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WHAT IS STRATEGIC RESEARCH?
For many SMEs, selling their products/services to customers beyond their initial customer base may not appear to make sense. But, doing so can be the difference between surviving and thriving. As an example, Sales Growth Consulting recently helped a Japanese disinfectants manufacturer reconsider its plans for entering the UK. In Japan, the company sold its products for use at home through retail channels; it thought the same set of customers and sales channels would be a natural target as it sought to enter the UK. However, strategic research, based on a review of published data and interviews with senior professionals within companies throughout the UK supply chain, indicated the company would have far greater success in the UK if it sold its products to commercial buyers. As a result, the company revised its approach and began planning to enter the B2B market instead.
Strategic research therefore can help validate ideas, avoid costly mistakes and can support better identification and targeting of your buyers. 
1. GETTING STARTED WITH STRATEGIC RESEARCH – DEFINING YOUR OBJECTIVES
As with most things, it makes sense to start with a plan; with strategic research, you want to define your objectives. Your objectives are the questions to which you seek answers through research, e.g.:
· Is there demand for my product/service in the target market?
· How do buyers typically buy such products/services – direct or via agents/distributors?
· Who are the influencers and key decision makers?
· What are the key buying criteria that determine purchasing decisions?
· If there are similar products/services already available in the target market, how are they priced and positioned to buyers?

These questions will help shape the scope of work to be carried out, which in turn will help to define the types of sources of information you will need to consult, how long it will take and the cost.

2. GATHERING BASIC INFORMATION
Whether you conduct the research yourself or hire an external supplier, the next step will be to gather some basic or general information. Known as “desk research” or “secondary research”, this step need not be daunting or challenging. You can typically start to get a sense of what you need from publicly available sources such as the websites of:
· 
· Government departments
· Trade associations
· Industry publications
· Business press
· Mainstream media
· Company annual reports


As a caveat, be sure to note the definitions being used by each source of information when referring to product or service markets, i.e.: what they include/exclude when referring to it, as well as the reference period of the information. Not all sources have up-to-date information and some sources may have gaps in their data sets.
3. Conducting PRIMARY RESEARCH
From the above step, you may have a rough idea of what your target market looks like, i.e.: its approximate size, whether it has been growing or declining and names of key companies. The next step will be to refine the information so that it more precisely reflects your specific needs. To achieve this, you will need to conduct primary research. 

If you’re a B2B company, this will typically involve speaking to relevant companies within the supply chain in your target market. Your research objectives will help guide you to the types of companies, and the kinds of roles and seniority therein, that you will need to speak to in order to get the information you need. Since it is not a survey of a representative sample of the population, you don’t need to target thousands of people; instead, you can target a small but informed group of professionals that are knowledgeable about the market in their country.	Comment by Victor Chauhan: Add note re: using indie 3rd party to ensure competitors will participate in trade interviews.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Naturally, some potential competitors or agents may not want to participate in discussions with your company directly. Therefore, to obtain the perspectives of all relevant operators in the target market, consider using an independent agency or experienced consultant. Independent organisations and consultants operate under strict confidentiality agreements to protect your identity, your research objectives and the findings of the research itself.

4. MAKING SENSE OF THE DATA
By speaking to companies from different stages of the supply chain in the target market, you will build up a sense of how the market works in that country, the key challenges, the influencers, the purchasing criteria and so on. However, different people naturally have different opinions so, when it comes to estimating the size and growth of the market, how you need to price and position, and who to work with, you’ll need to analyse all of the information obtained in context of what you have learned through desk research.

Cross-referencing what you have learned with your research objectives and your capabilities will help you define next steps. You should now be in a position to determine the ‘who, what, where, when and how’.

5. ACTING WITH CONFIDENCE
Strategic research brings data and objectivity into your business and planning. It allows you to make investments in new product/service developments, market or channel entry decisions, and partner selection decisions with reduced risk and uncertainty.
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