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�  Please tick as required 
 

�  My company would like a 1-year membership of the Value Based Marketing 
Forum for £9000.00 (plus VAT).  

 
�  I would like to register my interest in sending delegates to: 

�  the consumer product workshop   
�  the financial services workshop   
at a price of £550.00 (plus VAT) per delegate . 

 
�  Please send me advance booking details for the annual VBMF conference  
 
�  Please send contents lists and price information on VBMF publications and 

forum meeting transcripts (these publications are free to members).         
 
Registration details: 
 
Title ______First name_______________ 
Surname__________________________________ 
 
Position_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
Contact phone/mobile_________________________ Contact fax______________________ 
 
Contact email________________________________________________________________ 
 
Organisation_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Address____________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________   
Postcode____________________ 
 
Payment: 
 
�  I enclose a cheque made payable to the Value Based Marketing Forum Ltd for 

a 1-year membership of the VBM Forum at a cost of £10575.00 (£9000.00 plus 
£1575.00 VAT). 
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1. The membership fee entitles members to attend four consecutive Forum 

meetings (NOT including the industry workshops or annual conference); 
membership may be initiated at any time of the year. 

2. Member companies are entitled to bring up to three delegates to each Forum 
meeting. Additional delegates may attend Forum events at a charge of £250.00 
per person per event. Members will be invoiced for additional delegates on a 
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5. The VBMF faculty will provide free facilitation at up to 6 public networking events 
organised by Forum members during a 12 month period. 

6. Your VBMF membership will be confirmed in writing within 7 working days of our 
receiving this completed form, and will include full details of all forthcoming 
events, together with delegate booking instructions. Please telephone +44 (0) 
1494 683740 if you have not heard from us. 

7. Unless otherwise expressly agreed with Value Based Marketing Forum Ltd, your 
payment must be received in full either by cheque or bank transfer within 30 
days of registration for membership. 

8. Membership of the Forum is not refundable once paid even if delegates do not 
attend events for whatever reason. 

9. All members will be notified of events at least 1 month in advance of each 
meeting. Should an advertised event have to be cancelled for any reason and 
cannot be re-arranged at a suitable later date, membership of the Forum will be 
extended by one meeting in compensation. 

10. The Value Based Marketing Forum Ltd will not release your personal details to 
any company or organisation for mailing or marketing purposes without your 
express consent. We would like to send you details about our forthcoming 
publications, events and services from time to time, which we hope will interest 
you. If at any time you do not wish to receive such information, please write to 
us so that we can amend our records accordingly. 

 
 

I have read and agree to abide by all terms and membership conditions on this 
registration form. 
 
Name (please print) 
 
Signature 
 
Date 
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Squeezing Value from Marketing Information 
 
Introduction 
 
Widespread criticisms of marketing information have been around for several 
decades: 

·  Marketing managers are frustrated by their existing marketing information 
·  Non-marketing managers pay little or no attention to it 
·  Research staff and information staff are frustrated by line-managers 
·  Suppliers do little to add value to the information they provide 

 
Responses to the criticisms have come from several directions: 

·  Marketing research and information staff are reinventing themselves, with the 
term “customer insight” being bandied about as the new salvation 

·  Technology firms are offering new “customer insight” tools 
·  Consulting firms are offering new “customer insight” services 
·  Suppliers are offering new and exciting information sources, that claim to go 

deeper into the minds of customers 
 
Marketing managers participating in the Marketing Forum Think Tank in 2002 
commented that they had: “not just a data mountain, we’ve got the Himalayas”.  
Others said “research reports are incomprehensible and go unread” and “there is 
also a strange comfort in lots of data, it makes people feel like they understand and 
are on top of the business, even though a relatively small percentage may get used.” 
 
Top executives, that make strategic decisions, come in for criticism by marketing for 
having too little understanding of customers.  Ambler (2003) in Marketing and the 
Bottom Line suggests that Boards should have a brand equity scorecard presented 
to them at regular intervals, to keep them better informed.  Kaplan and Norton have 
suggested that customer loyalty and satisfaction score should be presented to the 
Board in a balanced scorecard. 
 
Research staff and information staff are both critics and criticised, as this quote from 
a 1973 paper shows.  “There is often competitiveness between the so-called 
researcher and the marketeer because the more imaginative researchers believe 
they understand the market better, and are better equipped to make decisions about 
it, than the marketeer.  The purely marketing man is therefore often required to justify 
his job position by not accepting the advice of the researcher.  A frequently heard 
grumble is that the ‘marketing people never read my reports’ ”. (Horne; Morgan, and 
Page 1973) 
 
Suppliers of marketing information seem to have taken rather a passive role.  Shaw 
and White (1998) interviewed 30 heads of research firms, finding that the hottest 
topic on their agenda was cutting the cost of data gathering.  The idea of providing 
added-value services, such as consultancy, was not seen as important.  The main 
innovative response to customer needs is the creation of new research methods that 
claim to get data from deeper inside customers’ minds. 
 
Responses to the criticisms seem to have come mainly from the supply-side – 
internal market research staff, MR and IT firms.  Line management (marketing, sales, 
finance etc.) have generally taken the view “I’m not impressed with your data, NOW 
DO SOMETHING to impress me”, whereas they rarely see themselves as needing to 
change too. 
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Market research departments are trying to become more impressive and influential 
by reinventing themselves as “customer insight” departments.  The boundaries 
between the different internal groups are dissolving - market research, customer 
satisfaction research, and CRM data had traditionally been kept separate.  Also, 
some groups are providing “added-value” services including data mining, modelling, 
intranet-bulletins, presentations and consultancy. 
 
Technology firms are now offering tools for generating “customer insight”, as a 
search on the Internet will quickly reveal.  We carried out such a search recently, and 
many of the first 100 responses came from IT firms.  Slogans such as “pull the trigger 
on customer insight” and “real-time customer insight” are being bandied about. 
 
Big consultancies, and little ones too, are evolving their CRM groups into customer 
insight teams.  Closer examination of the service-offers described on the consultants’ 
websites leaves one with the distinct impression that they have not crawled far from 
the CRM swamp, as this extract (from Using Customer Insights to Build Brand 
Loyalty and Increase Marketing ROI.) illustrates.  “Having trouble getting through to 
your target customers?  Is ROI on your marketing investments dropping - or can you 
even measure it?  Research by Accenture’s Customer Relationship Management 
service line describes how marketing executives are responding to the challenges, 
and identifies a new approach - Insight Driven Marketing”. 
 
Finally, the market research industry is offering methodological novelties, which claim 
to get deeper inside consumers’ and customers’ minds.  Phrases such as “the 
illogical consumer”, “the customer experience”, “the unconscious mind”, “subliminal 
messages” “decoding the emotions” and “facial action coding systems” are occurring 
in the sales literature of the research firms.  While there are occasionally useful new 
techniques on offer, often these novelties merely involve the re-packaging of existing 
research methods in zany new gear to make them more appealing to the jaded 
research buyer, and the importance of the information they provide is questionable. 
 
This paper examines these developments, and draws some conclusions about how 
organisations should respond to these challenges.  It covers: 
 

·  How you should diagnose what’s wrong with your current situation 
·  Where to begin the diagnosis 
·  How to diagnose your organisation’s planning, controls and decision-making 
·  How to diagnose your organisation’s ability to construct “insights” 
·  How to diagnose you marketing information 
·  What is your vision of the solution 
·  How to specify the components of the solution 
·  What resources and costs will this require 
·  What is the case for change 
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Diagnosing your problems, their causes and consequences 
 
Rather than rushing to embrace the latest “customer insight” solution, we would 
counsel a more considered approach.  There are many “solutions” looking for 
problems, and it is an all-too-common failing for organisations to rush from solution to 
solution, without adequately diagnosing the central problem that they need to solve.  
We would therefore recommend: 
 
 

First diagnose the cause and consequences of your problems 
Second, look for a solution 

 
 
Figure 1 is a framework that can be used to diagnose your problems. 
 
 
Figure 1: Diagnosing links between information, insights and implementation  
 

Information Insights Implementation

How to deliver?

Supply focus

Success criteria
Cost efficiency
Technical excellence

Failings
Lack of integration
Data bias
Data overload
Inaccessibility/secrecy
Random noise
Insensitivity of data
Over-sensitivity of data

What is the interpretation?

Application focus

Success criteria
Valued by decision makers
Trust between managers 
and staff
Failings
Overlooking key insights
Misinterpreting evidence
Mistaken significance
Parochialism
Statistical errors
Judgemental failures
Too few/many insights

How to decide?

Decision focus

Success criteria
Better plans
Better controls

Failings
Failure to act
Denial of problems
Reacting unnecessarily
Delay (too late)
Distrust of insights
Poor education
Innumeracy

Questions,
Doubts,
Risks

Insights:
• Conclusions,
• Suggestions

Uncertainties

Data needs

Information:
• Data,

• Highlights

Comments

STAFF RESPONSIBILITY
MANAGEMENT RESPONSIBILITY

 
 
 

Use this diagram for a discussion amongst managers and market research staff –  
DISCUSS WHAT YOU’D DO DIFFERENTLY FROM WHAT YOU CURRENTLY DO 

 
 
Note that Figure 1 shows a conventional perspective, with information as the starting 
point, on the left, and implementation of management-decisions as the end point, on 
the right.  While this sequence accurately reflects the sequence of events over time, 
this mechanistic perspective is unhelpful when one is trying to improve the 
effectiveness of the process.   
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Where should you begin the diagnosis? 
 

 

Start by looking at the decisions that will be influenced by insights and information. 
 

 
This advice may seem surprising, as it’s widely assumed that the central problem lies 
with the information suppliers, their processes, technology and data.  We would like 
to challenge this supply-side assumption. 
 
What is also striking is the apparent absence of any intentions on the part of 
management to change their ways of managing.  We have seldom heard managers 
say “I’ll act differently now that these information problems have been solved”. 
 
We would argue that: 
 

Managers today make too little use of the existing marketing information 
even when the sources are good 

 
This line of reasoning is supported by observing the contrast between the way 
managers use information, and the way management consultants operate.  We have 
been in numerous companies where management consultants were hired to help 
managers take difficult decisions.  What we have observed is: 
 

·  Managers are generally too busy and lack the internal aides to provide an 
adequate quality of analysis on difficult decisions 

·  Consultants have the time and the analytical skills 
 
We have rarely heard clients say “we hired McKinsey (or whoever) because of their 
great information sources.”  Note that the information sources available to the 
managers and consultants was usually the same.  So, in these cases, the information 
sources are not what makes the difference.   
 
Everyday decisions, which don’t require consultants to be hired, must also be looked 
at.  Here the situation tends to be different: 
 

·  Managers are generally too busy and lack the staff/aides to extract the 
insights they need from existing data 

·  Internal staff who are responsible for the marketing information and research 
are seldom accepted by managers as aides and consultants 

 
This leads us to draw a second conclusion: 
 
Managers must embrace change in the way they interact with internal staff and aides  

for any changes in marketing information to yield benefits 
 
There are several historical precedents to suggest that the central problem is more likely 
to lie with management than with information suppliers and processors.  Particularly 
important in this case is the observation in the world of Information Systems that benefits 
only arise when management processes change.  The history of IT is littered with failures 
that arose because managers were not ready and able to use the technology.  For 
example, the “Information Centre” was an ill conceived concept, a sort of information 
library where staff were hired to act as librarians.  Sadly these were disbanded through 
underutilisation.  Then there was the Chief Information Officer (CIO), a sort of “super” IT 
manager.  As some wag put it “CIO really stands for career is over”. 
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Implementation-Problem Diagnosis 
 
Diagnosing the implementation problems – that is, how line-managers use 
information and insights – should be the starting point.  Making and implementing 
marketing decisions more effectively is the ultimate goal.  To diagnose your 
organisation’s problems in this area, some criteria for success and failure are 
needed: 
 
Success Criteria 
 

·  Better decisions (marketing and strategic ones) 

·  Better plans 

·  Better controls 
 
Failure Criteria 
 

·  Doing things you ought not to have done 

·  Failure to act 

·  Doing the right things inadequately or by the wrong method 

·  Doing the right things too early or too late 

·  Doing the right things but irritating those who judge your performance 
 
Diagnostic Workshop Questions 
 
Line managers and decision-makers generally have some awareness of the areas 
where their decision-making, planning and control is weak.  However, they are often 
reluctant to openly discuss them. 
 
We have found that running one-day workshops with your top executive group – 
marketing execs, sales execs, customer service execs, finance execs – can yield 
some frank opinions if the questions are asked in a suitable way.  We would 
recommend asking the following list of questions: 
 

·  What three aspects of your marketing are most worrying? 

·  How much money would you estimate to be at risk? 

·  Where do your plans most often go amiss? 

·  Are there volatile areas that you manage like a slot-machine? 

·  Which decisions do you consider involve most luck? 

·  In which three areas do you feel most out-of-control? 

·  What decisions do you think managers are most complacent about? 

·  Name three past decisions that you would characterise as “ill-informed” 

·  Name three past mistakes that were quietly buried and forgotten? 

·  Where ought you to learn much more from past mistakes? 

·  Which decisions do you consider most scientific? 
 
 



© Value Based Marketing Forum 2004 8 

Example 
 
A telephone company that had ambitious growth plans, of £750m profit uplift over 5 
years, suspected that its poor marketing information was going to cause problems 
and as a consequence its growth plan was at risk.  So a workshop was held with the 
top executive team to assess the extent of the problem.  The ground rules were: 
 

·  Agreed business problems 
·  Quantified benefits of solving the problems 
·  Extent to which benefits depend on better marketing information and insights 
·  Headline statement of what needs to be done 

 
The top executive team defined the problems and estimated value-at-risk as follows: 
 

Headline Description Value-
At- Risk 

New product failures We are unable to plan, design and launch new 
products that will yield the planned levels of profits 

£120m 

New customers unprofitable We are unable to identify and target the customers 
with the highest potential profitability 

£62m 

Cross-selling weak We are unable to identify and target additional 
products that customers are likely to buy 

£52m 

Service problem and retention We are unable to identify and resolve service 
problems in a way that will maximise our profits 

£44m 

Price yield optimisation We are unable to model our pricing structures to 
yield the maximum profitability 

£34m 

Channel optimisation We are unable to identify and guide customers to 
use the channels that will be most profitable for us 

£22m 

 
The following comments are important: 
 

·  Information would not directly cause these problems to be solved, it would 
merely enable them to be solved 

·  Multiple sources of information had to be integrated as part of the solution – 
market research, customer satisfaction, customer records, call records, 
service records 

·  A mixture of “big” strategic decisions and “little” operational decisions were 
needed to fix the problems 

·  Value-At-Risk estimates were approximate calculations based on numbers 
jointly agreed by line managers and finance managers together 

·  The overall total value at risk was almost half the total planned growth 
 
This quick analysis galvanised the executive team into action.  An important 
conclusion was that: 
 

There are no direct benefits from marketing information itself,  
but information enables marketing to become more competent decision-makers 
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Insight-Problem Diagnosis 
 
Diagnosing your organisation’s ability to construct “insights” can be challenging.  In 
recent years the word insight has come to be much used – and misused – in 
marketing. 
 
“By ‘insight’, we really mean a fresh, discerning, penetrating fact that, when 
combined with insights drawn from a wide variety of sources, inspires ideas and 
action” comments Mark Sherrington, former CEO of Added Value and currently the 
marketing director of SAB Miller.  Mark dedicates a whole chapter of his book Added 
Value (2003 Palgrave Macmillan) to this difficult topic.  His ideas are provocative, and 
well worth reading. 
 
Roget’s thesaurus indexes “insight” against “discernment, intuition, and 
clairvoyance”.  It is inextricably linked with anticipation, astuteness, foresight, far-
seeingness, and hardheadedness.  To diagnose your organisation’s issues in 
creating insights, some criteria for success or failure are needed: 
 
Success Criteria 
 

·  Anticipating important customer and consumer trends 

·  Foreseeing competitive changes 

·  Progressing by constantly discovering fresh ways of seeing the market 

·  Going beyond superficial analysis and conventional wisdom 

·  Focusing on areas with hardheaded commercial significance 

·  Observing and learning how to improve on earlier ways of performing 
 
Sherrington adds the following criterion, which we have characterised in the earlier 
analysis under implementation: 
 

·  Inspiring ourselves and others 
 
We’d argue that inspiration is in the eye of the beholder.  Criticising those responsible 
for “inspiring insights” would be rather unreasonable if the situation existed where 
management were too dull or dumb to be inspired.  We will return to this issue of 
inspiration when we examine potential solutions, later in this paper. 
 
Failure criteria 
 

·  Stuck in a rut with a fixed view of the market 

·  Being distracted by endless trivial discoveries of little significance 

·  Being astonished by market and competitive changes after they happen 

·  Lacking an effective understanding of the information you already have 

·  Unable to connect information and decision-making 

·  Taking far too much time to search for key facts and figures 

·  Unable to see any significant patterns in the data 
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Diagnostic Workshop Questions 
 
Line-managers generally have some awareness of the areas where their insights are 
poor or weak.  Staff who are responsible for market research and customer information 
also have ideas, although there are often gaps between the two perspectives. 
 
We have found that running a second workshop, following the decision-making one, 
can provide further diagnosis of the problems.  We would recommend asking the 
following list of questions. 
 

·  In what areas are managers and decision-makers most out-of-touch? 

·  What kinds of vital insights are you most lacking? 

·  What aspects of past performance should you try to learn more from? 

·  Where do you feel your performance is more luck than judgement? 

·  Which areas of budget setting rely too much on guesswork? 

·  Name three past decisions where the “big picture” was overlooked? 

·  Where is data overload the most problematic for managers? 

·  Which areas of existing information are important but neglected? 

·  What should you be doing differently to improve your foresight? 
 
Example 
 
At the telephone company, a second workshop was held to discover the connections 
between the business problems, and the insights available about customers and the 
market.  Here the focus was: 
 

·  What we need to be able to do 
·  That we can’t do now 
·  That will enable the business problem to be solved 

 
Headline Description Value-

At- Risk 

 We need to be able to optimise allocation of customer 
acquisition expenditure by offer and by channel 

 

New customers unprofitable We need to be able to predict the likely response by 
offer and by channel 

£62m 

 We need to be keep adequate historical records of 
customer acquisition activity and costs and sources of 
new customers 

 

 We need to be able to predict what additional 
products and services each customer will buy 

 

Cross-selling weak We need better insights into the barriers that stop 
customers from trying-out our new products  

£52m 

 We need to keep information on customer records 
that will help us predict what they will buy next 

 

 
 

Solving a business problem requires insights from multiple sources; 
benefits cannot therefore be allocated precisely to particular information sources 
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Information-Problem Diagnosis 
 
Diagnosing your organisation’s information problems is the final analysis.  Most 
managers have grumbles and misgivings about information sources, and it is 
relatively easy to find out about them.  They should be put into proper perspective, 
taking into account the findings of the earlier two analyses.   
 
By “information” we mean a variety of sources which are likely to include: 
 

·  Market research - individual questionnaire responses (agency may withhold) 
·  Market research - continuous tracking tabulations (weekly/monthly/quarterly) 
·  Market research - test and experiment results 
·  Advertising and media agency reports and analyses (of your own campaigns) 
·  Customer satisfaction surveys 
·  CRM reporting and analysis 
·  Sales and expenditure reports (weekly or monthly) 
·  Published research reports and reports that you have commissioned 

 
To diagnose your organisations problems with information, some criteria for success 
or failure are necessary. 
 
Success/Failure Criteria 
 

·  Lower/higher cost of data-collection 
·  More/less data-elements available (or more questions in the survey) 
·  More/less segment-analyses available 
·  More/less pages of analysis-tables 
·  More/less integrated information sources 
·  Better/worse survey-design 
·  Larger/smaller sample-size 
·  Fewer/more errors 
·  Faster/slower to make results available 
·  Easier/harder access for users 

 
Diagnostic Survey Questions 
 
We would recommend that you use a survey rather than a workshop to assess the 
effectiveness of information sources, as there is too much detail for a group 
discussion to be an effective approach. 
 

·  What kinds of essential information are you lacking? 
·  Name any information that is surplus to your requirements. 
·  In which areas are your controls too loose?  Where are they too tight? 
·  Name three or more areas where existing information cannot be trusted. 
·  Describe any specific problems you have linking together information sources. 
·  Name any areas where delays in receiving information cause problems. 
·  Are there areas where the cost of information exceeds its benefits? 

 
Example 
 
At the telephone company, specific information sources were identified.  The costs of 
obtaining the new information, or enhancing the quality of existing information, were 
then assessed in the context of the estimated value-at-risk.  
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Summarising your diagnosis 
 
At this point we recommend that you summarise the nature of the changes that you 
are seeking.  The following tables illustrate a format that you may wish to adopt. 
 
Table 1: Desirable Changes in Marketing Decision-Making 
 

From To 

·  Intuitive decision-making ·  Analysis-based decision-making 

·  Managers value experience over formal knowledge ·  Managers value formal education too 

·  Information is used as a political weapon ·  Information used impartially and without bias 

·  Unexpected data triggers rapid reaction ·  Data is checked and analysed before action 

·  Secrecy surrounds decision-making ·  Transparency of decision-logic 

·  Kill the messenger syndrome ·  Aides pull no punches 

·  Past mistakes are ignored or over-emphasised ·  Past mistakes are assessed carefully 

·  A state-of-denial often surrounds worrying information ·  Management works to solve major problems 

 
Table 2: Desirable Changes in Marketing Insights 
 

From To 

·  Market research staff ·  Customer insight staff 

·  Business manager visually scans data for significance ·  Support staff act as aides in finding insights 

·  Information is passive ·  Active briefing service is provided 

·  Data is distributed in bulk for managers to scan ·  Data-mining by staff to extract key facts 

·  Data provides a backdrop ·  Data fed into models and analyses 

·  Staff’s main training is in survey-methods ·  Education in business-modelling is vital 

·  Bad forecasts and analyses are quickly forgotten ·  Learning and improvement is valued 

 
Table 3: Desirable Changes in Information Management 
 

From To 

·  Huge volumes of unfocussed data  ·  Necessary and sufficient data only 

·  Superficial customer knowledge ·  Going deeper inside the customer’s mind 

·  Islands of information ·  Data fusion and integration 

·  “Well informed” means lots of data ·  “Well informed” means good analysis 

·  Data gathering continues year-after-year ·  Data gathering stops if it ceases to be useful 

·  Slow information delivery ·  Fast information delivery 

·  Costs of information exceed benefits ·  Benefits exceed costs 
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Vision of Solution 
 
Drawing a schematic representation of the proposed solution can help communicate 
what is proposed.  It also enables managers to discuss some of the practical issues 
that will need to be addressed to make the solution work effectively in practice. 
 
Figure 2: “BEFORE”  
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Figure 3: “ AFTER” Schematic representation of the solution 
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Specifying the Solution 
 
As the schematic in the previous section shows, the full solution can require changes 
in processes, organisation, and technology.  Specifying the solution clearly before 
embarking on a development programme is important, in order to guide progress. 
 
We will use the vision diagram, figure 3, to as the framework for defining the solution.  
It is organised into four main components: 
 

·  Marketing Information Library 

·  Customer Insight People and Processes 

·  Management Tools and Techniques 

·  Learning and Culture Change (note: this is critical to success but is not shown 
explicitly on the diagram) 

 
Marketing Information Library 
 
The main objective is: 
 

 

To bring together in a coherently managed way all key marketing information sources 
 

 
This will typically involve changing from a situation where: 
 

·  Market research is managed coherently, but other information sources are 
managed separately 

 
to a situation where: 
 

·  Printed reports are stored in one central library, including: 

o Existing MR information sources 

o New MR reports and studies 

o Extra MR information from existing sources 

o MR Summary tables 

o Consulting study reports 

o Customer satisfaction survey reports 

o Marketing plans 

o Brand plans 

o Product launch plans 

·  Computerised data sources for marketing: 

o Financial reports needed by marketing 

o CRM data needed by marketing 

o Survey data needed for analysis by marketing 
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New Information Sources 
 
Market research firms are offering a more varied menu with new information sources.  
Here is an example. 
 
Sensory Logic is an East Coast scientific market research business that ‘specializes 
in the analysis of the psycho-physiological responses of consumers to an 
organization's products and services.’  Founded by Dan Hill, it believes it has finally 
developed something close to the ‘introspectometer’.  Based on the Facial Action 
Coding System developed in the 1970's by US Sociologist Paul Ekman (which 
classified over 3000 facial muscle movements - the ‘eyelid tightener’ expresses 
anger, for instance, and the "nasolabial fold deepener" manifests sadness), the 
system has "proven to be highly accurate". 
 
It is not the aim of this paper to provide a guide to all these new techniques.  We 
would however recommend that you need to assess these new methods against the 
“user requirements” that you have established in your diagnostic studies. 
 
Extra information from existing sources 
 
Buying extra information is always an option.  You can increase the survey-sample 
size, add extra segments for analysis, add to the number of survey questions and 
many more things all of which will cost money.  Our advice is to review your 
diagnosis of information sources.  Do users want this extra data?  Is the data-quality 
bad because of sample problems?  How important is it to improve the data quality – 
will the quality improvement cause any changes in your marketing? 
 
Planning and Report Library 
 
All plans are archived for future reference, as an aid to improving forecasting.  This 
includes marketing plans, brand plans and product launch plans.  Typically these are 
held by line-managers and quickly get lost and forgotten.  Employing an archivist to 
keep copies and retrieve information is an important feature of the solution. 
 
Computerised Data Retrieval 
 
All computerised data sources for marketing are brought together and organised for 
ease of data-retrieval.  One of the commonest complaints heard about marketing 
information is the difficulty of retrieving computerised data.  Spreadsheets in 
particular are rarely maintained and archived in an organised way.  CRM data in 
particular must be managed as an integral part of the whole information library.  
Coding of this data needs to be consistent with codes and ranges used in market 
research.  Survey data (i.e. copies of questionnaire returns, minus respondent 
names) provide a rich source of data to analyse.  Traditional MR reporting methods 
tend to ignore key insights that would be disclosed by more sophisticated 
econometric analysis. 
 
Information Management and Retrieval Skills 
 
Traditional market research staff may be lacking the skills needed for this broader 
information role.  In particular, the IT skills needed to manage the computerised 
records will be needed on the team.  We would recommend that these skills be within 
the team, and at the very least an IT specialist should be seconded to the team. 
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Customer Insight People and Processes 
 
The main objective is: 
 

 

To develop internal competencies to provide key customer insights to management 
 

 
This will typically involve changing from a situation where: 
 

·  marketing research support staff mainly act as “librarians” for line-managers, 
as well as the interface between MR firms and clients 

 
to a situation where: 
 

·  customer insight staff have an added-value role: 
·  “data analysts” are also part of the team, using data-mining software to 

discover problems, prepare insight presentations and balanced scorecards 
·  “consultants” solve business problems for line-managers, using similar skills 

and methods to management consultants 
 
Customer Insight Staff 
 
New, different skills are likely to be needed.  Market research managers, however 
skilled and experienced, rarely possess all the skills needed for the new role.  New 
skills required are likely to include: 
 

·  IT skills for maintaining the computerised data repositories 
·  data-mining for spotting opportunities and threats 
·  econometric analysis and model construction 
·  business know-how to offer practical consultancy advice 

 
Data Analysis Resources 
 
One of the widely proclaimed capabilities of this new approach is the application of 
data-mining systems to identify opportunities and threats. 
 
Routine duties are likely to include: 

·  insight-presentations made on a regular basis to the line-managers 
·  construction of models and management-tools 

 
The track-record of data-mining is not proven, and there is still a great deal of 
scepticism surrounding the subject.  Erik Brynjolfsson, a professor of information 
systems at MIT Sloan School, notes in Information Week (Sept. 9, 1996): “The same 
dollar spent on the same system may give a competitive advantage to one company 
but only expensive paperweights to another.” 
 
Consultants 
 
Another feature of the customer insight approach is the possibility of offering internal 
consultancy 
 
Routine duties are likely to include: 

·  problem-solving on basis of brief agreed with a line-manager 
·  construction of models and management-tools 
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Internal consultancies have come and gone in many businesses.  The Operational 
Research (OR) boom of the 1960 and 1970s ebbed away in the 1980 and 1990s and 
today OR groups are a rarity in business.  Perhaps the most widespread consultancy 
found in business today is the spreadsheet modelling groups found in the finance 
departments of many larger organisations.  Some of this expertise needs to be 
transferred to the marketing area. 
 
Nokia Consumer Insights 
World leader in mobile communications, Nokia, has a Consumer Insights division of 
30 people.  It was established in 2001, and absorbed the old Market Research 
function.  Its remit includes product conception and design and interpreting attitudes 
and behaviour of consumers.  They try to track and forecast changes in long-term 
consumer motivation.  Their aim is to provide internal consultancy to Nokia’s 
managers.  Market research firms are retained for their data collection and tabulation 
roles, but are not expected to provide added-value.  “They lack real understanding of 
Nokia’s business needs and where the company is heading” comments Jane 
Hanford, head of brand and customer understanding. 
 
External consultancies do offer an alternative to having the resources in-house.  
Management consultancies, such as McKinsey, are now offering “customer insight” 
as one of their service-lines.  A few Market Research firms and Advertising Agencies 
also offer consultancy advice, but few appear to have invested in the heavyweight 
skills that their management consulting rivals offer.  There is also a group of 
specialist marketing consultancies offering a range of services, some of which 
appear to compete with their bigger management consultancy cousins. 
 
CAROLYN CAN YOU ADD TO THIS? 
 
Management Tools and Techniques 
 
The main objective is: 
 

To provide management with tools and techniques  
that will enable them to improve their marketing plans, controls and decision-making 

 
This will typically involve changing from a situation where: 
 

·  photocopies of market research reports are the main source of marketing data 
·  staff are used as “librarians” to retrieve facts and figures from the research library 

 
to a situation where : 
 

·  many sources of printed marketing information are received 
·  workshops and presentations by customer insight team are used to brief 

management on trends and emerging issues 
·  computers are used to access marketing information 
·  models are used as aids to problem solving 
·  staff are used as consultants and valued as advisers 
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Newsletters, bulletins and intranets 
 
Disseminating “insights” is a challenge in today’s business environment, where 
managers are drowning in information.  We would strongly recommend that 
consultation takes place between the line-managers who will receive this additional 
information and the customer insight team who are producing it. 
 
Balanced Scorecards 
 
One of the silver-bullet solutions widely hyped is the balanced scorecard.  After 
several years many companies have adopted this approach, alongside their 
traditional reporting systems.  It adds extra to the data received by management, and 
is largely bypassed in favour of the traditional financial systems.  If it is to be 
successful, it needs to replace the financial systems, as advocated by the Beyond 
Budgeting Round Table.  If you are planning to use scorecards, make sure that your 
management fully understands the drastic implications. 
Insight Presentations 
 
Powerpoint slides can impart information in a dramatic and interactive way that 
written reports cannot.  An alternative to newsletters etc. is to make a regular 
presentation.  Market Research firms already make such presentations to their 
clients.  Informal feedback to the VBMF team indicates that clients find these dull and 
uninspiring.  Management are looking for something more exciting. 
 
Before you add another presentation to management’s busy diaries, ask yourself 
“how will my presentation be more interesting and better received than the usual 
research briefings?”  Ask the audience what they really want to hear.  But also make 
your own mind up, as audiences can be fickle. 
 
Opportunity Alerts and Threat Warnings 
 
One of the ideas about data-mining analysts is that ought to spot opportunities and 
threats.  A practical problem with this idea what method should be used to 
communicate these opportunities and threats.  Insight presentations (see above) may 
provide a forum for debating the opportunities and threats discovered by the 
analysts.  However, the “not invented here” mindset in many organisations can be a 
practical hindrance for ideas discovered by staff to find acceptance among line-
managers.  Ask yourself whether these insights are worth paying for.  Heed the 
comments of sceptics, such as Tim Ambler (1996): “does it need paid research?  
Read the Sunday papers instead.” 
 
Management Tools 
 
A valuable role of the consultant-analyst is to develop practical tools for managers to 
use in their decision-making. 
 
Diageo’s Activity Evaluator 
Global drinks company Diageo has introduced a new decision-analysis procedure 
called the Activity Evaluator, which is used as a control on all marketing proposals.  
Managers have to forecast, before they run any new activity, what will be its effects.  
They must also determine how the effects are to be measured.  Often there is a 
requirement for research – before / during / after – to measure the incremental 
effects.  Expenditure and resources for the activity evaluator are set aside as a 
routine component of every marketing activity budget. 
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Econometric Modelling 
 
Econometric modelling can yield even greater insights than more simple analyses 
and presentations.  However greater skills are likely to be required. 
 
Kraft 
Consumer food manufacturer Kraft routinely uses modelling methods to extract 
insights about the effectiveness of its marketing activities.  Tom Lloyd holds the post 
of Group Market Analytics Manager.  His role is to ensure that the response to ever 
element of the marketing mix is understood by decision-makers – advertising, 
consumer promotion, trade promotion, pricing, new product development.  He offers 
the following advice to anyone who is planning to establish their own modelling 
capabilities: 
1. Start with the problem, not the tool (avoid the man with the model, if all you have 

is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail) 
2. Don’t get sidetracked by black-box debates (steer clear of anybody who says that 

you just feed raw data in, press a button and the answers come out) 
3. Choose your modeller carefully – buy-in the quality of work you need 
4. Model-fits are just the starting point (ask about the forecasting strength of the 

model) 
5. Use your logic and ask stupid questions (if it doesn’t feel right, say so) 
 
Learning and Culture-Change 
 
Managers generally don’t have terrific quantitative skills with marketing information.  
For this reason, organisations are establishing management training in marketing 
numeracy.  This can be a substantial investment, both in terms of expenditure but 
also management time and commitment. 
 
Diageo Way of Brand Building (DWBB) 
Diageo was formed by merger in October 1997 and eighteen months later, the 
marketing directors of the four component organisations got together and put 
together a common way of doing marketing.  This evolved into a comprehensive 
corporate programme, called the Diageo Way of Brand Building (DWBB). 
It was recognised from the outset that quantitative skills were needed.  Over 3,000 
people from within the company have attended, including finance and HR in addition 
to marketing and sales.  Several analysis tools and templates are incorporated in 
DWBB and these are now embedded in the fabric of everyday decision-making. 
 
Staff who are inspiring to line-managers 
 
A challenge of the insight area is “how can staff inspire managers”.  As Mark 
Sherrington suggests, if insight do not inspire managers they are likely to be ignored.  
Training of staff in consultancy methods is one potential way of solving the problem.  
The idea is that, if consultants can inspire confidence and interest, then perhaps they 
have something to teach the staff team. 
 
A new skills profile 
 
Organisations that are planning to establish an insight capability will need to establish 
a new kind of staff skills-profile from what existed previously.  This will affect hiring 
and career progression.  
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BAA Research 
British Airports Authority has established a research function whose skills profile is 
significantly different from that of the traditional research department.  Under Stan 
Maiden, Research Director, are a team whose skills include: 
·  Forecasting 
·  Statistics 
·  Operational Research/Model Construction 
·  Market Research 
It has responsibilities for the small flow of 128 million passengers each year through 
seven airports, making it the largest such organisation in the world.  It has to sift out 
problems in 35 different aspects of service across 11 air terminals.  They are very 
proactive in making recommendations to management to improve performance in 
many different aspects of the operation.  Their role is to solve problems, as diverse 
as the siting of escalators to the packaging of whisky bottles.  They also manage a 
field-force of 160 interviewers at seven airports, as well as numerous “observers” 
who count people when they are walking, queuing, visiting, buying, and such things 
as: vehicles, cars, lorries, taxis, car parking spaces and baggage. 
For difficult quantitative analysis they sometimes commission work with an external 
consultancy, otherwise they do the analysis themselves. 
 
The Case for Change 
 
Having diagnosed the problems, and outlined the solutions, the next step should be 
to estimate costs and resources, discuss and agree your priorities, and weigh-up the 
case for change.  Solutions come in many forms.  Some involve money, others 
headcount, but others have no budgeted cost but do require time and attention.  Use 
the table below to short-list your own requirements, and the estimated costs and 
resources. 
 

EXPENDITURE REQUIRED:  

New information sources  

Extra information from existing sources  

More analysis and better presentation of existing data  

Models constructed from existing data  

Consultancy from external organisations to provide insights  

Learning and education for marketing line-managers in quantitative planning, 
control and decision-analysis methods  

Learning and education for non-marketing managers  

Skills training for internal staff in analysis methods  

HEADCOUNT REQUIRED:  

Extra staff to develop insights from the data  

ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE REQUIRED:  

Establishing a customer insight department  
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HR INTERVENTION REQUIRED:  

Redefining the job of the MR manager  

Establishing a better career path for marketing research and information 
specialists 

 

Establishing management selection and career progression criteria based on 
analytical decision-making competencies  

IT ASSISTANCE REQUIRED:  

Developing an integrated data source  

Developing an intranet for publishing the “insights” and giving online access 
to reports and other information sources  

 
Each of these now needs assessing in the light of diagnostic work you will already 
have done.  You may also want to group these changes into projects and prepare a 
presentation showing your vision of the future capabilities. 
 
 
 


