
  

 

 
 

 
 

A Parliamentary forum for Marketing Debate 

 

 

 

‘Government expects market research to take its decisions’ 
 
For the motion: Michael Warren, Consultant and a former Director General of The Market Research Society 

     Nick Jankel-Elliott, Director of Planning, Happy Dog Group 

 

Against the motion: Deborah Mattinson, Joint Chief Executive, Opinion Leader Research 

            Peter Kellner, political journalist and Chairman of yougov.com 

 

According to Michael Warren it seems more than likely that the government is too dependent on research 

findings. He was speaking at the Debating Group debate on the motion ‘The Government expects market 

research to take its decisions’ at the House of Commons on 25 November 2002. The debate was sponsored 

by The Market Research Society and chaired by Lord McIntosh of Haringey. 

 

Michael Warren was standing in at very short notice for Peter York, who was indisposed. Michael Warren 

stressed that he was second to none in his belief in the importance of research in providing industry, commerce 

and government with the information it needs – and can often get from no other source – to help it provide its 

customers, the public, with better products and services than would otherwise be possible. But the misuse of 

research is widespread. What we now have is research which is used, not to understand the world, but to change 

it – research that is created to push one case or another. One of the unintended consequences of the success of 

market research is the BBC’s and others’ obsession with ‘what the viewers think’, curiously a  spin-off from 

survey research. Research has legitimised the importance of public opinion. But the disciplines in data 

collection and evaluation which are the foundation stone of good research have been flung out of the window to 

give us the voice, not of the people, but of the person, however ignorant or self-selecting that person may be.  

 

Michael Warren argued that one of the depressing things about observing the world of politics is the repeated 

reminder that politicians lie to us. “So when we are told that this Government is not  driven by market research, 

not driven in particular by focus groups, what are we to make of it? Particularly when, for example in matters of 

home affairs a Labour Government has moved, extraordinarily, from so many ‘small-l’ liberal positions to so 



many ‘big I’ illiberal positions”. He also drew attention to Andrew Rawnsley’s book ‘Servants of the people: 

the inside story of New Labour’, which has 12 different index references to opinion polls, nine references to 

focus groups and 31 references to Philip Gould. Is this level of input from research a distortion? 

 

The government, despite its record on Freedom of Information, is perhaps the best-known government, in terms 

of its inner workings, that we have ever had. “I simply don’t believe, given all the evidence that has come our 

way, that this government does not rely to a disturbing extent on research, not simply to know what people are 

thinking, but in deciding what to do”. 

 

Clients, including government clients, have a duty to find out what the public thinks and equally have a duty to 

ignore it, if, from their position of greater knowledge, they think other factors are more important. Michael 

Warren feels that this balance is not right at the moment. What would make it worse would be if the research 

that is playing rather too great a part in government decision-making was also bad research. 

 

Michael Warren concluded: “We cannot know if the government is too dependent on research. Even those who 

do robust and independent research for the government can’t ever quite know…. But for the moment, at the 

very least, it seems more than likely that the government is rather too dependent on research findings. And that, 

I think, is troubling”. 

 

Ideology 

 

Opposing the motion, Deborah Mattinson interpreted the motion as suggesting that this government will do 

anything to be liked. She refuted this very strongly. The government has many policies which are unpopular eg 

the Dome, top-up fees, its stance on the firemen’s demands. There seems to be a belief that the use of market 

research in government was invented by New Labour, but in fact it has been used by governments and in 

politics for a long time. Tim Bell used focus groups to advise Mrs Thatcher. 

 

Deborah Mattinson believed that the underlying suggestion in the motion, that this government has no ideology, 

is incorrect. The government has clear ideology. There has been a genuine attempt to heal old divisions. It 

believes that you can deal with social injustice in the context of a market. This is genuine ground-making 

policy. And the government seeks to do this in a consensual, not confrontational way. It is conviction politics. 

Doing what it believes to be right may not always be popular: its stance on Iraq and education may not be 

popular but they are based on ideological-driven decision-making. 

 

Of course, the government uses research – it would be crazy not to. But it uses it to keep ‘in touch’, to inform 

policy development and for communications. It believes in consultation and democracy from the bottom-up. 

 

Insight 

 

Seconding the motion Nick Jankel-Elliott stressed that market research itself cannot make decisions. Decisions 

are made by human beings who interpret the research. Research, however, is fundamental to all the decisions 

that are made. But this is not new. Governments have always used research to drive their decision making – the 

Domesday Book and the Census are both examples of research approaches. And there is good reason to use 

research. The Poll Tax is an example of what the consequences can be if it is not used. 

 

The government is typically full of middle-class white Anglo-Saxon males whose worldview is far from the 

high modernity, multiracial, multicultural society that we live in today. The changing national make-up, 

demographics, tastes and national, regional and global sympathies make it difficult for government to develop 



policies that work for society. The best way to transcend this gap is to engage in market research. The word 

market can be negative for politicians. No company or government will make decisions merely on numbers or 

quotes from a focus group. Market research is based not only on surveys, focus groups and opinion polls, but 

interpretive, experienced understanding, taking account, for instance, of body language, tone, question order 

and research effects. Nick Jankel-Elliott believes “Engaging, observing or understanding the populace to 

generate and innovate policies that fit their needs is crucial to a successful government”. This is what the 

commercial world has been doing with increasing sophistication for years. Consumers and voters are the same 

people. If one looks at voter turnout, Tesco has more regular customers than does government. Companies like 

Tesco, Orange and Microsoft use enormous amounts of market research to make better decisions. These 

companies would not be accused of using market research in a negative way, or of not having a vision or 

ideology. Market research is about understanding people as an aid to better decisions. More sophisticated 

techniques really do help us understand peoples’ needs now and in the future.  

 

Nick Jankel-Elliottt believes that ‘market research’ is a misnomer. We are talking about ‘insight’ which opens 

up new ways of thinking. Insight can lead to the right decisions but must not get blamed for policy failures as 

well as successes. Individuals make informed decisions based on interpreted data. He quoted Isaiah Berlin’s 

belief in the value of putting people in circumstances which are dissimilar to their own. Market research 

enables politicians to do this and it should be used more often to help them to make well-informed decisions. 

 

Communication 

 

Seconding the opposition Peter Kellner accepted that market research has shaped some government decisions. 

The real issue is whether governments implement different policies than they would otherwise have done. He 

cited policies such as the independence of the Bank of England, the introduction of the minimum wage, the 

shaping of tactics in the fire-fighters’ debate which were not research driven. Moreover Mrs Thatcher 

introduced the Poll Tax even though market research had indicated it would be unpopular. 

 

Peter Kellner believes that the most enduring role for market research in government is in communication and 

presentation – highlighting the policies which are popular so they can be used in communications to the public. 

Issues like mortgage subsidies in 1974 and the right to buy Council houses in the 1977 GLC election, which 

were identified as salient by market research, affected communication of policies, but not the policies 

themselves. 

 

The people of this country think that all parties should listen very closely to what the public is saying. Market 

research is the means of communicating the way people think to the people in power and adds to our 

democracy. The motion is really about distortion of policy by market research but there is no evidence that it 

has had an improper influence. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

For the motion 

 The motion is not necessarily about how things are at the moment. What the Labour Party is doing is 

only an example. Governments do take notice of what market research says, including presentation of policies. 

 It is disingenuous to suggest that there is a move to more democracy. Involvement in government, 

especially local government, is withering away. The government takes its cues from focus groups. 

 The word ‘expects’ in the motion implies that the government does not know where it is going and 

the implication is that it is about the current government. 

 



Against the motion 

 Research is much more than listening very closely to what people say. It puts governments in touch 

and is a great addition to democracy 

 Market research cannot itself make or take decisions. But it can help government to make better 

informed decisions. It is better for government to listen to public opinion before making decisions. The Child 

Support Agency was set up without market research input. If we are faced with choices, we are guided by 

market research. Its influence can be widened to a broader range, not just party politics. 

 Politicians know what the public wants via their surgeries. 

 Governments are not elected to follow public opinion as it wanes and shifts, but to have clear 

policies. Market research can  influence decisions. Government is concerned with public opinion, but its task is 

to guard policies, not public opinion. 

 Government should incorporate public opinion, but the most important thing is for it to have vision. 

Government should use market research sparingly. 

 Of course, some people come into surgeries, but you also have to know about the silent majority. 

Market research provides a reduction of uncertainty about decisions. Systematic survey research has been 

damaged by the fashion for focus groups. The credibility of systematic survey research to provide information 

of potential value to management decision-making has suffered, and this credibility needs to be re-established. 

 People say they are going to vote when opinion polls are conducted and then they don’t. Why should 

government take notice of market research? 

 Government uses market research to justify and post-rationalise unpopular decisions – as a cloak to 

hide the dagger. 

 The speaker referred to the TV series on ‘Century of Self’ which examined consumers irrational 

impulses to buy. Focus groups are used to tap into irrational impulses. Companies which only follow 

customers’ impulses lose integrity. If government wants to keep its integrity it should not follow public opinion. 

 

Uncertain 

 Market research should play a role in government and it does. However, this government seems to 

have brought market research into disrepute. 

 A skilled and experienced researcher interprets data and the gap between what people say and what 

they mean. 

 

Summing-up 

 

Summing up for the opposition Deborah Mattinson accepted that the government does and should use market 

research. There are many reasons for this including the fact that the House of Commons and civil servants are 

not representative of the whole community and it is important for government to keep in touch. People with 

whom politicians come into contact and those who come to the surgeries are not representative.  

 

The fact that focus groups are in disrepute is not the fault of the government. But it should engage more widely 

with the public through approaches like Citizens’ Juries. 

 

However, this government does not shy away from unpopular policies. It is driven by a central ideology 

encompassing social justice. 

 

This government does not expect to take decisions on the basis of market research. It is not a substitute for 

decision-making. 

 



Summing up for the motion Michael Warren believed the motion was not only about this and previous 

governments but about future governments. Unless we are extremely lucky it is going to get worse. There will 

be more political consultants. It is important for political survival to take account of the public view when there 

is dispute between public attitudes to policy and the survival of the party. The government expects market 

research to take decisions. 

 

Also for the motion, Nick Jankel-Elliott stressed the value of interpretation. He asked “Is market research the 

fee paying creation of data or the creation of insight. If it is the latter market research is used everyday in 

decision-making in this country”. 

 

The result 

 

The motion was defeated by a substantial majority, by a show of hands. A substantial minority abstained. 


