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I. INTRODUCTION

Consumer research has become a staple of modern life. Newspapers
routinely report the results of their own opinion surveys. Nonprofit arts
organizations conduct research to help determine which acts to book
and how to price tickets. Advertising agencies depend on research to
predict and evaluate consumer responses to marketing campaigns. Manu-
facturers generate consumer research to inform product introduction
and pricing decisions. Politicians conduct polls to guide campaign strate-
gies. Why does consumer research pass the market test in so many
forums? Imperfect as most research may be, many decision makers appar-
ently believe that it leads to better information and better decisions than
expert opinion alone. This should not be surprising: academic studies
suggest that experts are often unable to predict consumer opinions.!

* Economist, Bureau of Economics, Federal Trade Commission. The views expressed
in this paper are those of the author. They do not necessarily reflect the opinion of the
Federal Trade Commission or of any Commissioner. I thank many people for their thought-
ful comments on earlier drafts, including Jonathan Baker, Gerard Butters, Richard Cras-
well, Theodore H. Hoppock, Pauline Ippolito, James Lacko, Michael B. Mazis, Dennis
Murphy, Thomas P. Olson, Paul Pautler, Lee Peeler, Paul L. Yde, participants in a panel
discussion of the ABA Section of Antitrust Law, Proving Deceptive Advertising with Surveys,
and an anonymous reviewer.

U See, e.g., ]. Scow Armstrong, Prediction of Consumer Behavior by Experts and Novices, 18 J.
ConsuMER RESs. 251 (1991); Stephen J. Hoch, Who Do We Know: Predicting the Interests and
Opinions of the American Consumer, 15 J. CONSUMER Res. 315 (1988). Armstrong posed the
following research question: “Are those who are familiar with scientific research on con-
sumer behavior better able to make predictions about phenomena in this field?” He
reports that: "The practitioners were correct on 58.2 percent of the hypotheses, the
students on 56.6 percent, and the academics on 51.3 percent. No group performed better
than chance.” Hoch asked marketing experts and novices to make predictions about the
“activities, interests, and opinions of the American consumer.” He reported that:

Predictive accuracy was low overall, and experts were no more accurate than
everyday consumers in predicting consumer opinions. This occurred because
(1) everyday consumers were much more similar to the target population than
were the marketing experts and (2) the experts had difficulty consistently identify-
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controls will be of more than theoretical interest and will likely gain
more attention from practitioners and policy makers alike.

Disagreements regarding the appropriateness of alternative outcome
measures would also benefit from further research. Should copy tests
focus on consumer perceptions, beliefs, purchase intentions, or other
measures? Unless policy participants agree on which broad concepts
should be measured, even good measures of a construct could be irrele-
vant to decision makers. Research validating various approaches would
be a welcome addition to the public policy and marketing literature and
could help to bridge gaps that sometimes exist between the economic,
marketing, and legal perspectives.

The information revolution is already changing the face of antitrust
analysis. As we head into the Twenty-First Century, this would seem to be
an opportune time to consider how improvements in consumer research
technology might improve consumer protection analysis. Surely, a con-
sumer protection revolution cannot be far away.
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