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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 
 

 

Is market research becoming more of a manipulator than a 

messenger? 
 

In a provocative address Dr Ben Goldacre, writer and broadcaster and author of 

the ‘Bad Science’ column in The Guardian accused the market research industry of 

making its living from distorting people’s views. He was speaking at the Debating 

Group debate at the House of Commons on 16 March 2009 on the motion ‘Market 

research is becoming more of a manipulator than a messenger’. The Debate was 

sponsored by The Market Research Society and chaired by Lord McIntosh of 

Haringey (Andrew McIntosh). 

 

Ben Goldacre asserted that everyone knows that market research produces half-truths 

to push brands – that its remit is PR. He had come across many surveys which turned 

out to be flawed, yet when he attempted to find out about the raw data, how they were 

weighted and the sample size, he was refused. He maintained that the cornerstone of 

good research is transparency, but much research is not about truth and reality but PR. 

 

He cited three examples of flawed surveys: 

 

• A survey about children’s knowledge of the Holocaust and Auschwitz. The 

results showed that only 37% of children knew that 6 million Jews had been 

killed in the Holocaust and many thought Auschwitz was the name of a beer! 

This survey was widely reported in the press to illustrate children’s ignorance of 

the Holocaust. In fact the survey had been carried out with a sample of young 

children, whereas Holocaust studies are taught in schools at Key Stage 9 when 

the children are 14. According to Ben Goldacre, it was therefore stupid to use a 

younger sample for the survey. When questions were asked as to how the data 

were weighted the research company refused to give details. Dr Goldacre 

maintained that if stories are given to the media as facts, it is quite reasonable to 

ask for details. 

• A survey for Lloyds Pharmacy on a carbon monoxide detector for boilers found 

that a third of council residents had not had their boilers fixed, with resultant 

headlines in the press. In fact councils were better at fixing boilers than many 

private owners and in any case many boilers were electric so the survey was not 

applicable. So there was no scandal about people who hadn’t had their boilers 

fixed. Again the raw data was difficult to obtain. 

• A survey by Esure found that bin collection for compost had produced a massive 

amount of vermin. Again there was a great deal of publicity about the findings 

and problems about obtaining the raw data. 
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Ben Goldacre criticised the market research industry for not having the same standards 

of peer review as in the academic world and for doing nothing to stop this bad research. 

 

He concluded by criticising The Market Research Society for sending out a flyer about 

the Debate which misquoted him. 

 

Our currency is accuracy 

 

Opposing the motion, Ben Page, Managing Director, Ipsos MORI, commented on the 

irony of journalists accusing the market research industry of manipulation. If the 

statement in the motion was true, be believed survey research would cease to exist as it 

would not be worth paying for. He pointed out that two-thirds of market research results 

are never published. 65% of Ipsos MORI research comes from large-scale trading 

studies which are not intended for public consumption or media release. Surveys are 

frequently designed to obtain image not information. That is the reason organisations 

pay millions of pounds to get data. Less than 1% is the stuff Ben Goldacre is 

complaining about. Bad research happens as does bad journalism. Ben Page stressed 

‘We try hard not to have bias – our currency is accuracy’. There are very many ways in 

which surveys can be biased – e.g. yea-saying, split sampling etc. The job of research 

companies is to avoid it and they spend endless time combating bias. Responsible 

organisations which conduct political polling belong to the British Polling Council 

which expects companies to publish full data and details of methodology. The idea that 

responsible research companies would put out low quality research about Auschwitz 

and rubbish bins is a distorted view of the industry. The Market Research Society tries 

to avoid bias, disciplining bad practice and insisting on transparency regarding 

methodology. However, it would be good if the MRS attacked voodoo polling more 

actively. 

 

If we are looking at belief in statistics, media reporting does far more to damage 

statistics of all types than any bias in opinion polls. Reporting on the British Crime 

Survey is an example of distorted reporting. No one is pretending that examples of bad 

research do not exist, but they are a tiny fraction of all research and to suggest that 

market research is a manipulator not a messenger, is itself a gross distortion. 

 

Public opinion as a construct 

 

Seconding the motion, David Walker, Managing Director of the Audit Commission, 

after a long and distinguished career as Editor of the Guardian’s Public magazine, 

began by quoting Mark Antony’s speech in Julius Caesar as an example of market 

research turning into manipulation.  He pointed out that Alastair Hannay in his book On 

the Public suggested that once Mark Antony sensed the effect his words had already 

made upon those assembled he seized the opportunity and turned them into arsonists. 

 

David Walker seconded the motion on two grounds: 

• Rejection of the idea that competitive markets need ‘truth’ 

• Much market and social research is methodologically flawed in substituting the 

researcher’s or client’s view of the world for that of the respondent and, in 

passing off the result as reality, manipulates the common grasp of social, 

economic and cultural possibilities.            

 

Focussing on the first argument, David Walker maintained that among the multitude of 

lessons from the current crisis is the contingent, perhaps even the inverse relationship of 
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corporate success to reality, at least in the short to medium run. In the long run we’re 

either dead or the government has changed or we’ve forgotten what things were like at 

the start. Von Hayek preached that markets are great finders out of things. Classical 

theory says – and market research subsists on this – that competitive success rests upon 

finding out what people want, then supplying it. But product markets are not so 

different from the markets for financial services in which, we now know from the rise 

of credit derivative instruments, people buy things amid deepest ignorance from people 

who semi-understand the product and, if they do, conceal its true nature. It follows that 

obfuscation wins competitive advantage. In such circumstances the role of the market 

researcher is to compound customer ignorance and confuse market regulators. 

 

Moving on to the second argument, David Walker suggested that implicit in much 

social and market research is that the people being asked questions know things. If they 

don’t we have a problem with their views which, if not acknowledged, means the entire 

exercise is in many ways an exercise in the construction of reality rather than disclosing 

a pre-existing reality. As such it is more like a manipulator than a messenger. As an 

illustration David Walker cited the question ‘Which party has the best policies on 

family issues?’. When a company such as Ipsos MORI asks this question it makes the 

assumption that respondents know a) what political parties are b) what their policies are 

and c) have a view about ‘the issues’ as predefined by the pollsters or their clients who 

have a set of interests either in the articulation of certain ‘issues’ or in the apparent 

dynamics of attitudinal shifts. But, in this example, what do we know about the state of 

the public’s knowledge? Sir Bob Worcester’s list of do’s and don’ts on the Ipsos 

website says a ‘don’t’ is assuming ‘knowledge on the part of the respondent which he or 

she might not have’. David Walker’s point was that you could safely ask which party 

has the best policies on x or y, provided your caveat is ‘to 70% of our sample the 

question was meaningless and is instead of a coherent answer we got a reflex’. He 

suggested that opinion polling is an opportunity for expression of private sentiment in 

public: generally it is regarded as an occasion for articulating negatives. He had heard 

Ben Page explain how a professed attitude towards say, the NHS, is actually a general 

view about the state of things. In other words, what gets presented as opinion is a 

construct. 

 

David Walker concluded “A long time ago a Tory Prime Minister opined that public 

opinion was ‘a great compound of folly, weakness, prejudice, wrong feeling, right 

feeling, obstinacy and newspaper paragraphs’. You would need to update that by adding 

polling data. Pollsters are not messengers; they are makers and shapers of that 

compound”. 

 

Competition for accuracy 

 

Seconding the opposition, Andrew Hawkins, Founder and Chief Executive, 

ComRes, defined the word ‘manipulation’ as ‘exerting shrewd or devious influence 

especially for one’s own advantage’. The word derives from ‘manus’ (hand) suggesting 

intent to fabricate reality. There is a suggestion of malice in the definition. 

 

He put forward three reasons for opposing the motion: 

• Those who accuse market researchers of manipulation tend to be those who 

don’t agree with the results 

• British people are less liberal and more conservative than a lot of people in the 

media. A poll-led world would results in: 

– Capital punishment 

– Abortion on demand – except where it’s a woman’s right to choose 
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 – A tax rate of zero 

– No immigration 

– MPs would get no salary and no expenses. 

 

Market research does not manipulate public policy. Market research results are 

sometimes distorted, but not by researchers but by the media, often to try to advise 

the agenda of journalists themselves. People buy newspapers that tend to reinforce 

their views and journalists put spin on the results. There are a minority of cases 

where polls should be taken apart and ridiculed but much depends on the literacy of 

people writing about the polls. The vast majority of researchers care passionately 

about the truth. If the medical world had been subject to peer scrutiny the MMR jab 

would not have been so controversial.  

• The motion suggests a move from a golden, innocent age when market research 

was done by eggheads in white suits with clipboards, but is now becoming a 

dark art. In fact there is now competition for accuracy. Polls are subject to public 

scrutiny. Never before have polls been so picked apart, particularly with the 

mass coverage of the Internet. You have to give full details about polls. 

 

The bottom line is that the motion is not true. Consumer behaviour does not follow 

‘cod’ polls. David Walker quoted Warren Buffett: “A public opinion poll is no 

substitute for thought”. Market research is no more a manipulator than a doctor. 

 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

Contributors from the floor made the following points: 

 

For the motion:  

 

• The market research industry has responsibility for the interpretation and use of 

the market research it provides. It is not good enough to say there are exceptions 

or ‘it’s not our fault’. Manipulation is about allowing data to be used in a way 

that is not suitable. The market research community is in a position to say ‘that 

is not right’. The representatives of the industry should take more responsibility 

about the use of the data. What is alarming is that there is not a debate about 

responsibility. By all means amuse ourselves with exceptions but we have to be 

concerned about the way market research is managed. To vote in support of the 

motion is a way of saying ‘become messengers and stop being manipulators’. 

• The title of the motion is incorrect. Market research is being manipulated by the 

media and dodgy researchers. The industry has to get its act together: it is being 

denigrated. 

 

Against the motion: 

 

• Market research can easily be distorted. It is sometimes weak: asking people to 

imagine things they know nothing about is not good research. But there are other 

kinds of manipulation which are much more serious: in politics, the financial 

sector, medicine. Evidence and facts are the most important elements and market 

research can generate these. 

• The contributor had great sympathy with Ben Goldacre for being misquoted. He 

himself had been misquoted in the media. Media often have an axe to grind 

when they are reporting research. Bad research has always been a problem, but it 

is now easier to identify with the Internet and computers. Market research has 
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not become more manipulative, but less because it is now easier to detect fraud. 

With the recession people are not going to pay for bad research. Bad research 

will get a name in the trade and be avoided. There has always been an element in 

research that is used by media and politicians for their own agendas e.g. The 

British Crime Survey. 

• The contributor commented on the incompetencies of journalists rather than 

market researchers. Market research acts as a communication channel between 

buyers and sellers. This is not manipulation but communication. 

• Market researchers are paid to provide information to clients, who themselves 

use the data. The contributor commented that much academic research is based 

on spurious data – the peer group system can allow inaccurate research to be 

disseminated. 

• The contributor cited the MMR case. So many journalists do not engage with 

science and statistics. They pick out outliers in research without understanding 

the statistics. It is the responsibility of journalists to engage with science. 

• The Market Research Society sponsored this debate. It is interested in seeing 

data presented truthfully and responsibly. 

 

Neutral: 

 

• The contributor asked what is going to happen in this debate. “Perhaps we ought 

to research how we are going to vote? And how will Ben Goldacre report it?” 

The motion is confusing. 

• It doesn’t actually matter whether market research is a manipulator or a 

messenger. Research is not always what respondents say but what they mean. 

Our job is to interpret data and enable clients to use them. 

 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing-up for the opposition Ben Page stressed that 99% of survey research is 

nothing like the cases described by Ben Goldacre. Standards and transparency are 

increasing. Accuracy is also increasing as is our sophistication in terms of 

understanding data about consumer behaviour. There is nowhere to hide from the level 

of detail we are required to give. 

 

Public opinion is a construct – qualitative research demonstrates this. Market research 

tries to understand people. 

 

If you are looking at quantitative research it is probably more open to scrutiny than ever 

before. The idea that we are turning into spin doctors has to be rejected. 

 

Summing up for the motion Ben Goldacre commented on the examples of market 

researchers distorting evidence and arguing instead that doctors, academics and 

journalists are bad. He pointed out: “I myself have criticised the work of doctors, 

academics and journalists, but nobody in this room has criticised the work of market 

researchers”. 

 

Andrew Wakefield who disseminated the questionable research about MMR is being 

investigated by the GMC. Medicine acknowledges serious problems. Critical self-

appraisal is the core of any profession and Ben Goldacre exhorted the market research 
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industry to set about policing market research and flagging up any failures. He 

concluded “If you vote against the motion you will prove my point!” 

 

The Result 

 

 The motion was defeated. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 11th May 2009 sponsored by the Marketing 

Communications Consultants Association. Details from the Debating Group Secretary, 

Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 8994 9177) e-mail: dblythe@varinternational.com     

 


