Really Know Your Customers
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Marketing research: Why do it,

P

by Shari Held
MARKETING RESEARCH

‘has been used for years in

some industries, but in today’s

‘competitive marketplace and

economy, it is becoming more
mainstream. Here’s an over-
view of marketing research
and how to go about selecting
a research firm.

The main question for
companies contemplating
market research may well be,
is it worth it?

“When companies are
making decisions in a down-
turn economy, they have to
watch every dollar,” says Da-
vid Sokolowski, president and
CEO of Advantage Research
Services Inc. “They just don't
have any room for error.” Ad-
vantage Research Services is a
full-service research company
headquartered in Livonia,
Michigan, with Midwest
branch offices that include
one in Fort Wayne.

While marketing-re-
search information does
not guarantee success, it
can assist management in
decision-making processes.
“I've always thought of the
role of marketing research as
managing risk—avoiding bad

decisions and capitalizing on -

opportunities;” says Michael
Rabuck, group president of
Best Practices Support for
Evansville-based ARS Group,

| a global research firm special-

and how to find a firm.
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interpret information administered by
an objective third-party. “This is the
modern-day way of being intimate with
your customers,” says Kyzr-Sheeley.

Customer-loyalty research is popular
because customers’ values, needs and
desires are very dynamic. But it’s not
the only kind of customer research. An
equal or greater amount of research
is done in exploring new products or
services and in testing the appeal of
advertising campaigns.

While marketing research is valuable
to almost every industry, some rely on it
more than others. “Typically the service
industry is likely to be more volatile
than the product industry because the
competition can easily replicate the
offering,” says Jim Ittenbach, president
and CEO of Carmel-based Strategic
Marketing & Research Inc., a full-
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from the list,” says Sokolowski. “We

- This is the biggest misconception on
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avior can be measured—
ceptions, product or ser-
s and dislikes—even the
likelihood of future purchase behavior.
The objectives and measurement
techniques used to research products
and services are usually similar, although
services present some challenges.
“The primary difference is that a
product has some tangible elements
to it,” says Ittenbach. “Products can be
tested before they are placed on the
market and the cause of failure is easier
to isolate. In the service industry, the
quality and benefits are recognized as
they are being consumed or experienced
by the customer. It is real-time and expe-
riential and there is less quality control.”
There are two different types of
research: qualitative and quantitative.
A focus group is one technique used
in qualitative research. Focus groups
are cost-effective and results can be
analyzed quickly, but they don't provide
statistical representation. In other
words, the findings can't be projected
on the targeted population as a whole. .
Quantitative research—often
questionnaires that are conducted via
telephone, mailers or the Internet—pro-
vides statistical analysis of data and
takes longer to develop a report, any-
where from two weeks for the Internet,
two months for phone and up to four
months for mail survey market studies.
The “Do Not Call” list is making it
difficult for research companies to get
truly representative samples. “Market-
ing-research companies are exempt
Y
are not telemarketers. A marketing-
research company never sells anything,

the consumer’s part right now.” It’s also
one reason the Internet is being used to
data more often now.
cting a firm to conduct research - -
ficult, but it does require plan-
abuck suggests starting with the
'ook, put out by the American
ing Association. 1t lists research .
heir specialties and offerings.
ler companies with budgets that
low for research may investigate
ities with researcl
ed a project for st




‘on. “A lot of times you can get some .
good quality work for a reasonable
amount of money,” he says.

ence,” says Sokolowski. “Is it a fit for
your company? Do they have experi-
ences in similar types of establishments |

“ of the things that our customers expect
from the information is that they can tie it to
their own internal operating metrics—

to employee retention and financials.
You should be able to measure ROI.

”7

Ittenbach says most companies select
a research supplier by employing three
primary methods: getting a referral:
from peers in the industry, finding
organizations that specialize in the type
of research needed—customer satisfac-
tion, new product or service testing or
advertising testing—or putting it out to
bid and seeing which supplier has the
best solution within the budget.
“I would ask about their past experi-
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and lines of businesses?” During the
interview process, the questions asked
by the research firm are often just as
telling as its answers to questions asked -
by the would-be client.

You also need to develop a comfort-
able working relationship with the
firm you select. “I think the size of
the organization is important,” says
Michelle Zurowick, project manager for
Advantage Research Services Inc. “Some
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