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Market research

FACTFILE:
GCSE LEISURE, TRAVEL  
AND TOURISM
Unit 2
PROMOTING AND SUSTAINING THE LEISURE, 
TRAVEL AND TOURISM INDUSTRY

Learning Outcomes

Students should be able to: 
• demonstrate knowledge and understanding and analyse the advantages and disadvantages of the 

market research methods that leisure, travel and tourism organisations use to find out what their 
customers need such as: 

 – postal surveys; 
 – telephone questionnaires; 
 – personal surveys; 
 – observation; 
 – focus groups; and 
 – internet and email.
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What is market research? 
Market research is the means by which organisations can identify 
what it is that customers actually want. Often, organisations 
provide products and services that they believe are required but 
they can be completely wrong in making that assumption. The term 
‘marketing myopia’ is when an organisation provides something that 
isn’t required and if not addressed quickly can lead to significant 
damage to leisure, travel and tourism organisations. Constructing 
an all-weather sport ground may sound like a great idea but if the 
population is mostly retired and elderly, then perhaps they should 
have been consulted beforehand. 
 
The main ways in which the leisure, travel and tourism industry 
conducts market research are:
• postal surveys; 
• telephone questionnaires; 
• personal surveys; 
• observation; 
• focus groups; and 
• internet and email.

Leisure, travel and tourism organisations use market research to 
answer a wide range of questions including; 
• What new products and services are likely to be attractive to 

customers?
• What changes might be required to pricing strategies in order to 

attract new customers?
• What products and services are most attractive to different age 

ranges and why?
• How frequently are customers taking advantage of special offers?
• How does the organisation compare to others that are providing 

similar products and services?

When conducting market research it is necessary to be clear about 
what it is that the organisation is researching. This simple, but 
vital, step allows the researcher to set clear and concise research 
objectives and will be useful when evaluating the data collected from 
respondents.

Fig 1: Market Research
Image © : Scar1984 | Thinkstock

Fig 2: Market Research is all 
about feedback
Image © : ihorzigor | Thinkstock
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Postal surveys 
Postal surveys were often seen as the best way to 
conduct research. A questionnaire was prepared and 
posted out to a random number of individuals with 
an enclosed stamp addressed envelope for the return 
of their response. 

Postal surveys have been almost entirely replaced by 
internet or email questionnaires where e-technology 
exists within the sample population. Internet and 
email surveys can be set up easily and managed 
with reduced manpower and expense.  

The construction of a questionnaire can be complex 
and it needs to be piloted to ensure it generates 
the expected responses. Piloting means using the 
questionnaire with a small control group to ensure 
that the survey generates appropriate responses. From the respondent’s point of view a questionnaire needs 
to be easy to complete and easily understood. Some guidelines on preparing a survey questionnaire are:
• Do not ask too many questions. Respondents may be put off replying of the questionnaire is too long. This 

will reduce the number of completed responses and limit the usefulness of the survey.
• Keep the questions simple, specific and look for simple responses. Closed response questions, for example 

those that can be answered by either yes or no responses or by selecting the response from a range 
of options are both easy to answer and analyse. Be sure to include all possible options or include an 
opportunity for respondents to add in their own response.

• Avoid slang or jargon and do not use abbreviations which may not be clear to the respondent.
• Allow respondents to remain anonymous if the research objectives can allow that.
• Do not ask very personal information such as age, income etc.

Fig 3: Returning a postal survey
Image © : Asergieiev | Thinkstock

Fig 4: Completing a survey
Image © : AndreyPopov | Thinkstock
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Telephone questionnaires  
A major advantage of conducting questionnaires by telephone is that 
it can be carried out quickly, the respondent can ask for clarification 
of anything they do not understand and the researcher can seek 
clarity on any of the respondent’s answers. It can be expensive if 
conducted by an external organisation but can in some instances, 
with appropriate skills or training, be conducted by the organisation’s 
own staff. Often respondents indicate that they are unable to give the 
time to complete the survey and if questions are too long or complex, 
incorrect answers may be recorded.  

Personal surveys 
Personal surveys are the face-to-face meetings with a researcher 
either in a controlled environment such as the reception area of a 
hotel or cinema or less controlled situations such as the high street. 
Personal surveys can be more difficult for individuals to refuse e.g. 
they may not wish to offend the researcher. However, if the survey is 
too complex or requires a long time to complete, respondents may 
rush their answers or refuse to complete the survey. This can limit 
the effective of a personal survey as a means of market research.   

The expertise of the interviewer can be a major deciding factor in 
encouraging participation and in maintaining the respondent’s 
commitment throughout the survey. Visitor surveys at hotels or at 
visitor attractions can be provided to customers and completed by a 
respondent who will return the questionnaire to a waiting member of 
staff.

Fig 5: A smiling customer service 
representative
Image © : moodboard | Thinkstock

Fig 6: Conducting a personal survey
Image © : Pixsooz | Thinkstock
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Observation and Focus groups      
Observational research is conducted by 
researchers who observe what is happening 
around them and record the relevant aspects of 
the behaviour they are observing. An example 
could be observing the behaviour of customers 
queuing at a travel agents as they await an 
opportunity to speak with a travel consultant.  
The observer might note:
• how long has the customer waited before being 

attended to?
• what is the average waiting time?  
• what is the length of time customers 

wait before leaving without speaking to a 
consultant?

This information can create a picture of how well the travel agent is meeting the needs of its customers at 
different times of the day and in different periods of the year.  

Focus groups are a development from observational research when customers are grouped together to 
meet and discuss topics where the discussion is semi structured and given direction by the researcher.  
Often the group can provide useful information by developing opinions from a range of individuals and 
the conversation is often allowed to progress naturally. This allows the researcher to obtain outcomes not 
otherwise available from a more structured interview.  

As is the case with all forms of research, the difficulty is in collating the data that has been collected. 
Professional research organisations are able to do this effectively and this in itself is a sound enough reason 
to engage companies with relevant and suitable experience.

Fig 7: Word Cloud: Focus Group
Image © : mindscanner | Thinkstock

Fig 8: A typical focus group involving people from different backgrounds
Image © : ALotOfPeople | Thinkstock
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Internet and email      
The Internet, email and other forms of social media has provided a 
new source for market research. There has been a huge increase in the 
popularity of mobile electronic devices such as smartphones and tablets. 
This has increased the opportunity for effective market research at little 
cost to the organisation. Organisations increasingly use social media such 
as Facebook and Twitter in their market research. Facebook is often used 
for special offers and deals with users encouraged to share the Facebook 
page with others. The extent of ‘likes’ and sharing is in itself valuable 
market information.

Some websites contain pop up messages that invite the user to provide 
feedback. While pop ups are an inexpensive form of market research, many 
customers choose to avoid pop-ups knowing that their use can result in 
much unwanted email notifications in future.

Search marketing websites that sell products and services often make use 
of web cookies that store data, typically items added in the shopping cart 
from an online store. This gives the organisation useful information about 
shopping patterns which can feed into their overall market research. Many 
such websites use a pop-up to advise customers that the site uses cookies 
and by using the site the customer is agreeing to their use.

Leisure, travel and tourism organisations are increasingly using email for 
market research. Organisations can send questionnaires to their full mailing 
list or target a specific market segment based on information already held 
by the organisation. This saves money on stationery and is easily followed 
up by simply sending a further email. Hotels and other accommodation 
types often email a customer satisfaction questionnaire to customers 
who have stayed there recently. Some hotels will ask customers who are 
checking out to complete an online customer satisfaction survey on a tablet 
as part of the check-out process.

Fig 9: Social Media has 
revolutionised market research

Image © : relif | Thinkstock

Fig 10: A hotel guest completes a survey using a tablet as part of 
the check-out process
Image © : AndreyPopov | Thinkstock
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Learning Activity

• Prepare material that is suitable for use in conducting market research in the leisure, travel and 
tourism industry.   
Students research the response of customers to one aspect of the organisation’s marketing mix by 
applying a range of research strategies to:  
1. Product: what key features would the customer expect or like to see in the organisation’s products and 
what lifestyle issues of the customer might make the product more attractive to them  
2. Place: identify if the location of the business is convenient and how far are customers prepared to travel 
for similar products or services.  Investigate how customers book their products or services and what types 
of communication do they use.   
3. Price: what is the best pricing strategy for the products and services provided by the organisation?  
Would customers be prepared to buy more if special discounts were available or if early booking or off peak 
pricing was available.   
4. Promotion: Learners could collect information about the customer’s life styles, hobbies or interests and 
assess whether the promotional materials are sufficient to meet the needs of the organisation and/or the 
customer.

• Study Fig. 9; discuss how social media has ‘revolutionised’ market research. 
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