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I grew up in the market research profession when the environment in which we worked was much simpler than it is today.  That simpler environment could be characterized as a world in which, “birds of a feather flocked together,”  “past tended to be prologue,” and “ceteris paribus” – all marketing mantras we found acceptable and used to overcome our inability to deal simultaneously with all the elements of complex issues.  Those approaches are no longer sufficient in today’s complex society.  

Another characteristic of market research of my youth was the time lag between an idea and its actual implementation.  It was sufficiently long enough to allow us to take advantage the sequential process of survey design, data collection, analysis and formal presentation of results, as we attempted to improve the quality and relevance of our work. My how the world in which we work has changed!

Today, as we have become painfully aware, “birds of a feather no longer flock together,” “past is not likely to be prologue,” “ceteris is not paribus,” and the time between successful product conception and its eventual implementation is sometimes measured in days, weeks, or months – and less frequently years.  If we are to continue to make valuable contributions in this far more complex and dynamically changing world, we must, as we have in the past, adapt to changing conditions – but now we must do so more frequently and much faster.  

One of the most enduring challenges we face is to accurately estimate consumer attitudes and behavior in the face of limited resources and time.  Many of you may recall the old saw; I can provide you with survey information in a manner that is fast, accurate, or cheap – take two.  I believe that of the three attributes, time, accuracy, and cost; the accuracy attribute will be the most impacted by the changing conditions I’ve mentioned.  One of the ways we can minimize the impact these changes have on the interaction between time, cost and accuracy is to improve the manner in which we determine the extent of accuracy required – because that determination must now be made in a world in which available time and financial resources are even more constrained than they have been in the past.

Let me take a moment and describe a classic example of the cost to achieve accuracy and speed while using traditional survey research methods.  Let’s take the Census Bureau, for example.

My experience at the census bureau developed in me a deep appreciation for the value and associated expenses of providing very accurate and timely information. The Current Population Survey, the development of which benefited from the vital contributions of previous Hall of Fame recipient Les Frankel, requires an extremely high degree of accuracy.  Policy makers allocate significant sums of money and major investment decisions are based on the monthly estimates of unemployment.  Notice by the way it is called the Current Population Survey.  The origin of the purpose of this survey started during the economic depression of the 1930’s with the objective of providing policy makers with more reliable and timely information about unemployment.  

Today, on a monthly basis, the Census Bureau identifies a random sample of 60,000 eligible household and completes 55,000 interviews (92% completion rate) – using a sampling process that even Sol Dutka another Hall of Fame recipient would approve -- to determine, among other important items, the unemployment rate of the U.S. and smaller geographic areas.  The measured coefficient of variation, assuming an unemployment rate of 6 percent is .019 or less – that’s the accurate part.  The time between the start of data collection from these 55,000 respondents and data release is 20 days – that’s the fast part. The annual cost of achieving this impressive monthly measurement is approximately $60 million – that’s the cost part. Although my former colleagues at the Bureau are working hard to reduce the costs of this critical survey, it stands as a classic example of the cost to achieve accuracy and speed when using traditional survey research methods. 

Since most of us do not have clients who require that level of precision and who could not justify any where near that level of expenditure, I have two suggestions for our profession to consider.  The principle that supports these suggestions is to avoid the tyranny of OR (doing this OR that) and seek the opportunity of AND (doing this AND that).

Relative to faster and less expensive, we need to continue to improve the approach that many of us are currently working on – use of new technologies and particularly using the internet.  As an increasing percentage of the population has access to and uses the internet to gather information, the internet has become a more reliable resource to reduce the cost of finding relevant respondents and to speed up the process of collection and analysis.

Relative to maintaining, if not improving accuracy, a course of action that many of us have been pursuing for some time is found in the wisdom of C. West Churchman --the distinguished philosopher of science.

“…to conceive of knowledge as a collection of information seems to rob the concept of all of its life.  Knowledge is a vital force that makes an enormous difference in the world.  Simply to say that it is storage of sentences [or in our case, numbers] is to ignore all that this difference amounts to.”

Churchman drives home his point with this very clear and important statement, “…knowledge resides in the user and not in the collection.  It is how the user reacts to a collection of information that matters.”

The creative relationship between two other previous Hall of Fame recipients is informative.  In Ogilvy on Advertising, David Ogilvy tells the following story:

The best fun I ever had was in the early days of Ogilvy & Mather, when I was both Research Director and Creative Director.  On Friday afternoons I wrote research reports to the Creative Director.  On Monday mornings I changed hats, read my reports and decided what to do about them – if anything.  In due course I was able to afford the services of Stanley Canter, a far better researcher.  It took Stanley only ten days to get me out of his department. Like I always say, hire people who are better than you are.

Based upon what I have read about them, I can only assume that the communication between them was very clear and they worked hard to avoid doing this “OR” that and instead sought to achieve this “AND” that.

Today’s more constrained conditions require that we work harder to improve the manner in which we engage decision makers early in the research process and ensure we design a collection and analysis plan that meets their information requirements at the time they need it and at a price they can afford.  This process must include an assessment to determine the level of precision that they will require.  We can learn a lot about developing these assessments from those working in the decision sciences, particularly those engaged in developing value of information calculations.  By doing so we lessen the arrogance implied in the old saw when we said – “…accurate, fast, or cheap -- take two,” and instead say, “I can give it to you fast enough, accurate enough, and at a price, given the importance of the decision to be made, you will value.”

The market research community can be proud of our past contributions that have been used to better our society.  Changing societal and market conditions, however, require us to take a hard look at what has worked in the past and determine whether it is still sufficient.  We must, as many of the previous recipients of this honor have done, create new and innovative research methods for those who use and those who ultimately benefit from our services.  In doing so, we will continue our history of contributing to the improvement of our complex and dynamically changing society.”
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