most innovative source 

of information 6.7% 13.3% 5.1% 0.0% 10.5% 12.5% 25.0% 6.3% 50.0% 

Provides the most accurate 

information 16.7% 13.3% 13.6% 0.0% 10.5% 15.6% 5.0% 12.5% 0.0% 

Offers flexibility to collect 

relevant information 13.3% 23.3% 11.9% 0.0% 10.5% 12.5% 10.0% 12.5% 16.7% 

None 3.3% 0.0% 0.0% 16.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.3% 16.7% 

Table 4. Indication of attribute selection 
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3.4. Chapter Conclusion 

 

Chapter two outlined the research methodology, while this chapter three outlined the results of the 

data collected and primary research conducted. 

 

The data begins to suggest initial answers to the question of this research paper. Given the limited 

number of complete surveys achieved in the data collection further validation of these indicative 

results as well as the documentary research results will be supported by the literature review. 

Chapter four which follows details the literature review conducted. 
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4. Literature Review 

 

In conducting a dual-level literature review all parts of the research process are supported and 

validated. Thus, prior to conducting the data collection for the research, a literature review was 

conducted to inform, challenge or determine the research focus and scope. The broad focus being 

business information and the narrow focus being traditional market research. 

These two levels of inquiry are illustrated in figure two below:  

 

 
Figure 2. Dual level literature review 

 

By reviewing the literature in this manner it serves to augment the data findings. 

 

4.1. Literature review of business information 

 

In trying to understand the concept of business information it became evident that this was a 

concept pertinent and relevant to a vast array of industries and environments. In fact, it became 

clear that this was the business of information; the knowledge economy, the information highway, 

information services and so on. It is in this vast ever changing context that market research is 

located. Understanding this context is the challenge that traditional market research currently faces. 

Guthrie, Johanson, Bukh, Sanchez, (2003) captured this well when they said “The term 

‘knowledge-based economy’ has become universal and it is generally accepted that the source of 

value creation increasingly is to be found in the creation and manipulation of information, 

knowledge and ideas.”(p429) While Javalgi, Martin, & Young (2006) take this a bit further in their 

comment “Excellent marketing information is the edge that differentiates market winners from 

losers who, when faced with identical opportunities, make different decisions resulting in varying 

degrees of success or failure.” (p14). Accurate, good, fit-for-purpose information is clearly a key 

business requirement. However, in their 2007 paper, Søndergaard and Harmsen make the point that 

“Only when in possession of the right kind of market information, the use of market information 

becomes important.” (p194). Citing Walker and Olson (1991), Søndergaard and Harmsen (2007) go 

on to say “A newer line of theory (and a corresponding method) holds that to understand what 

consumers seek in products, we must look beyond simple product attributes.” (p.195). Thus the 

kind of information collected depends on the decision that needs to be made. In their paper, 

Søndergaard & Harmsen (2007) found that “the teams were able to use the information for decision 

making” (p. 198). 

 

A paper written in 1999 in the context of library information services was particularly relevant to 

this research paper. Although the researchers found it somewhat disconcerting that the paper was 

written fourteen years ago for an industry (rightly or wrongly) typically considered to be staid and 

not necessarily ‘cutting edge’.  

 

In the face of a changing information environment, Johnson (1999) states that “the new 

environment calls for us to perform these tasks in different and more thorough ways, so that the 

users remain, if not dependent on us, at least aware of a unique contribution to meeting their needs” 

(p319). Using the example of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Johnson (1999) clearly makes a case for a 

Business information 

Traditional market 

research 
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strong, albeit difficult,  response to the changing information environment “making a charge for 

using this new service – demands not only a change in professional philosophy but also the 

development of strong business skills to make the venture viable” (p319).  

 

It is clear that there is a convergence of information, a blurring of boundaries.  Not only as 

information becomes more widely and easily accessible to anyone but, also in terms of the role of 

the so called information professional, and as the needs of the end user become more holistic 

(Johnson, 1999).  If information practitioners are struggling to make sense of the endless amounts 

and varieties of information, surely, so too are the end users of the information? The response to 

this confusion according to Johnson (1999) is that the information provided should have “already 

been evaluated, selected for its relevance to the problem being investigated, and presented in a 

summary form which indentifies key issues and enables them to draw conclusions or make 

decisions quickly.” (p319). And, that the “Repackaging of information not only provides added 

value in the eyes of the user, but also raises the visibility of the library and information service in 

the eyes of the organization’s management” (Johnson, 1999, p319).  

 

Understanding how to make advancing and evolving technologies work for business information 

was clearly an important aspect in the continued relevance of information services as evident in 

Johnson (1999) “The job of a library or information service manager is more than likely to involve 

activities of a highly technical nature, requiring knowledge and understanding not just of traditional 

practices in library and information services, but also of the latest technological 

developments”(p318). More specifically, “it is clear that in a knowledge based society, increasingly 

capable of exploiting the potential applications of technology, the information industry in its 

broadest sense will be an economic sector of growing importance” (Johnson, 1999, p320).  

 

Embracing this kind of collaborative approach, as Johnson (1999) indicates in the context of library 

and information services entails “unified management structure for these different and currently 

separate information activities” (p398). And, further to this, “Many employers in the information 

industry tell us they need to work in a multi-disciplinary organisation” (Johnson, 1999, p. 325). 

Understanding the impact this collaboration or multi-disciplinary approach has on the interaction 

between the different moving parts implies that an information service organisation, such as 

traditional market research, needs to be a learning organisation. As such, “There is no doubt that to 

meet the challenges presented by the new information environment and new competitors in the 

field, the information  professional must be committed to lifelong learning” (Johnson, 1999, p. 326). 

 

4.2. Literature review of traditional market research 

 

“It is a mistake to ask people what they think they want.” (Graves, 2010. P167) 

 

Given that traditional market research is embedded in this information environment, it is no wonder 

that Craig and Douglas (2001) as cited by Javalgi, Martin, & Young (2006) say that “The dramatic 

changes in today’s international business environment, coupled with technological advances in data 

collection, analysis and dissemination, imply that marketing researchers will need to broaden their 

capabilities in order to design, implement and interpret research in the new millennium” (p20). 

Graves (2010) is somewhat more direct and contentious; “Unfortunately, by imposing a number of 

options for the benefit of the research design, such research is creating an artificial dimension that 

can affect the responses it receives.” (Graves, 2010, p101). Graves also believes that the traditional 

market research interview process “does more than merely ignore critical components of why 

people behave as they do, it changes how and what they think.” (Graves, 2010, p.92). And, that the 

mere act of “asking about something overrides the natural state that thing occupies in someone’s 

experience” (Graves, 2010, p.95). Graves does offer an approach he believes is the way forward. 

This approach is located in the observation and interpretation of behaviour of people “The challenge 
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is to observe and interpret the behaviour of your consumers and place it in an appropriate historical 

context” (Graves, 2010, p.167). 

 

Clearly, new methods are required, traditional market research needs to evolve, so too do the end 

users need learn how to best utilise market research information, traditional or not. “Arguably, the 

organizations that will have a decisive competitive advantage will be those that can make the best 

use of the knowledge they possess.” (Javalgi, Martin, & Young, 2006, p14). Importantly, as 

Chisnall (1991) as cited by Lockett and Blackman (2004) says, “market research is not an end in 

itself, it is a means to an end, the improvement of decision making” (p178). 

 

Lockett and Blackman (2004) also cite Naude and Holland (1996, 1998) “It has become 

increasingly apparent that we are entering a new phase of market research as a direct result of the 

developments in IT which are restructuring both markets and marketing”(p179).   

 

The literature demonstrates that traditional market research needs to evolve and adapt in order to 

stay relevant and useful. That this evolution will require the end users to also adapt, as the nature of 

information, how it is obtained, what it is used for has changed. As evident from Javalgi, Martin, & 

Young (2006), “the importance of integrating market research information.” (p20). 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

 

The dual-level literature review conducted here has embedded the concern of this research paper, 

traditional market research, within the wider concern of business information.  

What follows in chapter five is the discussion of the research findings. The literature reviewed helps 

to support the discussion.  
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5. Discussion 

 

The initial purpose of this research endeavour was to try and better understand the role that 

traditional market research has in the changing world of information; the knowledge economy, the 

information age.  

 

The research was conducted within the context of information sources. Data was collected in two 

ways; through documentary research and an online survey. The main sample criterion for the online 

survey was that the respondent was a business decision maker.  

 

This research sought to determine if and how traditional market research can remain relevant in the 

changing world of information. Although the research demonstrates there is a degree of awareness 

and acknowledgement of the need for both radical and subtle change in the industry as a whole, it is 

not clear whether traditional market research is keeping up. It is the feeling of the researchers that 

only when steps towards change are taken will there will a tangible shift.  

 

At this point, it is worthwhile skimming the surface of the concept of resilience.  

 

In their 2012 book, Resilience: Why Things Bounce Back, Zolli and Healy define resilience as “the 

capacity of a system, enterprise, or a person to maintain its core purpose and integrity in the face of 

drastically changed circumstances” (p7). Is this something that traditional market research can 

achieve?  

 

If as Javalgi, Martin, & Young (2006) say, “Market research is the functional link between 

marketing management and an organization’s ultimate customer base.” (p13), how does traditional 

market research continue to deliver against this when there are so many links between management 

and the customer?  Market research is now just one of the many links, and, traditional market 

research is a link within that. Given the research collected for this paper indicates that traditional 

market research has one of the weakest relationships with the business decisions maker’s surveyed, 

the old adage that a chain is only as strong as its weakest link comes to mind. Perhaps it is through 

the perception that traditional market research is adaptable to the needs of the decision maker that 

its core purpose lies?  This notion of adaptability would need to be explored in far greater detail to 

determine if it has merit. However, as evidenced from both the Esomar report and the comment by 

Moran (2012) there is some acknowledgment that traditional market research as an industry has not 

adapted (yet) to its new normal – an exogenous adaption. The endogenous or internal adaptability in 

terms all that traditional market research can survey, is not sufficient for resilience. What does this 

all mean for the viability of traditional market research, and therefore by implication its 

sustainability?  

 

Viability means being capable of working successfully; feasible, as per the New Oxford Dictionary 

(Oxford Dictionary and Thesaurus Pro online application, 2013). Like change, viability is a 

challenge faced by all organisations these days; it is not a challenge specific to traditional market 

research (Warsi, Atiq-ur-Rehman, and Naeem, 2011). By determining the viability of traditional 

market research, it implies that achieving sustainability of traditional market research could come 

next.  

 

How does change begin, what is a possible first step that traditional market research can take 

towards embracing change and striving for resilience, viability and ultimately sustainability?  

 

Considering that the data collected for this research paper indicates that different information 

sources provide are used for different kinds of information. It is in how these different sources of 

information knit together, creating an interface where the boundaries blur where new leaning and 
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value lies. An advantage for traditional market research is that it has the ability to connect with all 

the different information sources. This is not necessarily the case for the other information sources. 

For example, traditional market research can ‘do’ social media research, but social media research 

does not necessarily have the means to ‘do’ traditional market research. The trick if for traditional 

market research is to work at the interface of these methods. This seems a gap, an opportunity, for 

traditional market research to begin to retain its relevance. This will require, “new methods 

incorporating state- of-the-art technology will need to be mastered and creative approaches required 

to understand customer behaviour (Craig and Douglas, 2001).” (Javalgi, Martin, & Young, 2006, 

p21). The boundaries between traditional market research, the new methodologies, IT 

developments, behavioural economics, information services practitioners and end users are all 

blurred and where a collaborative role on the part of traditional market research will support 

resilience. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

 

While we feel that the question posed in this research is the right question, and possible answers 

began to emerge; answers such as collaboration and value-creation at the boundaries. And, the 

possible intervention of embracing being a learning organisation. We feel there is still further 

research and investigation required to fully understand these dynamics. We say this because of the 

clear limits of the data collected, but also because clarity regarding the mindset of the people 

working in the traditional market research industry is central achieving resilience and sustainability. 

Without willingness on the part of the traditional market research cohort, change is less likely. The 

understanding of this sentiment needs to be juxtaposed with the opportunities presented in this 

paper. As Johnson identified way back in 1999, “If educators and practitioners are to catch the tide 

and flow with the opportunity which the emergence of the “information society” presents to the 

profession, there has to be a visions, and a willingness to make the effort needed to turn vision into 

reality. The alternative – standing still – is not an option” (p329).  

 

In short, in order to arrive at a more complete answer, we believe the further research is required. 

Research that sees collaboration between the different players in the information services industry.  
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6. Conclusion 

 

This research paper was grounded in business information, in an attempt to understand how 

traditional market research fits in. There is clearly a need for further research but we feel that this 

paper offers potential methods for securing the viability and ultimately sustainability of traditional 

market research. The methods identified rely on traditional market research to work at the interface 

of the different sources of information. It also suggests that the traditional market research cohort be 

willing to change. Whether this will be the case is not evident in this research. This is an area for 

further research.  

 

What is very clear to the researchers is that standing still in not an option, change is happening 

whether it is embraced or not. In this sense, traditional market research should indeed bounce - 

resilience is necessary for traditional market research to be viable in the long term.  

 

In closing, a comment on ethics and a comment on research validity. Having a research paper that is 

ethically sound is of paramount importance. There were no specific ethical concerns faced in doing 

this research paper. The purpose of the survey and the use of the results were made clear to all 

participants prior to their completion of the survey.  Those who choose to participate remained 

confidential – in fact the online methodology helped to support this anonymity.  The research did 

not pose any physical, psychological, social, legal, economic, or other risks to participants, both in 

the immediate and long term. 

 

As market researchers ourselves, the authors were very aware of any personal researcher bias 

surfacing in the paper. While the literature review and the methodological approach kept researcher 

bias at bay, every effort was made to clearly identify any comments that were the opinion of the 

researchers rather than the outcomes of unbiased data collection.  
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Appendix 

Online survey 

Questions 

Thank you for your time, this survey will take 6 – 7 minutes. These days, there is a multitude of 

both free and paid-for information sources available to businesses which can be drawn on for 

making and taking business decisions. I am interested in understanding the role and value of these 

different sources of information in your business decision making. 

Please indicate how important to you and your company is the type of information source use, to 

inform business decisions 

1. Critical 

2. Important but not critical 

3. Nice to have 

4. Somewhat useful, but not essential 

5. Totally unnecessary 

Which of these sources of information do you/your business currently use? 

And which one of these is your most used source of information? 

Of those you’ve not used which would you consider using? 

1. Traditional market research from a traditional research supplier 

2. Own surveys using free online services (e.g. Google Surveys, SurveyMonkey, 

Qriously.com) 

3. Own internal customer database 

4. Secondary paid for data (e.g. AMPS, Finscope) 

5. Own internal web based search  

6. Free online data providers (e.g. Bloomberg, Google Analytics) 

7. Social media sources (e.g. Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter) 

8. Industry/brand specific online communities 

9. Mobile phone surveys 

10. Other  

11. None [Terminate] 

How would you rate each of the following sources of information in terms of how it meets or might 

meet your/your businesses information needs? 

Scale: 10 points [1=Really bad/Terrible ↔ 10 = Perfect] 

When making your business decisions, how important to you are the following sources of 

information? 

Scale:10 points [1=Not important ↔ 10 = Very important] 

Sometimes, you/your business are not able to use the source of information you want. Looking at 

the following list, indicate which, if any of these reasons have prevented you from using it. 

1. It takes too long to get results 

2. It doesn’t offer the type of information I need 

3. It is not available to me 

4. Can’t get results in ‘real time’ 

5. Stuck using another source  

6. It is not worth paying for 

Thinking about the different sources of information, which of the following statements do you think 

best applies to each. You can select more than one statement per source.  

1. Offers actionable insights 

2. Is invaluable to my business decision making 

3. The way of the future for business information 

4. Is a trusted source of information 

5. The most innovative source of information 

6. Provides the most accurate information 

7. Offers flexibility to collect relevant information 
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8. None 

Gender 

 Male 

 Female 

Business size 

 Small 

 Medium 

 Large 

 

 

Attitudinal Equity algorithm 

 
 


