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The 5 W’s to Answer Before Doing Market Research

You don’t need to look far or long to reach the conclusion that opinion polling and survey research is ubiquitous.  Media outlets, political candidates, associations, internet sites, corporations, universities and non-profits all commission and conduct research on a regular basis, but why and to what end?  It is our supposition that these seemingly unnecessary questions are indeed, very necessary.

Therefore, we offer these postulates or guidelines when thinking about commissioning a research project, which are as applicable to the $10,000 project as they are to the $100,000 effort.  And while the individual guidelines are helpful, the basic tenant is that research is a means to an end, not an end unto itself and the best research in the world is of little use if it doesn’t get used.

The five W’s are a helpful place to start any line of inquiry.

1. What business objective(s) is this potential research project going to help reach?

Project objectives are just that and without an explicit linkage to an overall purpose of the business the project and its application remain isolated.  Sometimes the linkage is obvious, 

· If we pass this legislation it will result in immediate access to key markets for our products and services.

· If we don’t mitigate the impact of this impending crisis our company goes out of business.

Sometimes, it is less so, 

· Having satisfied customers is nice but how does seeing improvement in this measure relate to customer retention, referrals, and annual profit targets, if at all?

· Re-branding your organization is an interesting and challenging proposition but how does this help with employee retention and differentiation in the marketplace?

2. What do we know currently about the issue or challenge?

We’ve all heard the phrase, “we don’t want to reinvent the wheel” which certainly applies here.  What we know includes existing assumptions, conventional wisdom and public or private research.  New research should be designed only after this information is on the table.

3. What information are we missing that we need to help reach our goal?
After we identify what we know, we can more easily identify what we don’t.  These informational needs should be spelled out, literally, so that the research team and the client are in full agreement as to what will drive the specific project goals.  The problem occurs when someone decides to raise new and additional informational needs midstream.  Research is very good at answering a priori questions; it is very bad at addressing those identified post hoc.

4. Which audience (s) has the answers to our questions?

This is a seemingly easy question to answer until you are faced with having to justify the value of a research project that includes a high percentage of “don’t know” responses on key questions or an external audit of key audiences shows real problems with your frontline employees, the same ones that were not included in the research plan.

5. What are we going to do with the information?

This question needs to be addressed before the first dollar is spent.  If the answer is anything less than a detailed plan to implement and make use of the findings (i.e. to enact change) then do not commission the work.

Other mistakes that can be the death knell for a research project include, 

· Not providing enough time to answer the five W’s.  If you don’t have time to answer these questions, by challenging existing assumptions and exploring new ideas then you are already too late.

· Not clearly outlining the deliverables with your research provider.  Understanding exactly what the research will and won’t provide is critical to a successful project.

· Using research to confirm what you know.  If you already know it then don’t spend the money
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