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Common Mistakes in Marketing Research
 

A loca ls ' oriented casino-hotel located in a resort 
community recently completed a major expansion to 

better serve tourists visiting the city. After extensive 
market research, the casino's parent company had made the 
determination that the property was highly desired by 
tourists and that an expansion of its hotel and entertainment 
offerings was critical if it was to grow its revenue. After 
investing over $50 million, the new resort expansion opened . 
While locals were impressed with the new property and liked 
its richly a pp o in t e d 
amenities, tourists did not 
show up in any great 
numbers. Revenues re­
mained essentially flat 
and EBITDA plunged as 
operating expenses asso­
ciated with these new 
amenities increased . 

'Any casino company that is willing to invest segment . Property 

in an ongoing program ofmarket research is no	 managers were thrilled 
to see the parentdoubt a proactive, market driven company rr invest so 

In the post-opening period a team of executives tried to 
understand what went wrong. They began a marketing foren­
sics exercise in which they reviewed all the data that W ,1S used 
to bring the company to the decision to expand into the 
tourism segment. This is what they uncovered. 

For the past several years the casino's parent company 
insisted that the property conduct semi-annual surveys of its 
customers. Senior executives firmly believed, and rightly so, 
that it was important to measure customer perceptions of the 
property and to measure thei r satisfaction with the gaming­
entertainment experience the property provided. The parent 
company selected a prestigious market research firm with a 
nation al reputation to conduct these surveys. The costs of these 
studies were born by the property. 

Property leadership did not fully understand the need for 
such research. They felt they had a good handle on their cus­
tomers becaus e " they talked to them on the floor" and they 
resented the expense of this research. As such, whenever the 
research company contacted property leadership prior to the 
administration of these surveys with the hopes of gett ing their 
participation, they were rebuffed. 

Without any input from property managers, the research 
company went about its business. They designed the research 
instrument and modified it on a periodic basis, They hired a 
local field service to administer questionnaires to customers and 
then tabulated the results. Twice a year, binders were distrib­
uted containing the results of the survey. The research 
company offered to present their findings but property 
man agers saw no need. They knew what their customers 
wanted and did not need any research company to tell them 

what they already knew. The binders were then placed on a 
bookcase behind the General Manager's desk where they sat , 
unread. 

Executives at the parent company on the other hand, 
reviewed these studies and were particularly impressed to see 
that, on each survey, over 65% of visitors to the property were 
tourists. This pattern continued over several years. The data 
was so compelling th at a decision was ultimately made to 
expand the property with tourist oriented amenities in order 

to better meet the 
needs of this customer 

company 
much money in their 
property. 

The forensic team reviewed the surveys and interviewed 
principals of the research company. They then met with 
managers of the field service and finally, interviewed the peo­
ple who administered these surveys. During these interviews, 
it was revealed that all of the surveys were administered in the 
hotel lobby, rather than in the casino. "It's quiet there and 
customers are not distracted so we can talk to them," said one 
surveyor. "Besides, the casino manager doesn't like us disturbing 
customers in the casino." 

The forensics team now had a hypothesis as to what went 
wrong. To validate their suspicions, the forensics team asked 
the research company to conduct another survey, only this time 
it asked that the field surveyors administer their surveys in a 
number of locations, including the slot club, valet and cashier's 
cage. The results this time showed that in excess of 70% of cus­
tomers were local. 

Four Common Mistakes 
Market research can be one of the most valuable tools to 

a gaming organization . It affords a way of measuring cus­
tomer wants , needs and overall satisfaction. However, in this 
example, a number of errors were made that ultimately led 
to an imprudent business decision. First and foremost, 
there was never ,1I1y buy-in from property leadership. Prop­
erty managers did not believe there was a reason for the 
research. They resented the expense and the intrusion by 
corporate leadership. They allowed the research to happen 
but refused to be active participants in the process. 

Second, there was no marketing professional on property 
that was designated as the manager of the project. Rather, 
twice a year the field service manager would contact the 
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rasino 's secur ity director and in form 
im th at they would be on property 

: 0 ad minister surveys, pe r ins tr uc ­
tions from the par ent company. T he 
secu r ity director then adv ised his 

fficers of th e upcoming event. Had 
there been a marketing sta ff mem­
ber designated as the contact person, 
who monitored the casino fl oor dur ­
ing th e sa mp ling peri od , he/ sh e 
woul d have qui ckly recogni zed th e 
flaws in th e sampling method ology 
and made the necessary adjustments. 

One of the most i m p o r t an t 
aspect s of any research pr oj ect is 
th e resear ch presentation . At the 
rese arch pr esentation the resear ch 
team presen ts their findin gs to prop­
erty leader ship . Th is forum allo ws 
fo r a dia logue between property 
ma nagers and th e research tea m. I t 
permits the research team to present 
key findi ngs and afford s property 
ma nage rs th e opportunity to as k 
qu estion s about those findings. H ad 
pr operty managers ever acquiesced 
to suc h a meeting, they too might 
have uncovered the anomaly. 

F ina lly, while the parent co m­
pany d esignated a pro m inent 
cons u me r re sear ch firm as th e 
pri mary vendo r, th e researc h com­
pa ny was n ot a gam ing cen tric 
research com pany. Rather, it re lied 
on a local fie ld se rv ice to ad mi nis­
ter t he survey and th en tabulate d 
and analyzed the results. While the ir 
s tu d ies ad h e red to fund am ental 
research principles, without a keen 
un derstanding of gaming customers, 
th e resea rch company did not read­
ily recognize any anomalies in th eir 
find ings . 

Any cas ino company th at is will­
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ing to inves t in an ongoing program 
o f market research is no doubt a proactive, mar ket dr iven 
com pany. H owever, th e decision to co mmit to an ongoing 
process o f market research mu st have buy-in fro m all lev­
els of prope rty lead er ship . Further, th e resu lts o f suc h 
resea rch must be shared at all levels, includi ng lin e employ­
ees and supe rv isors. They have jus t as great a stake in 
knowing who the ir .cust orrier s are and wh at they think 
abo ut the property as senior leadersh ip . T he y are after all, 
th e admin istrato rs of the cu st omer service th at is being 

measured . Also , any resea rch pro ject mu st be managed by 
th e property's marke ting sta ff. F ina lly, ga ming research is 
a unique en terprise and is best co nduc ted by profession ­
als schoo led in resea rc h principl es, wi th extensive expe­
ri en ce in th is field . + 

Andrew Klebanow is Principal ofKlebanow Consulting. 
He can be reacbed at (702) 547-2225 or by email at 
Klebanow@att .net. 
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