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ccording to the importance of the
Aoccasion, BVM's 50th Anniversary
Congress dedicated itself to the big
topics of the business like future re-
search and trend research, the consumer
in the age of information and internet,
the study of politics and societies and —
needless to say — also the mega topic
glebalisation. The interested auditor
might easily have received the impres-
sion that the main challenges of interna-
tional research can be found in execu-
ting logistics as smoothly as possible, in
remaining affordable and in extending
the time frame of a multi-country pro-
ject at least not substantially longer than
the one of a national project.
Unfortunately, this observation corre-
sponds with prevalent statements of
responsible managers of internationally
operating research institutes of the
recent past. For example, the installation
of a European Online-Access-Panel was
recently celebrated to overcome natio-
nal barriers and accelerate international
research in a way yet unknown. Or
crude automatisms are postulated — sad-
ly enough without being scrutinised — in
the line of: “high tech” = "better quali-
ty of data”. Naturally, technical progress
assists us a lot in coping better with the
challenges of international research in
terms of logistics, but is that really all we
have accomplished to this day? Does a
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panel — as big and swiftly activated as it
may be — really solve the methodological
challenges facing a researcher, when
e.g. he is confronted with the substan-
tial question how to find the target
groups of the own brand within diffe-
rent markets? Or how he is supposed to
deal with the ordinary everyday enterpri-
ses of international research like the
question: are 25 % Japanese with
purchase intention better or worse com-
pared to 75 % Mexicans with purchase
intention?

Adding
the international perspective

Let us first go one step backward to see
that the main challenges caused by the
globalisation of marketing are by no
means just or even predominantly of
technological nature. If we start by look-
ing at the areas of activity for research
from the perspective of a local market,
two rough axes of orientation for
research types can be identified. On

the one hand, the axis describing the
chronological scope of our findings
(past/present vs. future, time-perspec-
tive). On the other hand, an axis charac-
terising the level of detail ("depth”) of
the results — to a certain extent the
"zoom-level” of our research-telescope.
Thereby, concrete research findings as a
rule feature an immediate action-orient-

ed character, while the more abstract
prognoses and observaticns rather tend
to develop a long-term impact (concrete
vs. abstract, implementation perspective).
Thus, not infrequently, classical market
and marketing research reconstructs
concrete market facts of the past or tries
to understand current observations for
tactical and strategical marketing. A
clearly concrete research perspective,
but oriented towards the future, is
captured by innovation research, while
future research as a rule refers to more
abstract, comprehensive developments
(e.g. to the manifold consequences of
the aging of western industrial societies
in regard to their future development).
Last but not least, trend research focus-
es more on abstract developments,
which overlap single market categories
(e.g. "wellness-trend”} having its
perspective directed more towards the
present or at best towards the near
future (see figure 1).

As if these multifaceted tasks of local
empirical research are not complex
enough as it were, we are increasingly,
inescapably and with accelerating speed
confronted (Langhammer 2005) with a
third, the spacial perspective, the scope
of research findings beyond the own,
local market. Schroiff and Borrell (2002)
have labelled this new perspective of
international research "width”, descri-
bing the movement of research ques-
tions from local to multi-local and
nowadays to a transnational manage-
ment mode. Further research dimen-
sions described by Schroiff and Borrell
are “speed”, “reach” and "depth”.
From a research perspective it is more
adequate to talk about “cross-cultural”
instead of “international” research. The
latter term is misleading as one imme-
diately starts to think in categories of
states, nationalities and borders. But in
fact cross-cuftural research often is
necessary within a single country {e.g.
cultural sub-populations in Belgium,
Switzerland or Canada or ethnic-mino-



rities in the USA), showing that the real

boarders are cultural, not national ones

and that cross-national is not equivalent

to cross-cultural (see figure 2).

To do this new dimension justice at all,

market research must come up with

answers to a series of mostly methodo-

logical challenges:

® Develop and validate a core set of
methodologies which can be used
across countries.

® Re-think basic processes like measure-
ment and scaling to make internatio-
nal findings comparable (“common
currency”).

® Develop and install standardised
procedures and quality management
processes for the “small” - but deci-
sive — aspects of international research
like translations, local interviewer brie-
fings, embedment of local expertise
into international reporting etc.

Globalisation and
local research —
do both ends still meet?

Even the strongest supporters of global
marketing strategies and standardised
market research approaches will not
disagree that cultural differences will still
continue to outweigh notions which
transcend national and cultural bounda-
ries — in spite of all attempts to harmo-
nise and homogenise brand manage-
ment across national borders. Currently
less than 50 (1) consumer brands reach
an annual international turnover of
more than 1 billion Dollars and can thus
be regarded as truly global players. And
only a few of those mega brands like
Coca Cola, Nike or Marlboro have rea-
ched a status where they can credibly
promise satisfying needs equally valid in
different cultures and justifying an
almost unified, globally consistent
brand-communication — from the
package design to the advertising copy
and execution.

Most of the international brands, how-
ever, have to make concessions in many
markets, be it in their price or, like in
most cases, regarding several issues ran-
ging from the product itself - e.g. its
actual recipe — to the development of
different local brand images. This local
colouring accompanies brands as strong
and operating world-wide like Nivea:
Thomas-Bernd Quaas, chairman of the
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board at Beiersdorf, describes the brand
core of Nivea in Germany as follows:
"Nivea is like an old friend, who accom-
panies you your whole life and some-
how manages to stay young”. For Ger-
man consumers Nivea primarily personi-
fies loyalty, quality, trust, well-being and
security. In Asia on the other hand, a
region where this brand currently gains
two-digit figures, Nivea lives on quite
different brand assets, e.g. in Japan,
where the brand is considered to be an
innovation leader and known by almost
every person, but is nevertheless hardly
associated by any consumer with the
rather dozy seeming Germany in regard
to innovation.

This means that market research can
only provide the famous "actionable
results” if, for all international focus, it
remains culturally sensitive and points
out the opportunities and limits of any
brand unification strategy to the respec-
tive marketing department. The chal-
lenge for marketing is to find the right
balance between necessary local adap-
tations of brand equity and the global
vision of consistent brand architecture
(Engels 2004). The new challenge mar-
keting researchers are faced with is how
to combine productively their great local
expertise with the increasingly interna-
tional perspective of marketing: Deve-
loping standardised tools allowing to
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From a research perspective it is more adequate to talk about “cross-cultural”
instead of “international” research. The latter term is misleading as one imme-
diately starts to think in categories of states, nationalities and borders. But in fact
cross-cultural research often is necessary within a single country (e.g. cultural sub-
populations in Belgium, Switzerland or Canada or ethnic-minorities in the USA),
showing that the real boarders are cultural, not national ones and that cross-natio-

nal is not equivalent to cross-cultural

benchmark results across markets on

the one hand and providing local exper-

tise and consultancy on the other.

The consequences for market research

as an industry are twofold:

® Firstly, the quite relevant technical
problems of international market re-
search, from translating questionnaires
to data collection and interpretation,
have to be overcome.

® Secondly, methodological tocls have
to be developed (or at least their
application has to be learned), which
are able to provide the respective mar-
keting department with reliable, valid
fast and affordable information on
one particular brand in different
markets.

Changing supplier scene
for international research

The near monopoly position which was
held by large market research groups for
international market research has been
overcome in the past years. These com-
panies operate on a world-wide basis,
under one name and with cne centra-
lised management. Nowadays they are
usually branches of even larger informa-
tion conglomerates. Their great interna-
tional experience, their smooth routines,
and the usually high technical standard
are the henefits for the clients. However,
not least the clients of international
research expressed their need for alter-
natives. These businesses often had
their superior position in international
research reimbursed dearly, quality was
often defined as "logistical effectiven-
ess”, and the relevance of their findings
to marketing strategies has often re-
mained underrated, not to mention a
lack of a culturally sensitive approach.
Consequently, regional co-operations
developed, offering their expert know-
ledge on particular regions (such as Asia
and Eastern Europe) as an added value
to simple data collecting. Furthermore,
sector co-operations have developed,
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i.e. international mergers of institutes
that limit their services to certain sectors
(e.g. healthcare or automotive).
Another supplier cluster, the fashionable
casual partnerships, the “smart shop-
pers” in international market research,
are least convincing and considered
most risky by the clients. They often
claim to select the best and most appro-
priate local partners, varying from pro-
ject to project, and most often, how-
ever, they choose none but the chea-
pest. Frequently, neither methods nor
quality standards are uniform, nor is
process control fully guaranteed.

In the last ten years the landscape for
global research was expanded by ano-
ther type of suppliers. Susanne Wiggert-
Spintig has extensively described this
dramatic structural change of institutio-
nal market research in her dissertation,
that is the development of international
cooperation-networks composed of
legally independent individual enterpri-
ses. With a return rate of 40 %, addres-
sing all German market research compa-
nies, Wiggert-Spintig gave the following
classification of the institute scenery in
Germany: Market research networks
(30 %), semi market research networks
(29 %), cooperative partnerships with-
out network character (37 %), non-
cooperative (4 %). The allocation of
groups occurred according to defined
classification criteria (number of coope-
ration partners, no restriction of legal
independence, intensity of international
cooperation, long-term perspective
concerning the cooperation as well as
mutuality in terms of objectives).

Both authors of this paper have pio-
neered this development as managing
directors of their own international re-
search group since 1993. The initial pro-
ject experiences led to the clear decision
to put this networking principle as
described above by Wiggert-Spintig one
decisive step further by forming a com-
pany that is owned by its member insti-
tutes and which performs in a uniform

way world-wide — from its quality phile-
sophy to its service range. This proved to
be the only reliable way to combine the
level of quality and the reliability of a
firm chain with the local expertise of
member institutes, in order to guarantee
the full consideration of local cultural
peculiarities. All member institutes are
lead by their working directors, ensuring
the necessary entrepreneurial motivation
for the joint case. This "joint enthusi-
asm” includes the development of stan-
dard methods for international use and
the permanent openness for tailor-made
approaches, in case standardisation
does not suit a certain problem. All this
requires investments, constant training,
and international exchange — all of
which would not be possible with
casual, changing partnerships.

Challenges and pitfalls
of international research

If one had to list all the issues that can
go wrong in international research, he
or she would easily give the impression
of being a pessimist. Roughly, one can
differentiate between two categories:
technical difficulties and difficulties in
terms of content. Technical mistakes
cause the well-known GIGO phenome-
non: garbage in — garbage out. Inaccu-
rate translations, lax cocrdination, but
also insufficient standardisation of soft-
ware and hardware between the parti-
cipating institutes lead to unnecessary
difficulties. There are these kinds of pro-
blems with national studies as well, the
possible errors, however, multiply in any
international cooperation. Standardi-
sation of procedures, adherence to
binding quality standards, clear assign-
ments of competence between the lead
agency and its sub-companies, and
regular training programmes for the use
of the methods applied are all proven
remedies for these problems. Personal
briefings on the spot should be obliga-
tory for international projects, even if
the cooperating partners already ope-
rate well together.

However, errors with regards to the
contents of the work cannot be reliably
avoided by any ISO-norm or formal Eso-
mar standards. They are often created
during the briefing of the institute by
the client and consist of real information
deficits (e.g. unclear notions of the tar-



get groups or competitors in the local market), too general a wording of
the problems, up to the attempt of obtaining, through misused marke-
ting research, a justification for marketing strategies that have been al-
ready decided on. In this case, an experienced institute has to bring in its
consulting competence already at the beginning of the study. Together
with the client it has to work out a clear briefing which leads to operable
questions. An adequate, actionable interpretation of the findings is part
of the challenge as far as content is concerned. Here at the latest, pure
data collectors separate from those marketing researchers who do

not leave their clients short of advice on how to put their findings into
practice.

Consequences of internationalisation
for the development of market research tools

The demand for research tools which can be used internationally has
been growing rapidly. This has lead to more and more institutes being
offered licenses on supposedly international methods. The benefits to
both parties are straightforward: the licenser makes additional profit; the
licensee obtains access to a more or less well documented system without
own expenditure on development. However, it has been rarely tested so
far, whether and under which conditions this method can be reasonably
applied to a local market. Quite often local adjustments of a method have
up to now been carried out in a “trial and error” procedure; systematic
validations — at least published studies — have so far been the exception.
Let's look at a core problem of international research: Comparability of
results. It is widely acknowledged that cultural differences in the usage
of traditional rating scales and in the understanding and interpretation
of scale points lead to a) different means and standard deviations and
b) different shapes of data distributions from country to country for the
very same measure (e.g. purchase intension ratings, brand equity/loyalty
scores). Psychologists have reported a number of reasons for cultural
influences on survey responses among them cognitive differences (e.g.
context dependence, thinking styles) and social differences (e.g. social
desirability, acquiescence response style). Interestingly enough, significant
cultural differences in online behavior have also been reported recently,
affecting a methedology which is often praised as the only truly global
research methodoclogy.
There have been many suggestions how to tackle this issue — but almost
no systematic (comparative) research. The range of suggested solutions
consists of:
® Avoiding scaled answers at all and shift to choice based methods
(e.g. paired comparisons) in international research,
® Calibration of local findings to make them comparable using more or
less cryptic calibration factors like "culture free” benchmark guestions
(often based on "experience™),
@ Using normalised indices by transforming the distributions of single
measures to make them directly comparable,
® Use anchored scales — especially in research contexts where samples are
too small to allow for a reliable normalisation. Here one has to deter-
mine the individual scale usage (e.g. asking the respondent to rate the
"best brand”) and then to calibrate the scores on the individual level,
® Calculate summary scores across different single measures (e.g. a brand
equity score consisting of brand presence, loyalty, market share and so on),
® Use the few existing internationally validated instruments in specific
areas of research (e.g. brand personality measurermnent utilising the “Big
Five” approach of personality assessment or measuring the emotional
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meaning of brands using the well-
known Semantic Differential Tech-
nique based on cross-culturally valida-
ted “EPA”-dimensions).

It is common to all these suggestions —

except the first one — that they deal with

the problem in a quite late, analytical
stage of research. Astonishing enough,
there had been rarely any attempt to
re-think the process of scaling itself. After
several years of basic methodological
research the Global Dynamics Group has
introduced a new scaling instrument, the

Stimulus Comparison Scale (SCS), with

the clear aim to improve data quality in

international research starting at the

"moment of truth”, the measurement

of consumer reactions to our stimuli and

questions.

The SCS in total is a totally new approach

to scaling, because it offers a (metal)

standard distance for grade-free ratings.

Thus the SCS allows a scale-free placing

of objects with the minimum restriction

that the total span which can be used by
respondents to compare objects is pre-
defined. The total span and a minus-sym-
bol defining the one and a plus-symbol
defining the other end of the scale are
the only anchors given to the respon-
dent. While the respondent is exposed to

a plain metal surface, the interviewer can

easily transfer the free ratings into num-

bers as the scales back is divided into

21 scale-points ranging from 0 to 10

with 0.5 point distances. Special plastic

markers ensure a precise and objective
readability of ratings minimising intervie-
wer errors to almost zero. Respondents
can freely and directly mark their opin-
ions or rate objects comparatively with-
out being forced to think in words

("agree more or less”, "probably would

by"), in numbers (e.g. school grades or

arbitrary definitions like -3 = minimum,

+3 = maximum) or in spatial grades (e.g.

rulers or tape-measures). Thus the pro-

cess of measurement is much less restric-
tive and more continuous than with any
other conventional “x-point” scale.

The psychometric advantages of the SCS

compared to classical rating scales are

significant and important for quantitative
market research as a whole:

1. SCS minimises the well-known mea-
surement errors induced by a verbal,
numeric or spatial scale grading like
"halo” effects, leniency/severity ef-
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viously employed. First of all, this leads to
more valid information at the very basic
stage of data collection. If this type of
measurement is further embedded in
standardised methods such as an interna-
tional pack test methodology or within
an international advertising pre-test
methodology, this sensitive measurement
device is combined with sophisticated
research tools suited for world-wide
application. Wherever it seems necessary,
one has to customise research products
according to local markets. It is definitely
better to use a locally adapted, but func-
tioning tool in an “exotic” market than
to present clients with meaningless com-
parative figures, which are totally void of
content but have the "benefit” of a sup-
posed international standardisation.
However, in the future, there will be no
way of avoiding a systematic develop-
ment of functioning tools for internatio-
nal use. But in contrast to our current
status of research this process will have
to be accompanied by a higher transpa-
rency regarding the validation and eva-
luation of international research togls —
for the benefit of both clients and sup-
pliers.



