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Introduction
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Tetra Insights conducted a survey and a series of interviews from April through June of 2018 to 
learn about the current state of customer insight generation. The goal of this research is to 
help organizations benchmark insight generation processes and find opportunities to improve 
their ability to create excellent customer experiences. The research provides insight into how 
data is collected, the current tools used to originate and analyze research data, and 
opportunities to improve and enhance related processes.

Our research includes over 200 respondents from across industries in the US, including people 
with roles such as product manager, user researcher, and user experience designer. Because of 
the focus of our survey, these companies are more likely to do research and use data to drive 
decision-making overall than companies not included in our survey. This provides deeper 
insight into what leading customer-centric organizations are doing to generate meaningful 
insights.

Below are details of companies that participated in this research:

How many employees work in your company?

< 10 10-24 25-99 100-
249

250-
499

500-
999

1,000-
4,999

5,000-
9,999

10,000+

3.2%
5.6%

7.9% 8.7% 8.7% 8.7%

19.1%

7.9%

30.2%

Which department do you primarily work for within your 
organization?

Research

Product

Other

Marketing

Operations

Voice of Customer

Insights 
(Consumer/Customer Insights)

Executive

General Management

38.1%

30.2%

10.3%

7.1%

5.6%

3.2%

3.2%

1.6%

0.8%

Which best describes the industry in which your company 
competes?

18.3%
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Customer Experience Isn’t Just a Strategic Priority 
– It’s a Competitive Differentiator

Going into this research project, our team was 
well aware of the growth of user research and 
using customer data for decision-making. We 
were also aware of the growth in the strategic 
importance of delivering great customer 
experiences. It was surprising to learn, 
however, just how critically important 
customer experience is across industries and 
to companies of all sizes, and how excellent 
customer experience yields outperformance 
for public companies.

According to Jon Picoult, author of the report 
linked above, regarding the value of customer 
experience, “The leading firms in this analysis 
aren’t just enjoying higher revenues from 
happy satisfied customers and 
word-of-mouth referrals. They’re also 
benefiting from more competitive cost 
structures, driven by fewer complaints and 
lower business acquisition expenses, among 
other things. There’s a very real economic 
calculus underlying customer experience 
ROI.”

It’s no surprise then that, according to 
Forrester, 72% of businesses list improving 
customer experience as their top priority. Our 
research found similar numbers. When we 
asked, “On a scale of 1 to 5, how big of a 
strategic priority is creating an excellent 
customer experience to your organization?”, 
58.9% of respondents answered with a 5/5, 
with 87% answering at least a 4. Fully 98% of 
respondents answered a 3 or above. Clearly, 
customer experience is not just a buzzword; it 
is a core priority and differentiator for 
companies across industries.

Even though companies are prioritizing 
customer experience, their assessment of 
themselves shows great room for 
improvement. Only 21.6% of companies 
believe their customer experience is 
best-in-class in their industry, and 39.5% 
believe they are at or below average. This 
indicates that companies believe in the value 
of customer experience and know they need 
to focus on it to improve. 

Key Insight: 
Customer experience is a differentiator when it 
comes to creating value for customers and 
shareholders. If this isn’t a key strategic priority 
in your business, it would be wise to re-evaluate 
that position.

Actionable Item: 
Include competitive benchmarking in your 
research work. There is a lot to be learned 
about how you compare to your competitors, 
especially when it comes to creating excellent 
customer experiences.

When it comes to understanding your customers and 
creating great customer experiences, how would you 
rate your organization compared to competitors or 
others in your industry?

On a scale of 1 to 5, how big of a strategic priority is 
creating an excellent customer experience to your 
organization?
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We are best in class

We are above average

We are average

We are below average

Low 
Priority

High 
Priority

21.6%

38.9%

33.5%

6.0%

28.1%

12.0%

0.0%1.2%

58.9%
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Qualitative Research Is Growing As a Core 
Discipline, With No Signs of Slowing Down

Key Insight: 
Leading organizations have learned the value 
of qualitative data like that from user research 
to understand customers and inform key 
decisions to build excellent experiences. Much 
like quantitative data proliferated across 
organizations, expect a similar trajectory for 
these empathy-driving methods.

According to CNNMoney/Payscale, “User 
Experience Researcher” is one of the top 15 
fastest-growing jobs in America. And this job 
title is just one of many that relate to 
researching real user and customer behavior. 
Jobs in consumer insights, human factors 
engineering, and experience design are 
separate roles that are firmly in the space of 
qualitative research. A quick search for job 
posts for user experience researchers shows 
that companies across industries are actively 
hiring for this role.

Our research makes it clear that companies 
are investing heavily in this type of work. 84% 
of the companies we surveyed indicated that 
the amount of customer/user research their 
organization does has increased in the past 
two years. 79.4% of the companies said they 
expect an increase in the amount of time and 
resources dedicated to qualitative methods of 
generating customer insight over the next 
two years. 

These increases in resources for research are 
substantiated by the indication of how much 
research work organizations are doing, with 
more than 88% of companies doing at least 
some kind of user research to generate insight 
already.

Further indications of the increase in research 
work is the quickly growing field of 
ResearchOps, which has emerged in recent 
years, similar to Design Operations after 
design became a core competency. We will 
discuss the need for research operations in the 
next section.

Compared to two years ago, how would you describe the 
amount or frequency of customer/user research your 
organization does?

When it comes to qualitative methods of generating 
customer insight (like user research or recorded 
customer interactions), how do you expect the amount 
of time and resources dedicated to these processes to 
change over the next 2 years?
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Increased significantly

Increase significantly

Increase slightly

Stay the same

Decrease slightly Decrease significantly

Increased slightly

Stay the same

Decreased slightly Decreased significantly

34.4%

48.9%

35.1%

11.5%

3.8% 0.8%

45.0%

17.6%

3.0% 0.0%

Actionable Item: 
Is your organization excellent at user research? 
Do you have the ability to execute research 
projects in a timely and effective way? It might 
be time to audit your capabilities and plan for 
investment in this area.
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As Research Has Become More Formalized and 
Disciplined, Operational Effectiveness Is Now a Key 
Concern

Conducting meaningful user research 
requires the synchronization of several 
complex components, including sourcing 
participants, designing test plans, building 
prototypes, conducting interviews, analyzing 
research sessions, and ultimately preparing 
reports and deliverables of findings. Each of 
these steps is time-consuming and 
technically challenging. They require 
expertise and discipline to be completed in 
an effective and efficient manner. 

As research matures inside organizations, 
specialization is required to complete this 
work at scale. Chris Avore discusses how 
research varies by maturity level within an 
organization, from ‘laggard’ to ‘mature.’ For 
the ‘mature’ companies, research work is 
completed by dedicated professionals with 
resources available to the organization. Less 
mature companies are more ad-hoc in nature 
and require a less formalized structure. As 
companies advance on this maturity scale, 
operationalizing research has become a key 
focus.

With research becoming a core competency, 
companies are bringing more research work 
in-house. Anecdotally, we learned that 
agencies and services are largely how 
organizations begin doing research regularly. 
But as research scales, it becomes a key 
internal operational area, with almost 84% of 
companies doing some or all of their research 
in-house. About ⅔ of companies have 
dedicated internal staff for running research, 
with less than 28% using an agency or service 
to provide research work.

In this section, we’ll provide a brief overview 
of some of the key functions and pain points 
for research work.
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We have a dedicated 
internal team for 

completing research

We do some or all of our 
research in-house

We use software tools to 
automate user tests

We use an agency or 
service to conduct some 

or all of our research

Individual internal 
product/marketing teams 

conduct their own research

Targeted solicitation of users 
who fit research profiles

Other

Advertise to source 
participants

Existing customers/ 
marketing lists

Panel vendors

Other 3rd party recruiters

84.0%

66.1%

49.6%

40.5%

27.5%

80.2%

42.5%

33.0%

31.1%

16.0%

13.2%
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If you conduct user interviews or user tests, which of the 
following apply? (Select all that apply)

Where do you typically source participants for your 
research?

http://bit.ly/2PPKBnM
http://bit.ly/2PPKBnM
http://bit.ly/2PPKBnM


Recruiting participants was by far the 
number one pain point mentioned, with 
40% of respondents indicating that this is a 
real challenge when conducting research. 
80.2% of respondents said they use existing 
customer lists to source research 
participants, with 42.5% soliciting broadly to 
find participants. Less than ⅓ of 
organizations are using panel vendors. 

The low utilization of panel vendors is likely 
due to two primary issues: qualified 
candidates cannot be reached through 
these vendors, and costs are prohibitive. 
Many companies have found that using 
their own lists and solicitation methods 
yields higher-caliber participants and much 
lower costs.

Key Insight: 
Finding qualified participants for research is 
hard. Leading organizations have well-honed 
processes to handle the sourcing and 
management of these participants.

Sourcing Participants Is a Real Challenge

Research Is Under-Used Outside of Product 
Testing

85.7% of respondents indicated that user 
research is used in their organization to test 
product concepts. General user discovery 
was the next most common type of 
research work done at 77.1%, followed by 
live products at 76.2%. Surprisingly, less than 
half of these companies do competitive 
testing, and less than a third test marketing 
and sales material.

One of the respondents explained, “The 
demand for research in our organization is 
crazy. There are sometimes months-long 
waits to get simple tests. We simply cannot 
process all of the research that is requested, 
and the product teams always get priority 
since they most effectively use the results. 
We’d like to do more, but we simply don’t 
have the bandwidth.”

Which of the following are part of your research? (Select all 
that apply)
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General user discovery

Live marketing 
campaign/materials

Other

Concepts for product

Sales copy/sales materials

Live products

Competitive testing

Concepts for marketing 
campaigns/materials

85.7%

77.1%

76.2%

48.6%

30.5%

25.7%

15.2%

7.6%

Actionable Item: 
Do you currently have processes in place for 
having customers opt-in for research? Do you 
have a defined way of communicating with 
opted-in participants and facilitating 
scheduling of research? If not, a small 
investment in these areas can pay huge 
dividends as you scale research activity over 
time.
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It’s no surprise that researchers often aren’t 
able to accomplish all the work they wish 
they could. “Time” was listed as the top pain 
point for organizations when we asked about 
analyzing research. Quality research work is 
labor-intensive, demands for research work 
are constantly increasing as its value is 
learned throughout an organization, and 
time is always a limiting factor. 

Organizations are struggling to keep up with 
demands for research, which is likely a big 
cause of the expected growth in resources 
that organizations reported. 

Analysis and Reporting Are 
Time-Consuming and Burdensome

We asked respondents to rate how 
time-consuming various research-related 
tasks are in their organization. Not 
surprisingly, ‘analyzing sessions’ was number 
one on the list, followed closely by ‘putting 
together deliverables.’ This is really where the 
rubber meets the road when it comes to 
research work. It doesn’t matter what 
research was completed if stakeholders 
aren’t able to learn and make decisions based 
on it.

Analyzing research takes an average 2.7 
times as long as conducting it. That means 
that for each hour of research conducted, 
almost 3 hours are spent compiling the 
sessions into shareable insights – that’s nearly 
4 total hours of work per hour-long session. 
These numbers increase depending on the 
number of people who watch and analyze 
each session and the complexity of the 
deliverables created. 

The most common work done to analyze 
sessions is creating notes/summaries and 
looking for themes and patterns in the data. 
When it comes to reporting, pulling relevant 
quotes/verbatims and creating clips or 
highlight reels of sessions are the most 
common methods.

How time consuming are each of the following research 
tasks? (5 - Extremely, 1 - Not at all) 

Analyzing sessions

Putting together deliverables for other 
stakeholders

Sourcing participants

Taking notes/summarizing interviews

Conducting interviews

Creating test plans/scripts

4.2

3.9

3.8
3.8
3.7
3.2

Meetings to discuss research 2.8
Answering questions from other stakeholders 2.6

Avg. Rating

8

Customer Insight Trends & Benchmarks: 2019

Key Insight: 
Research work is valuable across an 
organization, from innovation and product 
testing to marketing and sales optimization. 
Leading organizations are dedicating resources 
so every functional area that needs it has 
access to quality research work.

Actionable Item: 
Can you combine multiple objectives into a 
single research project? If you have scheduled 
product-specific research, think about how you 
can incorporate marketing or sales testing into 
your research plan. Simple tasks like having 
people react to marketing copy or a landing 
page can provide invaluable insight and won’t 
add a huge amount of time to a research plan. 
Look for opportunities to combine needs in 
each research session.



We learned in our research that even though 
70.9% of organizations create clips and 
highlight reels of recorded sessions, they are 
doing far less of this than they wish they 
could. 

As one respondent put it, “I’d love to put real 
customer interactions directly in front of our 
decision-makers. Watching the actual user 
research sessions gives the clearest and most 
valuable understanding. But it takes so long 
to compile this! Just exporting a video file can 
take hours. We end up using a lot of notes 
and words to present findings, which leaves a 
lot of ‘straight from the horse’s mouth’ insight 
out of the hands of stakeholders.”

The most common deliverables are 
presentations, PDFs, and other documents.    
These deliverables were not considered 
"excellent" by most respondents. Instead, 
they create reports that are relatively easy to 
compile. A common theme we found in 
interviews was a desire for interactive reports 
that gives access to the raw research, but 
tools to do so are severely limited. 
Stakeholders need reporting in a timely 
fashion, so researchers often have to 
compromise what they wish they could do 
simply to get things done quickly.
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What types of deliverables do you usually provide from your 
research analysis? 

Key Insight: 
Analyzing research work is difficult and 
time-consuming. The right tools, processes, 
and methodologies are required so that quality 
research can be done at the speed businesses 
require.

Actionable Item: 
Are you spending time putting together 
summaries instead of clips and videos? Do an 
experiment and cut together a 10-minute 
highlight reel as part of your next report. See 
what kind of impact more audiovisual material 
has in your organization. It’s no surprise that 
people prefer watching a video to reading. Use 
this to your advantage!

PDFs/Documents

Other

Presentations

Videos (clips, highlight reels)

Spreadsheets

Analysis within a 
collaboration tool

89.1%

76.4%

66.4%

45.5%

21.8%

6.4%
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Which of the following methods do you use as part of your 
research analysis process? (Select all that apply)

Looking for themes, patterns, 
or groupings of insights

Transcribing sessions

Creating word clouds of 
common themes

Other

Creating notes/summaries of 
individual sessions

Tagging or coding sessions or 
moments from sessions

Pulling out relevant or 
interesting quotes/verbatims

Creating clips or highlight 
reels of recorded sessions

Tabulating interaction types

91.8%

90.0%

84.6%

70.9%

61.8%

50.0%

48.2%

21.8%

3.6%



Surveying is the most common method 
companies use to collect data for customer 
insight. With dozens of cost-effective tools 
to easily create and deploy a survey 
available to product, marketing, and 
research teams, surveying has become 
commonplace across organizations 
included in our research. 89% of companies 
indicated they use surveys to generate 
customer insight – just beating out 
moderated user interviews (88.2%) as the 
most common method. 

However, when we asked these same 
respondents to give us a sense of the 
relative value of survey data, surveys ranked 
5th out of the 7 methods listed.   In fact, 
when we asked respondents what they 
would choose if they could have only one 
source of insight into their customers, just 
1.6% of respondents chose survey data.

According to one product manager we 
interviewed, “Surveying is quick and 
relatively easy. Internally we have a demand 
for insight backed with a lot of data points, 
and surveying checks that box. 
Unfortunately, what people say in surveys 
and what they actually do rarely match up. 
Actually talking to our customers and 
recording real interactions almost always 
provides better, more actionable insights. 
There are areas where surveys are critically 
valuable, but we certainly overuse them.”

Surveys will likely remain commonplace, as 
they serve a purpose when used properly, 
their ease of distribution is unmatched for 
data collection, and much of the data is 
quantitative, making it usable for various 
methods of analysis.

Lower-Effort Data Collection Is Ubiquitous, But Its 
Value Is Limited

In your team or organization, which of the following methods 
do you use to generate customer insight? (Select all that 
apply)

Please rank the following in terms of how valuable you 
believe each is when it comes to understanding 
users/customers and making decisions?

Moderated user interviews/user tests

Recording real-world customer interactions

Analyzing actual customer/user data

Unmoderated user interviews/user tests

Surveys

Marketing A/B split tests

Focus groups

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Avg. 
Ordered 

Rank
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Moderated user interviews/user tests

Unmoderated user interviews/user tests

Focus groups

Marketing A/B split tests

Purchasing research reports

Purchasing third party data

Surveys

Recording real-world customer interactions

Analyzing actual customer/user data

Testing prototypes

Customer phone calls or other conversations

88.2%

61.4%

52.0%

50.4%

32.3%

15.8%

89.0%

53.5%

85.0%

82.7%

62.2%
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Key Insight: 
The best-performing companies focus on 
contextualizing survey data among other 
sources of insight. Over-reliance on survey data 
yields a poor understanding of customers, but 
survey data used to supplement behavioral 
insights can be invaluable.

Actionable Item: 
Considering deploying a survey? Think about 
how you can incorporate a handful of 
customer interviews to provide greater 
context.

If you could only have one of the following sources of 
insight into your customer for the rest of your career, which 
would it be?

Actual Behavior Vs. Self-Reported Data

As every researcher will tell you, 
self-reported data is not completely 
reliable, especially when the research asks 
about behavior or tries to predict what 
people will do. As humans, we are 
inherently bad at understanding the 
motivations for our actions, and the process 
for answering a survey question uses a 
different part of the brain than the one we 
would use when making a real-world 
decision. These biases have been seen in 
countless contexts, from video game play 
to behavioral science and even employees 
in organizational research.

But just because self-reported survey data 
isn’t entirely precise in its implications 
doesn’t mean it isn’t useful. It provides 
good insight into how people perceive 
themselves, even if that perception is 
different from reality. Additionally, by using 
experimentation methods like split-testing, 
bias can be mitigated and comparative 
data become available.

The key value of surveying is in not relying 
on it exclusively, but instead surveying 
where it is valuable and makes sense. Not 
all questions or hypotheses can be 
answered with survey data alone. Use it as 
one of several components of your insight 
generation tactics. All methods are 
imperfect and all insight is probabilistic. By 
combining research methods and 
cultivating a culture of ongoing insight 
generation, organizations can still use 
self-reported data from surveys in a 
valuable way.

Moderated Interviews Are More Popular 
and Perceived As More Valuable Than 
Unmoderated Ones

Similar to the growth of surveying tools, 
platforms that make it easy and relatively 
affordable to run unmoderated research 
sessions have proliferated considerably 
over the past decade. These platforms 
advocate that recording real people is a 
more valuable source of insight than 
surveying. 

As we discussed earlier in this report, 
sourcing participants for research is a major 
pain point for organizations. 
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Direct customer interactions 
(interviews, conversations, 
recorded behavior)

Analytics data (web/mobile 
analytics, CRM, marketing 
database, etc.)

82.7%

1.6%
15.8%

Survey Data
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The implication with the growth of 
unmoderated research is that it makes 
sourcing participants and running user 
tests much easier than it would otherwise 
be.

Unmoderated user tests allow an individual 
from an organization to enter test 
instructions (e.g. “interact with this 
prototype,” “show me how you purchase 
dog food online”) and then enter 
demographic criteria for a participant. Each 
qualified participant is brought into the test 
experience, where their device screen 
and/or webcam are captured and recorded 
automatically. The organization running 
the research gets back the recordings, 
which they can then analyze.

Interestingly, even though unmoderated 
research tools have become quite popular, 
less than two thirds of the companies in 
our research use this type of test, and only 
50% of companies use software to 
automate user tests. However, 87.6% of 
companies conduct moderated interviews, 
indicating the value of more 
difficult-to-execute and time-consuming 
research work is more popular because its 
value is so much greater.

This indication holds true when 
respondents were asked to rank the value 
of different research methods, with 
unmoderated user interviews ranking 4th 
out of 7 (just ahead of surveys). 

Downsides for unmoderated research 
include difficulty finding participants 
through these automated services that are 
a fit for the products or services being 
tested. The organizations we spoke to 
mentioned that for general demographic 
needs these services work well, but for 
anything more specific they are unable to 
reliably deliver relevant participants.

The organizations also cited that test 
participants would often misunderstand or 
neglect instructions, occasionally negating 
the test or providing no real insight. 
Compared to a moderated interview where 
the researcher can clarify, follow up, and dig 
deeper into tangents of interest, 
unmoderated research simply lacks the 
same level of insight generation.

Which of the following types of user interviews/tests do you 
conduct? (Select all that apply)

Key Insight: 
Unmoderated research is limited in its value, as 
there is no real dialogue with the user from 
which deep insights can be extracted. 
Unmoderated tests are best suited for 
high-level behavioral research like usability 
testing or understanding a simple existing 
behavior. For more complex insights, real 
conversations and moderated interviews are 
typically more valuable.
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Moderated, remote interviews (phone 
calls, screen share, etc.)

Moderated, in-person interviews

Unmoderated, remote tests 
(self-directed)

Other

85.7%

87.6%

59.1%

6.7%

Actionable Item: 
Considering running an unmoderated test? 
List the trade-offs compared to moderated 
research sessions. Choose the best tool for the 
job, not just the easiest one.
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Conclusion

This report has outlined several key themes and findings we found interesting and informative. 
We hope the information presented here will help customer-centric organizations assess their 
capabilities compared to other leading organizations and find ways to improve your insight 
generation strategies.

Our research makes clear that organizations are investing heavily to better understand their 
users and customers to make informed decisions. However, as the desire for research and 
insights has increased, teams are hamstrung in their ability to analyze and synthesize data.

If you have specific questions about the data (for example, how this varies by revenue range or 
company size), feel free to contact us. We’ll be happy to provide more detail when we can.
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https://www.tetrainsights.com/

Subscribe To Our Newsletter

For more on customer insights, 
research, and data, sign up for updates.
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