
If you want to know about Americans’ 
relationship to a food product, you may 
� nd what you’re looking for in a focus 
group. Seek answers in Vietnam and you 
may have to conduct an ethnographic 
analysis, says Ged Parton, CEO of global 
practices and capabilities for London-based 
market research company Synovate, No. 6 
on Marketing News’ Honomichl Global Top 
25 last year.

Parton spoke with Marketing News from 
his home in London about his advice for 
conducting multinational research studies, 
his suggestions for getting clients to under-
stand cultural nuances across nations and 
his concern about the state of the multina-
tional marketing industry today.

Q: Let’s start with the takeaway fi rst. 
If you can offer one brief bit of ad-
vice for market researchers conduct-
ing research in multiple countries, 
what would it be?

A: One of the big things for us is making 
sure that we have local representation on 
the project and delivery teams. So what 
I mean by that is if you are conducting a 
multinational marketing project from the 
United States and conducting fi eld work in 
multiple different countries, it’s incredibly 
important that you have a strong local-to-
local connection so the guys coordinating 
the project for the client can talk to local 
teams and understand local nuances. 

One of the things you very regularly 
see in survey-based data is … a very simi-
lar response in completely di� erent coun-
tries. … In Germany, you might � nd a 
whole group of people who are increas-
ingly reluctant to use an automatic dish-
washer because they’re concerned about the 
environment and trying to live in as green 
a way as possible. In Japan, it’s by design to 
not upset their neighbors with noisy dish-
washers. In Japanese culture, people strive 
to make sure they’re not imposing their 
own will and lifestyle on other people. 
So it looks like [people in] Germany and 
Japan are behaving in the same way, but the 
reasons why are very di� erent. 

For us as an organization, that’s why 
we’re a hugely locally oriented business 
and why we try to build collaborative 
teams across our business. [� is is] 
so we [can] make sure that for the 
multinational marketing surveys we’re 
completing, we can advise clients [on] 
what’s behind the numbers. 

Q: How do you try to help clients 
better understand those different 
cultural nuances across countries 
even if they’re conducting multi-
national research about a singular 
topic or product?

A: We spend a long time with the client 
trying to work out what questions they are 
trying to answer. That drives the behav-

ioral design or approach we take for a 
particular study. For instance, one of the 
cool techniques that we use very regularly 
for multinational marketing projects … 
identifi es common motivational strate-
gies and common approaches or outlooks 
that people have when trying to deal with 
a particular issue. … What I mean by 
that is you often fi nd traditional research 
study questions for a household clean-
ing product [for example] may be asking 
specifi cally about the [product’s] effi cacy 
or luxurious qualities. … [But] it may 
well be that the best way to approach the 
multinational market study is by looking 
for commonalities across countries. Rather 
than [centering research around] charac-
teristics of the product, [make it around] a 
much broader place to start.

 So, for instance, if you were tackling 
dishwashing and your client was concerned 
about the lack of an emotional connec-
tion [with a product], rather than [center 
questioning on] the construct or a design, 
[� rst try to get] an understanding of what 
the home means and what homemaking 
means. If you start with a broader perspec-
tive, it allows you to identify common ways 
of thinking about di� erent markets, about 
the way people feel about the home and 
approach homemaking, and you can then 
identify what common themes are among 
common groups of people. You can create a 
di� erent understanding with the client than 
if you had started with the product. 
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A single company can be conducting a single study for a single product, but 

if it’s expanding that study to multiple countries, it cannot afford to take a 

singular approach.
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Q: Some forms of research work 
better in certain countries than oth-
ers. Give some examples.

A: In focus groups, we often have an 
exercise where you liberate emotional and 
intellectual [restrictions] to stimulate folks 
[so answers] are as direct and creative as 
possible. In Europe, for instance, it’s OK to 
have a process that involves [participants] 
removing their shoes, closing their eyes 
and standing next to other participants and 
putting their arms on [each other], not as 
a collective group hug, but as a physical in-
teraction. There are other countries where 
that kind of physical interaction would not 
work. In the United States, [people] may be 
uncomfortable with the physical contact. 
In some cultures taking shoes off may be 

a major problem. It’s a slightly frivolous 
example, but what I’m trying to point out 
is unless clients are working with organiza-
tions that do multinational work all the 
time, it’s incredibly easy to construct a de-
sign that simply won’t work in one market 
versus another. 

In some markets, some cultures have 
a propensity to respond incredibly posi-
tively to any sort of material put in front 
of them, partly out of politeness, partly 
out of natural cultural predisposition. So if 
we are assessing an ad campaign for a new 
product, we might automatically expect 
to see Latino cultures rating the project or 
advertising incredibly highly versus West-
ern European markets where the national 
propensity is to downgrade. 

(continues on  page 28) 
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Links to all the additional resources cited here are available by visiting Marketing 

Power.com/marketingnews and clicking on “current issue” or April 30, 2010.

Articles: 
Live Like Locals 
A Marketing News article provides tips for finding effective local marketing and 

market research help in foreign countries.

10 Minutes With…Nigel Hollis, Executive Vice President and Chief Global Analyst, 
Millward Brown Group 
In this Q&A, Hollis elaborates on some localization lessons and other takeaways 

found in his 2009 book The Global Brand. 

Webcasts:
Small Budgets, Big World—Improving International Marketing ROI in Hard Times

Q: So if a company is engaging in 
different forms of research for the 
same study, how do they ensure 
that answers to their multinational 
research studies can accurately be 
compared?

A: The single biggest thing for me is that 
you really need to make sure that your 
agency partner is very used to executing 
multinational marketing work and has 
some kind of vertical understanding … 
of particular categories [such as] financial 
services, packaged goods, healthcare and 
so on. … Do not trust your favorite local 
partner for multinational work. Always 

consult with multinational market experts. 
If you don’t, you will make mistakes in 
study design. …

Because we are an organization of 
scale, we are spending a huge [amount 
of ] money investing in research. Syno-
vate has a laboratory in Cape Town, 
South Africa, that’s connected to other 
groups around the world including 
Chicago, New York and Amsterdam, [the 
Netherlands,] where they are fielding 
studies on our own behalf to assess these 
kinds of issues. The reason why we do 
that is because we want to be able to say 
to our clients that we validate particular 
ways of asking particular questions. m
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