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Note on references to 2017 and 2018 in this report.
This is an annual study, with the latest fieldwork featured in this report carried out in late
December 2017, January and early February 2018. For participants, the period we asked
them to report on is the most recent year at the time of their interview, 2017. Hence, as in
previous years, the year we refer to in charts and report on in the text is 2017. As the report
is published in 2018 it has been titled the 2017/18 report.
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1 Executive summary
This annual survey captures how 211 research companies worldwide are making use of
technology. As before, this study supplements a core set of tracking questions on the
industry’s use of technology with four specific technology-led topics examined in more depth,
which this year are automation, mobile interviewing practices, reporting practices (including
how clients consume data) and ‘digital’ strategies – how research companies embrace being
fully digitally-enabled businesses.
Although this study has consistently shown that differences in practices vary between smaller
and larger companies, this year’s study detects fewer differences in practice between the
three global regions of North America, Europe and Asia Pacific than in previous years. Both
the tracking questions and those examining this year’s specific themes show remarkable
similarity in experiences for many of the questions – with some notable exceptions – which
may reflect the influence of increased globalization.

Trends in research modes
Online interviewing is the dominant interviewing mode, accounting for 57% of all interviews
done, and practiced by all but a handful of MR companies, but it is also the industry’s only
high-volume mode. The second and third most important modes, CATI and CAPI account for
13% and 12% respectively, a level of activity at which they could be considered as niche or
specialist modes.
Interviewing on paper has all but disappeared, accounting for 6% globally now. Mixed mode
research, which has remained flat for many years, also accounts for just 6% of volume in
2017.
There had been a sharp increase in the use of access panels to source sample for online
research between 2012 and 2016, from 34% to 45%. It is unchanged at 45% for 2017. This is
counterbalanced by a fall in the use of in-house panels, and declining use of client-provided
samples too.

Trends in reporting and delivery modes
On the analysis and reporting side, as in previous years, PowerPoint continues to drown out
all other delivery methods. Delivery through online portals with static reports remains stable
at just under 20%. Delivery by digital dashboards is growing slowly, but still accounts for just
8% of projects.
Although very few companies now supply cross-tabular reports to their clients, demand for
traditional cross-tabular analysis software remains very strong, with 55% considering access
to a cross-tab tool essential, and 83% seeing It as either essential or important.

Demand for new software
Two out of five companies (38%) want to change some or all their research software in the
next two years, which may indicate dissatisfaction that established research platforms are
keeping up with developments. Of those looking for software, data analysis and reporting
software is the most likely to up for replacement, though demand is also strong for data
collection, data processing and data presentation tools too.
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Mobile practices
Since 2011, the proportion of online interviews being taken on mobile devices has escalated
rapidly from 7% to 37% in 2017. In 2014 the survey investigated practices being adopted by
research companies to accommodate mobile participants in their online studies. Only 48% of
companies routinely considered mobile participation when designing surveys in 2014, and
only 31% claimed to be able to support mobile participation in all or almost all their surveys.
Now, mobile is being considered at the design stage by 71% of firms, and the share of firms
whose online surveys all fully support mobile has more than doubled to 67%. This shows
both that the industry is now engaging with mobile participation, and that software platforms
have strengthened their support for mixed PC and mobile participation.

Delivery methods and how clients consume research
Though PowerPoint may currently dominate delivery methods, research companies are
anticipating more demand for online results and dashboards, as well as more diversity in how
studies are presented and disseminated, with multi-channel delivery becoming commonplace.
Whereas 3% of clients currently access their research on dashboards or portals, companies
expect this to increase to 23% in three to five years’ time.
The study finds that PowerPoint is, if anything, over-worked and abused by many research
companies. In addition to being used for a classic presentation or debrief, 35% of companies
use it simply to deliver large amounts of charts with no commentary added, and 70% use it to
create reports which are sent, not presented, to the client. Furthermore, firms report that
around two-thirds of the PowerPoint reports they create are mostly set up manually, with
little or no automation applied.

Automation
Companies have so far focused in automating charting, basic analysis and sample management
tasks, notwithstanding the previous observation that PowerPoint production is still largely unautomated for many companies. Other activities, such as survey design, fieldwork
management and managing changes on trackers, are largely untouched by automation.
While firms are identifying charting as their principal target for further automation, they also
want to automate open-ended response coding, and have analysis tools undertake the basic
stages of analysis automatically. They want software developers to focus on data visualization
and bringing more charting capabilities into their tools.
Such dreams may remain unrealized given that many participants do not think their
companies are investing enough in automation. They also report that funding for automation
initiatives tends to be short-term and small-scale, with only 13% of firms having a specific
automation budget.

Digital strategies
As businesses generally are doing increasing amounts of business ‘digitally’, very few research
companies (5%) have so far developed their own digital strategies. Around one in three are,
at least, discussing or developing a digital strategy. Where they are, the subject areas covered
tend to be wide-ranging, with an emphasis on established ways of doing research, rather than
new or emerging technologies. And as with automation, dedicated funding is hard to find, as
is the appointment of anyone senior to direct the strategy. Commitment across the industry
to a digital future appears to be wholly inadequate. We hope the plans being formulated will
urgently turn into action.
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2 Background to the survey
Meaning ltd has carried out this annual survey since 2004, making this the fourteenth
successive year of the study. This annual survey provides a unique set of information and
insights into the interplay of technology and methodology within the market research
industry. It gives a snapshot of current usage and attitudes and predictions from practitioners
and identifies trends from a core group of tracking questions that are asked repeatedly each
year.
In addition to identifying general trends, each year the survey also focuses on several areas of
topical interest. For the 2017 survey, these topics are:
•
•
•
•

Making survey mobile-friendly
Results delivery methods and how research clients consume data
Automation
Developing a digital strategy

This is the first year that Dapresy, a specialist in technology for market research reporting,
has kindly sponsored this project. The importance of their contribution is acknowledged in
the official name of the survey: the Dapresy 2017 Annual MR Technology Report.

2.1 The sample
The 2017 survey comprises a sample of 211 market research companies globally, by
interviewing one individual within each who is responsible for, influential in, or aware of
technology decisions within each company. The sample is managed to ensure representation
of three global regions: North America, Europe and Asia Pacific according to the relative
amount of research in each region as measured by ESOMAR1.
The survey consists of a self-completion interview on the Web, comprising around fifty
questions and is timed to last under fifteen minutes
As it is difficult to identify the target individual within a research company, sample is obtained
from a variety of sources:

§ Participants who agreed to be re-contacted from the previous years of the survey
§ Sample compiled by meaning ltd
§ Contacts provided by the survey’s sponsor, Dapresy
§ Social media activities by Dapresy using an open survey link
§ Promotion of an open link to the survey on Quirk’s Marketing Research Review’s
website and in three of their weekly update email broadcasts.
De-duplication is applied prior to invitation, across all the sample sources, and again after
fieldwork is completed, to ensure that only one response is counted from each company in
each country. Although since 2016, we have modified this rule to allow for up to two
1

Global Market Research 2016, ESOMAR, p.9.
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complete interviews from the same company, for companies whose revenues exceed $50
million. This is because mergers and acquisitions among the largest companies in recent years,
combined with our sampling policy, was causing us to exclude a small number of contributing
participants who would have been included in previous years, and leaving large companies
underrepresented in our sample. As practices can vary widely within large companies, and
many divisions may operate semi-autonomously with regard to their technology, we believe
this adjustment should make our data more robust.
Responses from open survey links account for 17% of the sample, which is considerably up
from the previous three years, when it was between 5% and 9%. These were additionally
asked to provide company information, and this was used to verify their eligibility for the
survey – i.e. that they were a research company and to apply de-duplication, when necessary.
The nature of the sampling method, and the survey’s strict eligibility criteria (i.e. senior IT
decision makers within research organizations) makes it impossible to provide a meaningful
estimate of response rate, because invitations are sent to individuals without prior knowledge
of their eligibility, and those who are not eligible tend not to respond to the survey invitation.

2.2 Demographics
This 2017 report is based on 211 participants in unique research companies within each
country and from 32 countries. Of the 211 participants, 93 (44%) are from North America
(United States and Canada), 86 (41%) are from Europe, 26 (12%) from what this report
refers to as ‘Asia Pacific’, which includes countries in southern and eastern Asia and
Australasia. There are also a further 6 (3%) from other parts of the world.
Low base warning: Although the Asia Pacific region is present in proportion with the
sampling frame described above, it does mean there is a small base for comparison between
the other global regions, when this occurs. We therefore advise caution in interpreting these
results, and recommend they be considered only as indicative of possible differences.
The composition of the demographics referred to in this report is as follows:
Size

Total

N America

Europe

Asia
Pacific

Rest of
world

Smaller companies 123

59%

49

53%

55

64%

13

50%

6

100%

Larger companies

85

41%

43

46%

29

34%

13

50%

0

0%

Unspecified

3

1%

1

1%

2

2%

0

0%

0

0%

Total

211

100% 93

100% 86

100% 26

100% 6

100%

Table 1 Sample composition: company size by region
The declared revenue of the organization defines company size. ‘Smaller companies’ is
intended to reveal the different needs of companies unlikely to have specialist in-house
technical staff. The category ‘larger companies’ are those with a turnover of over $50 million
or more. The three people who are listed as ‘unspecified’ gave us a ‘don’t know or prefer not
to say’ responses to our two questions on company size.
The survey is only asked of senior individuals who are involved in IT decision-making within
their respective company. The level of responsibility and role of the participants is shown
below:
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Role

N

%

Level of responsibility

N

%

101

48%

Board Member

58

28%

7

3%

Primary IT decision maker

82

39%

Data processing

24

11%

IT Decision influencer

71

34%

Business or Operational

79

37%

211

100%

211

100%

Research
IT

Total

Table 2 Sample composition: responsibility and seniority

2.3 Trends reported for 2017/18
There is a central core of questions in this survey that we have been asking for several years
–many since the inception of this project in 2004. With well over a decade of data now, a
number of clear and stable trends have emerged. This shows consistency in the survey
overall, because each year’s sample comprises largely different companies and individuals than
those surveyed in previous years.

Topics covered
The tracking questions fall into four topics, each of which is covered in a separate chapter:
•

Research activities (Chapter 3, p. 12)

•

Online sample sources (Chapter 4, p. 31)

•

Demand for software (Chapter 6, p. 40)

•

Analysis and results reporting (Chapter 5, p. 34)

Number of observations (N) for the tracking questions
Unless otherwise shown, the number of observations (N) for each chart is the full sample
size for the relevant year. These are as follows:
2006

213

2007

233

2008

215

2009

188

2010

213

2011

230

2012

250

2013

240

2014

215

2015

206

2016

221

2017

211

2.4 New topics covered in the 2017/18 report
Each year, in addition to the tracking questions, the survey focuses on several areas of
current interest. For the 2017 survey, the specific topics covered are:
•

Making surveys mobile-friendly (Chapter 7, p. 45)

•

Delivery methods and how clients consume research (Chapter 8, p. 50)

•

Developing a digital strategy (Chapter 9, p. 65)

•

Automation (Chapter 10, p.81)

Most of these questions are ‘one off’ in that they have not appeared before in the life of the
survey. However, the two questions in Chapter 7 on mobile survey practices (p. 45) are
repeated from 2014.
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3 Trends in research activities and modes
Questions
§ The volume of work that derives from quantitative, qualitative or other research
activities.

§ The volume of work by research mode (CATI, Web etc.)
§ The proportion of participants each company observes attempting to take online
surveys on mobile devices.

Key findings
Web is now the industry’s only high-volume mode
§ Web research represents 57% of total quantitative research in 2017. Nearly all
market research companies offer Web research as one of their services.

§ The volume of Web research is still growing!

CATI and CAPI next most important modes, but small players
§ CATI is now 13% of all quantitative work and has been at around this level for 3
years. However over half (57%) of research companies still offer CATI.

§ CAPI represents 12% of quantitative work and is offered by nearly half (47%) of
companies

Mobile self-complete, paper and mixed mode are niche modes
§ The volumes of mobile self-complete, paper and mixed mode research are all 5%
or 6%

§ Paper-based research is offered by over a third (35%) of companies and mixed
mode by over two-fifths (42%)

§ Of the three, mobile self-complete is the only one that is growing – it is offered
by over a quarter (26%) of research companies.

Greater interest in SMS research?
§ The volume of SMS research is tiny - it is 0% or 1% every year. However, the
proportion of companies offering this research is growing and has now reached
10%.

Increased globalization minimizing differences between regions?
§ In general, we are seeing fewer differences across the regions this year. The
volumes of each mode of research, as well as the proportion of companies
practicing them, seems to have become less differentiated.

Mobile participation in online surveys continues to grow
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§ Online surveys on smartphones and other mobile devices has risen each year
from 6.7% in 2011 to 36.3% in 2017.

§ Awareness within companies of the extent of mobile participation remains low,
but not as low as in previous years.

Mixed mode projects – a stable niche
§ The volume of mixed mode research has remained virtually constant for eleven
years.

§ The proportion of companies offering mixed mode seems to have stabilized too

IVR very low volume – and flat
§ Automated voice-activated (“Interactive Voice Response”) research is languishing
at around 0% to 1% of volume for the duration of the time we have collected
data. The proportion of companies offering IVR seems to be contracting.
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3.1 Research mix – Eleven-year trend
à Barely perceptible decline in quantitative and increase
in qualitative
From 2008 to 2011, quantitative research represented 70% or slightly more of total research
volume. Since 2012, quantitative volumes have been slightly below 70%. It seems that the
overall volume is very gradually decreasing in favor of qualitative research.
Q: Please indicate the approximate proportion of your company revenues that derive from
quantitative, qualitative or other research activities.
N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%

Quantitative
research

50%

Qualitative
research

40%

Other (net)

30%

Other research

20%

Other nonresearch

10%
0%
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Figure 1 Proportion of company revenues derived from research activities, annual trend
Please note: the discontinuity in the chart from 2009 when “Other” was split into “research”
and “non-research activities” in the question.
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3.2 Company revenues from research in 2017
à The mix of work varies little by region or company
size
Broadly, the mix of work is much the same by region and company size. However, since
2014, we have noticed that North America does slightly more qualitative work than Europe.
In 2016, there was quite a marked difference - 33% qualitative in North America compare
with 25% in Europe. However, in 2017, there is hardly a gap – 26% and 22%.
Q: Please indicate the approximate proportion of your company revenues that derive from
quantitative, qualitative or other research activities.
N = 211
6%

5%

5%

4%

6%

24%

26%

5%

22%

3%
5%

5%
4%

24%

23%

6%
6%

Non-research activities
26%

Other research

Qualitative research

Quantitative research
66%

63%

Total

N. America

67%

Europe

68%

67%

63%

Asia Pac Smaller co's Larger co's

Figure 2 Proportion of company revenues that derive from research activities, by region and
company size
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3.3 Volume of work
à Web reigns supreme – and is still increasing
à Mobile self-complete very small, but growing
à CAPI strengthened position in recent years – but still
niche
à CATI and paper have decreased sharply and now
seem to be leveling out
Since 2011, Web survey research has accounted for over half of research companies’
quantitative work and in 2017 it is 57%, up from 55% in 2016. Judged by volume, Web is the
only major mode and its position looks invincible.
Q: Focusing on your quantitative research activities, please indicate the approximate proportion of
your work represented by each of these interviewing modes or combinations.
N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.
60%

50%

Web
40%

CAPI
CATI

30%

Mixed mode
Paper

20%

Mobile self
complete
10%

0%
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Figure 3 Volume of work by mode
Back in 2006, when we first asked this question, Web, CATI and paper were the three big
players and together made up almost all (88%) of quantitative research volume. Now they
represent about three-quarters (76%). However, it is no longer meaningful to see them as a
threesome – firstly because CATI and paper have become niche modes and secondly because
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at 12% CAPI has approximately the same volume as CATI (13%) in 2017. Paper dropped
from the third most-important mode in 2006 to the fifth by 2015. Now at 6%, it is only
marginally more important than mobile self-complete.
In 2006 CAPI was a very minor mode, with only 5% - which is the same as mobile selfcomplete in 2017. We collect data separately for mobile CAPI (mCAPI) and CAPI on tablets
or laptops, as shown overleaf on Table 3. You will see there that the volumes for both types
of CAPI have clearly been growing. Due to low-priced tablets and smartphones, and the
widespread availability of Wi-Fi or even the 4G data network, CAPI has become a more
realistic prospect for some research companies. CAPI volumes are growing in North America
and Europe – for details see 3.3.2.
CATI volumes have halved since 2006 – down from 27% to 13%. They are decreasing in
North America and Europe, as shown in section 3.3.3. CATI has become a niche mode,
probably because for most commercial surveys Web research can reach a representative
sample more quickly and cost-effectively than telephone. However, we suspect that
telephone research is here to stay for the foreseeable future because it is still vital for some
types of projects, such as government work.
The method of data collection to watch is self-completion on mobile devices (using browsers
or apps, rather than SMS) – which we discuss in more detail in section 3.6 on p. 27.
Remaining at or around 1% for several years, it reached 4-5% in 2014 and 2015, slipped back
to 3% in 2016 and in 2017 is back up to 5%. We believe this growth is because mobile is
now better addressed within the technology for mainstream web surveys, such that ‘mobile’
is simply one of the platforms online studies will support, alongside desktops/laptops and
tablets. Just over a quarter of research companies offer this mode (see section 3.4).
So, Web, CAPI and, to a lesser extent, mobile self-completion are clearly replacing work that
used to be on paper and CATI, as both of these modes, have been decreasing in volume. It
makes sense – paper and CATI are cost-intensive and slower, when compared with what is
replacing them.
SMS remains another niche mode. It did reach 1% of volumes in 2014, 2015 and again in
2017, having hovered for years at close to zero. We have seen a recent increase in the
proportion of companies offering this mode, which for most years since 2006 has been in the
region of 3% to 6%. However, in 2014, 2015 and 2017 there has been a jump to 10% (see
section 3.4 Research modes practiced – mainstream modes on page 23 for more details).
There has been little change over the years in respect of one technology that can be very
convenient for some market research applications: interactive voice response or IVR
technology, despite the dominance of this technology now in other areas of business. It is
now widely used in many closed-loop customer feedback programs, for example. When used
in business, it usually supplements human contact, either before or after a call, and there is no
reason why it could not play a similar role in a market research interview, once contact has
been established. However, the size of the sample on this study with something as
infrequently encountered as this is not sufficient to be able to assert more than to say IVR
remains relatively uncommon in the research industry.
For full details on all modes, see Table 3.
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Year 2006-17

06

07

08

09

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

213

233

215

188

213

230

250

240

215

206

221

211

Web

40%

43%

48%

46%

47%

51%

51%

51%

53%

54%

55%

57%

CATI

27%

25%

26%

23%

27%

23%

21%

22%

18%

14%

13%

13%

Paper

21%

19%

14%

16%

13%

14%

10%

10%

9%

7%

6%

6%

5%

7%

5%

8%

5%

6%

9%

9%

10%

12%

17%

12%

Laptop or
tablet CAPI

5%

5%

4%

5%

3%

5%

6%

6%

7%

8%

12%

8%

mCAPI

0%

2%

1%

3%

2%

1%

3%

3%

4%

5%

6%

4%

7%

6%

6%

6%

6%

6%

6%

6%

5%

8%

6%

6%

Mixed
mode
CATI and
web

4%

4%

4%

3%

4%

5%

4%

4%

4%

5%

3%

4%

Any other
mixed
mode

2%

2%

2%

3%

2%

1%

2%

2%

1%

3%

3%

2%

Selfcompletion on
mobile devices
(not SMS)

0%

0%

1%

1%

0%

2%

2%

4%

5%

3%

5%

IVR

0%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

0%

0%

1%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

1%

1%

0%

1%

N

CAPI total

Mixed mode
total

SMS text
messaging
(selfcompletion)

1%

Table 3 Proportion of quantitative research by mode
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3.3.1 Trend in Web volume – by region

à Web volumes largest in North America
The chart below shows how Web (online quantitative research) volumes have increased
rapidly in North America and Europe since 2006 and the next three charts show the trend
for CAPI, CATI and paper.
The 2017 volumes for Web are 63% for North America and 55% for Europe. Europe is more
culturally diverse than North America and so is the marketplace: Europe makes more use of
CATI, paper and CAPI.
This is the first in several charts where we look at regional trends. We have omitted Asia
Pacific because the sample size is too small for robust analysis.
80%
70%

N. America

60%
Europe

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.

Figure 4 Trend in Web volume by region
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3.3.2 Trend in CAPI volume – by region

à CAPI growing in North America and Europe
The volume of CAPI work has grown steadily in Europe, and that growth has reached North
America too – a region that has not embraced CAPI in the past. CAPI volumes in both
regions have taken a dip in 2017, but the overall trend over the previous few years is
upwards. In North America CAPI volumes reached 7% in 2017, and 12% in 2016, compared
with 4% in 2006. In Europe, they were 14% in 2017, 16% in 2016 and 7% in 2006.
40%
35%

Europe

30%
25%

N. America

20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.

Figure 5 Trend in CAPI volume by region

3.3.3 Trend in CATI volume – by region

à CATI below 20% of volume since 2014 in North
America and since 2013 in Europe
à Little change in last 3 years in either region
Volumes for CATI have shown a clear downward trend over the last decade in both North
America and Europe. However, there has been little change in the last three years in either
region. This plateauing is more marked in North America, but the decline also started earlier
in North America. This leads us to speculate that CATI has reached a point of relative
stability now, especially as over half of research companies still offer CATI research in both
regions – 54% in North America and 61% in Europe (see section 3.5.1 on page 26).
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60%
50%
40%

N. America

30%

Europe

20%
10%
0%

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.

Figure 6 Trend in CATI volume by region

3.3.4 Trend in the volume of interviews on paper – by region

à Volume of paper-based research under 5% for last 6
years in North America
à Under 5% in Europe for first time in 2017
As with CATI, the reduction in volumes of interviews on paper has taken hold across all
global regions, with North America leading the way. In North America is now just 4.1% of
total quantitative volume, although it was as little as 0.9% in 2016. It is 4.7% in Europe. 68%
of companies in North America and 66% in Europe now do no interviews on paper.
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60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
Europe
10%
0%

N. America
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.

Figure 7 Trend in data collection on paper volume, by region
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3.4 Research modes practiced – mainstream modes
à Nearly all firms offer Web research
à CATI and paper in clear decline
à CAPI now offered by nearly half of companies – was
under a third in 2006
à Over a quarter of firms now doing mobile selfcompletion research – in 2009 it was rarely practiced
à SMS research only offered by 10% of firms, but was a
mere 3% in 2006
à Mixed mode is commonly offered and has not
changed since 2006
All mentions of each research mode
100%
90%
80%
70%

Web

60%

CATI

50%

CAPI

40%

Mixed mode

30%

Paper

20%

Mobile self
complete

10%

SMS

0%
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.
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Figure 8 Share of market research firms using the main modes of research – by year
In this ‘Research modes practiced’ section, we reinterpret the ‘Volume of work’ data
presented in the previous section (Section 3.3), by counting all those companies who gave a
non-zero estimate for the interviewing mode as being active in practicing that method.
This chart shows all the modes that are practiced by at least10% of market research
companies. It highlights how the industry is gravitating towards methods that offer the fastest
turnaround times and lowest cost. Thus, online research is practiced by nearly all companies;
mobile self-complete has grown from a niche mode to mainstream almost overnight; and high
cost CATI and inefficient paper are on a clear decline.
The only mode, which we have not shown on the chart is IVR, which is practiced by only 7%
of companies. IVR looks to be on the decline, even though it offers many efficiencies. When
we first measured it in 2009, 12% of companies offered it, it was 9% in 2010 and 2011, 8% in
2012 and 7% most subsequent years.
The proportion of companies offering CATI research has declined, mirroring the decline seen
in CATI volumes (section 3.3.3). As the volume of CATI work is very low in comparison to
the proportion of companies offering it, we still expect to see some research firms reducing
capacity and others fully divesting themselves of their CATI operations. Stopping a CATI
service is a big step – it would put many people out of work and close down whole premises.
Once stopped, it cannot be easily restarted. A research buyer with a decade or two of effort
invested in a phone-based tracking study may also reluctant to switch to online, for fear that
norms and targets will need to be recalibrated.
Firms offering mixed mode research were on the rise from 2006 to 2010, increasing from
41% to 54%, before dropping back again – by 2016 it is below 2006 levels, at 38%. As already
pointed out in section 3.3, volumes of mixed mode are low (6%) and have remained low since
we first measured them in 2006. The leveling out of the number of companies offering this
operationally and technically challenging methodology is probably a reflection of the relatively
small amount of work on offer.
The picture for CAPI, like mixed mode, is complex. The proportion of companies offering
CAPI grew rapidly from 2006 to 2011. From 2012 to 2015, the figure plateaued at between
43% and 48% of companies, but in 2016 it jumped to 55%, then in 2017 it has gone back to
47%. CAPI volumes are significantly larger than mixed mode – 12% in 2017 – and as we have
already shown (section 3.3, p. 16), the actual volume of CAPI work is probably growing.
Unlike Web research, it is not as easy to switch on additional CAPI capacity to cope with
peaks in demand, because CAPI requires the procurement of physical kit and an actual
workforce to operate it, so some overcapacity is inevitable if client demand is to be met all
across the market.
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3.5 Research modes practiced – by region
à Regional differences becoming less apparent
à CATI and CAPI less common in North America
As the world of market research is moving to the Web, there are fewer and fewer
differences in the offerings between research companies around the world.
Europe and Asia Pacific are culturally more diverse than North America, so we do normally
see that these regions are more likely to offer paper and CAPI research in particular.
However, the similarities are becoming more noticeable than the differences.

All mentions of each research mode
120%

100%

95%95%97%

92%

80%
61%
57%
54%
50%

60%

58%
42%

40%

35%
32%34%

47%

51%

38%

42%43%42%42%
31%
26%27%24%

20%

0%

Web

CATI
Total

Paper
N. America

Any CAPI
Europe

Any mixed mode

Mobile self
complete

Asia Pac

N = 211

Figure 9 Share of market research firms practicing the main modes of quantitative research –
by region in 2017
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3.5.1 CATI research – trend by region

à Strong downward trend in companies offering CATI
in North America
à Under half of companies in North America offer CATI
à Recent dip in Europe
Companies in North America and Europe have clearly been divesting themselves of CATI
operations, but there has been little change in recent years.
In North America, around 68% to 75% of companies offered CATI until 2011. In 2012, there
was a sudden drop to 59%. In the last few years, it has been at around 50% to 55%.
In Europe, again around 68% to 75% offered CATI but this lasted until 2014. Then in 2015,
there was a sudden drop to 62% and it has remained at this level since.
Further reductions seem quite likely, though, as CATI volumes are under very low in both
regions (as reported in section 3.3.3).
All mentions of CATI
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%

Europe

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. For other years see note on p. 11.

Figure 10 Share of market research firms using the mode CATI
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N. America

3.6 Mobile self-completion
à Large increase in those offering mobile self-complete
until 2014
à Growth may now have stalled
Mobile self-completion research (which may be app. or browser-based on a Smartphone) has
become a common offering among research companies – now 26.1% of companies in 2017,
up from just 6% in 2009. Although, as reported earlier in this chapter, the amount of research
conducted in this mode is still very low but grew rapidly until 2015.
2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

215

188

213

230

250

240

215

206

221

211

Mode practiced

0.2%

5.9%

7.0%

10.9
%

18.5
%

19.6
%

26.5
%

26.7
%

23.0
%

26.1
%

Volume of work

-

0.5%

1.0%

0.5%

1.9%

2.3%

3.6%

4.6%

3.0%

5.0%

N

Table 4 Mobile self-completion trends since 2008: practice and volume

3.6.1 ‘Mobile self-completion’ trend - by region
Back in 2009, the mode ‘mobile self-complete’ was practiced by as many as 12% of companies
in North America. In Europe it was practically non-existent (2%). By 2014, 28% of companies
in North America and 33% in Europe were offering it. From 2014 to 2017, a plateau seems to
have been reached, or possibly a slight retrenchment, with 27% of North America offering it
and 24% in Europe.
We interpret this to show that, after a period of interest and early adoption, during which
companies were willing to put in additional effort to experiment with a new method that was
receiving a lot of attention, volumes and revenues have remained low, so that efforts are
becoming more focused on a smaller group of niche players.
At the same time, mainstream online research has become more ‘mobile friendly’ as the
software packages that support Web research have also become ‘responsive’ to the devices
being used, and many can deliver a credible mobile interview experience with little
intervention. As this becomes more established, it may obviate the need for specialist mobileonly interviewing initiatives, as the mobile device becomes no more than another way of
taking an online survey.
The extent to which participants are taking this route is discussed in the next section
(Section 3.7)
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All mentions of ‘mobile self-complete’
60%

50%

40%
N. America
30%
Europe

20%

10%
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N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.

2015

2016

2017

Figure 11 Share of market research firms using the mode ‘mobile self-complete’
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3.7 Mobile participation in online surveys
à Survey participants taking online surveys on mobile
devices continues to grow rapidly
à Managers in many companies seem unaware of the
actual numbers
For the last seven years, we have asked companies to report the proportion of their Web
survey participants attempting to complete questionnaires on smartphones and other mobile
devices. Each year, we have observed that this is a difficult question for many companies to
answer, with many responding that they don’t know. In 2017, 26% of participants cannot
provide an estimate – although this is a far lower figure than in previous years. In 2016 it was
34%, 2015 it was 33%, in 2014 it was 29% in 2013 it was 37%.
From those who have provided an estimate, the trend has been consistently upwards each
year, increasing by between almost 3 and 6.5 percentage points each year. Between 2016 and
2017, that increase has been the lowest so far but has still jumped by 2.8%, and now stands at
36.3% (2017).
Q. Thinking just about your web surveys, what proportion of participants are taking these surveys on
small format mobile devices such as smartphones?
N = 204, (2017), 130 (2016), 125 (2015), 145 (2014), 142 (2013), 163 (2012), 224 (2011)
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017

6.7%
13.1%
16.4%
21.4%
26.1%
33.5%
36.3%

Figure 12 Mobile or smartphone participation in online surveys
Larger companies are slightly more likely to offer this as a service in 2017 – 38.8% compared
with 34.5% of smaller companies. Virtually no differences are reported between North
America and Europe (the sample size for Asia Pacific is too small to consider separately
here), demonstrating that this truly is a global phenomenon.
Those in larger companies are much more aware of the issue, with only 19.3% unable to give
an estimate, as opposed to 32.2% of smaller companies. This probably reflects the reality that
many smaller companies use a third party for their online research, rather than carrying it out
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directly, and either do not obtain the information, or cannot easily consolidate it across their
various studies.
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4 Trends in online sample sources
Question
§ Sources of sample used in online research

Key findings
Access panels favored over in-house panels
§ Over the years, there has been a trend towards the use of access panels and
away from in-house panels

§ The use of client sample has barely decreased over the last decade, despite
predictions to the contrary by participants in previous years of this survey
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4.1 Proportion of online sample in use – trend
à Researchers becoming more reliant on access panels
à Own panels supplying lower proportion of sample
à Novel sample sources probably growing, but still small
These figures provide evidence for our observation (and probably yours too) that
researchers are finding it increasingly difficult to source sample for online surveys, either in
the quantity or quality they require. Samples drawn from access panels are rising sharply,
whereas the volume from companies’ own panels has gradually declined. Our respondents to
this study reported a number of years ago that they expected the use of client sample to
reduce – there probably has been a tiny reduction but not enough for us to be confident
about.
Q: What proportion of your online samples comes from each of these sources?
N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.
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45%
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Third party/access
panels
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30%
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Figure 13 Proportion of online sample in use
‘Others’ in Figure 13 appears to show a very modest overall growth (2% in 2006 and 4% in
2017). This may reflect researchers turning to non-traditional sample sources to reach their
targets, such as social media and Web intercepts – both methods that we use in this survey
to top up our sample and achieve wider penetration.
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4.2 Proportion of online sample in use in 2017
à Larger companies make more use of own panels
à North America and Europe very similar
As in most previous years we have found that larger companies make more use of their own
panels – reflecting the reality that larger companies have greater resources and economies of
scale to be able to set up and manage their own panels.
Looking at the global regions, North American companies make the greatest use of access
panels, and source the smallest amount of sample from their own panels.
Q: What proportion of your online samples comes from each of these sources?
N = 211

Larger co's

Smaller co's

Asia Pac

Europe

N. America

2017

Third party/access panels

46%

19%

43%

38%

25%

28%

14%

45%

16%

29%

21%

25%

45%

24%

Sample provided by client

Own panels

9%

15%

25%

47%

6% 4%

18%

20%

Specialist sample providers

4%

5%

6% 3%

7% 3%

8%

4%

Others

Figure 14 Proportion of online sample in use, by region and company size
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5 Trends in analysis and results reporting
Questions
§ Proportion of projects involving each of the main deliverables or distribution
methods

§ Continued importance of the ability to produce volumes of cross-tabular reports
in future

Key findings
PowerPoint is King
§ Microsoft PowerPoint is every market research company’s favorite results
delivery tool, especially in North America.

§ Demand for digital dashboards growing very very slowly. The industry does not
seem to have yet embraced this technology.

§ Other ‘low tech’ results delivery methods are becoming less popular – printed
tables, Microsoft Word and Acrobat PDF too.

Small companies make more use of Microsoft Word and Excel
§ We have seen in the past that larger companies are more likely to use high-tech
delivery methods such as dashboards. This is not the case in 2017.

§ However, smaller companies make much more use of Microsoft Word and Excel
than larger companies

Reports that the client never sees
§ More than four out of every five companies could not do without the means to
create high volume ‘cross-tab’ reports.

§ In 2015 and 2016, it did look like demand was reducing but it is strengthened
again in 2017

§ However, in 2017 almost no projects (2%) are actually delivered to the client as
printed tabs.
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5.1 Distribution methods in use
à Microsoft PowerPoint stubbornly remains the leading
delivery method – and its uses is increasing sharply
à Digital dashboards probably growing very slowly but
still rarely used
à No signs of strong shift towards high-tech reporting
Microsoft PowerPoint is by far the most popular results delivery method in the market
research industry. Remarkably, its use increased markedly in 2015 and 2016, although it
dropped back somewhat in 2017. For some years, we have been anticipating that researchers
would start to shift away from low-tech methods unsuited to research data, such as the
Microsoft Office tools, towards more MR-data specific platforms such as digital dashboards,
interactive analysis, infographics and web portals.
Q: What percentage of projects currently involves the following deliverables or distribution methods to
the client?
N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.
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MS PowerPoint
MS Excel
Acrobat PDF
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Online static reports
MS Word
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Figure 15 Distribution methods in use
So far, there is little evidence of this happening. As expected, we have seen printed tables
move from a mainstream client delivery method in 2006 to a rarity in 2017 and they are now
the method that is least likely to be used to share findings with the client.
What actually seems to be happening is that the industry is very gradually moving away from
Word and Acrobat and switching to PowerPoint or, very occasionally, online dashboards.
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Apart from some very soft growth in the use of online dashboards, the deployment of other
high tech or slightly higher tech methods of delivery – interactive analysis, Microsoft Excel
and online static reports – has remained static or even decreased since we have been
reporting on them.
We have long queried the industry’s attachment to PowerPoint as a delivery method. From a
practical point of view, it is time consuming and error prone to apply to large amounts of
research findings, and can be an expensive way to produce a report of hundreds of charts and
tables for every wave of a tracking study.
Some specialist tools that are available can automate the process and reduce those risks, but
they do not overcome the fundamental limitation that PowerPoint “decks” of many slides are
a poor way to deliver information. Presenting data, metrics and commentary as a linear
succession of essentially repetitive and disconnected slides usually means the context needed
to assimilate them and draw out any fresh conclusions is lacking. They are hard to search and
make poor reference materials. They encourage passive consumption rather than active
engagement.
If we had evidence that PowerPoint was enjoying a renaissance because it was being used to
deliver highly distilled, impactful digests of ten or so slides, using Infographics to bring the
findings to life and set them in context, our concerns would be far less. The survey did not
ask how the tool is being used, but we fear its principal use is as a vehicle to assemble large
numbers of charts to send to the client.
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5.2 Distribution methods, by company size and region
à Little difference by company size, except small
companies make more use of Microsoft Office
à PowerPoint most dominant in North America
This year, it is notable how little difference there is by region and company size. In previous
years, we have seen that larger companies are more likely to use digital dashboards but this is
not the case this time. It is clear, though, that small companies are making greater use of
Microsoft Excel and Word for results delivery.
Q: What percentage of projects currently involves the following deliverables or distribution methods to
the client?
N = 211

58%

56%

57%

29%
24%
15% 14%

12%

11%

17%

17%
14% 13%
11% 8%

8%
2%

16%

15%
5%

12% 8%
1%

2%

2017

Smaller co's

Larger co's

MS PowerPoint

MS Excel

Acrobat PDF

Online static reports

MS Word

Interactive analysis

Online dashboards

Printed tabs

61%
55%
43%

27%

22%
16%

26%
15%

14%

12%
9%

9%
2%

N. America

12%

10% 12% 13%

8%
2%

Europe

14%
5%
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Figure 16 Distribution methods in use, by company size and region – 2017
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The main difference across the regions seems to be that North American companies are
much more likely to deliver results on PowerPoint than companies in Europe or Asia Pacific.
The use of other tools is very broadly similar across the regions.
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5.3 Importance of producing cross-tabs in volume
à Demand for cross-tab reports strong
Even though very few projects are now delivered on printed tables, most of our survey
participants (83%) say that is essential or moderately important to be able to produce crosstabs in volume. Demand has been remarkably resilient in the 14 years since we have been
asking this question. In 2015 and 2016, it did look like demand was finally weakening, but in
2017, it is stronger then ever.
The resilience of the printed table can be explained by a continuing need to use tables as a
primary tool and resource for analysis, and as a means to cross-check other deliverables, as a
quality control method. Cross-tab packages do not show signs of disappearing from the
researcher company’s toolkit anytime soon.
Q: When considering analysis and reporting tools for the future, how important is it that these should
be able to produce volumes of cross-tabular reports?
N = 211 (2017). For other years see note on p. 11.
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Figure 17 Importance of being able to produce traditional cross-tabs reports
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6 Trends in research software demands
Questions
§ Intentions by companies to replace their exiting survey research software
§ Type of software being considered for replacement

Key findings
Big appetite for new research software, especially among larger companies
§ Nearly two-fifths (38%) of companies say that they are planning on changing their
research software over the next two years.

All types of research software on shopping list
§ Among companies wanting to change their software, all the core functions of data
collection, data processing, analysis and report publishing by more than one half
of companies.

§ Data analysis software takes the lead, with 68% of firms saying it is likely to get
replaced in the next 1-2 years.
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6.1 Planning on changing software in 2017
à Strong appetite for new software: two in five firms
considering changing something
We see this question as a barometer both of research companies’ willingness to invest
money in as well as their satisfaction with their existing tools. In 2017 there is much more
desire among larger companies than smaller companies to invest in new software.
There is virtually no difference between North America and Europe. Asia Pacific looks to be
far more keen to change software, but it has to be noted that the sample size is very small.
Q: Are you considering changing the software you are using for your data collection or data analysis in
the next one to two years?
N = 211
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Figure 18 Planning on changing software, by region and company size
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6.2 Planning on changing software - trend
à There are currently good opportunities for software
developers selling their products
With over two-fifths of companies saying they plan to buy new software and over three-fiths
not ruling it out, the current year (i.e. the period that follows the 2017 survey) appears to
offer very good opportunities to software developers to pick up some new business, though
it could also spell trouble for some incumbent suppliers.
Q: Are you considering changing the software you are using for your data collection or data analysis in
the next one to two years?
N = 2181(2017). For other years see note on p. 11.

35%
49%

44%

42%

43%

43%

40%

45%

44%

22%

26%

30%

33%

31%

2014

2015

2016

48%

52%

41%

20%
18%

23%

26%
25%

34%

22%
23%

46%

40%
26%

2006

32%
22%

2007

21%

25%

2008

2009

34%

35%

2012

2013

25%

2010
Yes

2011

Not sure

Figure 19 Planning on changing software, by year
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No

38%

2017

6.3 Software type to change
à Data analysis top of the shopping list
à Closely followed by reporting and DP tools
Research companies are looking for new software across all the categories we asked them
about. However, it is data analysis that leads, followed by report publishing and data
processing.
Although Figure 15 (‘Distribution methods in use’) on p. 35, shows that PowerPoint
continues to be omnipresent as a delivery method, the fact that nearly the two-thirds of
companies are looking out for new software in this area shows that PowerPoint is not
enough on its own – companies are seeking other more responsive or interactive tools as
well.
Data analysis and data processing tools are clearly linked to report publishing and delivery
tools because their use is interlinked. Perhaps this reflects a general desire in the industry to
improve efficiency or quality at the results delivery stage.
Q: What software are you considering changing?
N = 81

Data analysis

68%

Report publishing and delivery

63%

Data processing

62%

Data collection
Panel management

56%

27%

Figure 20 Software types companies are considering changing: 2017
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Q: What software are you considering changing?
N 2010 = 54; 2011=105; 2012=85; 2013=85; 2014=62; 2015=68; 2016=67; 2017=81
80%

70%

60%
Report publishing
and delivery
50%

Data collection
Data analysis

40%

Data processing
30%
Panel management
20%

10%

0%
2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

Figure 21 Software types companies are considering changing: seven-year trend
Looking at the trends since 2010, the lower scores for panel management tools reflects the
situation that these are specialized tools which not every company needs. The drop in
demand reported in 2016 and 2017 may also reflect the softening in demand for own panels,
reported in Section 4, ‘Trends in online sample sources’ (p. 31) and illustrated in Figure 13 (p.
32).
As this question is only answered by the subset of participants saying they may change their
software each year, the small base size means these figures are vulnerable to large
fluctuations year to year.
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7 Making surveys mobile-friendly
Question
§ Extent to which mobile participation is considered at the research design stage
§ Company’s general approach to mobile participation in online surveys

Key findings
The majority of companies now routinely discuss mobile participation at the research
design stage than don’t
§ 71% always or often consider mobile participation – up from 48% in 2014
§ Those who rarely do has halved from 16% to 8% since 2014
§ Fairly similar results for all company sizes and regions

Most research firms are taking steps to support mobile participation
§ 87% say all or many of their surveys can be taken on a mobile device or PC – up
from 67% in 2014.

§ Companies of all sizes and in all regions are doing the same
§ Only 4% routinely block mobile participating.
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7.1 Is mobile considered at the research design
stage?
à Nearly three-quarters of companies now consider
mobile when designing surveys
à Nearly two-fifths always take it into account in today
à Since 2014, there has been surge in companies
considering mobile participants in their survey design
à Firms in Asia Pacific seem to be more mobile aware
than elsewhere
à Smaller research companies just as likely as larger
ones to talk about mobile at the design stage
In only three years, there has been a big shift in the amount that the industry considers
survey participants on mobile devices. Back in 2014, when we last asked this question, only
about half of participants (48%) said their companies considered mobile devices. By 2017 the
proportion has surged to 71%. The number always considering it has nearly doubled; the
number rarely or never discussing it has halved.
Q. How often would you say that the question of dealing with survey participants on mobile devices is
discussed when designing online research projects?
N 2014=215; 2017=204

2014

2017

20%

28%

36%

38%

Always/almost always

33%

Often

Sometimes

16%

21%

8%

Rarely/never

Figure 22 How often mobile is discussed when planning new research projects – by year
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This is a big step forward for the industry in a relatively short time, although in 2017 there
are still nearly 3 in 10 companies (29%) who only sometimes, rarely or never consider
participants using mobile devices. This begs the question what happens to those surveys
where mobile participation has not been considered at the design stage. We know that over
a third of survey respondents complete on mobile devices (see section 3.7 Mobile selfcompletion on page 27).
There is little difference in the extent to which larger or smaller companies are taking a
conscious approach towards discussing mobile, although larger companies seem slightly more
likely to do it.
The results are broadly similar for all regions although the issue gets slightly more attention
in Asia Pacific (80% always or often discuss it) than in Europe (73%) and North America
(66%). In North America 10% of companies rarely or never consider mobile participation and
25% only ‘sometimes’ consider it.
How often would you say that the question of dealing with survey participants on mobile devices is
discussed when designing online research projects?
N 2017=211

Larger co's

39%

Smaller co's

37%

Asia Pac

35%

31%

44%

Europe

37%

N. America

37%

Total

38%

Always/almost always

19%

22%

36%

36%

29%

33%

Often

Sometimes

7%

9%

20%

19%

25%

21%

8%

10%

8%

Rarely/never

Figure 23 How often mobile is discussed when planning new research projects – 2017/18
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7.2 Company’s general approach to support for
mobile participation
à Most firms report they now support mobile in many
or all of their surveys
à Large shift since 2014 towards more support for
participants using mobile devices
à Companies of all sizes and in all regions now offer
good support for mobile participation
This question aimed to uncover research companies’ general approach or policy with regard
to allowing participation in online surveys using smartphones, from fully supporting mobile
participation on all surveys through to actively preventing it.
The actual wording of each option was:
•
•
•
•
•

All our surveys can be taken on mobile device or PC
Many of our surveys can be taken on either a mobile device or a PC
We only provide mobile support if required by the project
We don’t actively support mobile participation but we don’t prevent it
We normally prevent participation in an online survey from a mobile device

Q. Which of these most closely reflects your approach to participants wishing to take online surveys
on mobile devices?
N = 204

2014

31%

2017

36%

67%

On all surveys

On many surveys

Only if required

17%

11%

20%

6% 3% 4%

Don’t support, don’t prevent

4%

Prevent

Figure 24 Company approach to supporting mobile participation in online surveys – 2014 vs
2017/18
This is one area where the research industry seems to have made fairly rapid progress in
embracing a new technological challenge.
Around two-thirds (67%) of companies now say that all their surveys can be taken on mobile
devices or PCs. This has more than doubled since 2014. This means that today most research
companies are now actively engaging with the needs of participants on mobile devices
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because 87% say that all or many of their surveys support mobile participation, and two
thirds (67%) say mobile participation is possible on all of their surveys.
Very few companies then and now (4% in both years) put a block on mobile participation, but
the number passively allowing participation without regard to whether the participant would
be able to take the survey or not has dwindled from 11% of companies down to just 3%

7.2.1 Variations by region and company size
Q. Which of these most closely reflects your approach to participants wishing to take online surveys
on mobile devices?
N = 204
Larger co's

68%

Smaller co's

19%

66%

Asia Pac

20%

60%

Europe

24%

64%

N. America
Total
On all surveys

On many surveys

20%
Only if required

Don’t support, don’t prevent

4%

3%

8%

8%

17%

67%

6%

1% 5%

8%

23%

71%

7%

2% 2%

5% 2%

6%

6%

3% 4%

Prevent

Figure 25 Company approach to supporting mobile participation in online surveys – current
year by region and company size
In 2014, North America and larger companies were ahead of the rest of the world and
smaller companies. There is no longer any difference between larger and smaller companies:
they are within one percentage point of each other in supporting mobile participation on all
or most of their surveys.
North America appears to be leading on full mobile support (71% of surveys) and Asia Pacific
is behind the others (64%), with Europe somewhere between the two (64%). These
differences level out entirely, if “all” and “many surveys” are combined. Differences in the
other less mobile-friendly approaches are negligible.
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8 Delivery Methods and How Clients
Consume Research

Questions
§ Anticipated changes in the pattern of delivery methods in 3 to 5 years’ time
§ How Microsoft PowerPoint is used by research companies
§ Proportion of PowerPoint files automatically populated with data
§ How clients consume information provided by market research companies
§ How clients will want to consume research data in 3 to 5 years’ time
§ Demands from clients in the way information is delivered
§ Barriers to offering greater flexibility in information delivery to clients

Key findings
Delivery methods are moving online
§ PowerPoint will still remain the dominant method, even though volumes may
drop

§ Online dashboards are expected to grow very strongly
§ Delivery is much more likely to be multi-channel in future

PowerPoint used, over-used and even abused by research firms
§ PowerPoint used by research companies for much more than preparing a
presentation for the client meeting or debrief

§ Almost all firms use PowerPoint documents as the primary project deliverable
§ Many firms use it simply as a vehicle to deliver charts in bulk with no insights or
commentary added

Levels of automation in the creation of PowerPoint remain very low
§ Very few research companies start working on PowerPoint presentations that
have already been populated with the survey data they need, or that can access
the information in an automated way.

§ Even though PowerPoint documents are prepared for almost all research projects
and are the primary deliverable for a large majority of them, data are added
manually.

Clients are consuming data in increasingly sophisticated ways
§ Though once again PowerPoint dominate, around half of research companies
report clients routinely consuming their research data by running their own
analysis on it
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§ Around a third of research companies report clients access research data
through dashboard or portals

§ This is forecast to double, with two-thirds of research companies predicting their
clients will be consuming their research data through dashboards within the next
3 to 5 years.

Research companies facing widespread demand from clients to change how research
data is reported to them
§ Clients want research to be presented to them more visually, in ways that are

easier to take in at a glance, and with a greater emphasis on storytelling and on
context.

§ There is near universal agreement among research companies on the most
pressing unmet demands

§ Very few companies considered client demands were fully met, with those

mentioning improvements sought typically identifying four different areas of
improvement.
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8.1 Predicted future trends in results delivery methods
à Overall trend is towards online delivery methods
à PowerPoint predicted to drop, but remain the
dominant method
à Interactive analysis set to take 2nd position, used on
28% rather than 11% of projects
à Strongest growth predicted for dashboards, up by a
factor of 3, from 8% to 23%
à Projects will increasingly be reported via multiple
channels
The question asked companies to state the percentage share of each delivery method of the
total number of projects undertaken, in the same way as for the earlier question on current
methods (see Figure 15 on p. 35) which is also shown here for comparison.
Q: How do you think you will be delivering results to clients in 3 to 5 years’ time?
N = 211
PowerPoint documents

57%

42%
11%

Interactive analysis

28%

8%

Digital dashboards

23%
14%

Online delivery of static reports
Excel documents

21%
19%

24%

15%
12%

PDF documents
0%
Now

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

In 3-5 years time

Figure 26 Predicted results delivery methods in 3 to 5 years
PowerPoint will drop by a quarter from its current levels, from 57% to 42% of projects,
though it will still exceed all other delivery methods. However, the second most dominant
method – tables provided in Excel – is expected to be surpassed by all three online delivery
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methods, with interactive analysis taking second place, followed by digital dashboards and then
online delivery of static reports.
While interactive analysis (with the end consumer of the data using online query tools to
produce their own tables or charts or variants of those already provided) will take second
place, with a relative increase in share of 140%, or almost two-and-a-half current levels, the
strongest growth will be seen in the use of digital dashboards. Currently featured on just 11%
of projects, its use is expected to rise to 28%, almost three times current levels.
All three methods based on the provision of static documents, PowerPoint, Excel and
Acrobat PDF are predicted to fall slightly, though none of the drops are expected to be as
dramatic as the increases predicted for the three online methods.
In a direct analogue to the situation this study has revealed over the years with data
collections methods, it appears that the old channels won’t simply be replaced by the newer
ones, but will continue to run alongside them, and continue on for some time to come.
Considering just the six delivery methods asked in this question, there were 129 delivery
methods given for each notional 100 projects, while in the 3-5 year prediction, this was 144
per 100 projects. This would appear to support the notion that increasingly more than one
channel will be used to report a project. PowerPoint won’t be replaced, but other channels
will supplement it, at least in the near future.
However, this question omitted two delivery methods offered in the ‘current delivery
methods’ question: Word documents which featured as a delivery method for 12% of current
projects, and tables printed on paper which accounted for another 1.6%. Both have been
declining over the years, hence the decision to omit them from the predictions question.
When these are included, they boost the current factor from 129 delivery methods to 142
cited delivery methods for every 100 projects. As it is unlikely that either Word or printed
tables will decline to 0% in this period, it means it is still safe to assume that companies are
predicting that the projects that demand more than one delivery channel is on the rise.
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8.2 How research companies use PowerPoint
à PowerPoint is utilized in many other situations than in
giving a presentation
à It is very widely used as a method to distribute
summary reports to clients (70% of firms do this)
à More than half use it to create individualized reports
for different audiences within the client organization
à 40% use it to create static dashboard or infographic
reports
à 35% of firms use it simply as a vehicle to deliver
charted data to clients
This annual survey has long shown the predominance of PowerPoint as a delivery method by
research companies to their clients, and it is clear that it is being used to do much more than
its originally designed application as a presentation tool for meetings. The full wording of the
question we asked was “PowerPoint is one of the most widely used tools in market research
for sharing research findings with clients What is it normally used for in your company?”.
Q: What is [PowerPoint] normally used for in your company?
N = 211

Presenting at a meeting or debrief

90%

To send a summary of findings with
commentary sent to client

70%

To send data in chart form sent to client

35%

Creating static dashboards or infographics

40%

Creating different reports for different
audiences
To let clients export data from a
dashboard/portal

56%
22%

Other
Don't know

6%
1%

Figure 27 How PowerPoint is used
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Unsurprisingly, it shows that almost all companies use PowerPoint in the classic application of
preparing presentations which are given in a meeting or debrief.
However, it appears that PowerPoint is also widely used in the context of the presenter-less
presentation in various guises. Over two-thirds of firms (70%) use it to create a summary of
findings in chart form, augmented with commentary. This could be considered to be the
contemporary replacement for a full-blown written report. Clearly, the focus on commentary
provides scope for insights to be drawn and recommendations to be made.
This contrasts with just over one in three firms (35%) who are leaving that work to the
client, and using PowerPoint as little more than a delivery vehicle for data in chart form. We
would argue, as many others have before us, that this is both a poor utilization of PowerPoint
and makes for a very cumbersome and inconvenient way to access or absorb large amounts
of information, and even less, to be able to make enough sense of it to take decisions or
formulate actions.
Combine this with the diverse situations where PowerPoint is being pressed into service,
such as creating customized reports targeted at different individuals or subgroups with an
organization (56% of companies) or creating static dashboards and infographic-style reports
(40%), and it does seem as if the research industry is relying on a Swiss army knife to cut its
way at that crucial interface between research company and the client organizations
commissioning the research.
To us, that leaves research companies vulnerable, at a time when competition from other
digital information sources is intensifying, by looking several steps behind their challengers in
how information is presented, as well as in responding to how information is consumed
today.
We take hope, however, from the 22% of companies that reveal that PowerPoint is also
provided as an option for clients to selectively download results (or ‘export’ them) from
interactive data portals or dashboards provided by research companies. This may appear to
be similar to using PowerPoint to deliver data, which we have, in part, deplored. It is not.
PowerPoint is being used as a delivery vehicle again, but as an intermediate step between
accessing findings and insights in modern, interactive way, and taking these into the
organization selectively, to allow them to be integrated or enriched with data from other
sources. The difference is that puts the client in control in a way that modern consumers of
data expect.

8.2.1 Variations by region and company size
Virtually no difference in practice is observed for the first two applications of Presenting at a
meeting or debrief and To send a summary of findings with commentary sent to client. Two
interesting differences emerge in the less conventional uses of PowerPoint.
•

Using PowerPoint to send data in chart form is more prevalent in North America
(40%) and Asia Pacific (42%); less common in Europe (27%)

•

North America leads on using PowerPoint to create different custom reports for
different audiences (62%) against Europe (56%), while this is much less common in
Asia Pacific (35%)

Larger companies overall seem to use PowerPoint for more applications than smaller ones. In
particular, they are much more likely to use it for creating static dashboards and infographics
(48%) than smaller companies (33%). Their clients are also more likely to be given the
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capability to export data directly from dashboards and portals into PowerPoint (27% against
19% in smaller companies).
87%
93%

Presenting at a meeting or debrief
To send a summary of findings with
commentary sent to client

66%

To send data in chart form sent to client

33%
37%

Creating static dashboards or infographics

33%

Creating different reports for different
audiences

Other

Smaller
48%
53%

To let clients export data from a
dashboard/portal

19%

27%

6%
6%

Figure 28 How PowerPoint is used: split by company size
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75%

Larger
61%

8.3 Automatically populating PowerPoint files with data
à Manual transfer of data predominates, with little or no
automation in 69% of cases
à Larger companies have been marginally better at
automating the process
à Only one in ten firms start work with most of their
PowerPoint files automatically populated with data
In this question, the focus is on internal process and efficiency within research companies.
PowerPoint does not naturally integrate with the survey data sets that research companies
work with. Without investing in additional tools to bring data into the tables and charts that
researchers or their assistants are likely to be creating in PowerPoint, this means someone is
likely to be transferring the information manually – usually by copying sets of figures from one
document and then pasting them into another.
Previous studies in this series gave us reason to believe that manual creation was still
widespread, despite the availability of software to assist in this process, and the time and cost
penalties this incurs for skilled research staff. The answers reveal that the majority of
PowerPoint charts or documents are still produced manually.
Q: What proportion of your PowerPoint documents are automatically populated with data from other
software?
N = 211
Larger companies

8%

Smaller companies

11%

All companies

10%

27%

11%

44%

37%

18%

Most (over 75%)

37%

39%

Many (25 -74%)

19%

Few (1-25%)

2%

4%

29%

None (0%)

3%

Don’t know

Figure 29 Proportion of PowerPoint files populated with data from other software
Only one in ten companies have managed to achieve the level of automation where most of
their PowerPoint files are populated with data automatically, and an additional 18% claim they
have achieved this for “many” (which was defined as anything from 25% to 75% of
PowerPoint documents worked on). The majority, accounting for 69% of companies, are
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mostly or entirely using manual methods to populate their charts and other slides in with
data.
There is a slight difference between smaller and larger companies, with larger companies
outperforming smaller ones in the use of automation in both “many” and “few” projects. 35%
of larger companies overall had automated most or many of their PowerPoint documents,
against 22% of smaller companies. That lead did not seem as large as might be expected, given
the greater resources and increased specialization of tasks that larger companies are likely to
have.
Overall this shows that the industry is still far from achieving the goal of improving internal
efficiency and reducing cost in one area where the benefits of even partial automation are
likely to deliver a near instant return on any investment.
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8.4 How clients consume information
à While PowerPoint documents come first, at present,
presentations or debriefs are close second
à In the future, the balance is set to shift towards
portals and dashboards, knowledge management
systems and apps on tablets and mobile devices
à High demand is still anticipated for PowerPoint decks
and in-person presentations to clients in the future
In the next two questions, companies were presented with seven different ways in which
research users may consume research information. They were asked to rank them in order,
with the most prevalent method first, and so on. In this section, we summarize the findings by
looking at the top three and single most prevalent methods.

8.4.1 Three most prevalent methods
Q1: How do your clients normally consume the information that you provide to them?
Q2: How do you expect research clients will want to consume their research data in 3 to 5 years’
time?
TOP 3 MENTIONS. N = 211
Reports or documents including
PowerPoint files

60%

Presentation or client debrief

63%

Run own anaysis on data provided

34%
31%

Research portal or dashboard
Client's own knowledge management
systems
Smartphone or tablet apps or views
Automated alerts
Other

17%
5%
4%
6%

90%
83%

51%
61%

29%
31%

Now
3-5 years time

2%
2%

Figure 30 Ways in which clients consume information provided by research companies and
predictions for the next 3-5 years: top 3 mentions
The PowerPoint report dominates here too as one of the top three current methods
research companies say that research clients use to consume information, followed closely by
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client debrief or other in-person presentations. However, both are predicted to diminish in
their dominance the next 3-5 years, with dashboards and portals even being tipped to edge
past PowerPoint reports in popularity, to become the second most popular method behind
client debriefs.
In slight contradiction to the earlier question covered in section 8.1 “Predicted future trends
in results delivery methods” on p. 52, where the number of clients running their own analysis
is predicted to grow, here it is predicted to have a diminished status among the ways clients
will want to consume the data. We interpret as indicating that this will be the preserve of the
specialist. Companies will need to meet this demand, but it will not be sufficient to meet the
wider needs of all research data consumers who will be more interested in having the
information presented to them in a digested format in a dashboard or research portal
containing research reports.

8.4.2 Most prevalent method
Q1: How do your clients normally consume the information that you provide to them?
Q2: How do you expect research clients will want to consume their research data in 3 to 5 years’
time?
TOP MENTION. N = 211

Reports or documents including
PowerPoint files

25%
36%
31%

Presentation or client briefing
Run own anaysis on data provided

50%

9%
4%

Research portal or dashboard

3%

Client's own knowledge management
systems

2%

Smartphone or tablet apps or views

1%

Automated alerts

1%
1%

Other

1%
2%

23%

8%

7%

Now
3-5 years time

Figure 31 How clients consume information provided by research companies and predictions
for the next 3-5 years: top method
The top-ranked method reveals few surprises in comparison to the top three we have just
examined. The growth in demand for dashboards and portals continues to stand out. Other
methods fall away, indicating that most companies are of the view that delivering research
data directly into a client’s own knowledge management system, providing alerts by
smartphone app, email or SMS, or for consumption in dedicated apps or pages for viewing on
tablet or smartphone will in each case be a supplementary method, provided in addition to
the primary methods already mentioned.
It is another case in point where the future seems to demand a greater spread of capabilities,
in order to address both familiar and emerging ways of doing business with research buyers.
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8.4.3 Variations by region and company size
The variations between region or company size on the current analysis of how clients
consume information were all within 3-4%, and therefore very slight, with the single
exception of a much higher level of uptake for clients doing their own analysis on data
provided by the research company, which over-indexed in Asia Pacific (62% against 49% for
both North America and Europe).
More divergence can be observed when looking at the predictions for how clients will
consume data in 3-5 years’ time. Portals and dashboards are expected to have greater uptake
in North America; own analysis, already higher in Asia Pacific, is tipped to pull further ahead,
along with automated alerts and to a lesser extent Smartphone or tablet apps or views in this
region. On the other hand, Asia Pacific is expecting clients to using conventional reports far
less compared to North America and Europe.

Presentation or client debrief

59%
58%

Reports (eg PDF or PPT)
26%
15%

36%

Project portal or dashboard

54%
28%
32%

Smartphone or tablet apps or views
Automated alerts

6%
5%

65%
61%

39%

N America
Europe

15%
30%
32%

Own analysis on data you provide
Other

62%
61%

46%

Corporate library or KM system

66%

Asia Pac
54%

3%
1%
0%

Figure 32 How clients are predicted to consume information provided by research companies
in 3-5 years’ time: top 3 methods split by region
When examined by company size, the larger companies are expecting less consumption
through conventional reports and more on portals and dashboards than their colleagues in
the smaller firms.
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63%
63%

Presentation or client debrief
Reports (eg PDF or PPT)

52%
26%
32%

Corporate library or KM system

57%

Project portal or dashboard

Smaller companies

5%
9%

Larger companies
32%
34%

Own analysis on data you provide
Other

68%

32%
29%

Smartphone or tablet apps or views
Automated alerts

64%

3%
1%

Figure 33 How clients are predicted to consume information provided by research companies
in 3-5 years’ time: top 3 methods split by company size
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8.5 Improvements sought by clients in the information
provided by research companies
à Three-quarters of companies say clients want their
data to be made more visual
à Two in three companies have clients demanding
information that can be consumed in at a glance
à Almost as many want more emphasis on storytelling
The penultimate question in this section examines what research companies understand their
clients are asking them to address in how they present research data. It is essentially a wishlist of improvements from clients to their research providers in what they give them.
Q: Are you experiencing demands from clients to make the information you provide... ?
N = 211

More visual

74%

Easier to read at a glance

65%

More based around storytelling

59%

Contain more context from benchmarks or
external data

45%

Contain more of your commentary and
interpretation

37%

More accessible to a wider audience

31%

More entertaining or fun

31%

Something else

5%

None/nothing

5%

Figure 34 Client demand for changes to the information provided by research companies
There is a very high level of consensus among research companies about what their clients
want from the data and reporting they provide, with 75% saying it needs to be more visual,
65% that it needs to be easier to read at a glance and 59% more based around storytelling.
Storytelling is not just about narrative but also providing context, and this is the fourth most
frequent demand, in the guise of providing more context from benchmarks and external data.
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It appears many companies are, by their own analysis, satisfying the clients in the level of
commentary and interpretation they provide: 37% of companies are facing this demand.
Excluding those who reported no demands for improvements, on companies reported an
average of almost four (actually 3.8) improvements each. This shows that there is both a lot
of unmet demand and also widespread and shared understanding of the areas the research
industry needs to address in order to make the information it provides more acceptable and
more useful to its client audience.
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8.6 Barriers to offering greater flexibility in results delivery
(open question)
à Lack of time and money are the biggest barriers
à Many say finding suitable technology is a problem
à Varying needs and skill levels of clients are also an
issue – some clients are old-fashioned and low-skilled,
while others are more tech savvy
In an open-ended question, we asked participants about the barriers they faced in offering
greater flexibility over results. The exact wording of the question was:
“What are the biggest barriers you face in offering greater flexibility in how you deliver
information to clients?”
We have chosen to analyze this question qualitatively. All 211 participants answered this
question, though 19 (9%) gave a null response such as “don’t know”. For the other answers,
responses appeared to cluster around seven principal themes, which we describe below with
two or more representative responses for each theme.

Not enough time
‘Scope creep, turnaround times, end client missing their original deadlines, changing surveys all meaning timelines are inevitably squeezed & more hours are worked than costs. It's quite a
cyclical pattern that shows no signs of abating.’
‘Time. We've brought on board our own team of designers, and developers. Therefore our
ability to produce reporting in static form beautifully designed reports OR through a custom
built interactive dashboard is there. The biggest challenge is the additional time this takes as a
trade off against clients wanting to be able to access results/data as soon as possible.
Therefore we'd love that every piece of work goes through that full design process, however
time pressures mean that is not always possible.’
‘With every project being bespoke, designing a delivery takes time, and we are always pushed
to deliver insight as quickly as possible.’

Clients won’t pay more
‘Flexibility comes at a cost. Clients want flexibility but also want things cheaper and faster.’
‘Cost of entry, dashboarding products are very expensive. Clients are uninformed or hesitant
to move to dashboards. Programming skills necessary to use products and internal training
needed. Loss of expertise in our staff due to clients doing most of analysis.’
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‘Upfront costs since it has yet to be a need for our clients, it makes it hard to justify the
resources to get us there at this point, particularly when many systems will be made even
more user-friendly in the coming years.’

Clients set in their ways
‘Clients are set in their ways. They want old-school deliverables like tables and PPT. They are
afraid of the cultural change needed in their organizations to deploy digital delivery
capabilities.’
‘Clients might think/say they want something like a dashboard... but what they really want is
PPT. PPT is perfect for (1) the executive summary of key findings with storyline and our
commentary and (2) the big appendix of all charts... it is just a pain to populate the charts as
all automated software has big drawbacks (complexity, cost etc).’

‘Many clients have very specific guidelines/requirements for how we deliver results to them.
Some even go so far as specifying the number of slides and format we are supposed to deliver
them in an MSA or task order. If given the option, we would embrace more innovative
techniques, but most clients have very strict expectations on deliverables.’

Different clients have different needs and skills
‘More difficult to focus on delivering / accommodating client reports when covering the
entire range of market sectors. Retail clients consume information in a very different medium
to Engineering clients for example.’
‘Client knowledge levels vary widely. Some can easily understand (and prefer) in-depth
mathematical analysis, others are confused by the existence of simple shapes and colors and
should not be trusted with sharp objects. Hard to find anything at all which can be used
universally.’
‘While some clients want interactive online dashboards, particularly younger/newer/more tech
savvy ones, we have a large layer of older/less technologically savvy/legacy clients who want us
to physically print 600 pages of crosstabs and mail them. Some of our internal team leads are
more sympathetic to this approach. As a result, it's difficult to reach a consensus on what is
needed, how urgent it is, and whether we need whatever upgrade in our reporting to still
produce all of the same static tables that can be printed in addition to being something more
interactive/online/visual.’

The software on offer isn’t good enough
‘It's very difficult to make data "presentable' using web tools and weaving together the story is
much tougher than it should be. So I fall back on PowerPoint.’
‘The inability of technology to do what it says it can do. Invariably software requires more
programming than initially suggested. Also it tend to incur further costs. Which you can't
necessarily pass on to the client.’
‘Software packages are not robust enough to include the types of analyses we require’

Too difficult to make different technologies work together
‘Easy to use and flexible software that easily integrates with many survey tools’
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‘Available tools that interact with each other and perform all of the tasks. PPT does what it
does, the dashboards and portals are separate. Analysis is separate. Wish we could
consolidate tools.’

We don’t have the skills
‘Lack of internal programming capability.’
‘Our own limitations regarding how to present findings visually and in a storytelling format.’
Most participants seem to feel that the barriers are beyond their control, citing issues such as
time, money, their clients and technical barriers. Although a handful point the finger at a
cautious culture within the industry or their own firms:
‘I think MR is very conservative and set in its ways to some extent. However I see a growing
need for quicker access to results via dashboards and portals, but the vast majority of end
clients don't want to get their hands dirty to run this on their own, so the challenge falls to
research firms. I've used report automation software before and solutions aren't as simple to
use as one may think. Granted some are getting closer. I was impressed with [named
software package], but cost makes it a definitive no go for a small research firm such as
myself.’

Dapresy 2017/18 Annual MR Technology Report | 67 of 98

9 Automation
Questions asked
§ Areas of work where you have successfully applied automation
§ Priority areas for automation in the coming 3 to 5 years
§ Improvements in automation that software providers need to focus on
§ Technical developments - threats or opportunities to your company
§ The way your company funds automation initiatives
§ Extent to which your company funds automation

Key findings
Top three areas where companies have succeeded in automating their processes are
charting, basic analysis and sample management
§ Automation is rarely being applied to benchmarking or exception reporting
§ Other labor-intensive activities that tend not to be automated include survey
design, fieldwork management and managing changes on trackers

Charting is also highlighted as a target for automation, or further automation, in the
next 3-5 years
§ Roughly one half of research companies intend to automate coding interpreting
open-ended text

§ Widespread interest also shown in developing capabilities to automate the basic
analysis of survey data

Research companies need software developers and technology providers also to focus
on charting and data visualization as their top priority
§ Research companies also want developers to provide solutions for coding or
interpreting text

§ There is widespread interest in finding technology that can automatically provide
basic data analysis

Research companies are generally welcoming developments in automation, and
consider they present more of an opportunity than treat to them
§ Automated charting and data visualization is seen as offering the greatest
potential opportunity to research firms

§ Technology that might automate survey design and report writing or insight
generation are those that receive the most cautious welcome

Research companies are making investments in a largely small-scale and
opportunistic way
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§ Most automation investments are funded by projects or out of departmental
budgets

§ Only one in eight firms (13%) have a dedicated or company-wide budget for
automation or technology development

§ Around the same number of companies will only fund automation from the
immediate savings they can achieve

A large proportion of those interviewed think their companies are not investing
enough in automation
§ Almost one in two consider they are not investing enough in automation
§ Firms in Europe, America and larger firms are the most concerned they are not
spending enough
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9.1 Automation successfully applied by companies
à Creating charts and data visualization tops the list of
successful automation initiatives, but is only achieved
by 53% of firms
à Many labor-intensive activities like fieldwork
management or managing changes on trackers are not
often automated
à Automation rarely applied to benchmarking or
exception reporting
Q: In which of these areas of your work have you been successful in applying automation?
N = 211
Creating charts and data visualizations

53%

Basic analysis of survey data

49%

Sample management

41%

Survey testing

36%

Coding/interpreting open-ended data

35%

Data transfer with suppliers

33%

Survey design

27%

Fieldwork management

26%

Managing changes on trackers

22%

Allowing clients to customize their reports for…

16%

Exception reporting, e g norms and benchmarks

14%

Interpreting results and writing reports
Something else

12%
4%

None

16%

Figure 35 Activities within research companies that have been automated
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9.1.1 Variations by region and company size
There were only minor differences in the three most frequently mentioned targets for
automation between regions and companies of different size. The differences in the top three
for each segment are shown below:
North America

Europe

Asia Pacific

Smaller
Companies

Larger
Companies

1st

Creating charts
and data viz
(50%)

Creating charts
and data viz
(57%)

Creating charts
and data viz
(58%)

Basic analysis
of survey data
(48%)

Creating charts
and data viz
(64%)

2nd

Basic analysis
of survey data
(47%)

Basic analysis
of survey data
(55%)

Sample
management
(46%)

Creating charts
and data viz
(46%)

Basic analysis
of survey data
(52%)

3rd

Sample
management
(41%)

Sample
management
(40%)

Basic analysis
of survey data
(42%)

Sample
management
(35%)

Sample
management
(49%)

Table 5 Top ranked priority companies to automate in the next 3-5 years
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9.2 Priority areas for future automation
à Many companies plan new or further work on
automating charting and data visualization
à Coding or interpreting text is another high priority
à There is also widespread interest in companies in
developing capabilities to automate the basic analysis
of survey data
à Beyond these three, there is a diverse spread of
priorities, with no overall leaders for attention
Q1: Which [of these areas listed in the previous question] are a priority for your organization to
automate in the coming 3 to 5 years?
Q2: What is the top priority?
N = 211
Creating charts, graphs and data visualizations
Coding or interpreting open-ended data

None of these

31%

8%
6%

28%
26%

1%
3%

Survey design

Something else (please specify)

32%

6%

Sample management

Exception reporting, e g around norms and
benchmarks

35%

5%

Interpreting results and writing reports

Fieldwork management

46%

12%

Allowing clients to customize their reports
for themselves
Data transfer with suppliers and fieldwork
partners

Survey testing

51%

9%

Basic analysis of survey data

Managing changes on continuous surveys or
trackers

63%

32%

6%
4%
1%

25%
24%
24%
23%

2%
1%
4%
4%

Figure 36 Activities within research companies that are a priority to automate
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All
Top priority

Two questions were asked to understand what companies judged to be their priorities for
automation within their organization’s processes. The first presented 12 common
automation targets, and asked them to choose any that are ‘a priority’. The second asked
them to nominate one as their top priority.

9.2.1 Variations by region and company size
There was no difference in the top three placed priority areas between the different regions
or between smaller and larger companies.
The differences in the stated top priority are shown in Table 7, below.
North America

Europe

Asia Pacific

Smaller
Companies

Larger
Companies

1st

Creating charts,
graphs and data
visualizations
(30%)

Creating charts,
graphs and data
visualizations
(36%)

Creating charts,
graphs and data
visualizations
(27%)

Creating charts,
graphs and data
visualizations
(32%)

Creating charts,
graphs and data
visualizations
(32%)

2nd

Coding or
interpreting
open-end data
(12%)

Basic analysis of
survey data
(14%)

Basic analysis of
survey data
(19%)

Basic analysis of
survey data
(11%)

Basic analysis of
survey data
(13%)

3rd

Basic analysis of
survey data
(9%)

Data transfer
with suppliers
and fieldwork
partners
(9%)

Coding or
interpreting
open-end data
(12%)

Coding or
interpreting
open-end data
(10%)

Survey Design
(8%)

Table 6 Top ranked priority companies to automate in the next 3-5 years
Across all regions and among smaller and larger companies, most chose Creating charts, graphs
and data visualizations as their top priority. The second place went to Basic analysis of survey
data everywhere except North America, where Coding or interpreting open-end data came
next. There was more variety at the third rank, and as the low percentage values in some of
these cells at the third level in Table 6 attest, the actual priorities chosen by companies was
distributed widely across the options offered.
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9.3 Where technology providers should focus their
automation efforts
à Charting and data visualization is again the top priority
for software developers, for one in two companies
à Coding or interpreting text is also the next request
for developers to tackle, sought by one in three firms
à Firms would also like to see tools that help
interpreting results and writing report, as well as
tools to allow clients to customize report for
themselves
Q1: What improvements in automation do software and technology providers need to focus on most
urgently?
Q2: What is the most urgent one for them to focus on?
N = 211
Creating charts, graphs and data
visualizations

49%

24%

Coding or interpreting open-ended data

37%

14%

Basic analysis of survey data

8%

Interpreting results and writing reports

8%

Allowing clients to customize their reports
for themselves
Data transfer with suppliers and fieldwork
partners

26%
24%
23%

7%

20%

8%

Sample management

5%

Exception reporting, e g around norms and
benchmarks

16%

All
16%

2%

Survey design

4%

Managing changes on continuous surveys or
trackers

4%

Survey testing

3%

Fieldwork management

3%

Something else

3%
3%

Most urgent

15%
13%
12%
12%

1%
1%

None of these
0%

10%

20%
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30%

40%

50%

60%

Figure 37 Automation improvements that research companies want technology providers to
focus on
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9.4 Technical developments – opportunities or threats?
à Those viewing developments in automation as an
opportunity outweigh those who fear it as a threat
à Automated survey design and automated
reporting/insight generation arouse least enthusiasm
à Automated charting and data visualization is (once
more) greeted as a savior for the industry
Q: Are these technical developments more of a threat or an opportunity for a market research
company like yours?
N = 211
-1.0=Thread.

0.0=Both.

Automated survey design

+1.0=Opportunity

0.3

Automated survey deployment

0.5

Interpretation of text

0.6

Automated charting / data visualisation

0.8

Automated reporting and insight generation

0.3

Automated exception reporting

0.8
-1.0

-0.5

0.0

Figure 38 Threat or opportunity level of various technical developments
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0.5

1.0

9.5 How automation is funded
à Most automation investments are being made in a
tactical or opportunistic way
à Only one in eight firms (13%) have a dedicated budget
for automation or technology development
à Almost as many firms will only fund automation from
the immediate savings they can achieve
This question was pitched to see if research companies are taking a more strategic approach
to investing in automation, and setting aside a specific budget for it, or are tackling it in an
more tactical or opportunistic way.
Q: How does your company typically fund automation initiatives?
N = 211

On a project-by-project basis by building
a case for investment

33%

Out of normal departmental budgets

15%

From a dedicated budget for automation
or technology development

13%

Zero budget basis, using immediate
savings achieved to fund investment

11%

It varies widely

15%

Can’t say

13%

Figure 39 How research companies fund automation
The responses seem to show automation is often being addressed in response to a specific
demand, usually let by the needs of a particular research project, rather than at a companywide, strategic level. It appears to show an industry that, with a few exceptions, is not
investing in a pro-active way in automation.
Some of these exceptions are more apparent when examined by global region and company
size, however.
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9.5.1 Variations by region and company size
Companies in Europe are more likely to fund automation from a dedicated automation or
technology budget (19%) against just 9% who take that route in North America. Not
surprisingly, it is also the larger companies (20%) more likely to fund automation from a
dedicated automation or technology budget than smaller ones (9%).
In North America, making a specific case for investment on a project-by-project basis (38% vs
31% in Europe and 27% in Asia Pacific) is more prevalent.
Total
13%

N
America
9%

Europe
19%

Asia Pac
15%

Smaller
9%

Larger
20%

33%

38%

31%

27%

32%

34%

15%

9%

19%

15%

15%

14%

Zero budget basis, using immediate savings
achieved to fund investment
It varies widely

11%

11%

12%

8%

14%

7%

15%

15%

13%

23%

13%

17%

Can’t say

13%

19%

7%

12%

17%

8%

From a dedicated budget for automation or
technology development
On a project-by-project basis by building a
case for investment
Out of normal departmental budgets

Table 7 Source of funding for automation, by region and company size
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9.6 Amount invested in automation
à Companies are concerned they are not investing
enough in automation
à Firms in Europe, America and larger firms express the
strongest concerns they are not spending enough
à Firms in Asia Pacific are the most satisfied with what
they are spending
This question was intended to assess the extent to which the research industry is investing
enough in automation initiatives. It simply presented three options (plus don’t know) and
asked participants to choose if they were current investing less than it needs, more than it
needs or the right amount on automation.
Q: Would you say that your company is currently…[investing more/the right amount/less than it
needs in automation] ?
N = 211

Total 4%
N America 2%
Europe

7%

37%
34%

Larger 2%

48%

35%

Asia Pac 4%
Smaller 5%

47%

15%
52%

50%

31%

38%

43%

38%

More than needed

11%

54%

Right amount

Less than needed

6%
15%
14%
6%

Can’t say

Figure 40 Amount research companies are investing in automation: distribution
The above distribution shows that overall and across all demographics the response is
skewed towards the ‘less than is needed’ end of the scale.
This can also be observed when converted to a scaled mean, as shown in Figure 41.
Firms in North America and Europe express most concerns they are not investing enough, as
do larger companies. It is those in Asia Pacific that, while still negative, present the least level
of concern.

Dapresy 2017/18 Annual MR Technology Report | 79 of 98

Q: Would you say that your company is currently…[investing more/the right amount/less than it
needs in automation] ?
N = 211

Figure 41 Amount research companies are investing in automation: convert to a mean score
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10

Digital Strategies and new
technologies

We recognise that a Digital Strategy is a loosely defined term that could encompass many
different things. However, “Digital” is a term that many companies are now using to refer to
newer, largely IT-based approaches, and IT-inspired opportunities. One can argue that
quantitative research has, of its essence, been digital since its creation, and long before other
industries had to face the digital revolution, in the way other industries, such as retail, travel,
publishing, or closer to the world of market research, advertising have had to. Nevertheless,
the challenges in adapting to today’s digital world also exist for research. It may be better
considered “old digital” and “new digital” in our industry.
The aim of this section was therefore to discover the extent to which research companies
are thinking and planning their future to embrace what technological developments are
providing.
To clarify this for participants, we introduced this section of questions with the following
preamble:
“We would like to ask you about any Digital Strategy or other technology-based
improvement initiatives that you are planning or implementing. By Digital Strategy, we
mean an overall corporate plan to allow you to exploit what technology can offer
your business and how this may evolve in the near future, including investing in new
technologies.”

Questions asked
§ Job function with main responsibility for Digital Strategy
§ The way your company is developing its Digital Strategy
§ Other people involved in developing Digital Strategy
§ What is covered by the Digital Strategy
§ Budget for developing and implementing Digital Strategy or technology changes
§ Ensuring Digital Strategy rolled out effectively among workforce
§ Greatest challenge for research company in creating a Digital Strategy

Key findings
Responsibility for developing a Digital Strategy most often sits with the CEO or
president, or is held as a shared responsibility among the board
§ Not many companies appoint a CTO to the role
§ Smaller companies are more likely not to appoint anyone
§ Companies in Asia Pacific are the most likely to give the role to their CTO
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Most research companies seem not to have a Digital Strategy or to be developing one
§ A quarter of companies say they don’t have one or don’t know if they have one
§ One in three say they are setting up an internal working group
§ A quarter say they either have one or are working on one: just 5% have one

The subset of companies developing a Digital Strategy are more likely to consult with
technology providers than major clients when developing it
§ Generally firms seemed to involve few stakeholder groups in developing them
§ One in four use external consultants too, and are more likely to choose
consultants from outside the research industry

Companies’ digital strategies, while covering a span of topics, seem to focus largely on
existing research matters
§ Data collection and data analysis are the focus for most companies
§ Only a half of them seem to cover Big Data and non-research data, or the
publishing of data

§ Data integration is of interest to only a minority of company’s digital strategies

When it comes to rolling out the Digital Strategy, internal training and sharing best
practices are the favorite ways of making it happen
§ One in three companies are hiring new people with relevant skills and experience
§ A quarter of firms report they have no specific initiatives

Digital strategies seem financially under-resourced
§ A minority of firms, mostly larger firms, have a dedicated Digital Strategy budget
§ Two in every three firms have no budget for developing their Digital Strategy.
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10.1 Person with primary responsibility
à Few firms seem to have appointed anyone specific to
the role beyond the ‘default’ position of the CEO, or
a “shared responsibility”
à 11% of firms have no-one in post
à The role is most commonly held by the CEO (or MD)
Q: Who has primary responsibility on your company’s senior or main board for ensuring that your
company has an appropriate Digital Strategy?
N = 211
Chief Executive (CEO) or Managing
Director

25%

Shared responsibility among several Vice
Presidents/Directors

23%

Chief Technology Officer (CTO)

13%

President or Chairman

11%

Another officer or vice-president at
board level

8%

Chief Operations Officer (COO)
Chief Finance Officer (CFO)

5%
1%

We don’t have anyone
Don’t know/Can’t say

11%
3%

Figure 42 Person responsible in research companies for Digital Strategy

10.1.1 Variations by region and company size
For this question, the global region and also company size has a major impact on who is likely
to hold the responsibility.
•
•
•

It tends only to be companies in North America that appoint the President or
Corporate Chairman into that role.
One in four companies in Asia Pacific have appointed their CTO – far more than any
other subgroup.
Larger companies are also more likely to appoint a CTO than smaller ones (who are
less likely to have anyone in the role of CTO)
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19%

Chief Executive (CEO) or Managing Director
Shared responsibility among several Vice
Presidents/Directors

22%
8%
8%

Chief Technology Officer (CTO)
President or Chairman

23%

8%
6%

9%
12%

5%
4%
8%

Chief Operations Officer (COO)

N America

1%
1%
0%

Europe
11%
11%

We don’t have anyone
Don’t know/Can’t say

16%

29%

23%

1%

Another officer or vice-president at board
level

Chief Finance Officer (CFO)

29%
27%

0%

Asia Pac

15%

3%
4%

Figure 43 Person responsible in research companies for Digital Strategy: split by region

Chief Executive (CEO) or Managing Director

21%

Shared responsibility among several Vice
Presidents/Directors

22%
25%
11%

Chief Technology Officer (CTO)
President or Chairman

8%

Another officer or vice-president at board
level

4%

Chief Operations Officer (COO)

4%

Chief Finance Officer (CFO)

15%

14%

12%
7%

1%
2%

We don’t have anyone
Don’t know/Can’t say

26%

Smaller
6%

15%

Larger

2%
4%

Figure 44 Person responsible in research companies for Digital Strategy: split by region
•
•
•

Companies in Europe are more likely to have it as a shared responsibility (29%, the
same as their choice for the CEO).
Larger companies prefer holding as a shared responsibility over vesting the power in
the CEO.
Smaller companies and those in Asia Pacific are most likely not to have appointed
anyone
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10.2 How companies develop Digital Strategies
à Most companies do not have a specific Digital
Strategy: only 5% have completed or published one
à One in three have started work on their Digital
Strategy
à One in four are passively relying on their technology
partners instead of developing their own Digital
Strategy
à One in six companies (17%) have no Digital Strategy
and nothing being worked on
This question presented a series of options on how companies might be going about
developing a Digital Strategy and allowed participants to select as many as applied (except for
the none or don’t know options, which could not be selected in combination with anything
else).
Q: Which of these best describes how your company is going about developing its Digital Strategy?
N = 221
Set up an internal working group to look
at new technology initiatives
Rely on our technology partners to help
us with this
CTO (or equivalent) reports informally
on initiatives relating to information…
Currently developing a new Digital
Strategy
Engaged external consultants to work on
our digital strategy or new technology…

32%
24%
22%
21%
9%

Have a published Digital Strategy
Plan to create a Digital Strategy next
year
Something else

5%
3%
6%

None/nothing
Don’t know

17%
9%

Figure 45 How research companies are developing their Digital Strategies
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The results show that for most research companies, a specific Digital Strategy is either a
work-in-progress or something that is not being given any attention. 32% (the most frequent)
response is that a working group has been set up. While 21% report they are currently
developing one, only 5% of companies have been through the process and have produced
one.
A large number of companies – one in four, or 24% – report taking a passive approach to
this. By relying on their technology partners or providers to take the initiative on their behalf.
Almost as many (24%) said they relied on their CTO or equivalent to report informally on specific
initiatives around information technology. This again indicates that having a Digital Strategy is not
an overall corporate objective, or something that has board-level support.
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10.3 Those involved in developing Digital Strategies
à Where digital strategies are being developed they are
more likely to involve technology providers than
major clients
à External consultants involved are more likely to come
from outside the research industry than those
working inside it
Q: When developing your Digital Strategy, who else have you involved?
N = 158
Internal technology users

58%

External technology providers

52%

Major clients

39%

Board members

34%

Suppliers (excluding technology
providers)

32%

External consultants (any)

24%

External consultants outside the research
industry
External consultants from within the
research industry
Others

18%
10%
4%

Nobody else

3%

Don’t know

3%

Figure 46 Those involved in developing research companies’ Digital Strategies
We would certainly hope that anyone developing a Digital Strategy (or any strategy) would
work with internal stakeholders, so it is surprising that only 58% of companies mentioned
they were working with internal technology users, even though they made up the most
frequently mentioned group.
It also makes sense that external technology providers should be involved, and these are the
second most likely group to be involved. However, it seems many companies are missing a
trick by turning first to their technology providers (who many not necessarily be neutral
parties) ahead of their major clients. 52% involve external technology providers in developing
their Digital Strategy, against 39% involving major clients.

Dapresy 2017/18 Annual MR Technology Report | 87 of 98

A quarter of companies have engaged external consultants. That more have chosen to work
with consultants external to the research industry may in part reflect the limited availability of
dedicated research industry specialists working as consultants, but it may also reflect a desire
by companies to bring in ‘fresh thinking’ from outside.
Overall, counting the number of responses given, on average, companies consulted with
between 2 and 3 other stakeholder groups (the mean average is 2.5). Though the regional
variations are minor, larger companies seem to involve more (the mean is 2.9) and smaller
companies involve fewer (mean 2.2).
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10.4 Activities covered by Digital Strategy
à Companies’ digital strategies, while covering a span of
topics, seem to focus largely on existing research
matters
à Data integration targets are among those least
considered, but they are the focus of larger
companies
à Only one half of digital strategies seem to cover Big
Data and non-research data – again something the
larger companies are more interested in
In this question, respondents were again presented with a list of possible topics that their
Digital Strategy may cover, along with an “other” option.
The very wide range of responses given coupled with the low number of responses for
“something else” appear to show that the topics presented is reasonably exhaustive.
Q: What does your Digital Strategy cover?
N = 158
Data collection

77%

Data analysis

70%

New research methods

60%

Automation

57%

Presentation and publishing of research

47%

Big data and non-research data

42%

Integration with internal or back-office systems

31%

Integration with your clients’ systems

30%

Integration with your suppliers’ systems

27%

Using artificial intelligence

24%

Something else

3%

Don’t know

4%

Figure 47 Activities covered by research companies’ Digital Strategies
The companies that are looking at their Digital Strategy or how to embrace new technologies
seem to be covering a wide range of topics. However, the focus for most companies are on
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areas that are ‘classic’ or generic subjects such as data collection or data analysis, rather than
the specific challenges that the digital revolution has foregrounded, such as big data,
integration or using artificial intelligence. These are thrown into contrast, however, when
examined by company size.

10.4.1 Variations by region and company size
Regionally, the variations are slight. Asia Pacific show even greater interest in Data collection
(88% vs. 77% overall) and Data analysis (81% vs. 70% overall), as well as much stronger
interest new research methods (67% vs. 60% overall).
In North America there is less interest than elsewhere in Data Collection and Data analysis
(both 65%) but slightly more interest in automation than other regions and echoing the same
sentiment, much stronger interest in integration with internal or back-office systems (34% vs
31%) and integration with your suppliers’ systems (37% vs 27%).
The variations are much more pronounced when examined by company size. Larger firms
selected more targets for their digital strategies, indexing above smaller companies for
everything except presentation and publishing of research. They express twice or more than
twice the level of interest for four items: Using artificial intelligence (38% vs. 13%), Integration
with internal or back-office systems (44% vs 21%), Integration with your clients’ systems (44% vs
19%) and for Big data and non-research data (59% vs 29%). There is also a notable difference
for Automation (73% vs 44%), to the extent these could all be characterized as “Big company
issues”.
Q: What does your Digital Strategy cover?
N = 158
74%
80%

Data collection

70%
72%

Data analysis
58%
61%

New research methods
44%

Automation

73%

49%
44%

Presentation and publishing of research
29%

Big data and non-research data

59%

21%

Integration with internal or back-office systems

44%

19%

Integration with your clients’ systems

23%

Integration with your suppliers’ systems
13%

Using artificial intelligence
Something else

2%
4%

Don’t know

4%
4%

44%
34%
38%
Smaller companies
Larger companies

Figure 48 Activities covered by research companies’ Digital Strategies: by company size
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10.5 Budget
à Digital strategies seem financially under-resourced
à A minority of firms, mostly larger firms, have a
dedicated Digital Strategy budget
à Two in every three firms have no budget for
developing their Digital Strategy.
Recognizing that not all companies have a fully developed Digital Strategy but may still be
embracing some of this change through other specific technology change projects, this
question was asked with an option to state there was a dedicated budget for a Digital
Strategy, or alternatively that there was a budget for related technology change projects.
Q: Do you have a specific budget to develop and implement your Digital Strategy, or for specific
technology change initiatives?
N = 211

Larger co's

21%

Smaller co's 5%
Asia Pac

56%

23%

15%

N America 5%

24%

2%
48%

15%

67%

19%

12%

10%

70%

24%

Europe

Total

13%

66%
18%

64%

5%
3%
11%
6%

Yes – for our digital strategy as a whole
Yes – only for specific technology change projects
No specific budget
Don’t know

Figure 49 Existence of budgets for Digital Strategies
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10.6 Effective roll out among workforce
à Internal training and sharing best practices are the
favorite ways of implementing a Digital Strategy
à One in three companies are hiring new people with
relevant skills and experience
à Nearly a quarter of firms report they have no specific
initiatives
Q: How are you ensuring that your Digital Strategy can be rolled out effectively among your
workforce?
N = 211
Internal training to up-skill existing employees

54%

Specific initiatives around sharing best practice

42%

By hiring new people with the necessary skills and
experience

30%

Mentoring program to pass on skills internally

23%

Encouraging staff to attend external training
courses

22%

Encouraging stoff to participate in relevant higher
education programs
Something else

14%
3%

Nothing specific at present
Don’t know

22%
2%

Figure 50 The way research companies are ensuring that their Digital Strategies are deployed
across the organization
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10.7 Challenges when creating Digital Strategies
(open question)
à Lack of time, money or problems justifying the
investment are common challenges
à Lack of expertise or staff also mentioned
à Technology is changing so rapidly and many firms are
reluctant to switch away from existing legacy software
à A cautious culture in MR and internal resistance to
change can be a barrier, as can limited buy-in from
management
à A wide divergence of opinion – many other challenges
stated
In an open-ended question, we asked the challenges companies faced when creating their
digital strategy. The exact wording of the question was:
“What do you think is the greatest challenge for a research company in creating a Digital
Strategy?”
We have chosen to analyze this question qualitatively. 158 participants answered this
question, though 23 (15%) gave a null response such as “don’t know”. For the other answers,
six clusters of topics emerged, although there were also many unique responses that did not
fall into any of the themes, some of which we list under ‘other responses’. We list the topics
that emerged below with some representative example responses:

Time pressures
‘Time and resource outside of client work. Most initiatives happen 'on the job', developed to
Deliver a new project in a more effective way.’
‘For a smaller or mid-size MR company, any initiative is in competition for time and personnel
Resources with project and servicing clients -- making it a priority and seeing the payoff so that
people want to continue.’
‘Moving to the new while still needing to do the old. Innovation takes a lot of time, but at the
same time it's business as usual and money has to be made. Focus is a big challenge.’
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ROI (return on investment) and finance
‘Finding out what clients will actually pay for. Understanding what the cost savings are of
pursuing specific automation practices.’
‘Margins are so thin near impossible to have the budget & staff needed. Rely on client project
to foster pay for it then roll it up to other projects.’
‘Knowing which development will bring the greatest ROI and growth potential.’
‘Lack of perceived threats which leads to lack of investment.’

Lack of expertise or not able to get the right staff
‘Lack of internal knowledge and skill, ability to search through all the possible solutions.’
‘Lack of understanding what to do and why - justifying the cost of the investment is hard.’
‘competition from sexier and better paying industries for the talent.’

Challenges of committing to technology that is rapidly changing, plus dealing
with legacy systems
‘There is a skill gap in terms of digital strategy and legacy research requirements. Much
revenue is still tied up in legacy making it hard to shift resources without additional investment
that erodes near-term profitability.’
‘Things changes so quickly, once you update people, 6 months later there have been changes
in technology that can cause changes in direction’
‘Investing time and money in the right areas- there are a lot of digital tools out there that
might not exist in the next few years or get supplanted by another tool, so it's a challenge
knowing what we should invest where’

Cautious culture within MR and internal resistance to change
‘Researchers tend to be cautious and researchers that have been around for a while
try to find flaws with many new initiatives.’
‘Researchers often tend to be conservative and are not always open for change’
‘Our greatest challenge is managing employees' resistance to necessary change. This involves
preparing the right vision that employees will "buy into" and providing practical steps to effect
the vision. The practical steps often can remove employees from obsolete systems that they
are comfortable using and place them in the disconcerting environment of learning new
systems.’
‘Change management -- getting people comfortable with these changes, leaning into them and
not perceiving all as threats to the status quo or their jobs.’

Lack of direction from management
‘Insert DIlbert joke here. The real answer is management buy-in. Can't get anyone at the top
to agree to anything, so there is not a coherent strategy that anyone could point to and say
"this is the answer." On a more generic level, the answer is more technical - the tools are
developing fast, and keeping abreast of what is possible (and what is necessary to survive)
takes a lot of effort.’
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‘Elevating above the immediate demands of clients and current projects, and resourcing
longer-term development effort.
‘Agreeing on what should be included the plan so it isn't the kitchen sink of buzz words.
Focusing on the most important things rather than everything and accomplishing nothing.’

Other responses
‘Trying to get the strategy perfect rather [allowing] than incremental improvement.’
‘Convincing the clients to take risks with unproven methods and tools.’
‘Keeping the analysis customized and [letting us] offer unique reporting and insights per each
individual client.’
‘Defining it. Why is there a digital strategy when there isn't a non-digital strategy? Digital is so
2005. It's just life now and having a specific strategy makes everything slower to change.’
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11

Conclusions and Recommendations

We have made several observations throughout this report. In this section, we bring these
together to provide a summary of our principal conclusions and recommendations to two
different audiences: research companies, such as those surveyed, and the specialist
technology providers and innovators, who develop software for the market research
industry.

Mobile survey practices
With online research accounting for 57% of interviews done, according to this survey, and
over one in three of those responses being made on a mobile device such as a smartphone,
research companies have had to adapt quickly to some new realities, and welcome rather
than repel anyone participating on a handheld device. The survey shows that between 2014
and 2017, the number of firms supporting mobile participation in all their surveys has doubled
and it now accounts for most companies. But there remains a significant minority that is
privileging one set of methodological concerns – such as interview length or ‘depth’ – over
other concerns that are equally valid, such as coverage and non-response error. They are
continuing to prevent participants from completing on a mobile device, either actively or
passively. What still worries us is the 26% of professionals we interviewed who cannot put a
figure on how many of their online surveys come from mobile.
It is good that awareness of mobile at the design stage, and better support at the execution
stage, have both increased to the extent they have – but there is still more work to be done.
Neither research companies nor software developers should ever consider mobile
participation in online research a ‘done deal’. It is as much a quality or data hygiene matter as
the badly worded question, the speeding respondent or the mis-labeled chart. Constant
vigilance is required by all.

Volume cross tabs and automated reporting
Even though there is probably no company today that sends boxes of cross-tabs out of the
door, and few actually still send PDF or Excel tables to clients as a research deliverable,
research companies are making it clear that they still want to have, in house, what some
describe as ‘good old-fashioned cross-tab reports’. Not cross-tabs on paper, but
electronically and, for convenience, in Excel.
There are clues in other questions that companies are not as well served on the data analysis
front as they would like. First, 38% of research firms are on the lookout for replacement
software – and the software they are most keen to replace is that for analysis and reporting.
Then, in the questions we asked about automation, analysis appears again, with a surprising
level of interest in tools that will perform basic analysis automatically.
Cross-tab support does not have to mean old-fashioned tools to produce them. These could
be intelligent reports, automatically applying scaling and showing mean averages for scores
when they need to, dealing sensibly with numeric questions, applying a few smart significance
tests, and even having a first cut at grouping together open-ended responses.
Research companies need to press their developers to up their game on the analysis side, and
in seeking new software, make sure that cross-tab reports and some automation around
these feature on their wish list.
Our principal recommendations here are to the software developers: and there are two.
The first is to respond to the need companies are expressing for continued cross-tab support
but translated over to the kinds of tools they want to use in future.
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The second is to notice that companies also want analysis software that can perform some
basic preliminary analysis automatically and intelligently.
We fear these messages are often overlooked in the demands companies are also making for
better charting, data visualization and dashboards. Companies are also predicting that
reporting channels will be more complex and diverse in future. Professional researchers also
need to refer to cross tabs in their initial analysis as well as for validating more exotic downstream data outputs. In our experience, too many research companies today face a hard
choice between ‘old school’ cross-tab software that is complex to use and does not integrate
well with their other processes, and new generation tools that produce nice-looking canned
reports online but lack the power and flexibility to provide what a researcher needs to see.
Software developers need to bridge this gap and ensure that sophisticated cross-tabs do not
constantly get consigned to an unspecified future release. Research companies do not want to
use three or four different software tools, as many do, to analyze and publish their findings.
This is also what they mean when they report a desire for greater integration. They would
really like their analysis environment to do some of the basic drudge work for them.

Changing how clients consume research
We have probably said enough about PowerPoint in this and previous reports. We know it is
used universally, frequently over-used and certainly abused by many. However, research
companies know clients are asking for other ways to consume research, and they also want
reports to be more convenient to access and more interactive. PowerPoint certainly isn’t
strong on those, despite its staying power.
Here cost is a significant factor. Smaller companies in particular, but larger companies too,
struggle to find the cash they need to afford the license fees associated with software for
putting results online, for creating portals or providing an interactive dashboard. It often has
to be justified on a project-by-project basis, making it hard for companies simply to invest in
the tools, as they do in providing all their employees with a PC and a PowerPoint license.
PowerPoint is effectively free to most companies. Tools for publishing data online are
expensive. Faced with an expensive toll highway and a free but rather slow old road, most
regular commuters will take the slow road, and subsidize the cost of the journey with their
own time. PowerPoint is that stop-light punctuated road.
The aspirations that research companies have for delivering research in more imaginative
ways, that better accommodate what clients are demanding, will remain unrealized while the
cost premium is too great. Developers must structure their license costs such that smaller
research companies can see a way to come on board. They need to allow companies to
justify that cost for all their work, so they are not having to switch between tools because
tool A is too expensive for project B.
But research companies must play their part by considering the total cost of their internal
processes. Subsidizing production costs with people’s time only makes sense if that time is
low cost and abundant. It isn’t. This survey has shown that most charts are still produced
manually, without the benefit of any automation. In other words, expensive people tied up
with tedious and trivial work.
Our participants tell us that software pricing still needs to find the sweet spot where a season
ticket for the toll road is something firms are willing to pay for, because the benefits more
than cover the costs. We therefore urge software developers to think again about how they
price their software for market research companies, so they can encourage firms to invest in
the kinds of multi-channel research delivery platforms that have set their sights on.

Investing in automation
One of the more alarming findings in this year’s report is the extent to which those working
on the technical side within research companies (who make up the bulk of the survey’s
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contributors) think their companies are not investing enough on automation. While they
report some success in some areas of automation like charting and sample management,
other highly labor-intensive tasks, such as managing survey changes on trackers, fieldwork
management or even benchmarking and exception reporting are rarely considered candidates
for automation. Companies are interested in automating the coding or interpretation of data,
but this betrays the fact that few firms are yet doing it.
Some research companies, especially the larger ones, bemoan the lack of integration that
exists between different research tools or parts of the research process, and they show
interest in getting their systems to talk directly to suppliers, such as for collecting or
processing data, or their clients’ systems too.
But these technical obstacles appear more easily overcome than the difficulties research
companies seem to have in a strategic approach and finding the cash to invest in the tools
they will need to succeed in the future. Technology spending is too often associated with
research project budgets. Very few firms report they have a budget or project for automating
activities that are time-consuming and expensive. Ultimately that means technology decisions,
which should be long-term and strategic are being taken reactively and in a piecemeal way. It
is therefore not surprising that a lot of research companies are trusting to their technology
providers alone to figure out how they can make their processes more productive.
Even if finding a budget is difficult, research companies owe it to their survival to plan how
they can invest to improve their productivity through automation. Few of our participants
considered automation to be a threat. Yet the opportunities will be unrealized if firms don’t
make planning for extensive automation a priority and figure out how to fund their plan.

Creating a digital strategy
Almost all the previous comments and concerns about automation also apply to how
companies are tackling their futures as digitally-enabled businesses.
With the exception of the 5% of companies that have created a digital strategy, firms either
are or aren’t working on a digital strategy. Fortunately, the survey does detect that around a
quarter of firms have started work on a recognizable digital strategy. But those who are
working on one seem not to have involved many of their stakeholders, notably clients or
suppliers, and leadership seems patchy too, with many firms not assigning any specific boardlevel responsibility.
For an industry that is intrinsically digital in the commodity it works with and the
environment it works within, it gives us concern that more companies are not giving their
future digital life more consideration. Without a plan, the risk is that the future will belong to
someone else.
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