
2 1 vue

T
here has been much good discussion in the
market research community about what the
differences are between market intelligence,
business intelligence, and competitive intelli-
gence. However, we also need to recognize

their commonalities, among which is the use of the word 
intelligence. 

I think of intelligence as one’s analytical ability to grasp the
issue at hand. This means applying logic, analysis, interpre-
tation, creativity, and industry knowledge in peeling away
the data until a solution becomes clear. And because intelli-
gence gathering typically involves very small samples, one
ends up going deep in the analysis to uncover patterns, clues
and evidence.

So what do intelligence practitioners have in common? A
drive to investigate, track, uncover and deduce. Gut feeling
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and patience are also needed to triangulate bits of data and
synthesize large volumes of information. And so intelligence
specialists can easily spend an hour pouring over a few pages
of information looking for hints (however faint) to guide
them to a critical insight. 

Whether intelligence is used to evaluate a new market op-
portunity, pinpoint a competitor threat, or assess sales and
service gaps, there are four stages that one typically goes
through between start and finish:

1. Incorporation: reading material three or more times 
2. Incubation: assembling the data in various ways so that log-

ical pictures begin to emerge 
3. Enlightenment: after studying the information and reflect-

ing on what is needed, seeing the real meaning become
clear 

4. Validation: drawing specific conclusions and then testing
these conclusions against facts before presenting findings. 

FEATURE
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BECOMING GOOD MARKET
SLEUTHS

In this age of software and online re-
search, we are well equipped to quickly
obtain and interpret data before mov-
ing to the next report. But what if we
are faced with significant data gaps that
traditional research cannot fill or incon-
sistencies that are difficult to reconcile?
How, as market researchers, can we em-
brace intelligence and become good
marketing detectives as well? 

Let me share with you some real exam-
ples in which intelligence gathering
provided the answers to some vexing
questions. It is no coincidence that the
first two examples relate to new busi-
ness opportunities. Whether you are
trying to turn sales around or are enter-
ing a new market, market information
at this embryonic stage can be pretty
light. The third example, which relates
to competitor activity, yields some sur-
prising results based on a few hours of
detective work. 

Example 1. A restaurant chain was ex-
periencing sales losses at a number of
outlets, but management could not de-
termine why. Competitors were not do-
ing anything unusual, and client
demographics had not gone through
any significant changes. What’s more,
customer research pointed to a high
level of satisfaction. Switching hats, the
market research manager spent a few
days visiting the various restaurants and
searching for clues. He soon realized
that a number of these restaurants were
located beside hotels, meaning that em-
ployees at these hotels would pass by the
restaurants each day going to and from
work. Then it dawned on him: Why not
approach the hotel concierges and offer
them coupons for some free meals? This
would get them into the restaurants to
enjoy some meals, and it would encour-
age them to recommend the restaurants
to their customers. His hunch paid off
and restaurant sales began to pick up. 

F E A T U R E

Example 2. Despite due diligence in
getting meetings, presenting well, and
following up, key account sales reps for
a packaged goods company were find-
ing it harder and harder to meet their
sales goals. The consumer insights man-
ager had an intuition that it might have
something to do with the actual sales
information the buyers were receiving.
She decided to go out on a few sales
calls with the reps. The reps were en-
thusiastic, articulate and knowledgeable
when they presented. In turn, the buy-
ers shared a favourable impression of
the company’s products, pricing and
co-op support. Looking for clues, the
consumer insights manager then fo-
cused on what was not obvious. A
thought crossed her mind: Why did
some buyers keep glancing at their lap-
tops? Why were they distracted? She
followed up with these buyers and
learned that they were distracted be-
cause they were bored. The information
her reps presented was gleaned from
Nielsen reports – nothing new, nothing
original. She moved ahead, putting to-
gether some original market research
based on direct feedback from cus-
tomers. With the new research, the reps
succeeded in enticing the buyers to pur-
chase more product. 

Example 3. A wireless company was baf-
fled as to why a competitor was over-
spending in media buys on a niche
product whose market had been shrink-
ing over the past few years. Research
clearly showed that consumers were mi-
grating to more technically advanced,
lightweight and user-friendly products.
On a whim, the marketing research
manager decides to peruse the competi-
tor’s website: Her attention is drawn to
a press release announcing significant
profit gains for the past two years. She
keeps turning this over in her mind,
looking for a connection, a clue to shed
light on the reason for the competitor’s
overspending. She asks an analyst in her
finance department and her own stock-

broker what they think. Both are con-
vinced that the competitor is over-
spending to reduce tax liability, given
the large profits the company recently
generated. Thinking back, the broker
realizes that he saw this strategy used by
the same company a few years before.

LESSONS LEARNED

Twenty-five years of intelligence gath-
ering (from market opportunity assess-
ments and mystery shops to B2B
customer satisfaction studies and com-
petitive intelligence) has taught me a
few things:

• Intelligence gathering is as much a
mindset as a method. To excel, you
need to be creative, analytical, persist-
ent and inquisitive. 

• Market researchers are blessed with
interviewing, analytical and communi-
cation skills – skills that make for ex-
cellent intelligence gatherers.

• Whereas quantitative research works
with large sample sizes, intelligence re-
quires that we dig deep for information
and clues using smaller samples. 

• Small sample sizes, alone, do not
mean that intelligence gathering is
qualitative. As such, findings should
not be looked down upon just because
they are not statistically significant. 

• Opportunities for intelligence gath-
ering present themselves where there
are gaps in information that market re-
search cannot fill (e.g., undertaking a
mystery shop to uncover specific gaps
in customer service to which a satisfac-
tion study alluded). 
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