
Market Research: An investment, not an expense 
By Jennifer Metz 

 

In business, the competition can be the enemy.  But there is one way to stay ahead – 

market research. Regardless of whether a company is just starting out or ready to expand, market 

research is vital to understanding the market, identifying and understanding customers, and 

developing realistic targets, business strategies and marketing campaigns. 

 Based on your industry classification, available from the North American Industry 

Classification System (NAICS) website (http://www.naics.com), you can look at industry trends 

and regulatory guidelines.  This is an important first step in identifying the questions that should 

be addressed through market research.  

Types of Research 

 Market research is conducted in two ways – qualitative and quantitative.  

 Quantitative: This type of research, gathered through surveys and questionnaires, 

focuses on predicting patterns within a market. The data, reflecting market size, 

demographics, brand awareness and preference, can be used to form hypotheses 

and make decisions relative to buyer attitudes and behaviors. 

 Qualitative:  This type of research answers the “how” and “why.” Using in-depth 

interviews and focus groups, information is gathered about what is driving 

customers to buy and use a product and why. 

While quantitative research can often be found through secondary sources, such as data 

collected from research firms or competitors, qualitative research is most effective when 

conducted by the company itself or a research firm working on the company’s behalf.  

 

http://www.naics.com/


Set an objective 

 For market research to be effective, it must have a clear goal -- what the company is 

trying to achieve and the types of decisions that the information will help the company make.  

Asking the following questions can help with this process: 

 What is the purpose of the research? 

 What information is being sought? 

 How will the information be used? 

A SWOT analysis is often viewed as a “must” for planning purposes.  Used to 

evaluate strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats that may affect a business, it can be 

applied to almost every type of business. 

If the research will assist with significant decisions like introducing a new product or 

starting a business, it is worth the investment to hire a professional market research organization 

or consultant.   However, if your budget does not allow that, it’s still advisable to seek the advice 

of a professional to make sure the proper processes and research methods are used and that the 

decision-making process flows logically from the data.    

Existing Research  

 One way to save money when conducting research is the use of secondary data. Industry 

and consumer profile information can be compiled from the U.S. Census, Info USA, corporate 

10K reports, industry media and even competitor websites.  Online searches through Google and 

Google Scholar can pinpoint research already performed within a specific industry.  Monitoring 

news coverage of your industry and competitors with searches and free search engine news alerts 

is another good way to stay abreast of trends and activities.   

 



Analyze and act 

After collecting the data, you should assemble all of it into an easy-to-follow format to 

facilitate discussion and decision making.  This involves editing, coding and tabulating the 

responses. Remember to stay open minded during this process and avoid allowing your personal 

biases to color your analysis. The findings should be documented in a written report. This report 

should summarize the specific research questions, approach and design, data collection and 

analysis procedures, and major findings.  

Common Mistakes 

 Unfortunately, many businesses perform market research without defining their goals and 

identifying research parameters.  Without this, the research lacks focus and will not provide the 

information needed for decision making. Another mistake is not realizing that the data may be 

biased, with interviewers skewing results based on their own beliefs and assumptions.  

Many products and services, especially those in the technology sector, require an extra 

level of effort in market research and additional interpretation of customers, competition and 

trends. The reason is because buyers may not know what they want because the product or 

service does not already exist. It may take extra effort to develop research questions that describe 

the product without leading respondents to the desired answers. A perfect example of this would 

have been suggesting Twitter to a focus group several years ago. Prospective users might have 

raised their eyebrows and not understood the concept or need. But now the social website boasts 

500 million active users. 

When doing research for new business ventures, assumptions can be the downfall. Never 

assume there is no competition for a concept or that customers will be lining up to buy the 



product or service. In addition, that research can make sure any marketing or advertising efforts 

are targeted to the right audience and in the ways that will capture their interest.  

Cost of research 

Although market research can be costly, businesses should consider it an investment 

rather than an expense, as it is critical in helping the company target the right customers in the 

right way. Without it, a company could spend thousands of dollars trying to reach the wrong 

audiences.   

A recent survey of small business managers in Texas revealed that 84 percent of those 

who conducted formal market research felt the information obtained was worth the money. 

Overall, 58 percent said they were able to incorporate the research findings into their decision 

making process.  

Market research can also help startups attract investors. Outlining the market, industry 

trends and demand for a product or service will give an investor insight into how well the 

company might perform. It also shows that the company is taking the right steps to develop a 

sound business plan and marketing strategy.  

Finally, market research must be current, particularly during volatile periods of the 

economy.  Revisiting and refreshing research regularly will allow the company to stay in touch 

with its customers and clients. 

Jennifer Metz is the research manager at CTC Tampa Bay (http://www.ctctampabay.org), a 

501c3 non-profit, independent provider of technology market intelligence, market research, 

technology transition support and discovery for the government acquisition community and the 

technology development sector. She can be reached at metzj@ctctampabay.org.  
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