
Market Research for the Small Business 
 
It’s no secret that the large companies are constantly engaging in some form of market 
research, trying to understand what their consumers want, what their consumers think, 
and how their consumers are going to behave. The analysis of the data collected 
through studies and surveys helps these companies come to certain decisions that have 
great influence on the financial health. There reliance and trust of market research is a 
function of their inherent need to know and the ability of the market research 
methodologies to provide measures of insight.  
 
Traditionally small businesses have shied away from market research both because they 
saw it as an expense and complicated process, and because they failed to see how 
market research meets their needs. Being smaller, their logic went, they were closer to 
the market, and besides they already knew their much smaller markets.  
 
This is incorrect and a dangerous position for small businesses to take. The larger 
companies monitor the market for a reason. Not only do they want to know what their 
customers think, they want to know what their competitors are doing. In this overly 
competitive business environment where we have all but lost consumer loyalty, the only 
tool a company has to assist it in developing strategy and tactics is knowledge. Cut 
yourself off from market based knowledge and you will very quickly find yourself in a 
sticky market position.  
 
This does not mean that you need to avail yourself of all the high priced market research 
reports being published on a regularly scheduled basis by some of the larger research 
and consulting firms. What it does mean is that you need to understand the market 
research process and find cost effective ways to periodically engage in a marker 
refresher course so that you can confirm that you are not making important strategic 
decisions based on faulty assumptions.  
 
Defining Market Research 
 
According to the American Marketing Association, market research is “the systematic 
and objective approach to gathering marketing information which, when processed, 
analyzed and interpreted, will help identify problems and opportunities that allow for 
better informed, lower risk decisions”. In other words, market research is the collection of 
information through an unbiased method that is then interpreted and analyzed in order to 
be able to draw conclusions about the market. It is the objective gathering and analysis 
that makes it a valuable and worthwhile process.  
 
Methodologies 
 
Market research can be conducted under two basic methods, primary and secondary. 
The less intensive, less expensive, and less time consuming is secondary market 
research, meaning the research is conducted through existing sources. The pros about 
this type of research are that it is fast, cheap, and provides a basic understanding. The 
cons are that it is reliant on the accuracy of the secondary source, many of which are 
web based and cannot be verified. Nonetheless, for the small business, secondary 
market research is a useful tool.  
 



The more ambitious market research is primary research, meaning that the field 
discovery and the data collection is being done first hand. The execution of primary 
research can be achieved through one of two methods. They are: 
 
 Quantitative Research – the more typical form of market research, the methods 

used include written surveys, interviews, and telephone surveys. The goal of the 
research is to gain insight into a broader sector of the population and to develop 
an understanding of opinions, trends, and behaviors.  

 Qualitative Research – performed primarily through the use of focus groups, the 
research is designed to try to gain insight into the thoughts and actions of very 
specific groups of people. The participants are selected because they meet a 
narrow criterion. The intent is not to try to project the findings to other groups of 
people, but rather to use the information to better understand the broader scope 
of the narrow sector being studied.  

 
Using Market Research 
 
Market research provides you with the information you need to develop and grow your 
business. You should not be engaging in marketing (advertising and mailings) without 
knowing what your market is looking for. You should not be stocking new products 
before understanding what your market wants to buy. You should not be considering 
expansion without understanding what the competition is planning and how the 
expansion will be received by your consumer base. And so on…and so on. In other 
words, the more informed you are when you make your core and critical business 
decisions, the more certain you’ll be able to be that you are heading in the right direction. 
And while you have done well so far on the power of your intuition and the correctness of 
your gut feelings, you can be even more certain if and when the market research 
confirms everything you already believe to be true. It is for those moments when the two 
do not confer that you will be most grateful, for if you are open to challenging your gut 
feelings, you will find that the research is providing you with an opportunity to view the 
situation differently. You should consider market research as a tool at your disposal 
when you seek to: 
 
 Develop your business plan 
 Expand or make changes to your business 
 Alter pricing 
 Add or reduce your product or service offering 
 Engage in marketing 

 
Market Research on a Small Business Budget 
 
The information you need to help you make an informed decision does not need to be so 
expensive as to remove itself from the reach of the small business. There are two 
options small businesses have with regard to market research. They are: 
 

1. DIY – provided the information you seek is readily available and you have the 
time and discipline to pursue it, gather it, and analyze it, there may be 
circumstances under which you can do the research on your own. You may want 
to write a brief report and then show the research and the conclusions you have 
drawn to a third party (colleague, friend) so that you can be certain that your 



conclusions weren’t swayed by the outcome you were hoping the research would 
confirm. 

2. Small Consulting Firm – many small consulting firms will take on a narrowly 
defined market research project for a reasonable fee. The report you get won’t be 
the same in scope as the $15,000 - $50,000 reports the big companies get, but 
then again it won’t be costing you anywhere near that. If you define the scope 
ahead of time, you should be able to find a firm that will conduct the research for 
a fee you can afford. Make sure that the company you select has experience in 
doing small business market research and make sure you are comfortable with 
their business analysis skills, so that you can be confident not only in the 
accuracy of the information they discover, but also in the conclusions they draw 
and the recommendations they make.  

 
Market Research is your way of knowing for certain what you think you know already. If 
you find out you were right, you get the benefit of knowing you were on the right track. If 
you find out you were wrong, you get the second chance you might not have gotten 
otherwise. The small business needs to utilize big business practices whenever 
applicable. Market Research is one of the big business tools small business has no 
business going without.  
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