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Treasure hunting  
DEVELOPING VALUABLE CUSTOMER INSIGHTS 

Almost every retail business knows that good customer insights can be the stairway to 
success. But all too often the search yields little.  Mining real competitive advantage out 
of customer data and market research requires more than spadework, even with the 
fanciest tools. In Frontier’s experience helping retail teams, it’s organisation and 
incentives that matter most. 
In the search for a competitive edge, many retail businesses have turned to 
customer data for inspiration.  Mining this data has become an industry in itself: 
there is no shortage of consultancies, research agencies and brand experts 
offering innovative new tools that promise to deliver valuable customer insights.   

From data warehouses to customer profiling, complaints analysis to social media 
aggregation, the array of techniques on offer is impressive.  Yet often the results 
are anything but insightful.  Company offices are loaded with glossy reports full 
of irrelevant statistics chosen to fit a particular technique.  We believe that the 
route to valuable insights lies along a carefully planned approach to the way that 
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data is collected, analysed and communicated, and that the management of this 
process is often more important than the tools. 

THE CHURCHILL SOLUTION 

Everyone agrees, at least in theory, that decision-making should be evidence-
based; and that the evidence should be analysed independently and objectively.  
In our experience, however, it’s often the other way round: evidence is decision-
based, collated to support a chosen strategy.  A lack of objectivity is then doubly 
damaging: to decision-making, and to harmony within the company.  Where 
business units have different objectives, customer insights can become weapons 
on a battlefield rather than tools for digging out the truth.  

Even where everyone works to the highest professional standards, it’s dangerous 
if the analysis of customer data becomes a search for supporting evidence.  
Statistics that appear to fit with executives’ preconceptions are likely to be given 
greater weight than those that don’t.  Marketing teams (or agencies) charged with 
measuring advertising effectiveness are inclined to start from the presumption 
that advertising does work, and confine the debate to which advertising media 
work best.  Similarly, pricing teams tasked with measuring the impact of price 
cuts are likely to believe in their weapon of choice, and confine the debate to the 
scale of the cut.  And when insights are generated by different departments, their 
conclusions may be difficult, both in human and in analytical terms, to reconcile.  

It took a world war to get this problem gripped inside government. Faced with 
an overwhelming quantity of conflicting data from different departments, 
Winston Churchill created the Central Statistical Office - to give him a single 
objective view, based on the best available information.  Plenty of businesses 
could still do with a Churchill solution, dragging data analysis out of 
departmental fiefdoms and elevating customer insights to a line of direct report 
to the chief executive. 

Those that shrink from such a radical restructuring of the organisation can still 
improve the quality of their analysis by ensuring that those involved in the search 
for customer insights have clear roles and responsibilities that are distinct from 
commercial and operational goals.  These have to be underpinned by standards, 
processes and clear lines of accountability for their work.  

TRIANGULATE YOUR POSITION 

Pulling responsibility to the centre doesn’t mean narrowing your sources of 
information.  It should mean quite the reverse.  A disciplined approach should be 
less fashion-driven.  In the hunt for valuable insights, the greatest attention is too 
often paid to the latest piece of information, which quickly becomes accepted 
wisdom; at least until the next piece comes along.  The timely communication of 
insights is a good thing, but they rarely hang on a single piece of evidence.  
Combining multiple sources, taking a view on their likely accuracy, and 
“triangulating” the insights they offer will lead to a more robust conclusion. 

 

Treasure hunting 
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So what are the best sources of customer insights?  They are usually drawn from: 

 both new and existing customer research; 

 the experiences of frontline staff; 

 customer feedback and complaints; and 

 wider information, such as market trends. 

Combining these sources prevents us jumping to conclusions.  Are customers 
behaving in a certain way because of some likes and dislikes they’ve expressed in 
feedback? Or do frontline staff tell us a different story? And then what do the 
sales figures show?   

Combining multiple sources of customer information may be the cheapest 
option, too.  Many organisations devote a lot of time and money to trying to 
develop the perfect all-encompassing tracking surveys.  But if narrower 
qualitative research identifies something interesting, targeted quantitative studies 
can quickly test the findings.  And whenever the business faces a new question, 
relevant evidence can often be found in existing research, before anything new is 
commissioned.  Staying on top of all the available evidence, and using it in 
triangulation, can help a customer insights team reduce lead times and make 
better use of tight research budgets. 

All in a working day 

Once upon a time, a big supermarket that undertook an analysis of customers’ 
baskets found (somewhat to its surprise) that there was a significant correlation 
between purchases of beer and nappies.  

What did the supermarket find to do with this information?  Were beer and 
nappies natural complements, which should be stocked next to each other? Well 
– hardly.  You can, er, use one without the other.  And customers didn’t seem to 
have much difficulty finding both. End of. 

Or not? If you “triangulate”, perhaps, the supermarket thought, you could get to 
something a little bit more useful.  The demographics showed a continued 
increase in the number of working parents.  Customer research suggested that 
the weekly family shopping trip was becoming more fragmented, with family 
members fitting in top-up trips around their working day.  Together these pieces 
of data formed a picture of a growing segment of busy young parents.  A group, 
that is, who shop on the way home, put the baby to bed, and then down a pint.  
This then started to look like something that a marketing team could act on… 

Treasure hunting 
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SHARE THE SPOILS 

Having objective, high quality and timely customer insights isn’t enough.  They 
must be communicated effectively through the business.  Data doesn’t do the 
trick alone. Unless conclusions jump out of research reports, they’ll lie unread.  
Our brains are far better at understanding and remembering a story.  Customer 
insights need to tell a good one, arrive at an ending, and answer the question: so 
what do I do now?  

In many retail business, the insights team spends too much time commissioning 
research, and too little time turning the conclusions into workable to-do 
suggestions.  To improve these, it’s a good discipline to start from the customer 
end, and explain how the to-do list will improve the customer’s experience.  That 
sets the right context for the debate about costs and benefits to the business.   

CONCLUSION 

Customer insights are easier to talk about than to achieve.  There are plenty of 
patent mechanisms for their delivery – but in reality, the results depend on good 
quality processes and the effective use, by the centre, of all available information. 
From Frontier’s experience in helping many retail businesses do this, here are 
some simple tips:  

 Objective conclusions are more likely to be credible, so make the roles 
and responsibilities of the insights team clear and independent. 

 Several data sources are better than one.  So “triangulate” the 
information you have to arrive at the best insights.  

 Staying on top of existing research, rather than running after the newest 
data point, saves you money and mistakes.   

 Telling a story in customer language, with a clear sequence leading to an 
actionable ending, is a good way to make sure the business responds to 
the insights you can provide.   

Creating – and acting on - valuable customer insights isn’t easy. Which is, of 
course, why organising your business to ensure that you do can be a real source 
of competitive advantage. 

For further reading on aspects of this bulletin, see “Consumer.ology” (2010) by Philip Graves, 
an Associate of Frontier, which provides a detailed discussion of consumer behaviour and some 
common pitfalls of market research studies.  For more on how root cause analysis can be used to 
develop an understanding of how the levers businesses can pull influence market outcomes, see 
Frontier’s 2006 bulletin “Pull the other one”.  And for more on how to segment customers 
effectively, see Frontier’s 2007 bulletin “Oranges and lemons”. 
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