
Leveling up your 
research operations
Trends, best practices, and expert insights for delivering 
world-class research at scale within your organization
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I’ve spent the past 15 years partnering with renowned brands to develop excellent customer experiences across the 
physical and digital worlds. Without a doubt, the most significant and consistent driver of success is high-quality 
research that facilitates decision-making informed by empathy. And yet, it seems that researchers have never been 
more challenged to do exactly that.

From the emergence of agile development to the endless proliferation of tools to the pandemic’s unprecedented 
impact on consumer behaviors and preferences, researchers are expected to accomplish the impossible in no time.

If you’re reading this report, you’ve probably come across the term Research Operations and are curious if it’s something 
your organization should be investing in to address these challenges. I don’t believe in silver bullets, but as a researcher I 
can tell you with confidence that this report can help you move the needle in a meaningful way.

Based on our own experience and survey of 100+ corporate research teams, we’ll introduce and explain the trends and 
techniques that form the foundation of Research Operations. We’ll also offer you a self-assessment to better understand 
the maturity of your team and organization, with recommendations for how to level up.

Tetra welcomes you on this journey.

Michael Bamberger
CEO & Founder, Tetra Insights
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Research Operations (ResearchOps) is a set of practices that combines research techniques, technology solutions, 
and processes in order to transform research into a repeatable and scalable system that serves the decision-making 
requirements of the organization. 

You may be familiar with parallel roles in other disciplines, such as Developer Operations (DevOps) and Sales 
Operations (SalesOps). What each of these has in common is a focus on becoming a center of excellence to facilitate 
performance and agility at the individual, team, and organizational level.

Section I

A framework for excellence 
in research operations

ResearchOps is one of the newest disciplines but it already has a vibrant community. Throughout this report, we’ll 
share many other resources to learn more about research operations. However, our primary focus is on helping your 
organization level up regardless of nomenclature or maturity.

To that end, the most effective way to improve at research operations is to break it down into digestible 
characteristics and recommendations plotted across the phases of organizational adoption and maturity.

At Tetra, we’ve worked with our clients to develop such a maturity curve to showcase the processes and systems 
required to achieve research operational excellence. We’ll introduce it in this section, and then use the rest of the 
report to take an in-depth analysis based on industry trends, best practices, and expert insights.

Processes
Research operations is first and foremost about developing the necessary research methodologies to generate high-
quality data and insights to inform decision making. Fundamentally, research processes encompasses three parts:

• Conducting research: the steps that include identifying learning objectives to executing an initiative and 
generating data

• Presenting research: the steps that include analyzing and synthesizing data into shareable insights for 
consumption by various stakeholders

• Scaling research: the steps that include making research, data, and insights more accessible  
to stakeholders across the organizations

Read
Research Ops: What It Is, Why It’s So 
Important, and How to Get Started >>

https://researchops.community/
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/research-ops-what-it-is-and-why-its-so-important
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/research-ops-what-it-is-and-why-its-so-important
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Tooling

Technology

Competency

Procurement blocks technology 
acquisition with a preference for 
outsourcing to agencies

Research relies heavily on an 
agency of record that is built on a 
long-standing relationship

Procurement carefully considers 
technology adoption on condition 
of ad hoc usage for defined 
initiatives and budgets

There is a single power user for 
any existing tools, with limited 
usage or understanding within the 
research team

Research has budget to purchase 
tools but a PoC is required

There are one or two power users 
of available tools but institutional 
knowledge is not documented or 
shared

Research has a dedicated budget 
for technology and continuous 
availability and usage

There are multiple users within 
the research team, and well 
defined use cases and 
documentation

Research has a mature budget for 
existing tools and continuous 
exploration for new technologies

The organization is aware of the 
existing research tools, 
capabilities, and use cases. 
There is widespread adoption 
and collaboration

People

Culture

Leadership

There is no formal team or 
function for primary research, 
beyond perhaps traditional brand 
tracking studies

Leadership is indifferent about 
research

There is a small but dedicated 
research team but it cannot 
possibly keep up with the demands 
of the organization

Leadership verbally acknowledges 
the value of research

Research department is created as 
an internal agency or embedded 
into product teams

Leadership supports research

There is a sizable and 
well-equipped research team that 
can handle strategic requests and 
parachute into initiatives as 
needed

Leadership invests in research

There is both substantial demand 
and supply of research across the 
organization. Research is 
integrated into decision making 
processes

Leadership is involved in 
initiating and consuming 
research, and advocates for a 
culture of customer-centricity

Presenting research

Scaling research

Pr
oc

es
s

Stage 1   Beginning

Collaboration

Conducting research

Efficiency

Stage 2  Developing Stage 3  Integrating Stage 4  Optimizing Stage 5  Insight driven

Pe
op

le
Sy

st
em

s

Little collaboration or oversight. 
Stakeholders conduct "shadow 
research" across the organization

Each research project is ad hoc, 
costly, and slow

Oversight and provisioning of 
research tools across the 
organization

The most commonly used 
methodologies are defined and 
repeatable

Researchers across the 
organization are collaborating on 
methodologies and tooling

Standard operating procedures 
are being put in place to make 
research more defined and 
repeatable

Researchers are embedded on 
teams and initiatives to streamline 
high-quality research

All required methodologies are 
defined and repeatable

Standardized intake forms, 
prioritized research projects, 
research involvement at key 
phases, and total visibility

Speed-to-insight enables rapid 
data-driven decision-making 
across the organization

Analysis

Impact

Little to no analysis beyond 
generating raw data

Most research misses the mark 
and "sits unread in an inbox." 
Business stakeholders 
generally "fly blind" when 
making decisions

Ad hoc analysis is costly and slow

Data is cherry-picked from 
reports to reinforce previously 
made decisions

Insights are summarized but often 
lack context towards desired 
business outcomes

Recommendations are 
considered but lack follow 
through

Analysis methodology and best 
practices are well defined and 
respected

Reports influence key 
decisions

Templates and tooling for analysis 
and alignment across the 
organization

All decisions are made with 
insights

Longevity

Value

Research is forgotten about 
immediately upon completion

Value is unknown and undefined

Key stakeholders review research 
shortly after completion

General understanding that there 
is a positive ROI for avoiding bad 
decisions and discovering new 
opportunities

Review meetings are held between 
researchers and stakeholders

ROI is more defined but still lacks a 
connection to clear business 
outcomes

Reports are digestible and 
shareable. They frequently 
circulate throughout and across 
departments

Continuous budgeting for ongoing 
and ad hoc research initiatives

All research is tagged, organized, 
and discoverable by stakeholders 
for querying and reuse

Clear and well-defined price and 
ROI for each type of research 
compensated for by business 
units directly

Systems
Of course, no process happens in a vacuum. All research must be conducted within an organizational environment 
with the required resources and incentives. Fundamentally there are two critical parts of a system as it relates to 
research operations:

• Culture: the staffing and leadership within an organization

• Technology: the procurement and adoption of tooling in an organization
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In the introduction, we briefly mentioned three trends that are driving an interest and investment in research 
operations. Let’s take a closer look at each.

Emergence of agile development
The internet disrupted traditional product development processes. Whereas physical manufacturing involves 
significant upfront costs and strategic decision-making, digital products can be shipped iteratively. For organizations 
building digital products, this nuance dramatically impacted decision-making workflows, as most one-way doors 
essentially became two-way doors.

In response, “Agile” emerged as a formal and/or informal set of processes for iteratively developing and testing 
solutions. This impact researchers in three meaningful ways:

• Risk tolerance: Whereas decisions in an analog world are often irreversible (you cannot move a factory after 
building it), digital products can be changed quickly. Therefore, the risk involved in decisions shifted from 
avoiding being wrong to avoiding being slow.

• Timing of decisions: Because digital products can be changed continuously, investing in continuous 
improvement can dynamically redefine the competitive landscape. Instead of investing almost exclusively in 
upfront strategic decisions, decision-making is distributed throughout the product development lifecycle.

• Number of decisions: As a function of the first two points, there is an order of magnitude more decisions that 
are made in digital product development than there ever were with physical product development.

The above factors have placed an inordinate amount of pressure on research teams to suddenly “keep up” with 
product teams that are otherwise “flying blind.”

Section II

The trends transforming 
research today

Read To agility and beyond: The history—and 
legacy—of agile development >>

https://techbeacon.com/app-dev-testing/agility-beyond-history-legacy-agile-development
https://techbeacon.com/app-dev-testing/agility-beyond-history-legacy-agile-development
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Proliferation of tools
Of course, the rise of digital product development has not ignored the research industry. Virtually every process 
in research has been digitized in the past decade. Customer interviews can now be done remotely or even 
asynchronously with “unmoderated” interviews, focus groups can be facilitated with AI, and of course few surveys are 
still conducted with pen and paper.

Venture capital has poured into research tools. In the following five broadly defined categories alone there are 500+ tools:

• Market research: Primary research to better understand trends in a market at large.  
See a list of market research tools ->

• User research: Primary research to better understand the impact of existing and proposed product 
experiences on cohorts, individual users, and prospective users. See a list of user research tools ->

• Voice of customer: Ongoing data collection to quantify and track the impact of predefined touchpoints on 
cohorts and existing users or customers. See a list of voice of customer tools ->

• Analytics: Ongoing data collection to quantify and track events across digital experiences.  
See a list of analytics tools -> 

• Syndicated research: Third party research and data about various trends and topics.  
See a list of syndicated research tools ->

All of this is to say that on top of exponentially more decisions that need to be made within an organization, there are 
also exponentially more tools and technologies that research teams need to consider and master.

Rapidly changing consumer behaviors
The pandemic upended industries and accelerated a number of trends. Technology leaders have long recognized that 
consumer expectations are always increasing, continually upping the table stakes for competition. 

The pandemic supercharged these expectations. Within and across countries, consumer perceptions and behaviors 
are shifting unexpectedly, dramatically, and quickly. It won’t be clear for years whether certain trends like the 
following are permanent or temporary:

• Remote vs. in-office work

• Grocery delivery vs. curbside pickup vs. in-store shopping

• Movie theaters vs. direct-to-streaming

• At-home fitness vs. gyms

• Telehealth vs. in-person care

Altogether, there are more decisions that need to be made, more tools to help inform those decisions,  
and more changes to the status quo to track and understand. It’s no wonder that companies are looking  
to research operations to keep up!

https://usabilitygeek.com/ux-research-remote-unmoderated-interview/
https://www.g2.com/categories/survey
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/ux-research-tools-map-2021
https://mopinion.com/28-voice-of-the-customer-voc-tools-an-overview-comparison/
https://www.g2.com/categories/product-analytics
https://www.g2.com/categories/technology-research-services
https://stratechery.com/2018/divine-discontent-disruptions-antidote/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-consumer-behavior-is-changing-amid-covid-19
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-consumer-behavior-is-changing-amid-covid-19
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Research operations is fundamentally about scaling the ability to execute on research studies. So let’s begin 
with what it takes to effectively execute a single study, while keeping in mind that repeatability and scale are the 
broader objectives.

Collaboration
In research, prerequisite steps can be critically important for the validity of the entire study. Think of these steps as 
the foundation upon which a study is built.

Study strategy and alignment
Fundamentally, research exists to inform decision making. In our experience, not enough time is spent between 
research teams and decision-makers to align on learning objectives, timelines, or success criteria.

Section III

Leveling up processes: 
Conducting research

Pr
oc

es
s

Stage 1   Beginning

Collaboration

Conducting research

Efficiency

Stage 2  Developing Stage 3  Integrating Stage 4  Optimizing Stage 5  Insight driven

Little collaboration or oversight. 
Stakeholders conduct "shadow 
research" across the organization

Each research project is ad hoc, 
costly, and slow

Oversight and provisioning of 
research tools across the 
organization

The most commonly used 
methodologies are defined and 
repeatable

Researchers across the 
organization are collaborating on 
methodologies and tooling

Standard operating procedures 
are being put in place to make 
research more defined and 
repeatable

Researchers are embedded on 
teams and initiatives to streamline 
high-quality research

All required methodologies are 
defined and repeatable

Standardized intake forms, 
prioritized research projects, 
research involvement at key 
phases, and total visibility

Speed-to-insight enables rapid 
data-driven decision-making 
across the organization

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Business stakeholders across product, 

marketing, strategy, and innovation 

teams conduct “shadow research.” 

That’s when they commission their own 

research or acquire their own tooling 

instead of working with your research 

team, often because there isn’t mutual 

respect for workflows and value-add.

Researchers have visibility into 

research being conducted across the 

organization, but only collaborate on 

some of the initiatives.

Business stakeholders use a 

standardized format to input their 

learning objectives and other key 

information and have visibility into 

the research team’s priorities, toolkit, 

and timeline.
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Selecting a methodology
After aligning on learning objectives, your research team must select the right techniques to generate  
actionable insight.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

60%

70%

80%

90%

50%

Exisiting customers/ 
marketing lists

Panel vendors Targeted 
solicitation of users 

who fit target 
customer profiles

Advertising to 
source participants

Other third-party 
recruiters

Other

Where do you typically source participants for your research?

2021 Survey of 100+ Corporate Research Teams

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

There’s frequently a mismatch between 

data and decision. A common example 

is when usability research is conducted 

in order to optimize the experience of 

a concept that has yet to be validated. 

Also, selecting the right methodology 

is constrained by available tools and 

proficiencies.

The research team is a one-trick pony. 

For example, the research team is 

excellent at executing on usability 

studies, but lacks proficiencies for other 

learning objectives and methodologies.

The same stakeholders continuously 

return to partner with your  

research team.

Efficiency
Recall the three trends outlined earlier in this report that we said were influencing the state of research: agile 
development, the proliferation of tools, and the pandemic. All of them are forcing researchers to consider efficiency 
in order to do (or enable others to do) more in less time.

Sourcing participants
Often the most underrated part of research in terms of difficulty especially in B2B environments, access to and 
availability of participants can make or break any study. In our 2021 survey of 100+ corporate research teams, 80% 
said they use their own lists.
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What does a dire situation 
look like?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

What does excellence 
look like?

What does excellence 
look like?

Sourcing participants is slow, non-

compliant, or cost-prohibitive, 

and researchers are rarely able to 

interview or survey the target number 

of participants required for in-depth 

analysis.

Interviews are overly scripted and 

formal, and participants are reserved 

and tense. Relatively little new 

information is learned from each 

interview.

Questionnaires are bespoke, tediously 

scripted from scratch each time, and 

frequently missing questions that are 

only noticed afterward.

Some audience segments are 

accessible, but there’s a continuous risk 

of over-surveying the same population 

repeatedly.

One or two key insights are gleaned 

from each interview, but the process is 

tedious and subjective.

One or two key insights are gleaned from 

each survey, but they often conflict with 

qualitative data for unclear reasons.

There’s a well-defined beta group or 

standing panel of participants eager 

to give feedback for research studies, 

with general access to current and 

prospective users/customers for 

occasional research needs.

Effective interviews frequently lead to 

several actionable insights and snippets 

that are shared across the organization. 

Qualitative data is integrated with 

quantitative data for powerful analysis.

There are templates to ensure 

consistency from survey to survey, 

scripts are iterated on with trial 

runs, and data is collected quickly 

and predictably. Quantitative data is 

integrated with qualitative data for 

powerful analysis.

Qualitative data generation
Interviews can be tedious to conduct but incredibly powerful for developing empathy within an organization, 
particularly amongst executives.

Quantitative data generation
Surveys can be easier to analyze and segment than interviews, but questionnaires can be difficult to script and make 
it challenging to ensure comprehensiveness.
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Time and cost factors
While every organization and research study is unique, it’s important to develop a perspective for the ROI of research. 
Typically, this is done by taking a systematic approach to evaluating the impact of decisions. Regardless of the 
criteria you use, speed and cost are increasingly important factors to optimize. In our survey of researchers, 1 in 5 
said that time was the most significant pain point when it comes to conducting research.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Research 
project 

management

Recruiting 
participants

Time Scheduling 
participants

Finding
the right 

participants

Evaluating 
the results

Reporting 
the results

Budget Organization 
and 

leadership 
support

Other

What is your most significant paint point or obstacle when it comes to conducting research?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Research is typically over-budget and 

delayed past an agreed upon timeline. 

Not only that, but it is very difficult to 

project costs and timelines from one 

study to the next.

Budgeting and turnaround time are 

stable but still too high to scale research 

to satisfy demand throughout the 

organization.

The majority of studies are templated 

from input to output, powered by 

technology, and have predictable 

timelines and costs. Expertise and 

energy are reserved for the most 

bespoke and strategic studies.
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Whereas conducting high-quality research is the foundation for data-driven decision making and research 
operations, the presentation layer is a vector for amplification. Expert-crafted research needs an audience to have an 
impact. Analysis, presentation, and sharing are how data leads to decisions and impact. Further, while transforming 
raw data into actionable insights, research teams have an opportunity to tag, organize, and create a taxonomy for 
future accessibility, covered in the next section.

Analysis
Data doesn’t make decisions – people do. It’s the transformation of raw data into insight and narrative that motivates 
action. Many organizations overestimate the ability of stakeholders to adequately synthesize and leverage raw data, 
which is why analysis is often a ripe area for investment.

Synthesizing qualitative data into insights
The richness of text and video responses is a double-edged sword. It has the power to facilitate empathy but also to 
be taken out of context or used as an isolated data point to reinforce a foregone conclusion.

Section IV

Leveling up processes: 
Presenting research

Presenting research

Pr
oc

es
s

Stage 1   Beginning Stage 2  Developing Stage 3  Integrating Stage 4  Optimizing Stage 5  Insight driven

Analysis

Impact

Little to no analysis beyond 
generating raw data

Most research misses the mark 
and "sits unread in an inbox." 
Business stakeholders 
generally "fly blind" when 
making decisions

Ad hoc analysis is costly and slow

Data is cherry-picked from 
reports to reinforce previously 
made decisions

Insights are summarized but often 
lack context towards desired 
business outcomes

Recommendations are 
considered but lack follow 
through

Analysis methodology and best 
practices are well defined and 
respected

Reports influence key 
decisions

Templates and tooling for analysis 
and alignment across the 
organization

All decisions are made with 
insights

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Only positive snippets are shared 

and used to defend decisions. There 

are rarely decisions made that can 

be defended by both qualitative and 

quantitative insight.

Qualitative data is summarized but 

a lack of context about the business 

objectives limits the amount of analysis 

and recommendations that would 

otherwise be possible.

Synthesis includes shareable snippets, 

broader context with quantitative data, 

and expert guidance. Interviews are 

transcribed and tagged for keywords.
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Synthesizing quantitative data into insights
The objectivity of survey data is also a double-edged sword, but in a different way. While it can mitigate the risk of 
cherry picking out-of-context quotes, it also lacks the depth of qualitative data.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

30%

35%

40%

45%

25%

Less than 1 hour 1 to 2 hours 2 to 3 hours 3 to 4 hours 4 to 5 hours 5 or more hours

For every 60 minutes of research conducted, how much time do you estimate is spent analyzing and reporting?

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

120%

100%

Pulling out key 
points

Creating 
summaries of 

individual 
sessions

Creating 
summaries of 

crucial 
takeaways

Creating clips or 
highlight reels 

of recorded 
sessions

Transcribing 
sessions

Looking for 
themes 

patterns, or 
groupings of 

insights

Tabulating 
interaction 

types 
(e.g.successful 
vs. failed user 

actions)

Tagging or 
coding sessions 

or moments 
from sessions

Creating word 
clouds of 
common 
themes

Pulling our 
relevent or 
interesting 

quotes/
verbatims

Other

Which of the following methods do you use as part of your research analysis process?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Charts are analyzed and shared outside 

the broader context of the survey and 

participant demographic and behavioral 

criteria. There are rarely decisions made 

that can be defended by both qualitative 

and quantitative insight.

Quantitative data is thoroughly analyzed 

but there’s an over-emphasis on 

statistical significance rather than 

business significance and impact.

Synthesis includes key findings, 

broader context with qualitative data, 

and expert guidance.
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Impact
The full research lifecycle must include the impact of decisions informed by the data generated. This is key to how 
researchers continuously improve, make adjustments, and advocate for more budget.

Recommendations and decision-making follow through
In some sense, researchers always have skin in the game. Every time they make a recommendation, they will be 
held accountable to some extent for the results. Similarly, if their recommendation is ignored, a positive or negative 
outcome reflects inversely on their work.

Insight summarization and deliverables
While synthesis of qualitative and quantitative data is important, reports are the atomic unit of research for many 
organizations. It’s important to invest in a template that is flexible and efficient but also powerful and persuasive.
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40%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

50%

Written reports Presentation / 
slide decks

Spreadsheets Videos (clips, 
highlight reels)

Analysis within a 
collaboration tool

Other

What types of deliverables do you usually provide from your research analysis?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Reports are tedious to create and slow 

down delivery. Reports are shared 

offline (e.g. .pdf) instead of online (e.g. 

DocSend) so that analytics are lacking. 

Stakeholders rarely review or use the 

data for decision-making.

Reports are templatized but shared 

offline, with limited visibility into usage 

or sharing. Stakeholders frequently 

cherrypick several data points.

Reporting is templatized and 

includes key findings and expert 

recommendations. Stakeholders read 

reports thoroughly and ask follow up 

questions. Analysis and decision making 

is collaborative. Reports are organized 

and categorized in an insights repository 

for benchmarking and future reuse for 

decision-making.
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Measurement and iteration
At a high level, each research study generates foresight into what will happen or hindsight into what did happen. It’s 
important to do both in order to finetune and improve the process, and ultimately to prove the ROI of an individual 
study.
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10%

20%

30%

40%
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50%

Follow how 
research is 
consumed

Follow how 
research is 

shared

Review time 
over time 

comparative 
research 

efforts

Conduct regular 
check-ins and 

reviews

Align with an 
analytics 
program

Track 
conversion 

and 
engagement 

metrics

Quantify 
hours and 
expenses

I don’t know Other

How do you track the ongoing impact of your or your team’s research impacts within your organization?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

What does excellence 
look like?

The initial learning objectives are never 

revisited. There is misalignment about 

the purpose and goals of the research 

study, and the recommendations are 

ignored.

There are no systems or analytics in 

place to actually measure results after 

decisions are made. There is no debrief 

or post-mortem on key decisions.

Recommendations are thoughtfully 

considered but researchers lack 

visibility into follow through and 

impact of decision-making by business 

stakeholders.

There is a standardized debriefing 

meeting after research studies to 

highlight room for improvement moving 

forward.

Recommendations are made 

collaboratively, listened to by key 

stakeholders, and reviewed by 

executives.

Research studies are revisited after 

decisions are made to evaluate impact 

based on KPIs. The research team and 

business stakeholders debrief on the 

recommendations to document how 

closely they compare to real-world 

results. Future research studies are 

calibrated accordingly.
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As a research team gains mastery over conducting and presenting research, the rest of the organization naturally 
develops a wider appetite and demand for research. The next challenges then are scaling research to satiate that 
demand and ensuring that insights are widely accessible afterward, the central components of research operations.

Longevity
While data and insights are “expiring” at an accelerating rate due to consumer behavior change, there’s still significant 
value in revisiting insights over time and developing institutional knowledge. They help both to provide context into 
how trends arrived at the present situation (also called “getting smart quickly”) and for business stakeholders to 
collaborate across the organization with teams that are exploring similar topics.

Insight categorization and management
The research team’s job isn’t done once they’ve conducted and presented research and informed key decisions. The 
study needs to be catalogued alongside other studies in a research and insights repository.

Section V

Leveling up processes: 
Scaling research

Scaling research

Pr
oc

es
s

Stage 1   Beginning Stage 2  Developing Stage 3  Integrating Stage 4  Optimizing Stage 5  Insight driven

Longevity

Value

Research is forgotten about 
immediately upon completion

Value is unknown and undefined

Key stakeholders review research 
shortly after completion

General understanding that there 
is a positive ROI for avoiding bad 
decisions and discovering new 
opportunities

Review meetings are held between 
researchers and stakeholders

ROI is more defined but still lacks a 
connection to clear business 
outcomes

Reports are digestible and 
shareable. They frequently 
circulate throughout and across 
departments

Continuous budgeting for ongoing 
and ad hoc research initiatives

All research is tagged, organized, 
and discoverable by stakeholders 
for querying and reuse

Clear and well-defined price and 
ROI for each type of research 
compensated for by business 
units directly
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Insight access and reuse
It’s critical to make studies accessible “on-demand” to the right stakeholders who may have similar inquiries.

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

What does excellence 
look like?

A common sentiment amongst 

researchers will be: “my data is all 

over the place in different formats.” 

Redundant research is often conducted 

because of a lack of a centralized and 

digestible insight repository. Only a 

handful of people are aware of any of the 

research going on in the organization, 

and the information primarily lives 

within their heads. Institutional 

knowledge rarely accumulates.

There may be a central repository, but 

few stakeholders visit or can navigate it. 

It feels like crickets are chirping.

The research team uses generic tooling 

like a spreadsheet or wiki as a central 

repository for research studies.

While some “power users” frequently 

visit the repository, the research team 

lacks sharing or analytics capabilities to 

drive more adoption.

A centralized repository exists for 

research conducted throughout the 

organization. Customer interviews are 

transcribed and queryable. Studies 

and insights are tagged, organized, 

and easily discoverable by relevant 

stakeholders. Institutional knowledge is 

documented and accumulates.

Research is accessible via a research 

repository to relevant stakeholders with 

appropriate permissions. Each research 

study has potential upside via discovery 

by new stakeholders on an ongoing 

basis.

Value
Given the above section, there is a multiplier effect in terms of value when data and insights are made more broadly 
accessible for reuse across the organization. On the other end of the spectrum, research studies that have no impact 
on decisions effectively have a value of zero. ROI and budgets are functions of these factors.

Budgeting
In many ways, budgeting is the root cause of problems and prerequisite for success in research. Of course 
organizations must keep a handle on finances and teams should demonstrate the ROI of spending, but there are 
varying degrees of productivity for different approaches.



17Tetra Insights © Customer Insights Report

Continuous improvement
Given the external factors outlined throughout this report, it’s fair to say that research teams and their research 
are generally getting more valuable or less valuable. Stasis isn’t an option any longer – treading water is essentially 
moving backwards.

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

What does excellence 
look like?

Budgeting is done on a per study rather 

than persistent basis. The business case 

for each study is bespoke and generated 

from scratch. The rudimentary parts of 

data-driven decision-making, like the 

value of customer feedback, need to be 

defended.

Budgets, research volume, research 

impact, and other factors go unchanged 

(or decrease) year over year. The 

organization still lacks a widespread 

acknowledgement or understanding of 

the value of research.

The organization budgets for one to 

two subscriptions to mission critical 

tools, but it’s a slog to introduce new 

capabilities into the organization.

There is an appreciation for the ROI for 

specific types of research, like focus 

groups and usability studies, but limited 

appreciation for emergent capabilities.

There is executive and organizational 

alignment on the value of data-driven 

decision-making, and budgeting is 

largely a construct of how and when 

to integrate research into decision-

making. Research teams have 

significant leeway to use their judgment 

based on a demonstrated and proven 

track record.

As the ROI of research is demonstrated 

and reinforced, there are regularly 

initiatives to continue improving. 

Research studies are becoming more 

efficient to conduct, research is more 

widely consumed and used to inform 

decision-making, and the organization 

is steadily investing more and seeing 

tangible results.
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0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

60%

70%

50%

We do less research We do about the 
same research

We do more research

Compared to last year, how much research is your organization conducting?

Prioritizing the research queue
Budgeting and a culture of continuous improvement manifest in how research teams prioritize inquiries and create 
visibility for their priorities.

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Research is conducted on a first in first 

out cadence or on a relatively arbitrary 

basis. There’s either a neverending 

queue or very little queue at all because 

business stakeholders go elsewhere (or 

default to making decisions based on 

opinions).

The research team has great rapport 

with a few stakeholders and teams 

across the organization, and has a 

system for prioritizing their requests 

and creating visibility into a queue.

The research queue is prioritized 

based on relatively objective metrics 

related to urgency and impact. There is 

widespread visibility and alignment on 

priorities. The volume of research grows 

and the queue is managed effectively 

with business stakeholders eager but 

generally content with pacing.
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Until now, we’ve covered research processes as isolated functions. Of course, it’s the people behind the research 
who are accountable, responsible, and critical for navigating the maturity curve and achieving excellence. It’s time to 
explore the ins and outs of a high performing research department.

Staffing
Virtually every enterprise has a research team of some magnitude. Staffing, process, and technology (covered in the 
following section of this report), are three parts of the equation that determines productivity.

Research team
There are many potentially successful approaches to staffing a research team. Headcount alone isn’t as important as 
strategic alignment and general coordination.

Section VI

Leveling up processes: 
Research culture

People

Culture

Leadership

There is no formal team or 
function for primary research, 
beyond perhaps traditional brand 
tracking studies

Leadership is indifferent about 
research

There is a small but dedicated 
research team but it cannot 
possibly keep up with the demands 
of the organization

Leadership verbally acknowledges 
the value of research

Research department is created as 
an internal agency or embedded 
into product teams

Leadership supports research

There is a sizable and 
well-equipped research team that 
can handle strategic requests and 
parachute into initiatives as 
needed

Leadership invests in research

There is both substantial demand 
and supply of research across the 
organization. Research is 
integrated into decision making 
processes

Leadership is involved in 
initiating and consuming 
research, and advocates for a 
culture of customer-centricity

Stage 1   Beginning Stage 2  Developing Stage 3  Integrating Stage 4  Optimizing Stage 5  Insight driven

Pe
op

le

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Virtually all research resources are 

dedicated to more traditional initiatives, 

like brand tracking. There is little to 

no collaboration with ground-level 

initiatives or innovation functions.

Research is a centralized function, 

mainly dedicated to traditional 

initiatives but with some capacity to 

take on ad-hoc requests.

Research is both a centralized and 

decentralized function, with resources 

available to inform strategic initiatives 

and to parachute and be embedded into 

day-to-day activities.
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Organizational demand for research
In many ways, the maturity of an organization’s research function can be measured by the organization’s demand for 
research. Organizations that demand and consume research tend to have research teams that facilitate and satisfy 
that demand.

Leadership
Organizational leadership is crucial for the success of any function or initiative, research in particular. That’s because 
humans are naturally inclined to be optimistic and over-confident, and to make biased decisions unless incentivized 
otherwise.

Executive buy-in
Developing an organizational muscle around data-driven decision-making requires the executive team to engage in 
continuous reiteration, strategic prioritization, and sustained investment. Many of these are outside of the research 
team’s control, but can be influenced by deliberately developing traction and success stories.

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

What does excellence 
look like?

The overwhelming majority of decisions 

are made by opinion or by cherry picking 

data from broad and/or outdated (often 

third-party) studies. Most decisions 

from messaging to product launches fail 

to meet target goals.

There is virtually no interest from 

leadership in research. Executives 

suffer from a “Steve Jobs complex” and 

think of innovation as strokes of genius.

There are a few forward-thinking teams 

that proactively want to collaborate with 

the research team to make data-driven 

decisions for important initiatives.

The executive team advocates for 

being customer-centric but rarely 

requests research, consumes research, 

budgets resources or allocates time 

to conducting research before key 

decisions, and offers no company-wide 

performance incentives for using data to 

inform decisions.

Stakeholders from across the 

organization reach out to the research 

team to collaborate on research studies. 

There is a shared and clear context for 

learning objectives and success criteria.

The organization widely uses KPIs 

around generating and consuming 

research, understanding that such 

factors are a leading indicator for 

the success of initiatives. Research 

leaders have a seat at the table, and the 

executive team is thoroughly engaged 

in reviewing research studies for key 

decisions.
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Company strategy
Directly connected to executive buy-in is the company’s strategy as it relates to research. Many organizations are 
undergoing or have recently undergone digital transformations with a primary focus on reorienting (and reorganizing) 
around the customer.

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Reorganizations are entirely driven 

by third-party consulting firms with 

non-contextualized recommendations 

around digital initiatives. There is no 

cohesive strategy for generating or 

iterating on customer feedback.

The organization is genuinely 

participating in an agile transformation 

in order to reorient around customer-

focused workflows and initiatives. 

Research leaders have significant 

input into company strategy. The 

company dedicates resources to 

experimentation, even if at a micro-level 

to begin. Strategy considers discovery 

and research as key phases and iterative 

workflows of important initiatives.
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Beyond the people involved, the other half of the systems equation is tools and technology. The emergence and 
evolution of the research toolkit is one of the exciting trends in business today. The capabilities that used to take 
months or be impossible altogether can now be conducted on-demand.

Tooling
Research teams need to construct a toolkit that meets the evolving needs of the organization. While that varies  
from organization to organization, it generally includes tools for foresight and hindsight, and quantitative and 
qualitative data.

Procurement process
While research studies are frequently standalone projects, it’s important for tools to be persistent. Otherwise each 
study suffers a “cold start” – the tedious procurement process of acquiring the right tools and capabilities to execute. 
In today’s fast-paced landscape, that’s an unacceptable delay for most initiatives.

Section VII

Leveling up processes: 
Research technology

Tooling

Technology

Competency

Procurement blocks technology 
acquisition with a preference for 
outsourcing to agencies

Research relies heavily on an 
agency of record that is built on a 
long-standing relationship

Procurement carefully considers 
technology adoption on condition 
of ad hoc usage for defined 
initiatives and budgets

There is a single power user for 
any existing tools, with limited 
usage or understanding within the 
research team

Research has budget to purchase 
tools but a PoC is required

There are one or two power users 
of available tools but institutional 
knowledge is not documented or 
shared

Research has a dedicated budget 
for technology and continuous 
availability and usage

There are multiple users within 
the research team, and well 
defined use cases and 
documentation

Research has a mature budget for 
existing tools and continuous 
exploration for new technologies

The organization is aware of the 
existing research tools, 
capabilities, and use cases. 
There is widespread adoption 
and collaboration

Stage 1   Beginning Stage 2  Developing Stage 3  Integrating Stage 4  Optimizing Stage 5  Insight driven

Sy
st

em
s

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Research and procurement teams avoid 

subscription software. Every study 

requires an extensive business case and 

RFP from vendors. 

The research team has fairly free reign 

to purchase paid trials and PoCs before 

making the business case for an ongoing 

subscription.

Research and procurement teams take 

a step back to understand patterns 

across the most common studies and 

projects and ensure that subscription 

capabilities are adopted and available 

on-demand.
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Toolkit and use cases
Any learning objective is understandably constrained by the available tools – that’s a reasonable limitation that 
every business initiative faces. However, if the most pressing and common objectives constantly face the same 
constraints, it means that the research toolkit doesn’t adequately map to the organization’s needs.
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Surveys Moderated 
user 

interviews

Moderated 
usability 

tests

Focus 
groups

Anecdotal, 
customer-

initiated

A/B tests Analyzing 
systems data

Purchasing 
research 
reports

Purchasing 
third-party 

data

Recording 
real-world 
customer 

interactions

None of the 
above

OtherUnmoderated 
usability tests

Unmoderated 
user 

interviews

In your team or organization, which of the following methods are used to generate customer insight data?

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

The majority of learning objectives can’t 

be adequately informed by existing 

capabilities. Study results generally 

underwhelm key stakeholders. 

The toolkit over-indexes on one 

or two capabilities, but lacks the 

diversity needed to satisfy most 

learning objectives.

The research toolkit is focused 

but robust. 70%-90% of resources 

are allocated to standard research 

capabilities like panels, surveys, and 

interviews, while the rest is allocated 

toward more cutting-edge capabilities 

like insight repositories and ML-

powered analysis.
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Adoption
Dormant tools are useless so it’s critical to develop a process for adoption. Typically that includes a trial, initial target 
projects, identified key users, and investment evaluation.
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We do some or all 
of our research 

in-house

We have a 
dedicated team 
for completing 

research

We use software 
tools to perform 

our research

We use an agency 
or service to 

conduct some or 
all of our research

We have individual 
internal product/ 
marketing teams 

who conduct their 
own research

I don’t know None of the above

Which of the following apply to your organization or clients?

Competency
Besides selecting the right tools, the key determinant of how much value those tools generate is the competency to 
leverage them. Training, best practices, and expertise are critical for a high-performing research operation.

What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

Investment in tools doesn’t include 

required investment in training and 

onboarding. Usage is deferred to 

external vendors and consultants.

There are one to two power users within 

the research team that can navigate and 

use tools, but institutional knowledge is 

at constant risk of leakage.

Multiple team members engage in 

training and onboarding. The research 

team pairs vendor documentation with 

internal documentation, and creates 

visibility for the availability of tools 

and use cases. Adoption is revisited 

periodically to optimize documentation 

and training.
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What does a dire situation 
look like?

What are key indicators that 
there’s room for improvement?

What does excellence 
look like?

There are no documented success 

criteria before purchasing a new tool. 

There is no correlation between year-

over-year investments and the relative 

successful usage of tools.

While there aren’t specific success 

criteria, there’s a general sense of 

accountability to invest in tools that 

deliver results while divesting from 

dormant tools.

Each investment in a tool is considered 

a testable hypothesis, documented with 

success criteria. Success criteria are 

then used to calibrate investments and 

subscriptions.

Success criteria
It’s critical for every significant investment to have success criteria, and research tools are no different. At a time 
when many organizations are trying to be leaner, wasted expenditures can negatively impact rapport and budgets.
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Now that we’ve covered the processes and systems required to achieve excellence in research operations,  
it’s time to identify priorities and areas for improvement in your organization. In this section, you can take a six-part  
self-assessment with guided recommendations afterward.

Section VIII

Self-Assessment:
Research areas to focus

Click here to take the

Self-Assessment Quiz:
Research Area to Focus

https://www.tetrainsights.com/self-assessment-quiz-improving-your-research-operations/
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• Tetra Insights platform 
https://www.tetrainsights.com/

• Best podcasts for research operations 
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/best-ux-research-podcasts-list

• Research Operations community 
https://researchops.community/

• Free E-Book: The Definitive Guide to Remote User Research 
https://www.tetrainsights.com/the-definitive-guide-to-remote-user-research/

• Building a lean research tech stack 
https://www.tetrainsights.com/building-a-lean-research-tech-stack/

• A big list of user research tools 
https://airtable.com/shrWD5GpnFCPNDlKR/tbloTst2aPNRbAwXP/viwhQGhPaUl14TloW

Document hyperlinks

Pg 3

• Read: Research Ops: What It Is, Why It’s So Important, and How to Get Started 
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/research-ops-what-it-is-and-why-its-so-important

• “vibrant community” - https://researchops.community/

Pg 5 

• Read: To agility and beyond: The history—and legacy—of agile development 
https://techbeacon.com/app-dev-testing/agility-beyond-history-legacy-agile-development

Section IX

Additional resources for the 
forward-thinking researcher

https://www.tetrainsights.com/
https://www.tetrainsights.com/
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/best-ux-research-podcasts-list
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/best-ux-research-podcasts-list
https://researchops.community/
https://researchops.community/
https://www.tetrainsights.com/the-definitive-guide-to-remote-user-research/
https://www.tetrainsights.com/the-definitive-guide-to-remote-user-research/
https://www.tetrainsights.com/building-a-lean-research-tech-stack/
https://www.tetrainsights.com/building-a-lean-research-tech-stack/
https://airtable.com/shrWD5GpnFCPNDlKR/tbloTst2aPNRbAwXP/viwhQGhPaUl14TloW
https://airtable.com/shrWD5GpnFCPNDlKR/tbloTst2aPNRbAwXP/viwhQGhPaUl14TloW
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/research-ops-what-it-is-and-why-its-so-important
https://researchops.community/
https://techbeacon.com/app-dev-testing/agility-beyond-history-legacy-agile-development
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Pg 6

• “unmoderated” interviews” - https://usabilitygeek.com/ux-research-remote-unmoderated-interview/

• See a list of market research tools -> https://www.g2.com/categories/survey

• See a list of user research tools -> https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/ux-research-tools-map-2021

• See a list of voice of customer tools -> https://mopinion.com/28-voice-of-the-customer-voc-tools-an-
overview-comparison/

• See a list of analytics tools -> https://www.g2.com/categories/product-analytics

• See a list of syndicated research tools -> https://www.g2.com/categories/technology-research-services

• “continually upping the table stakes for competition” 
https://stratechery.com/2018/divine-discontent-disruptions-antidote/

• “consumer perceptions and behaviors are shifting” 
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-
consumer-behavior-is-changing-amid-covid-19

Pg 26

• Self-Assessment: Research areas to focus 
https://www.tetrainsights.com/self-assessment-quiz-improving-your-research-operations/

https://usabilitygeek.com/ux-research-remote-unmoderated-interview/
https://www.g2.com/categories/survey
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/ux-research-tools-map-2021
https://mopinion.com/28-voice-of-the-customer-voc-tools-an-overview-comparison/
https://mopinion.com/28-voice-of-the-customer-voc-tools-an-overview-comparison/
https://www.g2.com/categories/product-analytics
https://www.g2.com/categories/technology-research-services
https://stratechery.com/2018/divine-discontent-disruptions-antidote/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-co
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-co
https://www.tetrainsights.com/self-assessment-quiz-improving-your-research-operations/
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