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Foreword




Although Aristotle had it wrong in saying that we have five senses, when in reality we have far more than five, he did manage to call attention to one of the miracles of life – our sensory selves. In animals, it’s that sensory self that is the key to life and death, failure and success, joy and sorrow. The sensory part of a business is the research it does, that reaching out beyond ourselves to learn. That’s why it is an endless process, one that must be engaged in continuously.

If you’re to be a successful spouse, it’s not as important to know everything about marriage as it is to know something about your partner. Similarly, if you’re to be a success in business, your job is more about understanding your customers and prospects than about knowing everything about management. The truth is we all dwell in the environs of the future and research is the only way to learn how to live there.

The toughest part of research, as in writing and painting, is to know when to stop. Those who practice the art of research with the touch of a Rembrandt are masters at learning what is essential and not fuzzing their minds and messages with unnecessary details. Bob and Gerry, in this masterpiece of a book, tell you what you need to know, invite you to wade in a bit deeper, but never let you waste your time in the shallows or get in over your head.

What they’ve left out of this book doesn’t deserve to be here in the first place, and what they’ve included should bask in the golden glow of a yellow hi-liter because it is that crucial to the success of your company. I don’t want to tell you to toss all your other books on research away, but I am sorely tempted to because of the innate quality and in-depth insights of this one.

I have this feeling that when you’ve completed reading this book, you’ll have your own feeling that your competitors are operating with blindfolds on.

Jay Conrad Levinson

Orlando, Florida
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Introduction





Guerrilla marketers are the ziggers, when the rest of us are zagging. They rewrite the rules, find the overlooked niches, overturn staid thinking and find ways of thriving when others do not.

Many Guerrillas start as entrepreneurs, but many entrepreneurs have nary a clue about how to benefit from being a Guerrilla. Large well-known brands like Virgin, Jet Blue and even Walmart started as Guerrillas and, even as they grew into behemoths, maintained their Guerrilla roots.

Guerrillas hold a common belief that growth is tied to being more nimble and creative than the competition. Rather than being defined by sales, profits or employee count, they share iconoclastic tendencies that continue to serve them well at every stage of their growth. What many Guerrillas have lacked, though, is an understanding of marketing research and how it can be used to hasten their success.

In his many books, Jay Conrad Levinson writes about the way of the Guerrilla – how to think like one, act like one and be one. His landmark book Guerrilla Marketing finds him talking about the value of free market research, commonly called secondary research.

In Guerrilla Marketing Research, the notion of the free kind of secondary source research was left behind in favor of more complete discussion of primary research, the kind of research that is custom-designed for the particular needs of a company and often conducted by professional researchers. That book argued, eloquently we hope, about why and how primary research was an essential and economical tool for Guerrillas. It focused on how Guerrillas could use marketing research on their own – or at least, pay far less to research suppliers and consultants when they did need outside help.

In MORE Guerrilla Marketing Research, you will again be introduced to tried and true research techniques that will help you grow your business. And you will also benefit from expanded discussions for effectively planning research, conducting studies and using results. You will come to understand why consumer emotions and feelings are more important to your growth than ever before. And, you will learn what the future holds for the industry and how you can be among the first to benefit from embracing 21st century marketing research approaches.

Defining marketing research

Marketing research, or information about the marketplace, can follow two general paths. One is the customer attitude path, which seeks to determine the attitudes and perceptions of customers and prospects. By understanding what motivates customers and prospects, marketers can develop plans for increasing their likelihood of success. This is often referred to as the why of the marketplace:


	Why don't my customers spend more with me?

	Why can't I get new customers faster?

	Why isn't my advertising more effective?


The other path is the customer behavior path, which seeks to determine marketplace patterns. How much money is being spent in the product categories of interest? Is the market itself growing or diminishing? Which brands and products have the strongest shares? Which television or radio programs are watched and listened to, which magazines are read? This is referred to as the what of the marketplace.

In fact, a great deal of both why and what information is free and available through secondary sources. And, Chapter 9, on secondary research, details how you can tap into secondary sources to help you understand the marketplace and your position in it.

However, secondary research is rarely enough to answer all the what and why questions that are unique to your company or brand and important to understand if you hope to grow you company. Therefore, we steadfastly hold to the belief that by clearly understanding the benefits of conducting primary research, you and your company will be better served.

MORE Guerrilla Marketing Research is mainly a book about conducting primary research of the why variety. It includes qualitative studies such as focus groups and quantitative studies such as internet and telephone surveys. It delves deeply into how research should be planned, how the right targets should be chosen to be interviewed and how an effective questionnaire should be written.

It will give you guidance in determining the right number of respondents to interview and explain how to organize and analyze data. Critically, it discusses how research findings should be used in your company so that they generate greater profits.

When you finish this book, you will understand why doing both secondary and primary research the right way is important to growing your business. And you will know how to get it done for far less money than you thought. We hope that will intrigue you enough to buy this book.
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Marketing research – why should you care?





A survey conducted for Service Merchandise, the onetime catalog showroom company, included a question that asked Service Merchandise customers whether purchasing from a catalog showroom was an excellent, good, fair, or poor way to shop. About 25 per cent said it was an excellent way to shop. The remaining 75 per cent, the vast majority, said it was only a good, fair, or poor way to shop. And, of these, almost one in five said it was a poor way to shop.

This was startling. How could Service Merchandise’s own customers have such a low regard for shopping the Service Merchandise way?

During the presentation of survey results, company management were asked what they felt were the benefits to the customer of shopping at their catalog showrooms. Their blank stares indicated they weren’t sure. Well, it was abundantly clear that customers weren’t sure either.

Two other questions were raised. Did Service Merchandise exist to serve its customers on their terms or on its terms, and what was the Service Merchandise reason for being? Service Merchandise never really could answer those questions. It existed for about 10 years after that, mostly doing business the same way it always had. Not surprisingly, fewer and fewer customers walked into its stores over those years.

When customers did visit, they were confronted with a slow and cumbersome shopping experience that research continued to show they hated. Service Merchandise tried running frequent sales and promotions to attract customer traffic. It put emphasis on its profitable jewelry business, basically abandoning its electronics and technology business to the many new competitors that were popping up. New company management teams came and went. As the losses mounted, it tried to stay in business by closing unprofitable stores. Finally, Service Merchandise went into liquidation.

Service Merchandise was a US icon. It was the first mass merchandise discount store. The original business concept was brilliant, inspired. It allowed customers to purchase at deep discounts, and all they had to do was look in a catalog to find what they wanted, fill out an order form, and wait 10 or 15 minutes while their merchandise was picked from a vast warehouse behind the showroom and put on a conveyor belt. They just had to wait for their number to be called – if there happened to be someone available calling numbers.

Of course, many times customers waited only to find that half their order was out of stock. This wasn’t so bad, at first anyway, because this was the only game in town. And they saved a lot of money for their patience. When the “big boxes” arrived, consumers fled for a better experience.

Then there is the case of the venerable and one-time pioneering Spiegel catalog, which during the late 1970s and 1980s had strong marketing management, a vibrant research voice, a knack for listening intently to consumers and potent advertising, which reflected all this learning. It’s no fluke that Spiegel enjoyed its greatest success during the years marketing research was integral to making decisions.

What Service Merchandise ultimately forgot, what Spiegel forgot, what K-Mart forgot (and has not learnt to this day), what Oldsmobile forgot, and what many others forget is that, when customers become dissatisfied, you had better pay attention. When what you are doing or what you are selling is no longer an important benefit to your customers, your days are numbered.

WHAT DOES LISTENING TO CONSUMERS REALLY MEAN?

Nothing will ever replace entrepreneurial inspiration – the energy, joy, and exhausted delight that come from knowing with certainty that one day your vision will become a profitable reality. Ah yes, those heady days when you just know your product or service will make you millions.

There are legions of companies that have sprung up from the fertile minds of entrepreneurs: Leonard Lavin and Alberto-Culver; Harland Sanders and KFC; Bill Gates and Microsoft; Robert Noyce and Gordon Moore and Intel; Walt Disney and Mickey Mouse; George Halas and the Chicago Bears. And on and on. Did these geniuses listen to the customer? Probably not – at first anyway.

Marketing research is not intended to be a substitute for inspiration, although it can often foster breakthrough thinking. It is intended as a connection with your customers or prospects that, if used fully, will get you where you want to go faster and more profitably than you can without it.

At the very heart of market research is the keen belief that listening to the opinions of customers is important. It’s really so simple: when asked the right questions, customers will tell you what to do to make your business more profitable, and by listening to them you will do the smart thing far more often than if you just decide to go it alone.

Remember when Coca-Cola introduced New Coke – and failed miserably? Here is what Sergio Zyman, who was Coke’s chief marketing officer at the time, had to say about listening to the consumer (Worth Magazine, January 2005):

We orchestrated a huge launch [of New Coke], received abundant media coverage… were delighted with ourselves… until the sales figures started rolling in. Within weeks, we realized that we had blundered. Sales tanked, and the media turned against us. Seventy-seven days after New Coke was born, we made the second-hardest decision in company history. We pulled the plug. What went wrong? The answer was embarrassingly simple. We did not know enough about our consumers. We did not even know what motivated them to buy Coke in the first place. We fell into the trap of imagining that innovation – abandoning our existing product for a new one – would cure our ills.

After the debacle, we reached out to consumers and found that they wanted more than taste when they made their purchase. Drinking Coke enabled them to tap into the Coca-Cola experience, to be part of Coke’s history and to feel the continuity and stability of the brand. Instead of innovating, we should have renovated. Instead of making a product and hoping people would buy it, we should have asked customers what they wanted and given it to them. As soon as we started listening to them, consumers responded, increasing our sales from 9 billion to 15 billion cases a year.

In the case of New Coke, listening to the consumer might have prevented an expensive disaster. Yet, as with so many businesses, large or small, there is often too much entrepreneurial ego or downright stubbornness to listen to the customer. Particularly for small businesses, consideration is rarely given to the importance of research and listening to the customer. And if it is considered, it is likely to be written off as being unaffordable.

An entrepreneur once asked, “Where would I ever get money for research? I don’t even have enough money for all the boxes I should order to pack my products.” He walked off without knowing that his new shampoo was no different from dozens of competitors and that a little research would probably have convinced him to look for something else to sell.

During the height of the popularity of health clubs in the US, a potential Guerrilla had the idea of developing health clubs/training facilities for young children through the age of high school athletes. This would give kids a safe place to go, would be fun, and enhance their athletic opportunities. Or so he thought.

Some focus groups were conducted in the Midwest and parents hated the idea. They said it was going to be an additional, significant monthly expense; that they’d have to drive their kids, pick them up later and probably waste time waiting for them. They also said they would likely have trouble fitting another activity into an already hectic schedule.

The research recommendation was against proceeding.

The entrepreneur was livid. “The groups hadn’t been properly conducted,” he argued. “The idea wasn’t well enough explained,” he complained, and so on. At his insistence, additional focus groups were held in California, where the interest in exercise and fitness is greater than in the Midwest.

Now not only were the same objections found, but a new one emerged. Parents simply didn’t want their kids inside when the weather in California is so beautiful.

The lesson from these two cases is that in fact one of the best uses of marketing research is to kill a bad idea. Do you want to invest your life’s savings and run up bills to the limit of your credit cards on an idea that has a low probability of success?

One struggling restaurant owner said, “My customers are getting older, and I’m not attracting a young crowd. It worries me. In a couple of years many will die off. Then what?” It was suggested he do a couple of focus groups with younger people in the neighborhood, who hadn’t visited the restaurant recently.

His response was, “What will they tell me? That I should lower my prices or change my menu?”

Well, perhaps that is what they’d say. We don’t really know because he was too stubborn to look at the situation objectively. Maybe they would have said that the restaurant dcor was too old-fashioned or that the lighting was dim and depressing. They might have said that they remembered the food wasn’t very good when they visited the restaurant years ago. Maybe they would have said something simple, like they wished the menu would offer other than the elaborate six-course dinners it featured, because they always left the restaurant feeling uncomfortably stuffed.

Whatever they might have said, the restaurant owner would have been more informed and certainly clearer about his problem.

Listening to the customer starts with listening to yourself. It means suspending your ego and setting your stubbornness aside. Ask yourself these questions the next time you’re thinking of going it alone:


	If I’m wrong, how much will it cost me?

	How long can I afford to be wrong before I run out of money?

	Even if I’m right 50 per cent of the time, is that good enough to grow my business the way I want?

	Would input from customers, who have no stake in whether I succeed or fail, help me make better decisions?

	Have I asked customers/prospects what they need and want from me and my business so that they’ll purchase more often from me?

	Do I know what else I can provide my customers so they’ll pay me more – and be happier about it?

	Do my customers and prospects even know the benefits of buying from me?

	Can I accept the possibility that my customers might be smarter than I am in understanding their own needs and thus help me to grow my business?

	Do I know what my competitors are doing better than me that might eventually cause me to lose even my best customers?

	Do I know exactly why prospects go to a competitor rather than me and if I do, should I care?

	Do I think the feelings and emotions that my customers have about me can cause me to lose business?

	Do I care if my prospects have stronger feelings toward my competitors that make it difficult for me to ever capture them as my customers?

	Do I feel that I can’t afford market research so there’s no point in considering it as an option?

	Do I feel market research is just an expense and won’t give me a good ROI anyway?


If you feel these questions are irrelevant to the growth of your business, marketing research really isn’t for you. Simply skip the rest of this book and spend a few hours on something else more useful than improving your business. If, though, some of them give you a nagging feeling that you’re missing opportunities for growth, your mind is open and you would do well to read on.

DO CUSTOMERS REALLY TELL YOU THE TRUTH?

It never really made sense to us, but we have encountered many business types who don’t use research because they think customers will lie to them. Or that customers and prospects will be unjustly critical. In our combined 60+ years in market research conducting thousands of focus groups and surveys, we have never run into a respondent in a properly recruited focus group or analyzed data from a survey where it was evident that customers or prospects were lying or were overly critical just out of spite.

No, customers don’t lie. They don’t really know how to lie about your business because they haven’t a clue what you want to hear. Mostly, they don’t care enough about your business to tell you anything other than the truth – other than what comes to their minds at the moment you ask them a question.

A bigger problem is that you often get customers or prospects who don’t think very deeply about the issues that you are researching. Therefore, the real challenge in talking with customers is in getting them to give you enough depth of thought so that their answers mean something that allows you to take actions that result in greater sales. It is never an issue of lying. It is always the issue of getting to the real truth!

Note the following give and take from an actual focus group for a home improvement retailer:

Moderator question: What is the most important thing that will cause you to come into our stores more often?

Consumer answer: Lower your prices.

MQ: Besides lowering prices, what would be important?

CA:
Probably faster checkout. There are usually long lines when I go to any of your stores.

MQ: Anything else?

CA: Well, it would be nice if the employees knew more about the products. Usually, they can’t answer my questions. I think I know more about the products than the people working at your stores.

Look back at the line of questioning. The moderator asked the initial question in a totally objective manner. Stopping there, without further moderator probing, the indicated action would have been to lower prices. We can tell you that there is not a marketing problem in the world to which customers won’t first respond, “I’ll buy more from you if you cut the prices.” And it’s always a red herring. It’s not a lie. It’s a knee-jerk customer response – and, while it’s a legitimate response, it can’t be taken at face value.

It is always your job as the researcher to dig below the surface – to probe customers again and again to uncover the below-the-surface factors that will motivate them to buy more. Think of an onion with its many layers. It’s the same with customers. They don’t lie. They give you what’s top-of-mind, and you have to be smart enough to know what to accept and act upon and what to discard.

In this example, chances are that this customer might be likely to buy more from the home improvement retailer if he knew he could get in and out of the store faster. He might also be inclined to visit the store more often if employees were more knowledgeable.

Customers don’t tell us what we do or don’t want to hear. They simply respond to our questions. The key to an insightful research study, then, lies in asking the right people, the right questions, in the right manner. Chapter 11 on focus groups goes into detail on how to probe customer motivations effectively.

Certainly there are times when lowering prices is, in fact, the right answer, or perhaps the only answer. The street is lined, however, with failed marketing programs and obscure products for which marketers took customers and prospects literally and simply lowered prices to compete. Almost always, though, it is more an issue of providing better value than providing better prices. Our advice usually is you don’t have to be a good marketer to cut the price.

As you use research, you will begin to understand those factors that will make a big difference. Sometimes when you’ve tried all the rest, when you’ve probed deeply and there is nothing left to make you competitive, price becomes your only point of leverage. However, following a price strategy can be perilous, as has become evident in the airline industry.

The inability of major US airlines to differentiate themselves on aspects of value has brought them to the brink. Not a single carrier has been able to convince flyers that paying a little more to fly them is worth it. As a result, they continue to compete on price alone and seem to be in a never-ending financial spiral – downward.

Stupefyingly, they have mutually cooperated in commoditizing their business. Someday one of them might figure out how to add enough value to justify raising prices.

WHAT IF CONSUMERS SAY ONE THING AND DO ANOTHER?

It is a true and valid argument that what consumers say and do can be quite different. A survey may indicate consumers would buy your products more often if you came out with additional varieties. However, in doing so, you only discover that they get confused by all the choices and walk past your product display.

Focus groups can provide strong evidence that lowering your prices is the only road to consumer loyalty, but when you follow such advice, your best customers switch to a competitor because they feel your lower prices indicated lower quality or a lower level of service.

As researchers, we’re getting smarter about this. We realize that consumer attitudes might not fill in the whole picture and that the complete picture can only be viewed when we look at what consumers say and then relate it to how they behave. Recall in the Introduction we spoke about the importance of investigating both the what/behavior path as well as the why/attitude path.

In the past few years there has been a global explosion of consumer behavior information available to companies. Massive databases exist that allow marketers access to credit card spending patterns, for example, and how consumer purchase habits and demographic data vary by zip code. Marketers who sell their products via the internet or through catalogs capture purchase data about customers that is not available when conducting surveys or focus groups – information that should be considered when conducting attitude research.

It is only prudent and wise to stress the importance of combining attitude data with actual behavior information – when such an effort is indicated. Greater insight and learning will usually take place when it’s possible to match both what consumers say they will do and what they actually do.

The collection of consumer attitude information, when combined with actual consumer behavior data, is discussed throughout the book and points to how Guerrillas can take routinely captured customer information and use it more effectively to grow their businesses.

WILL I REALLY LEARN ANYTHING I DON’T ALREADY KNOW?

In countless research presentations we’ve heard clients say, “You aren’t telling me anything I don’t already know.” We’ve always found this a defensive and self-defeating attitude. It smacks of someone who is unsure or lacks discipline to follow his or her own convictions. If it’s something you already know, why aren’t you doing something about it?

If research tells you what you think you know, but haven’t acted upon – great! Act upon it. If it confirms what you’ve already been doing – great. Continue doing it, and learn how to do it better. Here’s why.

Sometimes research will confirm your pet theory about customers, the market, the competition, or your product’s advantages and disadvantages. If this is the case, have you wasted your money? Absolutely not! Turning a theory into a fact is a highly useful outcome. It allows you to move forward with confidence. And you’re likely to spot a nuance in the data that will help you move ahead better. The point is simple. Customers and prospects are the ultimate judges of your success. If you listen to them closely, you’ll hear many ideas for growing your business. While you can always decide not to follow their advice, failure to listen is a much bigger mistake.

What do you need to know?

Guerrillas, or any business for that matter, would benefit from gaining as much information about the marketplace as time and resources allow. The list of relevant questions is endlessly long and will vary by your industry and marketing situation or problem. In order to put you on the right track there are certain background questions that are relevant and will help you determine where marketing research might fit in. Here are some:


	What is your sales history, and those of your category and your key competitors? If trends in the marketplace are up and yours are down, what does this suggest about you? And, if you are ahead of curve, how might you do even better?

	Do category sales differ by stock-keeping unit (SKU), by channel, by geography, by segment, by season? If so, what does this indicate about allocating your marketing dollars more effectively? Are there any social, macro-economic or governmental influences that must be taken into account? If so, how would riding the waves of change be beneficial to your business?

	How has your marketing and advertising budget changed in recent years? How does it compare to the competition? Does knowing that you are either over-spending or under-spending your competition help you in using your funds more effectively?

	Do you know how customers and prospects think of you and your key competitors? Would such knowledge guide you in the types of marketing efforts that would have the greatest impact?

	What benefits or features does the consumer perceive your company brand, product or service to offer versus competition? If you know how you’re perceived, would it help you develop more effective marketing programs?

	Have you considered the emotions and feelings that customers and prospects have toward you? Would knowing, for example, that customers feel you’re a company that is sensitive and considerate rather than aloof and inconsiderate lead you in a more profitable direction?


All these questions deserve attention and at some point in the growth of your business should be answered. If you are planning to be in business for any period of time, it’s important to realize that lack of data does not mean that you lack the need for answers.

We would say that when concrete research is not available on a timely basis or not affordable, careful thinking, informed speculation and intuition based on experience and conducting free secondary source research will have to suffice. We have found, however, that an over-reliance on intuition is often disguised laziness.

The scope of marketing research is shown in Figure 1.1. It includes everything there is to know about your product/service’s strengths and weaknesses and perceptions about your brand, including its personality. It covers everything there is to know about competitors and their brands, and it encompasses everything there is to know about customers’ needs, wants, perceptions, beliefs and experiences with the brands and the category. Interestingly, marketing strategy is found at the intersection of all three.

[image: ]

Figure 1.1The scope of marketing research

INSIGHTS

We’ll say it in this first chapter and we’ll say it again and again. Good research, properly analyzed, should provide insights into the marketplace in a way that allows you to grow your business. And, just to be clear, an insight to us is the moment you go “Aha!”, the moment the research suggests a great opportunity.

Here are some examples of insightful thinking that flow from research findings:


	The market for toothpaste has been flat for years so any new sales must come at the expense of competitors. Therefore, if you’re marketing toothpaste, this might suggest going after the smaller brands rather than attempting to take business away from Crest or Colgate, which could outspend any competitor in order to hold share.

	The run-up in the price of gasoline in the US has changed the public perception about use of their automobiles. Therefore, many businesses, e.g., dry cleaners, might have an opportunity to grow by starting a pick-up and drop-off service.

	Women using hair spray are older and fading away… literally. Therefore, being in the hair spray business today suggests the need to convince younger women that the use of hair spray is a contemporary way to hold hair in place. If that seems like too big a task, other ideas might be to develop other hair care items or other items that require aerosolized release or items that can be distributed through the same channels as hair spray.

	Cable channel food programs have made general tastes in food more sophisticated. Therefore, for someone in the canned food business, more sophisticated flavors would do well today where they haven’t in the past. Similarly, opportunities for ethnic food restaurants might now exist in smaller towns.

	Consumers do not understand that fleas are ever present in the environment. There is an opportunity for makers of flea control products to educate consumers that flea treatment requires year round attention rather than just in warm weather.

	Farmers do not understand that newer pyrethroid insecticides work differently than traditional chemical insecticides. They have been applying them improperly and not obtaining good results. Pyrethroid manufacturers must re-educate an entire generation of farmers.


DOES RESEARCH WORK FOR ALL TYPES OF BUSINESSES?

Research works as long as you have customers, prospects, and competitors. Research works to help you get more of your customers’ attention, time, energy and money. Research works if you want to convert prospects to customers more quickly.

Research works everywhere, for any business, and for any product or service for which people can give you opinions. It even works if you ask your own employees for ideas, which is a very inexpensive tool that Guerrillas woefully ignore when looking for ways to grow their business.

Research will help any business determine the potential for making more money, whether that business happens to be selling gaskets to other manufacturers or cereal to children. To make this point even more clear, look at this listing of some of our clients:


	a manufacturer selling switching equipment to phone companies;

	a cemetery selling grave sites;

	a company selling wallpaper over the internet;

	a catalog selling office furniture;

	a company selling pantyhose to women who weigh more than 250 pounds;

	a company trying to convince smokers to quit;

	a tobacco company trying to convince men who chew to change brands;

	a mail order music club trying to convince members to buy DVDs;

	a technology company trying to convince web developers to use its software;

	a snack company interested in creating a new popcorn flavor;

	a museum generating visitation and donations;

	a charity needing to increase donations;

	a publisher of encyclopedias selling its yearly updates;

	a publisher of art selling its limited-edition prints;

	a health insurer trying to get policy holders to participate in its wellness program;

	a consulting company selling services to CEOs of Fortune 500 companies;

	a digital photo company selling usage rights to designers and art directors;

	a gambling casino trying to improve its reputation with “heavy rollers”;

	a company selling janitorial supplies to building owners;

	a company selling cutting tools to industry;

	a company that cleans the exteriors of skyscrapers;

	a company that sells slot machines to casinos;

	a company that sells car washes to consumers;

	a company that sells the digital maps used in GPS systems.


Research also works for companies that aren’t so unusual: department stores, cable TV, supermarkets, beer, fast food restaurants, cars, mobile phones, industrial chemicals, pharmaceuticals, insurance, financial planning, banking, food, hospitals, TV stations, furniture stores, and so forth.

In the early summer of 2008 Greenfield On-Line/Ciao research estimated that the size of the US market for market research was $8.295 billion (population 320,144,000) and growing at 2.1 per cent/year. The comparable figures for Europe (population 804,232,000) were $10.451 billion and 2.4 per cent; and for Asia (population 3,861,320,000) $3.270 billion and 7.4 per cent.

You get the idea: everyone can benefit from marketing research. The marketing research industry is very large because it offers value to its many users. And to reiterate, Guerrillas are no exception!

DIGGING DEEPER

Defining your target audience

Sophisticated marketers spend a lot of time defining their target audiences. The thinking is that there are two very broad approaches to strategy. One is to use a sharper nail and the other is to use a bigger hammer. Few have the luxury of being able to outspend their competitors by wielding a bigger hammer, so most prefer the sharper nail. This we define as meaning a tightly defined strategy.

Here’s a list of the types of customer and prospect information that big companies and large ad agencies generate when seeking to develop tightly defined strategies:


	attitudes, beliefs;

	perceptions;

	lifestyles, psychographics;

	personality traits;

	frequency of purchase;

	frequency of use;

	volume of purchase;

	rate of use;

	occasion(s) of use;

	brand loyalty (your share of total purchases);

	previous experience with the brand: current users (heavy, medium, light), former users, users of competitor products (which one(s));

	previous category experience: currently in the category, formerly in the category, those who never used a product in this category, etc.;

	price sensitivity, price level;

	buying situation/occasion;

	channel(s) used for purchase;

	demographics: age, gender, personal income, education, home ownership, occupation, geographic areas;

	firmographics: titles, function and profile of key decision makers, company size, industrial classification code, industry, sales, number of years in business, and so forth.


Common research myths

Finally, as a fitting end to this first chapter, we’d like share a list of research myths put together by Jon Arnold of the Toronto-based J Arnold & Associates:


	Marketing research is complex – all smoke and mirrors. Cannot trust what you do not understand.

	Research is highly technical – our management will never be able to relate to it.

	Do not see any ROI – not tied to any measures of value or tangible outcomes that drive our business, like increasing sales, reducing costs, or improving margins.

	Our industry is very complex – research people don’t understand our business and could not possibly help us.

	Takes too long to do – not helpful for our fast changing business.

	No one in our industry does any, and we’re doing just fine. Just don’t see the point.

	Research only confirms what we already know – we know what our customers want.

	Only important for sales/marketing – it’s not a management tool.

	We tried doing research in-house – it wasn’t very helpful and no one read the report.

	We used a research supplier once – did not work out, haven’t bothered since.


Arnold says, “None of these should turn you away from marketing research, especially if you understand the full range of applications to your business.” We couldn’t agree more and trust the remainder of MORE Guerrilla Marketing Research will dispel these myths.
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Setting research goals and objectives





Don’t take it lightly. Establishing clear and concise research goals and objectives is critical to the success of any research project and doing so is not as easy as it might appear. In fact, the more time you spend setting research objectives, the more likely your research results will lead to profitable actions.

Always begin by asking yourself, “What is the most important question I want answered, what is the second most important, third most, etc.?” And the answers to these questions, when provided by customers/prospects, should impact a marketing decision you need to make; otherwise they are the wrong questions.

Without clear questions about what to research (it should be clear here that we are not talking about wording on questionnaires), it’s impossible to determine whether the answers you get will be meaningful. Without clear questions, you will get answers that are likely to suggest actions you are unwilling or unable to take and/or information that is irrelevant.

Think about a company that sells wallpaper by phone or on the internet and follow this conversation:

Company marketing director: Something must be wrong with my catalog because a lot of people who look through it don’t buy.

Researcher: What people?

CMD: A lot of people request a catalog from the company and then don’t buy when it’s mailed to them.

Researcher: What makes you think it has anything to do with your catalog?

CMD: Well, they asked for one, didn’t they? Why would they ask for one if they weren’t interested in buying?

Researcher: Maybe they were just shopping around and still might buy in the future. Maybe they love the catalog. Maybe the reasons they didn’t buy have more to do with things other than the catalog.

CMD: What do you suggest?

Researcher: I would suggest studying why people do and don’t buy and the role of the catalog in the buying process.

If the marketing director’s initial statement (“Something must be wrong with my catalog because a lot of people who look through it don’t buy”) was accepted on face value, the research would be very narrow in its scope. Further, the results might suggest the need for a great many expensive changes to the catalog which, if followed, might make the catalog better, but still not influence the number of people who buy from it.

By studying the larger question (“What is the role of the catalog in the buying process?”) a much greater opportunity exists for learning how to convert catalog requesters to buyers and whether changes to the catalog would be a major or minor influence in this conversion.

Here’s another example from the president of a company selling gifts:

President: I want research to convince my biggest customer (a large retailer) to carry more of my Christmas gift line.

Researcher: What if the research shows people don’t like your line?

President: Well, I know the products in my line sell better than my competitor’s lines. So somebody must like my stuff.

Researcher: What products in your line sell better?

President: The products we put in designer boxes really sell well.

Researcher: Maybe it has more to do with the design of your boxes than with the products themselves. Maybe we should be testing your package designs against your competitor’s package designs. It might be a combination of your product, package attractiveness and price that leads to the good sales result. Maybe we should be looking into both these issues.

President: I know most people want a great gift box that they can just put under the tree without having to wrap it. But doesn’t the product inside have something to do with it?

Researcher: I think we have three avenues to pursue. First, we should determine why people are buying the current gift boxed items. Then the strongest graphic designs for your gift boxes that communicate value should be tested. Finally, we should determine which products work best with your strongest boxes.

President: Right. That way we can convince them that our box designs are better and should get more display space, and that the products we put in our boxes are the most appropriate for the box design itself.

It’s easy for research to provide answers to questions. It is hard to determine whether the questions are worth answering in the first place. When creating questions for research, it is usually prudent to get input from others. Follow these guidelines:


	Write down ten marketing decisions you need to make.

	Write down all the questions that you have for the research.

	Rewrite the same questions, but use different wording. If rewriting gives you a different slant on them, create a new question list.

	Read each question one at a time to an associate. Pose this question to your associate: “What will be learnt if we get answers to this question?”

	If you find that your associate’s response doesn’t reinforce what you hope to learn from the question, your question is unclear. Reword it again.

	Have the associate take your questions and conduct the same exercise with yet a third associate. Again, reword as necessary.


You will be amazed at how this simple process will make your research topics more focused and indicative of what you want to learn. And, as a result, your research will become even more effective and action-oriented.

WHERE ARE YOUR GREATEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR MAKING MORE MONEY?

There are many ways to make more money. They include:


	Attract new customers.

	Get current customers to spend more each time they buy.

	Get customers to buy more often.

	Improve product lines.

	Add product lines.

	Get customers to use the product in a new way.

	Raise prices.

	Negotiate lower prices from vendors, but keep current prices to customers.

	Reduce overhead.

	Motivate employees to sell more.

	Grow the markets for the products you sell (only recommended for industry leaders; otherwise all you’ll be doing is feeding your competitors).

	Increase or change the number of channels by which you offer your products, either making it less expensive to distribute your products or making it easier for customers to obtain them.


When thinking about your research topics, think about implementing the results of the research. If you learnt that you have to add new products to grow your business, is this viable for you? If you have to spend money to grow the marketplace as a whole, can you make the investment?

Again, you should continually be asking yourself, “Once I get the answers to my research questions, will it be realistic for me to implement the research results?”

In going through this process an answer we often receive from clients is: “I don’t know what I’d do until I see the results of the research.” While this seems like a reasonable response, it will likely produce research results that might be interesting, but which are never acted upon. To us this is a cardinal sin: why waste the time, energy and money, if you don’t intend to act upon the findings?

So, getting answers to interesting questions where taking action is out of the question is verboten! However, answering questions where actions can be taken, if indicated, is always worth the effort. So to reiterate, you should consider how the information will impact a decision you need to make, before you ask the question.

Take the research for the wallpaper company again. Say the results suggest that the real reason people don’t buy when they get the catalog is because they are afraid to buy wallpaper sight unseen using only pictures and descriptions in a catalog or on the internet as their guide. Perhaps they want to actually see the color, match it to a specific room’s dcor, feel the texture, etc. What actions might the company take if this proves to be the major stumbling block?

Maybe they should open retail stores so that customers can see their products before they buy – an unlikely solution. Maybe they should offer free returns if the customer doesn’t like the wallpaper once they see it – a reasonable, but perhaps profit-sapping solution. Maybe they should more strongly educate potential buyers that their policy is to send them free samples of wallpaper prior to purchase, if the customer so requests – which would be easy and perhaps cost-effective. Maybe the company can’t afford to do anything that is cost-effective that would address this problem.

While there is no apparent solution to this dilemma, it highlights why many research studies are not action-oriented. If you were Kraft or Procter & Gamble, that might not be such a problem. The cost of such research is often an insignificant part of their profits.

For a small company, however, the cost of research can divert funds that could be used for other important initiatives. Therefore, it is far more important that those new to research be able to conceptualize solutions or areas where action might be taken prior to engaging in research. Anticipating possible actions that you might take would make you far more likely to conduct research that could lead to a profitable outcome.

UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS OF YOUR CUSTOMERS AND PROSPECTS

Customers and prospects buy products because they need them, e.g. an economy car to commute to work or a simple watch to tell time. They buy products because they want them, e.g. a BMW or a Rolex, because it makes a strong statement about their success. They buy products they wish for, e.g. a Porsche because it is a symbol of automobile perfection. They buy products they desire, e.g. a PT Cruiser because it takes them back to their childhood. And, importantly, they buy products because they have an emotional attachment to them, e.g. loyal Apple customers are fiercely involved with the brand, an emotional connection even they find hard to express.

Needs, wants, wishes, desires and emotions – they are all part and parcel of why people buy, whether a business is selling to consumers or selling to other businesses. And they are all critical to understanding both the rational and highly emotional associations that are key to keeping your current customers and attracting new ones.

Consider the case of a customer choosing a new dry cleaner because he wanted same-day service and the old cleaner couldn’t provide it. This situation was beyond a simple need for clean clothes.

Or the patron, who wished every time he went into the restaurant closest to home that families with little kids, who are likely to whine, would be put in one dining room with the other room reserved for adult peace and quiet. Actually, one restaurateur did just that, and was rewarded with more than two dozen visits in the last year.

Few consumers really need, want or wish to spend several dollars a day on coffee, but they certainly desire their daily Starbucks fix.

With luxury products such as perfume, liquor, automobiles, and choice of an airline or hotel, it is essential to understand the wishes, desires and emotions that customers bring to the purchase situation rather than their largely fulfilled needs and wants. Even with products such as cereals, instant dinners, or computers, there may be many needs and wants still unfulfilled, but wishes, desires and emotions also play a pivotal role in the choices customers make.

For better or worse, we live in an ever-increasingly competitive and global economy. For most products and services, we have choices that extend far beyond the simple fulfillment of basic needs. We have moved to a point where uncovering and exploiting what might have been a significant need or want several years ago is now basic to just being competitive.

What once might have been differentiating is now a poker chip you ante up just to play the game. The issue is salience. As competition forces products to offer similar benefits simply as a cost of entry, it is important to dig further. To probe and explore new or additional benefits or features will differentiate you, causing customers to remain loyal and prospects to give you another look.

In an article entitled “How can we help you? the costly challenge of discovering consumers’ unmet needs – and meeting them,” published in The Wall Street Journal (New York, January 2005, Classroom edition), D Ball, S Ellison, and J Adamy said: “Companies are digging deeper into shoppers’ homes ... to discover ‘unmet needs’ and then design new products to meet them ....”

P&G appears to have hit the jackpot with an unmet need it discovered among those consumers who wash their own cars. Consumers told P&G that half of the time they devoted to washing the car was actually spent drying the car, so that water spots won’t form. For these consumers, P&G designed Mr. Clean AutoDry Carwash, a sponge along with a nozzle and a liquid-soap cartridge that attaches to a garden hose. A filter in the nozzle removes the minerals in water that cause the spots.

The AutoDry product is on track to generate more than $100 million in first-year sales.

Good research digs below the obvious. While it should tell you if you are meeting your customer’s basic needs, that is often not enough. Good research should strip away the apparent in an effort to surface exploitable advantages. It should determine the unmet wants, wishes, and desires which, if addressed, will motivate customers and prospects to choose you rather than one of the many competitive options that they constantly face.

TURNING RESEARCH QUESTIONS INTO RESEARCH GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

In order to uncover unmet wants, needs and desires – emotional and rational – you have to ask the right questions. Those new to research often have so many questions they think they want answered that it’s often impossible for research to address economically all at once. Therefore, it is imperative that research questions you feel are important are clearly and concisely translated into research objectives.

A client that sells Easter gifts in retail stores said:

I think I can sell my line of gifts at higher prices, but I have to prove that people will spend more. My question is, “Can I do research to prove that the higher-priced line will sell?”

Given this question, we set about defining exact research objectives. The following overall goal was developed:

In planning for the coming Easter season, Acme is developing new ideas for its line of Easter gifts. The new gifts come in packages that are a strong departure from previous lines. The product line sells at $5 per gift. Additionally, Acme has conceptualized themed gifts at a higher $10 price point and wishes to determine how they would sell in comparison to its lower-priced line.

The following specific research objectives could now be identified:


	What unit and dollar share of business might Acme expect from its line of $5 and $10 Easter gifts as compared to its previous line and to lines of competitive Easter gifts?

	What price points generate the greatest interest? What is the price sensitivity to Acme gifts priced at $5 and $10 versus competitive gifts priced the same way?

	How are the Acme gifts priced at $5 and $10 perceived in comparison to competitive gifts in terms of being:

	gifts of good value;

	gifts that feature good toy/candy quality;

	gifts that have good play value;

	gifts that are colorful and pleasing to look at?



	How does the current Acme gift line featuring unique packaging compare to gifts packaged in the past? Does the new packaging have the same gift-giving potential as baskets or tins?


With these objectives agreed upon, it became easy to write a minimum number of questions that addressed them.

To reiterate, the art of digging from either one general question or a multitude of questions to obtain a clear research goal and objectives takes some work. Redefinition or stating the problem differently is a good technique for digging below the obvious. Just as you reworded your research questions to ensure you were addressing important issues, generating a precise research goal is also important.

The following is another approach for digging below the obvious to generate a more clearly defined goal:


	Write down your research goal, for example “The overall goal of the research is to determine how to get customers to buy from me more often.”

	State the goal a second way, for example “The overall goal of the research is to determine whether better customer service will cause customers to buy from me more often.”

	State the goal yet a third way, for example “The overall goal of the research is to determine whether offering customers incentives would get them to buy from me more often.”


Suppose #2 is determined to be the most important research goal. You would then create secondary research objectives that further elaborate on the overall goal. In this case, it might be to determine whether better customer service will cause customers to buy more often. Another secondary research objective might be:

To determine how customers rate the customer service in the following areas: being knowledgeable; being friendly; providing answers quickly; being able to understand my problems; offering solutions that I hadn’t considered; etc.

However, if #3 is thought to be your most important research goal, the secondary research objectives then might become:

Determine the incentives that would cause customers to buy more often. For example, what incentives do other companies offer that cause customers to be loyal? Could a customer loyalty program that provides discounts for frequent purchases be effective? What levels of discount would be adequate? Could awarding points that could be redeemed for merchandise, travel, etc. be effective?

REFINING RESEARCH GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

The further you refine your research goal and objectives, the more likely the information that you collect will be richer and action-oriented.

Another effective technique for determining the precise research goal and secondary objectives is to conduct three to five in-depth interviews with some of your customers. You’ll be amazed at the feedback your own customers will provide you if only you ask.

Conduct these interviews in person or over the phone, but in a very businesslike manner. This is not about being a friend to your customers and hoping they’ll be nice to you in return. And this contact is not about sales. It is about being able to get their honest, objective feedback. And, because you don’t want them to feel defensive or on the spot, you might try opening the conversation as follows:

Hello, John. We’re going to undertake some research among our customers and we’re trying to formulate the objectives. Would you be willing to give me your objective feedback on some questions I’m thinking about? Good!

1.Sometimes customers come to us because the places they usually buy from are out of stock. If you were me, what would you say that would encourage them to buy more from me, not just when my competitor is out of stock?

2.If you knew that a customer was buying from me 50 per cent of the time, what would you suggest that would cause the customer to increase that buying to 75 per cent?

3.Sometimes I hear that our customer service is great and sometimes not so great. What is it about customer service in our industry that you like and don’t like?

Certainly, these interviews can take a different tack, given your relationship with the customer and your research questions. The point is to try to keep it objective and not to be defensive. Listen to your customer and read between the lines. You’ll find that your research objectives will sizzle with clarity.

So you see, customer feedback is important not only in evaluating your products and performance, but also in determining areas that should be evaluated in the first place.

WHAT ACTIONS MIGHT YOU TAKE?

Being clear on the actions that you might take is far more important for smaller companies than it is for larger ones. Large companies often conduct what is referred to as “exploratory research.” This is research for which no particular problems need solving. Large companies often conduct exploratory research because they know that it is important to stay ahead of consumer thinking and to spot trends as they are beginning.

In conducting exploratory research, large companies hope to get an inkling of changes that might be taking place in the market or uncovering unmet consumer needs, wants, wishes, desires and emotional connections that they could be the first to exploit. As large companies can more easily afford to conduct research “fishing expeditions” than can Guerrillas, they are often happy to conclude that nothing significant is happening that would be cause for concern.

When planning a project, a research director at a large food company said:

We don’t really have any idea what we might learn from your focus groups, but if something is changing out there we have to know. Even if nothing major is happening, we always learn something about our products or advertising that can stand improvement. Our first line of defense is to periodically conduct exploratory focus groups.

For Guerrillas, conducting exploratory research without first thinking through how the research will be used is usually unwise – and costly. When looking at the results, internal arguments often surface as to what actions, if any, the research might be suggesting. Often, a feeling starts to pervade the company that research doesn’t really lead to anything other than conjecture and supposition.

Therefore, before you engage in the research, define several actions that you might take if the research points more to doing A than doing B, or if it suggests that C is the best way to go even though you know that you can’t afford to do C.

Defining your actions

At this point you will have clearly a defined research goal and have thought through your secondary objectives. Now you can begin to determine the actions that you’d likely take when the results come in. The following format can be useful for brainstorming potential actions:


	State the overall goal that the research will address.

	State the secondary objectives that you would like answered by the research.

	Write down what you think the findings of the research could be as a result of your research goal and secondary objectives; that is, what you could learn:

	I might learn that _______________________________________

	I might learn that _______________________________________

	I might learn that _______________________________________


Continue until all options are written down.


	For each option write down three actions you would consider taking on the basis of your learning:
For 3 A:Action #1 ______ Action #2 ______ Action #3 ______.

For 3 B:Action #1 ______ Action #2 ______ Action #3 ______.

etc.

Continue until at least three actions for all findings are identified.



In completing this exercise, it is important to ask yourself whether you have the people, the resources, or the money to take the actions that you contemplate. If so, you have created action-oriented research scenarios. If not, you should rethink both your research objectives and action steps.

Elements of the above outline are illustrated again in Chapter 8, “The research plan,” and should be used when developing a completed research plan.

In this chapter we have worked hard to stress the importance of setting good research objectives and have provided concrete tools to help you do so. Remember, “If you don’t know where you are going, any path will take you there.” Relatedly, there’s a wonderful cartoon that shows a bunch of executives furiously rushing around in circles and bumping into one another. The caption: “Having lost sight of their goals, they redoubled their efforts.”

DIGGING DEEPER

Investing in marketing research

Research is often implemented in support of sales goals. There is a school of thought that would have you believe that the only reason a Guerrilla should employ any form of marketing is to influence sales now. While we wouldn’t argue that increased sales are not the ultimate goal, there is a legitimate question regarding how soon this can be accomplished. Remember, not everyone is a retailer who runs an ad on Sunday and sees sales on Monday.

For many, to increase sales it is first necessary to increase the level of awareness of your company and/or improve attitudes towards your products or services. Changing pre-existing attitudes or beliefs so that customers are more positive about purchasing from you may be a first step that in so doing will increase sales at a later point in time.

We understand Guerrillas are impatient and want sales results sooner rather than later. Frequently though, marketing communication programs cannot work overnight. Further, your goal may not be immediate sales, but rather to shift the timing of sales from one season to another or from one daypart to another or from one day of the week to another. Your sales goal might even be to reduce the number of customers at peak periods, or to attract one type of customer and not another.

Maybe you have to change social patterns of thinking such as encouraging people who have never voted to go to the booth at the next election, or to get a medical check-up, or to donate time or money.

Your goals might be to motivate your competitor’s customers to switch to you. Or you might conclude that increasing the frequency of product use among your loyal customers is the best key to growth. Maybe increased sales will only come when you grow the entire marketplace and motivate consumers totally new to your product category to become users.

Marketing research can help achieve all of the preceding sales goals, but it’s true that, when implementing findings from research conducted at one point in time, sales results might not be noticeable until months later. Frequently, the changes suggested by research require altering your course of action in major ways – and such changes often take time to penetrate the hearts and minds of your targets.

That’s why many refer to “investing” in marketing research.

Examples of marketing communications actions

Earlier in this chapter we talked about the importance of anticipating the marketing actions that might be taken based on what was learnt in research. Let’s examine a few examples of what we mean – just looking at actions that might be taken in the area of marketing communications.

Why marketing communications? The simple truth is that marketing communications – advertising, PR, packaging, sales promotion efforts, brochures, direct mail, website content and design, e-marketing, corporate identity programs, etc. – comprise the most common marketing actions that Guerrillas take. Here are some examples of the type of actions we mean:


	Inform customers and prospects about the benefits, features and attributes of your products and services versus the competition and seek to convince them there is more value in choosing you.

	Seek to change the importance customers and prospects place on various benefits and features – presumably those where you have a competitive advantage.

	Provide an emotional framework around your company or brands so that the consumer has more passion to choose your products or services over your competition.

	Convey new and important information to various types of people who are currently using or who could use your products or services.

	Cajole customers and prospects with soft arguments designed to make it easier to at least consider purchasing distasteful products, such as long-term health insurance or grave sites.

	Work to calm suppliers, attract prospective employees, inform thought leaders in the media, influence government or local community officials, or influence investors in purchasing company stock.

	Sometimes, too, advertising outside can also work inside to guide employee behavior.

In thinking about marketing communication goals, Guerrillas should always consider the many audiences and constituencies that can help them grow their business. And for each and every target, marketing research can play an important role in, first, determining how to communicate with them in the most compelling manner possible and, second, making sure that the communication is working as planned.

Exploratory research – a final word

As previously discussed, exploratory research is research that is conducted even though the marketer isn’t sure it will result in any particular action. Such research is regarding as a fishing expedition, in that research objectives can be broad, vague, and less-well defined. Nevertheless, exploratory research allows marketers to keep up with ever-changing market conditions and may tip them off as to areas where a well-defined research project is needed.

We are not against exploratory research for small companies, if your budget allows. Conducting research that suggests actions that you might be unwilling or unable to take can, indeed, be helpful. Research outcomes that indicate an action that you are unable to take can open your eyes to the realities of the marketplace. Even if you can’t do anything about them, they can force you to rethink your priorities and perhaps put limited resources to use where they will do the most good.

Further, exploratory research may save money by steering you away from areas where your resources would produce only a limited impact. It could be a waste, for example, to venture forward in areas where you are likely to have an undifferentiated offering or that might require large communications budgets, for example. In fact, perhaps as much as half the exploratory research studies we’ve conducted point to action steps where the client fails to act because the funds necessary to address the findings adequately are not affordable.

Exploratory research findings that prove arduous for you to implement may actually give you a head start in counteracting potential threats that will eventually come from a competitor with deeper pockets.
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What Guerrillas can learn from large-company research





We have hard-won opinions about large-company research and the accompanying battle scars. On one hand, we hold great admiration for large-company researchers, who strive mightily to have their voices heard and to make a difference. At their best they are the voice of the consumer and they are listened to and respected for the clear direction that they provide their companies.

On the other hand, we are greatly frustrated by the second-class status that research departments sometimes occupy at many large companies. At their worst, they are the reluctant, silent keepers of information. They are unable to navigate the many levels of company management in order to communicate research findings to the people who are willing and able to take action. They are unable to sell the value of what they do and, alas, too meek to fight the corporate fight necessary to ensure that the research they conduct is used to its fullest.

As a very senior executive in one of the largest US research companies put it, “The background and personalities of many in research provide them with a higher level of concentration and intellectual analysis, but not necessarily the skill set to sit at the big table.”

Certainly, this criticism could describe many departments in a large company, but it seems particularly attributable to the research function. In the well over 200 large companies that we have served, we are aware of just two researchers who became a CEO or COO, or even ascended to the Board of Directors. Usually such status goes to people who have toiled in finance, operations, or marketing and have been successful in getting the attention and trust of top management.

Here’s an instructive tale. Once we were invited to attend a series of presentations by major company chief financial officers. We thought it would be a waste of time. As career marketers and researchers, why should we care about being an effective CFO or comptroller? Nevertheless, out of sheer curiosity we went.

The theme of all the speakers was basically the same and could apply to almost any staff function – and they really drove it home. Simply put, to get a meaningful seat at the table it’s imperative for financial people to behave first as business people and secondly as purveyors of numbers. For the financial executive this means having less of an eye toward the numbers and more of an eye toward what the numbers mean for the business and toward what actions they suggest.

Substitute marketing researcher for financial executive and the advice remains exactly the same.

The CFOs and headhunters who spoke implored the audience to learn their trade well and then become generalists. This meant that once those in the audience achieved success in providing valid financial numbers, they must turn their attention to what the numbers suggest. A corporate recruiter was particularly forceful. He said:

Companies hiring top financial positions assume a level of technical competence. What they are looking for are financial stars – executives who can take information and synthesize it, interpret it and then provide a strong voice that will help their company make important strategic decisions.

Marketing researchers, and even Guerrillas, should take note as the analogies are many – and indeed some are getting the message. John Lees, General Manager of Global Market Knowledge & Intelligence at Kimberly-Clark, notes: “Researchers have been too tangled up with technology and have not been getting the information used.” Lees goes on to say, “The gateway to getting funding for projects (at Kimberly-Clark) is testing the logic of the questions being asked.”

Danielle Jackson, Director of Marketing at Sonance and former Research Director at Kia Motors, says, “Researchers are focused too much on methodology and not enough on how data will be used. They’ve been too black and white in their approach and should be less about the data they generate and more and more about providing direction.”

In this era of exploding information, where management is usually inundated with numbers, the researcher who can interpret, synthesize and provide creative direction for making important strategic decisions will become a superstar. Again we remind you, it is more important for Guerrillas with limited funds to conduct research only when they’re convinced they are asking questions where the answers will lead to actions. Otherwise, the only people who’ll make money are the researchers you hire.

Unfortunately, it’s sad that the rate of failure of new products is almost the same today as it was five, 10, 20 and 40 years ago. In 2003 for example, 34,000 new products were introduced – and 90 per cent failed. In 2008, the failure rate is still about 80 per cent – exactly what it was in 1968! That’s right, 80 per cent of all new products will fail to turn a profit!

Jack Trout at Trout & Partners states that the average US family turns to the same 150 items for as much as 85 per cent of its household needs – exhibiting a strong disdain for most of the new products that marketers throw at them.

The irony is that good research, effectively planned and communicated, can prevent much of this unnecessary waste of money and effort. This will only happen when management in large companies begin to listen more intently to research people like Lees and Jackson and when research people become more effective in getting them to listen. Hopefully, this is not an issue for you and your company.

In any event, large companies, or any company for that matter, have only two general categories of research to choose from. Their studies are either strategic or tactical in nature.

STRATEGIC VS TACTICAL RESEARCH

We have briefly mentioned the differences between strategic and tactical research already; now we’ll expand that discussion. There are two kinds of research that large companies undertake: 1) strategic research, which helps to determine the most promising and profitable courses of action; and 2) tactical research, which helps to determine how best to achieve the courses of action deemed to be most promising.

According to another head of a large research company, strategic research, “tends to be owned by officers of the company in that it is focused on big issues.” He goes on to say:

The nature of strategic research is global and cross-sectional in character and the research provider is usually viewed as a senior consultant. The results of actions taken based on strategic research will not be known immediately and may even take years to discern.

As for we Guerrillas, we’re far less inclined to view the implementation strategic research findings as taking “years to discern.” Unlike some large corporations, Guerrillas tend to be focused, impatient and nimble. Once Guerrillas have the results from a strategic research study, there is no reason whatsoever that shifting strategic gears can’t take place quickly with sales results close behind.

Strategic research studies seek to determine:


	Needs, wants, wishes, desires and emotions in the marketplace and how customers and prospects are being served by companies hoping to capture their loyalty.

	Likely demographic targets for the products or services being sold (older or younger customers, big or small families, higher- or lower-income families, etc.) and likely psychographic targets for the products and services (early adopters, reluctant followers, technology averse, etc.)

	Strengths and weakness of the companies or brands in the marketplace as measured by how they are perceived by the targets (e.g. company image or brand image).

	Gaps in the marketplace or the areas in which companies or brands fail to deliver what is desired by customers and prospects (e.g. the opportunities that exist for strengthening your hold on the market and/or for exploiting competitive weaknesses).

	New product business opportunities.


Strategic research is about creating a road map and deciding the best direction to drive.

On the other hand, tactical research is about determining the best roads for getting to the final destination once you know where you’re driving. In the words of the aforementioned research executive:

Tactical research is run at a manager level in the organization, studies a particular aspect of a problem, is driven by events temporal in nature, and the line of sight between research evidence and decision is very close and narrow.

So tactical research studies seek to reinforce your strategic direction by determining such things as:


	Whether the benefits delivered by your products or services are in keeping with your strategic direction.

	Improvements or changes that should be made to your products and services so that your strategic direction is strengthened.

	Improvements or changes that should be made to the manner in which you serve your customers so that your strategic direction is strengthened.

	Most convincing messages for communicating your strategic direction.

	Most compelling executions when advertising or promoting your products or services.

	Most effective website design, copy and features for capturing, holding the attention and motivating visitors to embrace your offerings.

	Strongest packaging for your products that reinforces your strategic direction.

	Strongest name for your products or services that reinforces your strategic direction.

	How well your communication efforts are being seen, heard, remembered, and acted upon.

	New ideas, products, or services are worth pursuing that will strengthen your strategic direction.


Tactical research is about ensuring that the important details essential to achieving your strategic direction are effectively executed.

WHICH COMES FIRST – A STRATEGIC OR TACTICAL STUDY?

We are often questioned by Guerrillas as to where to start the research process – with a strategic study or a tactical one? One way to answer the question is to look at what large companies do.

Large companies often conduct both strategic and tactical research studies at the same time. For them, there are always large road map issues to contemplate, and advertising, packaging, pricing, product, e-commerce or other smaller tactical issues to decide.

Thus, the cycle of research can become mutually beneficial. Studies designed to provide strategic direction often surface meaningful tactical changes, while tactical studies may suggest an alternative or modified strategic direction.

In our experience most large consumer-goods companies will budget for at least one large strategic study per year. And, often, one study might encompass several brands and product categories. Further, mega-companies like Kraft and Procter & Gamble may budget for dozens of strategic studies across their many business units.

Large banks, such as Bank of America or Citibank, retailers such as Home Depot, Staples, or Best Buy, or even energy companies such as Nicor or Exxon may conduct an overriding strategic study somewhat less often. Four years ago we wrote, “These companies are not as prone to new competition that suddenly pops up or to drastically changing trends.” Looking back on that statement, we certainly were mistaken.

Consider now the drastic upheavals that have taken place for virtually every large corporation. Whether financial, housing, automotive, retail or energy, industries we previously characterized as stable are now prone to drastic disruptions. What a change in four short years.

Today 10 per cent of home owners in the US can’t meet their mortgage obligations and hundreds of thousands of people have already or are about to lose their homes. Financial giants like Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac needed massive government intervention to stay alive. Bear Stearns and Lehman Bros have gone out of business and other banks and lending institutions are struggling to stay liquid. Sales and profits of virtually every retailer, particularly those connected with the housing industry like Home Depot and Lowe’s, have suffered dramatically. And look at what damage the upheaval in the energy industry is causing in the automobile industry.

Four years ago we also wrote:

Companies that are in a stable and slowly evolving marketplace are less likely to shift their strategic direction as quickly as companies in fast moving competitive environments. Nevertheless, they should always be questioning their strategies and exploring opportunities that can be addressed by less ambitious tactical research.

Today, we’d emphasize that companies, even stable industries, that have failed to stay current by researching their marketplace and understanding the strategic implications of the times are behind the curve. During difficult times, companies that stay in touch with customer attitudes and emotions, and seek to communicate an understanding of what customers are going through, will certainly be in a leadership position when times get better. The same holds true for Guerrillas.

For large companies, as we said, the research cycle is circular. Some will follow firm schedules for when large strategic studies are to be conducted throughout the year. Others will plan to conduct only smaller tactical studies, but find market conditions changing and conclude it’s time to step back and question their overall strategies.

Still others don’t plan at all. They simply conduct studies as issues arise. There may be a question about changing the advertising approach. R&D might decide it needs to test new products or to assess improvements to current products. Logos, packaging graphics, line-extension opportunities, website improvements and other e-commerce issues might take center stage and require either strategic or tactical research to be initiated.

Essentially, it is less important for these large companies to set strict priorities than it is for them to establish research as an important contributor to their decision making. Studies usually get done when they are needed in order to provide guidance on a pressing decision. That is usually priority enough.

Large companies recognize that marketing research measures the pulse of customer sentiment at a point in time, but that time is fleeting. They know that taking a research reading only when times are good and everything is orderly is as ill-conceived as talking to customers only when times are bad. They know that by staying regularly in touch with customer attitudes and behaviors, they’ll be better able to control their business destiny.

In this regard, Guerrillas would do well following the large company approach. Whether you start the research process by conducting a large strategic study or a smaller tactical one is of far less concern than simply getting started in the first place.

WHAT KINDS OF STUDIES DO LARGE COMPANIES CONDUCT?

There are two basic types of market research studies: qualitative studies and quantitative studies.

Qualitative studies

Qualitative research uses small samples and in most such research participants influence what others think and say. As a consequence, results from qualitative studies may not be indicative of the opinions held by a larger population. Findings are not reliably projectable to customers or prospects as a whole.

Results from qualitative studies are best used to clarify objectives, to provide background information, or as thought starters, hypotheses producers, or indicators of what might work for customers or prospects at large. They are also employed to hear the language customers and others use to talk about your category. Often they can provide input regarding how to phrase questionnaires in quantitative studies.

Qualitative research studies consist of a small sampling of the population and include the following.

Focus groups

Generally a two-hour discussion revolving around questions and issues deemed important and consisting of a moderator and eight to 12 respondents. It’s interesting that in the US the usual practice for the number of respondents in a focus group is to use the upper end of the range, while in Europe they rarely would use more than eight.

Mini focus groups

A one- to two-hour discussion consisting of a moderator and four to six respondents covering the same topics as a full focus group. Mini focus groups are a less expensive option to larger focus groups. They do place a greater demand on each participant to communicate.

Dyads and triads

Most likely a one-hour discussion consisting of a moderator and two or three respondents. Issues discussed tend to be more limited in nature than in focus or mini focus groups. A common dyad is a husband–wife pair. For many products, such as furniture and automobiles to name two, the genders tend to focus on different aspects of the purchase decision. So, for example, to understand how to market furniture you need to talk to both wife and husband. This can be done separately or together in a dyad.

To continue with the furniture example, women are more interested in emotionally tinged criteria like overall aesthetics, color, design, and the extent to which the furniture matches what’s already in the house. Men tend to pay more attention to rational criteria like how comfortable it is, the size, and, yes, the price. Talking to both at the same time can be quite revealing.

In-depth personal interviews

Generally a 30- to 60-minute give and take between a moderator and one respondent. Personal interviews are used when the topic might be sensitive and difficult to discuss in a group setting and also when it is important to obtain respondent attitudes without the influence of other respondents. Sometimes called “one-on-ones,” these are often used to learn exactly what is being communicated by advertising.

Observation studies

Usually consist of a researcher observing respondents as they go about tasks related to the marketer’s products. These studies might include placing a video camera in a respondent’s home or place of work, for example, to record his or her movements and actual behavior under normal conditions.

Researchers have learnt that respondents may say one thing in focus groups but sometimes behave differently. This is because they can be quite unaware of why they behave as they do or even as to the particulars of habitual activities like how they might sigh (negatively) when they fold towels, or scrunch up their face in concentration when reading a recipe. As a result, observation studies have become popular in recent years as another means of understanding the consumer.

Brainstorming and other idea-generation processes

Brainstorming and other idea-generation processes can take place in any configuration of the qualitative approaches discussed, but their aim is to generate new ideas, not to discuss customer or prospect issues and motivations. In Chapter 10 there is a discussion of brainstorming and ideation processes.

Quantitative studies

Results from quantitative studies are indicative of what is true for the population as a whole because they employ a sample of respondents that is large enough to offer statistically reliable estimates. While qualitative studies help determine the issues to study, quantitative studies determine which of those issues are important.

Quantitative studies consist of larger and projectable samplings of the population and include (but are not limited to) the following.

Segmentation studies

The backbone studies that help set the strategic direction for large companies. They determine the demographics and attitudes that customers and prospects have when making purchase decisions in the category being studied. They also measure attitudes or images held about the various companies, brands, or products that compete. You may have heard the word “benchmarking.” It really refers to comparing how you do vs the competition in a study like these.

Segmentation studies are expensive and often include sophisticated statistical procedures for determining the various market segments that exist. They are extremely important in understanding which appeals will be most effective to various segments of the market and to winning them over. Segmentation studies are also referred to as image and attitude studies, psychographic/typographic studies, market structure studies, or simply background studies.

Communication studies

After the strategic direction for a company, brand, or product is set, developing communication goals is often the next step. That is, various approaches communicating the strategic direction are developed and explored. Communication studies determine which approach is most compelling and believable, and should become the communication “strategy” or communication “cornerstone” for motivating customers and prospects to buy. These are alternatively termed “concept tests.”

Advertising execution studies

A clear communication strategy will serve as the guiding principle for developing various advertising approaches. Advertising execution studies determine which broadcast commercials (TV and radio) or print ads most strongly communicate the strategy and are likely to capture the customer’s attention. Ad execution studies ensure that the message being communicated is, in fact, being communicated as intended.

There is an entire sub-industry devoted to this subject of copy-testing. Note that if you have one dollar to spend, it should go to the concept test rather than the execution test. Getting the strategy of what to say correct takes precedence over expressing the approved strategy the best way.

Advertising awareness and tracking studies

Advertising awareness studies are designed to measure brand awareness, advertising awareness, and recall of the advertising content that exist in the minds of customers and prospects. Most often, they also include measurement of attitudes or images held toward the various companies, brands, or products that compete in the marketplace. Ad tracking studies are usually undertaken yearly, although they often are done more frequently. It depends on how quickly your environment changes.

If the goal is to track changes that might have occurred in awareness or attitudes in a stable marketplace, a yearly study is enough. If it is to observe changes in awareness that might occur during the year, quarterly or even monthly tracking studies are undertaken.

McDonald’s, the hamburger chain, engages in what is called “continuous tracking” with interviews taking place every day. Sometimes, too, these studies are done to assess the impact of new advertising copy or a change in how much is being spent on advertising, with one wave of research conducted before the campaign runs and another right after the ads stop.

In tracking studies a single wave of research is like a photograph, but multiple waves are like a movie that changes in response to your marketing activities, those of your competitors and the macro-environment.

Name studies

Large companies usually consider a number of names for a new product or service that they are introducing. Name studies determine which name is most compelling for generating trial of the brand, and for determining whether it is enhancing the strategic direction and the communication goals that the company has set.

Packaging studies

As with name studies, large companies will consider any number of packaging approaches for a product. They will consider various package sizes, configurations, and graphics. Packaging studies will determine which package alternative stands out and whether it supports the communication goals of the brand.

Price studies

Price studies help determine the optimum price that can be charged for products before demand suffers. They can also help determine if lower demand at a higher price could end up producing greater profits.

Screening studies

Large companies are often faced with a variety of options when it comes to improving current products or introducing new ones. They might be considering dozens of new line extensions or formulation changes for current products. They could have literally hundreds of new products or services under consideration, or a multitude of packaging improvements or product name changes. Screening studies determine the alternatives that hold the greatest promise.

Product testing

Product development is always being undertaken at large companies. A new product might be developed to address an unmet need or improvements developed for current products. Product testing will determine if introducing a new product is indicated or if improving a current product will result in a competitive advantage.

Customer satisfaction research

Most companies understand that satisfying customers is Job 1 because satisfied customers are usually the most profitable customers. They will buy even when items are not on sale, are generally more loyal, purchase repeatedly, tend to have higher usage rates, don’t tie up customer service personnel, and say nice things about you to others. The best way to know whether customers are satisfied and what makes them so is to formally assess satisfaction via research. This topic is so important that we have devoted Chapter 16 to a longer discussion of customer satisfaction research.

TEST MARKET RESEARCH

The cost of marketing a new, widely used, consumer product can easily top $50 million. Changing the image of an existing company, brand, or product in the mind of consumers can be equally expensive. No matter how many market research studies might have been conducted indicating potential success, nothing can simulate the real conditions in the marketplace except for a live test.

Test markets are real-world tests of the actual product being manufactured (in pilot plants, because usually the biggest cost of a new product will be the capital investment required to make it), packaged, priced and sold through distribution and promoted to customers. However, these tests take place in a few small but geographically distinct markets so what occurs can be precisely controlled and measured. A test market not only tests product sales and acceptance, but also the marketing strategy and tactics that research helped to develop.

For example, McDonald’s research on pizza indicated that it could produce a product people liked. However, when it test-marketed it in a limited number of restaurants and markets, it discovered that it did not generate the sales necessary to roll it out to the entire system.

The same discipline applies at many large companies such as Kraft or Procter & Gamble. They certainly have conducted research studies for lots of new products that suggested success was just around the corner. Test marketing often proved otherwise.

Many of the same types of research studies previously outlined will be conducted in test markets. Only now, given actual market conditions, the frequency with which customers actually purchase products can be far more accurately gauged, as can the many other elements that go together in making a product successful.

Test markets are quite expensive – real products, real ads, real media exposure, etc., but shutting down a poor performing item after a failed test market is a much better idea than spending $50 million, maybe building a new plant or adding a new production line and then shutting it down.

DEVELOPING NEW PRODUCTS

Large companies are continually using research to conceptualize new ideas. Teams of marketing, product development, and R&D people strive mightily to find the next multimillion-dollar blockbuster product.

New products are the life blood of large companies. It’s a truism that, if they’re not one step ahead of the competition in uncovering and exploiting unmet needs, wants, wishes, or desires in the marketplace, they’ll fall behind a worthy competitor before they know it. That’s why it’s been said that 50 per cent of the profits of most companies come from products that didn’t exist five years ago.

Take any of these recently introduced new products:


	Febreze Scentstories – a P&G-developed air freshener that looks like a CD player and automatically gives off a new and different scent every 30 minutes. This product addresses a consumer complaint that after 30 minutes they adjust to the scent and can’t smell it anymore.

	Bud Light Lime – a product clearly targeted at Corona drinkers, who are in the habit of squeezing a lime wedge into the bottle to give the beer a lime taste.

	Apple iPhones – the success of the iPhone line has not only launched a whole new approach to mobile telephony, but has spawned many imitators.

	The Ultrasonic Dog Barking Deterrent – Hammacher Schlemmer has introduced a product that emits a harmless ultrasonic tone that only dogs can hear, which startles them into silence.


Some of these products can be easily duplicated, but the very fact that a company is the first to introduce a new product provides it with a strong head start and the enviable reputation of being the market leader.

CONCLUSION

There are many other types of market research studies that large companies undertake. Sophisticated studies such as market share predictive modeling, conjoint analysis, and discrete choice analysis are but a few that large companies will often use. Some of these are briefly discussed in Chapter 19 on statistical techniques.

Guerrillas would be best served by sticking to the more basic research approaches that have been listed and that are discussed throughout this book. The more advanced techniques are better saved for a time when the research essentials have been mastered.

Real research vs the “quick and dirty” kind

Finally, we want to point to an area where Guerrillas can take an important lesson from large companies.

We’ve found that there are two common and obvious reasons that marketing research doesn’t play a more prominent role for Guerrillas: time and money. For the most part, Guerrillas simply don’t think to budget funds for marketing research, or plan the time necessary to conduct good research even if they do have funds.

If research is considered at all, Guerrillas are often happy to conduct research that we refer to as the “quick and dirty” kind. You know, the after the fact, when things are going bad, when you need the answers yesterday, when nothing you’re doing seems to work kind of research.

What’s interesting is that no one ever asks for a quick and dirty profit and loss statement, or a quick and dirty manufacturing process, or a quick and dirty insurance program. It seems that marketing research is singled out for this honor.

One thing about big companies that would serve Guerrillas well is their avoidance of the quick and dirty. Marketing and marketing research people at big companies are simply reluctant to put their jobs on the line by basing important decisions on less than proper research. They not only want to ensure that they’re making the right decisions; they also want to be able to show proof that they didn’t shortcut the process.

For marketing research to be “real research,” it should be conducted early on – before major decisions are made regarding the marketing direction for current products or before new products and services are introduced. Usually, real research takes more time than the quick and dirty kind, and that is simply the price to pay for getting valid information.

If you’re not giving yourself the luxury of a little time, if you want to bet your bottom line for the next year or so on the heat ‘em up quick kind of research, if your concern is with thinking fast rather than thinking smart, quick and dirty research will do the trick.

You should know that if the internet is a good way to collect the information you need, the speed with which the internet can be used to produce useful primary research often makes the time argument seem pointless.

The money part, though, is big. It’s hard to spend money on research when there is no clear guarantee of a profitable payback. Interesting isn’t it though, that spending money to support short-term promotions, circulating additional catalogs or flyers, running a bunch of banner ads, adding to the sales force or tossing a new product or service into the market seems so easy to justify – even when faced with just as iffy a payback.

How should Guerrillas equate spending money and taking time for research when the payback often appears elusive? The answer relates to the size of your company, its financial condition, its growth in the previous few years, your ambition, your ego and your willingness to bet the ranch on your entrepreneurial instincts. These are complex issues and we’ll have more to say on this in later chapters.

The fact remains that Guerrillas frequently feel the perceived lack of time and money are reasonable excuses for not undertaking real research – or in forgoing it altogether. They’ve always been issues for Guerrillas and, perhaps, they always will be.
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