
in the mix
Searchers beware:  
The perils of  
consumer reviews

american market ing associat ion  m a r k et i n g p ow e r.c o m

Research
Marketing

Fa l l  2 011

The Promises and 
Pitfalls of SMR 
Prevailing discussions 
and the naked truth

Apples and  
Oranges
Does a Web survey 
produce similar  
results to social  
media tracking?

Chatter
Matters
Social media  
research is reaching  
its tipping point



6  |  Marketing research    |   f a l l  2 0 1 1

Text Analytics

 W
hile text analytics as an area of research 
has been around for quite some time, 
since just after World War II, within the 
past 10 and especially the past five years, 

it has seen tremendous growth. This growth has 
been possible for a number of reasons, though three 
are perhaps most noteworthy.

First, earlier attempts at text analytics put too 
much emphasis on artificial intelligence. In the late 
’80s, this started to change to what is now a more 
empirical approach, which recognized that we don’t 
need to teach computers to become human and 
learn/read like humans. Instead, let computers do 
what they do best—pattern recognition. In fact, this 

is how babies learn as well.
Second, thanks to Moore’s Law and the ever- 

increasing speed and capacity of servers and per-
sonal computers, it has become possible to manage 
the sometimes large and unwieldy data sets com-
mon in some unstructured data (text) mining or text 
analytics, as it’s now more popularly called.

Third, while the two aforementioned trends were 
occurring, the amount of text data available was 
growing at an exponential rate. It is commonly ac-
cepted that more than 85 percent of all information 
available to us is in text format. Thanks to the Web 
and more recently various types of social media, 
more than 7 million Web pages of text information 
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are being added to our collective data repository daily. Conve-
niently, this has served to increase the need for text analytics 
just as our capability to provide it is blossoming.

Early adopters of text analytics included certain parts of the 
defense, intelligence, finance and pharmaceutical industries. 
Many initial text analytics software programs served a very 
specific domain and purpose. As the techniques continued to 
develop, a somewhat broader approach has become popular.

Enterprise level text analytics initiatives, in hopes of leverag-
ing all unstructured information coming into organizations, 
have been growing in popularity. However, some—including 
myself—question if this is the best approach. Among those in 
the text analytics community who participate and share infor-
mation at various events from the Text Analytics Summit to 
Content Analysis and Sentiment Analysis Symposium, the con-
sensus now seems to be that domain specification does play 
a critical role. Dictionaries need to be customized for specific 
industries and even at the company and business level.

Challenges and Opportunities	  
This may call into question the wisdom of pouring all 
data into the proverbial pot and boiling the ocean. Indeed, 
vendors with a specific use case (e.g., PR, social media 
marketing research, marketing research, etc.) have begun to 
increase in number. Moreover, some seem to be extremely 
successful.

In fact, the problem when looking at social media text 
analytics seems to be that there are too many providers to 
choose from. When selecting a vendor, 
it is important to consider the back-
ground of said vendor. Many are still 
riding the wave of interest provided 
in the astronomical growth of social 
media and have achieved gains through 
marketing at the expense of heavy cus-
tomer churn.

Delivering the “So what?” largely 
does come down to use case or  
domain experience with unstructured 
data. Not all successful software 

requires extreme robustness and complex algorithms. For in-
stance, Radian6, which saw exponential sales growth simply 
by focusing on a specific use case (more or less public rela-
tions) and utilizing social media (mainly blogs and Twitter), 
grew incredibly fast and was recently sold to SalesForce.
com.

Exactly how SalesForce.com, which is an SAAS (software 
as a service) CRM provider, plans to use Radian6 is specula-
tive. However, I do predict that more and more businesses 
that offer software of any analytical nature that may benefit 
by adding available text data to the reporting will soon ex-
plore text analytics. It can provide an attractive offering and 
a way to differentiate themselves from their competition.

For the marketing research use case specifically, earliest 
entrants in 2005 included SPSS with their text mining for 
Clementine and Text Analytics for Surveys products. Later, 
in 2006 and 2007, Nielsen purchased Buzz Metrics and TNS 
purchased Cymfony (expressly for “blog mining”). 

There are now several text analytics tools being used in 
marketing research. However, relatively few have been devel-
oped for marketing researchers by marketing researchers. I 
believe this is a tremendous growth opportunity for various 
firms—not just those looking at social media but even and 
especially survey software firms that deal with open-ended 
comments. Text analytics, though, seems better suited to 
larger amounts of data, and it will be some time before it 
will be a very useful tool for qualitative researchers.

As the first firm to leverage text analytics in 2005 within 
the marketing research domain, we took a software-agnostic 
approach. We quickly came to the conclusion that there was 
no single best software tool out there for marketing research-
ers, partially because the software had been developed by 
either software development firms or linguistics with little 
knowledge of the marketing research use case. Therefore, 
for those wishing to leverage off-the-shelf tools within a full 
service marketing research model, it is useful to think of the 
text analytics software out there as tools in the carpenter’s 
toolbox. The full service market research provider adds value 
by knowing what tools to use to answer the “So what?” ques-
tion that is unanswered by most current software.

As the field continues to develop, we will see fewer text 
analytics “pure play” firms and more firms specializing in use 
case or industry case. This includes marketing research, where 

survey providers may be among the first to 
start implementing the technology. MR
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Several text analytics tools are being used in marketing 
research, but few have been developed for marketing 
researchers by marketing researchers. This creates a 
tremendous growth opportunity for survey software firms 
that deal with open-ended comments. Text analytics 
seems better suited to larger amounts of data, however, 
and still is not a very useful tool for qualitative research-
ers. Going forward, we expect to see fewer text analytics 
“pure play” firms and more firms specializing in use case 
or industry case.
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