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This book is inspired in part 

by Dame Judi Dench who, in 

conversation with one of the 

authors in a local pub, asked 

what he did for a living. When 

he replied “mostly market 

research” she immediately 

retorted: “what’s that?” 


			
This book aims to provide an 

answer for her and for anyone 

else unfamiliar with a profession 

which plays such a significant 

role in the life of the nation.

 
			
 
			
 
			

Note 1: It is fully recognised that some of the stories and anecdotes contained in this book may offend 21st Century sensibilities, but they are included in order to provide a true reflection of the mischievous, unthinking and privileged ways some people acted and expressed themselves in earlier unenlightened times.

Note 2: We have tried to secure permission from the cartoonists and/or publications shown in this book, and in most cases this has been freely granted, recognising this is a charity project. But since nearly all of the cartoons were originally published 30+ years ago, it has not been achievable in every case.
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Foreword: The Past was a Foreign Country

Take yourself back to 1961: you are sitting in a country pub where the slow-moving barman will serve you drinks but, since it is not in his job description, not food. He tells you the food waiter might serve you when he gets back from his lunch “if you are lucky”.

At the other end of the bar sits a journalist down from London aiming to report authoritatively on local opinion in the light of an upcoming by-election.

Across town, the shops close on Sundays, there’s early closing on Wednesday afternoons, and the banks close on every weekday at 3.00pm. 

Now step forward to 2020 (at least, before Covid-19): in the pub, you will get what you want from any of the bar staff, and quickly; the journalist’s claim to know local opinion is challenged by a representative opinion survey; most service organisations are open at the weekend and your encounter with any one of them may conclude with a request that you complete a customer satisfaction questionnaire.

In short, across our national life, a production-oriented approach has given way to market-driven thinking in which the expectations and needs of customers determine the ways in which products and services are delivered to them.

And what has prompted this revolution in national life? The answer is that, more than almost anything else, the imperatives of representative survey research have driven the process. No longer will the barman serve you with surly reluctance; the lone journalist can no longer claim to measure opinion reliably, and the shops, banks and other high street outlets will stay open at more times when their customers may need them.






1. THE RESEARCH INDUSTRY 
AND ITS PEOPLE


The Birth of the Research Industry.

The technical origins of market research may be said to have been derived from the sampling procedures utilised in the 19th century and even earlier by the agricultural and medical professions, and also in pioneer advertising agencies in the USA, testing new developments and identifying what works best. Then at the beginning of the 20th century this began to be adapted in the UK to population studies, to advertising and packaged consumer goods, and to social issues such as those explored by Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge when they founded Mass Observation and surveyed public morale during the second world war. 

Henry Durant, (founder of the UK Gallup company) later reported that “The second world war was an exciting time to be doing market research. The Gallup Poll, published in the New Chronicle, never missed a week, and it found that Lord Haw-Haw was most effective when he told truths not released by the government. Meanwhile Mark Abrams was busy doing content analysis on Goebbels’ propaganda, and measuring the effect of German heavy bombing on civilian behaviour.” Desk research is not like that any more.

Thereafter, acceptance of the validity of the sampling, questioning and reporting techniques was recognised across a widening range of industries. In the years after the second world war, manufacturers wanted to test reactions to their products, media owners wanted to prove to advertisers how many readers, viewers or listeners they could attract. And politicians, governments, and social services both locally and nationally, needed to measure public perceptions, needs and moods. The travel industry probably came next, wanting to test new service ideas and reactions to their holiday or journey experiences. They were followed in the 1970s by the banks and other financial services. 

Finally in the 1980s professional services such as accountancy and law broke with their cultural assumption that they knew their clients’ needs better than the clients themselves, and began to take a greater interest in their expectations.
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“I think we should have done more market research.”

PUNCH JUNE 2 1989

For those who have participated in this revolution by providing the research which underpinned it, it has been an exciting voyage of discovery. But from the outside, it may have been seen as a nerdy, desk-bound, numbers-oriented career, and this perception has perhaps been reinforced by the most recent growth of electronic data collection and massive data banks endlessly massaged for market insights.

But we hope to show that this has not been the case: the world of research is full of human-interest stories and motivational insights of interest to anyone, no matter how unfamiliar they may be with it. For those who may be considering a career path in research, it shows that this is a working life which is varied, challenging, enjoyable, ethically beneficial, and worthwhile. And for those aiming to move on eventually to a career in marketing, advertising, social services or general management, the skills learned in research also make it a relevant and worthwhile starting point. 

This account will not cover the dry technical developments which have been described by many others, but rather the people, places and situations which such a life can provide.

From the anecdotes included in this volume it might be supposed that researchers over the last 50 years cared little for the accuracy and validity of their work. But that has not been the case. They enjoyed the life in research, but their technical standards were rigorous.


The Market Research Society

The MRS has always been the main professional body to which all proper researchers will wish to belong. According to one of its early founders, Mark Abrams, “it was born in 1946 out of a lunch I had with Robert Silvey who was then at the BBC, and Jack Haydock, head of the advertising agency Masius Ferguson. One of us said “Now there are three of us why don’t we have a Society?” and we said ‘Yes, fine, but who else is there?” Well, we found Olaf Ellefsen, Bernard Attwood and Henry Durant and we ended up with seven. We drew lots for who should be Chairman, and Henry won.”

The Society was then set up more formally by a meeting of 23 founder Members on 5th September 1946. Of these, only 4 were women – though by 1986, among MRS Members generally (of which there then were 5,500) this proportion had risen to 48%, and by 2019 as many as 52% were women.

The authority of the MRS has always been sustained by its Code of Conduct, its educational programmes, and by its publications and promotional events, including its Annual Conference held every year in March. For anyone with a career in market research, which usually entails several changes of employer and role, it remains the reassuring and constant source of guidance and support on how to conduct one’s research activities.

Lord Kearton, President of the MRS, speaking at the Annual Conference in 1984, gave confidence and encouragement to all researchers by asserting “market research has moved rightly to professional status: it has an admissions system, an educational system, and qualification procedures. It is an indispensible link in the chain of wealth-creating activities in our society.”

From its beginnings in 1946 membership of the MRS grew fast: it had reached 2,500 by 1976, and 5,500 by 1986; and then it peaked at more than 8,000 around the turn of the century, after which there has been a decline to the current level of around 5,000. In 1946 34% of the members were from advertising agencies, but by 1985 this proportion declined to 7% as more and more research suppliers and buyers wished to take up membership.

The decline in membership since the start of the 21st century has occurred despite the robust growth of the industry as a whole, and may in part be due to the establishment of the MRS Company Partner scheme in 2005. 500+ companies now participate, and this may have led many researchers to feel more protected by their employer’s participation and absolved of their individual professional responsibilities.


The Market Research Industry

Before being afflicted by the onset of coronavirus, the turnover of the UK research industry in 2019 stood at well over £4 billion and it employed 73,000 people, many of whom worked for the 300+ research suppliers large and small. At £77 per head of population per annum, no country on earth spent more on market and social research activities.


Nevertheless, your chances of being interviewed in any UK nationwide survey of, say, 1,000 adults are less than one in 50,000. And even if 1,000 such surveys are conducted in any year, there’s only a chance of one in fifty that you will be interviewed.




Globally, the research industry was valued in 2017 at $76 billion, of which the USA accounted for 44% and the UK came second at 14%. Of this global total, 81% was spent on larger-sample quantitative studies and only 14% on in-depth qualitative interviews and focus groups which, being based on smaller numbers of participants, cost relatively less but are widely undertaken. The big trend in recent years has been towards automation and big data: in the UK 88% of research agencies had used on-line surveys in the last 12 months, while 60% had undertaken or commissioned focus groups; and one of their main preoccupations has been the need to conform with government GDPR regulations.

A survey conducted by one leading research company among the general public in 1979 found 59% saying market research is ‘a good thing’ with only 3% actively disagreeing. 79% said they had not been contacted by market researchers before, but 20% had been subjected to ‘Sugging’ (Selling Under the Guise of Market Research). After considerable argument, in 1977 an Interviewer Card Scheme had been launched, in order to reinforce the bona fide credentials of interviewers. When contacting possible respondents, each interviewer could show a card with her (or his) name, photo and signature on it.

Then in 2019, the GRBN Global Trust Survey of 10 countries included the UK, where it was found there was a widespread lack of trust in various information sources: 53% of UK adults did not trust social media companies, 44% said the same of media companies, and 33% of data analysis companies. In such an environment, it is more encouraging that only 21% said they did not trust market research companies, and 63% could see the benefits of MR to businesses.


• Such has been the growth of this industry, that it has penetrated all aspects of national life: as early as December 1979 the Financial Times received a letter from a reader who wrote: “Answering my front door last night, I was confronted by two small boys asking me to name two favourite carols. “A bit early for carols isn’t it?” I asked. “We’re not going to sing now lady” they replied. “We’re doing market research.”




As the MRS grew, more Members felt the need for their own type of activity to be catered for, and this led to the creation of specialised interest groups such as IMRA (the Industrial Market Research Association, in 1963), AURA (the Association of Users of Research Agencies, in 1965), and AQRP (the Association of Qualitative Research Practitioners, in 1982).In 1976 the Market Research Benevolent Association (MRBA) was founded, to provide financial help to researchers (mostly interviewers) who fell on hard times. 


The Purposes of Research

Many of those unfamiliar with the research industry, or new to it, do not realise how varied are the purposes for which research can be undertaken. They may have encountered customer satisfaction surveys (or at least customer cards inflicted on every restaurant customer and pop-up questionnaires after every on-line purchase); and they may have been involved in focus groups or new product tests or research on new advertising ideas (usually conducted by gathering in a central location such as a village hall), or omnibus surveys which may cover about ten different subjects in the one interview. Some of these projects are completed without the interaction of an interviewer, using a self-completion questionnaire administered by each participant either on paper or on-line, as is the case with many of these:

• The whole field of media audience measurement surveys,

• Basic market surveys which often incorporate a segmentation of people according to their characteristics or preferences, or identify the channels by which products or services should be delivered.

• Especially in mature markets, very large tracking surveys or panels in which changes over time can be measured accurately. 

• Large-scale audits undertaken in order to measure the through-put of goods in retail stores, and 

• Mystery shopping, using an interviewer to simulate the experiences of customers.

The exception is qualitative research which, with some exceptions, still relies largely on in-person contact. 

These activities are not only generated by the needs of commercial organisations, but also entail social research answering the needs of national government departments, local governments, charities and other foundations, such as those connected to the medical profession. Among many examples of such surveys have been those needed to test and keep abreast of developments related to Covid-19, and those covering specific catchment areas of individual Hospital Trusts. Past examples have included surveys for The London Hospital in the East End, for the King Edward VII Hospital near Midhurst in West Sussex; and one nationwide survey was undertaken to measure the incidence and causes of hypothermia among the elderly: this required interviewers not only to administer a structured questionnaire, but also to take the core body temperatures of the elderly participants.


Characteristics of Researchers

In the past, it has seemed that many of the people attracted to a career in market research tended to be reserved rather than extrovert, and book-smart rather than street-smart in the manner associated more with those in advertising or marketing. This led one observer to describe researchers in 1982 as “honest but cautious, introverted and lacking flair” and another to write in 1985 that they were “given to introspection … as much fascinated by their discipline and methodologies as in giving clients an answer”. All the signs are that that has now changed.
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