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2 
A Radical Past? 

The Politics of Market Research 
in Britain, 1900-1950 

STEFAN SCHWARZKOPF 

There is a mass of socially useful information which 
[ market researchers] could gather, were their skills 
and services more fully exploited on behalf of public 
as well as of commercial interests. 1 

I. Market Research, Political Economy, and Social Power 

The term market research conjures up images of polite women 
handing out survey questionnaires and computing buying behav-
iour statistics, of white-coated men conducting experiments on 
advertising recall, and of company managers staring intensely at 
graphs and pie charts representing the growth of their brands. It 
sounds odd that this commercial world would have any connec-
tion to the realm of political ideologies, social visions, and macro-
economic alternatives. A 'political' history of market research 
seems like a misnomer, given that market researchers themselves 
agree that their trade has to remain above the level of mundane 
social and political battles in order to conform with the iron 
demands of scientific objectivity. While the ethos of objectivity 
helps market researchers defend the professional and commercial 
boundaries that identify their beliefs and practices, market 
research is undeniably linked to the political-economic structures 
of market capitalism. Freedom of choice, consumer sovereignty, 
the competition between branded products, managers' 'right to 
manage', consumers' 'right to choose freely', and their 'right to 
be informed and heard' (John F. Kennedy) are all legitimized and 

1 Mark Abrams in 1966 on the role of market researchers. Churchill Archives Centre, 
Churchill College, Cambridge, Mark Abrams Papers (hereafter Abrams Papers), 
Box 53, Labour Party, Report ofa Commission ofEnquiry into Advertising (London, 1966), para. 
55. 
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enabled by market research. 2 Survey data about market shares 
and product sales legitimizes managers' decisions to open up or 
close down production plants and to hire or lay off workers. By 
the same token, consumers' influence on market management 
decisions, however limited, is facilitated through market research 
investigations. 3 

Market research practices and their underlying theoretical 
justification are thus part of a plethora of institutions which bring 
about markets and enable markets to function according to rules, 
aims, and objectives. In the words of the French sociologist Michel 
Callon, market research allows complex and competitive markets 
to be performed by companies, consumers, media, state bodies, 
and so on, that is, by those who take part in making up the struc-
ture of market mechanisms. 4 This activity of making up markets 
and performing them through transactions is also influenced by 
the social symbolism with which market research surrounds itself. 
The social act of observing consumers' behaviour, recording their 
preferences, and relaying their attitudes and opinions to product 
managers presents market research as a set of practices that give 
consumers a voice and make the marketplace more responsive 
and 'democratic' in contrast to regimented political-economic 
systems.5 

Since its inception during the 1920s, market research has been 
contested and aspersed. Those who espoused its role in bringing 
about competition, innovation, and a democratic market structure 
had to clef end their ideas against the rising tide of critics who 
viewed it as an intrusion on privacy. Market researchers themselves 

2 On the history of notions of 'consumer rights' see Patricia Maclachlan and Frank 
Trentmann, 'Civilizing Markets: Traditions of Consumer Politics in Twentieth-Century 
Britain,Japan, and the United States', in Mark Bevir and Frank Trentmann (eds.), Markets 
in Historical Contexts: Ideas and Politics in the Modem World (Cambridge, 2004), 170-201. For the 
'right to manage' see George W. Torrence, Management's Right to Manage (Washington, 
1968). 

3 Harry Henry, Perspectives in Management, Marketing and Research (London, 1971), 143; 
Milton Friedman, Free to Choose: A Personal Statement (New York, 1979), 189-211. 

4 Callon argues that the tools used to 'measure' social reality contribute to shaping the 
same social reality they purport to measure. See Michel Callon, 'Introduction: The 
Embeddedness of Economic Markets in Economics', in id. (ed.), The Laws of the Market 
(Oxford, 1998), 1-57; Hans Kjellberg and Claes-Frederik Helgesson, 'On the Nature of 
Markets and their Practices', Marketing Theory, 7 (2007), 137-62; Luis Araujo, 'Markets, 
Market-Making and Marketing', ibid. 211-26. 

5 Stefan Schwarzkopf, 'The Consumer as Voter,Judge andjury: Historical Origins 
and Social Consequences ofa Marketing Myth',Joumal o[Macromarketing, 31 (forthcoming 
2011). 
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were also fearful that untrained charlatans could bring the field 
into disrepute by producing misleading data and employing uneth-
ical research techniques. Social critics outside the profession 
accused the entire field of creating a manipulative universe of 
observation techniques that recreated people as statistically fixed 
consumers. Moreover, economists quickly realized that market 
research created vast amounts of data about consumer buying 
behaviour, comparative price levels, and potential market niches, 
all of which benefited companies and not necessarily consumers. 
Market research thus amplified existing information asymmetries 
in the market by shifting information away from consumers into 
the hands of management. 6 

These allegations, of course, called into question the convenient 
claim that market research was a necessary part of a consumer 
democracy enabled by the free market. The intellectual clashes 
over the social purpose of market research were nevertheless a 
constitutive factor for its emergence as a social science discipline 
and as an occupation which in itself needed social and symbolic 
legitimization. As a new field of social knowledge, market research 
also fell victim to internal culture wars over what constituted 
acceptable practice. There was, for example, a constant struggle 
between more quantitatively oriented and more qualitatively ori-
ented research traditions as well as a competition between 
American and European research methods. 7 The nature of this 
competition, in turn, was part of the wider geopolitical struggle 
over global cultural dominance in which Europe and America 
were involved throughout the twentieth century. The story of 
market research is therefore more than merely a story of research 
techniques, brands, and research companies. It is a deeply politi-
cal story, parts of which will be told here. 

6 See Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders (New York, 1957); Stefan Schwarzkopf and 
Rainer Gries (eds.), Ernest Dichter and Motivation Research: New Perspectives on the Making ofPost-
War Consumer Society (Basingstoke, 2010); Adam Arvidsson, 'On the "Pre-History of the 
Panoptic Sort": Mobility in Market Research', Surveillance and Society [e-journal], 1 (2004), 
456-74; Celia Lury and Alan Warde, 'Investments in the Imaginary Consumer: 
Conjectures Regarding Power, Knowledge and Advertising', in Mica Nava et al. (eds.), 
Buy this Book: Studies in Advertising and Consumption (London, 1997), 87-102;Jeremy Tunstall, 
The Advertising Man in London Advertising Agencies (London, 1964), 114-54. 

7 Bernard Cova and Richard Elliott, 'Everything You Always Wanted to Know About 
Interpretive Consumer Research but Were Afraid to Ask', Qualitative Market Research: An 
lnternational]ournal, 11 (2008), 121-9; Sidney Levy, 'The Evolution of Qualitative Research 
in Consumer Behaviour', Journal ofBusiness Research, 58 (2005), 341-7; Christian Fleck, 
Transatlantische Bereicherungen: Zur Erfindung der empirischen Sozia!forschung (Frankfurt am Main, 
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II. The Origins ofMarket Research: Serving Extraction, 
Taxation, and Appeasement 

The basic tools of market research, the survey technique and the 
statistical sample, were a birth-child of imperial power politics and 
the need of an aggressor state to create wealth in order to achieve 
its foreign policy aims and to appease divergent class interests at 
home. In the second part of the seventeenth century, England 
offered precisely these circumstances as the Cromwellian 
Protectorate and later King Charles II attempted to appease 
Ireland, compete with the Dutch in global trade and colonial 
acquisitions, and re-establish a class of landlords whose ruling 
power had been disturbed by the Civil War. Both Cromwell's 
Protectorate and the Restoration state needed information and 
policy advice on population, trade (that is, market exchange), and 
land in order to further their political aims regarding wealth cre-
ation, welfare, and warfare.8 Sir William Petty, economist, statis-
tician, philosopher, and inventor, offered such statistical insight 
and advice in his works on what came to be known as 'political 
arithmetic', that is, the application of quantitative methods to the 
study of social and macro-economic problems such as population 
growth and distribution, taxation, national income, and labour 
productivity. 9 

Working for Oliver Cromwell in Ireland during the 1650s, Petty 
supervised the measuring and mapping of some 8.4 million acres 
of land, which the Lord Protector wanted to hand out to his sol-
diers and officers. During this work, Petty also began to survey 
ordinary people's way of life, their family size and reproduction 
rates, the number of hours they worked, and the food they ate. 10 

This data was used by Cromwell's administration to deal with a 

2007);Johan Heilbron, Nicolas Guilhot, and LaurentJeanpierre, 'Toward a Transnational 
History of the Social Sciences', Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences, 44 (2008), 
146-60. 

8 Paul Slack, 'Government Information in Seventeenth-Century England', Past and 
Present, 184 (Aug. 2004), 33-68. 

9 Tony Aspromourgos, 'The Life of William Petty in Relation to his Economics', 
History of Political Economy, 20 (1988), 337-56; Julian Hoppit, 'Political Arithmetic in 
Eighteenth-Century England', Economic History Review, 49 (Aug. 1996), 516-40; Ted 
McCormick, 'Transmutation, Inclusion, and Exclusion: Political Arithmetic from Charles 
II to William III', Journal ofHistorical Sociology, 20 (2007), 259-78.

10 Adam Fox, 'Sir William Petty, Ireland, and the Making of a Political Economist, 
1653-87`, Economic History Review, 62 (2009), 388-404. 
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hostile Irish Catholic underclass above whose heads the land-grab 
had to be made efficient. Petty's 'political arithmetic' became part 
of the new science of 'political oeconomies' which aligned math-
ematics, economic reasoning, and statistical modelling to enhance 
the governance base of an extractive economy. The English aris-
tocracy residing in Ireland repeated a programme of enclosures 
in order to rear sheep; the wool was sold in England and resulting 
profits spent by the new landlords either in London or on luxury 
products which they imported into Ireland in an attempt to civi-
lize the country through luxury and formalized aesthetics. 11 

Petty's statistics were strategically relevant as they alerted the 
Crown to the fact that Ireland and parts of England and Scotland 
were hopelessly under-populated, so that the new state which 
emerged during the seventeenth century out of the three king-
doms of England, Scotland, and Ireland could not hope to 
compete successfully with the densely populated and globally ori-
ented Dutch Republic. 

The increasingly global interest of the English state necessitated 
an appeased population at home that saw enough wealth created 
to obey an aristocratic elite who, in turn, relied on an efficient 
extractive economy. The intricate links between social and eco-
nomic statistics on the one hand and the needs of an extracting and 
tax-raising warfare state continued into the nineteenth century, 
when statisticians became more focused than ever on the social 
problems caused by poverty and rampant industrialization. Petty's 
preoccupation with 'publick oeconomy' and the 'policy which tends 
to peace and plenty' 12 remained alive and was attended to by 
socially concerned entrepreneurs, intellectuals, churchmen, and 
academics, who gave rise to a network of social research bodies 
and survey organizations that used statistical research in order to 
provide answers to social issues of poverty, alcoholism, urban over-
crowding, and public hygiene. When the first official census was 
taken in Great Britain in 1801, public statistics were compiled 

11 Karl Bottigheimer, English Money and Irish Land: The 'Adventurers' in the Cromwellian 
Settlement ofIreland (Oxford, 1971), 39-53; Patrick K. O'Brien, 'The Political Economy of 
British Taxation, 1660-1815', Economic History Review, 41 (1988), 1-32; John Brewer, The 
Sinews ofPower: War, Money and the English State, 1688-1783 (London, 1989); Philip Harling 
and Peter Mandler, '"Fiscal-Military" State to Laissez-Faire State, 1760-1850', Journal of
British Studies, 32 (Jan. 1993), 44-70; Toby C. Barnard, Cromwellian Ireland: English Government 
and Reform in Ireland, 1649-1660 (2nd edn. Oxford, 2000), 16-41. 

12 William Petty, Observations upon the Dublin Bills ofMortality MDCLXXXI and the State of
that City (London, 1683), 1. 
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amidst widespread fear that population growth might outstrip the 
country's food supply and thus make Britain vulnerable to siege 
and invasion as attempted by Napoleon Bonaparte, and give rise to 
social unrest at home of a kind that had brought down the French 
monarchy only a few years earlier. 13 

III. The Long Victorian Era: Social Concern Meets the Market 

As the trajectories of industrialization met the first outlines of the 
British welfare state, philanthropists, statisticians, and social sci-
entists Henry Mayhew, Charles Booth, Beatrice and Sidney 
Webb, Seebohm Rowntree, and Arthur Bowley as well as the 
industrial research departments of the confectionery companies 
Rowntree's and Cadbury further developed methods for conduct-
ing social surveys and analysing statistical data. 14 Crucially, there 
was a detectable transfer of skills and knowledge from the 
Victorian social surveys to advertising agencies and manufacturers 
during the first half of the twentieth century. As we will see later, 
at the heart of this transfer of knowledge and practices were the 
Rowntree Trust and the London School of Economics (LSE). 

As Robert Fitzgerald has shown, the statistical skills of collecting, 
sampling, and analysing social and economic data were deployed 
at Rowntree's factories in York. In order to improve coordination 

13 Anthony Giddens, A Contemporary Critique ofHistorical Materialism, ii: The Nation-State 
and Violence (Cambridge, 1987), 172-81; Edward Higgs, 'The Rise of the Information State: 
The Development of Central State Smveillance of the Citizen in England, 1500-2000', 
Journal ofHistorical Sociology 14 (June 2001), 175-97. 

14 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 4 vols. (London, 1851); Charles 
Booth, Life and Labour qf the People in London, 2 vols. (London, 1889-93); Benjamin Seebohm 
Rowntree, Poverry: A Study q[Town Life (London, 19m); Arthur Bowley, Livelihood and Poverry: 
A Study in the Economic Conditions qf Working-Class Households in Northampton, Warrington, Stanley 
and Reading (London, 1915); id., Has Poverry Diminished? (London, 1925); Hubert Llewellyn 
Smith, 771e New Suroey qf London Life and Labour, 9 vols. (London, 1930-5); D. CaradogJones 
(ed.), 771e Social Suroey qf Mersryside (Liverpool, 1934); Bournville Village Trust (ed.), Ji0zen 
We Build Again: A Study Based on Research into Conditions qf Living and Working in Birmingham 
(London, 1941). See also D. Caradog Jones, Social Suiveys (London, 1949); Ernest P. 
Hennock, 'The Measurement of Urban Poverty: From the Metropolis to the Nation, 1880-
1920', Economic History Review, 40 (1987), 208-27; Martin Bulmer and Kathryn Kish Sklar 
(eds.), 771e Social Suroey m Historical Perspective, 1880--1940 (Cambridge, 1991); David Englander 
and Rosemary O'Day, Retrieved Riches: Social Investigation in Britain, 1840--1914 (Aldershot, 
1995);Jonathan Bradshaw and Roy Sainsbury (eds.), Getting the Measure qf Poverry: 1he Early 
Legacy qf Seebohm Rowntree (Aldershot, 2000); Mark Freeman, Social Investigation and Rural 
England, 1870--1914 (Woodbridge, 2003). 
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between production plants and the travelling sales force, Arnold 
Rowntree proposed as early as 19u to divide the country into a 
number of sales regions. Each region was to hold half-yearly sales 
conferences based on market figures and report back to the 
Marketing and Sales Committee. 15 In 1919 Rowntree's advertising 
agency, S. H. Benson, began to visit retailers, note their require-
ments on a card index, and report this information back to the 
regional sales force. From 1920, regular product tests with hun-
dreds of people were conducted for Rowntree's Elect Cacao. In 
1923 Seebohm Rowntree ordered a consumer investigation into 
the attractiveness of Rowntree's chocolate boxes and implemented 
a wide-ranging sales planning scheme. Rowntree wanted sales 
figures to be collected every month and trends in customer 
demand to be assessed in order to decide on the production and 
pricing of several product lines. 16 From 1930-1 Rowntree was 
using more extensive market research surveys in order to reorgan-
ize the entire product portfolio, which had come under increasing 
threat from rival Cadbury brands. 

From 1931 Rowntree employed theJ. Walter Thompson (]WT) 
advertising agency in London to carry out surveys with the 
National Institute of Industrial Psychology (NIIP) in London, 
which in 1932 researched the entire British chocolate market for 
Rowntree. Seebohm Rowntree himself was a member of the 
Board of Directors of the NIIP and saw it as a potential driver in 
the modernization of British industry. As a Quaker, Rowntree fol-
lowed a denomination that had practical compassion and human 
betterment at its heart. He also became an ardent believer in the 
idea that social surveys and social psychology could turn his 
company into a more innovative enterprise. Decades before other 
large manufacturers followed Rowntree's example, the chocolate 
manufacturer employed social scientists in its Psychology and 
Marketing Departments. Rowntree put considerable hopes in the 
use of statistical survey methods and scientific management 
methods to improve vocational guidance at his factories as well 
as human relations on the shop floor. 17 The example of Rowntree 
shows that there was a direct connection between the Victorian 
and Edwardian poverty surveys and the emergence of commercial 

15 Robert Fitzgerald, Rowntree and the Marketing Revolution, 1862-1969 (Cambridge, 1995), 
[19-20. 

16 Ibid. 142, 83, 85, 185-6. 17 Ibid. 32, 304. 
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market research in Britain: Rowntree's philanthropic Quakerism, 
first practised in his surveys on poverty in York, guided his interest 
in the use of scientific management methods and led him to 
believe that scientific principles could both better people's lives 
and improve the competitiveness of Rowntree's confectionery 
brands. 18 Rowntree's socio-political ideals therefore form part of 
the history of market research. 

The example of the statistician and economist Arthur Lyon 
Bowley further illuminates this important connection between 
poverty studies and the development of commercial market 
research. Bowley worked at the LSE between 1895 and 1936. He 
was appointed Professor of Economic Statistics in 1915 and held 
the University of London's first Chair in Statistics from 1919. His 
work contributed to the foundations of statistical analysis and eco-
nomic reporting, the measurement of national income, and in 
particular to the development of sampling techniques by enhanc-
ing their design, accuracy, and interpretation. He refined sam-
pling techniques to a standard that became the norm for social 
researchers all over the world. It was his work on the scientific 
sampling of households, rather than enumerating data or throw-
ing out questionnaires at random, that laid the basis for commer-
cial market research and opinion polling after the First World 
War in both the United States and Europe. 19 

Bowley made his name with his survey of working-class house-
holds in five English towns, published as Livelihood and Poverty in 
1915, which was ahead of its time in terms of methodology and 
the precision of its results. Bowley considered his most important 
work to be his contribution to the New Survey ef London Life and 
Labour, edited by the civil servant and reformer Hubert Llewellyn 
Smith between 1930 and 1935. Bowley's social research into 
poverty and household budgeting influenced a number of studies 
in the area of governmental and social work, such as the 1934 
Social Survey ef Merseyside,John Boyd-Orr's 1935 survey on food and 
consumption Food, Health and Income, the Ministry of Labour's 

18 For Rowntree's place in British social and religious thought, see Simon]. D. Green, 
'Social Science and the Discovery of a "Post-Protestant People": Rowntree's Surveys of 
York and their Other Legacies', Northern Histmy, 45 (Mar. 2008), 87-rng. 

19 Biographical data in British Library of Political and Economic Science, Arthur Lyon 
Bowley Papers, Box A, Coll Misc 0772; Richard Germain, 'The Adoption of Statistical 
Methods in Market Research, 1915-1937', in Stanley Hollander and Kathleen Rassuli 
(eds.), Marketing, 2 vols. (Aldershot, 1993), i. 435-48. 
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1937-8 cost of living survey, and the work in the 1930s of 
Cadbury's Bournville Village Trust.20 In the mid 1930s, theJWT 
advertising agency in London used the New Suroey ef London Lift 
and Labour in order to match income areas and strategic sales areas 
for its client Rowntree.21 During the late 1920s and 1930s, Bowley 
edited various market research studies as part of the London and 
Cambridge Economic Service (LCES), which he had co-founded, 
and he became the first President of the Market Research Society 
in 1946.22 

The importance of Bowley's research group at the LSE for the 
making of market research cannot be overestimated. Bowley's 
chair and the LSE became the breeding ground for a whole gen-
eration of statisticians and social researchers who dominated 
British market research until well into the post-war period. Until 
the Second World War, two-thirds of all market research in Britain 
was carried out by the three largest advertising agencies: the 
London Press Exchange (LPE),J. Walter Thompson (JWT), and 
Unilever's in-house agency Lintas. The heads of the market 
research departments of these three organizations were all pupils 
of Arthur Bowley. 23 Moreover, the LSE, with its reputation for 
advocating a radical socio-political agenda, became something of 
a 'spiritual' mother for market researchers in the United Kingdom. 
When a group of twenty-three market researchers from advertising 
agencies and governmental bodies founded the Market Research 
Society in November 1946, more than a third of the founding 
members were LSE graduates: amongst them Theodore Cauter of 
JWT, Bedford Attwood of the British Market Research Bureau, 
Mark Abrams of LPE, Henry Durant of the British Gallup 
Organization, and Harry Henry of Colman, Prentis and Varley.24 

20 Arthur Bowley and Roy Allen, Fami(y Expenditure: A Study ef its Variation (London, 
1935); Arthur Bowley and Sir Josiah Stamp, Three Studies on the National Income (London, 
1939). For early statistical methods in relation to market research see Mark Abrams, Social 
Survrys and Social Action (London, 1951), 33-52. 

21 History of Advertising Trust Archive, Norwich (hereafter (HAT Archive), JWT 
Papers, Box 293, 'Rowntree-Market for Cocoa',Jan. 1938;JWT Papers, Box 297, letter 
Bedford Attwood, 5 Oct. 1935. 

22 D. H. Robertson, 'Statistical Services for the Businessman', Advertising World (Oct. 
1924), 60; Arthur Bowley and Frederick Brown, A Tabular Guide to the Foreign Trade Statistics 
ef Twenty-One Principal Countries (London, 1926); Ian Blythe, The Making ef an Industry. The 
Market Research Society, 1946-1986: A History <if Growing Achievement (London, 2005), 50. 

23 Abrams, Social Survrys, 55. 
24 Harry Henry, 'Some Observations on the Market Research Society of Great Britain', 

in id. (ed.), Perspectives in Management, Marketing and Research (London, 1971), 347-62. 
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Thus the social progressivism of Edwardian and inter-war poverty 
studies and the Fabian LSE were part and parcel of the scenario 
which gave birth to market research as a professional practice in 
Britain. 

As argued above, the basic tools of market research as a science 
of good governance were born out of the spirit of an extractive 
economy and a rent-seeking state. By the turn of the last century, 
however, social researchers at the Fabian Society and the LSE 
had reversed this relationship by appropriating the survey ques-
tionnaire and using it to uncover the structures and consequences 
of an economy that was centred on the rent-seeking interests of 
landlords. As early as 1885, Sidney and Beatrice Webb made 
extensive use of the questionnaire technique in their attempts to 
bring Comte's Positivism to bear on traditional Victorian philan-
thropy. Armed with questionnaires, the Webbs investigated the 
effects of unemployment on the East End poor, workers' housing 
conditions, labour conditions in sweated industries, and forms of 
working-class self-organization in trade unions and cooperatives. 
In her questionnaire-based social research, Beatrice Webb iden-
tified three reasons for the existence of sweated industries: igno-
rant consumers, fraudulent wholesalers and retailers, and 'a 
rack-renting landlord'. 25 The Webbs' social survey and statistical 
work reminds us that market research occupied an uneasy,Janus-
faced position from the beginning of the twentieth century. Its 
fundamental tools and values were utilized for the purposes of 
social reform and, as we will see below, prominent market 
researchers often played the role of progressive social planners. 
At the same time, the marketplace created demand for statistical 
knowledge as trademark regulation began to enable a new kind of 
rent-seeking economy based not on land and trade monopolies, 
but on brands.26 

25 Avner Offer, Property and Politics, 1870-1914: Landownership, Law, Ideology and Urban 
Development in England (Cambridge, 1981), 181-96; Beatrice Potter, 'Tailoring', in Charles 
Booth (ed.), Life and Labour in East London (London, 1889), 209-40, at 238. 

26 Paul Duguid, Teresa da Silva Lopes, andJohn Mercer, 'Shifting Patterns in Marks 
and Registration: France, the United States and United Kingdom, 1870-1970', Centre for 
Globalization Research Working Paper, no. 21 (Aug. 2007); Paul Duguid, 'French 
Connections: The International Propagation of Trademarks in the Nineteenth Century', 
Enterprise and Society, IO (Mar. 2009), 3-37. 
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IV. The Inter-War Years: Market Research Comes ef Age 

The predecessors of twentieth-century market research and its 
earlier social and economic research tradition could, of course, be 
dismissed as irrelevant to the history of an industry which began 
to emerge during the 1920s. A familiar story of market-driven 
research innovations, of companies, media, and consumers, 
however, would fail to do justice to those researchers who estab-
lished commercial market research in Britain. Throughout the 
inter-war years, young statisticians, economists, and sociologists 
who entered this new field often tried to demonstrate the essen-
tially social nature of the market and thus rescue the idea of social 
responsibility of market actors, especially of the state and large-
scale corporations. 

On the surface, not much of this clandestine political work was 
apparent. British companies and their advertising agencies 
entered a period of rapid expansion and modernization of their 
marketing machinery, and so commercial market research 
emerged as a distinct activity. Large producers of fast-moving con-
sumer goods (soap, cigarettes, chocolate) and experience goods 
(cinema films) in particular developed market research capabilities 
at great speed during the 1920s and 1930s. After the First World 
War, Lever began to conduct studies on its advertising and 
product portfolio. In 1920 a (Product) Research Department was 
established at Port Sunlight and in 1926 a Market Research 
Department followed. From 1930 market research was carried out 
by Lever Brothers on a regular basis.27 In the 1920s the cigarette 
maker Wills employed inspectors who visited retail outlets, 
observed consumers at the point-of-sale, and were asked to rec-
ommend new advertising media or give-aways.28 Rowntree's 
employed the JWT agency and the NIIP to conduct market 
surveys in 1932 and 1934 in preparation for the launch of Black 
Magic.29 Its direct competitor, Cadbury, began in the late 1920s 
to conduct regular market surveys in the form of distribution and 
sales forecasts. 30 In 1921 the Prudential, Britain's largest insurance 

27 Charles Wilson, Unilever, 1945-196s Challenge and Response in the Postwar Revolution 
(London, 1968), 92-3;]. Henderson Stuart, 'If you are Making a Research', Advertiser's 
Week[),, 18July 1930, 75. 

28 Matthew Hilton, Smoking in British Popular Culture, 1800-2000: Perfect Pleasures 
(Manchester, 2000), 90-1. 29 Fitzgerald, Rowntree and the Nlarketing Revolution, 343. 

30 Advertiser's Week/y, 3 Oct. 1935, 419-20. 
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company, generated market research data to segment its markets 
according to social stratification and geographical sales areas. 31 

Sidney Bernstein's Granada film theatre company conducted 
regular consumer surveys from 1927.32 

The NIIP, founded in 1921, became an important player in this 
sector. Its co-founder, the Cambridge psychologist Charles S. 
Myer, and the psychologist Nigel Balchin advised the New York 
department store Macy's and supervised a research study at the 
NIIP for Lyons on efficiency in salesmanship and retailing. 
During the 1920s and 1930s, the Institute worked for Rowntree's, 
Fry's, Shell-Mex, Boots, Harrods, Southall Barclay, Wright's 
Soap, Bartley's, Hoover and a number of other manufacturers, 
for which it conducted more than thirty market and consumer 
research studies between 1929 and 1935.33 InJuly 1932 Rowntree's 
spent some £3,000 on a large-scale consumer survey undertaken 
by the NIIP, which interviewed 7,000 consumers in six northern 
towns on their chocolate consumption habits. During the mid 
1930s a connection with Granada's Sidney L. Bernstein also 
emerged. Bernstein, a Labour councillor and sympathizer with 
the Left, began employing the NIIP in 1936 to advise him on the 
assessment and interpretation of the questionnaires and survey 
results which he received from his viewer studies. From 1927 to 
1939, these surveys regularly comprised between 120,000 and 
160,000 cinema viewers.34 

In 1921, the former journalist H. G. Lyall established Britain's 
first independent market research company, the London 
Research and Information Bureau, which became involved in 
important inter-war research surveys. In 1928 it conducted 
Britain's first newspaper circulation and readership survey. 35 In 
the early 1930s the London Research Bureau interviewed some 
5,000 consumers in one investigation and conducted surveys 
recording the use of 340 different brands in a specific product 

31 'Our Coloured Chart', Prudential Bulletin, 2 Gune 1921), 143-5. 
32 Gerben Bakker, Entertainment Industrialised: The Emergence efthe International Film Industry, 

1890---1940 (Cambridge, 2008), 351-9. 
33 British Library of Political and Economic Science, NIIP Papers, Section 7/Io, 7/I2-

14, u/I-2, and 16/I. 
34 British Film Institute, Sidney L. Bernstein Papers, Files SLB B47, BBQ, and BBQ2; 

R. Ford, 'What One Public Says it Likes', Sight and Sound (Summer 1937), 70; RobertJames, 
'Ki.nematograph Week[y in the 1930s: Trade Attitudes towards Audience Taste', Journal qf 
British Cinema and Television, 3 (2006), 229-43. 

35 H. G. Lyall, Press Circulations Ana[ysed (London, 1928). 
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category. 36 Two of Lyall's collaborators, William and Mollie 
Coglan, formed Sales Research Services in 1928 and provided the 
first retail research services in Britain. 37 

By the mid 1930s, the market research departments oftheJWT 
agency and the LPE agency in London became the major hubs for 
market research practice in Britain. In 1932 the LPE began offering 
research services on a regular, operational basis. For Cadbury, it 
developed product-testing methods to test new flavours and sizes 
of chocolate bars with a panel of consumers. As a monthly service 
for clients, the agency surveyed national press advertising in 700 
publications. A total of 140,000 advertisements were measured and 
tabulated each month to supply clients with a regular update of the 
advertising expenditure of rival brands. 38 In 1934, Mark Abrams 
arrived at the LPE and conducted Britain's first large-scale reader-
ship survey after Lyall's pioneering work in 1928. Under Abrams's 
guidance, 25,000 readers were asked about the papers they read, 
which parts of the papers they read, and how they used advertise-
ments. 39 In 1935 it began to issue a weekly brand barometer for its 
clients, the Survry ef Brand Trends, for which it interviewed a panel of 
5,000 consumers on their purchases of twenty-one brands. Britain's 
first market research handbook emerged out of the research con-
ducted at the LPE: The Home Market became a landmark in the 
history of British market research. 40 The man who had built up 
LPE's market research department, Robert Silvey, later became 
Director of the BBC Audience Research Department.41 

Only a few hundred yards away from the LPE in west central 
London was JWT's London office at Bush House. Here the 
agency installed an experimental kitchen (Consumer Testing 
Department) where staff could observe how consumers opened 
packs or developed new uses for products.42 In 1927-8 JWT 
carried out an extensive study of the soap market for its client 
Lever, in the course of which 3,200 British housewives were asked 

36 Id., 'How Market Research can be Tested', Advertising World (June 1932), 351-2 and 
ibid. (Sept. 1932), 158; id., Market Research: A Practical Handbook (London, 1933). 

37 Blythe, 1he Making ef an Industry, 13, 57. 
38 News Supplement to Advertising World (Mar. 1932), 4; ibid. (March 1938), 59. 
39 LPE/Mark Abrams, A Surv'!)' ef Reader Interest in the National Morning and London Evening 

Papers (London, 1934). 
40 George Harrison and F. C. Mitchell, 1he Home Market: A Handbook ef Statistics 

(London, 1936). Later versions of this handbook were edited by Mark Abrams. 
41 Robert]. Silvey, J,llho's Listening: 1he Story ef BBC Audience Research (London, 1974). 
42 HAT Archive,JWT Papers, Box 297, 'Report on Raspberry Jelly', 22 May 1936. 



42 STEFAN SCHWARZKOPF 

about their habits and attitudes towards washing and their use of 
soap.43 In 1933JWT separated its market research department as 
the British Market Research Bureau (BMRB) under Bedford 
Attwood. Between 1926 and 1929 alone, JWT conducted 45,000 
consumer interviews and after 1933, the BMRB conducted 
hundreds of studies for Rowntree, Lever, Kraft, Horlicks, 
Reckitt's, and Lloyds Bank. By 1936, the BMRB had carried out 
its thousandth consumer survey.44 

During the la,te 1930s market and/or audience research depart-
ments and opinion polling institutes were set up in quick succes-
sion. The Co-operative Wholesale Society founded a market 
research department in 1939. 45 George Gallup set up his organi-
zation in London in 1937 under the LSE graduate Henry Durant 
(British Institute of Public Opinion) and A. C. Nielsen's market 
research bureau arrived in 1939. Well before the outbreak of the 
Second World War, the Milk Marketing Board, the General Post 
Office, and the Ministry of Health had acquired extensive expe-
rience in market research which the wartime government used to 
conduct food and fuel consumption surveys, again with the help 
of LPE's andJWT's market research staff.46 Also during the late 
1930s, the first consumer surveys into radio listening habits and 
the advertising value of commercial radio were conducted by the 
LSE professor Arnold Plant, who also conducted extensive market 
research surveys for the Retail Development Association.47 More 
and more manufacturers and media began to pick up upon the 

43 HAT Archive,JWT Papers, Box 694, 'Short Brand Histories-Soap Powders, Soap 
Flakes etc.',July 1952;JWT Papers, Box 694, 'Some Possibilities oflncreasing the Total 
Consumption of Soap in England', undated;JWT Papers, Box 687, 'Lux Press Campaign, 
February 15-April 15 1928', undated;JWT Papers, Box 687, 'Lux England 1928', undated. 

44 As early as 1924,JWT had published a market analysis of Britain with a view to 
helping American importers of consumer goods. See]. Walter Thompson Co., Popul.ation 
Handbook ef Great Britain and Ireland (London, 1924); J. Walter Thompson Co., A Market 
Ana(ysis of the Population Statistics for Great Britain and !ref.and (London, 1931). 

45 CWS Publicity Department (ed.), A Consumer's Democrary (Manchester, 1951), 136-41. 
46 Advertiser's Week(y, 14 Sept. 1933, 388; Henry Durant, Behind the Gallup Poll (London, 

1951); id., 'The Gallup Poll and Some of its Problems', Incorporated Statistician, 5 (1954), 1or-
12; Mark Abrams, 'Public Opinion Polls and Political Parties', Public Opinion Qyarter(y, 27 
(1963), 9-18; Robert Worcester, British Public Opinion: A Guide to the History and Methodology 
of Political Opinion Polling (Oxford, 1991), 3-9; Colin McDonald and Stephen King (eds.), 
Sampling the Universe: The Growth, Development and Influence ef Market Research in Britain since I945 
(London, 1996), 19-27; Nick Moon, Opi.nion Polls: History, Theory, Practice (Manchester, 1999), 
6-23; Stefan Schwarzkopf, 'Respectable Persuaders: The Advertising Industry and British 
Society, 1900-1939' (Ph.D. thesis, Birkbeck College, 2008), 270-3. 

47 See Survry ef Listening to Sponsored Radio Programmes (London, 1938). The survey covered 
25,000 families. 
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importance of consumer and market surveys as Britain's major 
railway companies and the Gas, Light and Coke Co. (GLC) set 
up public relations departments which also carried out regular 
consumer surveys.48 Between 1928 and 1938, no fewer than eight 
large-scale newspaper circulation and readership surveys were 
conducted, each including tens of thousands of reader interviews. 
Add to this the stir caused by the 1934-5 Peace Ballot and the 
arrival of the experimental group Mass-Observation and it 
becomes clear that before the outbreak of the Second World War, 
Britain had arguably become the most interviewed, observed, and 
investigated of the European nations. 49 

V. Market Research and Alternative Visions ef Capitalism and Sociery 

This story of the growing commercial use and public visibility of 
market research, however, ignores the importance of the under-
lying political vision of those who drove this development. While 
on the outside market research emerged as a social science-based 
and commercially oriented new profession, on the inside it was 
driven by progressive men and women who believed that the 
survey questionnaire and social-economic statistics could be taken 
out of the nexus of rent-seeking, taxation, and monopoly capital-
ism and turned into tools for those whose demands for distributive 
justice usually fell on deaf ears. Market research promised to bring 
the cold, individualistic marketplace back to a level playing field 
on which those who pursued the common good could teach the 
rentier-trader-producer and the 'faceless organization' a vital 
lesson in democracy. 

Mark Abrams, Britain's foremost market researcher from the 

48 Abrams Papers, Box 94, Mark Abrams, 'The Housing of the Working Class in 
London, 1937', GLC-sponsored survey. 

49 Lyall, Press Circulations Ana/ysed; Tom Morison (Repford's Ltd), Investigated Press 
Circulations (London, 1932); HAT Archive, IPA Papers, Box 14, IPA, An Ana/ysis ef Press 
Circulations (London, 1930-1) and IPA, An Ana/ysis ef Press Circulations (London, 1934); 
Abrams, A Survry ef Reader Interest; William Coglan, The Readership ef Newspapers and Periodicals 
in Great Britain, 1936 (London, 1937); HAT Archive, IPA Papers, Section 14, IPA, A Survry 
ef Press Readership (London, 1939) and IPA Qgarter/y Report Gune-Sept. 1938), 552; Harold 
Nicholson, 'British Public Opinion and Foreign Policy', Public Opinwn Qgarter/y, 1 Gan. 1937), 
53-63; Henry Durant, What Britain Thinks: The Technique ef Public Opinion Measurement 
(London, 1939);Joe Moran, 'Mass-Observation, Market Research, and the Birth of the 
Focus Group, 1937-1997',Joumal efBritish Studies, 47 (Oct. 2008), 827-51. 
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1930s to the 1960s, supported the intellectual genealogy outlined 
above when he described market researchers and public opinion 
pollsters as 'borrowers' from earlier poverty surveys. 50 In this, 
Abrams deliberately established a rival historical narrative which 
challenged those who saw market research as the birth-child of 
corporate capitalism. The Fabian-influenced Labour sympathizer 
Abrams envisaged the market as a social entity not only driven by 
aggregate individual consumption but also characterized by the 
collective nature of work, family income, and welfare. In Abrams's 
work, early British market research appears as an activity tran-
scending the boundaries between social research, philanthropy, 
marketing, politics, and academia. His basic assumptions about 
how markets should be governed emerged as early as 1929 in his 
Ph.D. thesis 'The Gold and Silver Thread Monopoly of James I'. 
In it he discussed the justification for state regulation of the 
economy for the sake of the 'common good' and the task of com-
merce to 'promote total communal welfare'.51 Unlike in the early 
modern period, Abrams argued, modern economic activity was 
'left in the hands of a multitude of self-concerned, secretive busi-
ness men who are guided solely by the criterion of profits', which 
made modern industry both inefficient and anonymous.52 

Virtually all of Abrams's research implicitly or explicitly related 
to social policy concerns. His studies on consumption patterns in 
Britain focused on the necessary balance between, for example, 
exports and imports, and public and private consumption. While 
conducting market research at the LPE, Abrams never lost sight 
of the wider social implications of the transformation of the British 
market. In 1938 Abrams conducted a planning survey for his 
client Cadbury, studying work, transport, and housing in 
Birmingham. This survey was later published as When We Build 
Again and became one of the spiritual documents of post-war 
social and industrial reconstruction. During the late 1930s he com-
piled on an experimental scale the first census of distribution ~ater 
handed over to the Board of Trade) and in 1938 initiated research 
into domestic fuel consumption, work that later provided the basis 
for wartime rationing programmes. After spending the war years 

50 Abrams, Social Surveys, 53, 63. Similar in id., 'Public Opinion Polls and Political 
Parties', Public Opinion Qyarter/y, 27 (Spring 1963), 9-18. 

51 Mark Abrams, 'The Gold and Silver Thread Monopoly of James I' (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of London, 1929), Summary and 261, 267-8. 

52 Ibid. 261; id., Money and a Changing Civilization (London, 1934). 
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conducting food surveys and propaganda research, Abrams re-
joined LPE in 1946 and formed the agency's market research sub-
sidiary, Research Services Ltd.53 His post-war publications, The 
Condition ef the British People, The Population ef Great Britain, and British 
Standards ef Living, became standard texts in British sociology 
departments throughout the 1950s and 1960s. 

After the Second World War Abrams expressed his social and 
political ideals in many interviews in which he was scathing about 
how newly affluent British housewives were being manipulated by 
advertisers and reduced to passive consuming machines when 
making choices at the supermarket. He also warned that con-
sumerism brought about an increasingly individualized, 'home-
centred' society, which constituted a break with the traditionally 
collective orientation of British public life.54 Abrams's anti-con-
sumerist outbursts found expression in his 1947 pamphlet The State 
ef the Nation. In it, he used social survey and market research tech-
niques to review the social and economic state of Britain. In this 
project, market research was used to make society aware that it 
needed to consume less, import fewer foreign products, work 
longer hours, and spend less money on wasteful consumer 
goods.55 His 1959 study The Teenage Consumer won him credit for 
having 'discovered' the teenage consumer.56 But large parts of the 
study read like a detached social survey, with nothing to suggest 
the exciting discovery of a new market segment. Abrams's study 
of the teenage consumer was characterized by insights into the 
social and psychological problems of post-war teenagers and 
alerted its readers to the pressures this group faced in a modern 
world, ranging from gang violence to drug abuse and isolation. 

Abrams had strong links with the Labour Party and carried out 
many of the party's polls in the 1950s and 1960s. Between 1970 and 
1976, he was Director of the Survey Research Unit at the Social 
Research Council and from 1976 to 1985 Research Director of Age 
Concern, a large charity working for elderly people. He also 

53 'Mark Abrams: A Profile', Public &/,ations Guly 1957), 43-4. 
54 'The Home-Centred Society', The Listener, 26 Nov. 1959, 914-15; Mark Abrams, 'The 

Private Citizen: Some Facts on "Alienation" and "Powerlessness'", Encounter, 10/11 (1958), 
11 . 55 Id., TheStateeftkNation (London, 1947). 

56 Id., The Teenage Consumer, LPE Papers, no. 5 (London, 1959). For the impact of 
Abrams's Teenage Consumer see David Fowler, 'Teenage Consumers? Young Wage-Earners 
and Leisure in Manchester, 1919-1939', in Andrew Davies and Steven Fielding (eds.), 
Workers' Worlds: Cultures and Communities in Manchester and Sa{ford, 1880-1939 (Manchester, 
1992), 133-55. 
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advised the Consumers' Association and the National Consumer 
Council.57 As Harry Henry later noted, Abrams's open support 
for the Labour Party at times hampered the British market 
research community's attempts to gain acceptance for their rela-
tively new discipline among conservative British businessmen. 58 

Mark Abrams's social-political convictions and his approach 
to the market research profession were by no means an excep-
tion. Some of the founding figures of early American social and 
market research exhibited a similarly critical investigative modus. 
Robert and Helen Lynd's Middletown studies, for example, openly 
attacked the consensus about American capitalism and exposed 
how business-driven policy changes failed local communities. 
Likewise, the Austrian and German emigrants who, during the 
1930s and 1940s, put consumer and audience research on a more 
scientific and empirical footing were without exception either 
radical socialists or had been sympathizers with the Left before 
their emigration. 

Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Hans Zeisel, Marie Jahoda, Ernest Dichter, 
Herta Herzog, and, albeit with limited sympathies for the instru-
mentalism of consumer research, Max Horkheimer and Theodor 
W. Adorno, all began their intellectual careers by siding with 
those who believed in the possibility of a more humane alternative 
to individualist capitalism. In Vienna, Marie Jahoda used con-
sumer research to study people's attitudes to socialism and how 
they became socialists, while Lazarsf eld worked out the basic laws 
of consumer choice by likening the buying of soap to voting for 
the socialists. 59 At the same time in Britain, the LSE became a 
hotbed for left-wing idealists and later doyens of British market 

57 Mark Abrams, Beyond 1hree Score and Ten: A First Report on a Survey ef the Elderly (London, 
1978); id., 1he Elderly Consumer (London, 1982); id., Values and Social Change in Britain (London, 
1985). 

58 Abrams's engaging survey Must Labour Lose? (Harmondsworth, 1960) urged the 
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increasingly affiucnt society and of younger voters. See also Research Services, Survey qf 
Political Attitudes (London,Jan. 1957), in Abrams Papers, ABMS 3/56. In an interview with 
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Factor, 8 (1934), 29-32; Alois Wacker, 'Mariejahoda und die Osterreichische Wirtschafts-
psychologische Forschungsstelle: Zur ldee einer nicht-reduktionistischen Sozialpsycho-
logie', Psychologie und Geschichte, 8 (1998), 112-49; Michael Pollak, 'Paul F. Lazarsfeld: An 
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research and opinion polling such as Mark Abrams, Harry Henry, 
and Henry Durant.60 The latter had been the leader of the 
Marxist student group at the LSE, while Harry Henry held office 
in the Labour Society and in 1938 had published a study, The 
Insurance Man and his Trade, which ended with a recommendation 
to nationalize the insurance industry. 

Abrams's and Lazarsfeld's generation of market researchers had, 
for a moment, managed to turn the exploitative connection 
between social-economic research and society on its head by repo-
sitioning survey research within alternative visions of market gov-
ernance. These visions and early market research practice in 
Britain owed a great deal to philanthropy, Fabianism, and 
Christian socialism, and little to American-style corporate capital-
ism. Robert Owen was closer to the minds of early British market 
researchers than Henry Ford and the principle of general welfare 
touched their hearts more than the performance of General 
Motors. The Second World War and the 1940s turned out to be 
key moments in the political history of market research. 
Advertising agencies and other commercial organizations turned to 
the state as a source of funding and research income, and key 
researchers themselves saw the planning, investing, and regulating 
welfare state as an enabler of social alternatives. 61 In the midst of 
the tearing down of the old laissez-faire ideology, Mass-
Observation's Charles Madge projected that 'we are going to leave 
past inequalities (social rather than economic) behind forever'. In 
a similar vein, focusing on the old enemy, the property-owning 
classes, Mark Abrams summed up: 'we have moved and are 
moving towards a much more egalitarian state by means of trans-
ferring purchasing power from the rich to the poor, and from those 
who live on property to those who live by manual labour.'62 

60 Alfred W. Coats, 'The Distinctive LSE Ethos in the Inter-War Years', Atlantic 
Economic Journal, w (1982), 18-30. 

61 In 1941 a Wartime Social Survey Department was set up which employed market 
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Archives, London, RG 23/29 and 23/31). In 1943, 12,000 members of the Townswomen's 
Guilds answered questionnaires for the Ministry of Health on post-war housing needs. See 
'Townswomen's Views on Post-\,Var Homes', The Townswoman, wjune 1943, 129-42. Also 
Caradog Jones, Social Surveys, 182-90; Louis Moss, 'The Government Social Survey', 
Operational Research Qyarter{y, 1 (Dec. 1950), 55-65. 

62 Charles Madge, 'Public Opinion and Paying for the War', Economic Journal, 51 (1941), 
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VI. Conclusion 

The post-war period witnessed a continuation of developments in 
market research that had their origins in the inter-war years. 
Advertising agencies increasingly invested in market research 
capabilities with the London Press Exchange setting up Research 
Services (under Mark Abrams),J\VT promoting its British Market 
Research Bureau (under Tom Cauter), and Colman, Prentis and 
Varley (CPV) forming Market Information Services Ltd. (under 
Harry Henry). After Henry had left CPV, he formed MarPlan 
Ltd. for the American McCann-Erickson advertising agency. 
With the influx of more psychologists and sociologists into market 
research came the rise of interpretative and qualitative research 
which slowly replaced the earlier dominance of quantitative 
approaches. In this respect, the post-war work of the Tavistock 
Institute in London, the Mass-Observation group, and of motiva-
tion researchers such as William Schlackman transformed British 
market research to a large extent. 63 

This development, however, was not regarded without suspi-
cion by the more quantitatively oriented traditional market 
research elite. The debates over what constituted 'acceptable' 
market research practice gained significance as the field entered a 
period of professionalization during the late 1940s. In 1946, the 
Market Research Society was founded in London, and published 
its own journal from 1959. In 1947, the Institute of Statisticians 
was set up, which also provided a home to debates on market and 
consumer research.64 In the same year in the United States, the 
World Association for Public Opinion Research (WAPOR) was 
formed, and in 1948 the European Society for Opinion and 
Marketing Research (ESOMAR). 

By the 1960s, market research as a field had become more 
streamlined, even ossified, in the sense that 'critical' social 
research and commercial market research began to pursue their 
separate agendas. While lmninaries like Abrams tried to keep both 

63 Stefan Schwarzkopf, '"Culture" and the Limits oflnnovation in Marketing Research: 
Ernest Dichter, Motivation Stuclies and Psychoanalytic Consumer Research in Great 
Britain, 1950-1970', Management and Organizational History, 2 (2007), 219-36. 

64 The Institute published 1he Incorporated Statistician, which became an important outlet 
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on Ike History qf British Sociological Research (Cambridge, 1985), w1-20. 
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strands together, in Kuhnian terms, market research had become 
a 'normal science' with accepted professional boundaries, a fixed 
methodological spectrum, and a set of tenable political views. 65 It 
is only from the standpoint ofthis field's normalization and polit-
ical taming during the late 1950s and 1960s that claims about the 
impact of'Arnericanization' on British advertising, marketing, and 
consumer culture make any sense. But authors who ignore the 
European origins and socially radical past of today's market 
research industry are victims of the logical fallacy of extending 
today's preoccupations with the status of global American culture 
into a past which had its own preoccupations, traditions, and hori-
zons. 66 This presentism only serves to divert attention from the 
fact that market research in itself is, and always has been, a legit-
imizing practice which is intrinsically tied to questions about the 
political economy and the meaning of markets, democracy, con-
sumer choice, and wider social welfare. 

The evidence presented in this essay clearly shows that market 
research did not just emerge 'naturally' as a corollary to market 
growth. Instead, market research is a political practice whose 
boundaries and meaning were constantly reassessed, contested, 
and negotiated. Market researchers occupied a key position in the 
modernization of British society. As markets became void of their 
traditional social contextualization they also turned into more and 
more anonymous and virtual edifices in which producers and con-
sumers were separated, meeting only to exchange money in 
return for goods. 67 Perhaps more than members of any other pro-
fession, early market researchers noticed that markets in general 
and unregulated corporate activity in particular were inefficient 
in bringing about communal welfare and that they lacked efficient 
steering. It is therefore no surprise that social-political visions 
about alternatives to disembedded market economies played such 

65 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure qf Scientific Revolutions (Chicago, 1962). 
66 Harm Schriiter, Americanization qf the European Economy: A Compact Survry qf American 
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an important, and so far underestimated, role in the making of 
market research in Britain. 




