Business & Marketing Research Resources
Steven R. Van Hook, PhD

Formulating Marketing/Business Research Questions

The most successful research starts with a single question or series of questions,
which help define the scope of your research, as well as provides a context for
marketing your particular product or service. For example, consider the following
guestions. How do you define your target audience? Are you planning a domestic or
global reach? Who are your competitors? What is the long-term outlook?

Research can be very time-consuming and expensive, so the more research you
can do on your own, the quicker and cheaper your plans may come together. It takes a
special mindset to enjoy conducting research—an explorer’s sense of adventure into a
vast wilderness of data. If you can master basic research skills, you may considerably
multiply your worth to an employer or project.

First, there is the basic detail essential to planning that covers the key
demographic questions surrounding any target audience, whether global or local:

Income
Sex
Age
Location

As you expand your business and marketing plans to an international or global effort,
your research questions might expand considerably:

National Gross Domestic Product
Key Industries, Imports & Exports
Education

Geography & Weather
Government Systems
Transportation Infrastructure
History

Languages

Religion

Holidays

Media

Current Events

As you begin to define and conduct your initial research, it can certainly be
overwhelming. By using these general research headings and questions specific to your
own undertaking, you can begin to formulate the research parameters and possible
resources as you develop your plan.

Saylor URL: www.saylor.org/bus203 Subunit 3.5

The Saylor Foundation
(@)ey |

Saylor.org
Page 1 of 14


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/bus203

Research Resources

Conducting research can be a very daunting and costly proposition, especially for
a small new enterprise. Fortunately, there are plenty of free resources—as well as
resources that you may purchase —to turn to, including government resources, news
media, corporate media releases, and commercial research providers.

Government Resources

There are many well-established and respected government resources for
domestic and international research data. Typically these resources are paid for with tax
dollars and fees, and while they may be grounded in a national purpose, they are often
well-funded providing extensive and reliable data.
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Measuring America—People, Places, and Our Economy

US Census Bureau: http://www.census.gov/research/data/research data products.php

The US Census Bureau provides research tools, covering people and household
demographics, economic data on US businesses, workforce analysis, as well as links to
research data centers strategically located across the United States.
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The World Bank
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The World Bank: http://econ.worldbank.org/research

The World Bank provides financial and technical assistance to developing
countries around the world, helping the countries to reduce poverty through a range of
education, health, infrastructure, communications, and government reforms, among
other activities.

The World Bank also offers extensive research and data on international and
global programs; cross-country, cross-sector, and thematic outputs; and information,
analysis, and advice on global trends in the world economy.

Useful search fields and drop-down boxes allow you to conduct research by
country, programs, publications, and products. You can also find details on world
events, publication series, as well as blogs on development related topics.

You can also subscribe to the World Bank Research E-Newsletter, and access
archive copies of past issues.
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US Central Intelligence Agency
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CIA World Factbook: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/

The CIA World Factbook provides a valuable collection of detail on virtually every
country and territory in the world, providing useful data on demographics, the economy,
government, legal systems, energy, communications, transportation, geography, history
overview, industries, imports and exports, transnational issues, and so forth.

An especially useful feature is the ability to compare field listings (e.g., Gross
Domestic Product) of one national with other nations. An example of using the field
listings comparisons—say, if you were promoting an environmental consultation
company—would be searching for countries that are impacted by acid rain and also
have GDP’s above $100-billion.

A drop-down menu lets you select a country or location, providing easy access to
the collection of reports. Other abundant reference materials offer detail on maps,

country comparisons, international organizations, and a World Factbook Users Guide.
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US Bureau of Labor Statistics

occupational outlook, labor issues, research papers, career guides, economic news,
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US Bureau of Labor Statistics: http://stats.bls.gov/home.htm

The Bureau of Labor Statistics subject areas page offers frequently referenced
business data on prices, employment, productivity, inflation, pay and benefits,

and other extensive subject areas.
The website also provides access to a large collection of publications, research
papers, magazines and journals, chartbooks, bulletins & reports, as well as regular
economic news releases on data impacting US and international labor matters.
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US Department of Commerce
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US Department of Commerce: http://www.commerce.gov/

This website provides data regarding commerce in the United States, including
reports on economic indicators in retail and food service, durable goods, construction,
manufacturers’ shipments, international trade and transactions, personal income and
outlays, residential construction and sales, etc.

US Small Business Administration
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The SBA provides extensive information on starting a small business, including

creating a business plan, choosing a business structure, analyzing the market,

assessing marketing and sales, obtaining business licenses and permits, and exploring

loans and other funding sources.

US Department of State
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US Department of State: http://www.state.gov/

This website provides travel information and advisories which may especially useful for

those conducting international business. It also provides extensive insights into US

policies impacting countries and regions around the world in areas including economics,
energy and the environment; arms control and international security; civilian security;

public diplomacy & public affairs; and assistance & development projects.
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News Sources

Apart from the data gathered in a given market, it is also useful to know current
events up-to-the-moment. If you are planning on a trip, for example, to Bolivia, you may
want to know what is happening on the ground today (such as issues impacting the
business as well as social and government spheres). The New York Times has a
searchable database of key stories going back as far as 1851. You can even create an
account for key-word alert notifications of breaking news in your specified categories.

Ehe New York Eimes

Search

Most Popular Searches

Your Search Bolivia

Date Range
All Since 1851

Past 24 Hours
Past 7 Days
Past 30 Days
Past 12 Months

Specific Dates

Result Type
All

Articles
Blogs
Multimedia

Video

Author
All Authors

Specific Author

Section

All Sections
World
Business

Opinion

Go

Sortby: Mewest | Oldest | Relevance 1-10 of about 146,000 Results

Times Topics. Bolivia
World news about Bolivia, including breaking news and archival articles published in
The New York Times.

&® In the Bolivian Amazon. a Yardstick for Modern Health
Researchers have been studying the Tsimane, the largest indigenous
5 group in the Amazon still living in traditional ways, to tease out InSIng

- Heatlth - Article - Print Headline: “In

by [N Bolivia, High Goals and Visions of Haute Cuisine
-~ 3 days ago ... The Danish celebrity chef Claus Meyer is opening a

W restaurant in La Paz, hoping to start a Bolivian food movement that will
ats rediscover local ...

! Europe - Article - Print Headline: “High

How Bolivia Lost Its Hat
Latin America's Iargest landlocked country and its slow. self-inflicted diminution.

012 - By FRANK JACOBS - (

“me== |n Bolivia, Water and Ice Tell of Climate Change
Problems like those in Bolivia, where retreating glaciers threaten water
supplies, are a focus of the cllmate talks.

. In Bolivia, Untapped Bounty Meets Nationalism

Bolivia will not easily surrender its massive reserve of lithium. the mineral
needed to power electric vehicles.

mericas - Articke - Print Head In

Evo Morales News

Recall Vote in Bolivia Seen as Win for Morales. By SIMON _._By WILLIAM
MEUMAN; Sara Shahriari contributed reporiing from La Paz. Belivia.
Roger Pinto, an ...

Times Topics - Topic

The New York Times: http://nytimes.com
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The Economist provides another take on current events and news reporting with
searchable topic categories from A-Z. Or you can simply browse in general categories
including world politics, business & finance, economics, science & technology, culture,
blogs, debate, and world overviews.
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The Economist; http://www.economist.com/topics

Other extensive news sources include Associated Press, CNN, and local
newspapers covering just about every major city and market in the world available

through search engines.

Public Relations Wire Services

A number of commercial services provide an outlet for companies to post their
media releases. While not necessarily an objective assessment, they can provide
information on a company’s operations, new products, and other noteworthy items.
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Commercial Researcher Companies

There are a number of commercial research providers, that for a sometimes

sizable fee will conduct research on your behalf, or may have detailed reports already
prepared for purchase, in a number of industries and topic areas such as: consumer
goods, food & beverage, energy, financial, government, health, manufacturing, heavy
industry, service industry, public sector, life sciences, technology & media, marketing &
market research, publishers, country reports, and company reports.
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International Data Corporation: http://www.idc.com/

There is no shortage of information available for developing a well-documented
business and marketing plan. The problem is more a matter of sifting through the
abundance of materials, picking the best nuggets of data, without becoming
overwhelmed with too much detail.

A good place to start is by visiting research websites rich in data and exploring
what the website has to offer. Spend perhaps 30 minutes or so per website, take notes
on the types of available material, and then visit another possible resource. Then, revisit
your most promising resources several times until they become familiar and even
friendly. As you become better at formulating your research questions and finding
specific answers, your skills will become an ever-more valuable resource for your
organization and your own professional development.

To get your research underway, please spend at least five hours familiarizing
yourself with the research resources above.

Integrating Research into the Marketing Plan

Your job is not to overwhelm the reader with data, but to provide enough detalil
for your decision-makers to make intelligent informed judgments on the merits of your
plan. Of course, you need to be prepared to follow up quickly with additional detail in
any area that’s requested, as deep as necessary to satisfy the questioner.

The best method is to provide specific data supporting your point or position,
minimizing the use of numbers and percentages in the narrative, citing credible sources,
while assuring your reader you may be able to provide much more data as necessary or
requested.
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Here are some examples of data woven into a business plan for a hypothetical
lollipop company named Suckers, prepared in the year 2000:

1. Food Industry Cuts Back on New Products

The US food industry (including candy products) is huge but slow to respond to
new product demands. Indeed, the industry went through a well-documented
drought in new-product introductions over the last several years. According to
New Product News, the introduction of new packaged-foods items spiked at an
average of more than 13,000 a year in 1994 and 1995. By 1999 (the fourth
consecutive year of new-product declines), only about 6,000 new items were
introduced, 40% below the 1995 peak.

2. Target-Audience Shoppers (Mothers and Grandparents) Are Now Online

Suckers lollipops are targeted toward a consumer audience of mothers and
grandparents shopping for children’s gifts and party supplies online. Women
have traditionally been responsible for 80 percent of household purchases. That
power-base of consumer decision-making is moving to the Internet: currently 63
percent of those who shop online are women. (CNET) Grandparents are
becoming ever more comfortable with computers and Internet shopping. Census
bureau surveys have found that about 40 percent of Americans aged 45 and
older, or 35.6 million, have a computer in their household. An AARP poll found
that among computer users aged 45 and older, 81 percent have access to the
Internet. (Associated Press)

3. Competitors Slow to Move Online

Mass producers of candy products have been slow to move online. A
business.com industry analysis asserts packaged-food companies (including
candy makers) have been reluctant to cater directly to consumers via the
Internet—a move that would anger existing distributors. For many food
companies, the Internet is more of a marketing outlet than a distribution channel.
(www.business.com, retrieved 7/16/00)

In fact, with each passing year the number of potential competitors in this market
decreases. According to New Product News, the introduction of new packaged-
foods items decreased in 1999 to only 6,000 new products, a decrease of 40%
over a brief period of four years. Suckers has a competitive advantage in
operating with low overhead costs and a specialized niche-market product.
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Summary:

o Market research is a specialized skill that requires clear focus and an
adventurous spirit.

e Market research can be time-consuming and costly, so developing your own
skills at it may be a wise investment.

e Market researchers should address fundamental demographic questions, as well
as many other topics that become relevant in international campaigns.

e There are many useful and often free research resources, including those
provided by government agencies, mass media news sources, public relations
wire services, and commercial research companies.

« To avoid overwhelming data overload, it may be useful to quickly browse various
research resources for the sorts of information they provide and then return later
for a more thorough investigation.

« Data should be judiciously and carefully woven into the marketing plan, providing
necessary detail while not inundating the reader.
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