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Abstract: Times change. The research methodologies engineered around the structured, homogenous 

post-war societies of the 1950s have been losing their relevance and predictive power over the past 40 

years as society becomes more fragmented, complex and hip to the marketing game. Using a metaphor, 

the emergence of fuzz guitar in the 1960s (and by inference the subsequent rise of punk and hip hop as 

fragmented mirrors of today’s complex cultural landscape,) the author argues that market research 

methodologies must also start utilising similarly fuzzy thinking. He advocates a shift from single survey 

source to multiple sources, and a shift from classical statistical methods towards a greater use of fuzzy 

logic, Bayesian maths, Monte Carlo simulations and non-linear agent-based modelling to gain a better 

grasp of today’s consumer societies. And he doesn’t just talk about it. The author uses examples to 

illustrate these approaches and to suggest that tomorrow’s research methods are available and 

feasible right now.  

 

Did Norrie Paramor design your last research project? 

If you were alive in 1960, which for most researchers is more than a lifetime ago, then you 

might have fallen in love with the guitar sounds of Hank Marvin. As lead guitarist with The 

Shadows his sound personifies the clean, warm tones of the Fender Guitar, and if you were to 

take an oscilloscope and plug it in to Hank Marvin‟s amplifier, you would have seen exactly 

why the sound was so clean. The sound came out in nothing less than perfect sine waves. This 

is the nature of any pure musical note: the sound frequencies are simply sine waves which, in 

research terms share all the hallmarks of nice 

clean bell curve. No nasty skews, a nice even 

skedacity – no spikes: this is exactly the kind of 

thing you got in a lineal world. 

 

Despite menacing song titles like “Apache” and 

“Frightened City” this was safe pop music and it 

is difficult to imagine now, nearly 30 years after 

Punk and Hip Hop began overturning musical 

convention, that this kind of clean melodic pop 

was the absolute norm. Imagine flicking through 

every radio station on today‟s dial and hearing 

nothing but Boyzone and Westlife and no hip 

hop, rap, punk, metal, drum‟n‟bass or even rock. 

Just Westlife. Don‟t let anyone tell you those 

were the good old days. 

 

The Shadows recordings were arranged by an orchestral conductor, and easy-listening 

producer par excellence. Norrie Paramor was born in 1913 and died in 1979. His musical 
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roots lay in a simpler age where huge events – the wars, the depression – unified society, and 

the advent of single channel radio and television gave society only one unthreatening voice. 

  

I‟m not going out on any limb when I say that popular music is a good litmus for the times we 

live in, and that society‟s structure (not to mention the creamy stylings of Norrie Paramor) 

were under threat by the late 1950s. Rock & Roll was dividing society into the old and the 

young, but another gulf was opening between the overground mainstream, and the 

underground: the music that the BBC wouldn‟t play; the art that major galleries wouldn‟t 

show and the literature and drama that were rocking the literary establishment. 

 

The rumble that began in the early 1950s, and was musically inflamed by the riot-inducing 

screening of Rock Around the Clock in September 1956, has accelerated in the last 50 years.  

 

The tidy demographic and attitudinal categories that defined society in the 1950s have been in 

turn ripped, shredded, splintered, spat upon and 

tagged in subsequent decades.  

 

Just to take the pop music metaphor a step further – 

before I leap sideways and ask why market research 

still acts as if Norrie Paramor was the man behind 

our dominant methodologies – I want to point out 

one particular musical development that came 

along the same time as Hank Marvin. It goes back 

to the pure sine wave that emanates from a Fender 

guitar.  

 

Sure, it is true that the Shadows added effects such 

as echo, and tremolo, and occasionally when Hank 

hit the whammy bar (that mysterious lever on the 

front of the guitar) he would bend the sounds 

around: but what a few other musicians at the time 

were doing was pure anarchy by comparison. 

 

If you wanted to capture the rebellious youth spirit, if you wanted to offend the musical 

mainstream, you went for the very core of how sound was defined. Pure sine waves? I don‟t 

think so. By the late 1950s rock and roll musicians were roughing things up. Link Wray, 

leather jacketed leader of the Ray Men, took a razor to his loudspeakers and ripped big holes 

in them, then he played them at max volume to produce what can only be described as a 

seismic thunderation of reverb.  

 

Also in the USA, a top southern rockabilly guitarist Paul Burlison “invented” the fuzz guitar 

tone in time for a recording and a TV concert that opened the ears of guitarists everywhere. 

How did he get that sound?
2
  

 

The sound, the fuzz effect, is akin to taking a blunt ripsaw to the sine waves; reducing the neat 

curves to a series of jagged squares. Suddenly those neat lineal tones go all rough around the 

edges.  A characteristic of this effect is that it uses inputs from more than one source: not just 

input from the guitar, but the modulation that comes from fuzz circuitry. In this paper I‟ve 

peppered the pages with a few breakouts that trace the history of fuzz guitar – but of course 
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the purpose of this document is not to entertain you with musical anecdotes or to equip you 

for the trivia section next time you go to Quiz Night at your local. The real point is to ask 

what kind of statistical music you play when you conduct your research.  

 

Fuzzy research in a fuzzy world. 

 

The point of drawing parallels between music and society and research, is to pose a very 

serious question about the way we carry out our profession.  

 

 Is it fully appropriate in today’s complex society to conduct market and social research 

in a manner that is very little changed from the early 1950s? 

 

If society has changed dramatically since 1950, market research methods haven‟t.  

 

It is no surprise that we have been open to 

criticism, and it is no wonder that we‟re 

hearing a rising challenged, especially since 

the turn of this century, to consider new 

analytics to either replace or at least 

supplement the lineal, deterministic thinking 

of the past. Best example? You want a good 

example? In 2003 our colleague Anthony 

Tasgal laid down a particularly passionate 

argument for us to veer away from the old 

arithmocracy
3
. 

 

In blunt terms, traditional quantitative research 

looks at mass society and does things in big 

numbers. It is reductionist, and assumes that 

people make choices as lone individuals in 

response to stimuli, and it totally ignores the 

effects of connectivity at a micro-level: our 

human propensity to talk about stuff and pass judgment. A survey asks you if you saw the 

TVC for Brand Z, but doesn‟t ask you what you and friends think about Brand Z in general. 

The survey thinks that your purchase decision is only about how you responded to the 

promotion. 

 

To borrow from screen-writing parlance, surveys seldom if ever assume that we each have a 

back-story. Surveys are snapshots that use as their reference points (demographics, brand 

attitudes) things that may be little to do with who we are and where we are heading.  Far from 

being musicians in a grand orchestra, conducted by marketers and media, people are free 

agents who discover their own strategies for navigating this complex world. 

 

The world painted by the top-down, reductionist assumptions of traditional research 

simply bears no resemblance to the world in which you and I live. Let‟s accept that 

society has gone fuzzy and ragged around the edges, and that people don‟t behave 

quite like the marketing theory books of the 1960s told us. 
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An ancient pyramid in your own back yard. AIDA. 

 

To illustrate just how hidebound we are, let‟s look at one of the dominant models in 

marketing: the AIDA model and how it shapes the awareness research that almost all of us 

conduct.   

 

AIDA is a deterministic model and begins with the premise that advertising and marketing 

will work if the marketers first creates awareness and attention in the consumer – note “the 

consumer” that‟s apparently all they do - and then proceeds to stimulate interest, trigger 

desire and motivate action. AIDA treats the consumer as a somewhat passive player: a blotter 

who soaks up the message.  

 

There are several other advertising models, and some are bottom-up (that is, they begin with 

the consumer,) but what most of these models lack is a sense of two-way dialogue between 

the consumer and the brand. Many models are simply AIDA‟s younger cousins. Or should I 

say grandchildren. You might be surprised to find that the AIDA model was developed in 

1898. It is not even last century.
4
 Surely that alone ought to put the model on the Market 

Research Endangered Species Guide. 

 

Yet, if you look at the advertising tracking conducted by your research company (whether 

you‟re a marketer or you‟re part of that research company) I bet that what you‟ll see is that 

the research methodology is absolutely AIDA inspired. We ask the consumer about 

advertising awareness, and we ask for their unprompted and prompted recall of the brand – 

then we ask about „brands ever tried.‟ Attention. Interest. Desire. Action. Our questions 

follow this same structure. 

 

Even as we write the questionnaire we assume that consumers are on a lineal pilgrimage up 

the AIDA pyramid and that some will go the full distance and find redemption with Brand X 

while others will fall by the wayside and spend eternity with wretched Brand Y or Z. 

 

The thinking is very lineal. By lineal I mean: cause and effect. Run the TVC and attention, 

interest, desire and purchase will follow. By lineal I also mean incremental – the path to 

Brand X redemption is made up of single steps up that marketing pyramid. In a lineal world, 

1+1+1 = three. There‟s nothing grungy or alternative within the assumptions here. There are 

no shortcuts, secret tunnels, elevators, chair-lifts or other means of reaching the top of the 

pyramid.  

 

This kind of thinking doesn‟t fully explain the grungy, fuzzy, remixed world we live in. It 

doesn‟t explain the explosive adoption by consumers of fads, products and trends that have 

not even been advertised.  

 

Neither does this kind of thinking explain why some products that get all the ingredients right, 

and get all the promotional cues just right, and spend all the right advertising money in all the 

right places – why so many of these products die a grisly and immediate death in the market 

place. If traditional thinking is so darned robust, why does 1+1+1 equal Zero so very often?  
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So what‟s the alternative? Or perhaps, if you want to play it safe; what‟s a supplementary 

form of research and analysis? My argument is to look at our research subjects from a variety 

of ways. It‟s like taking a piece of music and handing it over to a variety of musicians to see 

what they‟ll do with it.  

 

Smith and Fletcher in their recently published “The Art and Science of Interpreting Market 

Research Evidence” argue for a holistic approach – using a combination of angles including 

traditional statistics. In effect they say we should keep Norrie Paramor on our payroll. But 

they also argue (too cautiously I believe,) that 

Bayesian statistical thinking provides the 

counterbalance to the traditional approach. 

 

But why stop there in our quest to incorporate a 

multi-tracked approach to recording human 

behaviour? Why not extend an invitation to the 

radical muse of non-linear mathematics? 

 

If we employ complexity and agent-based 

modelling we fundamentally challenge the 

spreadsheets which provide the basic rigid 

engineering of how we collect, store and analyse 

data. In the fuzzy world of genetic algorithms 

and models emergent behaviour spreadsheets are 

like mass graveyards. The new approaches focus 

on how people move, not on the boxes we wish 

to put them in. Using a survey to create a 

spreadsheet is rather like collecting butterflies and pinning them in neat rows on a big display 

board. We can describe each butterfly, but this is no way to describe how they behave as a 

group, as a flight of butterflies. 

 

In social terms non-linearity is present everywhere. It is there in the unexpected order that 

comes out of complexity (think of 10 million shouting, aggressive New Yorkers all doing 

their own thing – yet creating a basically functional city system.)  Non-linearity explains the 

unexpected traffic mayhem that ensues on the M1 when every individual motorist seeks, quite 

rationally, to maximise their speed and to overtake the slow.  The problem is not how fast the 

motorists are moving forward, but the speed at which their reactions are moving backwards 

down the queue and into quite unrelated contexts – at an estimated 630 mph.  

 
In a traditional survey, metaphorically, we might be measuring one effect (the average speed 

of each automobile) but be missing the real drama, which is the complex of ripples and 

interactions that happen when one idiot changes lane unexpectedly and we get the ensuing 

string of brake lights: a collective reaction that travels almost at the speed of sound back 

toward your car park as you leave this evening to head home. This is non-linearity. The flap 

of a butterfly wing, or the un-signalled lane-change manoeuvre of a would-be Michael 

Schumacher near Sheffield can spiral your planned evening into a long wait on the motorway.  

 

Non-linearity is a feature of complexity, and if one describes our society today – more so than 

it did in 1960 it is complexity.  

 

 There is greater diversity in our societies – by culture, by chosen lifestyle and by chosen 

attitude. 

 There is greater fragmentation, and far greater choice. 

 There is quicker communication time – so that the metaphorical crazy lane-change might 

affect all of us within minutes, and if in turn a few of us react too slowly, then we could 
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have societal mayhem within the hour. Consider how basically all of us, all around the 

world, ground to halt on September 11
th
, 2001 – stunned by some rather non-lineal events 

in New York. 

 Since 1960 power has been shifting from being top-down toward bottom-up. 

Underground producers propel much of the music industry – not the big labels. The 

internet has given greater collective buying power to consumers, at the expense of the 

retailers. 
5
  

 

The recipe of complexity is liable to be unstable. 

Investors who bet on the inevitable rise of the share 

market always seem to react in horror when the 

expected steady rise is interrupted by some kind of 

crash.  After WW2 the Dow Jones showed almost 

uninterrupted growth until 1987 except for a blip in 

1958 and another during the 1960s. But since then if 

we don‟t get an Asian crisis, an Enron, a US debt 

horror, a war or some other kind of fiscal surprise, 

then that truly is a surprise. Disruption is the norm. 

The underlying linear rules are being constantly 

interrupted. 

 

This quote from Japanese strategist Kenichi Ohmae 

is quite apt for today‟s researcher: 

 

“Phenomena and events in the real world do not always fit a linear model. Hence the most 

reliable means of dissecting a situation into its constituent parts and reassembling them in a 

desired pattern is not a step-by-step methodology such as systems analysis. Rather, it is that 

ultimate non-linear thinking tool, the human brain. True strategic thinking thus contrasts 

sharply with the conventional mechanical systems approach based on linear thinking. But it 

also contrasts with the approach that stakes everything on intuition, reaching conclusions 

without any real breakdown or analysis. No matter how difficult or unprecedented the 

problem, a breakthrough to the best possible solution can come only from a combination of 

rational analysis based on the real nature of things and imaginative reintegration of all the 

different items into a new pattern, using non-linear brainpower. This is always the most 

effective approach to devising strategies.”
6
 

 

A feature of most writing about non-linear methods in market research is that it stays in 

theory land.  

 

So, let‟s get practical. Let us look at four methods of fuzzy, grungy or non-lineal 

research and apply these to the question of how people go to the movies. This is like 

FMCG market research on speed.  
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Four fuzzy methods of assessing whether a movie will hit or miss. 

 

If anyone was to commission any of us to find out whether a movie was going to be popular 

or otherwise, how would we go about researching this question? Now careful, the failure rate 

of new movies is scary.  

 

The accepted, traditional quantitative approach would surely be to conduct a survey. We 

might ask about awareness of soon-to-be released movies, and the level of interest and the 

desire to see these movies. Surely Hollywood‟s movie industry, born in 1911 has espoused 

the AIDA model for almost 100 years with its trailers and publicity machine. So a traditional 

research approach might be just the ticket for assessing the likely success of a movie.
7
  

 

But, alas, something comes along to disrupt our plans. Or should I say some things come 

along: a series of non-lineal, discontinuous and complex events that are likely to conspire to 

twist the results of the survey. Let‟s look at a few. 

 

 We don‟t know what other movies will be released the same weekend as “our movie.” 

Will there be a blockbuster bigger than ours? 

 Neither do we know the complex dynamics that might occur given whatever mix of 

movies does happen appear the same weekend as our movie. For example what if there‟s 

a Titanic, and it is booked out and thousands of people now have to find an alternative 

movie?
8
  

 In fact because we don‟t know for sure which weekend the movie will be launched (our 

client can‟t confirm this) we don‟t know if this might be a big weekend for movies in 

general or a bad weekend for the movies.  

 We don‟t know if a calamitous event of some kind will hurt our movie – bad weather, a 

PR disaster or a sudden change in the public mood. How about those Twin Tower scenes 

that were originally scripted into Spiderman?  

 We don‟t know what the reviews will be like, or whether these will have a big effect 

(which they sometimes do) or a negligible effect (which sometimes happens too.) 

 We don‟t know the audience dynamics of this movie. Will people see this movie in pairs 

and couples (typical of a romantic movie) or will people go to this feature in groups? 

Here‟s a really good example of when surveys and spreadsheets capture individual 

opinion, but miss the group interactions. 

 Finally, we don‟t know the degree to which our client will heed our market estimates and 

promote the movie accordingly. This could be the start of some kind of self-perpetuating 

feedback loop where, if we estimate a small audience, the distributor will only spend a 

small marketing budget. Or big/big. 

 

Let‟s face it. A big survey is a pretty blunt instrument for predicting something that has not 

yet happened. How can we factor in all the uncertainties listed above? 
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8
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choice for all those who couldn‟t get into Titanic. It broke James Bond records as the top grossing 

Bond film of all time. (Not inflation adjusted.) 
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Perhaps the only cool thing about estimating a movie‟s performance is that our estimates will 

either be praised or trashed within a week or two of the movie‟s release. It‟s a risky business, 

but sped up compared to the long-lead-time world of FMCG. At least we get to see how well 

we did within a short timeframe. 

 

If the traditional big survey results are prone to real-life disruption, how do we pick 

up the fuzzy, grungy things that might happen? Well, here are four suggestions. 

 

Method One. Monte Carlo Simulation. 

 

This is based on an actual project my small firm did 18 months ago. We were asked to assess 

the likely performance of a small controversial movie made in that artistic capital: Australia.  

 

At the time there was absolutely zero publicity about the movie so a phone survey would have 

been somewhat pointless. We conducted a preview screening and invited the target audience 

of young 18-24 frequent movie goers and after the movie had them fill in a questionnaire. So 

far, so conventional. 

 

Next, after 10 days we went back to this same group and surveyed them again. Our premise 

was that movie publicity survives a great deal on peer-group buzz and not just on advertising, 

so our questions measured not just the Interest, Desire and “Likely Decision” to see the movie 

should it be released, (classic AIDA in other words) but also the degree to which the 

respondents talked about the movie to friends, and whether there were any signature scenes 

that were easy to describe and talk about.  

 

This is what I call the “Something About Mary hair gel scene effect.” In other words we 

roughed up the AIDA model just a little and our finding was that 40 per cent of the target 

market not only loved the movie, but would give the film a big buzz factor. After 10 days, we 

found, our respondents were still talking about this film and actually telling their friends about 

it. 

 

So we took our data a step further and did some volumetrics. From our 40 per cent we could 

work out how many tens of thousands would see the movie based on Census data. I told the 

client that assuming that the film would be screening over a few weeks and that word would 

get around – kick started by advertising, and fuelled by peer-group buzz and the trailers – it 

could expect several thousands of bums on seats. In New Zealand that‟s big business.  

 

But the client wasn‟t satisfied. They wanted to know, by next Friday, how much business the 

movie would do on opening weekend. Worse, they said, the TV Broadcasting Authorities had 

just banned the proposed TVC.  

 

Now what? There wasn‟t time to run any more surveys. This led us to conduct some 

modelling based on actual population numbers (the target market) multiplied by the 

percentage who we estimated would hear about the movie via radio advertising and savvy use 

of PR and trailers, and multiplying this group by the percentage (40 per cent, based on our 

own survey) to whom the publicity would appeal. 

 

We did this modelling using @Risk which is software that turns clean Norrie Paramor Excel 

data into ranged estimates – and then multiplies the formula using Monte Carlo simulation. 

The killer element of the formula was a simple observation based on some data we had from 

previously conducted tracking surveys. How many movies do young people see in a given 

month? 
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Given that our client‟s movie was not a blockbuster, and did not have the weight of 

Hollywood behind it, we presumed that at best this would be the number three movie in town, 

if it got released.  

 

How many young people see three movies in a month? The number is actually very skinny, 

something like 15 per cent. So by the time we multiplied our estimate by 0.15 our opening 

night guesstimate was having trouble filling up a single cinema at just one multiplex.  

Because the Monte Carlo simulation produced a ranged output it also emphasised that our 

dismal estimate was just the mean score.  

 

 

 

Above is the output from our model. No bar chart, pie chart or single estimated figure. Rather, 

what we got was a ranged estimate based on all our variables. And what a far cry from the 

“classic” result we first produced. I‟m afraid we‟ll never know how uncannily accurate our 

work was to prove. On the basis of our research the movie never got released. 

 

A feature of the Monte Carlo approach is that it depends very much on building a sound 

model. If we had forgotten the “how many movies per month” figure, or if we hadn‟t had this 

data so readily available from a nearby omni survey, our estimates might have proved quite 

different.  

 

This isn‟t necessarily a criticism of the method however; more an observation that wrong 

assumptions are more obvious in this kind of modelling than they are in typical surveys where 

few statistical procedures tell us how much of the story are explained by exogenous variables. 

 

Below are some non-classical elements of the Monte-Carlo method of analysis we employed: 
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Name of analytical approach Monte Carlo Simulation ð Risk Modelling 

Softwares The leading software is Palisadeôs @Risk however 
there are several competing products. 

Data sources Multiple data sources including survey or other sources 
- for example weather data, attendance figures etc. 
Requires Excel-style modelling based on formulas 
where the data can come from multiple sources.  

Does it use qualitative or òexpertó information? Yes. When estimating ñrangesò expert judgment is often 
required, and oneôs model may include ranged 
guesstimates. 

Does it enable what-if scenario testing? Yes 

Nature of the outputs. Not clean numbers so much as ranged outputs 
showing the range of probable outcomes. One can use 
slider controls with @Risk to estimate the chance of 
under or over performing set targets. Also analyses the 
main causes for risk in the model. Excellent for client 
interaction. 

Downsides Like all research, depends upon the quality of inputs 
and the thought that goes into the modelling.  

Upsides Appeals to clients for two reasons. Looks familiar and 
safe (it is an Excel plug-in) and the risk-estimate sliders 
greatly facilitate decision-making. 

 

 

Method Two. Agent Based Modelling. 

 

This is the most radical of non-lineal approaches and scares those clients who prefer to 

believe that everything is lineal and under control. But imagine if we could design a computer 

program that simulates how people make decisions to see a movie or buy a product or try a 

particular nightclub. To keep things within the power band of a good PC, we‟ll confine our 

model to 180 individuals, all doing their own thing. 

 

Use of these models is becoming widespread though almost exclusively outside of the market 

research industry. They are commonly used to plan pedestrian and vehicular traffic flows as 

well as store design and, in one example I saw, the layout of cinemas noting how people 

somewhat annoyingly, like to sit near the aisle and block the whole row of empty seats from 

latecomers. The model helped architects choose between having one, two or three aisles by 

allowing them to watch agents walk into the cinema and take their seats. I wish they had 

added another realistic dimension: the man with the Afro, the lady with Big Hair. You know 

them; they always come in late and sit in those seats that were gloriously empty thanks to a 

person you now recognise: the person who takes the aisle seat.  

 

I should add that agent-based models have been used on the other side of the screen, having 

been employed in Hollywood animation ever since the 1990s to help simulate realistic crowd 

scenes. 

 

But how about outside the cinema? In our agent-based model, MacroCosm, which our small 

firm developed and has used since 2001, the individuals or agents are each programmed in 

terms of 12 human dimensions including their adoptiveness, their level of interest, their 

propensity follow (or reject) the crowd as well as their capacity to influence others, or be 

influenced by others. 
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These are the sorts of interactions that spreadsheets just aren‟t engineered to capture. 

 

So what we do is programme our 180 agents to reflect the gamut of human attitudes and 

adoptive behaviours. These are based on quant research we‟ve conducted, but our modelling 

may include various assumptions and guesstimates including the presumed attractiveness of 

the various movies on offer. 

 

A feature of these simulation models is that they will produce different outcomes each time 

you run them. So what you need to do is run these plenty of times, and to record the 

outcomes. We‟ll soon find whether our movie tends to succeed or tends to bomb badly.  

 

We once ran this on a new energy drink, launched in New Zealand by Coca Cola, and despite 

the fact that in our simulation we assumed Coke would back their brand with a heavy 

marketing spend, the brand failed in 45 out of 50 simulations. As a result, we told our client 

(who is not Coca Cola) to not even react to their new rival in the energy category. Eventually 

the new entrant was delisted. 

 

In the next three screen shots we show different stages of a simulation. The small sperm-like 

creatures are consumers. The large dots are the various new release movies, and each has 

been given a greater or lesser “attractiveness.” One thing is for sure: a greater attractiveness is 

no guarantee that our agents will all flock (or swim) toward the market leader. In our model, 

agents turn red when they discover “our brand” and a red agent is capable of convincing a 

blue agent that they, too, must try red.  

 

This is epidemiology at work. Random, viral and prone to outbreaks we don‟t expect. 

 

 
 

Because simulation modelling is interactive, and allows us to play “what if” users are in a 

position as market research gurus to learn from the results and understand what it is that 

makes our movie more successful or less so. Three lessons from our simulations are: 

 

 Art house movies that appeal to passionate early adopters need a longer cinema run. 

The right crowd will come – but they won‟t discover this one overnight.  

 Movie promotions that play on mass hysteria, (have you seen the movie everybody is 

talking about yet?) are volatile. This is a risky promotional strategy. Crowds may 

come in their droves – they may ignore you in their droves. 

 A successful strategy for a small movie is to “position” it near a big movie. That is – 

if a blockbuster comedy is playing, snuggle your movie up (marketing-wise) as the 

“same as the blockbuster only wittier/edgier/goofier…” or whatever. Make it a close 

alternative. 
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Would a regular survey produce those kinds of recommendations? 

 

Name of analytical approach Agent Based Modelling 

Softwares There are specialists who develop these kinds of model 
using Java.  

Data sources Previous understandings are fed into these models ï 
thereôs a big element of interpretation and guesstimate 
work at this level. 

Does it use qualitative or òexpertó information? Yes 

Does it enable what-if scenario testing? Yes 

Nature of the outputs. Interactive models and clear guidelines about optimum 
decisions. Excellent for client interaction. 

Downsides Like all research, depends upon the quality of inputs. 
Radical process scares the spreadsheet-oriented 
clients. Outputs are guidelines only ï not rigorous 
metrics.  

Upsides Enables a holistic view of a complex picture. The 
model-building process helps frame the real questions 
we should be asking. By running the models repeatedly 
we see the fuzziness of reality: identical inputs can 
produce a range of outputs. This is good for learning. 

 

 

Method Three. Neural Networking. 

 

The theory behind neural networks and computer learning goes back to the mid 1950s around 

about the same time as Link Wray was slashing his loudspeakers and LA-based surf guitarist 

Dick Dale was blowing up his Fender Amps quicker than Leo Fender could create new 

models.  

 

The thing that hindered neural networking was the same problem faced by Dick Dale: not 

enough processing power
9
. Leo Fender solved his problem with his immortal Showman 

amplifier, to make Dale the self-professed Godfather of Loud.
10

 Likewise the increased power 

of the PC has put computer learning on your own laptop. 

 

Neural Networks enable you to take all your existing survey data and to see patterns that are 

far more complex than we can achieve by running regular descriptive statistics, or even 

deeper analytics such as Factor Analysis.  

 

A good Neural Network software will take 70 columns and 1000 rows of data and maybe run 

for several hours as it tries hundreds of thousands or even millions of iterations to find various 

combinations of formulae to explain who would – or wouldn‟t see the movie. Along the way 

it may discard several variables as being consistently irrelevant to the story. This is a very 

humbling thing if you wrote the questionnaire and now discover that your killer questions are 

now being discarded, left right and centre. This is like Deep Blue, the IBM super computer, 

                                                 

9
 History and Principles of Neural Networks to 1960 by David D. Olmsted (Copyright - 1998, 1999).: 

http://neurocomputing.org/History/body_history.html 

 
10

 From author‟s own correspondence in 1998 with Dick Dale, King of the Surf Guitar. 
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outwitting Kasparov, the world‟s leading chess player. Where most humans have trouble 

doing multivariate analysis using three or four variables (combos of age/gender/socio for 

example) a Neural Network can juggle dozens of variables at once. 

 

The real difference is that a Neural Network is generally more predictive than any of us 

human counterparts. A good analyst might point to a few discrete variables that most likely 

predicate high attendance for our movie, the Neural Network will likely deliver a richer, more 

informative story involving combinations of the variables. 

 

A secondary difference is that we can create the optimum network on half our data, and then 

tweak some of the variables in the second half of our database to see what how these changed 

conditions affect the results.  Thus we can change some of the assumptions such as: what if a 

blockbuster is released the same week as our movie? (Let‟s make it a super-block-buster and 

see how this affects our own results.)  

 

Suddenly we are no longer confined to the reporting of historic results: what people happened 

to think the weekend we ran the survey. We can experiment a little and play what-if?  

 

Name of analytical approach Neural Networking 

Softwares There are many softwares available. A good one is 
Statistica but EasyNN-Plus is ridiculously easy to use 
and inexpensive.  

Data sources Requires a spreadsheet of data; however this may 
have been constructed from multiple sources. 

Does it use qualitative or òexpertó information? It can do ï but most users stick to whatôs already on the 
spreadsheet. 

Does it enable what-if scenario testing? Yes 

Nature of the outputs. Indicates the family or combination of variables that 
most drive the output (and the power of each variable) 
ï and indicates which variables are irrelevant.  

Downsides Slightly scary for conservative users and clients. Output 
metrics will require interpretation or adjustment. 

Upsides Enables a holistic view of a complex picture. Akin to 
factor analysis, much of the value in NN exercises is to 
understand the themes underneath the data. Unlike 
Factor Analysis however, NNs enable what-if scenario 
testing to produce a rich platform for learning. 

 

Method Four. A Bayesian Model. 

 

The cool thing about Bayesian maths is that it allows us to incorporate observed data (from 

surveys for example) alongside unobserved data which we can fill in with informed 

guesstimates. Straight away we are combining quantitative data with more qualitative 

findings. 

 

This is fully in sync with the central argument of the text: The Art and Science of Interpreting 

Market Research Evidence by David Smith and Jonathan Fletcher which seeks to integrate 

qualitative and quantitative thinking, and to utilise existing prior knowledge rather than doing 

the classic scientific thing of building each hypothesis from scratch. 
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Smith and Fletcher, as I‟ve noted, urge us to think holistically, and I‟d add that the process of 

building a Bayesian model, not merely to employ the attitude but the software, is a terrific 

workshop for one‟s thinking.  

 

A Bayesian model is basically a flow chart constructed of factors that may influence each 

other and influence decision-making. Behind every node in the Bayesian model is a set of 

hard data (based on observations) or soft-data (based on our prior understandings or 

estimates) and when you run the model the information from all the inputs is reconciled. You 

can play “what if” with data in one cell, and the probabilities in the rest of the diagram will be 

adjusted accordingly. For example: “what if the reviews for our movie are really negative? Or 

positive?” Adjust this one node and the whole model adapts and we get to see the result. So 

we don‟t just do the traditional thing of offering our client an indication of what might happen 

“on average” – rather – we can offer them a range of scenarios. 

 

Once more, this is a form 

of multivariate analysis 

that allows us to be a lot 

more complex than we 

can generally manage 

with traditional analysis. 

We can factor in all sorts 

of conditional 

relationships (Example: “I 

will veto this movie if the 

reviews AND my friends 

are unanimous in 

damning it.”) as well as 

causal relationships 

between the variables. 

This kind of modelling 

brings the data alive. 

 

At the heart of building a 

Bayesian model is one‟s 

understanding of simple 

heuristics: the shorthand 

rules that humans develop in order to process complex information. For example I‟ve seen 

surveys which ask respondents to rate soap on more than a dozen variables from 

attractiveness of the pack through to the lathering properties, the wear-out, the fragrance and 

price etcetera. But as shoppers we don‟t go through such a massive matrix each time we buy 

our Lux. If you watch shoppers, many simply smell the soap before they put it in the trolley 

(“Yep, still smells like my favourite soap.”) and maybe check the price. Just two variables let 

the consumer know that the manufacturers haven‟t messed around with the formula and that 

the value equation we‟ve already accepted is still acceptable. End of story. 

 

So in building a model for movie-going behaviour we need to understand how groups of 

movie-goers make up their minds about which movie to see. What are the heuristics at work? 

We might discover these through qualitative research including observation, interviews and 

simulation games with our colleagues. We can then apply these understandings to some quant 

data (that traditional survey we first thought about, for example.) 

 

As with each of the other three approaches assembled as a quartet in this paper, the process of 

analysis is more interactive and less rote than we may be used to with traditional analysis. 

Metaphorically, one needs to spend longer tuning the guitar and experimenting with the 

effects pedals.  
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Name of analytical approach Bayesian Modelling 

Softwares Try Baysia or the far less expensive Netica ï both 
enable swift learning and an intuitive model-building 
process.  

Data sources Survey data, previous understandings and 
guesstimates. 

Does it use qualitative or òexpertó information? Yes 

Does it enable what-if scenario testing? Yes 

Nature of the outputs. Interactive models and clear guidelines about optimum 
decisions. Excellent for client interaction. 

Downsides Like all research, depends upon the quality of inputs. 
Requires a fundamental understanding of heuristics 
and time to build the model. 

Upsides Enables a holistic view of a complex picture. The 
model-building process helps frame the real questions 
we should be asking. 

 

So there you have it. Four quite straightforward examples of non-
traditional analysis at work. Why donôt you use them? 

 

What I‟ve set out to do is show that if we are serious about challenging traditional 

quantitative research approaches, or at least to supplement these with methods that 

produce alternative and richer insights, then the technology is available right here, 

right now, and these alternative methods are quite approachable. You don‟t have to be 

a maths genius to make these approaches work.  

 

So why don‟t more researchers currently use a suite of fuzzy and non-linear methods? 

There are plenty of reasons to which others have alluded. Physics Envy is a nice way 

of putting things. However here is my opinionated list of why too much research 

sounds so Norrie Paramor: 

 

 Comfort with the familiar – and fear of change and risk. If we assume the 

world is linear, then it seems so much safer. Let others journey to the edge of 

the world, let them fall off.  

 We are governed more by client ignorance than we might care to admit. 

Clients aren‟t research experts, and they aren‟t they the ones who get angsty 

when the numbers don‟t add to 100? They crave certainty, and we‟re not sure 

that we want to tell them that reality has furry edges. 

 Classic, top down factory-like structures of big research companies. Large 

research companies have got that way through replicable use of standardised 

cookie-cutter procedures. Bar charts. Pies. Crosstabs. These companies are led 

by skilled business people, but not by mathematical adventurers. 

 

Those are my observations. 
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So, a guitar smashing finale? 

 

The rise of guitar fuzz and distortion came in the 50s and 60s in a period of social revolution. 

Perhaps it was fitting that at Woodstock, the cultural pinnacle of the 1960s, guitarists would 

not simply challenge the linear sine waves of their parents‟ music, but take the argument to its 

extreme by destroying the guitars that made the sound. Pete Townsend of The Who smashed 

his guitar onto the stage while Jimi Hendrix set his guitar on fire. Should we be doing the 

same to our classic quantitative research methods? Sometimes I think so.  

 

It ought to be in the nature of inquisitive, innovative people like researchers to continuously 

challenge their own establishment. There‟s a point, surely, when the use of non-holistic 

methods is not so much advantageous as simply lazy: a case of us being stuck in an old, 

narrow groove. 

 

Yet there is no need to smash up your SPSS 

Stratocaster. What this paper is challenging you 

to do is to pick up a few readily available effects 

pedals and start exploring alternative ways to 

discover and tell your stories. I‟ve set out four 

quite achievable ways we can extend quantitative 

research to broaden and deepen our 

understanding of the markets and societies we 

research. The results, in terms of real 

understanding and insight, are well worth it.  

 

Conclusion. 

 

Our social universe and our marketplaces have 

become a lot more complex since the 1950s and 

1960s which is when most of our current 

quantitative methodologies were already in their 

heyday. It is appropriate to ask whether our mostly linear methodologies are up to the task of 

giving our clients the insights and the edge they desire. Traditional methods fail to read the 

complex, networked, free-willed nature of today‟s people in today‟s society. 

 

Not only is it appropriate, it is also feasible to supplement our traditional methods with a suite 

of fuzzier, grungier or non-linear research approaches. 

 

The feasibility is important. There has been a growing body opinion from business strategists 

to research practitioners that our approach needs to be less lineal and more holistic. But much 

of this opinion leaves it at that, so in this paper we have set out to demonstrate four quite 

practical methods of research design and data analysis that challenge the rigidity of our linear, 

spreadsheet-dominated methodologies.  

 

If we want to get less linear in our approach, then we need to challenge the old engineering of 

our research and analytical design and supplement this with alternative approaches. The 

cutting edge theories (and softwares) are within the ready grasp of the market research 

profession. What‟s the advantage, exactly, in limiting ourselves to a narrow, dated and too-

often unsuccessful approach? So it is with any Norrie Paramor album, traditional research 

also comes laden with strings. 
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