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Ethics in Market Research – the Independents’ perspective 

“Opening the debate” 

 
This is a talk which will hopefully start a discussion about; 

• What it means to be ethical in our professional lives 

• The ethical dilemmas that we face and how we deal with them  

• The factors that cause and exacerbate these dilemmas 

• What we could do to improve this situation (if it needs improving). 

 

Before I begin, there are a few things that need stressing. These are; 

 

• That the ideas suggested today should be taken simply as ideas for debate 

rather than representations of my own perspective or that of the ICG. My own 

professional experiences to date have been too narrow to be able to give a 

fully rounded opinion, and the research conducted for this paper has been 

purposefully informal, unstructured and ad hoc. As such, this talk is going to 

be qual-biased. Apologies for that up front. It’d be good to hear from other 

strands of the industry afterwards. 

• I know that people’s experiences and views about this are likely to be wide-

ranging and that it’s probably impossible (nor would it be useful) to try and 

achieve a consensus by the end of this meeting. 

 

I also think that sometimes it’s useful to hear what the essence of a talk is before 

getting into the nitty gritty of it. It gives the talk a framework and also, hopefully, 

allows the audience to concentrate on the detail rather than focusing too much on 

the main point. So here it is. The principal things that I’d like to say today are that; 
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• Because there are a number of grey areas in parts of the work that we do, 

the fact remains that whilst most of us operate ethically for most of the 

time, we do nevertheless face a number of difficulties and issues  

• Independents most certainly face these difficulties and issues  

• The factors affecting this are both external commercial forces as well as 

internal, industry-specific factors 

• But addressing and embracing the ethical debate can help pave the way for 

our successful future and make us, as Independents, further differentiate 

ourselves from non-Independents. 

 

So what sparked off the idea for putting together this talk? 

 

There were a number of things that sparked off my thinking.  The principle catalyst 

was a piece of research I carried out on behalf of the Institute of Chartered 

Accountants in England and Wales a few months ago. I had to explore the sorts of 

ethical dilemmas that Chartered Accountants faced and why they faced them, so that 

the Institute could develop their training programmes accordingly. Chartered 

Accountants clearly have a professional standing and qualification to uphold. They’ve 

also faced a series of major scandals recently which have brought the ethical debate to 

the forefront of theirs and the public’s thinking.  

 

But if these sorts of professions are thinking about ethics, then so should we.  

 

With this in mind I then broached the subject with fellow Independents on the e-

group. The response was incredible. Many of you came back to me quickly and 



 3 

reflected some strong sentiments on the subject. And these sentiments were diverse. I 

realised that the debate was worth pursuing.  

 

At the same time, there are also a number of industry initiatives currently bubbling 

away, all of which are in some ways relevant to this debate. The MRS, for example,  

is currently reviewing its Code of Conduct. And on the 15 November, a team of the 

UK’s leading pollsters will be forming the British Polling Council to prove to the 

public the reliability and validity of survey results.  

 

So that’s a bit about the background to this talk. And why should we, as Independents, 

start the debate off? 

 

Because we can. I think it’s as simple as that. Independents are uniquely placed to 

comment on this (as well as other issues) because our responsibility lies with 

ourselves and our professional reputations, and not with an employer. We’ve also got 

the advantage of having a range of different backgrounds, so our experiences of ethics 

as a group are likely to be wide. 

 

Because we should. Independents have a very strong USP through our ‘independent’ 

offering.  But independence suggests an ethical high-ground. If we are to retain this 

USP, we must make sure it’s valid. Also, without wanting to state the obvious, our 

work is our livelihood, so the risks of having our work criticised are massive. We 

literally can’t afford to slip up on ethical grounds. 

 

There are also other reasons why this debate should happen. 
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It should happen because it’s good for our industry to be seen to be discussing it. It’s 

also good for our industry to take the ethical high-ground. We have the potential to 

look strong if we embrace it and look weak if we get caught out by it. At a time when 

we seem to be spending a lot of time examining who we are, what our roles are and 

where we’ll be in the future, it seems pointless to add to our uncertainty by putting 

ourselves in a position where we’ll be criticised. Conversely, it’s a good idea to pro-

actively promote our strengths at this time. 

 

It should also happen simply because our industry isn’t coherently talking about it at 

the moment. Without debate we don’t know whether or not this is an issue. We don’t 

know who’s more and who’s less affected by it and why. And we don’t know how 

much focus we should be giving it.  

 

It should also happen the industry isn’t presenting a united front, nor making an 

obvious stand about it. We’ve got many different codes of practice, guidelines, 

standards and committees, all of which are effectively dealing with best practice. And 

as an industry, behaving ethically is inherent in who we are. But how much promotion 

does this receive? Are we all fully trained in this? How much debate does this get? Do 

we all really know which codes we’re following and how much overlap or even 

contradictions they pose when used side by side?  

 

A debate should also happen because we’ve talked too much about these issues but 

don’t seem to be doing much about many of them.  The more we talk and don’t do, 

the more we dig ourselves deeper into the issues and present a weak front to our 
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clients. If these issues are relevant to us, let’s do something about them, and if they’re 

not, then let’s let them go. 

 

OK. So what does it mean to be ethical? 

 

We couldn’t continue with this talk without addressing this. The point to make here is 

that there are many ways to define this. A brief scan of the literature and websites of 

some of our representative bodies indicates just how diverse the industry definition of 

ethics really is. The AQR defines it as ‘the moral principles or rules of conduct for an 

activity or a group.’ It also suggests that the focus of their Codes of Conduct (for 

qualitative research) is on countering the power that the client and the researcher have 

in order to protect the participant. The AQR also have guidelines for ethical business 

practice between suppliers and clients.  The MRS, on the other hand, talk about their 

Codes of Conduct as ‘Upholding the best in Professional Standards’ and their 

Guidelines on these specifically offer ‘a comprehensive framework of interpretation.’ 

Esomar, however, talks about its International Code of 1994 as that which ‘sets 

out…the basic ethical and business principles which govern the practice of marketing 

and social research…it specifies the rules to be followed.’  

 

These are just a few examples. Whilst the nature of these codes (amongst the others) 

is no doubt good and proper, what we can question here is how easy it is to truly 

understand what ethics really means for our profession. Are we really talking about 

standards or perhaps principles or maybe rules? Is this just a semantic issue or does it 

actually suggest that as an industry we need further clarification and coherence? 
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Whatever your views on this, for the purposes of this talk and to move forward with 

the discussion, I’d suggest that we use the term ethics broadly. It should be anything 

relating to how we professionally conduct ourselves and how we’re likely to be 

viewed by others when we do so. In other words, the issues that I talk about here are 

essentially to do with our professional standards and integrity. 

 

The ethical dilemmas that we face can be categorised into two broad groups; those 

relating to how we do things and those relating to how we’re treated. I’m going to 

spend the next few minutes outlining a few ethical issues which I know have been 

experienced. The purpose of doing this is simply to give you more of a flavour of 

what seems to be going on out there. It’s certainly not a definitive list of every ethical 

difficulty that we face, nor is it necessarily a particularly good representation of our 

industry as a whole. But we do need to take some time here to get our heads round 

some of these difficulties if we are going to then be able to consider the more high-

level themes that seem to be emerging and better understand some of the potential 

causes or irritants of these difficulties.  

 

I think one of the most obvious and controversial ethical issues is that relating to 

recruitment of participants for qualitative research. I’m going to start with this 

because it’s a personal bug bear of mine. It’s so utterly and significantly fraught with 

ethical dilemmas and uncertainties that it’s an absolute wonder why we’re still talking 

about it and not doing much about it.  

 

I’m sure that most of us are familiar with the issues in qualitative recruitment but for 

those who aren’t, this is what seems to happen in a nutshell. We set out to recruit 
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certain types of people. We write a spec and often a lengthy screener, to ensure that 

these people are found. Much of the time we’re looking for people who have a whole 

series of characteristics or attributes. The spec and screener goes off to the recruiters, 

usually via a fieldwork agency, a recruitment process then occurs, we then turn up at 

the session and get to meet those who’ve been recruited.  

 

All would be well if the screener spec matched the participant. But it invariably 

doesn’t. We’ve probably all heard of times when a recruiter has told a would-be 

participant to pretend to be something they’re not. I’ve personally been boasted to by 

someone that they sat in a contact lens wearers group and they have perfect vision. 

I’ve been in cafes and overheard someone being called up on their mobile and asked 

to come to a research session that evening, without any specific questions being asked 

of them beforehand.  

 

This process therefore sometime involves conspiracy, miscommunication, bending of 

the truth and downright lying. Why on earth are we putting so much money and 

intellectual energy into our qualitative analysis when it’s sometimes based on such 

dodgy foundations? In addition to being extremely unethical, it’s certainly very poor 

business practice. Do we always acknowledge these difficulties up front to our 

clients? What are your experiences of this issue? Does this happen elsewhere in our 

industry or externally?  Is it really as bad as all this? And does this matter? 

 

And what does our endorsement of this process say about our relationship with our 

clients and our own self-confidence about the research process? Whose side are we 

really on – our clients’ or our research suppliers? If we said to our clients up front that 
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their recruitment demands were too difficult, would we lose the work to someone 

who’s more prepared to play the ethically-grey game? I’m sure there are people here 

who’ve been on the receiving end of this. We need to act together on this to ensure 

that this practice is eradicated. 

 

And what about the way in which we treat recruiters during this period? How ethical 

is it for us to demand so much from them whilst keeping them at arms length from the 

research process? Do we really know what recruiters want? Do they, in fact, realise 

that there’s a potential ethical issue in the recruitment process at all? This method of 

recruiting has been going on for so long now that many are likely to take it as the 

norm, and therefore as being acceptable. 

 

Another ethical dilemma that many of us face is the question of how often we deliver 

what we promise to participants. Do we really always tell participants exactly what 

the research is for, or whom the research sponsor is if they ask, or the truth about 

who’s observing? And we may well tell participants that their input will remain 

anonymous and not be used for marketing purposes, but how many of us give our 

clients videos and tapes of the interviews? The Data Protection laws are very clear on 

this. But do we really know what clients do with this material? 

 

The other dilemma which some of us may face is when we’re presented with work 

that we feel we can do to a reasonable level but which, in truth, ought to be declined 

in favour of someone more specialist. This is a difficult one and is in many respects 

dependent on the relationship we have with the client. Where the client knows us 

already, the issue is probably weakened because either the client is convinced we’d be 
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appropriate, or we’d have a good enough relationship with them to point out our 

concerns. However, what if the client is unknown to us? What ethical responsibility, if 

any, do we have towards them?  

 

I’ve also got loads of anecdotal evidence to suggest that there are many times when 

we feel we face ethical dilemmas because of the way we’re treated by our clients. I’m 

going to mention a few here. I don’t want to spend ages on these because the purpose 

of this paper isn’t to moan, nor to suggest that we’re all drowning in ethical dilemmas. 

As said before, the purpose is to give us a framework from which we can then go on 

to think about why these situations have arisen, and more to the point, what we can do 

to limit them in the future. 

 

There’s lots of anecdotal evidence, for example, to suggest that some of us are 

sometimes being pressurised to adopt methods that better suit the budgets, politics, 

misguided judgement, ignorance, personal ambitions, professional liaisons, political 

pressures or whatever, of our clients, rather than the purpose or nature of the research 

objectives. In these situations, we don’t think that we’ll confidently answer the brief 

with the methods proposed or we don’t think that the research process is getting 

enough attention nor input to make it valid.  Sometimes we don’t think that we, as 

researchers, are being treated professionally. 

 

Examples I’ve heard include the client who wanted an online survey conducted 

amongst the partially sighted. Or the client who insisted on  talking to people about 

mouth ulcers in the street, even though the likelihood of finding people who’d 

genuinely suffered from (and could remember) a recent mouth ulcer, in the street, was 
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low.  One Independent spoke of being asked to conduct some packaging research after 

the product had been launched, to simply abate a political row.  

 

And then there are issues regarding sample sizes, where a client seems happy for 

samples to be dangerously and ludicrously low. One Independent spoke of a study on 

behalf of a big publisher that had painfully low response rates, but whose findings 

were to be used to prove to advertisers the success of the publication.  

 

The obvious response to these sorts of situations is to advise the client differently, but 

in reality, this is a stand that has the potential to limit one’s bottom line, at least in the 

short term, and it also reflects how we’re viewed and understood by non-researchers.  

 

It also, however, brings up a more fundamental question which is the where we fit on 

the spectrum of hired guns, who are there to do what’s being asked of us, to research 

consultants, who are there to advise our clients on best practice. And more 

specifically than that, it brings to light what actions we’d take, if any, if we took the 

consultancy role and the client then failed to take us up on our advice. Ethical 

dilemmas or simply strategic decisions? All too often we hear of poor research being 

conducted (for a whole host of reasons) which encourages our clients to make poor 

business decisions. Whose responsibility is this? Our clients trust us to deliver results 

and recommendations that are true, appropriate and suitable. Are there ever any 

situations whereby we can breach that trust? 

 

As one Independent so coherently suggested, there is room in every market for both 

Ratners and Cartiers. The choice as to which one we decide to be is down to us. 
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However, the problem lies in the extent to which clients understand and recognise the 

difference between the two.  This is fundamental. If clients don’t understand the 

difference, then the Ratners amongst us are potentially damaging the credibility of the 

Cartiers amongst us. And should we differentiate ourselves by the ethical standards to 

which we operate? Is this up for negotiation? We could argue that it’s not; that we 

should all, Ratners and Cartiers, operate at the highest ethical level, and simply 

differentiate ourselves by our skills and talents instead. 

 

Going back to the sorts of ethical situations that we can find ourselves in. Some of 

these also arise when we feel uncomfortable with the research objectives, believing 

that the client is focused on only getting a particular result. At these times, we can feel 

that the research is being used simply to prove a point and that to start a project along 

these lines puts into question its very validity and objectivity. It’s one thing for the 

researcher to know this upfront, but the issue becomes more complicated if the real 

agenda only manifests itself fully once the process has started.   

 

Again, in theory it’s obvious what the ethical position here should be and that is to 

withstand any pressure to manipulate the process or results. But in practice, it may not 

always be that straight forward. Sometimes clients try to influence things subtly, for 

example, by weeding out any stimulus material that might prompt participants into 

taking a less palatable line of thinking. And we’ve probably all experienced or heard 

about times when clients observing a qualitative research session have wanted to wind 

it up prematurely because they either think that they’ve heard enough to justify their 

original thoughts or have simply decided that they’ve personally had enough. 

Indicative indeed of their attitude towards research and what sorts of results they’re 
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looking for. We’ve also probably all heard of times when a client wants to change the 

angle of a slide before the researcher presents it. Or, in an extreme case, I’ve heard of 

a client who wanted to withhold payment when the research findings weren’t what he 

was looking for!  

 

Such situations reflect the dilemma of how far we should fully understand and respect 

the business agenda into which the research findings fit. It’s one thing to insist on 

conducting research which is objective and not influenced nor manipulated, but it’s 

another for researchers to insist on this to the detriment of their client’s business 

objectives. Where do we sit? Too many of us, I think, fail to acknowledge the 

commercial realities around us, but if we don’t, what’s the cost to the integrity of the 

work that we conduct? 

 

The examples above, if taken out of context, make it look like we’re facing an ethical 

crisis of significant proportions. However, that’s not the case, and the matter doesn’t 

stop there. If we look under the surface of what’s happening and why it’s happening, 

we can begin to see a pathway which will move us on from this situation towards 

something more positive. 

 

So let’s now look at why we’re facing these sorts of ethical dilemmas. A whole host 

of reasons have been purported. Many focus on external, commercial and global 

trends, whilst others look internally at what we’re doing to help (or not) ourselves.  

 

Many of you agree that times are significantly changing. The trend seems to be 

moving faster and faster away from purity, science and process towards the need for 
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results, integration and proof. Things are becoming increasingly commoditised and 

we’re letting ourselves become so as well. The laws of commodity are that the 

cheapest wins. And that there are plenty of others around if one doesn’t work. 

Commodity has a downmarket ring to it. It smacks of functionality, utility and 

disposability. When it’s in force, ethics can go out the window.  

 

We’re also seeing a move towards more and more integration of marketing roles, 

which is squeezing down the expertise of each field into one homogenous lower 

common denominator. Marketing itself is becoming commoditised, systematised, and 

more tick box than it was of yesteryear. This means that many of our clients, that is, 

the people who hold the purse strings, are now much more junior than they used to be. 

It’s possible that this means that our clients don’t always understand the nature, 

purpose and value of research, nor do they necessarily value the concept of 

professional ethics. A more junior person, keen to carve out their own niche in an 

increasingly competitive world, is quite likely to put ethical considerations on more of 

a back burner than the more immediate and visible outcomes that they’re looking for.  

 

And what about what we’re doing internally (or not) to help this situation?  As I said 

upfront, there doesn’t seem to be a particularly clear definition of what we, as an 

industry, understand to be professional ethics in the first place. We’ve got many 

different codes of conduct to abide by.  

 

But more to the point, what about our industry’s promotion of these? How many of us 

have recently (or ever) sat down and read our codes of conduct? I know that there’s 

lots of activity surrounding our professional conduct bubbling under the surface. But 
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the question is whether they could or should be promoted even more. Who’s been 

trained in them? And how much do we quote them, meaningfully, to our clients? 

What about case studies? Has anyone come across some great case studies about 

ethical dilemmas that others have recently gone through?  Perhaps these would be of 

use to us. 

 

And now onto us, as Independents. Where do we fit in with all this? Our position, I 

believe, is an interesting one. We’re free to do as we please and walk away from 

situations that we’re not comfortable with. Many of us have. But for some of us, this 

sometimes leaves a bitter taste and a feeling of unease. In addition to the lost income 

(albeit in the short term; we don’t know whether our behaviour will actually generate 

more trust and respect, and therefore more income, in the longer term), we can feel 

uncertain about whether we’ve done the right thing, particularly when others are so 

often hot on our heels to take that work. And in such a changing, fast, commercial, 

cut-throat and commoditised world, we can feel uncertain as to how important ethics 

really is anymore. It sounds like such a laudable, correct way to behave, but how 

relevant is it really? And who are we, out there on our own, to fight the ethics battle? 

Will we be left out in the cold? Will anyone hear us? Will they care? 

 

My sentiment is that a promotion of ethics is one of the ways forward for 

Independents. We’re here to fight our corner successfully and prove to clients that 

they’d be better off using us than one of the more obviously branded, commoditised 

research houses out there.  
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But it’s no good trying to promote this alone. We need to be united on it and 

consistently deliver against it. It’s hard enough flying the ethical flag to our clients 

and agency-side brothers and sisters, without having to also defend ourselves against 

those within our own camp. And we need an industry wide backing of this as well as a 

decent PR campaign to promote this further. We need to educate clients about why 

it’s important to use research ethically and properly and why inappropriate use of it 

will eventually backfire. I’m not suggesting that we go on in there in a holier than 

thou way, insinuating that we don’t fully understand the business pressures that our 

clients are under. But I do think that we have a right and an obligation to better 

promote the real and proper use of market research. In a nutshell, what sort of ‘hired 

guns,’ are we? To assume that we’re anything other than hired guns is inaccurate and 

smacks of self-damaging arrogance, but there is, of course, a range of different ways 

of being one. Let’s go out there and confidently promote the fact that we always do 

things ethically and professionally, and that this is the only way in which our clients 

can be truly confident that what they’re buying is of real value. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


