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Learning Objectives

After completing this chapter, you should be able to:

• Describe the basics of consumer research and have an
understanding of available consumer behavior research
techniques. 

• Explain the complexities in doing international consumer
research.

• Outline the steps in the research process.

• Describe generally how to ask consumers questions.

• Identify some of the changes the Internet brings to
consumer behavior research and some of the problems
of evaluating secondary research.

• Appreciate the ethical issues raised by market research.



Learning about Consumers

Adventure Travel
Check out www.gorptravel.gorp.com for adventure travel the world over, spanning

Africa, Antarctica, Asia, and the Caribbean. A trip summary for Kahikatea, New

Zealand, features a photo of white-water river rafting and promises eight days of

adventure with upscale accommodations for the entire trip. And you can be back in

your office on Monday morning. Or perhaps you’d prefer to sea kayak in Belize or

take a white-water river expedition in Alaska with Adrift Adventures. To see what

you are missing check out www.adrift.com. Adventure travel, including commercial

white-water river rafting, is a fast-growing outdoor leisure services industry;

commercial rafting trips are booked in many nations from Canada to Zimbabwe. 

Our example focuses on Colorado and Utah, where many

small firms operate on a half-dozen rivers and provide half-day to

multiday trips to thousands of clients every year. The managers of

a group of Colorado River Basin outfitters wanted to know how to

increase consumer satisfaction and repeat business for their

multiday river trips. They wanted to make their business more

predictable. We conducted applied consumer research with several

river-outfitting companies to help answer questions of interest to

managers. Depth interviews with management and river-rafting

guides suggested the hypothesis that customer satisfaction is

related to concerns with the quality of food and amenities

provided, safety, and lore about the natural and historical setting of

the trips. We then collected written descriptions of river rafting from

experienced rafters. Through content analysis of these descriptions,

we found that rafters rarely mentioned food, safety, or information.

Instead they spoke of exhilaration, personal growth, and growing

closer to family and friends through their rafting experiences.

www.gorptravel.
gorp.com

www.adrift.com
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Next, we undertook participant observation research with rafters. That is,

we accompanied participants on a number of multiday river trips to explore the

experience of rafting and the meaning of rafting to customers. In addition, we

conducted posttrip focus groups, and we sent mail surveys to customers both

before and after their river trips. Our research revealed that participants had

difficulty expressing what was really important to their satisfaction. It included

experiencing personal growth, a sense of harmony with nature, and community

with family, friends, and other participants. Management was only vaguely

aware of these benefits to customers because their perception of what

customers wanted was primarily based on pretrip inquiries rather than posttrip

memories and reminiscences. 

Our research showed that river guides are critical in orchestrating customer

satisfaction, but customers hardly ever mention the guides’ role. We, as

researchers, didn’t know why. We undertook surveys, focus groups, and further

participant observation to describe more adequately the guides’ role in

orchestrating customer satisfaction. Because of the duration, intimacy, and

purpose of the trips (fun, fantasy, and adventure), effective river guides became

like friends to customers over the course of the trip. When things went well,

customers were satisfied with the guides; but when things went badly they

tended to blame the weather or other external factors rather than guides. The

role of temporary friend is one that guides find stressful, management vaguely

understands, and customers take for granted. These findings helped reorient

some outfitters’ training and promotional efforts. 

Articles written about river rafting in specialized marketing journals

contribute to basic consumer research. These articles increase marketers’

general understanding of extended service encounters, through the long-term

relationships between guides and customers. This research exposes the types

of experiences that customers seek in leisure consumption contexts, and it also

highlights the behaviors of frontline personnel in communicating expectations,

values, and meanings to customers. In turn, our understanding of these

concepts can be linked to a more general theory about relationships in 

social life.1

Learning about consumers is the key to implementing the marketing concept and exercis-
ing marketing imagination. The aim of this chapter is to introduce you to consumer re-
search. Consumer research is not the only way we learn about consumers, but it is certainly
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one of the most important ways. Consumer behavior research is the systematic and ob-
jective process of gathering, recording, and analyzing data for aid in understanding and
predicting consumer thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. With the globalization of markets,
consumer research has assumed a truly international character, and this trend is likely to
continue. At the simplest level, international consumer research involves studies in a sin-
gle market outside the firm’s domestic market. More elaborate and complex are interna-
tional consumer research programs that are intended to help solve multicountry marketing
problems. We will discuss examples of each type in this chapter.

The opening vignette mentions several kinds of research as well as several techniques
for conducting it. We discuss these issues in more detail in this chapter. The value of con-
sumer research can be measured by its contribution to solving practical problems or by ad-
vancing our general understanding of human behavior. The practical problems addressed
by consumer behavior research range widely from those of organizations seeking to in-
crease their customers’ purchase frequency (see Chapter 12) to those of advocacy organi-
zations seeking to enlist increased support from their constituents. It could even include
research on disadvantaged consumers designed to promote changes in society or changes
in the marketplace. Public policymakers also use consumer behavior research (e.g., to
study how to enhance healthy or life-saving behaviors). 

This chapter illustrates the dramatically changing role of consumer behavior research in
marketing. At no time has it been truer that there is nothing so useful as good theory, as
marketing research professionals and marketers struggle to make sense of and use con-
sumer behavior research effectively. Random sampling (introduced in the 1940s) and tele-
phone interviewing (introduced in the 1970s) revolutionized consumer research during the
twentieth century. The consumer researcher of the twenty-first century will be affected by
four important factors: speed, the Internet, globalization, and data overload.2 Compared to
their predecessors, today’s consumer researchers will need to be better trained, work
smarter and faster, and have more varied skills.

Speed is becoming increasingly necessary to provide consumer insight more rapidly. Many
technologies and services have speeded up delivery of information. Big companies such 
as Ford Motor Company used to spend several years researching and developing a new
product. Now they attempt to shorten the length of time between the idea for a new 
product and the introduction of that product to the market. In addition, they attempt to 
better gauge not just what consumers say they want but how consumers actually use the
product. The importance of observing use was brought home when Ford unsuccessfully in-
troduced Fiesta into Thailand in the 1970s. Thai vehicles are regularly overloaded two to
three times beyond their designed capacity, and so the Fiesta had frequent breakdowns. A
sturdier model was introduced, but too late, and Ford incurred heavy losses.3 Market re-
search companies increasingly emphasize speed, combined with international research ca-
pabilities. The two ads shown on page 74 illustrate how the need for smarter, faster, more
global marketing decisions is effecting market research promotion and practice. 

Consumer Research in the Twenty-First Century
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Consumers and professionals increasingly have access to the Internet. This represents a
new data collection tool that consumer researchers must master to stay competitive. The
unprecedented speed and low cost make greater use inevitable. Sotheby’s site on the World
Wide Web is typical. It posted a questionnaire to encourage visitors to give personal in-
formation and their tastes and opinions. Responses can help the art auction gallery modify
its website to suit the needs of potential clients. In addition, the site provides a list of all
the Sotheby’s galleries around the world. 

A 1999 study located and analyzed nearly 1,000 web surveys. Included were customer
feedback questionnaires, various public opinion polls, university experiments, customer
preference surveys, and other types of surveys. While we can’t foresee the future of Inter-
net survey technologies, experts see a lot of potential for use and for abuse. Prominent on-
line marketing research firms predict that, based on current growth rates, the online
research segment could account for 50 percent of all marketing research revenue. How-
ever, researchers’ enthusiasm for the medium is lessened by their concerns for protecting
respondent privacy and other potential misuses of the technology.4 Experts fear oversur-
veying of users with quickly constructed and poorly implemented questionnaires targeted
to whoever wants to answer; such data could be incorrectly interpreted as representing
some broader population.5

Globalization of business is so profound that it has been described as the second Industrial
Revolution. Globalization demands that consumer researchers have experience and knowl-
edge about individual countries and international conditions. Researchers must have the
ability to synthesize data from different countries and interpret the factors on which they
are based. Meaningful synthesis and comparison demands not just proficiency in statisti-

WANT BETTER

TARGET 

MARKETING?

NEED TRUE 

GLOBAL 

TRACKING?

LOOKING FOR

FASTER 

RESPONSE?

WANT CLEAR

STRATEGIC 

DIRECTION?

(Company Name Here) – an NFO Worldwide company – brings you the most advanced

continuous brand tracking system in the world today.

NFO MarketMind. It's targeted. It's global. It's fast. And it's designed with several proven

models built in, to help you make better strategic decisions in a growing global marketplace.  

The NFO MarketMind system is installed across our entire network of companies, so

findings are consistent from country to country, reported through one unique system, in the

same format, with the same measures.

Need to act fast? No other system offers the response speed of the NFO MarketMind

software. Information is collected on a daily basis, compiled weekly, and available to you less

than a week later. The information you receive is fresh, vital, useful – you can even access all

information at your desk, enabling on-the-fly marketing decisions and refinements.

Fact is, business is changing fast, and NFO MarketMind is the tool to help you compete

more successfully in today's high-speed marketplace. The NFO MarketMind Continuous

Brand Tracking System. Proven in effectiveness. And available only through (Company Name

Here) and the NFO Worldwide Group of Companies and licensees.

Make smarter, faster marketing decisions
with NFO MarketMind.

MARKETMIND IT!

123 Main Street  Anytown • XX  00000-0000 

TEL: 000.000.0000 • FAX: 000.000.0000w w w. n f o m a r k e t m i n d . c o m

(Company Logo Here)

RESEARCH & STRATEGIC SOLUTIONS:

W We partner with you to uncover information vital to your business. 
Then we help you convert that knowledge to actionable strategic
solutions…solutions that can alter the competitive landscape in
your favor.

Proven domestic and international research capabilities, plus
in-depth experience spanning fifteen major industries, allow us to
deliver on-target results with remarkable speed and efficiency.

The MORPACE approach: Power to change your world.  Call us
today at 248-737-5300, or visit our website at www.morpace.com.

Advertising • Automotive • Computer Technology • Consumer Products • Education • Financial Services • Health Care
Home Improvement • Insurance • Media • Pharmaceutical • Public Policy • Telecommunications • Transportation • Utilities

Corporate Headquarters: 31700 Middlebelt Road, Farmington Hills, MI 48334 USA   248-737-5300   www.morpace.com
UK Office: Hollywood House, Church Street East, Woking, Surrey GU21 1HJ England   +44 1483 737000

MORPACE International, Inc.
Market Research and Consulting

POWER TO CHANGE YOUR WORLD. These ads
illustrate the
increasing value
firms place on
speed, global
research
capabilities, and
data base
tracking.

The Internet

Globalization



cal methods and languages but insights into cultural differences. Increasingly, international
researchers understand that multicountry research requires comparability of meanings and
not just comparable questions.6

Globalization and the Internet are dramatically changing the face of consumer research.
Things move at lightening speed, and this in turn brings a sense of heightened vulnerability.
Issues can spread rapidly across borders. A local mistake translates into a global blunder
nearly instantly.7 Globalization and the Internet have combined to create increased interest in
standardizing both technical and ethical research procedures and reporting. For example,
Canada, the United States, and Mexico are working to standardize how they report basic 
industry and demographic data. This is partially a response to NAFTA, but it also reflects
marketers’ needs to formulate strategy on a global basis. ESOMAR is the WORLD ASSO-
CIATION OF OPINION AND MARKETING RESEARCH PROFESSIONALS. Exhibit 3.1
displays the screen produced by ESOMAR in the spring of 2000. This association unifies
more than 4,000 members in 100 countries and provides information about global research
practices. For example, it reports a 10 percent global increase in market research between
1997 and 1998, about US$13.4 billion. Expenditures on market research respond to eco-
nomic crises. This relationship is evidenced in a 9 percent decline in market research in
Japan, which faced a difficult economic situation in 1998. ESOMAR members comply with
a code of ethics endorsed by major national professional bodies around the world. To 
examine some of its recent press releases, check out the organization’s website. In 2000,
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ESOMAR was concerned with setting guidelines for conducting marketing and opinion re-
search using the Internet. A version of the guidelines, shown in Good Practice 3.1, has been
endorsed by the International Chamber of Commerce and the World Federation of Advertis-
ers. But check the website for updates, because this is an area that is changing daily.

Data overload is a reality for both consumers and professionals. Historically, managers
faced the problem of insufficient information. Much has changed with the information
revolution that has been driven by dramatic developments in computer and telecommuni-
cations technology, including the Internet. Now, the managers’ problem has shifted be-
cause huge amounts of information are readily available to organizations, even to small
ones. While some may struggle with collecting information in transitional and developing
economies, most organizations are more concerned with the dissemination and effective
use of information within their organizations.

A database is a collection of data and information describing items of interest.8 Data
mining, which essentially involves “fishing” in large data sets using statistical concepts
to glean useful information, is not new. However, the extremely large datasets too cum-
bersome for traditional analyses are new. Extracting useful information from large data-
bases is quickly becoming the next wave for consumer researchers to ride. Organizations
need people who can make sense of data results. In addition, with enormous records 
and potentially useful information, miniscule errors can involve millions of cases. Data 
integrity, storage, and cleaning become critical. Decision makers must consider the pur-
pose and objective of a data-mining project, implementation and integration problems,
the type of data-mining tools available, what form the output should take, and ease of use.

Data Overload

Guidelines on Conducting Marketing and Opinion Research
Using the Internet
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.1 • Respondents’ cooperation is voluntary
and no personal information should be
sought from or about respondents
without their prior knowledge and
agreement.

• The researcher’s identity must be
disclosed to respondents.

• Respondents’ rights to anonymity must
be safeguarded.

• Adequate security of data must be
provided.

• Survey reports should describe the
methods used.

• Special care must be taken when
interviewing children and young
people.

• Researchers should not send
unsolicited messages online to
respondents who have indicated that
they do not wish to receive such
messages relating to that specific
research project.

Source: www.esomar.nl/codes_and_guidelines.html.

www.esomar.nl



In addition, they must have a specific plan for integrating data mining into everyday busi-
ness operations.

Successful companies try to gauge consumers in many different ways. The Coca-Cola
Company uses a three-pronged approach to gather information from customers and poten-
tial customers in all the countries in which it operates. Trend research seeks to understand
broad societal and cultural factors that influence customer behavior. Traditional market re-
search seeks to track real-time purchase and consumption behaviors. Under this approach
researchers predict sales and utilize sophisticated mathematical modeling techniques. Fi-
nally, research is employed to predict customer responses to changes in the marketing mix
for Coca-Cola products. All of the products of this research are available to marketing
managers through the company’s user-friendly intranet information system.

Some manufacturing companies go to great lengths to encourage information ex-
change between nonmarketing employees and customers. To cite one example, a manu-
facturer holds an annual open house for which manufacturing, not marketing, personnel
hand delivers invitations to customers. Customers interact with shop floor personnel as
well as white-collar employees. The president of this company notes that this impresses on
manufacturing personnel that there are people who buy the product—“real, live-bodied,
walking-around people.”9

As another illustration of the range of ways to learn about consumers, consider Japa-
nese companies. Many Japanese companies rely heavily on personal observation as a way
of learning about customers. For example, when Canon Cameras was losing ground to Mi-
nolta, Canon sent three managers to the United States to look into the problem. The head
of the team, Tatehiro Tsuruta, spent six weeks in the United States entering camera stores
and acting like a customer. He noted how the cameras were displayed and how the clerks
served customers. He realized that some dealers were not enthusiastic about Canon and
drugstores and other discount outlets were not advantageous outlets. As a result of this re-
search, Canon opened its own sales subsidiary.10

Finally, consider the strategy of a Weyerhaeuser sawmill for learning about customers.
This sawmill was located far from company headquarters in the small community of Cot-
tage Grove, Oregon. A cross section of employees, from the general manager to forklift
drivers, began spending a week at a time as “employees” of their customers. For example,
customer service representatives worked as sales assistants in Home Depot and other home
centers. Buyers soon found that they were dealing with personnel who not only understood
their problems but also frequently anticipated them because Weyerhaeuser employees
were actively learning about them.11

Although there are many different ways of learning about consumers, the focus of our
attention is on describing different types of consumer research. As we have noted, con-
sumer research is increasingly an international enterprise. It is only natural that where mar-
keting strategy is conceived on a multinational basis, consumer research would follow suit.
Based on expenditures, about 40 percent of all marketing research is conducted in western
Europe, 39 percent in the United States, 9 percent in Japan, and the rest in transitional
economies or the developing world. There are more than 1,500 market research companies
and consulting agencies in Europe. ACNielsen Corp. is ranked as the number one global
research organization, based on revenues. Although ACNielsen is based in the United
States, nearly 78 percent of its revenues come from other countries. We can expect the

Learning about Consumers

Chapter 3 Learning about Consumers 77



78 Part One An Overview of Consumer Behavior

share of research conducted outside of Europe, Japan, and the United States to increase
dramatically in the new millennium. 

International consumer research includes two different kinds of research. First, it
includes single-country consumer research—research carried out in a country other
than that of the research-commissioning organization. For example, if a company is con-
sidering entering a new foreign market, it might conduct extensive research to understand
foreign consumers as related to that product. In this case, the company is not necessarily
trying to make comparisons between foreign consumers and other consumers of that prod-
uct. Second, international consumer research includes multicountry research—research
conducted in more than one country with the intent of making comparisons. For example,
a company might be interested in contrasting health attitudes in Russia with those in the
United States. International consumer research presents challenges that arise out of polit-
ical, legal, economic, social, and cultural differences between nations. These national and
cultural differences also contribute to problems of comparability of research results, espe-
cially in multicountry studies. 

We distinguish two different types of consumer research. Both basic and applied con-
sumer research can be conducted in domestic, foreign, or multicultural contexts. Basic
consumer research attempts to expand the limits of knowledge about consumers. It is not
concerned with the solution to any particular pragmatic problem. For example, an anthro-
pologist may undertake research to try and understand the physical properties, symbolic
meanings, and practical qualities of things, such as those that create a sense of homeyness
for North Americans or hyuggli (coziness) for Danes.12 Such research contributes to an un-
derstanding of broad issues of interest to many social sciences—issues of self, family,
meaning, and material culture. This research reveals that homeyness is not a simple sum
of material parts but an intangible, illusive quality. However, homeyness does have several
physical properties. For example, homey colors are warm colors: orange, gold, green, and
brown. Objects are homey when they have a personal significance for the owner. Arrange-
ments are homey when they combine diverse styles of furnishing in a single room. 
A favorite characterization of a homey place is a description that emphasizes that it looks
“as though someone lived there.” Hyuggli environments share some of these qualities,
but in addition they feature warm pools of light such as those provided by candles or low-
powered spotlights.

Applied consumer research is conducted when a decision must be made about a spe-
cific real-life problem. Although the homeyness study was a basic research project, the re-
sults may have many useful applications. For example, some resort areas have found that
people take better care of a homey condominium than a stark rental unit. By leaving pic-
tures and personal touches around the rental unit and welcoming people to their “home,”
owners of these units are able to minimize theft and unnecessary wear. Suppose that man-
agers of a small specialty retail store are interested in creating a homey or hyuggli feeling
to reach a particular segment of North Americans or Danes. They may find many of the
basic research results we described useful in beginning applied consumer research to de-
velop a homey retail environment.

Whether consumer researchers are doing basic or applied research in domestic or foreign
cultures, they engage in a research process to ensure that the consumer intelligence or un-
derstanding gained from the effort is relevant, timely, efficient, accurate, and ethical. The
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research is considered relevant if it anticipates the kinds of information that will be 
required by decision makers, scientists, or policy advocates. This is information that im-
proves the quality of exchanges between organizations and their customers or stakehold-
ers. Timely research is completed in time to influence decisions. Research is efficient
when it is of the best quality for the minimum expenditure and the study is appropriate to
the research context. Research is considered accurate, or valid, when the interpretation
can account for both consistencies and inconsistencies in the data. An important way to
improve accuracy is to incorporate multiple methods and perspectives in the research ef-
fort as both Colgate-Palmolive and The Coca-Cola Company do, for example. Finally,
careful attention to the research process can ensure that it is ethical, that it promotes trust,
exercises care, observes standards, and protects the rights of all the participants in the re-
search process.13 We discuss research ethics in greater detail later in this chapter.

A general outline of the research process is shown in Exhibit 3.2. The research process be-
gins by defining the problem and scope of the project. Very often it will require numerous
conversations with decision makers, experts, and consumers before the problem can be
precisely defined. In the rafting research discussed in the vignette, for example, we would
have misunderstood the nature of customer satisfaction, and indeed measured the wrong
things, if we had relied solely on the impressions of the river outfitters. An especially im-
portant part of problem definition is clarifying the boundaries of the study. For example,
we set out to study consumer behavior as it related to white-water river rafting in the
United States; we quickly learned that such rafting in the eastern part of the country dif-
fers substantially from that in the west. After some preliminary research on both one-day
trips and multiday rafting trips, we learned that these two types of trips have very differ-
ent characteristics and attract different segments. We ended up focusing on multiday
(mostly three- to five-day trips) white-water river-rafting trips in the Colorado River Basin.
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Exhibit 3.2 Outline of the Research Process
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Subsequently, in discussing this research in Europe we discovered that there are important
differences in the meanings of nature and wilderness between the North American and Eu-
ropean contexts that further limit the generalizability of our results.14

The second step of the process shown in Exhibit 3.2 involves development of a research ap-
proach to the problem. This involves deciding on what types of research are implied by the
research objective. We can outline three basic types of research: exploratory (such as the
basic research described above), descriptive, and causal. The three types of research have
complementary roles; that is, each can contribute something to the overall research process. 

Causal research investigates a very specific relationship between two or more vari-
ables. To take a very simple example of causal research, a firm might like to know if
coupons mailed to prospective customers result in an increase in sales subsequent to the
mailing. In other words, do coupons cause increased sales? Measuring retail sales before
and after the mailing provides the answer. To take a more complex example of causal re-
search, a researcher might be interested in whether female college students exposed to
highly attractive models in ads will be less satisfied with their own physical attractiveness.
To answer this question, the researcher might conduct an experiment that exposes female
college students to different kinds of advertising models, some of whom are very attrac-
tive, and then measures the students’ satisfaction with their own attractiveness.15

After finding that highly attractive models in ads do make women feel less satisfied
with their own appearance, the researcher might be interested in finding out more about the
thoughts and feelings that lead consumers to report less satisfaction with their own appear-
ance. In this case, as in the participant observation rafting research described in the open-
ing vignette, the research approach is exploratory. Exploratory research seeks insights into
the general nature of the problem, possible decision alternatives, or identification of rele-
vant variables. In this case, the research is attempting to identify the thoughts and feelings
associated with exposure to attractive models in ads. The researcher does not know what
variables or relationships between variables will be identified. The researcher conducts a
focus group in which female college students first look at ads taken from fashion magazines
featuring highly attractive models. Then, the students are asked to write their thoughts and
reactions to the ads on a blank piece of paper. Finally, they discuss them as a focus group.
The thoughts and feelings shared in this session offer a more textured understanding of the
types of comparisons that occur. For example, this research suggests women tend to focus
on that part of the model’s body that they are most dissatisfied with. One woman noted, “I
have wide hips. I always look at the hips. I guess I’m just jealous.” This type of discussion
can also give a richer understanding of the intensity of feelings associated with these com-
parisons. Consumer Chronicles 3.1 illustrates selected negative self-feelings from viewing
ads that came out of the focus groups. Researchers could also undertake a study to profile
the characteristics of women most likely to make negative self-assessments following ex-
posure to highly attractive models. This type of study would be descriptive research—re-
search designed to profile some aspect of the consumer environment. 

The third step in the research process is to formulate the research design. A research de-
sign is a framework or blueprint for conducting the marketing research project. It includes
deciding on the appropriate data collection method or methods. It also reports decisions
about how to translate the research problem into specific measures (specific questions, ob-
servations, and stimuli), decisions about the sampling plan, decisions about how to analyze
the data, and a critical evaluation of what the payoff from the research is likely to be. Many
critical decisions are made in formulating the research design. Often the research design
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will be revised as data collection proceeds, accord-
ing to changing needs and understandings. For ex-
ample, in international consumer research the unit
of analysis may shift from a country to a region as
the researcher gains greater insight into consumers.
Consider Belgium, which is divided in half be-
tween Wallonia in the south and Flanders in the
north. Walloons use butter, but Flemish people use
margarine. As preliminary investigation uncovers
regional differences, additional research might be
modified to better represent these regions. 

Data collection methods can be divided into
secondary and primary data collection approaches,
and then each of these approaches can be further
divided into several additional types. In this chap-
ter we just provide an overview of some of the
major approaches used to learn about consumers.
Exhibit 3.3 outlines some secondary data collec-
tion approaches, including some examples, uses,
and advantages and disadvantages. Secondary
data are data that have already been collected for
purposes other than the problem at hand. These
data can be located quickly, easily, and inexpen-
sively, and they should represent the starting point
for any data collection effort. Because secondary
data have been collected for purposes other than
the problem at hand, they may lack accuracy, rele-
vancy, or currency.

Secondary data are especially important in the
case of international consumer research because
primary international research projects can be very
costly in terms of time and money. H.J. Heinz
Company failed to successfully introduce Ketchup
in Brazil. A more intensive look at the Brazilian
food distribution system through secondary re-
search might have helped avert this problem. Heinz
concentrated on distributing through neighborhood
shops, a strategy that worked well in Mexico. However, 75 percent of grocery shopping in
São Paulo, Brazil, is done in supermarkets and not the smaller shops.16 Many countries
offer extensive data about their populations through departments of commerce. Much of
this information can be obtained online, and because of the importance of foreign trade,
many national commerce departments offer links to trade data relevant to other countries. 

The United States Department of Commerce provides access to fast-breaking results
related to trade and the economy. Five minutes after economic indicators are released 
by other federal agencies they can be accessed through the Department of Commerce. 
If you are trying to learn something about the United States a good place to start is
www.fedstats.gov. This site has links to 70 federal agencies that issue statistical data, and
the site’s search engine covers reports from the 14 major statistical agencies.17 Many 
standard market research texts offer in-depth descriptions on how to access and use U.S.
Census data. A quick online search such as “census Australia” will turn up the Australian
Bureau of Statistics and provide access to a wealth of information about Australians, much
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Selected Focus Group
Comments: Negative Self-
Feelings from Viewing Ads C

onsum
er C

hronicles 3.1
“You look at these ads and you feel
inadequate, like you can’t measure
up.”

“It’s frustrating when you start to
realize you should look that way—I
mean—I can’t.”

“I used to go through these
magazines every day and look at
[models in the ads] and wish I looked
like them. I used to go running every
day, and I really thought maybe I
could look like them. I remember, I
even picked one model in particular
and cut out ads with her in them. I
was pretty obsessed. And I finally
realized this wasn’t realistic. But I
sometimes still look and think, ‘Well,
maybe.’”

“Sometimes [ads with models] can
make you feel a little depressed.”

“They make me feel self-critical”
[participant viewing models in
swimsuit ads].

Source: Marsha Richins, “Social Comparison and
the Idealized Images of Advertising,” Journal of
Consumer Research 18 (June 1991), p. 75. 

www.fedstats.gov
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of it in the form of reports to be purchased. The same is true for many other developed
countries. Of course, secondary data are collected in different formats in different coun-
tries and are in some cases not comparable. Using secondary data for multicountry re-
search can be challenging if not impossible. 

Exhibit 3.4 outlines some primary data collection approaches, again including exam-
ples, uses, advantages, and disadvantages. Primary data collection is research carried out
for a specific purpose. Management decisions may seem in many cases as if they rely on
pure instinct. Primary data collection can help managers counterbalance these intuitions,
monitor consequences, and review and refine a course of action. Of course, as compared

Exhibit 3.3 Secondary Data Collection Methods
Types

Scanner data

Syndicated
data sources

Databases

Internet

Examples

An “intelligent” terminal
records the bar code on a
product. Consumer panels are
recruited to track purchase
patterns and link to consumer
profiles.

Global Scan provides detailed
brand and category information
on more than 1,000 products.

Research International provides
continuous panel data for 40
countries in the world.

The ESOMAR website
provides information on
sources of syndicated data in
various countries.

National Trade Data Bank
maintained by the U.S.
Department of Commerce.

World Atlas and World
Development Report
maintained by World Bank.

Census of the Population from
the U.S. Bureau of the Census.

The PRIZM website provides
extensive demographic and
media use information
organized by zip codes in the
United States.

Uses

Scanners cover more and more
product groups. Penetration is
highest in the United States
and Canada, but there is
adequate scanner penetration in
most European countries.

Syndicated data are collected
for a set of information users
with a common need. Scanner
data, consumer panels, store
audits, television viewer audits,
and so on are examples of
syndicated data.

There are thousands of sources
of information that may be
relevant to business decisions.

Information for research can be
obtained at the company level,
industry level, or macro level.
Access to the information can
be received directly by using
the Internet address, but search
engines and agents can also
help obtain the information.

Pluses and Minuses

Large database that provides detailed
information about consumer purchases;
actual behavior. Often purchases can’t
be tied back to buyer, and in other
cases buyers may not be very
representative of general population.
Links between retail outlets are not
typically available.

The researcher must identify syndicated
data sources for the country of interest.

Subscription is expensive and data
collection categories may not be
relevant; quality is highly sensitive to
sampling quality.

Lots of information is available on a
real-time basis.

Many developing countries have data
that are outdated or inaccurate.

May be impossible to compare data
collected from different countries.

Very inexpensive and more accessible
due to the Internet.

The Internet has only a limited number
of search tools and does not provide
extensive user support; information is
not well structured; and quality of
information is highly variable.

The Internet is very low cost and offers
information on a broad spectrum of
topics.



Exhibit 3.4 Primary Data Collection Methods: Qualitative Techniques
Types

Depth
interviews

Focus groups

Projective
techniques

Ethnography

Examples

A consumer tells a trained interviewer how she feels
about a trip to the dentist.

Consumer stories reveal the meanings they assign to
“homemade” food and holiday meals.

A group of French consumers describe their image
and use of herbal teas for a Chinese tea manufacturer.

Focus groups with Japanese consumers reveal
perceptions, preferences, and behavior regarding
laundry detergent.

Word associations are used to help American
marketers better understand Japanese consumers’
perceptions of foreign countries.

Consumers asked if their neighbor fears flying are
able to discuss more openly reasons for fearing flying
than when asked if they themselves fear flying.

Intense observation combined with consumer
interviews and consumer diaries are used to learn how
U.S. consumers purchase beef.

Interviews and participant observation are used to
better understand an experience such as white-water
river rafting.

Mechanical observation (using video cameras)
combined with consumer interviews is used to learn
how consumers, especially children, using microwave
ovens.

Observation and consumer interviews are used to
learn how Mexican women purchase and use laundry
cleaning products.

Uses

Detailed probing of the respondent. Discussion
of confidential, sensitive, or embarrassing
topics. Situations where strong social norms
exist and the respondent may be easily swayed
by group. Detailed understanding of
complicated behavior. Situations in which the
product consumption experience is sensory in
nature, affecting mood states and emotions.

Understanding consumers’ perceptions,
preferences, and behavior concerning a product
category; generating new ideas about products
or impressions of new product concepts;
developing creative ideas for marketing
programs or preliminary consumer reaction to
marketing programs.

Encourages respondents to project underlying
motivations, beliefs, attitudes, or feelings
through use of unstructured, indirect forms of
questioning. Projective techniques should be
used when the required information can’t be
accurately obtained through direct methods.

Ethnographic research is especially useful for
showing companies how consumers purchase
and use products in their everyday lives. This
technique was developed in anthropology, but
it is becoming increasingly popular in market
research. It can be used in new-product
development, product promotion, and
understanding competitive market structure
from the consumers’ perspective.

Pluses and Minuses

Excellent method for understanding consumer
motivation and the why of behavior. 

Time-consuming and costly, difficult to interpret.

Should be used to identify the range of beliefs,
attitudes, and behaviors on a particular topic, but not
the frequency or prevalence of those beliefs.

Requires interviewing and interpretation skills;
opportunities of interviewer bias.

Great opportunities for group synergies that result in
unique insights.

In international settings, the researcher must understand
cultural traits and adapt process accordingly.

Requires interviewing and interpretation skills;
opportunities of interviewer bias.

Requires highly trained interviewers and skilled
interpreters. Tends to be expensive. Analysis and
interpretation are difficult and subjective. There is risk
of interpretation bias.

Establishing the equivalence of meaning across cultures
is especially difficult in the case of projective
techniques and their use in international research
should be carefully considered.

Can elicit responses that consumers would be unable or
unwilling to give if they knew the true purpose of the
study.

The diversity of the global marketplace and increasing
demands for customization contribute to much greater
interest in ethnographic studies. Such studies can offer
rich insights into consumer meaning and use behavior.

Ethnographic research requires very special training,
and typically requires apprenticing with someone well-
trained in this methodology. The research is very time-
consuming and intensive, and data interpretation is
difficult.
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to secondary data collection, primary data collection is difficult, expensive, and time-
consuming. Exhibit 3.4 overviews some qualitative techniques: depth interviews, focus
groups, projective techniques, and ethnography. Qualitative techniques provide in-
sights and understanding of a problem or topic rather than trying to quantify the data and
apply some form of statistical analysis. Most accomplished researchers treat qualitative
and quantitative data as complementary input into understanding and predicting con-
sumers. Qualitative research typically relies on a small sample and should not be used to
infer a population distribution. Analysis and interpretation of qualitative data are particu-
larly challenging, requiring skills of categorization, abstraction, comparison, integration,
and so on.18 Qualitative techniques are gaining in popularity as consumer researchers at-
tempt to stay in touch with global diversity and the demand for customization.19 Success-
ful international consumer research is highly dependent on qualitative research.

Observation, survey research, and experiments are other very important primary data
collection techniques. They are overviewed in Exhibit 3.5. Observational techniques
record actual behavior (e.g., consumers eating spaghetti) or traces of actual behavior
(e.g., an audit of spaghetti sauces, noodles, and so on in the consumer’s pantry). Observa-
tion may yield either qualitative or quantitative data. For example, an observer may sim-
ply count the number of cars crossing an intersection as input on a decision about whether
to locate a minimart at that location. This observation would yield quantitative data. Al-
ternatively, an observer could record all relevant aspects of children playing with new toys,
including their emotional responses, how long they played with the toys, what they did
with them, and so on. For each child this could render a unique, detailed, qualitative ac-
count of his or her interaction with the toys. 

Survey research is probably the most popular way of collecting primary data. Sur-
veys are usually conducted with the help of questionnaires, and question and responses are
typically structured. There are a number of ways surveys can be administered, including
via face-to-face interviews, telephone, mail, fax, e-mail, and the Internet. The survey
method has several advantages. Questionnaires are simple to administer, and coding,
analysis, and statistical interpretation are relatively simple. However, wording questions
properly is not easy, and respondents may be unable or unwilling to provide the desired in-
formation. It is very important for the survey instrument to be applicable in a given coun-
try and in a given situation. The researcher must be culturally sensitive. For example,
respondents in many Asian countries provide responses they think will please the inter-
viewer; Japanese people consider telephone surveys impolite; Middle Eastern respondents
tend to exaggerate class, income, and position; Latin Americans are touchy about alco-
holism; and Indians consider sex a taboo topic.20

Experiments are based on the principle of manipulating one or more variables
(termed independent variables) and observing changes in some other variable or variables
(dependent variables). So, for example, a company might test consumer preference toward
two different packages, or three different promotional appeals, or a set of price and pack-
age size combinations. Experiments are especially useful for doing causal research, but
they are extremely difficult to implement meaningfully in multicountry studies. All exper-
iments must balance the need for precision with the need to make the experiment mean-
ingful for the decision at hand. 

The fourth step in the research process is fieldwork or data collection employing some or
all of the techniques outlined in Exhibits 3.4 and 3.5. Many researchers agree there is no
substitute for doing a portion of the fieldwork or data collection themselves. This is par-
ticularly true of data collection techniques that require enormous skill and flexibility, such

Fieldwork and
Data Collection
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Exhibit 3.5 Other Primary Data Collection Methods
Types

Observation

Survey
research

Experiments

Examples

Ford Motor Company invites guests
to test drive prototype models
through a predetermined route. A
trained observer rides along,
making notes on the driver’s
reaction to the car.

Content analysis is used to compare
the information content in American
and Japanese magazine advertising.

A trained researcher participates
with other consumers in a Harley-
Davidson Brandfest to learn more
about the behaviors and activities
associated with these events.

Interviewers are stationed at the
entrance to a shopping mall in
Toronto, Canada, to invite
respondents to answer a
questionnaire about snack-food
preferences.

Telephone interviews are conducted
with members of a small art theater
located in Lincoln, Nebraska, to
profile members and learn more
about their film and theater
preferences.

Busy German executives are first
contacted by phone and then 
e-mailed a brief questionnaire to 
e-mail or fax back. The
questionnaire is used to measure
market potential for a U.S. software
company’s products.

How will a point-of-purchase
promotion affect juice sales in the
United States, the United Kingdom,
and Japan?

Uses

Observational techniques can
range from direct or even
mechanical observation of
particular consumption
behaviors to observation of the
natural “residue” of
consumption behaviors (e.g.,
consumer’s garbage). It is useful
for learning what consumers do
and can provide new ideas for
product development, product
complements, and substitutes.

Personal interviewing is the
most flexible method of survey
research and used most
frequently in international
consumer surveys. Telephone
interviews are dependent on the
quality of lines and also
telephone etiquette, and these
vary considerably between
countries. Mail surveys depend
on the availability of mailing list
and literacy levels, which can
also vary substantially between
countries.

Firms that sell on the Internet
can create field experiments that
test different prices,
atmospheres, or service details.

Pluses and Minuses

Certain types of behavioral data
can only be collected through
observation. Observation, used
alone, cannot determine
underlying motives, beliefs,
attitudes, and preferences.

Observation can be difficult and
time-consuming and in some
cases may be unethical.

The researcher’s observations
may be selective and biased.

Conducting a survey is a
complex task of gaining trust and
building rapport with a
respondent. The researcher needs
to be familiar with important
national and cultural traits of the
countries where the research is
being conducted and fluent in the
local language.

Designing good questions and
good questionnaires requires
considerable expertise laced with
creativity. There are vast
differences in the way different
cultures react toward surveys.

The respondent, the interviewer,
and the topic can all bias the
research results.

Experiments by their very nature
incorporate cultural differences.
Transferring the same design
across countries could result in
erroneous conclusions.

Experiments are probably the
best way to do causal research.

It is very difficult to ensure that
all relevant variables have been
measured or controlled.
Laboratory experiments may be
too contrived or artificial to
provide much information about
real consumer settings.
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as depth interviews, participant observation, and certain projective techniques. However,
this is also true of other data collection techniques. Even if the primary investigators in-
tend to contract with a service to do a large-scale telephone interview, they may do a small
number of calls themselves to get a firsthand feel for the survey process, response types,
and potential problems. Proper selection, training, supervision, and evaluation of the field
force helps to minimize data collection errors. Research experience can make a difference
in the quality of the data attained. For example, research has found that inexperienced in-
terviewers are more likely to commit coding errors, misrecord responses, and fail to probe;
have a difficult time filling respondent quotas; and have larger refusal rates and more
“don’t know” responses or unanswered questions.21

The fifth step involves data preparation and analysis or interpretation. This step will pro-
ceed very differently depending on the type of data collected and the general purposes of
the research. For example, for some research projects, the data collected might include
garbage, photos, videotapes, brain waves, eye movement traces, as well as or instead of
written or recorded responses to probes and questions. In general, preparing data for in-
terpretation includes editing, coding, transcribing, and verifying data. Data analysis in-
cludes all of the techniques used to interpret and give meaning to the collected data. 

Analysis includes a broad range of techniques, both statistical and nonnumerical. In
Chapter 2 we introduced the concept of perceptual maps, a product positioning tool based
on a statistical technique called multidimensional scaling. In the river-rafting research, by
contrast, interpretation was based on coding interview and observational data into thematic
categories related both to progression through time and typical events that occurred on a
given day.

As mentioned in the introduction, interpretation is one of the biggest problems that
leading organizations face today. Their problem is that they are drowning in data compiled
from secondary sources, syndicated data, and exploratory, descriptive, and causal con-
sumer research. Managers are often too busy to examine all the data available to them. In
many cases, they lack the training that would enable them to interpret one or more of the
specialized studies they receive. One response to this problem is to standardize report for-
mats. Thus, when managers are constructing reports from diverse data sources, they can-
not reanalyze data or modify reporting formats. While this simplifies their task, it also robs
them of opportunities to mine the data available to them. 

Generally, the final step of the project is a written or oral report describing the entire re-
search process and presenting the results and major findings. Decision makers are likely to
evaluate the report in terms of whether it addresses the problem, has a complete and un-
derstandable research design, uses appropriate research procedures and executes them cor-
rectly, provides a complete and objective interpretation, and clearly identifies the
boundaries of the study and the generalizability of the findings. One of the most important
and difficult aspects of market research is evaluation. A marketing manager needs to know
what the research means. In a study of the Norwegian food marketing industry, one re-
searcher found that managers felt deeply insecure about the meaning of research con-
ducted by well-regarded advertising and marketing research firms. Since market success
or failure often hangs on the meaning of research, their anxiety is understandable. In eval-
uating any explanation of data, readers will look for “symptoms of truth.” These symptoms
of truth are summarized in Good Practice 3.2.22 These symptoms provide guidelines for
evaluating the quality of a research project. Together these guidelines suggest that re-

Data Analysis
and
Interpretation

Report of
Findings



searchers must “tell a good story,” a story that holds together internally and externally,
grabs our attention, explains the data, and provides future direction.

In addition to the problem of data interpretation mentioned earlier, another major
problem involves the dissemination and use of the results of consumer research, or market
intelligence as it is sometimes called. Relevant decision makers don’t necessarily use even
good research that is well reported. Simplifying access, monitoring use of data sources by
managers, and institutionalizing interfunctional teams of stakeholders to discuss how to
use research results are just some of the ways organizations try and improve the dissemi-
nation and use of information. 

Several general features characterize the research process we have just outlined. First, as
suggested in Exhibit 3.2, the research process is iterative. The initial research problem
may be completely reformulated as the researcher learns more about the consumer from
initial data collection efforts. For example, Avon Products, Inc., which markets cosmetics
to women, began a strategic initiative with the research question how to capture an in-
creased share of the Hispanic market. At first, this seemed like the appropriate question
since secondary data from the U.S. Census Bureau treats Hispanic females as one cultural
group. However, depth interviews, pilot surveys, and observations of Hispanic communi-
ties revealed many segments of Hispanic females that differ in cultural and historic back-
ground as well as in attitudes and beliefs. On the basis of this early research, Avon
redefined the research problem as one of how best to segment the Hispanic female market.
Similarly, if Avon or any other firm were to conduct research in Australia, it would want
to be sure to distinguish between the many national varieties of Asian-Australians such 
as Koreans, Vietnamese, and Chinese. A study of how women express assertiveness 
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.2 1. The interpretation must be exact, so

that no unnecessary ambiguity exists.

2. It must be economical, so that it
forces us to make the minimum
number of assumptions and still
explains the data.

3. It must be mutually consistent, so
that no assertion contradicts another.

4. It must be externally consistent, so
that it conforms to what we
independently know about the subject
matter.

5. It must be unified, so that assertions

are organized in a manner that
subsumes the specific within the
general, unifying where possible,
discriminating when necessary.

6. It must be powerful, so that it
explains as much of the data as
possible without sacrificing accuracy.

7. The interpretation must be fertile, so
that it suggests new ideas,
opportunities for insight.

Source: Grant McCracken, The Long Interview (Newbury
Park, CA: Sage Publications, 1988), pp. 50–52.
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conducted by The Coca-Cola Company revealed that it needed to look at the issue in many
national contexts.

Second, the use of different methods and perspectives affects the research results. It 
is impossible to be completely objective. That’s why it is so important to incorporate 
multiple approaches and perspectives in research efforts. Very often researchers will find
from observation that consumers behave in ways that are very different from how they 
report they behave in a questionnaire. For example, Ernest Dichter, the famous expert 
on consumer motivation, once conducted a study on the reasons people wear sunglasses.
Sunglass-wearing people who were questioned on a cloudy day in New York City fre-
quently maintained that sunglasses protected their eyes from the sun. Clearly their behavior
contradicted their verbal responses, suggesting, as we all know, that there are other reasons
for wearing sunglasses. The task of the researcher is to provide an interpretation that makes
sense of the differences between the results of different kinds of data.23 Similarly, by incor-
porating only one perspective on the research, findings may underrepresent or misrepresent
other perspectives. For example, a study of consumer research showed that much of it
makes inappropriate assumptions and presents misleading findings because researchers fail
to take into account differences in the viewpoints and behaviors of men and women.24

Third, no research is perfect. Researchers must constantly make trade-offs between
the costs and benefits of conducting different types and amounts of research as well as dif-
ferent types of error. For example, by asking several questions to measure a concept, re-
searchers can feel more confident that they have actually measured the concept and not
omitted important aspects of it. However, asking more questions can lead to respondent fa-
tigue, resentment, and nonresponse, which can significantly bias the findings. Of course,
the more researchers ask, the more it costs to collect, analyze, and interpret the data. 

One of the most important problems in data collection is how to ask research questions.
Even if researchers collect data by observing behaviors, they generally want to be able to
relate those behaviors to consumers’ thoughts and feelings. To do this, they need to know
how to ask questions. In this section we focus on a simple review of the basics for asking
questions; but it’s important to keep in mind that the type of questions asked in a focus
group or depth interview will differ from those asked in telephone, mail, or mall-intercept
surveys. Even mail and telephone formats cannot be used to ask the same type of ques-
tions. For example, mail questionnaires can generally ask people to make finer discrimi-
nations (using 7- or 10-point scales) than telephone surveys. Similarly, mall-intercept
surveys or personal interviews can use visual and other sensory stimuli, whereas telephone
interviews cannot. 

You may be able to recall examples of promotions that feature responses to consumer sur-
veys of one sort or another. For example, a car company may claim that it is number one
in customer satisfaction, or a cough syrup manufacturer may claim to be the brand doctors
recommended most, or a pharmaceutical company may claim a specific brand of aspirin is
preferred by physicians if they are going to be stranded on a desert island. All of these
claims imply valid research. In fact, the results are often based on biased questions. 

Similarly, polls conducted for particular political parties report voter preferences
based on very specific questions that may bias the results. What happens if the companies
that make these claims ask questions differently? Some years ago, fast-food company

Asking Questions

The
Importance 
of How
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Ask Questions 



Burger King ran a series of commercials in which it claimed that consumers preferred its
method of cooking hamburgers over that of McDonald’s by three to one. The question used
to generate this data was Do you prefer your hamburgers flame-broiled or fried? An inde-
pendent researcher asked the “same” question a different way: Do you prefer a hamburger
that is grilled on a hot stainless-steel grill or cooked by passing the raw meat through an
open gas flame? This version of the question resulted in 53 percent preferring McDonald’s
grilling process. When further description was added by noting that the gas-flame ham-
burgers are kept in a microwave oven before serving, the preference for grilled burgers was
85 percent. In this case, three technically correct descriptions of cooking methods pro-
duced preferences ranging from 3 to 1 for Burger King to 5.5 to 1 for McDonald’s.25 This
example illustrates a critical principle of consumer research: How researchers ask ques-
tions is very important.

To build a quality questionnaire, the researcher should begin by asking three questions
about each research question.26 First, can potential study participants understand the ques-
tion? The cartoon shown on this page illustrates the reaction of more than one consumer to
what seems like gobbledygook from the researcher. Researchers bring their own perspec-
tives and biases to questions, and these can be very different from those of the respondents.
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Three
Questions
Researchers
Should Ask
about
Research
Questions

Next question: I believe that life is a constant striving
for balance, requiring frequent trade-offs between
morality and necessity, within a cyclic pattern of joy
and sadness, forging a trail of bittersweet memories
until one slips, inevitably, into the jaws of death.
Agree or disagree?

New Yorker 198x ????????????? info to come
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An appealing illustration involves the pretest of a
telephone survey to look at people’s understanding
of corporate profits. One of the first questions was
When I say profits, what comes to your mind? The
first couple of interviews went fine, but in the third
interview, an elderly woman responded, “Well, I
know about Moses and Isaiah, but that is about all I
know about prophets.” This question was changed
to ask about “corporate or business profits.”27 Obvi-
ously, the difficulty of ensuring that study partici-
pants understand the question is greatly increased
when conducting international research. Consumer
Chronicles 3.2 offers a short, humorous illustration.

Second, can potential study participants an-
swer the question? Sometimes, the researcher will
ask a question that study participants can under-
stand but can’t answer. For example, a researcher
doing a telephone interview may call and ask, Ex-
actly how much did your household spend on gro-
ceries last month? Participants may have an
approximate idea about how much their household
spent on groceries; but it’s likely that the majority
of respondents won’t know exactly. To ensure that
participants can answer the question also means
making sure that response categories are mutually
exclusive (nonoverlapping) and collectively ex-
haustive (everyone has something to mark). It’s
very easy to make mistakes in setting up response

categories that make it impossible for study participants to answer the question accurately. 
Third, will potential study participants answer the question? Even if you ask a sim-

ple, nonsensitive question, you might not get an answer. More than a third of all Ameri-
cans contacted routinely shut the door or hang up the phone on interviewer questions. One
Singaporean researcher conducting mall-intercept interviews in three Asian countries
found that Chinese in the People’s Republic were willing to answer his questions in part
because he was a foreigner, whereas most of those in his own country refused to answer.28

Sometimes it’s possible to predict that at least a portion of potential study participants will
find a particular question too personal and refuse to answer. For example, approximately
10 percent of U.S. survey respondents refuse to answer questions related to income. In
Scandinavia, however, were salaries are more highly standardized, such questions are felt
to be less personal. In countries with large informal economies, such as those of the tran-
sitional economies of eastern Europe, considerable resistance to such questions should be
expected. Other times, the researcher needs a deep understanding of potential participants
to predict what topics they will be sensitive about. Many years ago, while still in school,
one of us did research for a Southwestern art magazine to profile their customers. The
magazine was interested in establishing what type of advertising would appeal to its cus-
tomers, with the hope of broadening its advertiser base. The mail survey was university
sponsored, and care was taken to establish the legitimacy of the project and confidential-
ity of the respondents. However, questions about art types (not specific pieces or values)
engendered a significant number of refusals. One respondent wrote that he was afraid that
the chances of a break-in would increase if the type of art he owned were publicized (by
his answering the questionnaire). As a poor graduate student hanging poster art on the
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Four men—a Saudi, a Russian, a North
Korean, and a New Yorker—are walking
down the street. A marketing researcher
says to them, “Excuse me, what is your
opinion on the meat shortage?” The
Saudi says, “What’s a shortage?” The
Russian says, “What’s meat?” The Ko-
rean says, “What’s an opinion?” The
New Yorker says, “ ‘Excuse me?’ What’s
excuse me?”

Source: V. Kumar, International Marketing Re-
search (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000),
p. 202. Adapted from India Herald, May 22, 1998.
p. 27.



walls, the researcher (one of us) was too distant from the experience of the potential re-
spondent to have predicted this attitude. 

To help answer the preceding three primary questions about questionnaire items, the re-
searcher can apply what are known as the BRONS guidelines. The acronym BRONS
serves to reinforce the important criteria—brevity, relevancy, objectivity, nonambiguity,
and specificity—and to suggest a warning about poorly constructed questions: Be Right Or
Necessarily Suffer.

Brevity is the first important criterion. A good rule of thumb is that questions should
contain 20 words or less, excluding answer categories. Perhaps you’ve had the experience
of a telephone interviewer asking a question that’s so long you can’t remember the begin-
ning of the question by the time she gets to the end. Overly long questions can lead to con-
fusion or misleading responses or nonresponses and should be avoided. 

Relevancy is a second important criterion. Every question and every word in every
question has a cost associated with it for all the participants. Relevancy in words and in
questions is critical. Quite often, after the research problem and scope of the study have
been defined, the client will begin to remark “Wouldn’t it be interesting to know . . .” This
can be very dangerous. Sometimes, of course, this can lead to reconsidering the problem
and scope and enrich the project, but very often this approach simply detracts attention
from the intended purposes of the research. Before including the question, the researcher
needs to be fairly sure that it’s not just interesting, but it’s interesting given the purposes
and scope of the research.

Objectivity is a third important criterion. There are three common ways in which
nonobjectivity arises. First, questions may suggest an answer. For example, if a focus
group moderator exploring television show preferences in Egypt said, “You watch
Hilmiyya Nights, don’t you?” or if one in Brazil asked, “You watch Torre de Babel don’t
you?” she or he would be implying a socially desirable answer to focus group partici-
pants.29 Asking leading questions like this could lead to very misleading results. 

Second, questions may have answer categories that are biased (unbalanced response
categories). For example, consider the following question: About how many soft drinks do
you drink per week, with response categories 0–4, 5–8, 9–12, 12–15, over 15. Answers to
this question could be very misleading because people who don’t drink any soft drinks
would be lumped with those who drink up to four per week. In general, a soft-drink man-
ufacturer would be interested in separating out people who don’t consume soft drinks. It’s
easy to imagine other, more sensitive topics where results reported without a “none” cate-
gory would be very misleading (e.g., questions about alcohol consumption, drug use, sex-
ual activity).

Finally, questions may be nonobjective because they don’t contain sufficient informa-
tion to allow respondents to make an informed choice. For example, a question such as Do
you favor abortion? does not contain enough information. Most people in the United States
would agree that abortion is an unfortunate act. Many favor abortion only under particular
circumstances. And most people in the United States do not favor abortion after the first
trimester. Thus, the question lacks specificity. Very often researchers exploring consumer
preferences are misled because the preference questions are not specific enough to allow
informed choice.

Nonambiguity is the fourth important criterion to ensure good questions. Ambiguity
can arise in two ways. Ambiguity arises when unfamiliar words are employed or when
words have multiple meanings. Sometimes this is very difficult for researchers to judge
themselves. After all, the researcher uses the word because he or she is familiar with it.
Very frequently, we acquire specialized vocabularies that are widely shared by our circle
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of friends and co-workers. We are so familiar with these words and acronyms and use them
so frequently that we may not realize that they are not used in other social circles. 

Differences in familiarity and vocabulary are particularly relevant when study partic-
ipants differ culturally from the researchers. Language creates highly sensitive issues in
multicultural societies like those of North and South America, South Africa, Australia, and
New Zealand. Language can also create problems when marketers whose countries of ori-
gin are culturally homogeneous (e.g., those of Scandinavia) find themselves working in
multicultural or foreign environments. 

Ambiguity also occurs in response categories. Perhaps you have filled out a question-
naire that asks about your consumption of some food or beverage using terms like “never,”
“rarely,” “occasionally,” “frequently,” “all the time.” Researchers ask questions this way
because they are not sure how to be more specific. Unfortunately, what is “rarely” for one
person may be “frequently” for someone else. Doctors and medical personnel commonly
use this type of question in reference to alcohol consumption. A consumer whose social
group drinks three or more portions of alcohol each day will see his or her own behavior
differently than someone whose social group drinks only on holidays or not at all. A mem-
ber of the first group who happens to drink one or two glasses of wine per week may re-
port “rarely”; but someone from the second group who drinks one or two glasses per week
may report “frequently.” A Saudi Arabian will view the question differently than a Ger-
man. In Saudi Arabia, all alcohol is taboo; in Germany beer is considered a food. 

Avoiding ambiguous response categories is especially important for international con-
sumer research. Qualitative research can help researchers understand what level and fre-
quency of usage is normal. For example, from depth interviews with consumers and
product managers in Budapest we learned that Hungarian consumers rarely wash their hair
every day and commonly wash their hair about once per week, and many wash their hair
less frequently. To compare Hungarian and American consumers in terms of shampoo
usage requires specific response categories that include a wider range of likely responses,
or response categories tailored to each country.

The fifth and final criterion is specificity. The researcher wants to try and balance the
information requirements of the manager with the abilities of study participants to answer
a question. Using an earlier illustration, the manager may want to know exactly how much
the household spent on groceries last month, but the potential participant can at best give
an estimate of what was spent. The goal is to provide the information needed without over-
taxing the respondent. Sometimes no matter how specific the question, participants cannot
answer accurately. When this is the case, it may be appropriate to use another form of data
collection, such as observation, consumer diaries, or some unobtrusive measures, for ex-
ample, a study of garbage to see how much alcohol is really consumed in a neighborhood.

We have outlined only the essentials of how to ask questions efficiently and effec-
tively. The researcher would also need to evaluate the research instrument or questionnaire
to ensure that it’s appropriate in terms of sequencing, order, and other aspects of design.

We have already provided numerous examples in this chapter of the difficulty of conducting
international consumer research. In this section we provide a more detailed description of
some of the major problems. In developing theory, models, research questions, and hypothe-
ses it is important to remember that differences in the sociocultural environment and other en-
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vironmental factors may lead to
differences in the formation of
perceptions, attitudes, prefer-
ences, choices, and behaviors.

Cross-national consumer 
research is especially difficult be-
cause the researcher is attempt-
ing to produce comparable data
in two different countries. That
is, there is an interest in compar-
ing what is discovered in one cul-
ture with what is found in
another culture. Nevertheless,
this type of research is extremely
important to companies that mar-
ket global brands like Mercedes
automobiles, Nokia cell phones,
Fuji film, Schweppes tonic water,
Coca-Cola, Procter & Gamble’s
Tide detergent, or Nescafé in-
stant coffee. To collect compara-
ble information, the researcher
may have to use nonidentical
methods because of differences
between the cultures. Good Prac-
tice 3.3 summarizes some impor-
tant questions to ask when
constructing a survey instrument
for use in cross-cultural research.

The questions in Good
Practice 3.3 are based on five
specific problems that arise in
trying to construct questions to

compare two or more different cultures. One problem is that questions used in one cultural
context may simply not be relevant in another cultural context. Research comparing val-
ued consumer objects in Niger, West Africa, with valued consumer objects in the United
States is illustrative of this problem.30 One part of the study measured people’s attachments
to other people. The scale used in the United States included items asking the number of
club memberships the respondent has and the frequency of talking on the phone with
friends. These questions would not be relevant for the Nigerien sample. While telephone
use is quite widespread in the United States, one half of the world’s population has never
placed a phone call. In this instance, comparable data were obtained from the Nigerien
sample by including items that ask how frequently the respondent attends village associa-
tion meetings and the frequency of visiting friends and participating in village gossip. De-
spite the fact that these items are not identical, they attempt to measure attachment to other
persons through organized group activities and informal communications comparably.

A second problem is that the explicit meaning of a word, its denotation, may differ be-
tween cultures. For example, Nigeriens and Nepalese understand perfectly well the notion
of markets as locations where things are sold. They will easily talk about “going to mar-
ket,” “buying things at the market,” or “attending the market.” However, a question like
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Questions to Ask in
Constructing Cross-Cultural

Research Instruments
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.3 • Is the word or concept relevant in

both cultures?

• Is the explicit meaning of the
word or concept the same in both
cultures?

• Are the suggested, implied, or
hinted-at meanings of the word or
concept the same in both
cultures? Is there congruence
between cultural experiences with
the word or concept?

• Are both cultures equally
experienced and fluent with the
research techniques employed?

Source: Adapted from the material contained in Eric
J. Arnould and Melanie Wallendorf, “On Identical
Methods in Cross-Cultural Research or the Non-
comparability of Data Obtained with Seemingly-
Comparable Measures,” working paper, California
State University, Long Beach, 1993. 
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Has the market for cosmetics/cloth/yogurt changed in recent years? may make little sense
to them. (This problem may also still apply in many transitional economies.) In this ques-
tion, market refers to an abstract notion of the market as an accumulation of exchanges be-
tween sellers and buyers taking place in many locations and at many times. 

Finding comparable words is essential in cross-cultural research, and it can be diffi-
cult. In Chapter 5 we discuss the List of Values as a way to measure consumer values. To
conduct a comparative study in Germany, researchers used a standard process of transla-
tion and back translation. However, it was very difficult to translate the English concepts
of “warm relationships with others” and “self-respect” into German. The results revealed
that significantly fewer Germans than Americans hold these as their most important val-
ues. However, the researchers concluded that imprecise translation might be more respon-
sible for these results than actual differences in value orientations.31

A third problem is that the suggested, implied, or hinted meanings of words (conno-
tative meanings) may differ between cultures. This stems from a lack of overlap between
dimensions of cultural experience. Anytime the cultural experience of an object or process
varies between cultures, the issue of connotative meanings arises. For example, research
might find that both Japanese and American consumers value courteous service providers
in fast-food restaurants.32 However, what does courteous mean in these two cultural con-
texts? In the United States, courtesy implies warmth and friendliness, whereas in Japan in
implies formality and respect. For a company planning to open a service establishment in
Japan, knowing that the customers like courteous service doesn’t help very much. The
company needs to know what courteous means and implies in that culture. Similarly, orig-
inality in product design carries different connotations with regard to innovativeness to the
Dutch than it does to Americans.

Differences in the connotative meaning of words can cause confusion about how to in-
terpret responses to questions as well. For example, in Japan, it is considered impolite to
disagree. Japanese respondents are much more reluctant to disagree than their American
counterparts when asked about their level of agreement with a set of statements. This
might leave the researcher with the false impression that a new product will be well re-
ceived, when in fact the respondent is simply trying to be agreeable. Some interesting
cross-cultural research shows significant patterns of difference in reported customer satis-
faction across cultures.33

A fourth problem is that respondents in various cultures may have different ex-
periences with and fluency in research techniques. For example, respondents in Euro-
American samples have little difficulty rating their degree of preference or agreement with
statements on a seven-point scale like the following:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Strongly Strongly
Agree Disagree

Researchers have found that three- or four-point scales work best in Ghana and other de-
veloping countries because people there are not as used to making as fine a distinction in
their opinions as those in highly developed consumer cultures are.34

A fifth, related, but even more profound problem is that most research techniques rely
on collecting verbal information. Although this approach may work in cultures with high
literacy rates, this method is much less appropriate in other cultures. The Diné people
(Navajo) of northern Arizona, for example, are extremely close-mouthed, and Indonesian
inhabitants of the island of Bali might not even interact with outsiders. The approach of
most consumer research techniques makes very important assumptions about how people
acquire, process, and retrieve information. Survey instruments are not very good at accu-



rately retrieving data on certain kinds of sensory information such as smells and tastes,
because people don’t easily express this information using words. Nonetheless, survey re-
search is still the norm in consumer research. 

Of course, the problems we’ve talked about so far have to do with how to ask compa-
rable questions in two different cultures. Anytime a company undertakes international re-
search, it faces a host of other equally complex problems. Methods for collecting data and
sampling techniques have to be carefully matched to the cultures. Again, we emphasize that
to ensure comparability in cross-cultural research does not mean using identical methods. It
means using data collection methods that have comparable levels of reliability. For example,
in the United States and Canada, nearly every household has a telephone. As a consequence,
telephone interviewing is the dominant mode of questionnaire administration in those coun-
tries. By contrast, in the transitional economies of central and eastern Europe, a telephone is
still very much a luxury good. In India, less than 1 percent of households have telephones.35

In one country, telephone interviews may be known to have a given level of reliability; in
another country, in-home interviews, rather than telephone interviews may have an equiva-
lent level of reliability. Thus, telephone interviews should be used in the first country, and
in-home interviews should be conducted in the second. In the same way, the penetration of
Internet technology varies widely between countries. An Internet survey may provide repre-
sentative data in the United States or Japan but be infeasible in India or eastern Europe.

Let’s take another example. As we noted earlier, focus groups are a popular mode of
data collection in the United States and are widely used in Europe and Australia. Focus
groups tend to concentrate on particular activities, products, or problems; they are often
used in the development of new products or services and to evaluate advertising copy and
formats. Agree shampoo and conditioner, a familiar Australian brand, and Pantene sham-
poo and conditioner both employed focus group research in their development, for exam-
ple.36 However, sophisticated levels of cultural awareness become crucial when trying to
conduct focus groups in a foreign culture. For example, in Japan, conformity is highly val-
ued, as is deference to superiors, including anyone older. Conducting focus groups in
Japan requires special attention to how group dynamics operate in that culture. In many
countries in the Middle or Far East, people are hesitant to discuss their feelings in a group
setting, and personal interviews should be used to ensure comparable reliability.37 In the
United States, a simple focus group may contain both males and females. Mixed-gender
focus groups pose a challenge in the Middle East.

As we have already discussed, the Internet is a revolutionary tool that has the potential to
change the nature of human interactions. Here, we provide a detailed framework for think-
ing about how the Internet can influence consumer behavior research, concentrating on
three major ways: it can automate, inform, and transform (see Exhibit 3.6). We view all
three of these functions from an organizational perspective: how an organization, such as
Ford Motor Company, can use the Internet to communicate better with its stakeholders,
such as research suppliers, customers, and dealers. 

Automate means that paper-and-pencil methods are replaced with electronic transac-
tions or communications. As suggested by the exhibit, Ford could collect and analyze con-
sumer complaints online. Such an application would be classified as “automation.” Of
course, it is also possible for organizations to try to solve consumer problems online, ei-
ther with a cleverly designed web site or through e-mail communications.

Conducting Research on the Internet
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Inform means that the organization finds new ways to communicate (e.g., with cus-
tomers). As shown in the exhibit, a researcher could include a pop-up window in a web-
based survey to provide definitions and explanations for respondents who request such
information. As a result of this information transfer, there should be less confusion, and
consumers have a better chance of understanding the meaning of the words and concepts
that appear on a data collection instrument.

Transform means that a new industry is created or that the organization finds a com-
pletely new way to transact business. As shown in the exhibit, virtual focus group interviews
have the potential to revolutionize the research industry. A major problem with in-person

Exhibit 3.6 Internet Technology and Consumer Behavior Research
Network

Internet—Global

Intranet—Internal
communications and
processes

Extranet—Link between
researcher and supplier
(researcher) and research
user (client)

Automate

Develop interactive questionnaire design; the online questionnaire adapts to respondents as
they supply answers

Establish internet consumer panel

Observe chat room behavior

Collect data on viewing habits on websites and TV

Use e-mail for purchase satisfaction surveys; customers reply via Internet to report
consumption experiences

Use incentives to increase response rates or identify committed customers

Administer consumer questionnaire online (i.e., click-through data collection)

Facilitate flow with online questionnaires (e.g., in terms of skip patterns, closure)

Use chat rooms or newsgroups to reduce the number of concepts for new-product development
and factor analysis

Conduct follow-up verifications (e.g., to verify that a consumer has participated in a particular
study) via e-mail instead of phone

Recruit consumers online to participate in research studies; collect and analyze consumer
complaints (e.g., customer satisfaction) online

Create a website to explain the purpose of a study more fully to consumers

Provide repository of research information for internal access (library); for instance, online
“book of scales” or tested measurements (e.g., to aid in questionnaire design); automate
questionnaire design using online templates

Automate the coding of open-end responses by key words

Use search engine techniques to enhance qualitative analysis; create automated databases to
summarize findings of previous studies

Conduct interactive focus groups online (this could also be an Internet application)

Use to send status reports to organizations that purchase consumer behavior research

Send final results via extranet to organizations that purchase consumer behavior research

Provide online access to presentations for clients

Use to deliver a multimedia summary of results for (e.g., using audio, video, graphics)

Share automated databases with clients and other business partners; simplifies selection of a
research supplier (via online databases, prior bids, and histories of project satisfaction)



focus groups is that researchers have to convince a group of respondents to show up at the
same time and place. A major advantage of the virtual (online) focus group is that the lim-
itations of geography can be overcome. Twelve people, all in different nations, could si-
multaneously participate in a focus group discussion, either using video cameras or e-mail.
At the present time, most consumers do not have video cameras hooked up to the Web. So
in the near future, this method would be more suitable for specialized audiences (e.g., man-
agers who may be more likely to have access to such advanced technology).

Automation applications are usually the easiest changes to implement. Quite often,
this type of application results in considerable cost savings, as paper-and-pencil methods
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Transform

Creates a new industry in the sense that online
data collection replaces data collection by
traditional means (telephone, mail, face-to-face
interviews) if current problems (e.g., the sampling
bias inherent in the Internet) can be overcome

Provide syndicated Internet purchase data (i.e.,
Nielsen purchase data for e-commerce purchases,
visits)

Supplement or replace in-person focus groups
with virtual focus groups, thus overcoming the
inherent limits of geography

Lessens importance of time of day in collecting
data from consumers

Test product concepts online

Changes sampling methods: The use of self-
selected samples increases (e.g., consumers are
part of sample if they choose to participate by
responding to e-mail solicitation and incentives)

Data collection faster and less labor intensive;
requires researchers who are highly technical and
highly skilled

Transforms the offices of research providers (e.g.,
the triumph of the “paperless” office?) less need
for central, offices as the “virtual” office becomes
common.

Provides real-time syndicated data sites

Transmit information such as surveys, results,
methods, and so forth to business partners online

Network

Internet—Global

Intranet—Internal
communications and
processes

Extranet—Link between
researcher and supplier
(researcher) and research
user (client)

Inform

Communicate with consumers in a more
cost-effective manner, via ongoing,
online panels and interactive interviewing

Use the Internet to tap into libraries of
marketing research; undertakes
customized searches

Collect information about competitors
more quickly and more effectively

Create pop-up windows to provide
definitions and explanations for
respondents who request additional
information; thus, there is less confusion,
and consumers understand a
questionnaire better

Create a database of past research
projects and best demonstrated practices

Use to facilitate the flow of information
between various participants in the
research process (e.g., manager,
questionnaire designers, coders, data
analysts, report writers)

Communicate with business partners
more effectively; work more efficiently
with business partners via extranet

Communicate with research clients as the
project unfolds, using a digital camera
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are replaced by electronic data storage. Transforming applications are difficult to identify
and difficult to implement successfully. Nonetheless, these transforming opportunities are
what make the Internet such a potentially revolutionary force in society. If a transforming
application is successful, then the entire industry changes for good.

In Exhibit 3.6, we also differentiate between three types of communication networks:
Internet, intranet, and extranet. The Internet is a global network of networks. Any com-
puter connected to the Internet can communicate with any server in the system. Thus, the
Internet is well suited for communicating with a wide variety of stakeholders (e.g., cus-
tomers, business partners, stockholders). Adobe, for example, uses its website to distribute
software changes to customers and to provide financial and other reports to investors.38

An organization can establish an intranet, which is an intraorganizational network
that enables people within the organization to communicate and cooperate with each
other. Thus, an intranet is essentially a fenced-off, mini-Internet within an organization. A
firewall is used to restrict access so that people outside the organization cannot access the
intranet. Although an intranet may not directly facilitate cooperation with external stake-
holders, its ultimate goal is to improve an organization’s ability to serve those stakehold-
ers by increasing the ability of employees to interact and communicate customer
information with one another.39

Both the Internet and an intranet, as the names imply, are networks—arrays of com-
puters that can connect to each other. In some situations, however, an organization may
want to restrict connection capabilities. An extranet is designed to link a buyer and sup-
plier to facilitate greater coordination of common activities. Thus, an extranet could link
an organization with its alliance partners. It could link an organization with its suppliers or
business customers. Communication is confined to the computers linking the two organi-
zations. An extranet is specialized to support partnership coordination.

The examples shown in Exhibit 3.6 are related to the marketing research industry,
which consists of research firms that collect a wide variety of consumer behavior data,
along with other kinds of information. The exhibit is constructed from the point of view of
a marketing research firm. For example, the entries in the exhibit show the kinds of au-
tomation changes a research firm could implement on an extranet. Thus, ACNielsen could
use an extranet to send status reports to Ford Motor Company to describe the progress of
a research project that has just gotten underway in California. Managers at Ford could ex-
amine an electronic database as it accumulates. Alternatively, they could look at a video of
a focus group interview over the Web, or they could listen to an audio broadcast on the
Web to hear customers’ reactions to driving a new car model in Tokyo.

At this point it is somewhat difficult to predict all of the changes that the Internet will
bring to business and society. However, Exhibit 3.6 provides a framework for thinking
about the kinds of changes that might emerge. In the end, it is consumers themselves who
will decide which technologies are successful and in what forms.

Globalization and technology have also contributed to increased attention to ethical issues.
When companies operate abroad they run up against all sorts of new moral issues and eth-
ical standards that differ among countries. Today, big businesses normally have a corpo-
rate ethics officer, although such a job description barely existed a decade ago. As many as
one in five big firms has a full-time office devoted to ethics, and at United Technologies,
for example, the business ethics department includes an international network of 16 busi-
ness-ethics officers working in 24 different languages.40

Ethics in Consumer Research



Collecting, analyzing, and using the results of consumer research raises a number of
ethical issues. Many people are concerned that marketing is essentially a manipulative pro-
fession that collects information in order to induce consumers to buy things they neither
want nor need. Others are concerned about erosion of privacy and corporate control of huge
quantities of information about the private lives of individuals. As a result, many people
around the world increasingly refuse to respond to requests for information from polling or-
ganizations, market research firms, corporations, and individual researchers. In response,
consumer researchers should resist pressures to construct even more intrusive data collec-
tion procedures and instead strive to construct and then adhere to professional standards for
research practice. Some guidelines for professional research practice are shown in Good
Practice 3.4. What are some examples of unprofessional research behavior? A number of
unprofessional practices can be identified. For example, participants in research have a right
to confidentiality unless they specifically waive that right. This principle seems straightfor-
ward, but with the profusion of catalog retailing and telemarketing (telephone marketing)
and the advent of the Internet, much data are collected from and about consumers, some-
times almost incidentally. In some countries, these data are shared a little too liberally be-
tween firms, sometimes resulting in the invasion of consumers’ privacy.

In addition, researchers are generally obligated to avoid deception. However, some de-
ception is common in many types of research. For example, in experimental research, the
true purpose of the study is often hidden from subjects so that their knowledge does not
influence their responses to experimental stimuli. In participant observation research, con-
tinuous interaction between researchers and informants makes it impossible to ask for re-
search consent every time data are recorded. Participant observation always involves some
deceit, since researchers are trying to develop relationships with informants in order to col-
lect data. Thus, limited deception is a part of most consumer research. As a result, re-
searchers should strive to adhere to the research standards adopted by most professional
research organizations. 
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Guidelines for Ethical Consumer Research Practice
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.4 1. Expect and prepare to encounter

ethical dilemmas in consumer
research.

2. Do not harm participants physically,
emotionally, or psychologically.

3. Do not deceive participants.

4. Ensure that participation is willing and
informed.

5. Employ proper research procedures.

6. Hold data in confidence.

7. Be guided by ethical maxims (e.g., the
Golden Rule).

8. Where possible, debrief participants
about the true purposes of disguised
research.

9. Do not overpromise the benefits of
research.

10. Do not distort research results to
please clients.

11. Refuse to conduct research you
consider unethical.

12. Be clear about your values, because
no research is value-neutral.
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Several types of unacceptable lapses in the obligation to avoid deception can be iden-
tified. Perhaps the least of these problems concerns deceiving participants about the length
of a research task. If a personal interview is going to take 30 minutes, but the researcher
does not specify this, it may be considered an unethical deception by omission. Reaction
to this type of time deception varies a lot from culture to culture. For example, Germans
are very conscientious about time and will cut off the interview if you go over. French and
Italians are more flexible with their time, and many people living in Mediterranean coun-
tries like to converse. 

More serious is misidentification of the researcher or research sponsor. Sponsor 
concealment is acceptable if it serves legitimate purposes of interviewer security or data
integrity, not if disclosing the sponsor’s identity will affect peoples’ willingness to partic-
ipate in the study. Worse still is sales prospecting and fund-raising under the guise of sur-
veys. In one case, a major car company conducted a large phone survey. Participants were
told the purpose of the survey was to measure their buying intentions and attitudes about
cars. However, the data were turned over to local dealers who made sales calls to likely
buyers. This example illustrates an unethical deception of respondents and leads to re-
duced cooperation in legitimate surveys.41

Emerging technology creates ethical dilemmas. For instance, the creators of websites
may want to remember facts about a customer’s visit to that site. Thus, many websites in-
clude “cookies,” a mechanism for remembering details of a single visit or store facts be-
tween visits. A cookie is a small file (not more than 4K) stored on the consumer’s hard
disk by a web application. Thus, a cookie is a kind of instant, and automated, research tool
that records details about consumer behavior.42 A website like CNN uses cookies to cus-
tomize its service. That is, CNN uses a cookie to remember that a site visitor is mainly in-
terested in news about basketball or cooking. A cookie might also be used to determine
what pages a person views on a particular website so as to improve site design. Similarly,
a cookie can be used so that particular advertisements can be targeted to specific con-
sumers. For example, if you frequently visit travel sites, you might get a banner ad from
Delta popping up the next time that you do a search (e.g., on Yahoo).

Of course, some consumers do not like the fact that the creators of websites are se-
cretly monitoring their behavior. Such an intrusion is viewed as an invasion of privacy.
Both Internet Explorer and Netscape Navigator allow surfers to set options for various lev-
els of warnings about the use of cookies. Concerned consumers can turn these features off
altogether. Some marketers feel that service levels are diminished when cookies are turned
off and the flow of information from consumer to website owner is disrupted. In this way,
the advent of new technology creates ethical dilemmas. To what extent are firms allowed
to collect information in an electronic way? Does such automated information collection
provide better service, or does it invade consumer privacy?

We present hundreds of examples of different types of consumer research conducted in dif-
ferent parts of the world and for different purposes throughout this book. For example, in
our discussion of motivation (Chapter 11) we describe the use of projective techniques to
examine consumers’ reasons for behaviors. In the chapter on consumption meanings
(Chapter 18) we describe the use of in-depth interviews to examine the meanings that con-
sumers attach to common consumption activities such as shopping and less common con-
sumption activities such as plastic surgery. We also describe some new market research

The Exciting World of Consumer Research
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techniques that combine photographs and depth interviews with digital imaging technolo-
gies. In the chapters on purchase decisions (Chapters 10 and 13) we review some of the
exciting developments with scanner technology. In the chapters on consumer satisfaction
(Chapter 17), and recycling, reuse, and disposal (Chapter 19) we discuss a variety of ob-
servation techniques. 

Learning about consumers is the key to implementing the marketing concept and exercis-
ing marketing imagination. Consumer behavior research is concerned with systematically
collecting and analyzing information in order to improve the quality of exchanges between
organizations and their customers or constituents. That is, organizations create value by
improving the quality of exchanges. Consumer research may be basic or applied. Basic
consumer research attempts to expand the limits of knowledge about consumers. It is not
concerned with the solution to any particular pragmatic problem. Applied consumer re-
search is conducted when a decision must be made about a specific real-life problem.
There are five main steps in the research process, including: defining the problem and proj-
ect scope, developing a research approach, formulating the research design, field work and
data collection and data interpretation and communication of results.

The research process is iterative; different methods and perspectives lead to different
research results, and no consumer research is perfect. Because collecting verbal and writ-
ten information from consumers is so central to the research process and because it throws
many important issues in the research process into relief, researchers must be particularly
careful that they ask questions effectively. To build a quality questionnaire, the researcher
should begin by asking three questions about each research question. First, can potential
study participants understand the question? Second, can potential study participants an-
swer the question? Third, will potential study participants answer the question? Brevity,
relevancy, objectivity, non-ambiguity and specificity are also important criteria for evalu-
ating questions.

Conducting international consumer research is even more complicated than conduct-
ing consumer research in a single, national context, so we also explore some of the prob-
lems encountered in cross-cultural consumer research. Here, we review special problems
associated with conceptual equivalence, and sources of response bias. 

The Internet is likely to have a dramatic impact on how consumer research is done
over the next five years: by replacing paper and pencil methods with electronic transac-
tions or communications, by enabling the organization to communicate in new ways, and
by creating completely new ways to collect data. Collecting and analyzing information
about consumer behavior raises a host of ethical questions. Consumer researchers should
resist pressures to construct even more intrusive data collection procedures and instead
strive to construct and then adhere to professional standards for research practice.
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ethical 000
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1. Go to the grocery store and observe four different consumers as they select a cereal
brand to purchase. Write a diary to describe your experience. What process do the
consumers go through? Do they look at packages and labels? Can you tell what spe-
cific aspect of the package they look at? Are prices important? How do consumers
gather price information? Do some seem to purchase by habit. Do others (e.g., pur-
chase pals, children) get involved in the decision?

2. Visit a local shopping district, such as a main street or mall. Go from store to store and
observe the customers. Make a detailed composite portrait of the customers at each store
using as many criteria as possible. Then, name the market segment you have described.

3. Outline a research design to determine the effects of attractive advertising models on
males and females. Be specific. What is your design (e.g., experiment, survey, obser-
vation)? Who are your subjects? How are they selected? What do you measure? How
can you be certain that your results are valid?

4. What are the strengths and weaknesses of secondary data? What questions should you
ask when examining secondary data? 

5. Conduct secondary research on the Internet to describe the auto industry in Brazil.
How could a company such as Volkswagen use this information in understand their
competitive marketplace in Brazil? (Hint: You might want to begin with a search on
“Brazil automotive”).

6. Write a questionnaire that you would use to carry out the research project introduced
in question 3. Be certain to include the following measures: demographic data; per-
ceived body image; media use (e.g., television programs watched, magazines read);
estimated amount of time looking at ads on a typical day; overall attitude toward ad-
vertising in general. Also, include an introduction and an ending in your question-
naire. Include both open-ended and closed-end questions. Make certain that your
questionnaire flows well. Pretest your questionnaire by having three friends fill it out.
Ask them if they have any comments for improvement. Apply the criteria introduced
in this chapter to evaluate the effectiveness and validity of your questionnaire.

7. British consumers are reluctant to talk about cockroaches in a focus group setting, but
French consumers are happy to talk about them in a focus group. Describe at least five
topics that people in your home country would be reluctant to discuss in a focus group.

8. Consider the focus group interview. Describe, in detail, a specific research question
that could be well addressed by this method. Do the same for syndicated data.
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9. What kinds of consumer behavior research do you consider unethical? Have you ever
been asked to participate in a research study that you thought was unethical? If so,
provide specific details.

You Make The Call
Blockbuster Brings Entertainment Home
Blockbuster Inc. is the global leader in rentable home entertainment with approximately
7,100 Blockbuster video stores in 27 countries, including Argentina, Australia, Canada,
Italy, Mexico, Spain, Taiwan, United Kingdom, and the United States. The company can
be accessed internationally at www.blockbuster.com. In April 2000, Blockbuster launched
a global advertising campaign with a “Bringing Home Entertainment” theme. The theme
is intended to capitalize on the universal enjoyment of the home-viewing experience, and
the campaign communicates that consumers in many international markets will enjoy the
benefits of finding more copies of their most popular video releases at Blockbuster. It re-
inforces the emotional connection of watching a great movie at home and demonstrates the
company’s commitment to developing new ways to bring movies directly to people’s
homes through a range of alternatives from home delivery to digital streaming. A series of
advertisements feature consumers anticipating the movie-viewing experience as they jour-
ney home with their evening movie rental. The campaign was launched in April in the
United Kingdom, Australia, Mexico, Argentina, Chile, and Denmark. It subsequently aired
in the United States, Canada, and Taiwan and was scheduled for release in Italy and Spain
at the end of 2000.

Blockbuster is a successful global company, but it has made some big mistakes. For
example in 1995, Blockbuster opened seven stores in Munich and ten in Berlin. Prelimi-
nary consumer research showed it had good name recognition among young and middle-
aged consumers. The stores failed for a variety of reasons, however, and were closed down
only two years later. German consumers prefer to watch movies in theaters, and although
the stores were located in downtown shopping areas, most existing video stores were in
residential neighborhoods. In addition, pornography accounts for a third of all rentals in
Germany and Blockbuster did not want to sacrifice its family-oriented principles. More-
over, because of the prevalence of pornographic videos, all video stores were seen as unfit
places for children in Germany.

1. What are some of the cultural factors that will affect the success of Blockbuster’s
global campaign, “Bringing Entertainment Home”? What kind of consumer research
could Blockbuster undertake to examine consumer response to the campaign? (Think
global.)

2. What consumer research lessons can be learned from Blockbuster’s failure in Ger-
many? What types of consumer research might have helped Blockbuster avoid its fail-
ure in Germany? (Be as specific as possible).

This case is adapted from press releases available on the Blockbuster website
and from “Blockbuster Finds Success in Japan That Eluded the Chain in Ger-
many,” The Wall Street Journal, August 19, 1998, p. A14.

Khahn T. L. Tran

Chapter 3 Learning about Consumers 103

cases

www.block-
buster.com



104 Part One An Overview of Consumer Behavior

1. Eric J. Arnould and Linda L. Price, “ ‘River Magic’: Hedonic Consumption and the Extended Ser-
vice Encounter,” Journal of Consumer Research 20 (June 1993), pp. 24–45; and Linda L. Price, Eric
J. Arnould, and Patrick Tierney, “Going to Extremes: Managing Service Encounters and Assessing
Provider Performance,” Journal of Marketing 59 (April 1995), pp. 83–97.
2. James H. Fouss, “Faster and Smarter,” Marketing Research 8, no. 4 (Winter 1996), pp. xx–xx.
3. For a discussion of Ford Motor Company’s changing approach to new-product development, see
Kirk Damon (1999) Innovative Market Research for Breakthrough Product Design, Report No. 99-
113, Cambridge, Md: Marketing Science Institute. For more discussion of the Ford Fiesta case, see
Vern Terpstra, International Dimensions of Marketing, 3rd ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publish-
ing, 1993), p. 91.
4. Dana James, “The Future of Online Research,” Marketing News, January 3, 2000, pp. 1, 11.
5. For a discussion of Internet and web surveys, see Don A. Dillman, Mail and Internet Surveys, 2nd
ed. (New York: John Wiley, 2000). 
6. V. Kumar, International Marketing Research (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000).
7. For a discussion relevant to several marketing industries, including market research, see Dana
James and Kathleen V. Schmidt, “Getting Good Listing Attracts Volumes,” Marketing News, Janu-
ary 3, 2000, pp. 8–9.
8. See Alvin C. Burns and Ronald F. Bush, Marketing Research, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice Hall, 2000), for a discussion of databases. See also Raymond C. Pettit, “Data Mining: Race
for Mission-Critical Info,” Marketing News, January 3, 2000, p. 18.
9. This example is taken from interviews summarized in Ajay K. Kohli and Bernard J. Jaworski,
“Market Orientation: The Construct, Research Propositions, and Managerial Implications,” Journal
of Marketing, 54 (April 1990), p. 5.
10. Johnny K. Johansson and Ikujiro Nonaka, “Market Research the Japanese Way,” Harvard Busi-
ness Review, May–June 1987, pp. 16–18.
11. This example is taken from F. Gouillart and F. Sturdivant, “Spend a Day in the Life of Your Cus-
tomers,” Harvard Business Review, January–February, p. 125.
12. Grant McCracken, “ ‘Homeyness’: A Cultural Account of One Constellation of Consumer Goods
and Meanings,” in Interpretive Consumer Research, Elizabeth C. Hirschman, ed. (Provo, UT: Asso-
ciation for Consumer Research, 1989), pp. 168–83.
13. For a more complete description, see The Code of Professional Ethics and Practices, Marketing
Research Association, Inc., Chicago, IL.
14. For a full description of this study, see Arnould and Price, “River Magic.”
15. This example is based on the research reported in Marsha L. Richins, “Social Comparison and
the Idealized Images of Advertising,” Journal of Consumer Research 18 (June 1991), pp. 71–83.
However, we’ve taken some license in ordering the studies reported in order to illustrate that research
can iterate between the basic research types in many different ways
16. Dagnoli Judann, “Why Heinz Went Sour in Brazil,” Advertising Age, December 5, 1988.
17. Daniel Melnick, “Federal Statistics at Your Fingertips,” American Demographics, September
1998, pp. 25–30.
18. A good description of how to analyze and interpret qualitative data is provided in Susan Spiggle,
“Analysis and Interpretation of Qualitative Data in Consumer Research,” Journal of Consumer Re-
search 21 (December 1994), pp. 491–503.
19. For an interesting discussion of the application of ethnography in applied consumer research, see
Kendra Parker, “How Do You Like Your Beef?” American Demographics, January 2000, pp. 35–37.
20. For these and many other examples of the need for cultural sensitivity in survey research, see 
V. Kumar, International Marketing Research (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000).
21. Martin Collins and Bob Butcher, “Interviewer and Clustering Effects in an Attitude Survey,”
Journal of the Market Research Society 25 (January 1983), pp. 29–58; and R.F.Q. Johnson, “Pitfalls
in Research: The Interview as an Illustrative Model,” Psychological Reports 38 (1976), pp. 3–17.
22. M. Bunge, “The Weight of Simplicity in the Construction and Assaying of Scientific Theories,”
Philosophy of Science no. 28, 2 (1961), pp. 120–49. See also Grant McCracken, The Long Interview

en
d 

no
te

s



(Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, 1988), pp. 50–52; and Marianne Elisabeth Lien, Marketing
and Modernity (Oxford: Berg, 1997).
23. For a discussion of how to build interpretations that consider different kinds of data collection,
see Eric J. Arnould and Melanie Wallendorf, “Market-Oriented Ethnography: Interpretation Build-
ing and Marketing Strategy Formulation,” Journal of Marketing Research, November 1994, pp.
484–504.
24. Julia M. Bristor and Eileen Fischer, “Feminist Thought: Implications for Consumer Research,”
Journal of Consumer Research 19 (March 1993), pp. 518–37.
25. Advertising Age, April 4, 1983, p. 18.
26. For this section on asking questions we are indebted to Robert Peterson, who taught one of us
market research. This approach is also outlined in Robert A. Peterson, Constructing Effective Ques-
tionnaires (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2000).
27. This example is provided in Petersen, Constructing Effective Questionnaires, p. 19.
28. Randall Rothenberg, “Surveys Proliferate, but Answers Dwindle,” New York Times, October 5,
1990, pp. A1, A5; and Ian Phau, Internet query, July 1998.
29. Hilmiyya Nights, a soap opera, was a major media event in modern Egypt. See Lila Abu-Lughod,
“The Objects of Soap Opera: Egyptian Television and the Cultural Politics of Modernity,” in Worlds
Apart, Daniel Miller, ed. (London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 190–210. According to The Economist, Au-
gust 5, 1998, Torre de Babel, a soap opera, was the third most watched show in Brazil at the time.
30. Eric J. Arnould and Melanie Wallendorf, “On Identical Methods in Cross-Cultural Market Re-
search or the Noncomparability of Data Obtained with Seemingly-Comparable Measures,” working
paper, California State University, Long Beach, 1993. Also see Melanie Wallendorf and Eric J.
Arnould, “ ‘My Favorite Things’: A Cross-Cultural Inquiry into Object Attachment, Possessiveness
and Social Linkage,” Journal of Consumer Research 14 (March 1988), pp. 531–47.
31. S. C. Grunert and G. Scherhorn, “Consumer Values in West Germany: Underlying Dimensions
and Cross-Cultural Comparison with North America,” Journal of Business Research 20 (1990), pp.
97–107.
32. Kathy Frazier Winsted, “Dimensions of Service Encounter Satisfaction: A Cross-Cultural Analy-
sis,” unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Colorado, Boulder, 1993.
33. Kumar, International Marketing Research.
34. Wallendorf and Arnould, “My Favorite Things.”
35. D. Sopariwala, “India: Election Polling in the World’s Largest Democracy,” European Research,
August 1987, pp. 174–77.
36. Betty Holcomb, “The Focus Groupie,” Madison Avenue 27 (September 1985), p. 47.
37. Naresh K. Malhotra, Marketing Research: An Applied Orientation (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Pren-
tice Hall, 1993), p. 780.
38. Richard T. Watson, Pierre Berthon, Leyland F. Pitt, and George M. Zinkhan, Electronic Com-
merce: The Strategic Perspective (Fort Worth, TX: Dryden, 1999). 
39. Watson, Berthon, Pitt, and Zinkhan, Electronic Commerce.
40. “Business Ethics: Doing Well by Doing Good,” The Economist, April 22, 2000, pp. 65–66, 67.
41. Eric J. Arnould “Ethical Concerns in Participant Observation/Ethnography,” in Advances in Con-
sumer Research, vol. 25, Joseph W. Alba and J. Wesley Hutchinson, eds. (Provo, UT: Association for
Consumer Research, 1998), pp. 72–74; Seymour Sudman, “Survey Research and Ethics,” in Ad-
vances in Consumer Research, vol. 25, Joseph W. Alba and J. Wesley Hutchinson, eds. (Provo, UT:
Association for Consumer Research, 1998), pp. 69–71; and N. Craig Smith, “Ethics in Consumer
Research,” in Advances in Consumer Research, vol. 25, Joseph W. Alba and J. Wesley Hutchinson,
eds. (Provo, UT: Association for Consumer Research, 1998), p. 68.
42. Watson, Berthon, Pitt, and Zinkhan, Electronic Commerce. 

Chapter 3 Learning about Consumers 105

end notes


