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THE WORLD OF RESEARCH AWAITING THE NEXT GENERATION 
In the black and white world of comparatives that are often tossed out at research conferences these days, the world of 
yesterday and the world of tomorrow are so different as to warrant wonder that we could have ever lived, yet alone 
succeeded, in research in the BI (Before Internet) era. The world of yesterday is characterized as one in which there were 
essentially only two forms of data collection, the survey, and the focus group. All research was geared to System 2 
thinking and therefore, in the eyes of many, at best irrelevant and at worst downright dangerous. 
 
This, of course, is hyperbolic nonsense. Yes, the survey and the focus group played important roles, but consider also the 
role of massive syndicated research that relied on passive data collection (TV meters, POS) or the influence of 
anthropologists in ethnography or the strides made in qualitative research in the form of semiotics and implicit 
psychological techniques. Research has always been much more complex than its new detractors imply. 
 
And yet there is a truth in the fact that research as we know it has been morphing and innovating at a much faster rate in 
the past decade than at any point in its 90-year history. The rate at which this innovation is proceeding does indeed 
suggest that the world of research of tomorrow is going to look a lot different from that of the past. 
 
The world of tomorrow is a world that is not only awaiting the next generation of research leaders, but will in large part be 
shaped by them – and, indeed, is being shaped by them now. That generation is the Millennials, those born between about 
1980 and 1995. To understand how research will function, what role it will have in business decision-making, and what 
skills and traits will be needed to be successful, we must understand the prime motivations of this generation and assess 
how they will impact business and how business will impact them. 
 
So what is this brave new world and what skill sets will be needed to navigate it? This will be the focus of the first part of 
this paper. The second part will analyze Millennials more broadly and seek to understand what motivates them, while the 
third will pose the question of not only what we need to do to attract this generation into the industry, but also how they 
themselves will impact and change it. 
 
It’s all about technology – isn’t it? 
There is no doubt that technology has enabled significant change in the market research industry. But has it driven that 
change? 
 
Technology has certainly been at the center of many changes that we have seen over the last fifteen years, most notably 
the shift to online research. However, even in this shift technology was arguably more of an enabler than a driver. Just as 
the shift from face-to-face to phone was enabled by the penetration of landline phones, so the shift from phone to online 
was enabled by Internet penetration. But the driver in both cases was the ability to do more with less, and that driver came 
from clients needing to deliver increasingly more to their businesses while keeping a lid on costs. Recent analysis of the 
ESOMAR Global Pricing Study (Chadwick, 2014) suggests that, as established technologies become increasingly expensive, 
so the search for a disruptive technology becomes more intense. 
 
That being said, it is also true that today we have technologies that we could never have imagined and they have the power 
to change significantly how we do research. Nowhere is this more true than mobile. The portable technology upon which 
we all depend so heavily today is both pulling the industry to change and enabling it to do so. 
 
The ‘mind as machine’ metaphor was always seductive, but fundamentally misleading – it only takes us so far because it 
explains cognition, not emotion nor implicit reasoning. As Rita Carter (1999) says, you can’t programme a computer to be 
emotional (or to ‘think’ implicitly) because it just doesn’t have the right biological evolution. 
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The “pull” is characterized by what we term ‘Type 1 Mobile’. Type 1 is where what we have done traditionally (i.e. the 
survey) is being increasingly ported over to mobile devices. However, while the move from online to phone was essentially 
a conscious decision by the industry (pushed by client needs for more for less), the move from online to mobile is one over 
which we have little to no control, for this is a move that is being driven by the participant. Various estimates put the 
proportion of online surveys being accessed by participants on mobile devices at between 20% and 40%. If this is true, 
then it has enormous implications for the way in which we design surveys. Not only do we have to ensure that our 
questionnaires are accessible across all platforms (online, tablet, smartphone; iOS, Windows, Android), but also that we 
think very hard about their length, their structure (will this be the death of grids?) and their ability to engage the participant. 
At the same time, there is ‘Type 2 Mobile’. This is where we leverage all that mobile technology has to offer to invent new 
forms of research or reinvent old ones. And so it is that we now have mobile ethnography, in-the-moment shopper 
insights, surveys triggered by geo-location and, very importantly, the addition of photography and videography to our data 
sets. 
 
One might also argue that there is also a ‘Type 3 Mobile’.  This involves passive measurement of mobile usage in which 
users’ interaction with their mobile devices is tracked by a light-weight app which reports to a central database at regular 
intervals. This can be particularly powerful in combination with both custom research and other multi-screen passive 
measurement systems. 
 
In a future world in which Millennials take the reins of the research function in our key enterprises, we can only imagine 
that mobile technology (which has been at the center of their lives since their inception) will become central to the way in 
which we think about and execute research. 
 
In a presentation delivered at the Insight Innovation Exchange (IIeX) conference in Philadelphia in June 2013, Sima Vasa, 
CEO of Paradigm Sample, made a very persuasive case that mobile will be at the center of the big data revolution. Her 
case revolved around the fact that increasingly it is with mobile devices that we as consumers leave a data trail behind us. 
As we view the world around us – payment systems in Japan that are entirely mobile, the movement of funds in Africa via 
mobile – her case seems to have merit. Vasa’s argument, however, also pointed to a phenomenon that has major 
implications for the role of corporate researchers in the future, the phenomenon of big data itself. 
 
Big data has become the subject du jour in the marketing and business worlds. In a recent IBM study of CMOs, the 
obsession with big data was shown to be intensifying while at the same time becoming more and more of a concern. In 
the 2014 survey, 82% of CMOs said that their companies were unprepared to deal with big data, up from 71% in 2011. But 
those that are getting a handle on the issue, mainly through creating strategic alliances with their CIOs, are creating 
greater value for their organizations. Indeed, IBM claims that when a CMO and a CIO work well together, the enterprise is 
76% more likely to outperform on revenue and profitability. 
 
All of this, not surprisingly, creates confusion and angst among VPs of Consumer Insights and Research. The 2012 Future 
of Research Study carried out by Cambiar demonstrates ambivalence among US Insights VPs about their future role (see 
figure 1). 
 
FIGURE 1.  VIEWS OF CLIENT-SIDE MR LEADERS ON THEIR FUTURE ROLES: PERCENT LIKELY BY 2020 

 
* Responses by client sample 
Source: Cambiar Future of Research Study 2012 
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While over 80% of client-side Insights VPs believe that their departments will be needed more than ever in 2020, over 
40% also have the fear that these same departments will be marginalized by new sources of information (such as big 
data). Almost all believe that their functions will be closely linked with other analytics departments within the organization. 
 
In the qualitative 2013 variant of the same study, it was evident that there is a significant questioning throughout the 
industry on what the role of “market research” is going to be in a world in which big data is increasingly available, 
accessible, and mineable. Indeed, there was some feeling that the very words “market research” have become something 
of a pejorative and are to be avoided. Alternatives ranging from “Consumer Insights” to “Decision Intelligence” are 
increasingly popular. This questioning is symptomatic of a subterranean angst, especially in corporate functions, about the 
interaction of big data analytics and MR in the future. Will big data become the de facto port of first call for answers to 
business issues? If so, where will responsibility for it lie – in specially formed analytics groups or with MR? And what will 
the role of MR become? For some, these questions provoke excitement wrapped in anticipation of a brave new future. For 
others, they become almost existential – will I have a job five years from now? 
 
Whatever the answers to these questions, the feeling is that marketing-related big data analytics are here to stay and that 
the phenomenon of big data is real. Certainly that is the feeling of investors in the industry, as was evidenced by the 2013 
Cambiar Capital Funding Index. In the three years that the Index has been collecting data on new inward capital investment 
in the market research, analytics, and information industry, total investment has risen from $800 million to $3.2 billion. In 
2013, easily the biggest category of investment was in self-described big data analytics companies – over $700 million. 
(See figure 2.) 
 
FIGURE 2.  INWARD INVESTMENT INTO MARKETING ANALYTICS, 2013 

 
Source: Cambiar Capital Funding Index 2013 
 
So, looking forward to the world of tomorrow, we can confidently say that it will be a world in which mobile and big data 
will be major players and in which perhaps the structure of insights generation within major corporations will be different. 
But what is “big data”? For some it is just a marketing term – a buzzword to describe the fact that the data sets that are 
available to us today are much bigger than they were in the past. For others, it represents the sheer quantum of data 
flowing through major organizations (what the ARF’s Research Transformation Super Council in 2009 termed “The 
River”). And for yet others it represents the data trails that we as consumers and tech-enabled human beings leave behind 
us. 
 
Seen in research terms, we would embrace all these definitions and would apply the following logic: the fact that 
consumers throw off masses of data every day is indisputable; the fact that far more of this data resides in corporations 
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than it does in government (despite the protestations of the likes of Edward Snowden) is also a given; at the same time, 
much of this data lies in silos within these organizations and is very difficult to access and to put together (hence the 81% 
of CMOs who are having difficulty with it). Many of the sources of the data with which we are grappling are internal – 
CRM, Customer Experience and Interaction, transactional data, financial results, and so on. But much of it also lies outside 
the walls of the corporation – in social media, web analytics and, increasingly, video. Not to mention in the vaults of market 
research stalwarts of the type typified by Nielsen, IRI, dunnhumby and comScore. 
 
One of the most pressing questions facing researchers, therefore, is how to integrate all of these data sources and how to 
mine the data for meaningful insights that will lead to greater understanding of the consumer and the all-powerful “Now 
What?” question. For many corporate researchers, access to and usage of many of these data sources falls under the 
‘been there, done that’ label. In the 2012 Cambiar Future of Research study, approximately 80% of corporate research 
leaders reported that they had either integrated or were experimenting with social media analytics, web and text analytics, 
DIY research platforms, MROCs and proprietary panels. Over 50% reported the same where ‘big data’ was concerned. 
The big question now was “how do I integrate all of this? How do I synthesize it to produce the big story?” 
 
There is little doubt that technology has enabled immense change in our industry and profession in the past fifteen years 
and that its impact is intensifying all the time, just as it is in our everyday lives. And there is little doubt that, as a result, we 
will need people in the industry who are more than just ‘comfortable’ with technology but ‘live it’. But what industry 
leaders are telling us is that the prime need going forward will be the ability to synthesize all of the data and insights that 
technology enables into a story that C-Suite executives can not only understand quickly, but act upon. 
 
Synthesis is not analysis. Analysis is the ability to take a large data set and gradually reduce it to the elements that matter 
and that suggest a story or a theme. Synthesis, conversely, is the ability to take diverse and sometimes divergent data sets 
and connect the dots, fit the pieces of the puzzle together, into an overarching and cohesive story. Synthesis allows us to 
triangulate divergent sets of data and identify the narratives to which they are, together, pointing. 
 
Will we need analysts in the future? Absolutely! More importantly, we will need not just data analysts but ‘data scientists’, 
the types of quantitative geniuses on whom our industry has long relied. According to McKinsey, these types of people will 
be in huge demand over the next decade and, indeed, will be in short supply, suggesting that they will be very well 
compensated. But data analysts are not necessarily great synthesists and, as Paul Hunter of dunnhumby commented in 
Cambiar’s Future of Research, “Data scientists don’t make good story tellers.” 
 
The role of empathy 
To date we have concentrated on the role of technology, large amounts of data, the role of data scientists, and the need to 
integrate and synthesize data from divergent sources. But research has never just been about numbers. Today, qualitative 
research (according to the ESOMAR Global Market Report 2013) accounts for 17% of the worldwide market for research. 
Our profession has always sought to understand at a much more fundamental level what makes people behave in the 
ways that they do and qualitative has been at the core of that quest. 
 
Today, however, it would appear that this quest is intensifying. Not only is there robust debate around System 1 and 
System 2 decision-making, but there is also a deep desire to understand how the human brain works and how this relates 
to the everyday decisions that we make as consumers. At a more fundamental level, researchers who participated in 
Future of Research also reported that what they are seeking to tap into are the emotions that govern decisions made ‘in 
the moment’ and then turn those around into empathy for the consumer in those moments. Empathetic marketing now 
makes itself felt in research arenas stretching from product development to packaging; from brand positioning to 
advertising; from shopper insights to customer experience. Entire conferences are devoted to empathy in research and 
marketing and a veritable industry has grown up in publishing books on the subject. But to understand how this plays into 
research, consider the following statement from a senior researcher in one of the world’s leading CPG firms: 
 
“I think it’s easy for me to care for consumers because I don’t look at a consumer and say they are my secret to higher 
penetration. I don’t walk into someone’s home and shake their hand and say ‘with this consumer I will have higher share 
numbers’. I don’t look at a consumer and see an Excel spreadsheet with yellow, green and red. I don’t look at people and 
see metrics. I look at people and see people.” Cambiar Future of Research, 2013 
 
This interest in understanding people as people and in fathoming the emotional triggers that underlie their decision making 
leads research in a number of different and potentially new directions. Beyond traditional qualitative techniques, we now 
see the development of digital qualitative, mobile ethnography and a range of experimental neurological and biometric 
approaches. These, too, add to the need for synthesis as a key skill set in the research world of the future. 
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But beyond synthesis is the perennial need for the insights that research produces to be woven into stories that impact 
decision-making in the C-Suite. More than ever before, researchers themselves are realizing that story-telling will be a 
critical skill in the future – and that the stories we tell will need to be contextualized by a deep understanding of the 
business issues at hand. This latter need suggests that another element of the skill set of the future will be the ability to 
consult in a meaningful and strategic manner to senior management. It is no coincidence that more than a dozen Fortune 
500 companies have appointed management consultants out of the ‘Big Three’ consulting firms as their heads of Insight; 
many of these have also been given the Strategy portfolio as well, mating Consumer Insight even more firmly to the 
strategic direction of the organization as a whole. 
 
From all of this, we see the nature and structure of market research changing. With more data, more data sources, more 
methodologies to get at behavior and what motivates that behavior, the need emerges not only for specialists in all these 
aspects of the function but also for those who can synthesize the insights they produce into cohesive and compelling 
stories that impact strategic decision-making. 
 
It is not only the nature and structure of research that is changing, however. It is the ecosystem in which research lives 
and in which it is produced. As the quantity and ‘flow’ of data increase, so the need for discrete projects is reduced and 
organizations are faced with having to adapt to the concept of ‘continuous learning’. This, in turn, leads to the necessity for 
researchers to move out of their previous comfort zones in which the project is king. Research becomes a process of 
continuous discovery rather than a series of discrete events. 
 
This and other developments in the ecosystem are forcing changes in the supply side of research as well. Perhaps the 
most visible of these changes is the sheer number of new entrants coming into the industry. Some, such as Google 
Consumer Surveys, have achieved a very high profile and have caused clients and suppliers alike to reconsider some of 
the process norms of research (in the case of Google, the idea of long online surveys). But there are many others that are 
having an impact in their own way but have not yet made headlines. Indeed, the Cambiar Capital Funding Index counted 
240 new entrants into the industry who received infusions of capital in 2013 alone – and over 400 in the last three years. 
There are undoubtedly many more of whom we are not as aware because they have yet to take external capital. This 
represents a huge influx of new talent and ideas into the industry, much of which is characterized by Millennial leadership 
and entrepreneurial talent. 
 
As traditional research companies face this new competition, they also confront a new reality that forces a major rethink 
of their business models. In the past, many research firms operated on a cost-plus model, based on the cost of data 
collection. In those days, data were not plentiful and expensive to collect. A cost-plus approach to pricing enabled firms to 
generate sufficient gross profit to finance not only major data collection factories but also value-added services. It also 
encouraged a project mentality based around discrete data collection projects, giving rise to the idea of project 
management as a primary skill in research firms – an idea that is still all too prevalent today. However, in an era in which 
data are extraordinarily plentiful and in which the cost of that data is steadily reducing towards zero, the old business 
model breaks down. Increasingly, research firms will need to price on the consultative value that they add and their ability 
to derive meaningful insight from synthesis of a variety of data sources.  
 
Finally, the research ecosystem is also evolving geographically. According to the World Bank, by 2030, 93% of the world’s 
middle class will reside in what are now classified as “emerging economies.” Global multinationals are already taking 
notice and are placing product and marketing bets in these economies. In a world in which classic research budgets are 
not rising, this means that research spend will increasingly be diverted away from mature markets to those that promise 
riches in the future. This has two major implications: 
 
 More research will take on a multinational or global character, increasing the need for multi-culturally aware 

researchers and analysts who are trained in the craft of analyzing and synthesizing data from diverse cultures and 
nations; 

 Methodologies and technologies that favor reaching people in remote locations, such as mobile, will begin to take 
center stage. 

 
What does this mean for the talent of the future? 
The research world of tomorrow will continue to see an explosion of data and data sources; a multiplicity of new tools and 
methods to harvest data; a decline in the cost of data; increasing desire to understand and leverage consumer emotions 
through empathetic marketing; the decline of the project (together with the associated skill of project management) in 
favor of continuous learning; and greater emphasis on emerging markets and research at a global level. 
What type of talent will be needed to succeed in this new world? 
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In a presentation at a conference hosted in May, 2014 at Michigan State University on Educating Researchers of the 
Future, Kim Dedecker of Kantar and Jim Berling of the Burke Institute posited a set of skills that researchers of the future 
will need to succeed. Interestingly, these did not involve abandoning the skills of the past or of today, but adding to them. 
 
FIGURE 3.  SKILL SETS OF THE FUTURE – DEDEKER AND BERLING 

 
 
 
Dedeker and Berling argued that today’s researchers already need to possess skills that their predecessors did not – 
notably, horizontal collaboration, the ability to access and analyze information, and cross-culturalism. These we have seen 
will also be critical in the research world of tomorrow. But, they argue, there will be the need to add yet further, 
specifically in terms of synthesis, entrepreneurial thinking, and the ability to innovate. These are precisely the skills that the 
400 new entrants to industry over the past three years, many of them headed by Millennials, have brought with them. 
At the same time, attendees at that same conference stressed that researchers of the future will need not just new skills, 
but will also need to bring with them certain traits as well. They will need a good understanding of business, the ability to 
think strategically, the capability to handle diverse things at the same time, and to connect the dots from diverse 
information sets in real time. 
 
Lewis and Chadwick, writing in The Leading Edge of Marketing Research (2012), had a slightly different take on the talent 
needs of the future. They foresaw the need for three different types of people: 
 
1. Specialists: These will be the people that possess deep expertise in one or two aspects of the research process – 

perhaps mobile or shopper insights; or data scientists who are adept at mining big data; ethnographers; or virtual 
reality specialists. The list is long but is characterized by the need to understand and go deep on a particular element 
that adds to the whole; 

2. Polymaths: From the Greek “polymathḗs”, signifying people who are expert in many things simultaneously. These are 
the people who not only will select from which specialists they will need assistance, but which data sources they will 
require and how to synthesize all of that data to produce the story for senior management. They may well also be the 
storytellers. 

3. Management Consultants: The people who will take the insights – the story – to the C-Suite and see them through to 
action. 

 
At which of these will the new generation be most adept? Which do they most naturally bring with them to the profession? 
Or are there other traits and skills that they will bring that we have not identified here? Will they change the profession in 
ways about which we have not yet thought? To answer these questions, we need to understand more about the Millennial 
generation itself. 
 
MILLENNIAL ATTITUDES TOWARD SOCIETY, BUSINESS, AND WORK 
The Millennial generation is the largest in history and a truly global phenomenon. It also probably is the most thoroughly 
researched. The resulting portrait of Millennials has not always been flattering. Twenge (2006) called them ‘Generation 
Me,’ characterizing them as confident, assertive, entitled, and miserable. ‘Narcissistic’ is another adjective one sometimes 
hears. In the workplace they have tended to be viewed as problematic, a management challenge, disloyal job-hoppers, and 
there is a sizeable literature devoted to how to manage them.  
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But there is another view of Millennials that has taken hold, one that is much more positive. Greenberg (2008) dubbed 
them ‘Generation We’ and a sizeable body of recent research depicts them as optimistic, civic-minded, tolerant, 
technologically adept, and perhaps even uniquely suited to deal with the many problems of the world they soon will inherit.  
Either way, they soon will comprise 75% of the global workforce. Fifteen percent of them already are in management 
positions (Schwabel 2013). Whether we like it or not, they are about to change how companies will operate and, if we are 
lucky, engineer a transformation of market research to meet the unique needs of the 21st century.  
 
An affinity for technology 
Millennials are digital natives (Prensky 2001), meaning that they began interacting with technology at a very early age. The 
oldest of them arrived in the early years of the PC revolution, were present at the birth of the Internet, and invented social 
media. Their favorite device is a smartphone. They view technology as a key enabler of their own success, but also having 
the potential to help solve many of the world’s problems. In a 2013 survey of Millennials in 26 countries conducted by 
Telefonica, participants chose technology first when asked about the field of study most likely to assure their personal 
success and chose technology again when asked about their country’s success. Economics was second in both instances. 
In the same survey nearly three quarters agreed with the statement, “I am on the cutting edge of technology.”  
 
This strong belief in the power of technology often drives the choices this generation makes when it comes to work. In a 
2013 Accenture survey of Millennials, 72% of participants in India pointed to state-of-the-art technology as a key factor in 
selecting an employer. The comparable figure for the US was 52% and for China, 45%.  
 
But it is not just technology in general; it often is mobile in particular. This generation has been the first to embrace mobile 
at the center of their lives. In their study of the US online population Lella and Lipsam (2014) report that a smartphone or 
tablet is the exclusive choice of one in five Millennials for Internet browsing, emailing, searching, social networking, and 
online news reading. That is five times the rate for Boomers. And all of those apocryphal stories one hears about sleeping 
with smartphones, using them in the loo, and a willingness to give up sex rather than their smartphone invariably involve 
Millennials.  
 
The innovation imperative 
It should not surprise us that this near obsession with technology is accompanied by a strong belief in the importance of 
innovation. In a 2013 Deloitte survey of currently employed, college-educated Millennials in 26 countries, 78% of 
participants said that the innovation profile of an organization is an important factor in their decision about where to work 
and about two-thirds see it as key to attracting and retaining talent. Yet most view their current employer as not doing 
enough to encourage innovation and creative thinking. Two out of three cite management resistance — risk aversion, 
reliance on existing products, unwillingness to partner with universities and other businesses — as the key barrier to 
overcome. They also cited corporate structure and work processes as problematic. 
 
Further, this belief in the importance of creativity and the challenges posed by innovating in modern corporate structures 
is a deeply felt personal issue. Millennials are unconcerned with, if not rejecting of, hierarchy or titles, want to be mentored 
rather than supervised, and to develop their careers through a variety of different work experiences. They are not looking 
for the security that comes from having a clear role with defined responsibilities, they want flexibility and to be continually 
placed in situations that challenge them and help them learn. They believe that power comes from experience and 
knowledge, not title or place within the corporate management structure. In 2014, MSLGROUP surveyed a sample of 
working Millennials in Brazil, China, France, India, the UK, and the US. When participants were asked which they respected 
more, title or experience, the latter was the dominant choice in all countries but China. When asked to describe the ideal 
relationship with their boss, most chose coach or mentor followed by friend and expert. Participants in the Deloitte survey 
expressed a desire for changing jobs and assignments every 12-24 months with the ability to work with a wide variety of 
people in different roles and at different levels across the organization. 
 
Millennials are looking for avenues to expand their skills, take on leadership positions, and make rapid progress in their 
careers, but worry that their employers will not provide those opportunities. They want to move into leadership roles but 
feel that their employers are not doing enough to help them expand their skills and realize their potential. In the 
MSLGROUP survey, 40% of participants said they believed that they should be in a management position within two years 
of graduation. In the same survey, over 50% said they expected to leave their current company within two years. Seventy 
percent of participants in the Deloitte survey expect that at some point in the future they will reject the corporate 
environment in favor of working independently. 
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Pro-business, but with a twist 
Despite these concerns about the rigidity of the modern corporation, Millennials still have a positive view of business. But, 
they also view it as more than a means to personal and financial success. They see it as has having an obligation to do 
more to address the pressing economic and social issues in the world around them. They view government as having the 
power to make significant progress on these same issues but as utterly failing to do so. Roughly half of the participants in 
the Deloitte survey said they believed that business is having a positive impact on society by providing jobs and increasing 
prosperity. However, 71% also said that it must do more to address such pressing social issues as resource scarcity, 
climate change, and inequality. To quote one participant: 
 
“Most businesses around the world are running their corporations with a single motive: to generate more profits. In an 
attempt to increase their bottom lines using resources like land, labour and capital in the short term [and] completely 
ignoring long-term consequences of their decision. Although Corporate Social Responsibility has started with much 
fanfare, on the ground level noticeable changes have not yet been observed.”  
 
Half of participants said they wanted to work for a business with ethical practices. They also believe that the most effective 
action on these pressing problems requires that business and government act in concert. Outside of work, they are prone 
to volunteer and contribute to charities. 
 
Findings such as these are a strong force in the argument described at the beginning of this section, the debate as 
whether Millennials are ‘Generation Me’ or ‘Generation We.’ The evidence increasingly shows that this generation has a 
surprisingly deep empathy for people in general, not just for family and friends. They share a borderless understanding of 
the economic and social problems that afflict the world and feel a responsibility to help solve them. As a further proof 
point, Barbour (2010) describes the recent dramatic surge in US college graduates applying to nonprofit organizations 
such as the Peace Corps, AmeriCorps, and Teach for America. Some of this, no doubt, reflects diminished opportunities in 
the job market generally. But this also is the generation that elected Barack Obama. 
 
The power of teams 
The desire for fluidity in work assignments and exposure to a broad and diverse set of learning experiences goes hand-in-
hand with team-focused work processes. Lauren Yingling (herself a Millennial) runs the website, themilleniallegacy.com. 
On the issue of teamwork she writes, “Teamwork is something Millennials actually enjoy. Having grown up in an 
environment that fosters teamwork, most Millennials like working in groups and we highly prefer a sense of unity and 
collaboration over division and competition.” She cites a 2007 survey of Millennials conducted by the Center for 
Information & Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (civicyouth.org). Participants were asked, “How much 
difference do you believe people working together as group can make in solving problems?” Nineteen percent said it would 
make at least some difference, 62 percent said it would make a great deal of difference and only 1 percent said it would 
make no difference at all.  
 
This same attitude has been uncovered in other surveys as well, reflecting a global perspective that is different from 
previous generations. Perhaps more importantly, the emphasis on teams is especially strong in emerging markets. 
Participants in the Telefonica survey were asked which was more important, personal success or their team’s success. 
Seventy-two percent of participants from Asian chose teams first and 70% of those from Latin America. The comparable 
figures for Western Europe and North America were 59% and 58% respectively. 
 
Working to live, not living to work 
Millennials view themselves as having a strong work ethic, but do not expect work to dominate their lives in the same way 
they see in previous generations. A highlighted finding of the MSLGROUP survey is a self-perception of Millennials as 
“working hard, doing their best to achieve, and, compared to their peers, doing more than their fair share.” But, they also 
believe in insisting on a work-life balance that allows them to have a fulfilling personal life away from work. To quote one 
participant, “There absolutely has to be a clear line between work and personal life. If there isn’t, it hampers your 
creativity. Full stop.” 
 
The bottom line 
Putting aside judgments about whether the values and the behaviors of this generation are good or bad, the essential 
takeaway is the stark differences from the Baby Boomers who mostly built the modern market research enterprises and 
to no small degree still run them. After a decade or so of mostly grousing about Millennials, managers have mostly moved 
on to accommodation. The next stage may look more like revolution. 
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HOW MILLENNIALS WILL CHANGE THE WORLD OF RESEARCH 
We began by describing a brave new world of research and the skills that will be needed to navigate it. We portrayed an 
industry driven by the traditional challenge of providing more and deeper insights for less, enabled by more powerful and 
widely penetrated mobile technology in a data rich world.  
 
We also described the implications for the conduct of market research and the talent that will be required. We described 
three broad types of people needed to do this new kind of work, labeling them as specialists, polymaths, and management 
consultants. More generally, we noted three critical skills that the market researcher of the future must have: the ability to 
synthesize, a capacity for empathy, and a gift for storytelling. 
 
In the section just concluded we looked across a wide variety of sources to develop a portrait of the Millennials, especially 
in terms of their attitudes and values toward society and work. That portrait is one of a generation that is technologically 
savvy, innovative and adventurous, team-oriented, seeking a broad variety of personal and work experiences, socially-
aware, and with a different view from previous generations of what constitutes personal versus professional success.  
 
In this section we will attempt to answer the question of what we need to do to attract this generation into our industry, 
but also how they will impact and change it. 
 
Attracting and retaining Millennials 
The answer to the first part of that question should be clear from the previous section. Millennials have a clear preference 
for companies whose mission includes some element of corporate social responsibility. They want businesses that do 
more than create jobs and make money. They also want to feel that their efforts contribute in some way to addressing the 
many social and economic problems they see across the globe. 
 
Important as that may be, the internal dynamics of the company where they work and their position within it is even more 
important. Millennials want to work with state-of-the-art technology and in teams that bring together a variety of skills and 
perspectives to solve business problems. They want to be mentored rather than supervised, continually learn, and have the 
opportunity to rise to leadership positions, perhaps more quickly than many current company structures typically have 
allowed.  
 
Millennials also want employers who respect their personal time and allow for personal development that may not always 
seem job-related. And, they are less likely than previous generations to give their loyalty in return. This continues to be too 
bitter a pill for many employers to swallow and a major reason why Millennials so often have been viewed as a problem 
rather than an asset. 
 
Brack (2012) created the comparison below based on work by Gartner and Lynch (2008). It Lays out the challenge that 
MR employers, both buyer and client side, must meet if they are to leverage the energy and talent of the Millennial 
generation. 
 
FIGURE 4.  CHALLENGES FACED BY MR EMPLOYERS 

Boomers Millennials 
Command and control management Active, involved leadership 

Individually focused work Collaborative, teamwork 
Managed flow of information Unstructured flow of information 

Job security Employability 
Work = Income Work = income and personal enrichment

Structure No structure; flexibility highly valued
Inward looking Outward looking 

Influence through organization, position Influence through networks, communities
 

Gross (2012) sums it up more succinctly in what he calls the four new Millennial values: meaningful work, opportunities to 
collaborate, fun, and freedom of choice. 
 
So the road ahead is clear in terms how MR organizations must evolve. Frankly, we see it as a very tall order that may be 
too difficult for some to fill. Nonetheless, it will happen, either because current leaders see the future and are able to act on 
it or because Millennials, with time, will do it for us. 
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The new MR organization 
There is a sort of chicken/egg character to discussion about Millennials and the new 21st century world of work. Are the 
changes we have begun to see due to an influx of Millennials, many of whom are already in leadership positions, with 
different values and expectations or are the same set of forces shaping both Millennials and the organization of work 
simultaneously?  
 
Lynch (2008) seems to argue for the latter, seeing a workplace that already is becoming “highly networked, team-based, 
knowledge-intensive, and predictably unpredictable.” She goes on to say: 
 
“In 1982, when the oldest Gen Ys were preschoolers, Time magazine named the computer ‘Person of the Year,”’ signaling 
the start of the digital era. While in the 4th grade, those same Gen Ys watched the Berlin Wall fall (in real time on 
television), opening the door to the creation of a single, global business community. When Gen Ys were in junior high 
school, individuals and business around the world began to link to each other directly using the Word Wide Web, enabling 
them to create value using increasingly horizontal business structure. Workflow software, outsourcing, open sourcing, and 
supply-chaining integrated and streamlined the flow of commerce. Productivity soared. Information once found only in 
books—a media that is linear, time-consuming, private, and tactile—became digital, random, public, intuitive, and visual. 
Meanwhile, several billion people from China, India, and the former Soviet Union entered the world economy.” 
 
We have seen some of these changes within market research enterprises, though generally nowhere near as far reaching 
as, say, in the technology sector. Expect that to change, either because today’s visionary managers will see it as necessary 
to attract and retain talented Millennials or because Millennials will ascend to top management positions and re-engineer 
companies, or even found their own, all in their own image. The list of adjectives we might use to describe that image is 
long—technology fluent, innovative, free-wheeling, flat, knowledge-based, connected, collaborative, open, culturally diverse, 
and socially-purposeful, to name a few. As we have seen, these are the values that Millennials bring to their work.  
 
The good news here is the congruence of Millennial values with many of the features of the new world of market research 
described in this paper. In our discussion those features are a function of client needs and the potential to meet them 
through mastery of such key technologies as mobile, big data, and predictive analytics. Of course, we could be wrong and 
the mastery will come from within the highly structured, individual-focused, and sometimes slow-moving companies we 
see today, but the bet here is that Millennials will not let that happen. 
 
The future of research itself 
The focus of much of the discussion here has been on form, structure, and ways of working. We have said relatively little 
about the content of research, the problems that Millennials will think worth studying, and the perspective they will bring to 
them. One interesting clue of how some of this might play out is the list of topics submitted to the 2014 competition for 
ESOMAR’s Young Researcher of the Year award. It is an interesting list, to say the least. 
 
 Neuromarketing for brand positioning, packaging and TV commercials 
 Generational differences in the use of mobile 
 Understanding the emotional effects of TV advertising via facial coding 
 Does mobile activity promote well-being? 
 Millennials and shoes (seriously) 
 Bayesian analysis of media reach among Millennials 
 Sharing of private data on social networks 
 Data synthesis 
 Helping not-for-profits connect with youth 
 Product development for youth 
 Definition of Millennials 
 Cross-screen advertising efficiency in China 
 Privacy and technology in China, France and the USA 
 Exchange of private information for benefit on the Internet 
 Netnography to identify differences between Gen X and Gen Y 
 Male gays in India and how to reach them 
 Psychographic recruitment models to reach Millennial males 
 Online test laboratories to test Behavioral Economics heuristics in non-Western markets 
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We also have said little about what Millennials should be doing by way of preparing themselves to play the roles available in 
this new world of research. Many of the needed skills will be the same as today, but there also will be emerging needs for 
people trained in some disciplines new to our industry such as data science, computer science, psychology, and 
anthropology, to name a few. Many of these skills are those that define what we have called “the specialists,” and they 
largely are taught in classrooms, both physical and virtual. 
 
There is another set of skills, perhaps more accurately called talents, that are harder to teach and much in demand. They 
are skills that Millennials may be uniquely suited to deliver: the ability to synthesize, a capacity for empathy, and a gift for 
storytelling. 
 
Millennials have spent much of their lives in the most data rich environment in history. They are practiced in a decision 
making process that draws on a wide range of offline and online sources, evaluates what is relevant, and then synthesizes 
all that information into a plan of action. They learned to do this, not in a business context, but in the course of their 
everyday lives as they make decisions about what to buy, where to eat, what movies to see, what books to read, and 
where to take vacations. 
 
They also are naturally empathetic, being able to relate to people on an emotional level, as evidenced by their interest in 
social causes and record of volunteerism. In the 20th century, empathy was often defined in terms of emotional 
intelligence, that is, “the ability to monitor one's own and other people's emotions, to discriminate between different 
emotions and label them appropriately, and to use emotional information to guide thinking and behavior.” (Coleman, 2008) 
It continues to be cited as a critical ability for effective leadership.  
 
More recently, management theorists have begun to talk about connectional intelligence (Joni, 2012), meaning the ability 
“to build and realize value from networks of relationships, to convene communities, to marshal a variety of resources to 
focus on a result, and to make diversity and differences productive.” It is emotional intelligence in a connected 
environment, and it is a natural for Millennials who have grown up in a world of “ubiquitous connectedness“.  
 
Finally, there is ability to tell a story. What is social media if not a place to tell one’s stories using not just words, but 
pictures, videos, and the shorthand of a tweet? Millennials tell their stories every day, an opportunity historically unavailable 
except in the very private world of journals and diaries, stories with no real audience other than the author. 
 
The challenge of our time in this industry, for educators and employers alike, is to help this generation port these skills 
over into the business environment. If we can manage that then the future of market research or whatever they end up 
calling it, will be very bright indeed. 
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