
Informal Research

This kind of research typically describes the gathering of information and opinions through 
conversation, surveys or more basic research techniques. For example, the surveying of customers and 
potential customers to gain their feedback on a regular basis or reading a book on your organisation’s 
market. We'll go into more detail in section 3.
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1. Levels of market research 

Market Awareness

Gaining market awareness can be done in a number 
of ways. From online research, reading newspapers 
and other publications, speaking to friends and 
employees, talking with your customers, analysing 
your competitors'  business approach, analysing 
sales, to taking note of trends happening in your 
business.

Carl used informal research to set 
up The Badger, a successful wine 
bar and craft ale house.  He did 
this by using Facebook to gain 
customer feedback and identify 
a real gap in the market, then 
building his business to fill it.  

Understanding your market
Your market is the area or industry your organisation 
is operating in. It's your field, your customers, your 
competitors. You can see then, how understanding your 
market is essential if you're going to build a successful 
organisation. Finding out what your audience really wants 
will help you improve your products and services to meet 
their needs. By discovering how your competitors work, you can find ways to improve on your products and 
services to give your organisation an advantage.

Carrying out research on your market will allow you to create effective advertising and find new ideas for 
your products and services. It will also help you to understand the competition you face and help you to 
price competitively. 

In this lesson, we will review the different types of market research and why it's important for you and your 
organisation. 

UNDERSTANDING YOUR CUSTOMERS

Content:
1. Levels of market research 

2. Improving your market awareness

3.  Informal research

4. Formal research



Formal Research 

In contrast with informal research, this research would be carefully planned and carried out, probably by 
a professional, to support a key organisational project or decision. The researcher should have a clear 
brief, budget and timescale. 

3. Informal Research 

Collect feedback and run surveys

Carrying out ongoing informal research keeps your business fresh.  You should talk with your customers 
and use every opportunity to gently ask them for feedback. You should also talk with retailers and 
distributors and set up a system for recording and capturing feedback. Doing this will help you to 
understand how to improve your services. Even if your organisation is  growing rapidly, you should 
always keep in contact with a few customers yourself to better understand whether your organisation 
is meeting their needs. There are many free online surveys which are a great way to collect feedback. 
Collecting customers email addresses at the point of sale will also help you with your research. You can 
then ask your customers for their views occasionally by post or email. It's important to keep surveys short 
and anonymous. Offering possible prizes can encourage people to take part. However, it's important to 
note that collecting this information may be subject to government rules, you can check by visiting GOV.
UK from more information.     

Be on the look-out for problems

Watch for even the smallest signs of dissatisfaction – people will often stop buying/using your service 
rather than complain.  Try asking customers what their ideal would be, e.g. 'If you could change one thing 
about our products/services, what would it be?' Then work towards delivering it.
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2. Improving your market awareness

Understanding your customers 

To know what your audience wants, it's important to collect all the relevant information and insights you 
can. Carry out your research by telephone, email or face-to-face meetings. There are data protection 
laws regarding making unsolicited calls, so make sure you are not breaking them, visit The Information 
Commissioner's Office for more information.

Understanding your market

You need to understand how people commonly operate in your industry, for example - the ways 
products are sold and delivered, and what discounts and credit arrangements are offered by 
other suppliers.

Understanding your competitors
To learn as much as you can about your competitors:
 ⋅ Study trade websites, newspapers and the business sections of local papers
 ⋅ Look at trade directories as soon as they're published, and note any changes
 ⋅ Try out competitor services as a mystery shopper
 ⋅ Chat with your competitors, although they're your rivals, they also your industry colleagues
 ⋅ Research your main competitors on Companies House

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation
https://ico.org.uk/
https://ico.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/companies-house
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Monitor sales records and look at your data

Structure your accounts so that you can compare year on year, month on month. Look for seasonal 
trends or a product in long-term decline and try to evaluate the reasons for them.  Review what you’ve 
learnt from your research at a fixed time each month. Discuss it with your employees and see if you can 
draw conclusions and agree on what actions to take.

Benefit from customer feedback

Customers today expect to be able to share feedback about an organisation wherever and whenever 
they want to. It might be through social media, via review sites, or by adding comments to your own 
website. Plus, many customers will consult those reviews when making purchase decisions, meaning a 
negative online review could cause them to avoid your organisation.

Feedback can help you identify gaps in your service and improve what you do, but it only takes a 
handful of negative opinions to start putting people off your brand and your products altogether. Not all 
negative feedback is fair but taking down feedback isn’t really an option; it makes it look as though you 
have something to hide. At the same time, if you only have hundreds of 5-star reviews, customers will 
become suspicious.

Searching for and addressing reviews

The way you address one individual complaint can show to lots of other people what your business is like. 
Criticism that goes unaddressed makes it look like you have no answer, or don’t care. Address comments 
head on, express regret, and outline the steps you have taken to rectify the situation.

Regularly check in on sites where reviews may feature, so that you can be seen to respond promptly to 
issues as they arise and prevent them festering.

In online interactions, a little authenticity goes a long way. Start by showing you care about the customer 
making the complaint. Make a connection, show some personality, and sprinkle in a touch of humour if 
appropriate. It’s easy to forget when we’re tapping away at a phone or a keyboard, the whole exchange is 
a conversation between two people, not two machines.

At the same time, it’s important to remember that in your interactions with a customer, you are speaking 
not for yourself but on behalf of your business. Everything you say or do will reflect directly on people’s 
view of your business. So be warm and friendly always remain professional in your communications. 
Yes, organisations on social media may speak more informally but do still avoid gossip, slang and over-
familiarity.

Turning a negative into a positive

While there’s no fun in reading criticism of your hard work, there are lots of ways you can turn negative 
comment into a positive.

You can use comments to improve your business, and to update your frequently asked questions (FAQ’s) 
section on your website.

Best of all, people who complain but have their comments handled satisfactorily often end up becoming 
extra-positive advocates of your business.



4. Formal Research

If you're writing an organisational plan or have an idea for a new product or service, consider doing 
some formal market research or employing a professional to carry it out for you.  This research should 
be carefully planned and carried out by someone who has a clear idea of what you want to find out, 
together with the budget and timescale.

Things you might want to think about in your research: 

1. The economy

Economic research can help you allow for a recession or boom in the future. You should try to focus 
on trends that affect your industry, so your research gives clear, tailored outcomes. 

2. The population

You may find statistics on the population's spending power and consumption patterns helpful in 
identifying which areas of your market to target

3. Other research relating to your market

You should try and find other people's research relating to your market. For instance, if you sell air 
conditioning, compare your equipment’s performance to industry standards, or if you sell industrial 
machinery, take a look at statistics on industrial production.

* Please bear in mind your obligations under competition laws when comparing yourself to others. For 
further information please refer to the following websites: the Financial Conduct Authority and the 
Competition and Markets Authority.

Useful links:

The Market Research Society >

>Financial Conduct Authority

>Companies House
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https://www.fca.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/competition-and-markets-authority
https://www.mrs.org.uk/
https://www.mrs.org.uk/
https://www.fca.org.uk/
https://www.fca.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/companies-house
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/companies-house

