
What if we could
reinvent the future?

  Impact report

22  

Much of research is asking ‘why’ – asking the questions that will 
inform ‘what’ will happen next.

�or t#e ޔ nal Impact report,  we’re asking instead: ‘What if?’. 
What if research could upend our current notions? 
�#at co0l� t#in&ing �iȂ erently bring 0.Ѽ 

O1er t#e ne3t !e2 +age.Ѷ 2e a.& (e(ber. o! t#e in�0.try to 
respond to a series of ‘what if’ questions. By asking ‘what 
if’, we can turn our attention to all sorts of potential futures. 
By reimagining the future, researchers can reinvent the path of 
the industry. 

Sponsor
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Rebecca Cole, managing director, Cobalt Sky, 
chair, MRS Representation in Research 

steering group, and MRS main board member

In a future where research 
samples are more 
representative, our sector 
would be able to fulfil its 
potential of being at the 
forefront of making visible 
the experiences, needs 
and perspectives of 
groups that, historically, have 
been underheard.

Practitioners will have 
cultivated a more widely 
representative and inclusive 
respondent pool that is more 
engaged with research that 
they can relate to and see the 
benefits of. �arket research 
will be seen as something 
that everyone respects, 
understands, and is keen to 
participate in.

The research being designed 
is better and more inclusive 

from the start, and insights 
derived from it are more 
relevant and impactful. We will 
have been able to reduce the 
inevitable bias that can arise 
from non-representative 
studies, by reaching the people 
on whom current research 
projects are missing out.

Research buyers will be able 
to make better policy and 
brand decisions, and ensure 
that they are serving all their 
stakeholders, rather than just 
majority groups. We could 
ensure everyone has a voice 
and that that voice is 
represented authentically.

We’d see an end to the old 
adage of ‘hard to reach’ 
samples. People aren’t hard 
to reach – they are just not 
being asked.

Phyllis Macfarlane, chair, 
Archive of Market and Social 

Research (AMSR) contents committee

Do we ever learn anything from history? This is hotly 
debated, but I believe that, as researchers, we must. 
If we think that only the present matters, we may be 
condemned to repeat ourselves, forever researching 
the same innovations in the hope of obtaining a 
different result.

Historical market research, as preserved in the 
Archive, has much to teach us. In polling research, the 
trends and repetitions are easily tracked through �ori 
and NOP collections – essential in election years, such 
as this, to help make sense of what swings and seat 
changes might mean for our democracy.  

Attitudes and emotions around many products 
remain constant, evolving only slightly to meet the 
conditions of modern life. For example, 1970s’ 
qualitative research on sweets and chocolates has 
almost as much to tell us about how to innovate in the 
category as if it were conducted today.  

What if, instead of wasting our research budgets on 
relearning things we already know, there were a vast, 
searchable, free resource, packed with gems from the 
past, that could inform, educate and astonish us with 
how much, and how little, has changed? 

What if research 
samples could be 
more representative?

What if we could 
learn from 
the past?

Ben Page, global chief executive, Ipsos

One of the enduring challenges of the 
research industry is its own lack of 

confidence about what it does. �e should 
worry much less about whether we ‘truly’ 

understand people. We already do – they are just 
complex! We should be much prouder of the ability to predict 
human behaviour with high degrees of accuracy in the near 
term – but also be thoughtful about the fact that no-one can 
predict the future long term.

�here research can make a difference is being a leader in the 
conversation about possible futures – along with other domain 

‘experts’ – and get better not at ‘telling the time’, but at 
communicating key messages simply and succinctly for 
decision-makersѷ laying out the arguments and trade-offs. 
This is where much insight simply stops currently.

What if we stopped our clients from collecting vast 
amounts of data that they want – because it helps them feel 
secure – but can’t use properly? What if we got them to focus 
on a broader range of signals and encouraged them to 
move beyond short-term activities, to proper engagement 
with the long term, using a fraction of the resources they spend 
on the here and now?

What if policy-makers and the media truly understood people?

“Attitudes and emotions around many products remain constant, 
evolving only slightly to meet the conditions of modern life”
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Lian Mico, delivery development 
director, Human8, and member, 
MRS Sustainability Council

A. It can…
I recently discovered that, if we 

can reduce the carbon footprint of 
	umanч’s top-five clients by %ust 
0.5%, we’ll cut emissions by 
19.5 million tonnes per year. That’s 
the equivalent of driving an SUV 
non-stop for 15,000 years. 

Now, imagine that all research 
agencies take a similar pledge; the 
potential we possess to affect 
positive change is astronomical!

�o achieve this, we need to first 
educate ourselves about how we can 
effect positive climate change, 
gaining a better understanding of 
greenhouse gases and the biggest 
carbon contributors of businesses in 
the research industry. We must then 
embrace the ‘planet as a stakeholder’ 
concept, giving climate the same 

weight as 
commerciality 
in our analysis, 
insights and client 
recommendations, 
and welcoming ‘nature’ onto our 
boards to achieve this.

B.    …and it should.
If research doesn’t help to solve 

the climate crisis – and soon – we can 
say hello to frequent wildfires, 
prolonged droughts and increased 
air pollution. We might choose to 
ignore this ecological impact, but 
we can’t ignore the impact on our 
commercial endeavours. 

From the European Union’s 
Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
Directive mandate to stricter 
environmental, social 
and governance reporting worldwide, 
businesses and brands that 
ignore the climate crisis won’t stay 
aޕoat for long.

What if research can help to 
solve the climate crisis?

�enny 
(aޔ�onѶ coҊ!o0n�erѶ 
ClearView Research

Researchers should see ourselves much 
more as storytellers. We have to give 
more weight to the inޕuence that we 
have and understand the importance of 
engaging with diverse groups. We should 
also understand that we have a role to 
play in helping people to see things in a 
more asset-based way, particularly when 
talking about communities. I feel that we 
can do much more to champion the 
assets in communities and not %ust see 
everything from a deficit mindset.

If people, every time they saw 
themselves as researchers, also saw 
themselves as storytellers – not 
storytelling as in creating fiction, but 
talking about reality – I think things 
would be totally different.

As researchers, it’s important to bring 
the interdisciplinary into what we’re 
doing – for me, that is the future. Enough 
people land in research who didn’t see it 
as a career. I don’t think that’s the issue, 
but I do think there’s something we can 
do around getting more people from 
diverse backgrounds to enter.

I’d also like to see researchers asking 
better questions Ҍ not %ust asking people 
about things, but to reimagine things. It’s 
also about understanding that 
knowledge is in communities, not %ust in 
some academic article, and about seeing 
participants much more as partners – 
that is a change in their status and how 
we engage with them.

In that future, our research would be 
much more intersectional, more 
nuanced, and we would be much more 
confident, because we’re involving 
people who are experts by experience. 
By partnering and working with 
communities, we can get better at 
understanding what is useful.

Researchers can also expand clients’ 
world views, and be much more 
intentional about that. Sometimes, the 
questions clients want to ask are not the 
right questions. 

What if researchers 
could take on a new role 
role in society?
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LaShanda Seaman, associate director, qualitative 
research and engagement centre, Ipsos UK, and 

MRS main board member

‘I just fell into research’ is a well-worn way of describing 
research career paths, but the privilege of access that many have benefited 
from is oȅen overlooked. It’s a space that can feel removed from, or 
inaccessible to, underrepresented groups, including school leavers – mostly 
because of awareness.  

�e do not have to look far for inspiration on the merits of diversifying our 
industry. �he technology sector showcases how diversity and non-
traditional pathways can enrich an industry, fostering innovation and 
growth and broadening the perspectives included. �imilarly, in market 
research, widening the employment net could enable us to demonstrate: 
greater diversity of thought feeding into our research; more representative 
research being conducted and produced; that we are upholding our 
industry pledges; more societal impact from our outputs; and greater 
awareness of our industry.

Early career researchers are a core part of the future of our industry and 
we must recruit a broad mi3 of individuals to reޕect the work we do. ��� 
offers high-quality training and an apprenticeship programme, which 
should be used to help individuals reach their full potential regardless of 
any previous qualifications. �ur industry stands at a crossroads. �his is not 
a call for a revolution, but for a commitment to walk the talk of inclusion 
and be open to being held accountable to each other on that %ourney.

What if research could 
attract more school leavers?

“We must embrace the ‘planet as a 
stakeholder’ concept, giving climate 
the same weight as commerciality 
in our analysis, insights and client 
recommendations, and welcoming 

‘nature’ onto our boards”

Impact ISSUE 46 2024_pp22-31 Report.indd   25 28/06/2024   10:06



  Impact report

26  

Sponsor

Adam Phillips, chief executive, 
Archive of Market and Social 

Research (AMSR)

Last night, I dreamed that insights had 
become a recognised profession, with 
similar status to medical doctors, 
engineers or economists. Prestigious 
universities were offering degrees 
and PhDs in insights, and combined 
honours courses in history, economics 
and insights.

When I thought about it further, 
I decided that my dream was not as 
far-fetched as it appeared. Reliable, 
evidence-based insights are already 
essential for managing any commercial 
or governmental organisation. Consider 
the complaints, from the Bank of 
England and industry leaders, about 
problems with the reliability of the 

abour �orce �urvey, making it difficult 
to decide whether to inޕate or deޕate 
the economy; or the enormous value 
added to our society by the 
entertainment, communication and 
advertising industries, all of which are 
big consumers of research and analytics.

In my dream, our sector had invested 
much more heavily in promoting the 
profession of insights in schools and 
universities, supported by clients 
creating a senior career path on the 
client side.

Schools and universities were 
teaching the next generation of 
insighters using resources provided by 
the Archive of Market and Social 
Research, where much of the collective 
knowledge of two generations of 
researchers is being preserved and made 
freely available online. 

What if research could 
better draw on its 
collective knowledge?

“I decided my dream was not 
as far-fetched as it appeared. 

Reliable, evidence-based 
insights are essential for 

managing any commercial or 
governmental organisation”
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Jake Steadman, global head of 
marketing research and data, Canva

Throughout history, data has constantly 
reshaped society, serving as a tool for connection and 
persuasion. �he future will be no different in that sense.

�hat will be different is the scale and sophistication 
of data collection, analysis, and application, especially 
as artificial intelligence җ�IҘ begins to really hit its stride.

I hold an optimistic view of the future. I see a world 
where data profoundly improves areas such as 
healthcare җ%ust picture the possibilities for the �	�Ҙ, our 
overall wellbeing, and even environmental challenges, 
such as combating climate change or cleaning up our 
seas. 	owever, there’s a cautionary aspect to consider. 

�ata’s potential for misinterpretation, manipulation 
and e3ploitation worries me, especially when used by 
relatively new technologies, such as �I. �his underscores 
the importance of regulating �I effectively and governing 
data usage.

The research industry could play a pivotal role in 
navigating this balance, embracing change and 
leveraging innovation for positive societal impact.

What if data could
reshape society
responsibly?

Emily Dickinson, head of 
Amsterdam, Opinium

What if people knew the value 
of their data? What if they 
viewed taking a survey, voicing 
their opinions, or revealing 
their viewing habits in the 
same way they would if they 
were asked to share a strand of 
their ���Ѽ �ould response 
rates fallѼ �efinitely. �ould 
the use of synthetic data 
increase? Most probably. 
But would that be a bad thing? 
I’d argue not.

�s an industry, we need to 
ensure that people recognise 
the power of their data – what 
it can achieve, how it is used, 
and why it matters.

�o be clear, I’m not 
advocating for an even longer 
consent form that is, at best, 
skimmed over and, at worst, 
ignored, but a deeper, more 
inclusive and accessible way of 

involving participants in the 
end-to-end research process. 
�ne that makes people aware 
that, by giving consent, they 
are building, creating or 
improving the communities, 
businesses and services 
around them, but also one 
that allows them to continually 
question, challenge and input 
into the process. 

�his won’t be easy to 
achieve, but ensuring 
participants have a 
greater awareness of the 
value of their contribution 
can only lead to greater 
engagement and, therefore, 
greater insight. 

Isn’t it time we started to 
value and reward the 
contribution of those on 
whom the market research 
industry is based?

What if people 
treated their data 
like their DNA?

�inea� �eȂerie.Ѷ .enior 1iceҊ+re.i�entѶ c0.to(er e3+erti.eѶ �a++iѶ c#air o! �R� �eo+le an� �alent +rogra((eѶ 
an� !or(er c#air o! �R� (ain boar�

I’ve spent more than рп years talking about, 
writing about and championing ޕe3ibility within 

this sector. If you’d told me back then how we’d be 
working now, I’d probably be delighted and say ҂we’ve made it 
happen”Ѻ I’m working a senior role, full-time, mostly from home, 
and spend a lot of time with my kids. But the more you get, the 
more you see what the bigger potential possibilities are, because 
not everyone has this ޕe3ibility. �ot everyone has what I’ve got Ҍ 
and not everyone wants it, let’s be honestѸ some people love 
being in the office several days a week.

�hat’s the cru3 of it. �rue ޕe3ibility isn’t about finding a 
middle groundѸ it’s about what’s right for the individual and for the 
role they are doing Ҍ and that’s hard to deliver. If a company has 

great people, however, feeling fulfilled and able to give their best, 
doing a brilliant %ob, then that hard problem is one worth trying 
to solve.

�o, what more would it help us achieveѼ
● �ignificantly better inclusion for people of all backgrounds, ages 

and differing needs.
● Greater diversity of thought and creativity in the work we do.
● �ore thoughtful and considered approaches to problem 

solving and collaboration.
●   �tronger retention Ҍ both within companies and within the 

sector overall.
● �he ability for people to live well, somewhere they can afford, in 

surroundings that make them happy.

What if the industry could be truly ޕexibleѼ
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Amy Cashman, chief 
executive, UK insights 

division, Kantar

The commercial imperative for businesses in 
understanding people is clear. Brands to which 
people are strongly predisposed achieve a volume 
share nine times greater, increase their highest 
average selling price twice over, and are four times 
more likely to grow market share. Being able to build 
this predisposition relies on truly understanding 
consumers – how they see brands, and what they 
want and expect from them.

On the basis of that deep human understanding, 
brands can also identify which growth levers to 
pull – whether, for example, it’s developing new 
products or services, moving into adjacent 
categories, or shiȅing channel strategies. �ltimately, 
deep human understanding leads to breakthrough 
growth for brands.

What if brands 
could truly 
understand 
people? �#il �0tcliȂeѶ (anaging +artnerѶ

 Nexxt Intelligence

If you are a 
market researcher  

who treats AI as a threat, let 
me tell you a few of the things 
you are missing out on.

First, productivity gains at 
every stage of the research 
process – so much faster and 
cheaper. Second, and more 
importantly, better research – 
for example, much better 
insights from survey open-
ends by using AI to probe 
for more detail and then 
to summarise and theme 
them verbatim.

Third, as a consequence of 
the first two points, you will be 

empowered to be a better 
adviser to the businesses with 
which you work, with less time 
spent on process and more 
time thinking how to design 
great research projects and 
analyse the findings. 

And, you are really 
important, because you can do 
what AI can’t – you have the 
human empathy to understand 
research participants’ 
motivations, and the 
communication skills to bring 
insights to life for your 
stakeholders and craȅ 
compelling narratives that 
inspire them to take action.

What if market researchers 
treat AI as a useful 
assistant, not a threat?
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Tom Richer, founder, The Bridge Between, 
inclusive researcher at Open Inclusion and co-chair, 
MRS Unlimited

The question made me think: what are we working towards? 
I shared some thoughts at the MRS annual conference about 

disability inclusion being a progressive space to be in right now. It feels like 
we are all becoming more open-minded to disability and it’s not such a 
taboo subject any more. The disability community is getting more 
opportunities to talk and make a change, in and out of research, than we 
have ever had before, which is quite something – but we still face barriers to 
accessing life like everybody else. 

It’s lived experiences – and people contributing to make the change, such 
as MRS Unlimited and other organisations – that will help drive the change 
we need in society to have the same opportunities as everyone else. 

On a personal level, I have the goal of making my hometown, 
Southampton, more accessible for myself and my autistic brother Jack, 
which is why I set up The Bridge Between. 

With us all contributing, in big or small ways, we are making progress, 
which is difficult to quantify or even imagine Ҍ but I would say we will 
have reached neuro-inclusivity when we don’t need to shout about it 
any more. 

What if research and society could 
be fully inclusive of neurodiversity?
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 James Endersby, chief executive, Opinium, and chair of MRS main board

As researchers, we know that great 
research is (metaphorically) priceless: 
there is no limit to how valuable market 
research and insights can be to a 
business. The trouble is, that research 
isn’t literally priceless – every project has 
a cost – and procurement teams and 
budget holders oȅen don’t want to pay 
the price that agencies are asking, and 
that insights teams have assessed as fair.

Yes, budgets are squeezed at the 
moment, but in the same way that brands 
know to double down on advertising 
spend in hard times, what if they knew to 
double down on research spend, too?

So, why don’t procurement teams and 
budget holders value research as much as 
we want them to?

�artly because it’s oȅen hard to link the 
impact of research to specific outcomes Ҍ 
and even when it is possible, those 
outcomes may not be easily quantifiable, 
or they may happen a long time aȅer the 
research has taken place.

If an ad campaign is launched in a 
specific region for a specific time and 
sales rise, we attribute the rise to the 
campaign. But how do we attribute the 
contribution of the innovation and 
customer-needs research that helped 
develop the product, the creative 
development research that guided the 
campaign, and the media research that 
helped place the ads?

If procurement teams and budget 
holders aren’t making that link, we need 
to make it for them and stop being 
pushed into dropping our prices, 
compromising our methodologies, or 
both. You can buy online respondents by 
the pound, but great research isn’t a 
commodity. Successful activation of 
research comes from researchers – 
client and agency side – building 
relationships and using their expertise 
to support decision-making.

In a world where budget holders 
understand the value of research, we 

would be able to ensure that participants 
are always rewarded appropriately for 
their valuable contributions; that we 
collectively push up our sector salaries 
fairly, towards the rest of the marcoms 
and professional services worlds; and that 
we’re able to pour more resources into 
research tech, methodological 
innovation, and developing our sector, to 
produce even deeper insights for our 
clients and the customers they serve.

We know that the management 
consultants, �� firms and ad agencies 
don’t waste any time worrying about 
whether procurement teams understand 
the value of what they do – it’s taken as 
read. So, perhaps I’m not asking the right 
question. Perhaps the question should 
be: ‘What if researchers had the 
confidence and conviction to defend and 
demonstrate the value of research?’ 


et’s work on building that confidence 
and conviction, together as an industry. 
That really would be priceless.

What if all procurement teams and budget holders 
could understand how priceless research is?

30  
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