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Purpose of the paper

The purpose of this paper is to explain how market research has been used to facilitate a change of culture at AEA Technology’s Environment division, one of Europe’s leading providers of environmental consultancy and services. 

The paper describes the contribution that market research has made to the company during a period of rapid internal and external change. Specifically the paper will demonstrate the ongoing contribution which largely conventional research methodologies are making to Business-to-Business organisations such as AEA Technology. 

Amongst all the hype and airtime being given over to the application of new technologies, it is thought that this will be a timely reminder of the fundamental value that intelligently designed and executed research can add to an organisation.

The client and marketing context

AEA Technology plc was created in 1995 as one of the final privatisations of the Conservative Government. The company brought together in one plc company the technology, service and consultancy know-how previously housed in the UK’s Atomic Energy Authority. 

AEA Technology Environment (AEATE) was subsequently formed in April 1998 as a business division of AEA Technology plc.  It was created by combining over 800 staff from 35 teams across AEAT plc with the intention of producing “a single, coherent, market focused organisation” to deliver environmental services to both the public and the private sector.

This was no easy task given that a) the staff were highly technically competent but not in most cases commercially trained, and b) AEATE was made up of many islands or sub-units including:

· the National Energy Centre (ETSU),

· the National Environmental Technology Centre (NETCEN), 

· its predesessor The Warren Spring Laboratory,

· the National Chemical Energency Centre (NCEC), 

· the National Waste Recycling Advisory Unit (RAU),

· the Marine Oil Spill Emergency Unit,

· the teams running the UK government's Energy Efficiency and Environmental Technology Best Practice Programmes, and the Renewables Programme,

· as well as a wide range of other internationally recognised environment and energy teams.  
The company has a wide range of clients both in the UK and internationally. These include the EU and national Government departments, public sector agencies, development institutions, regional and local government bodies, and private sector companies covering a wide spectrum of sectors.

In the late 1990s, the main growth opportunities were felt to lie in i) the private sector - as it came to terms with the ever-increasing burden and challenge of environmental legislation and regulation, and ii) further penetration of the international market.

The company at that stage had a one-and-a-half person marketing department, a small sales-force and a small marketing services group. Individual departments had occasionally commissioned ad hoc pieces of market research prior to and after the privatisation process, but there had been no coherent programme of research in the company’s history.

Research lift-off

In 1998 the then Marketing Director was charged with developing a strategy to address the opportunities beyond the core public sector business.

He commissioned a major study of the local government and private sector markets in the UK, with the brief being specifically to assess:

i the current and emerging requirements of customers

ii levels of satisfaction with current arrangements, and

iii attitudes to AEATE and its principal competitors.

The research comprised
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Research findings –Segmentation and Needs

The 1998 study provided a comprehensive assessment of the market as perceived through the eyes of the customer.

It defined the areas of need as described by clients, and put a measure of quantification on these different requirement areas. These are shown in the graphic on the next page, which indicates the percentage of the sample a) affected by the issues and b) that had used external suppliers to address these issues.

[image: image6..pict]The research clarified which sectors of the market were most likely to enjoy growth in the next 2 to 3 years. These included Waste Management and Land Contamination, and work relating to Air Quality objectives and ‘Due Diligence’ programmes.

The research also indicated 4 quite distinctive motivations for commissioning the use of external service providers. These are illustrated below, with a typical quotation for each of the four types:



The last two of these segments were particularly relevant to AEATE, and were subsequently the object of targeted sales activity.

Another vital aspect of this initial research programme was the insight which it provided into the way the company was perceived relative to its competition.

In many people’s minds there was a divide in the market between the technical and the strategic kinds of work required.  And, as the graphic below indicates, AEATE was associated quite markedly with the technical / scientific side of this spectrum:










This perception had 2 impacts: the first was to exclude the company from being considered for a range of the more strategically-oriented work types. The second was to reinforce customer feelings that the company was somewhat weak on customer focus, timely delivery of projects and commercial acumen.

Consequences of the first wave of research

This initial research study was widely circulated around the management, and a number of practical actions were taken in response to the findings themselves and the agency recommendations.

These included:

· The private sector strategy focussing on agreed sectors and customer types,

· Products and services being re-defined in language which fitted with customer needs and expectations,

· The appointment of sector managers tasked with developing and demonstrating a clear and relevant customer focus in each of the agreed sectors.
At this time the Marketing department was strengthened, with the appointment of 3 market managers [public, private and international] and a marketing manager with responsibility for research, planning and all promotional activities. A new Sales and Marketing Director also decided that further work was required on the subject of positioning, and subsequently commissioned a second wave of research.

The purpose of this research programme was 

· to develop and test various positioning options for AEAT Environment; 

· to indicate which approach would yield  the best commercial results; and
· to clarify whether a single positioning statement could be devised to support and communicate the whole company in all its markets.

The research took place over 6 months in late 1999 and early 2000, and comprised the following elements:


Development stage





Phase 1 research


Phase 2 research




Research findings – The Positioning Issue

The research confirmed the hints emerging in the first study that AEATE. had a fragmented and confused image in the minds of many customers [both existing and prospective], especially when compared to ERM. This latter company showed many hallmarks of a market leader: it was perceived as slick and professional, offering a wide range of services and skills, with particular strength on the strategic, economic and policy end of the spectrum.

AEATE was again seen as the strongest player from the technical standpoint, and was also known for its breadth and depth of expertise. It also had some loyal fans who were satisfied with the level of service and practical solutions which they have received. It fell down however in the areas of customer focus and in-depth understanding of what makes business tick. The image was also still considered to be rather academic as opposed to commercial.

To provide a minor degree of quantification to the results, respondents were asked to score AEATE and its 2 nearest rivals on a series of 10 image attributes, which were derived from the findings of the group discussions. The average scores
 resulting from the 25 depth interviews are shown in the graphic below: 


The research then went on to describe the way in which respondents saw AEATE relative to its main competitors, using a perceptual map which was developed during the earlier stages of the research.

The two dimensions of this map were:

i The key skills that clients associate the company with


Technical








         Strategic



(research / science-based)
(conceptual / business-based)

ii) 
The sort of work clients associate the company with

Blue-skies thinking






Practical / nitty-gritty

The resulting pictures for AEATE and ERM are shown below. These are built up from the individual responses obtained from each depth interview. Respondents were given a blank map to draw on, and their individual drawings and doodles were then transposed during the analysis stage to create separate summary charts for each player.


The AEATE territory was  very clearly demarcated as the lower left hand quadrant.  This reinforced the earlier image attribute section, whereby AEATE was strongly associated with technical competence, practical solutions, and was much less connected with strategy and a close understanding of how business works.

The equivalent picture for ERM was much more broadly based:

As well as understanding how the main players were currently perceived, the research also needed to find out what was the ideal place to be, and how much scope existed for adjusting the positioning of the company.

To this end, a series of positioning statements were developed to assist AEATE in finding its optimum positioning relative to competition. These were conceived during the in-house workshop, and subsequently fine-tuned and illustrated with mood boards by the research agency. Altogether 5 of these were tested during the group discussions. Then in the second phase, 3 refined versions were shown to the depth interview respondents, and also to a cross-section of those who had attended the group discussions.

The 3 statements read as follows:

"We have the science and the sector knowledge to ensure that your problems are thoroughly understood, and you get practical and tailored solutions."

"We combine technical excellence with the best strategic thinking; innovation with practical implementation… the fusion of science and commercial awareness."
“We use our collective technical and strategic know-how to provide forward-thinking solutions - helping you to understand and create your own futures.”
Reactions to these 3 positioning options were captured in terms of

· Which approach was most appealing?

· Which was closest to AEATE now? and

· Which should AEATE aspire to?

The second of the three approaches [code name Fusion] emerged as the strongest candidate, although the first one [Practical Solutions] also had its fans, and was felt to be closest to the company’s current position:


From the various strands of the research a pattern started to emerge. We concluded that the company had an opportunity:

a)
to build on its solid reputation and track record in the areas of technical competence and practical solutions; and

b)
to harness the wider potential represented by its ability to offer strategic thinking, and the effective integration of a wide range of skills and experience.

Respondents themselves also made a number of suggestions regarding how AEATE could improve its image and behaviour to support a new and stronger positioning strategy.

These recommendations centred on

· Improving the company’s customer focus

· Sharpening the commercial edge, and

· Ensuring professional presentation [people and company].

All these elements were then encapsulated in the agency’s recommendations for a positioning strategy based on the following brand positioning framework:

Framework
Content

The positioning idea
We integrate the technical and the strategic

Customer benefit
Practical tailored outcomes 

Reason why 
Technical excellence supplemented with wide range of strategic and problem-solving skills

Core brand values

(of AEATE)
· Knowledgeable

· Commercially aware

· Professional

· Friendly 

· Innovative

How this research was used

On completion of the positioning research programme, AEATE implemented a series of 14 road-shows, attended by the bulk of the 700 staff, led personally by the Managing Director, and supported by his Sales and Marketing Director. The purpose of these sessions was to share the findings, to clarify what the company wanted to stand for, and to involve staff in figuring out how they personally could contribute to a stronger customer focus.

During the road-shows, heavy use was made of the detailed reactions of respondents to the positioning questions, and many verbatim comments were blown up and posted up on the walls of the seminar rooms.

Staff commented that the message was much more powerful because it was based on real customers and their actual thoughts and words. This also gave credibility to the messages from the top management, and helped them to engage the support of staff in working up practical ways in which concepts such as ‘increased customer focus’ could be made real.

3 Business Excellence Teams were subsequently established to work on developing these suggestions and to keep the flame alive!

How research has subsequently been used

Since the positioning research was completed, market research has become a more integral part of the management processes at AEATE.

The 2 studies commented on above have both been heavily used to steer the broad strategy of the company over the last 2 years, and as the company sets its forward direction, research is now used to inform market planning at sector, product and campaign levels.

People are now actively encouraged to ask or consult the customer first. Old-fashioned or bureaucratic ways of doing things are more easily challenged. 

To illustrate this, one member of the sales and marketing team was recently charged with revamping the customer satisfaction measurement scheme. Instead of creating new forms and systems, he decided to commission a small piece of research to ask customers what they would find useful or valuable.. Their comments [based on 5 personal and 10 telephone interviews] clearly indicated

· An aversion to anonymous and self-completion tick-box approaches

· A need for consultation during the project just as much as post-completion and

· A preference for personal involvement by the supplier team, preferably at a senior level.

This timely input allowed the manager to make recommendations to the Board about the most customer-friendly way to monitor customer satisfaction in this market.

Similarly new product development is now much more likely to involve early soundings of customers and prospects to ensure relevance, and avoid costly disappointments later on when products are taken to market. 

The company intranet now also allows staff access to electronic versions of all the research that has been undertaken.

Conclusions

We hope this paper has shown how the company has effectively used research 

i to persuade its employees [predominantly scientists and engineers] of the importance of customer perceptions, and

ii to develop a new positioning strategy which builds a relevant competitive edge for the company brand.

Both aspects are considered vital to the company maintaining its record of profitable growth into the future.

From the agency’s point of view, the key ingredients of the research programme have been continuity of relationship, integration of a wide range of research methods, and a client who demands incisive interpretation and actionable recommendations.

From the client’s point of view, the key elements have been clear research briefs, professional and transparent execution of projects, and results presented in such a way that they can easily be shared and transferred to the wider employee base.

Desk research


A trawl of published market data and some competitor profiling





20 depth interviews


Private sector and local Govt


Mix of prospects and customers





50 phone interviews


Same basic sample structure
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Extra resource required “more arms and legs”





“Internally we have whole programme of works for next 2 years, and we hope we’ve picked up what we need otherwise we have to go out.  Question of resource rather than expertise.  Needs are for extra pairs of hands.”





Benefits of a wider perspective sought





“Always be room for consultants, even with us, can be deployed according to need in other areas also.  They’re doing same types of things in many different organisations so inevitably they bring benefit of that rich experience.  So clear benefits to getting them in to do certain things.”





Sensitive or political situation dictates need for external credibility





“I believe we have contract at moment (with AEA) looking at some possibly contaminated land that we have earmarked for a possible travellers site – because of political nuances of traveller’s site felt we better go for outside consultancy.”





Strategic





Conceptual / business-based





Specific technical / specialist expertise required





“Difficult to list areas but there are some where we don’t have sufficient in depth expertise to actually provide support we need.  Specialised technical expertise rather than resources.”





Technical





Science / research-based





AEA





March/


April 2000





January/


February 2000





Group discussions (2)


Private and public sector, existing clients





August 1999





Brainstorming workshop


Internal AEATE. group





Depth interviews (25)


Existing and prospect clients, private and public sector





Group discussion follow-up (10)


by phone/mail/email 
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� The question was phrased as follows:


“How appropriate is each of these statements to the 3 companies given below?”


Please score each statement out of 10: 10 meaning very appropriate indeed, 1 meaning not at all appropriate for that company
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Image Attributes
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5.00







6.00







7.00







8.00







understand our situation and requirements







impose their own agenda, processes etc







technically the most competent people 







understand business/the commercial world







futuristic or blue-skies thinking







stronger on strategy than implementation







bring together expertise/problem-solving team







excellent for hands-on practical solutions







deliver on time, and on spec 







offer the best value for money







ERM







AEAT Env.







Enviros 












