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MARKET RESEARCH
SPOT ON

Ken Sonenclar, Oaklins' market research specialist, is 
pleased to share some high-level industry intelligence 
in this edition of Spot On.

"Our focus in this issue is on artificial intelligence (AI) 
and the ways it is infusing market research, taking it 
to places, both exciting and concerning, that could 
only be dreamed of a few years ago. Before turning 
our attention to M&A, my colleague John Matthews 

and I analyzed the commercialization of AI in Europe 
and North America for New Science Associates, a 
research and advisory firm that flourished for many 
years before being acquired by Gartner. As we note 
in our survey article, the thinking behind many of 
today’s AI applications was divined decades ago 
and only needed computing power and memory to 
become cheap enough to move AI from theory to 
practice. That moment has arrived."

Artificial intelligence promises to revolutionize 
the field of market research. 

Capable of producing an extraordinary wealth of 
timely and market-relevant insights, AI should also 
dramatically reduce the cost of gathering data and 
producing market research reports. 

Newer market research firms will use AI to win 
business from established market research firms 
(becoming acquisition targets in the process). To 
stay competitive, older companies will need to adapt, 
integrating new technical skills to utilize AI in data 
gathering and analysis, such as that collected from 
social media and smart sensors, and automating 
report production.

However, there are obstacles ahead for the application 
of AI in market research given the tightening of data 
privacy regulations in some parts of the world, as well 
as the sometimes justified and sometimes irrational 
fear of AI shown by many consumers. 

Students of artificial intelligence have long recognized 
that the cost of computing power — which AI consumes 
like an AMG-class Mercedes — has long impeded 
its commercialization, but processing capability has 
increased to the point where AI has many useful 
applications. The plunging costs and increased 
capacity of data storage, along with the sheer volume 
of useful, real-world data to work with, drive the 
need for new and novel methods such as AI to filter, 
categorize and make sense of this deluge.

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND THE FUTURE OF MARKET RESEARCH
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Artificial intelligence and the future of market research

Machine learning (ML), with roots in 1950s defense 
research, is now widely used to drastically reduce the 
time needed to produce a new data analysis or process 
optimization model. Such models are generated 
by entering vast amounts of before-and-after case 
data into an ML algorithm. This can be useful in fly-
by-wire process optimization for running marketing 
campaigns and producing predicative data analysis 
models. It is also used to improve natural language 
processing (NLP) and computer vision recognition of 
objects and faces (discussed below). Machine learning 
underpins most other examples of AI as well as being 
an AI technology in its own right.

As a complement to ML, natural language processing 
provides computers with a more friendly and 
accessible user interface, eliminating the need to 
type or use a mouse, let alone learn arcane computer 
languages. We don’t need to be aboard the Starship 
Enterprise to speak to computers and handheld 
devices nowadays. Thanks to NLP systems developed 
for devices such as Amazon’s Alexa or Apple’s Siri, 
we can verbally instruct them to carry out a task or 
answer a question. Improvements in voice command 
technology will allow for increasingly complicated 
instructions and workflow processes.

Machine learning and NLP form only part of what 
is possible with AI-enhanced market research. 
AI-enabled computer vision is increasingly replacing 
humans with clipboards to gather data on consumer 
behavior. After all, computer vision systems operate 
continuously, don’t need coffee or restroom breaks 
and can collect vast amounts of data from different 
vantage points within a retail store or other venue.

In a similar vein, as internet of things (IoT) technology 
grows cheaper, smarter and more widespread oppor-
tunities abound for the digital capture of market rese-
arch data, largely without human intervention. This again 
generates vast amounts of data on consumer behavior 
that can then be processed and used by marketers.

AI can be used to great effect when it comes to 
interpreting data harvested from social media. 
Although originally done using keyword extraction 
and statistical analysis, natural language processing 
is increasingly used to gather insight about how key 
influencers and the market in general feel about a 
brand, a new product, an event, a misstep by a brand, 
a breaking news story and so on. As well as keeping 
marketers abreast of what is happening around their 
brand and in the market, the speed with which social 
media can provide feedback to a marketer means 
they can fine-tune a campaign or respond to breaking 
news far more quickly than with traditional methods.  

AI is also behind chatbots, which interact with consu-
mers on websites and in mobile apps to gather data 
via conversation. The easiest way to think about a 
chatbot is as an automated replacement for the flesh-
and-blood person now conducting a market research 
interview with a consumer over the phone, in a mobile 
app, on a website or by email. As natural language 
processing becomes more adept at handling nuances 
and ambiguities in human communication, and as 
chatbot programmers become more expert at writing 
natural dialogs, chatbots will become an increasingly 
important tool in the field of market research. 

One implication for market research firms, both with 
chatbots and AI-driven technology generally, is that 
the push to reduce labor costs is likely to lead to a 
reduction in staff and less global outsourcing to firms 
in cheap labor markets, and will force a dramatic shift 
in the skill sets of workers in the industry.

AI can be used to great effect when it 
comes to interpreting data harvested 
from social media



Artificial intelligence and the future of market research

The growing popularity of AI-enabled voice-controlled 
devices in consumers’ homes has also created new 
opportunities for gathering behavioral consumer 
data. Smart speakers and other voice-controlled 
applications and devices capture data about when 
consumers are at home, their music preferences, TV 
viewing habits, what they buy, what they like to cook, 
how they use smart home devices and so on, creating 
detailed logs for every individual. 

Another application for AI in market research is the 
automated production of reports distilling raw data 
into insights, analysis and forecasts, something which 
some trade publishers are already experimenting 
with. 

However, this potential wealth of almost instanta-
neous market research data and insights does face a 
significant obstacle in the heightened focus on data 
privacy. 

In May 2018, the European Union’s General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) will come into force, 
imposing stringent new requirements on organizations 

to police their collection of consumer data. Very 
granular levels of consumer consent will be required, 
along with the need to strip out markers that can tie 
data to an individual’s identity. Financial penalties for 
non-compliance will be severe.  

GDPR poses a significant threat to the use of consu-
mer data in marketing and market research. The 
saving grace is that market research has traditionally 
produced insights across large amounts of anony-
mous consumer data, and so the impact of GDPR 
will be less than on some other areas of marketing. 
However, it does have implications for data gathered 
from smart devices in the home or data gathered by 
computer vision equipped cameras and other sensors 
in retail stores and elsewhere.  Companies employing 
such devices could find themselves in violation of data 
privacy regulations if appropriate individual consumer 
consent has not been gained (and getting consent may 
not be easy). There is some speculation that another 
emerging technology, blockchain — which maintains 
individual anonymity at its core — can be combined 
with AI to put data gatherers in compliance with GDPR 
and similar regulations.
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Market multiples and valuation trends

Multiples of listed companies

Company

Share 
price 
(US$)

52-
week 
high

% of 52-
week 
high

Market 
cap 

(US$m)
TEV 

(US$m)

LTM 
revenue 
(US$m)

LTM  
EBITDA 
(US$m)

LTM 
EBITDA 
margin

TEV/ 
LTM 

revenue

TEV/
LTM 

EBITDA

98.11  110.67  89 20,433.4 29,902.4 8,060.0 1,699.0 21.1% 3.7x 17.6x

31.79  43.61  73 11,337.7 19,320.7 6,572.0 1,701.0 25.9% 2.9x 11.4x

21.65  24.06  90 19,622.6 23,273.0 4,439.0 1,548.0 34.9% 5.2x 15.0x

104.00  106.07  98 17,162.1 20,024.8 2,145.2 987.4 46.0% 9.3x 20.3x

117.62  142.16  83 10,683.9 13,423.8 3,311.5 382.4 11.5% 4.1x 35.1x

29.01  36.80  79 21,703.4 19,094.1 2,443.3 344.8 14.1% 7.8x 55.4x

80.82  87.60  92 6,589.8 5,735.1 877.1 146.2 NM 6.5x NM

22.71  32.93  69 1,786.5 1,838.5 897.5 81.8 9.1% 2.0x 22.5x

39.26  43.83  90 1,636.4 2,228.7 2,190.0 256.4 11.7% 1.0x 8.7x

30.54  32.84  93 1,207.9 1,533.7 347.6 88.8 25.6% 4.4x 17.3x

58.45  62.00  94 1,088.4 1,282.8 1,229.2 112.7 9.2% 1.0x 11.4x

8.56  8.94  96 874.0 934.6 171.4 25.7 15.0% 5.5x 36.4x

49.83  58.16  86 789.8 756.2 117.6 38.8 33.0% 6.4x 19.5x

41.45  47.75  87 748.9 614.8 337.7 35.0 10.4% 1.8x 17.6x
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Market multiples and valuation trends

Multiples of listed companies (continued)

Company

Share 
price 
(US$)

52-
week 
high

% of 52-
week 
high

Market 
cap 

(US$m)
TEV 

(US$m)

LTM 
revenue 
(US$m)

LTM  
EBITDA 
(US$m)

LTM 
EBITDA 
margin

TEV/ 
LTM 

revenue

TEV/
LTM 

EBITDA

10.87  14.07  77 445.2 382.1 469.4 49.8 10.6% 0.8x 7.7x

5.37  5.49  98 565.8 535.8 157.7 21.2 13.4% 3.4x 25.3x

4.18  4.63  90 182.6 268.5 269.6 24.2 9.0% 1.0x 11.1x

9.16  15.00  61 56.9 48.5 383.9 4.1 1.1% 0.1x 11.7x

Median: 3.6x 17.6x

Mean: 3.7x 20.2x
Data source: Capital IQ
Market cap and total enterprise value (TEV) based on closing stock prices on 29 March 2018
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Research 
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Valuation trends in the market research industry

Data source: Capital IQ
Graph is calculated using market value weighted indices
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M&A activity

Selected Oaklins market research transactions

InsightTech Advisors' Four Waves of Innovation™ 

InsightTech Advisors, a US-
based growth advisory firm, 
created this visualization 
of the disruption sweeping 
across companies that gen-
erate high-value insights for 
their clients. Who is leverag-
ing and driving this disrup-
tion? In InsightTech Advi-
sors’ view, brand marketers 
believe that besting their 
competition depends on 
crafting deeply personalized 
customer experiences, and 
marketers are banking on 
next-generation data, tech-
nology, cloud computing and  
AI to let them deliver. The chart highlights what 
InsightTech Advisors identifies as the Four Waves 
of Innovation™ disrupting the “insights industry”. 
The axes frame the degree to which firms are so-
phisticated in their ability to deliver tech-enabled 

solutions and the degree to which firms are compe-
tent working with both structured and unstructured 
data types. Interestingly, each wave mixes old and  
new players. InsightTech Advisors can be reached at  
advisors@insighttechadvisors.com.
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MEET OAKLINS, THE WORLD’S MOST EXPERIENCED 
MID-MARKET M&A ADVISOR 

Oaklins offers a comprehensive range of services  
 ● M&A advisory (buy- and sell-side)
 ● Growth equity and equity capital markets advisory

 ● Debt advisory
 ● Corporate finance services

Oaklins industry specialists

Market research is one of our focus areas. Combining comprehensive sector knowledge with global execution 
has led Oaklins to become the most experienced M&A advisor in the market research sector, with a large contact 
network of the most relevant market players worldwide. This results in the best possible merger, acquisition and 
divestment opportunities for market research companies.

If mergers, acquisitions or divestitures of businesses or business units are part of your strategy, we would welcome 
the opportunity to exchange ideas with you. Please find our contact details below.

Ken Sonenclar, Managing Director
New York, United States

T: +1 212 651 2602

John Matthews, Managing Director
New York, United States

 T:  +1 212 651 2616

About Oaklins

professionals
 700

countries
 40

transactions
5,000+

offices
 60

sectors
 15

mailto:k.sonenclar%40dp.oaklins.com?subject=
mailto:j.matthews%40dp.oaklins.com?subject=


www.oaklins.com

Disclaimer
This document is provided for information purposes only. Oaklins and its member firms make no guarantee, 
representation or warranty of any kind regarding the timeliness, accuracy or completeness of its content. 
This document is not intended to convey investment advice or solicit investments of any kind whatsoever. 
No investment decisions should be taken based on the contents and views expressed herein. Oaklins and its 
member firms shall not be responsible for any loss sustained by any person who relies on this publication.
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