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Free data from the government 

The Office for National Statistics has a vast 

library of market data which is great for 

broad brush market research.  

The British Library’s Business & IP Centre 

offers a range of business services and, on 

site in London, a vast library of electronic 

databases and market research.  

You can also find market research collections 

in other public libraries across the UK. 

 

  

How big is your company‟s market? Who are your 

potential customers? What are they prepared to pay 

for your product or service? Who are your most 

valuable customers? Which customers have growth 

potential? These questions are at the heart of business 

planning. Getting good data and analysing it properly 

is essential. 

Researching 
As Sherlock Holmes says, “It is a capital mistake to 

theorise before one has data.” So, the first step is to 

gather data. There are lots of different ways to do this: 

 What you already know. You probably have a lot 

of raw data in your accounts and customer records. 

If you have customers, you have data on customer 

preferences and behaviour.  

 Information in your office. The Yellow Pages and 

phone book can be useful for understanding the 

number of potential customers in a given area. You 

can use Bing Maps to search for competitors and 

customers. 

 Market research. Ask people questions and collate 

the results. This can be an informal survey of friends 

and neighbours, or you can take to the high street 

with clipboards.  

 Interviews. A structured interview with customers 

or potential customers can yield insights. You can 

do it yourself or get a neutral third party to help 

out. 

 Online surveys. You can set up a quick and easy 

online survey using an online service like 

SurveyMonkey. You can invite customers and 

contacts to complete it to get quick insight. You 

can also ask questions on social networking 

services like LinkedIn. 

 Web search. Microsoft Bing can reveal useful 

research data. For example, type “market 

research” and the name of your industry sector. 

Collating  
“Information gathering is almost as important as 

analysis,” says John Coulthard, Senior Director of 

Healthcare and Life Sciences at Microsoft. Information 

comes in many different forms – emails, weblinks, 

online research, blogs, videos, spreadsheets etc. – and 

it can be quite hard to sort it all out and synthesise it. 

It‟s worth thinking this through in advance.  

You can cut and paste data into Microsoft Word or 

Excel, but also consider Microsoft OneNote 2010. It‟s 

like a digital notebook that lets you gather different 

types of information into a place. You can share 

OneNote notebooks with colleagues, synchronise it 

between your desktop PC and notebook, and also 

access it using the Microsoft OneNote Web App.  

Knowledge is power but how do you get it? Learn more about researching, collating, 

analysing, visualising and sharing business data. 

 

The secret art of data 
analysis 
 

 Technology that works for your business 

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/default.asp
http://www.bl.uk/bipc/
http://www.bl.uk/bipc/pdfs/market_research_public_libraries.pdf
http://www.bing.com/maps/
http://www.surveymonkey.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/
http://www.bing.com/
http://office.microsoft.com/en-gb/onenote/top-10-reasons-to-try-onenote-2010-HA101631725.aspx
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Top tip: adding Sparklines in Excel 2010 

It’s easy to add sparklines. Just select the data 

series, just like you would for a regular graph, 

then click on the insert tab, select one of the 

formats and tell Excel where you want the graph. 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analysing 
You don‟t need to be Stephen Hawking to start 

analysing the data you have gathered. Here are some 

tips for getting the most out of it: 

 Ask dumb questions. Start with the most basic 

questions. Why are people buying your product? 

Who is the competition? How much do they 

charge? How big is the market? What is your 

share? Etc. etc.  

 Go to the experts. Ask your accountant to look at 

your data or get a professional market research 

company or a statistician to crunch the numbers.  

 Ratio analysis. When looking at your financial 

data, calculate common ratios. What is your gross 

profit? Operating profit? What are your creditor 

days and debtor days? 

 Benchmarking. Download your competitors‟ 

accounts from Companies House and look at the 

results of companies you admire or would like to 

emulate. Compare their results with your own. 

What are their ratios? What is their revenue and 

profit per employee? This can help set targets for 

your own business. 

 Understand the range. What is a reasonable 

upper and lower limit for a particular number in 

your spreadsheet or calculations. For example, you 

might want to sell 10,000 widgets next year but 

your two-person sales team can only close ten 

deals a day. It doesn‟t matter what you would like 

to sell; without changing another variable, there is 

an upper limit on how many you can sell. 

 Use your common sense. Be wary of the „if only‟ 

approach to data analysis. „If only ten percent of 

UK businesses buy our product…‟ or „if only we 

could get five percent of the Chinese market.‟ It‟s 

easy to talk the numbers up. This is called 

confirmation bias – looking for data that confirms 

your own instincts or optimistic view. Look for data 

on both sides of an argument. 

 Occam’s razor. Put simply, this is the idea that the 

simplest explanation for something is most likely 

to be the correct one. You may have increased ice 

cream sales by 400 percent in July and August 

because of your fantastic marketing campaign, but 

it‟s more likely that people bought more ice cream 

because it‟s sunny. 

Visualising 
“With Excel, you can present the information in any 

way you like,” says Coulthard. Graphs make it easier to 

understand relationships and trends. Sparklines – new 

in Excel 2010 – put small graphs right into the cells on 

your spreadsheet, making it much easier to absorb a lot 

of information visually. Conditional formatting 

highlights cells according to rules you set; for example, 

turning negative numbers red or highlighting numbers 

that exceed historical precedents. Using pivot tables 

and data filtering and sorting can slice and dice the 

data in different ways to highlight new and useful 

information. The more you can automate and visualise 

your data analysis, the more useful it will become. 

Sharing 
Data is only as good as the last piece of information 

that went into it. Using customer relationship 

management software or just a shared Excel 

spreadsheet, you can encourage your staff to keep the 

company database up to date.  

Similarly, sharing the results is essential. “All this 

information is great inside the business owner‟s head, 

but it‟s much better if everyone knows it,” says 

Coulthard. If you can share as much information as is 

prudent, then everyone in the company can see what is 

important and “you will find that good ideas pop up 

from all parts of the business.” 

For more information 
 Trial Microsoft Office 2010 Excel and OneNote 

 Business Link advice on market research 

  OneNote 2010 

http://office2010.microsoft.com/en-us/excel-help/use-sparklines-to-show-data-trends-HA010354892.aspx
http://www.companieshouse.gov.uk/
http://www2.buyoffice.microsoft.com/emea1/product.aspx?family=o14_officepro_try&country_id=GB
http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/layer?r.s=tl&r.l1=1073858805&r.lc=en&r.l2=1073859164&topicId=1073901910
http://office.microsoft.com/en-gb/onenote/?CTT=97

