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WHY REINVENT THE WHEEL? 
 
There is no point reinventing a wheel and there are many metaphorical wheels available to 
the market researcher. The expert desk researcher can quickly and inexpensively dig out 
data from a wide variety of sources to answer many of the questions that have already been 
asked.  So, why do we spend so much on primary research?  The reason, very often, is 
because we don’t know how to locate the information.  Or it may be information that is not 
in quite the shape we require and it escapes our notice that with a little bit of reworking, it 
could be very useful.  It could be dated and we need something more current.  Sometimes, 
desk research seems too easy.  A big decision surely needs a lot of money spending on it and 
merits an original piece of research?  It is not so.  Information that is in the public domain 
has at least been subjected to the test of public scrutiny.  This is not to say that it will 
definitely be correct, but it could have been challenged and that may in itself help the 
researcher judge its accuracy. 
 
I once ran a training course which in the first instance was called simply “desk research”.  
There were very few takers.  It seems such a boring subject.  When the course was renamed, 
“how to get information for next to nothing” it became over-subscribed and has been run 
many times.  Desk research is information that costs next to nothing.  It sits underneath our 
noses.  It can easily be carried out by the do-it-yourself researcher.  Moreover, for the 'do 
your own' researcher, desk research is a very practical tool - in most cases he or she is not at 
any disadvantage compared to the resources of a professional agency.  A couple of days of 
desk research have a very big yield and the benefits of spending much more time searching, 
quickly diminish.  
 
Desk research is a term that is used loosely and it generally refers to the collection of 
secondary data or that which has already been collected.  To most people it suggests 
published reports and statistics and these are certainly important sources.  In the context of 
this chapter the term is widened to include all sources of information that do not involve a 
field survey and, in addition to the more traditional sources, this could include speaking to 
someone at a trade association or carrying out an interview with an expert.  
 
 

RESOURCES 
 
Until the advent of the Internet and on-line databases, access to libraries was the only 
important resource needed to carry out desk research.  Despite the marvels of the 
information highway, some data are easier to access from hard copy and off the library 
shelves.  Indeed, the Internet for all its value is still not as comprehensive in its coverage of 
statistical data as it is in product and company information.  The desk researcher should 
acquaint him or herself with the nearest commercial library. 
 
All major cities have at least one good municipal or university library and few researchers 
will be more than an hour's travel from such a resource.  From time to time the reference 
books in the main body of the library will be useful but for the most part, it is the 
commercial section which is of greatest interest.   
 
There are also some important national libraries open to a desk researcher including a range 
of services from the British Library (1) and two important government resources: the Central 
Statistical Office (2) and the DTI Export Marketing Information Centre (3), a major source of 
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international market research.  There are also very many specialist libraries run by industry 
bodies and others; these can best be located through ASLIB (4). 
 

SOURCES OF SOURCES – THE HIGH LEVEL VIEW 
 
Before exploring some of the popular sources of information to market researchers, it is 
worth pointing out that there are some useful “sources of sources”.  These range from 
inexpensive books such as How to Find Information - Business : A Guide to Searching in 
Published Sources (How to Find Series) by Nigel Spencer (available from amazon.com) 
through to the much more expensive Croner's A-Z of Business Information Sources or 
Croner's European Business Information Sources (www.croner.cch.co.uk) (5).  Croner’s A-Z 
lists some of the best Web sources and the European guide provides a starting point for 
gathering information from European countries.  Both are also available on CD-ROM. 
  
There are also other general guides which can be used to track down sources of data 
including those covering published research, the press, directories and statistics examples of 
all of these have been mentioned above.  For international markets there are comparable 
'sources of sources' including European Directory of Marketing Information Sources (6) and 
Directory of International Sources of Business Information (7).  Some or all of these 'sources 
of sources' will be found in a good library together with other indexes, e.g. Research Index 
which lists articles published in the press.  The library's own cataloguing and indexing 
systems also provide a means of systematically searching out data.  With experience, 
sources likely to be relevant to a particular field will become familiar and provide short cuts, 
although a full search technique is also recommended. 
 
Encyclopedias are useful storehouses of information for the market researcher, either to 
check out a technical issue or to obtain a closer definition of the subject and its associated 
terminology.  Now that Encyclopedia Britannica is on line (www.britannica.com) it has 
become universally accessible for browsing alphabetically, by subject, or for a quick word 
search. 
 
The United States has led the field in the collection and dissemination of business 
information for many years. The Central Intelligence Agency use their expertise on our 
behalf to bring together basic intelligence which began as the National Intelligence Survey 
and is now an on-line Factbook that can be very easily examined country by country 
(www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/).  The whole database can be downloaded though 
this requires either considerable patience or a broad bandwidth connection. Virtually every 
country in the world is covered.  The Factfile gives geographical statistics of countries, the 
demographic breakdown of their population, economic overviews (in some detail), 
transportation, government, and maps galore.  Another route to similar information is 
www.geographic.org. 
 
 

INDUSTRY EXPERTS 
 
Another means of locating data sources is through direct contact with organisations and 
individuals who have knowledge of a particular field.  Trade associations and the publishers 
of information are examples.  This sort of approach strays outside desk research in the 
strictest sense.  However, a two-way traffic between sources (which identify potential 
contacts) and expert interviewing (to identify sources) is a means of getting the most value 

http://www.croner.cch.co.uk/
http://www.britannica.com/
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/
http://www.geographic.org/
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from desk research at little extra cost, (possibly at a saving if sources are identified more 
efficiently).   
 
You could also try FIND/SVP (8) which has a Quick Consulting and Research Service that aims 
to answer questions on markets through a fixed-fee retainer system and deliver the results 
by phone, fax and e-mail at a quite modest cost.  
 

THE INTERNET 
 
Accessing information via the Internet is the modem alternative to hours spent in libraries.  
The Internet is a global interconnection of networks that link servers (computers housing 
information and so connect businesses, academic institutions, trade associations, 
government agencies, medical facilities, scientific establishments and private individuals).  
Using browsers such as Microsoft's Internet Explorer or Netscape's Navigator, it is possible 
to access the sites or user groups of the many millions who are now linked through the Net. 
Accessing the Internet requires the user to have a computer with a modem and a 
subscription to a service provider such as America On Line (AOL), Demon or BT Internet.  
Thereafter, it is a matter of dialling up the service provider to log on to the Internet and the 
payment of a local telephone charge. 
 
For market researchers, the Internet has two important sources of information: 
 

1. The sites which companies, organisations and individuals have created to promote 
or communicate their products, services or views; 

2. User groups that are made up of people who have an interest in a particular subject. 
 
Web sites are recognised by the prefix www.  Companies operating in the UK typically have 
sites with citations such as www.companyname.co.uk  while those aiming at an international 
audience are more likely to be referenced as www.companyname.com.  A non-profit making 
organisation would have the suffix org after its name as in www.charity.org and a university 
or academic institution would be completed by the initials ac as in www.university.ac. 
 
The World Wide Web is estimated to contain over two billion pages of publicly-accessible 
information.  The problem is not the volume of information but finding that tiny bit that you 
need in this enormous ocean.  Fortunately for researchers, search engine technology has 
increased by leaps and bounds and an appropriate word-string in a search engines such as 
Google, Alta Vista, or Yahoo will usually deliver thousands of hits.  This too is a researcher’s 
problem, for who ever looks beyond page three of these? 
 
Search engines use programmes based on a spider or a crawler, which look for key words or 
a word string in those billions of pages.  The results are copied into a huge database (an 
index or list of information) and you are presented with the summary contents of the search 
at each site together with a hyperlink, from which a click will take you to the reference. 
Meta search engines such as Dogpile or Metacrawler use several search engines all at once, 
and then blend the results into a convenient form, such as listing the references in declining 
order of appropriateness to the search request. 
 
In this massive sea of information it may be difficult to find what we require because: 
 

http://www.companyname.co.uk/
http://www.companyname.com/
http://www.charity.org/
http://www.university.ac/
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¶ We are using the wrong search strategy – a different word or arrangement of words 
may yield more precise hits 

¶ We are using the wrong search engine – even the very best search engines do not 
cover all the pages on the Net so the vital piece you are looking for may never be 
uncovered.  A different search engine could produce a different result. 

¶ We are using the wrong word – the use of the British spelling of tyres would miss 
out on web references to the American spelling of tires. 

¶ The information we are looking for may not be available in precisely that form.  A 
search for the volumes of tyres bought as original equipment by Ford may come to 
naught, but it would be easy to derive the figure by finding out the number of Ford 
cars produced per year and multiplying by five (one per wheel plus the spare).  

 
A search strategy with a suitable arrangement of words may well hit the bull's eye and locate 
the information that is being sought.  When typing in the search string, it may be helpful to 
use double quotations to enclose the phrase so that “world health organisation” will only 
deliver references to those three words in that combination.  Without the quotation marks 
references, most search engines look for each of the three words separately and would 
deliver hundreds of thousands of irrelevant references to world, to health and to 
organisations.  (Note that the Internet is indifferent to capital letters). 
 
Thinking laterally is certainly the first principle of desk research using the Internet.  Avoid 
using very common terms (e.g. Internet or people) as this will lead to thousands of hits but 
irrelevant results.  Where possible, use a phrase (in quotation marks) or proper name to 
narrow the search and therefore retrieve a smaller number of more relevant results. If too 
many results are generated, it is easy to refine the word string in the search box and carry 
out an advanced search or simply renew the search since the speed of delivery of new 
results will be on the screen in fractions of a second. 
 
More often the search will start a trail that follows the links between related sites. The 
searcher must learn to surf from one site to another, book-marking those that are useful for 
downloading or copying into a work file.  Here it is worth emphasising that a crucial rule of 
desk research is always to note the reference of the data.  Referenced data allows the 
credibility to be judged and it facilitates re-examination. 
 
Lewis Endlar, a leading expert on the Internet at Manchester Metropolitan University, makes 
the claim that it is possible to find out almost anything via the Net.  His claim, though bold, is 
based on the fact that the Internet provides access to millions of knowledgeable people 
through user groups so that a question thrown into the pool will sooner or later be 
answered.  Of course, it may not be necessary to tap into this bottomless resource of 
knowledge as the information may already be out there, posted on a web site. 
 
There are over 10,000 user groups (also called news groups or discussion groups) on the 
Internet covering almost every subject.  They are roughly organised by topic, ranging from 
hobbies and recreation (prefixed by rec) through to computers (comp), science (sci), culture, 
religion, as well as 'alternative' subjects (alt).  A question posted within an appropriate user 
group by a researcher may well find an answer from one of the millions of Internet users.  
An easy way to access user groups is through a search engine such as Deja News. 
 
At the time of writing, the best search engine for market researchers appears to be Google.  
It offers speed and consistent high quality hits through a programme built on algorithms. 
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Northernlight is another highly recommended search engine because it parcels up its hits 
into folders with common themes.  Each search also has a “Special Collection” folder which 
contains links to articles that may well have a market commentary so valued by researchers. 
 
 

ON-LINE DATABASES AND MARKET DATA 
 
Many databases of articles and reports can now be accessed via the Internet.  Sometimes 
the information required by market researchers is available from commercial providers who 
charge significantly for access either as an up-front figure or on a pay-as-you-use basis - eg 
Dialog/Data-Star (9), and FT Profile (10).  The user of such sources has to become a subscriber 
and must learn how to carry out searches efficiently (to minimise costs).  Free or low-cost 
training is offered to new subscribers.  In comparison to the Internet, searching on-line 
databases is more costly and typically could cost between £5,000 to £10,000 per year to a 
serious user.  This is because the databases house collections of valuable reports, which, 
even though available on a page-by-page basis, still have a hefty price tag.  For those who 
want access to on-line databases but cannot justify signing on, it is possible to employ the 
services of skilled desk researchers through an organisation such as the British Library. 
 
A database such as Profound from Dialog (www.dialog.com) provides access to a range of 
business and economic information, including news archive from over 5,000 publications, 
financial reports from over 4.5 million companies, market research reports, country data, 
economic data and broker reports.  
 
However, this begs the question of which database should be accessed in the first place - no 
one 'host' provides a direct gateway to all cyber-data.  To fill the gap there are a number of 
database source books published, including On Line Business and Company Databases (11) 
and Directory of On Line Databases (12) - the latter is published twice a year by Gale Research 
and has 4,900 publicly accessible online databases.  The major hosts (e.g. Reuters, Data-Star) 
also publish their own guides. 
 
The major benefit of any sort of on-line database is the speed of locating material using key 
word searching to match what is available to what is sought.  This is particularly of benefit in 
searching press files (manually looking through the last few months' issues of even one 
paper is a daunting task).  
 
There are an increasing number of web sites that offer archive material to researchers 
without having to sign up though there usually is a fee for the report or part of it.  The table 
of contents is available free and there are many synopses of reports, which may be sufficient 
for those requiring just an overview. The charges made for bought-in reports and similar 
sources range from the nominal to levels comparable to commissioning ad hoc research.  
Most fall within the £500 to £5,000 bracket. 
 
A good source of market research data, offering full or part reports is 
www.marketresearch.com which allows access to a collection of over 40,000 publications 
from over 350 research firms.   
 
One of the best general databases of commercial and financial news is ft.com – the Financial 
Times’ web site.  
 

http://www.dialog.com/
http://www.marketresearch.com/
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SPECIALISED INDUSTRY DATA 
 
Material such as abstracts, statistics and large directories are increasingly available on CD-
ROM or by password from an Internet site.  For example information on the chemical and 
rubber industry can be obtained from RAPRA – the Rubber and Plastics Research Association 
(13) on CD-ROM on a subscription basis.  Where such a source is going to be consulted 
frequently, such formats may be the best way of accessing data.  Searching and abstracting 
data is as convenient as online and once the initial cost is met (this may be substantial but 
often no more than buying traditional hard copy versions) there is no marginal cost of access 
(unlike pay-as-you-use on-line databases).  As more researchers gain access to broad 
bandwidth, the speed of access to the Internet will increase and the delivery of archived 
material on CD-ROM will decline in favour of constantly up-dated information on the web.  
 
 

COMPANY DATA 
 
Researchers need company data for competitor benchmarking, sourcing suppliers or 
building profiles of customers and potential customers.  Only a few years ago company 
literature was a mainstay of such searches.  Such literature is prepared for the public domain 
and will be sent readily on request.  Today company web sites are brimming with useful 
information.  They contain pictures of products, maps of distributors, data sheets, company 
histories, press releases, and sometimes financial background.  The information is nearly 
always more extensive and current than printed brochures and it is available in an instant.  A 
request from the CEO for a product search could be put together in couple of hours and 
contain an impressive amount of material. 
 
Financial data on companies is available in the UK from Companies House 
(www.companieshouse.gov.uk) (14). Companies House's WebSales offers the searchable 
Company Names and Address Index free of charge which enables the searcher to look up 
information on more than 1.5 million companies. Of these about 11,000 are public 
companies (PLCs) which issue shares and of the PLCs, about 7,000 are quoted on the Stock 
Exchange. Smaller companies file only limited information and this can reduce the value of 
company accounts in niche markets.  Searching for a company can be carried out using its 
name or its unique company registration number. 
 
Details that can be obtained free from Companies House on-line include: 
 

¶ The registered office address of the company 

¶ Dates for the last accounts and annual returns 

¶ Date of incorporation 

¶ Country of origin (original country of registration) 

¶ Status e.g. live, dissolved, etc. 

¶ Insolvency details 

¶ Previous names 

¶ Company Type 

¶ Nature of business 

¶ Branch details 

¶ Overseas company information 
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In addition to the free basic company details, certain company documents and reports can 
be purchased for very modest sums by credit card and delivered electronically.  These 
include scanned image documents of the latest company accounts, annual returns, current 
appointments and outstanding mortgages.   
 
Another source of financial data is EXTEL (15) which offers information on over 30,000 
companies worldwide, and about 10,000 based in the UK. In addition to basic directory 
information, EXTEL provides a range of financial information for each company:  
 

¶ Accounts for 5 years: balance sheet, income statement, cash flow etc.  

¶ Daily share prices back to 1988  

¶ Financial ratios. 
 
It is possible to search for an individual company, or to select a group of companies which 
meet certain criteria; for example companies in a particular industry with a specified 
financial criteria like turnover, or price/earnings ratio etc.  
 
The US Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC) requires all US public companies (except 
foreign companies and companies with less than $10 million in assets and 500 shareholders) 
to file registration statements, periodic reports, and other forms electronically and anyone 
can access and download this information for free from its web site (www.sec.gov).  
 
 

GOVERNMENT STATISTICS 
 
In most projects, the desk researcher will seek ‘hard’ statistical data and sooner or later this 
will point towards a government source.  These cover most areas of business and social life.  
 
In the UK, The National Statistics website (www.statistics.gov.uk) contains a vast range of 
official UK statistics and information about statistics, which can be accessed and 
downloaded free.  The site allows searching by themes such as agriculture/fishing/forestry, 
commerce, energy, industry, education, crime and justice, the labour market, the population 
etc  
 
The Annual Abstract Of Statistics (16) is an easy way into the major series of statistics and is 
available in hard copy from Her Majesty’s Stationery Office – HMSO. There is also a free 
catalogue of the main publications from the same government bookshop, which is well 
worth picking up.  However, the bible is the Guide to Official Statistics (17), a substantial 
volume that is regularly revised.   
 
One of the cornerstones of the government's statistical service and a massive source of data 
for market researchers (see Market Research Society, 1993) is the decennial Census of 
Population (the most recent one was carried out in 2001 with data becoming available in 
2003.  Marketeers use census output for segmentation by demographics and survey 
planning (e.g. setting quota samples).  The census is also the basis of geodemographic 
analysis systems. 
 
The UK government is not, of course, unique in providing a statistical service.  Governments 
of most developed countries provide as good or better data covering their own territories - 

http://www.sec.gov)/
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the USA for example is very well documented. A visit to US Department Of Commerce site 
on www.doc.com offers a treasure trove of information from industry sector statistics to 
economic analysis to demographic data, and research publications.  There is a good search 
engine to help navigate through this very large site. 
 
There are also international bodies collecting and publishing statistics.  For the EU the office 
responsible is Eurostat (18) and this source will increasingly be important in projects covering 
the whole single market of the EU.  Two other major publishers are the UN (19) and the OECD 
(20). 
 
As with other sources, government statistics can increasingly be accessed online as well as 
from hard copy.  Data-Star (21) is one on-line host providing access. 
 
 

TRADE AND INDUSTRY BODIES 
 
Every trade, no matter how obscure, nearly always has some collective body to represent its 
interests (and also usually spawns several trade publications - see below).  To meet 
members' needs, and for PR purposes, most of these bodies publish or can make available 
(sometimes to members only) considerable information about their industry.  The 
organisation and sophistication of these bodies and the volume of the information offered 
varies enormously.  Some do no more than publish an annual report, whilst others are the 
recognised source of detailed industry statistics (e.g. the SMMT (22) for the motor vehicle 
industry).  There are various directories of these organisations (e.g. Directory of British 
Associations (23)) and a desk researcher should not only seek out publications of relevant 
bodies but also contact them directly; information, which is not published, may be obtained 
in this way. 
 
 

MARKET RESEARCH REPORTS 
 
A number of specialist market research companies speculatively carry out studies, which are 
then sold as publications – albeit relatively expensive, measured against the price we are 
used to paying for more conventional reference books.  However, compared to privately 
commissioned studies these are incredibly good value.  Often referred to as multi-client 
reports, these publications cover every subject imaginable from A to Z.  There are over 
30,000 multi-client reports available and they can be located through several sources. 
Marketsearch (24) lists 20,000 published reports from 700 firms.  The database can be 
searched in hard copy or from the company’s web site (www.marketsearch-dir.com).   
Another directory of published market research is Findex (25) from Euromonitor.  This 
directory, also known as The Worldwide Directory of Market Research, Reports, Studies and 
Surveys provides details on 9,000 market reports. 
 
 

THE PRESS 
 
The general, business and trade press are key sources for the desk researcher.  As well as 
'news', these sources include much background material, including special supplements on 
industries and markets.  The general press includes the quality dailies and Sundays - The 

http://www.doc.com/
http://www.marketsearch-dir.com)/
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Times, Independent, Guardian, Telegraph, etc - and periodicals such as The Economist.  Of 
the business press, The Financial Times (26) is a major reference source in its own right. 
 
There are several press indexes (e.g. Research Index (27)), but searching the general press is 
now better done on-line. Research Index has indexes of over 300 UK newspapers, trade 
journals and "popular" business periodicals. The two sections are arranged by company and 
industry.  It is published every 2 weeks, so it is easy to find current information. Each entry 
gives the title/headline of the article, newspaper or periodical title and date, and page 
number. The industry section is cumulated quarterly. There is also a Web version of 
Research Index which covers the most recent 14 months (www.researchindex.co.uk). 
 
In industrial markets the trade press is a very important source of market research 
information.  Every industry and trade has regular journals which can be identified in 
publications such as BRAD (28) and Pims (29).  Whilst much useful data is in these sources, 
finding material can be quite laborious.  Many publications have a poor or no index and 
some are not available on-line so there may be no alternative to reading through hard copy 
back issues. 
 
 

DIRECTORIES 
 
Directories are the staple diet of market researchers.  They provide details of companies that 
either supply or consume goods and they are the usual source for preparing sample frames 
(list of companies or people to be interviewed).  The directories may also provide a profile of 
a company, detailing its size by giving the number of employees, or whether it is an agent or 
producer. 
 
One of the most comprehensive general directories is Yellow Pages (www.yell.co.uk) since 
every company in the UK with a telephone number is given a free entry.  These directories 
form the most comprehensive listing of small and medium enterprises (SMEs). Within the 
Yell Group, The Business Database supplies data on around 1.5 million UK businesses 
sourced from the free-line entries in the Yellow Pages printed directories. From its web site 
it is possible to run counts and download lists for sample frames. 
 
Every country has its Yellow Pages on the Internet (www.gelbe-seiten.de, 
www.goudengids.nl, www.paginegialle.it, www.paginas-amarillas.es) from where it is 
possible to locate companies in the detailed product groupings used by the directory.  For 
relatively modest sums, researchers can order lists of companies’ addresses and telephone 
numbers (in hard or soft copy) filtered by Standard Industrial Classification, company size 
(number of employees) and geographical region.  
 
Other general directories, which comprise larger companies than those in Yellow Pages, 
include Kompass (30) and Dun & Bradstreet's Key British Enterprises (31).  These sources can 
be found in almost any library and they are now available for the whole of Europe and the 
US on CD-ROM or on the Internet.  The on-line facility allows entries to be abstracted using 
filters such as location, size of company and industry specialisation. 
 
As well as these general sources, most industries have their own specialised directories, 
which may have a better listing of suppliers and buyers.  Specialised directories can be 
located through guides such as Current British Directories (32). 

http://www.researchindex.co.uk)/
http://www.yell.co.uk)/
http://www.gelbe-seiten.de/
http://www.goudengids.nl/
http://www.paginegialle.it/
http://www.paginas-amarillas.es/
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THE RANGE OF INFORMATION AVAILABLE FROM DESK RESEARCH 
 
Sources such as those outlined above can be used to obtain data on the large majority of 
subjects likely to be covered in a market research project.  These include those mentioned 
below. 
 
The marketing environment 
 
Markets do not exist in isolation and are shaped by environmental factors such as the state 
of the general economy, demographic trends, the legislative framework and various social 
factors.  An understanding of these external factors is likely to be part of any full analysis of a 
market.  The marketing environment is generally well documented and desk research (rather 
than primary research) is the only practical source available.  The economy, demographics 
and key social variables are all well covered by the government’s statistical service and the 
many publications it produces.  Other sources in this area include special reports 
(government and private), and press commentary. 
 
Geodemographics 
 
This is a subject in its own right with quite an extensive literature.  Geodemographics is also 
a specialised commercial service with several UK companies (with opposite numbers in other 
countries) offering such data systems for marketing applications.  Leventhal (1990) loosely 
defines geodemographics as “the classification of small areas according to the characteristics 
of their residents”.  Leventhal also identifies two underlying principles: 
 

1. People living in the same neighbourhood are more likely to have similar 
characteristics than a similar number of people chosen at random. 

2. Neighbourhoods can be usefully classified on the characteristics of their residents; 
two geographically separate neighbourhoods of the same classification are likely to 
contain similar types of people. 

 
UK geodemographics systems are all based on the output of the Census of Population (using 
the output data at the smallest geographical level - Census Enumeration Districts) and 
provide classifications based on a number of typologies as given in the table below. 
 
Example of area classification (Pinpoint) 
 
 A Rural 
 B Armed forces 
 C Upwardly mobile young families 
 D Affluent households 

E Older people in small houses 
F Suburban middle aged or older 
G Working people with families 
H Poor urban areas 
I Low status areas with flats 
J Inner city bedsits 
K Poor multi-ethnic areas 
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L Crowded council neighbourhoods 
X Unclassified or unmatched 

 
Source: Given in Leventhal (1990) 
 
Although the geographical basis of the input data is Census Enumeration Districts, suppliers 
of geodemographic systems can provide area classifications to map grid references or 
postcodes and also complete files of individually classified households. 
 
Applications of geodemographics include customer profiling (through correlation with sales 
records or via market research surveys) and customer targeting; having profiled customers 
in geodemographic terms they can be reached very effectively through finely targeted direct 
marketing.  Geographical information systems (GIS) also use this geodemographic data for 
retail planning and site location by bringing together different information sources to 
measure overlap and gaps in the data.  A simple example would be the overlaying of three 
databases - a map of main roads, a population database, and a database of car dealer 
showrooms - in order to see where there is potential (subject to land availability) for new 
dealer sites. 
 
Geodemographics is now used extensively as an input in research survey sample planning 
(many large continuous surveys are planned and produce output on a geodemographic 
basis).  Where marketing planning is based on geodemographics, there is an obvious need to 
have the neighbourhood classifications as a variable in the research data. 
 
Market structure and size 
 
The structure of most business and industrial markets can be fully analysed through desk 
research.  Sources include the general and trade press, directories, company financial data, 
published reports, trade association output and government statistics.  The latter source 
includes UK Markets (formerly Business Monitor) (33), which provides, for all industries, 
details of production, imports and exports with detailed product breakdowns on an annual 
basis.  Government statistics such as UK Markets go back into long time series and provide a 
basis for historical and future trend analysis.  This source or others may not provide market 
size estimates of the specific category of interest, but with ingenuity, reasonable 
approximations can usually be derived from top-down (making estimates from a wider 
classification which includes the one of interest) or bottom-up (aggregating sub 
classifications).  The skill in this sort of work includes bringing together disparate pieces of 
data from separate sources, e.g. UK Markets plus press reports and company accounts 
analysis.  A useful additional type of source to mention for market sizing and analysis is 
various compendiums such as Market Assessment of Top Markets (34) and Market Size Digest 
(35). 
 
Suppliers and brands 
 
Data on suppliers and brands can be thought of as an extension of the sort of market 
structure analysis considered above and may include profiles of major suppliers and their 
brands, marketing methods and advertising tactics, and factors making, for success.  The 
press (including trade journals), directories, company accounts and published reports are all 
potentially useful sources.  So is advertising and trade literature (especially in technical 
markets), and such material can usually be collected free.  One important area of 
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information, which is usually outside the scope of desk research, is consumers' attitudes to 
and satisfaction with suppliers.  Generally this can only be obtained through primary 
research; although in some industries published reports may have relevant data. 
 
Distribution and retailing 
 
In most businesses, distributors are playing an increasing role as they provide a cost-
effective means of supplying and servicing small (and sometimes not so small) accounts.  
Distribution structures can vary considerably with many tiers ranging from importers, 
through to main distributors, local dealers, etc.  Sources that provide an analysis of these 
structures are much the same as those just discussed for primary suppliers.  Consumer 
markets are generally retail markets and retailing generally is very well documented, 
including in the press and in published reports. 
 
Products 
 
Desk research can provide detailed product information.  Trade publications in some 
markets compare products from alternative suppliers.  Mail order catalogues are another 
source of product details.  Product literature is often particularly relevant in technical 
markets and is a valuable source for analysing product features.  Visits to exhibitions and 
trade fairs to collect this literature are an example of 'near' desk research, which can be used 
before moving into primary research.  Pricing information may also be available from the 
sources just mentioned, although the difference between list prices and what is actually paid 
may reduce the value of such information. 
 
Desk research is not usually thought to have a role in new product evaluation and certainly 
consumer reaction to a new product has to be established through primary research.  
However, the fate of other new launches can provide very useful information and can be 
accessed from the trade press and other sources. 
 
International marketing 
 
The low cost of desk research is even more evident in international marketing.  In the UK 
there are libraries and on-line databases that are readily accessible and stacked with 
information on overseas markets.  The different types of sources available and the range of 
topics are much the same as those in the UK.  However, the consistency and comparability 
of data is often a problem.  For the EU markets there are a number of pan-Europe sources 
including the output from Eurostat, which has already been mentioned.  Two important and 
inexpensive sources of European data from Eurostat are Eurostat Yearbook 2001 (the 
statistical guide to Europe) and the Panorama Of European Business.  Both are available on 
CD-ROM (36) www.europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/.  
 
 

PLANNING, RECORDING AND EVALUATING DESK RESEARCH 
 
A plan is needed if the search for published data is to be efficient. A written plan is a help to 
desk research, whether it is utilising library or on-line sources.  Before visiting a library or 
logging-on, the information sought should be specified in some detail, although flexibility 
and some ingenuity are also needed (e.g. looking for relevant data under wider or narrower 
classifications and creatively making connections).  Likely sources including 'sources of 

http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/
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sources' can also be planned in advance, particularly as experience is gained.  In the case of 
on-line database searching, a planned approach is particularly vital if log-on costs are to be 
kept to a minimum; the search strategy should be planned off- and not on-line. 
 
The desk research plan should also include a timetable.  How long should be spent on the 
desk research part of a project?  This will depend on the breadth of the information sought, 
the type of data and the resources to be used.  It is difficult to generalise.  However, what 
can be said is that diminishing returns apply and after quite a short time, the extra 
information gained falls in proportion to the time spent searching. 
 
Once found, data needs recording in the form of notes or photocopies.  In the case of on-line 
searches the equivalent is downloading into files.  The source of any data should always be 
recorded, so that its accuracy can be both evaluated and, if necessary, retraced.  The sources 
should also be recorded, as they may need to be attributed.  In long projects and repeat 
work, this will provide useful short cuts to the most valuable sources and ensure that the 
same blind alleys are avoided. 
 
Information needs not only collecting but also evaluating.  In part this is a matter of making 
judgements about its validity.  We are often fooled into trusting data that is published.  Once 
in black and white, we assume that it must be correct.  The experienced desk researcher 
learns that market size figures that are published need to be cross-checked by two or three 
sources and frequently there are some serious anomalies. 
 
All secondary data accessed through desk research was originally generated through primary 
research.  Thorough validation requires going back to the source and understanding the 
methodology used: was it based on some sort of census, on a sample survey, on some crude 
formula using a ratio or merely on anecdotal evidence?  Where possible two or more 
sources for the same data can be compared (although make sure that they are different).  
However, some sense of proportion has to be kept.  It is simply not possible to thoroughly 
validate in such ways all the data and nor is it necessary to do so - as previously mentioned 
market researchers can work within quite wide bands of accuracy for practical purposes. 
 
As well as validating the data, evaluation also includes its integration into a meaningful 
whole. Looking for linkages and patterns can and should be part of the desk research 
process with initial material often pointing to other sources and subjects.  That is why we 
stated earlier that although planning is needed in desk research, flexibility should be 
retained.  Subsequent analysis and integration of data will be facilitated by good note and 
record keeping when the material is collected and, if this is voluminous, by reasonably 
organised filing. 
 

THE LIMITS OF DESK RESEARCH  
 
Desk research can be very fruitful.  However, it has its limits and it may only provide part of 
the information sought in a project.  As previously suggested, where a mix of desk and 
primary research is likely to be required there is everything to be gained by carrying out desk 
research first and then filling the gaps through interviewing.  In this way, the more expensive 
primary techniques are used only where essential. 
 
One limit of desk research is its unpredictability.  At least for the novice or where the subject 
area is unfamiliar, there can be no certainty of what the desk research will yield and what 
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gaps will remain.  This is partly the reason why desk research is not a major service supplied 
by market research agencies.  It would be difficult for an agency to quote for carrying out 
desk research, carry out the project and deliver a scant report at the end saying that despite 
a thorough search, nothing has been found.  For this reason, much desk research is carried 
out in-house by internal researchers.  At least a short desk research exercise will involve only 
modest costs and may save on much more expensive fieldwork.  Unlike an agency, a 'do your 
own' researcher can live with little to show for the desk research stage. 
 
Some information is also in principle not available from desk research and with a little 
experience this is obvious from the start.  Generally this includes most attitude-type data, 
especially where the subject of consumer attitudes is particular rather than general opinions 
- of your own and competitor companies, of a novel product, of a specific advert, etc. 
 
Between desk research and conventional fieldwork there are some useful hybrid activities.  
These include simple observation as a means of data collection and 'overview' interviews, 
both techniques within the resources of any 'do your own' researcher. 
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CONTACTS 
 

1 British Library, 96 Euston Road, St Pancras, London NW I 2DB.  Tel: 020 7412 7677.  Fax: 020 7412 7794 

2 CSO Newport Library and Information Service, Cardiff Road, Newport, Gwent NP10 8XG.  Tel: 01633 812973 

3 Trade Partners UK, 66-74 Victoria Street, London SW IE 6SW.  Tel: 020 7215 5444 

4 Aslib, The Association for Information Management, Staple Hall, Stone House Court, London EC3A 7PB, United Kingdom Tel: +44 (0) 20 7903 

0000 

5 Croner.CCH Group Ltd, 145 London Road, Kingston upon Thames,  Surrey KT2 6SR Tel: 020 8547 3333 Fax: 020 8547 2638 

6 European Directory of Marketing Information Sources, Euromonitor (see ref 19). 

7 Directory of International Sources of Business Information (Ball), Pitman Publishers, 128 Long Acre, London WC2E 9AN.  Tel:  020 7379 7383 

8 IRN SVP United Kingdom, Vigilant House, 120 Wilton Road, London W1V 1JZ Tel: 0207 8087107  Fax:  0207 8087108 

9 Profound, The Dialog Corporation, Palace House, 3 Cathedral Street LONDON SE1 9DE Tel: 020-7940-6900 

10 FT Profile, Financial Times Information Ltd, Fitzroy House, 13-17 Epworth Street, London EC2A 4DL.  Tel 0207 825 7902.  Fax: 0207 825 7988 

11 On Line Business and Company Databases (Parkinson), ASLIB (see ref 4) 

12 Directory of On Line Databases, Gale Research International, 110 St Martins Lane, London WC2N 4BA Tel: 020 72572930 Fax: 020 72572940 

13 Rubber & Plastics Research Association  - 00 1(330) 972 7197 

14 Companies House, Crown Way, Cardiff CF4 3UZ.  Tel: 0870 3333636; Fax: 029 20380900 

15 FT Interactive Data, 13 Epworth Street, London EC2A 4DL Tel: 0207 251 3333 

16 Annual Abstract of Statistics, (previously HMSO) The Stationery Office Ltd, 123 Kingsway, London WC2B 6BQ.  Tel: 0207 873 0011 

17 Guide to Official Statistics, The Stationery Office (see ref 10) 

18 Eurostat, Statistical Office of the European Communities, Jean Molinet Building, Rue Alcide de Gaspari, L-2920 Luxembourg.  Tel: +00(352)-

430133444 Fax: +00(352)-4301-35349 

19 United Nations Information Centre, 21st Floor, Millbank Tower, 21-24 Millbank, London SWIP 4QH.  Tel: 0207 630 1981.  Fax: 0207 976 6478 

20 OECD, 2 Rue Andre-Pascal, 75775 Paris CEDEX 16, France.  Tel: 00 33 01 45 24 82 00.  Fax: 00 33 01 45 24 85 00 (publications also from The 

Stationery Office - see ref 10). 

21 Dialog/Data-Star (part of Dialog Corporation), 3rd Floor, Palace House, 3 Cathedral Street, London SE1 9DE.  Tel: 020 7940 6900 

22 SMMT - Society Of Motor Manufacturers and Traders.  Forbes House, Halkin Street, London SW1X 7DS.  Tel: 020 7235 7000.  Fax: 020  7235 

7112 

23 Directory of British Associations, CBD Research, Chancery House, 15 Wickham Road, Beckenham, Kent BR3 5JS.  Tel: 020 8650 7745  Fax: 020 

8650 0768 

24 Marketsearch, Arlington Publications, 1 Hay Hill, Berkeley Square, London W1J 6DH.  Tel: 0207 495 1940 

25 Findex, available through Euromonitor, 60-61 Britton Street, London EC1M 5UX.  Tel: 0207 251 1105.  Fax: 020 7608 3149 

26 The Financial Times, Business Research Centre, Fitzroy House, 13-17 Epworth Street, London EC2A 4DL  Tel: 020 7970 0100 

27 Research Index Ltd, Becor House, Green Lane, Lincoln LN6 7DL  Tel: 01522 524212. 

28 BRAD, Maclean Hunter Limited, Chalk Lane, Cockfosters Road, Barnet, Herts EN4 OBU.  Tel: 0208 242 3000 

29 Pims, Pims UK Ltd, Mildmay Avenue, London N1 4RS.  Tel : 0207 226 1000 

30 Kompass, Reed Business Information, Windsor Court, East Grinstead, West Sussex RH19 1XA.  Tel: 01342 326972 

31 Key British Enterprises, Dun & Bradstreet, Holmers Farm Way, High Wycombe, Bucks HP12 4UL.  Tel: 01494 422000 

32 Current British Directories, CBD Research (see ref 17). 

33 UK Markets, Office of National Statistics, Cardiff Road, Newport, Gwent NP10 8XG.  Tel: 01633 815696 

34 Market Assessment of Top Markets, Market Assessment Publications, 5th Floor, 110 Strand, London WC2R 0AA.  Tel: 020 7836 5111 

35 Market Size Digest, Mintel International Group, 18 Long Lane, London EC1A 9HE.  Tel: 020 7606 4533. 

36 Eurostat Data Shop Luxembourg, 4, Rue Alphonse Weicker, B.P. 453, L-2014 Luxembourg, Phone: +352 43 35 22 51; Fax: +352 43 35 22 221 

and in the UK, Data Shop London, Room 1.015, Government Buildings, Newport South Wales, NP 10 8XG Tel: 020-7533 5676  Fax: 020-7533 5688
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