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Research reports are often too long, too technical and lack business impact and a need to effectively 

communicate research findings continue to exist. Storytelling and data visualisation are recognised 

as two techniques to address this. This study considered the use of these techniques by South 

African research firms in quantitative reports. In-depth interviews amongst research executives 

were conducted and a small sample of clients completed an Internet-based survey. Results indicate 

that research firms focus on storytelling and display limited use of non-traditional data 

visualisations. Clients claim that findings flow logically but are indifferent about research reports’ 

visual appeal. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Traditional research report formats and data visualisations (charts) are a “dying breed” whilst a need 

for simpler, clearer and more insightful reports has emerged (Doyle & Tharme, 2011). This need 

emerged due to client demand, increased competition and increased data volumes (Bain 2012a; 

GreenBook, 2011). For clients to make decisions based on these reports, marketing research firms 

need to have an appealing and engaging communication approach in presenting research findings, 

and storytelling and data visualisation is identified as possible techniques to achieve this (Davison, 

2011; Precourt, 2010). This study considers how South African marketing research firms use these 

two techniques in quantitative reports. The aim is to provide recommendations for implementing 

these techniques to increase the effective communication of findings.  

 

This paper comprises of a literature review, an explanation of the research problem and objectives 

and a discussion of the methodology used to conduct the research. The conclusions, implications, 

limitations and future research suggestions of the study are furthermore presented. 

 

2. Literature review  

 

This section briefly presents challenges the marketing research industry faces. In particular, it 

considers problems clients experience with research reports and briefly presents possible techniques 

for marketing research firms to address these from the existent literature. Specifically, an exposition 

of storytelling and data visualisation as techniques is provided. 

 

2.1 Increased competitiveness of the marketing research industry 

 

The marketing research industry is a highly competitive environment with over one hundred 

marketing research firms competing for business in the South African market (Bizcommunity, 

2013; SAMRA, 2011). It is increasingly difficult for marketing research firms to stay ahead of 

competition due to a number of challenges. These challenges include: client demand for faster and 

more cost effective research, increasing difficulty of conducting fieldwork, skill shortages and high 

employee turnover, entry of new competitors with unique capabilities and the poor positioning of 

marketing research firms (Reitsmar, 2013; GreenBook, 2011; Micu, Dedeker, Lewis, Moran, 

Netzer, Plummer & Plummer, 2011).   

 

The poor positioning of marketing research firms can be attributed to being perceived as 

traditionally delivering research reports containing masses of data with no or limited insights 

(Moran, 2010). Increasingly clients demand that research reports have insights that inform business 

decisions (Doyle & Tharme, 2011). As a result the industry wants to be positioned as more strategic 

– clients want real insights and suppliers want to be more than a data provider (Greenbook, 2013). 

Therefore marketing research firms will increasingly be under pressure to effectively communicate 

research report findings; its been proved that firms that that deliver on this premise increasingly 

gain mindshare amongst clients (GreenBook, 2012; Murphy 2011).  

 

2.2 Research report related problems 

 

It’s been established that the delivery of actionable research reports is of critical value and 

importance to the performance of marketing research firms (Burns & Bush, 2010). However, it is in 

these research reports that many clients fail to see the impact of the research on the business and 

consequently battle to make sound decisions (Davison, 2011).  
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Typical problems that clients experience with research reports include:  

 

 Lack business impact: Research reports often lack business impact by detailing the current 

situation around the research problem, but fail to show any direction for future action (Davison, 

2011). 

 Too complex: Clients often do not comprehend statistical terms, calculations or research 

findings with no or little insights. This impedes understanding and the actionability of the 

research findings (Zikmund & Babin, 2010). 

 Lengthy: Lengthy and detailed research reports obstruct understanding of the research findings 

and lower the impact the research has on clients’ business (Bain, 2012b). 

 Ineffective communication: Research reports often do not convey the research findings in an 

effective manner that inspires action (Bain, 2012b). 

 

In essence, research reports are too long, technical and confusing and are often not communicated 

effectively. Effective communication of findings rank highly on many clients’ lists of marketing 

research shortcomings (Bain, 2012b). As a result, a renewed focus on the subject of how to provide 

information in a strategic and insightful way is evident (Bain, 2011a; Doyle & Tharme, 2011). For 

this reason, solutions to how marketing research firms can overcome these problems should be 

considered. 

 

2.3 Improving reporting  

 

“If researchers want to deliver insights that have real business impact, it’s clear that work needs to 

be done on the delivery mechanism.” (Tarran, 2013a) 

 

Literature suggests various ideas to facilitate better reporting. Many of these ideas are focussed on 

getting a better understanding of the client’s business and reporting findings in such a way that it 

has better implementation abilities (Precourt, 2011). In other words, it should give clear direction in 

terms of where clients should go with their business and illustrate what could be expected when 

arriving there (Verrinder, 2011). Further to this, many industry experts suggest that marketing 

research firms should be more simplistic in their reporting approach, shorten report’s length and 

should use ‘boardroom language’ and not statistical jargon (Eloff, 2012; Lowell, 2011; Bradley, 

2010). Other techniques are to communicate findings more effectively through the use of 

storytelling and / or data visualisation (Florence, 2013; Ghoshal, 2011; Duarte, 2010).  

 

2.4 Exploring storytelling and data visualisation as techniques to better reporting  

 

Micu et al. (2011) claim that storytelling and data visualisation will both become research 

imperatives in the future. When these techniques are used, research reports can communicate for 

business impact and engagement (Lowell, 2011). Next storytelling and data visualisation are 

considered in more detail. 

 

2.4.1 Storytelling 

 

From the earliest days, storytelling has been recognised as critical to the process of learning and 

conceptualisation (Carter-Black, 2007). Neuroscience proves that information is most effectively 

absorbed through stories; it is something brains do naturally and implicitly (Paul, 2012). It has also 

long been recognised as useful in business and is used in many different business disciplines, 

including marketing research. Storytelling is changing the way that marketing research firms report 

research findings as is used to help firms to act consciously and purposefully when sharing 

information (Florence, 2013; Segel & Heer, 2010).  
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Storytelling can be defined as giving account of information in a specific order that creates 

connection between data / facts (Segel & Heer, 2010). Storytelling’s goal is to help clients 

understand how data translates to actionable research (Cami, 2013). Whilst data does not have the 

ability to resonate with people, storytelling does (TNS, 2010). However, research stories should be 

grounded in solid and robust research but on its own, it does not create interest or excitement – a 

key requirement of turning insights in to action (Florence, 2013). A whole brain approach to 

effective communication is therefore needed – stimulating the analytical left-brain with data and the 

creative right-brain with stories (Singer, 2011). Advantages of storytelling include engagement, 

intuitive, increased recall and increased impact (Kaidi, 2012; Davison, 2011; Digit, 2011).  

 

However, a number of barriers prevent marketing research firms from adopting storytelling: 

 

 Skills: It is difficult for researchers to implement storytelling as it goes beyond the traditional 

analysis role of a researcher (Davison, 2011). It requires specific skill and experience in order to 

make complex data appear simple in a story format (Silverman, 2006). 

 Perception: Many researchers and clients are sceptical of storytelling as it is seen to be the 

antithesis of scientific, objective or rational research, consequently believing that research 

findings are watered down by it (Ghoshal, 2011). 

 Analytics: Advanced scientific and statistical methods make engaging and inspiring storytelling 

difficult. A story fades when you have to tell it with correlation coefficients, a p value, R
2
, error 

terms and statistics (Lowell, 2011).  

 

In order to aid storytelling, the marketing research industry has invested effort in many technologies 

like videos, applications, online platforms and data visualisation techniques as executional tools of 

storytelling (Cami, 2013; Florence, 2013). In particular, researchers use data visualisation to make 

audiences pay attention to the story being told (Tarran, 2013b).  

 

2.4.2 Data visualisation 

 

Like storytelling, the use of graphics to visualise data is not a recent invention and dates back to the 

16
th

 century where the first geometric tables of celestial bodies and their positions were graphically 

illustrated (Tarran, 2013b; Friendly, 2006). Data visualisation is now mainstream interest in many 

disciplines and is proliferating on the web (Davis, 2013). Since the representation of data is one of 

the core deliverables of marketing research firms, this development have placed immense pressure 

on the industry’s application thereof (Digit, 2011).  

 

Data visualisation is defined as the conversion of complex quantitative data into understandable 

visual presentations that enable actionable research (Davis, 2013). Doyle and Tharme (2011) 

explain that the main goal of data visualisation is to make sense of data to aid easy comprehension. 

Similarly to storytelling it offers advantages like increased engagement, increased recall and 

increased impact (Kaidi, 2012; Davison, 2011; Digit, 2011). It is important to note that the key 

element from Tufte’s work (2003; 1997; 1983) is that data visualisation is not about making data / 

findings look pretty; it is about balancing functionality and aesthetic appeal so as to facilitate the 

understanding of complex data (Davis, 2013; McCandless, 2009a).  

 

Data visualisation techniques include the (innovative) use of tables, figures, charts, diagrams, 

graphs and graphic designs (Hindmarch, 2011). Two categories for data visualisation techniques are 

presented here (Tarran, 2013b; Shaw, 2010; Few, 2007; Friedman, 2007): 

 

 Traditional data visualisation techniques: Commonly used techniques that are easily 

generated and easily accessible (through available software like Microsoft PowerPoint and 
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Excel). They are considered to be conventional ways to illustrate data and are used to “get the 

job done” and not because they inspire.  

 Non-traditional data visualisation techniques: Less commonly used techniques that are 

difficult to create and more difficult to access (it cannot easily be generated through software 

such as Microsoft PowerPoint and Excel). They are also believed to be a more creative and 

captivating way of visualising data.  

 

Table 1 summarises available traditional and non-traditional data visualisation techniques. 

Traditional data visualisation techniques are grouped according to what the data is intended to show 

(Abela, 2009). A less distinct categorisation for non-traditional data visualisation techniques is 

found in literature; McCandless (2009b, page 128) presents some options for non-traditional data 

visualisation techniques – grouped according to the form of the data. 

 

Table 1: Techniques for data visualisation 

 

Traditional data visualisation techniques Non-traditional data visualisation techniques 

Comparison:  Variable width column chart, 

table, bar chart, column chart, circular area 

chart, line chart 

Bubble: Bubble comparison, bubble race, 

bubble race with strings, bubble clusters, bubble 

network, bubble star ring, bubble nested, bubble 

mind map, Ven bubble 

Distribution: Column histogram, line 

histogram, scatter chart, area chart 

Trees / maps: Family tree, treemap, icicle tree, 

matrix, decision tree, conetree, mind map, 

concept map, synergy map, flowchart 

Composition: Pie chart, waterfall chart, 

stacked column chart, stacked area chart 

Circular: Polar grid, sun burst, coxcomb, 

segmented polar grid, icicle pie, mandala, radar, 

spiral, concept fan, fan 

Relationships: Scatter chart, bubble chart Pictorial: Infographic, charticle, word cloud  

Source: Adapted from Abela (2009) and McCandless (2009b, page 128). 

 

It should be noted that every non-traditional data visualisation technique tabulated above are static 

and are mainly variations and more creative applications of the traditional data visualisation 

techniques. Increasingly non-static or interactive (visualisations that exhibit some form of 

movement) non-traditional visualisation techniques are used and include examples like interactive 

timelines, interactive dashboards and other interactive platforms informed by real-time information 

(Tarran, 2013b; Digit, 2011).  

 

Nonetheless, marketing research firms are sticking to more traditional ways of visualising data and 

are not currently catching up and implementing non-traditional data visualisation techniques fast 

enough internationally or locally (Bain, 2011a; Doyle & Tharme, 2011). Some barriers that prevent 

marketing research firms from using non-traditional data visualisation techniques are: 

 

 Software: Computer software chart-packages like Microsoft PowerPoint and Excel create 

traditional data visualisations from any data set in little time compared to the time it takes to 

create non-traditional data visualisations (Tarran, 2013b; Christiansen, 2011).  

 Skills: Usually researchers are merely data literate and a lack of design literate researchers 

exists – a key requirement for creating non-traditional visualisations (Bain, 2011a).  

 Cost: Marketing research firms potentially need to outsource the design of these data 

visualisations to specialists or employ design and data literate researchers, which will lead to 

increased costs (Cami, 2013; Bain, 2011a).  

 Resistance: Many clients and marketing research firms do not want to risk substance over style 

(Florence, 2013). Clients often prefer research findings to reflect traditional data visualisation 

techniques that they are familiar with (Davison, 2011; Micu et al., 2011).  
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3. Problem investigated and research objectives  

 

The traditional quantitative reporting by marketing research firms commonly results in large 

amounts of user-unfriendly information that do not add value to their clients’ businesses (Bain, 

2012b; Doyle & Tharme, 2011; Moran, 2010). If alternative techniques like storytelling or data 

visualisation are not adopted, marketing research firms run the risk of becoming strategically 

irrelevant; providing only data services and being replaced by stronger competitors (GreenBook, 

2011; Moran, 2010). These developments may result in lower revenues, weakened and non-

strategic relationships with clients, and a loss of a competitive advantage for marketing research 

firms (Bain, 2012b; GreenBook, 2011; Moran, 2010).  

 

Based on the above, the primary and secondary research objectives are outlined next. 

 

Primary research objective: 

 

To uncover the use of storytelling and data visualisation by marketing research firms in quantitative 

reports.  

 

Secondary research objectives: 

 

 To investigate the use of storytelling by marketing research firms in quantitative reports. 

 To investigate the use of data visualisation by marketing research firms in quantitative reports. 

 To present a number of recommendations or strategies that can facilitate the use of storytelling 

and / or data visualisation by marketing research firms. 

 

4. Methodology  

 

This section explains the research methodology followed to answer the research objectives of the 

study. Primary research was undertaken by conducting an empirical study amongst South African 

marketing research firms and clients. The empirical study comprised of a: 

 

 Main study (qualitative phase): Which considered the marketing research firm’s point of view 

(supplier of the research report and user of storytelling and data visualisation). 

 Small-scale complementary study (quantitative phase): Which considered the marketing 

research firm’s clients point of view (user of the research report). 

 

Next the sampling plan, data collection and analysis tools used for both methodologies is detailed. It 

also considers how trustworthiness of the data and results were ensured. 

 

4.1 Main study (qualitative phase) 

 

4.1.1 Sampling plan 

 

The research methodology used in this study included a qualitative, explorative research design. A 

non-probability, purposive sampling method was used. In-depth interviews were conducted 

amongst to client service directors / executives / managers who oversee or work with quantitative 

reporting processes within South African marketing research firms. A total of 26 sampling elements 

participated in the main study, which represented 15 marketing research firms across South Africa 

(sampling units). Further details to the sampling plan are illustrated in Table 2.  
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Table 2: Main study sampling plan 

 

Sampling elements  Application to empirical study 

Target population South African marketing research firms that deliver quantitative 

reports to clients. 

Sampling frame A list of registered marketing research firms which offer 

quantitative research compiled by the researcher (42 in total) from 

the South African Marketing Research Association (SAMRA) 

Classifieds 2011. 

Sampling unit Marketing research firms in South Africa which deliver 

quantitative reports to clients. 

Sampling method Non-probability purposive sampling. 

Sampling element Client service director / manager who is involved with, or has an 

influence on, quantitative reporting processes within the identified 

marketing research firm. 

Sample size 26 participants (spread across 15 marketing research firms). 

Time frame (fieldwork) June 2012 (pilot study) July 2012 (main study). 

Source: Adapted from Zikmund and Babin (2013, page 315) and Hair et al. (2006, page 311). 

 

4.1.2 Data collection and analysis 

 

The researcher conducted 20 to 30 minute in-depth interviews with each participant and used a 

semi-structured interview guide to collect the data. The interview guide included a discussion on 

general quantitative reporting practices and perceptions and an in-depth exploration of storytelling 

and data visualisation. The researcher conducted all interviews personally, field notes were taken 

and each interview were recorded and transcribed. Given the highly competitive nature of the 

industry, the biggest ethical consideration was the protection of intellectual property, interviewee 

confidentiality and marketing research firm anonymity. Participants were assured that all 

information was only analysed on an aggregated level that implied that the identity of any 

participating marketing research firm would not be disclosed. 

 

The data was analysed by using the Morse and Field (1996) approach. This approach suggests that 

theory cannot emerge from data without the researcher immersing and familiarising him / herself 

with the data or without active intellectual work (Morse & Field, 1996). The researcher engages in 

solid and creative data analysis, which requires intelligent questioning, a persistent search for 

answers, active observation and truthful recall (Morse & Field, 1996). This is achieved by means of 

a four step process where the researcher seeks to achieve comprehension (step 1) and when 

saturation is reached, data patterns are categorised according to thematic meanings (step 2) to form 

a theory (step 3) which is then placed in context of established knowledge (step 4) (Morse & Field, 

1996). 

 

4.1.3 Trustworthiness  

 

Qualitative research design is sometimes associated with biases of being subjective, non-

representative and non-systematic in design. However, Rolfe (2006, page 304) observed that many 

scholars have pursued defining valid and trustworthy qualitative research designs. Guba’s (1981, 

page 75-91) model of trustworthiness was applied in this study and involved checking the four 

criteria of trustworthiness: truth value, applicability, consistency and neutrality. Firstly, truth value 

was accomplished through member checking, prolonged engagement and by selecting a purposeful 

sample. Applicability was accomplished by applying scientific analysis, peer checking, member 

checking, recording of field notes and by using low inference descriptors (direct verbatims). 
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Consistency was accomplished by having an extended timeframe of fieldwork, recording a decision 

trial, using a standard interview guide, conducting pilot interviews, recording interviews, 

transcription of interviews and also through scientific analysis. Lastly, neutrality was accomplished 

by leaving a decision trial, reflexivity and negative case sampling.  

 

4.2 Small-scale complementary study (quantitative phase) 

 

4.2.1 Sampling plan 

 

The research methodology used in this study included a quantitative, descriptive research design. A 

non-probability referral (snowball) sampling method was used and an Internet-based survey was 

sent to insight / research managers who have received a quantitative research report(s) from a 

marketing research firm(s) in the three months prior to undertaking the study.  A total of 31 

sampling elements participated in the small-scale complementary study. Further details to the 

sampling plan are tabulated in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: Small-scale complementary study sampling plan 

 

Sampling elements  Application to empirical study 

Extent Republic of South Africa. 

Target population Marketing research firms’ clients (who receive quantitative 

reports). 

Sampling frame A list of clients who receive quantitative reports, known to the 

researcher based on previous work experience and contacts. 

Sampling unit South African firms that commission quantitative research projects. 

Sampling method Non-probability referral (snowball) sampling.  

Sampling element Individuals within the identified firm who receive quantitative 

reports from marketing research firms (typically insight / research 

managers). 

Sample size 31 Respondents. 

Time frame 

(fieldwork) 

August 2012. 

Source: Adapted from Zikmund and Babin (2013, page 315) and Hair et al. (2006, page 311). 

 

4.2.2 Data collection method and analysis 

 

Data was collected by means of a 5-minute questionnaire administered through SurveyMonkey. The 

structured questionnaire included a screener and classification section and an evaluation of eight 

attributes relating to quantitative reports received from marketing research firms. These attributes 

were rated on a 5-point agreement scale. Like with the main study, interviewee confidentiality and 

firm anonymity was important ethical considerations. Respondents were assured that information 

was only analysed on an aggregated level and the identity of firms were not to be disclosed. 

 

Since the main purpose of this phase of the research was to measure the client’s overall evaluation 

of quantitative reports, limited analysis was applied to this data. Microsoft Excel was used to report 

on frequencies and percentages.  

 

4.2.3 Reliability and validity 

 

Quantitative research designs consider reliability and validity as “trustworthy” measures (Bradley, 

2010). The researcher used a number of measurements to increase data reliability (pre-testing the 
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questionnaire, ensuring respondent anonymity, consistency in data collection and a closed-question 

format) and applied face validity (Zikmund & Babin, 2010). 

 

5. Results and implications 

 

This section reports the research findings of both the main study (qualitative phase) and the small-

scale complementary study (quantitative phase). Therefore the results are considered from both the 

marketing research firm’s and client’s viewpoint. First the use of storytelling is considered where 

after the use of data visualisation is investigated.  

 

5.1 The use of storytelling in quantitative reports 

 

5.1.1 Marketing research firm perspective 

 

25 Participants indicated that the marketing research firm where they work use storytelling in 

quantitative reports in some way or the other and indicated that it is a critical aspect of quantitative 

reporting. Only six participants did not spontaneously refer to the importance of storytelling in 

quantitative reports. Most participants (16) use storytelling as a way to report research findings in a 

specific order. This implies that research findings is not necessarily reported in the same order as in 

which questions appear on the questionnaire; in other words, question 2 does not need to follow 

question 1, question 3 does not need to follow question 2. Further to this, participants (11) added 

that storytelling is used to report research findings in a logical manner with a beginning, middle and 

end – usually structured to answer the client’s business question.  

 

Further to this, participants were in agreement that storytelling is of critical importance mainly 

because it forces the marketing research firm to think of the research finding’s implication (referred 

to as the “so what”) and it helps the marketing research firm in distilling what the most important 

information for the client is. However, participants indicated that when quantitative research 

findings are reported as stories, they tend to be shorter and more focused compared to other 

quantitative reports. Consequently, clients usually require the ‘unused’ data / information in another 

format for reference purposes. Marketing research firms therefore typically supply clients with 

either a full databook or appendix containing all the data together with a shortened version of the 

“story” report. 

 

However, certain barriers in the use of storytelling are still experienced. These barriers include:  

 

 Skills: It requires a marketing researcher with sufficient skill and experience. 

 Client relations: It requires that the marketing researcher have good client relationships and 

knowledge of the client’s business. 

 Confidence: It requires that the marketing researcher have ample self-confidence in the story of 

the research findings (often absent in junior employees). 

 Time: The storytelling process is time intensive. Large amounts of data / information need to be 

distilled to find the appropriate story that answers the client’s business question.  

 

In an attempt to overcome some of these barriers, six participants indicated that the marketing 

research firm that they work for makes use of a “formula” or “model” to help the marketing 

research firm to adopt storytelling in quantitative reports. 

 

5.1.2 Client perspective 

 

Two attributes signifying storytelling principles and an open-ended question were included in the 

small-scale complementary study. Just over half (52%) of the respondents agreed that the layout of 
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the research findings is clear and nearly half (48%) of the respondents agree that the research 

findings flowed logically (top 2 box scores of 5-point agreement scale). When respondent’s 

verbatim responses regarding the improvement of research reports were considered, few (less that 

10%) mentioned issues relating to storytelling.  

 

It is therefore evident from the results that marketing research firms use and place high priority on 

the use of storytelling in quantitative reports. In particular, it is used to deliver actionable research 

findings in a logical format. Approximately half of clients agree that research findings are 

presented in a clear and logical manner. 

 

5.2 The use of data visualisation in quantitative reports 

 

5.2.1 Marketing research firm perspective 

 

All participants agreed that the marketing research firm they work for uses some form of traditional 

data visualisation technique in quantitative reports. The main reasons for the extensive use of 

traditional data visualisation techniques included: 

 

 Software: The accessibility and ease of creating data visualisations with the aid of software like 

Microsoft PowerPoint and Excel. 

 Familiarity: Clients are familiar with the data visualisation techniques and the marketing 

research firm seldom needs to explain to the client how to read the data represented in the data 

visual.  

 

As illustrated in Figure 1, it is evident from the research that the majority of the traditional data 

visualisation techniques are used regularly.  

 

Figure 1: Traditional data visualisation techniques are extensively used 
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Those data visualisation techniques used by participants on a regular basis include: bar charts (25 

participants), column histograms (25 participants), pie charts (24 participants), tables (23 

participants), column charts (23 participants), stacked charts (23 participants) and line charts (21 

participants). The reasons for extensive use of these techniques include that it easier for the 

marketing research firm to create and explain these to clients. Traditional data visualisation 

techniques regularly used by fewer participants include: scatter charts (18 participants), circular 

area and bubble charts (16 participants) and line histograms (15 participants). Those data 

visualisation techniques that are occasionally used or not at all, include: 3D area charts (2 

participants), waterfall charts (4 participants) and stacked area charts (5 participants). Nonetheless, 

participants indicated that pictures (20 participants), videos (13 participants) and / or icons (11 

participants) were often used in quantitative reports to enhance / support the messages of traditional 

data visualisations.  

 

Non-traditional data visualisation techniques on the other hand are used irregularly by marketing 

research firms due to various barriers that impede adoption. As indicated in Figure 2, most 

participants (15) indicated occasional use of non-traditional data visualisation techniques or only 

use it for marketing purposes.  

 

Figure 2: The use of non-traditional data visualisation techniques is limited 

 

 
 

From a predefined list (refer to Table 1), the most regularly used non-traditional data visualisation 

technique is interactive dashboards (used by 14 participants). Other techniques used include: nested 

bubble charts (9 participants) and infographics (8 participants). Those participants who indicated 

the use of infographics were mostly in agreement that it was used as marketing or sales material as 

opposed to used in quantitative reports prepared for clients. Those non-traditional data visualisation 

techniques that are used occasionally or not at all include: geomaps (5 participants), treemaps (4 

participants), coxcomb (1 participant) and spirals (1 participant). Almost half of the participants (11 
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out of 26 participants) mentioned other non-traditional data visualisation techniques not included in 

McCandless’s classification (refer to Table 1) used in quantitative reporting, namely: word clouds, 

heat maps and Prezi.  

 

The two biggest barriers to usage are the time these non-traditional data visualisation techniques 

take to create (19 participants), and the complexity thereof (10 participants). The first mentioned 

barrier includes several aspects of time: time to think what the data visualisation should look like, 

the time it takes to create it, and the time it takes to explain it to clients. These visualisations are not 

yet automated and therefore require more thinking and take longer to create. Participants also 

indicated that these data visualisation techniques are more complex compared to traditional data 

visualisation techniques, as they are more difficult to create and to interpret. Because of its 

complexity, participants felt that these techniques require marketing research firms to educate 

clients on how to read and interpret them – which adds to both the time and complexity barriers. 

 

In an attempt to overcome some of these barriers, participants indicated using specialised experts 

(for example, skilled in graphic design) to execute the non-traditional data visualisation designs. A 

limited number of participants indicated that the marketing research firm for which they work has 

in-house graphical skills, while other participants indicated that they outsource it to a graphics 

organisation.  

 

Nonetheless, participants felt that traditional data visualisation techniques will always remain part 

of quantitative reports and little importance was placed on the development of any data visualisation 

techniques. Participants suggested that traditional and non-traditional data visualisation techniques 

should be used together with / complementary to each other – using non-traditional data 

visualisation techniques only to place emphasis the most important research findings.  

 

5.2.2 Client perspective 

 

Close to a third of respondents (31%) feel that research findings are reported in a visually appealing 

way, while almost half (48%) responded “not sure” (top 2 box score and midpoint of 5-point 

agreement scale). This high “not sure” (3) score illustrate a high uncertainty amongst clients about 

research reports visual appeal. 

 

In summary, the results show that marketing research firms use traditional data visualisation 

techniques extensively while non-traditional data visualisation techniques are used less in 

quantitative reports mainly due to time and complexity barriers associated with it. Clients are 

polarised in their agreement of research reports’ visual appeal. 

 

6. Discussion  

 

Literature acknowledged the importance of storytelling in quantitative reporting, but not to the 

extent that the empirical main study has indicated. All participants were aware of storytelling and 

only one participant did not place emphasis on using storytelling in quantitative reports. The 

barriers to adopting storytelling identified in the empirical study were skill shortages (inexperience) 

and the time it requires to compile stories.  

 

Marketing research firms should continue to focus on and grow their storytelling capabilities. 

Various actions could be taken to decrease the time needed to compile stories, while simultaneously 

growing researcher skills and experience.  
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It is suggested that marketing research firms consider any of the following recommendations: 

 

 Follow best practice: The following key principles should be followed when compiling stories 

– simplicity is key, follow the KISS principle (keep it simple stupid); it should be engaging and 

interactive; it should be tailored to the client audience; it should create a context against which 

the data can be interpreted; it should be supported by reliable data visualisations and should be 

compelling i.e. addressing business issues (Eloff, 2012; Davison, 2011; Lowell, 2011 

Silverman, 2006). 

 Provide training: Develop, implement and use storytelling ‘formulas’ as guidance for 

employees in story creation; train employees on right-brain thinking and other techniques 

applicable to storytelling (for example on story elements like characters, plot, climax, 

resolution).  

 Grow skills: Provide junior employees the opportunity to observe senior employees in creating 

data stories – so as to learn any “tips or tricks.” Share good examples of stories in the marketing 

research firm so as to teach employees about best practice examples. Also provide junior 

employees enough opportunity to create and tell stories (with the necessary guidance) in order 

to gain experience.  

 Allocate resources: Appoint or allocate a dedicated human resource (individual) to be 

responsible for ensuring that storytelling is applied throughout the firm. 

 Experiment: Take courage and experiment with stories that are less ordinary and more “brave” 

– attempt this with clients who are prone to experiment and whom the marketing research firm 

have a good an standing relationship with.  

 

Participants regularly use traditional data visualisation techniques in quantitative reports due to 

accessibility and ease of use. Non-traditional data visualisations on the other hand are occasionally 

used, but more difficult to include in quantitative reports due its time intensity and complexity. 

 

Marketing research firms should continue to use traditional data visualisations due to their ease of 

understanding and application (by both marketing researchers and clients). However, the use of 

non-traditional data visualisations offers various benefits, which justify their inclusion in 

quantitative reports but marketing research firms need to decide to what extent they want to use 

these techniques in reports. If marketing research firms believe that value could be added to the 

quantitative research report by using non-traditional data visualisation techniques, they should 

consider investing resources (time, financial and skills) in developing these capabilities (Cami, 

2013).  

 

Marketing research firms that decide to include non-traditional data visualisation techniques could 

consider the following recommendations:  

 

 Follow best practice: Build data visualisations on the four success pillars suggested by 

McCandless (2009a). The information data visualisations represent should be characterised by 

integrity (accurate and consistent data) and interestingness (relevant to client’s business) and the 

design thereof should simultaneously have an appealing form (aesthetic appearance) and 

function (usefulness and ease of understanding) (White, 2011). 

 Outsource / form partnerships:  
– Graphic design specialist: Responsible for increasing the overall appeal of research reports 

and to design non-traditional data visualisations. Examples include: TNS’s partnership with 

the visualisation expert David McCandless and Ipsos’s data visualisation partnership with 

The Design Laboratory (Cami, 2013; Bain, 2012c; Bain, 2011b; Davison, 2011). 

– IT (information technology) specialists: Responsible for “industrialising” the data 

visualisation process through the development of software capabilities and automatisation of 
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other non-traditional data visualisation techniques. Their role is to lower the time and 

complexity barriers associated with using these techniques.  

 Explore freeware: Explore using free web-based tools and techniques like Tableau Public, 

Many Eyes, Tagxedo, Raphaël, Google Chart Tools or Google Fusion Tables. 

 Invest money: Allocate finances / budget to develop the application of these techniques – avoid 

treating data visualisation as an “add-on” applied at the end of project. 

 Grow skills: Train and encourage researchers (storytellers) to purposefully think of the data 

visualisations they choose to include in quantitative reports and support them in experimenting 

with non-traditional data visualisation techniques. 

 Allocate resources: Like with storytelling, appoint or allocate a dedicated human resource that 

takes responsibility for ensuring that data visualisation is strategically applied.  

 Educate clients: Educate clients on the use and interpretation of specific non-traditional data 

visualisation techniques so as to reduce complexity and resistance thereof. 

 

Overall, both storytelling and data visualisation require that marketing research firms advocate a 

particular mind-set amongst employees who are responsible for creating reports. However, it will be 

easier to address this mind-set and apply the abovementioned suggestions in smaller revenue 

contributing firms since they are less restricted by global protocols and practices.  

 

7. Limitations 

 

The following literature and empirical limitations are identified: 

 

 Literature: Limited information is available on the physical use of storytelling and data 

visualisation by marketing research firms. There is also no clear classification of non-traditional 

data visualisation techniques in literature compared to traditional data visualisation techniques. 

 Empirical main study: Due to the sensitive and confidential nature of the topic under study, 

participants might have been reserved in sharing valuable knowledge with the researcher. The 

practical effect of this was that some information could have been withheld from the researcher, 

which could have lead to deeper insights and possible recommendations. Furthermore, smaller 

revenue contributing marketing research firms were hesitant and therefore refused to partake 

and are therefore slightly underrepresented in this study. 

 Empirical small-scale complementary study: Limited analysis was possible due to the small 

sample size. The survey length restricted the depth of information that could be gathered on 

each construct.  

 

8. Suggestions for future research 

 

Potential topics for future research include: 

 

 Conduct a gap analysis of senior marketing research firm employees’ (like those interviewed) 

and junior marketing research firm employees’ use of storytelling and data visualisation. The 

aim would be to determine any differences in the understanding and use of storytelling and data 

visualisation. 

 Conduct research on methods for overcoming the barriers in using storytelling and / or non-

traditional data visualisation techniques.  

 Conduct follow-up research on the small-scale complementary study. Do an in-depth evaluation 

of what clients expect from quantitative reports and their evaluation of storytelling, as well as 

data visualisation techniques marketing research firms use. 
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9. Conclusion 

 

South African marketing research firms acknowledge and value the use of storytelling. The use of 

innovative data visualisation however seems to attract less attention. Could these two techniques 

together offer a solution to achieve balance between substance and style? Could they together have 

better resonance with client audiences? The view of this paper is that it can but only time will tell if 

marketing research firms too deem it important to further invest in these techniques amongst other 

significant advancements like “big data”, predictive analytics, social media and mobile research. 
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