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In a world where lateral thinking is upending  
age-old industries, businesses require an 
intelligence edge to stay ahead of change. But, 
while market leaders recognise the value of 
better data and insight to improve the quality 
of decision-making in their C-suites, many fear 
their organisations aren’t equipped to exploit 
such opportunities to the full.

Market intelligence provides businesses with a 
means by which to understand the needs of their 
customers – new and existing – to accelerate their 
growth, and to adapt quickly as disruptive new 
entrants break down barriers between industries.

But many businesses need help to capture these 
dividends; 40% say that their market intelligence* 
requirements are changing at a pace that is 
leaving them behind.

New research conducted with more than 500 
Financial Times subscribers suggests that many 
businesses are now committed to spending more 
on market intelligence. However, the research also 
reveals anxiety on the part of businesses about 
how to maximise returns on such investments 
and to take advantage of new opportunities as 
industries that previously ignored one another 
begin to talk. 

The edge of intelligence
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40% say that their market 
intelligence requirements 
are changing at a pace that they 
find difficult to keep up with

ft.com/group

Discover how the FT can help your organisation make the most of its market 
intelligence and drive growth   ft.com/group

*   Information and insights about customers, competitors, partners and industries that support an organisation’s decision making
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Although securing the most incisive strategic insight is a 
priority for boards, many companies lack confidence about their 
competencies in key areas: 

• Limited horizon scanning: While organisations report a  
good ability to use market intelligence on their core sectors,  
their capabilities when it comes to adjacent sectors, or their 
clients’ clients or supply chains, are much less advanced.  
Such shortcomings are especially problematic in this age of 
industry convergence.

• Lost in translation: Many organisations are struggling to align 
their market intelligence strategies with the commercial and 
strategic imperatives driving their businesses. They do not have 
the right talent to bridge the gap between data science and 
operational expertise.

• Technical failure: Organisations are anxious to improve their 
technical skills, accessing a broader range of data to generate 
insight; stepping up their use of technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (AI) to remain competitive; and improving their 
ability to interpret and contextualise data.

• Data without democracy: Organisations worry that they are 
failing to share market intelligence and insight throughout their 
organisations and many lack a sufficiently robust framework for 
sharing market intelligence across functions.

In this new environment, where traditional silos are being disrupted 
each day, it is those businesses with the broadest intelligence 
about what lies ahead – and how to exploit it – that will survive 
and prosper. As the writer David Epstein puts it in his latest book, 
Range: why generalists triumph in a specialized world,1 “Relying 
upon experience from a single domain is not only limiting, it can 
be disastrous.” As the importance of embracing the dynamic and 
open new structures created by industry convergence becomes 
increasingly clear,2 guiding voices that can connects the dots will  
be invaluable. 

1   Remember the ‘10,000 Hours’ Rule for Success? Forget About It, New York Times, May 2019. [https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/28/books/review/david-epstein-range.html]
2   https://www.pwc.nl/nl/actueel-publicaties/assets/pdfs/converging-industries-drive-or-be-driven.pdf

...it is those businesses with the broadest 
intelligence about what lies ahead – and how to 

exploit it – that will survive and prosper.“ ”

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/28/books/review/david-epstein-range.html


Section one: 
Market intelligence mapped 
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The majority of executives believe that market 
intelligence is critical; almost two-thirds (64%) 
agree that the management and use of market 
intelligence is a high-level priority for their boards. 
C-suite leaders concur with this: more than three-
quarters (76%) of organisations agree that the 
use of credible, decision-ready information has a 
growing influence on C-suite decision-making. Just 
6% cite a lack of board-level support as a barrier to 
obtaining high-quality market intelligence.

The potential value of improved market intelligence 
is clear to businesses, which are excited by gains 
across the board. In particular, market intelligence 
provides a means by which to respond more 
quickly to the evolving tastes and requirements of 
customers, increasing sales and achieving greater 
profitability as a result. Good intelligence is also key 
to organisations’ ability to embrace innovation and 
transformation.

“There’s an age-old tension in every company 
between investing in current operations and in 
the future,” says John Edwards, emeritus professor 
and professor of knowledge management at Aston 
Business School. “You’ve got to have a balance 
and that means you’ve got to have some people 
responsible for looking widely – if you make ‘X’ 

CASE STUDY:  
DATA AT EVERYONE’S FINGERTIPS

UK-based international law firm, Linklaters, has 
already recognised the vital importance of  
industry convergence as a global phenomenon 
that is set to re-shape markets. 

The firm has developed MatterExplorer, an AI-
powered searchable knowledge management 
system allowing any of the firm’s 5,000+ staff in 
more than 30 offices worldwide to access any of 
over 750,000 legal documents across all practices 
from their desks. What is more, the search time has 
been reduced from hours to a matter of seconds, 
saving time and money. The system is designed 
to bring up the most relevant results according to 
a variety of legal and business criteria, enabling 
lawyers to find useful precedent in any practice 
area of the business. This multi-dimensional 
capacity has seen a 400% increase in search 
utilization compared to the system it replaced.3

Our market intelligence comprises three related 
activities: horizon scanning on technologies/ 
regulation/ macro pressures and significant 

announcements that may result in policy change; 
analysis and tracking of our competitive environment; 

and tracking of our clients and client segments.

“
”

now, one person at board level should have a 
specific responsibility for thinking about what ‘Y’ 
might be, or it won’t get done.”

— ANTON RUDDENKLAU, PARTNER & HEAD OF DIGITAL & INNOVATION, FINANCIAL SERVICES, KPMG IN THE UK

ft.com/group 3   https://www.linklaters.com/en/about-us/news-and-deals/news/2019/august/linklaters-launches-new-ai-data-powered-system-to-search-and-manage-legal-documents
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Future states
The key is to invest in such capabilities, as well 
as in market intelligence itself, argues Edward 
Taylor, chief of staff, marketing at Finastra, the 
financial software company. “We have a dedicated 
market intelligence team, both from a market  
and competitor point of view,” he says.  
“Their information is disseminated through 
various channels, including SharePoint, Yammer 
and regular news updates. It emphasises the 
point that there is no single process to share  
market intelligence.”

Many companies are embracing this idea. The 
retailer John Lewis, for example, has appointed an 
in-house futurologist with a brief to think about 
what life might look like in 2030 – and how that 
might affect its business. He and his team spend 
their days considering the impact of big-picture 
themes and evolving technologies, from the 
eradication of terminal diseases to the growth of 
augmented intelligence.4 

74   Planning for a life without death or smartphones, Evening Standard, July 2018. [https://www.standard.co.uk/tech/john-lewis-futurologist-john-vary-2030-a3895816.html] 
5   Information as an Asset: Today’s Board Agenda, CILIP/KPMG, February 2019.  
     [https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.cilip.org.uk/resource/resmgr/cilip_new_website/research/knowledge_management/info_as_an_asset/cilip_kpmg_report_2019_web.pdf]

Competitor data/information

44%

Information on customer behaviour/preferences

35%

Data on clients' customers/suppliers/partners

30%

Data on potential threats/disruption to clients' businesses 

29%

Data on potential threats to our own business

27%

In reaching these conclusions, leading businesses 
are tapping into an enduring narrative 
underpinned by substantive academic work. For 
example, a white paper5 published earlier this 
year by information association CILIP and KPMG 
built on The Hawley Report first developed in 
1995. It concludes: “Recognition and protection of 
information as a strategic asset is fundamental to 
the success of any business strategy.”

However, there is a problem: many organisations 
fear that their market intelligence capabilities and 
infrastructure lack the required sophistication, 
and this is limiting their ambitions. Not least, 
many organisations report significant gaps in the 
intelligence they are able to secure; as a result, their 
ability to scan the horizon is curtailed.

Too few businesses are mapping their strategies 
for exploiting market intelligence onto their overall 
business strategies; more than a third (35%) say 
that they are not closely aligned (rising to 45% 
among senior managers).

This is an idea recognised by Stephen Phillips, 
global head of business information & analytics at 

Better anticipate clients’
needs/motivations 41%

Attract new customers 31%

Adapt to new business models 26%

Increase profitability 31%

Increase market share 27%

Greatest gaps in market intelligence

Motivations to improve use of  
market intelligence
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Disruption ahead
Demand on this scale, Phillips suggests, reflects 
the imperative for a new type of competency in 
the organisation: individuals capable of marrying 
the technical with the strategic. “You need that 
person who sits in the middle of a triangle,” he 
argues. “They know the data sources and the 
supplier partners. They know the capabilities of the 
technology. But they don’t have to be so intimate 
[with it] as to be able to code and build algorithms. 
[But] they know the needs of the business through 
legacy knowledge.”

Such competency will be vital as organisations 
think harder about where to find the right insights 
and information – and how they can put market 
intelligence to work.

On the first of these imperatives, while organisations 
believe they are good at exploiting market 
intelligence on their own sectors, their ability to do 
so on a larger scale – such as in adjacent industries 

investment bank, Morgan Stanley, who argues that 
organisations now need to think more carefully 
about how they secure the intelligence they really 
need. “What we have seen is an emerging need 
to get better at understanding where and how to 
source information,” says Phillips. “The recognition 
is that the technology guys are very good at 
enabling things – at building systems, platforms 
and algorithms – but what they’re not qualified 
to do is to determine what’s a good source of 
information to feed the machine.”

The consultancy McKinsey says the solution is 
an ‘analytics translator’ – an individual within the 
business who can “play a critical role in bridging 
the technical expertise of data engineers and 
data scientists with the operational expertise of 
marketing, supply chain, manufacturing, risk and 
other frontline managers”. In the US, McKinsey 
argues, there may be as many as four million such 
translators working in organisations by 2026.6

 

6   Analytics translator: the new must-have role, McKinsey, February 2018. [https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-analytics/our-insights/analytics-translator]

The core sector
you operate in

Your clients'
customers

Industry sectors
adjacent to your own

Your clients' supply chains 
and/or commercial partners

72% 40% 34% 30%

Confidence in exploiting market intelligence for strategic benefit

Percentages show those who are very confident or confident

The technology guys are very good at building 
systems, platforms and algorithms. But what they’re not 
qualified to do is to determine what’s a good source of 

information to feed the machine.“
”— STEPHEN PHILLIPS, GLOBAL HEAD OF BUSINESS INFORMATION & ANALYTICS, MORGAN STANLEY

ft.com/group
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CASE STUDY:  
CROSS-BORDER INTELLIGENCE 

Law firms understand better than most the 
need to re-invent their services for the changing 
demands of clients. Many have been looking to 
provide traditional legal services in alternative 
ways, using technology and real-time data to 
increase speed and efficiency, particular on 
cross-border issues.

 

 
Allen & Overy bundles these services under its 
Advanced Delivery & Solutions banner. Back in 
2001, it launched Aosphere, an online subscription 
service that turns complex information into user-
friendly reports. It now has more than 450 clients, 
who are looking for up-to-date advice on a range 
of risk and compliance issues.7

or clients’ supply chains and commercial partners 
– is much more limited. As a result, they are at risk 
of developing tunnel vision: they may see what 
lies directly ahead in their industries, but other 
potential disruptions are much less visible.

As for where to find the right insights and information, 
here, too, there is a need for many organisations to 
step up. While 64% say their organisations are curious 
or highly inquisitive about sources of new market 
intelligence that could inform strategic decision-
making, 42% agree their organisations struggle to 
identify new sources of market intelligence that 
could provide competitive advantage. 

Context is everything
Clearly, the pace of change represents a barrier 
to improvement: when the horizon is moving, 
new lenses will be required to scan it. Some 40% 
of respondents agree that the type of market 
intelligence their businesses require is changing at 
a pace they find difficult to keep up with. Moreover, 
almost two-thirds (65%) of respondents say 
interpreting and contextualising data is a much 
bigger challenge for their organisation even than 
data overload.

Those that fail to invest in such capabilities risk 
being left behind; one recent survey cited by CILIP 
and KPMG found that 84% of respondents had 
seen significant increases in the importance of 
information-based roles in their company over the 
previous five years.

The intelligence value chain
However, this research suggests that not all 
organisations are sufficiently switched on to the 
dangers of neglecting this area. Some 40% of 
organisations anticipate their overall budget for 
market intelligence increasing over the next 12 
months, but half expect spending to remain the 
same or decrease.

That said, how spending is targeted will be crucial 
too. Currently, a third (32%) of organisations say 
they are not measuring the business outcomes of 
using market intelligence effectively and more than 
a third are neutral on this question. In other words, 
organisations must now think much more carefully 
about how they invest in market intelligence for the 
greatest gain.

Part of the solution here is to understand more 
deeply the value chain underpinning the use of 
market intelligence. “Everyone wants to be able 
to say that, because we had this information, we 
won this contract, but those stories are few and far 
between,” says Robin Neidorf, director of research 
and head of consulting at Jinfo Limited. “There’s a 
whole value chain that goes into winning business 
that information professionals support; we want to 
demonstrate that whole value chain and not just 
one contract – how did you build value for market 
awareness, how did you build value for validating 
prospects, how did you build value for competitive 
intelligence that helped you write the proposal?”

 https://www.aosphere.com/aos/about


Leading with intelligence 
In this research, nearly one-fifth of respondents described their 
organisations as being at the forefront of their industry in their ability 
to exploit market intelligence for business benefit. The characteristics 
of these leaders offer important lessons for businesses that are now 
wondering how to do better. 

• More focused on strategic benefit  
60% of leaders are confident about their ability to use market 
intelligence to understand new business models that could impact 
clients’ businesses; only 39% of followers* say the same.

• Willing to look more broadly in their search for market intelligence  
50% are confident about their ability to secure market intelligence from 
sectors adjacent to their own (only 33% of followers).

• More aware of the significance of disruption  
55% are confident about securing market intelligence to identify 
potential disruption to clients’ businesses (42% of followers).

• More confident in their use of new technologies  
32% are making significant use of AI tools to draw new insights from 
market intelligence (15% of followers).

• Better at unearthing new independent sources of data  
50% are confident in their ability to locate so-far untapped pools of 
intelligence (28% of followers).

• More skilled in combining multiple datasets  
52% say they are effective in bringing different types of intelligence 
together to derive new insight (32% of followers).

• More confident about governance  
71% have confidence in the governance of their market intelligence 
(42% of followers).

• Better at measuring business outcomes  
54% are effectively mapping spend on market intelligence onto 
impacts on the business (30% of followers).

• Keener to monetise their data  
54% say they have effectively turned proprietary data into new sources 
of revenue (26% of followers).

10
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In order to improve their access to and exploitation of market 
intelligence, many organisations will need to invest in skills and rethink 
the role of data in their culture.

Right now, almost half (48%) of respondents accept they need to 
undertake a major programme of upskilling in order to obtain, and make 
better strategic use of, high-quality market intelligence (rising to 61% in 
Asia Pacific). Their lack of skills in areas such as data science and machine 
learning are regarded as the single biggest barrier to this.

Which specific capabilities do organisations now need to acquire? Many 
report that, while they are relatively strong on the fundamentals of data 
management and market intelligence (including key governance issues), 
their ability to pursue more advanced techniques is limited.

The need for broader competencies is also pressing. Even those 
organisations that are doing better at securing the market intelligence 
they need are struggling to exploit it effectively. More than a third (37%) 
agree that, while their organisations can gather the right type of market 
intelligence, they lack the ability to make business decisions quickly, based 
on that intelligence.

Section two: 
Reshaping the business around 
market intelligence 

12

Ability to protect against potential data breaches

60%

E�ective protection of data held by external providers

48%

Ability to critically assess the quality of data

50%

Ability to deliver e�ective reporting as needed

49%

Ability to unearth new, independent sources of data

Knowledge of where data is held across the organisation

48%

Ability to assess the integrity of data

47%

Ability to combine unstructured and structured data

35%

32%

Percentages show those who say extremely effective or effective

How organisations rate their data management skills

ft.com/group
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CASE STUDY:  
MODELLING A MARKET RESPONSE

For the past year, NatWest has been working 
closely with Microsoft on AI projects to improve its 
understanding of current markets. One of these 
has involved the creation of a data warehouse 
incorporating AI to support quick decision-making 
on loans. As part of this project, it is also looking at 
developing an AI-driven chatbot. 

For its second project with Microsoft, the bank 
is using AI and datasets to simulate potential 
behaviour in markets around products such 
as mortgages and loans. The aim is to identify 
potential threats and opportunities and enhance 
future decision-making. 

Kevin Hanley, director of innovation at NatWest, 
says: “By allowing us to better predict future 
outcomes, risks and trends, the implementation of 
this technology could be of significant value to our 
customers and shareholders over the coming years”.8

8   https://www.computerweekly.com/news/252471783/NatWest-bank-uses-artificial-intelligence-to-predict-the-future  

Resolving these shortages will help organisations 
close the gap. Asked what is likely to have the 
greatest positive impact on the way in which their 
organisations use market intelligence to support 
strategy over the next two years, two factors  
stand out.

The first is an ability to derive better insight from 
a combination of datasets by harnessing different 
types of data, structured and unstructured, to drive 
market intelligence. The second is the development 
of employee skillsets to the point where they are 
capable of contextualising market intelligence 
and applying it to the commercial and strategic 
imperatives of the business. Four in 10 presidents/
chairmen say this would have the greatest positive 
impact on how their organisations use market 
intelligence to support strategic decision-making 
over the next two years.

However, to achieve these goals. there will be 
internal challenges to overcome. Morgan Stanley’s 
Stephen Phillips points to the need to work with 
colleagues to assess the value of the data currently 
available and what might be acquired. “Often, our 
role is to demystify: to help people understand 
what data exists already in the organisation and 
what can be used,” he says. “And then it’s taking it 
to the next level, identifying what else is out there 
and where else we can source mature, reliable, 
authoritative datasets that will add more value.”

A question of ethics
Inevitably, this will require some heavy lifting, 
particularly as organisations strive to verify the 
sources and methodologies of all the datasets 
they may wish to combine. “You’ve got a technical 
hurdle before you begin analysis: what were the 
assumptions that were actually made in those 
different datasets?” says Aston Business School’s 
professor John Edwards. “You can’t assume they 
will be the same. In a large organisation such as a 
bank, especially one that’s grown by M&A, there 
will be lots of different systems, some of which have 
been in use since 2000, and it’s not an easy job 
technically to even put those together.”

Stephen Phillips agrees: “You need to be able to 
assess them critically in terms of their quality, 
in terms of their integrity, perhaps in terms of 
their ethics, which is increasingly important with 
regulation such as GDPR [General Data Protection 
Regulation]. Has the information we received been 
ethically gathered, or managed and manipulated?”

For Simon Evenett, professor of international trade 
and economic development in the Department of 
Economics at the University of St. Gallen, the issue 
is more systemic. He believes there now needs to 
be a fundamental change in how today’s emerging 
leaders approach knowledge and information 
management: “There is no doubt that business 
numeracy skills are declining, but we might also 
want to reflect on just how expert people are at 



14

S E C T I O N  T W O :  R E S H A P I N G  T H E  B U S I N E S S  A R O U N D  M A R K E T  I N T E L L I G E N C E

Intelligence comes as standard
A number of organisations are looking to align market 
intelligence with talent development and workforce readiness. In 
some, this sees an insight/intelligence function reporting directly 
to a CHRO. “So much of this is about embedding better user 
behaviours into the way you work,” says Jinfo’s Robin Neidorf. 
“These organisations are saying: ‘We expect you as employees 
to have competencies and knowledge around intelligence. That’s 
not adjacent to your job, that’s core to your job.’”

ft.com/group

http://FT.com/group


finding information and data on the internet in a 
way that has any sense of integrity or quality.”

Professor Evenett believes the C-suites of today’s 
companies think more narrowly about their 
business environment than the generations that 
will succeed them. “Many of today’s boards were 
trained in a way that didn’t give too much attention 
to the global business environment or indeed 
big policy-driven shifts,” he argues. “Now, MBA 
students analysing a particular market are trained 
to look at disruption and new capital models in 
completely unrelated sectors.”

Data-driven leaders
However, acquiring new skills will not, on its 
own, drive a step-change in the exploitation of 
market intelligence. Right now, too few have a 
culture of organisation-wide information sharing 
– in some cases, because they lack the technical 
competencies to facilitate this, but also because 
sharing simply isn’t regarded as best practice.

As a result, sharing of information in real time is 
limited, particularly when it comes to more broad-
based sources of intelligence such as competitor 
data, supply-chain information and, worryingly, 
data on potential threats and disruption.

Too many organisations are not properly engaged, 
argues Jinfo’s Robin Neidorf. “They feel that, if they 
just get the right technology and everyone has 
access to information, then they are managing their 
knowledge,” she says. “They’re not recognising how 
much thought and expertise are required, even if 
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159   https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/813647/Tackling_fraud_in_government_with_data_analytics.pdf

you have the right technology, for it to be useful, 
rather than a big mess.”

CASE STUDY:  
SHARING FOR OUR OWN PROTECTION

The advantages of breaking down data silos are 
also filtering into the public sector.

Data is being used across different government 
departments to fight fraud. This is part of a wider 
investment of the Cabinet Office’s Centre of 
Expertise for Counter Fraud. 

As one of its initiatives, the Centre has conducted 
counter fraud data-sharing pilots, which have 
developed standards and re-usable components 
that support further data usage across the 
government. It has also implemented legislation 
to ensure better data access and data services. 
Building capability in fraud analytics is another 
initiative the Centre has supported.9

News reports or news analysis

1% 58%

Macroeconomic or forecast data

3% 44%

Information from government or regulators

2% 37%

Internal data from other divisions/functions/departments

3% 34%

Data on potential threats to our own business

3% 30%

Information on customer behaviour/preferences

5% 29%

Data on potential threats/disruption to clients' businesses

3% 28%

Data on clients' customers/suppliers/partners

5% 27%

Competitor data/information

6% 25%

IMPOSSIBLE EASY

Ability to share data in real time  
across the business

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/813647/Tackling_fraud_in_government_with_data_analytics.pdf
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CASE STUDY:  
INDUSTRIALISING INSIGHTS

Josh Fidler-Brown is a member of the growth acceleration 
team at Livingbridge, a mid-market private equity firm 
that incorporates data-driven decision making into its own 
investment decisions and its work with portfolio companies.

“Data is now so accessible that you can be much more tactical 
in your use of market intelligence, replacing the old-style top-
down market research with insight that you can use in real time. 
Public data, for example, is more available than ever before, 
with initiatives such as the APIs made available for the ONS and 
Companies House.”

“The challenge is to industrialise your use of these techniques 
across the business and that’s really a three-stage process. First, 
you need the data-engineering component, covering how you’ll 
access the data and where it will sit; second, there’s the analytical 
element - how you’ll drive the insight from the data and ensure 
that it adds business value; the third part is how you bring 
this insight to everyone in the business - we use Tableau, for 
example, but there are a growing number of good visualisation 
tools available for sharing intelligence across the enterprise.”

ft.com/group
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CASE STUDY:  
CONSUMER INTELLIGENCE ON THE MOVE

PepsiCo provides one good example of a 
company where the C-suite is now prioritising 
investment in better market intelligence. The 
senior leadership of the consumer goods giant 
has ordered systemic reforms of its insight 
gathering activities amid a conviction that doing 
so will help it move closer to its customers. For 
example, it is in the process of a building an 
enterprise-wide digital insight platform to enable 
colleagues to access intelligence more quickly 
and easily, wherever they happen to be. It is also 
working on better governance and monitoring  
of value generated by intelligence – the 
company describes the mission to leverage  
such value as an “end-to-end process” that 
requires discipline.11

To resolve these issues – and to drive the agenda 
for investment in market intelligence – will require 
organisations to lead from the very top. “Leading 
by example is the best response,” says Aston 
Business School’s Professor John Edwards. “Are the 
CEO and the board seen to be sharing intelligence, 
and seen to be seeking and acting upon 
information from elsewhere? Where is the analysis 
to support any proposal that is put forward? That 
is the definition of a data-driven culture: it sends 
the best possible signal about how important this is 
to the business.”

Many organisations are seeing this for themselves. 
Asked which company leader is most effective in 
gaining strategic value from market intelligence, 
more than a third (36%) say the CEO. No other 
C-suite director scores so highly – or even matches 
the 11% who say other teams and individuals at 
lower levels of the organisation are most effective. 
Tellingly, 11% of organisations still do not have a 
C-suite role with oversight of securing strategic 
value from market intelligence.

This must change. The market research group, 
Gartner, has predicted that, by 2020, 10% of 
organisations will have a highly profitable 
business unit specifically for commercialising their 
information assets.10

Similarly, 65% of senior managers/department 
heads vs 45% of C-suite leaders say their 
organisation needs to invest more in 
communication tools to disseminate market 
intelligence quickly throughout the organisation.

When asked what would have the greatest 
positive impact on how their organisations use 
market intelligence to support strategic decision-
making over the next two years, 30% of managers/
supervisors said ‘greater availability of market 
intelligence for employees at all levels’  
– just 14% of C-suite leaders said the same.

C-suite vs the rest:  
the intelligence disconnect
C-suite leaders are more confident 
than managers/supervisors in their 

organisations’ ability to make market 
intelligence available to all levels of 
the organisation: 53% say they are 

effective/very effective vs 29% 
of senior managers/ 
department heads. 

10   Smarter with Gartner Treating information as an asset (November 2017) 
11    https://www.marketingweek.com/pepsico-reinventing-insights-faster-stronger-better/
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New sources of market intelligence – and new tools with which to 
analyse this data – will be hugely valuable in helping organisations 
to close the gap. 

The sources of market intelligence that respondents currently consider 
most effective are relatively traditional – market research from industry 
analysts, for example. By contrast, ‘alternative data’ such as intelligence 
from data aggregators or sensor-based data sourced through the 
internet of things, is currently considered less effective. Over time, 
however, this is set to change significantly.

The demand for new data is no secret. Today, nearly four in 10 (38%) 
organisations agree that their data sources lack the depth and breadth 
required to drive new insights on behalf of clients. Therefore, they must 
find new data sources that do the job.

A variety of alternative data pools offer valuable market intelligence in 
this regard. Many organisations already see the value of mining social 
media data as part of the strategic decision-making process, but other 
data sources are set to rise to greater prominence (geolocation data 
and app usage information are stand-out examples).

Section three: 
The market intelligence of tomorrow

Market research from industry analysts
51% 

News/opinion/data from global media outlets
33% 

Research commissioned by your organisation
30% 

Proprietary data from analysts
29%

Trade news information and updates
29% 

Proprietary data from CRM systems
28% 

Research from consulting firms
27% 

Alternative sources of data (e.g. payment records, social media)
14% 

Data aggregators (such as Quandl and Factiva)
11% 

Sensor-based data (e.g. internet of things data, geolocation data)
6% 

Most effective sources of market intelligence for strategic decision-making
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The power of tacit knowledge
Different data sources will suit different industries. In 
manufacturing, for example, there is growing interest 
in the use of weather data to provide intelligence for 
supply-chain management. In the pharmaceutical 
sector, the internet of things, particularly in the 
context of wearables, offers a rich seam of market 
intelligence on customers. In the oil and gas sector, 
one company has developed an AI-powered 
knowledge platform for planning, design, and incident 
reporting around well drilling.12 In financial services, 
banks and investment firms are consuming ever 
more alternative data to inform trading strategies.13

However, as the data sources proliferate – and 
organisations look further afield for intelligence, 
including in unfamiliar industries or markets – 
businesses will need to be steered towards high-
quality insight. They will often be dealing with 
unfamiliar material, originating from sources they 
cannot contextualise. “I don’t think people recognise 
how much tacit information they have about where 
they pick up data,” says Jinfo’s Robin Neidorf. “When 
you don’t know an industry, it’s important to find out 
what the valid and authoritative sources are – that’s 
what information professionals do; they know sources 
and they know how to validate sources.”

“It’s the proliferation of outlets that presents the 
challenge,” adds Finastra’s Edward Taylor. “How 
do you know which is the better information and 
the accurate data? How do you know the right 
places to go when people are looking for immediate 
satisfaction from getting quick bursts of information?”

Moreover, even once more trusted data is flowing 
through, organisations will need help to organise and 
process it for insight. Platforms such as Wide Narrow, 
offering a one-stop-shop for managing intelligence, 
may be useful in this regard; designed not only to 
pull in relevant data sources, but also to provide a 
means by which to pipe out the insight generated to 
other workflow systems, they enable sharing across 
organisations. And there are many more innovative 
businesses operating in this field.14

Many larger information players are beginning to 
establish their own alternative data platforms, while 
there is also a rise in alternative data aggregators. 
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Social media data 45% 

App usage 27% 

Geolocation data 23% 

Web-scraping tools 22% 

Payment data 21% 

Advertising/marketing spend data 17% 

12   2019 Knowledge Management Trends, Search Technologies, 2109. [https://www.searchtechnologies.com/blog/search-knowledge-management-trends-2019]
13   Alt data: a work in progress, Finextra, December 2018. [https://www.finextra.com/blogposting/16455/alt-data-a-work-in-progress]
14   43 of the top big data companies to work for, by J.P. Morgan, efinancial careers, June 2017. [https://news.efinancialcareers.com/uk-en/285462/the-top-big-data-companies-to-work-for-by-j-p-morgan]

Most effective sources of alternative data 
for strategic decision-making over the next 
two years 

https://www.searchtechnologies.com/blog/search-knowledge-management-trends-2019
https://www.finextra.com/blogposting/16455/alt-data-a-work-in-progress
https://news.efinancialcareers.com/uk-en/285462/the-top-big-data-companies-to-work-for-by-j-p-morgan
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But, when many organisations are working with the 
same datasets, the outcomes can begin to look very 
similar. For this reason, some are looking inside their 
own organisations’ vast datasets for added value.

At Morgan Stanley, Stephen Phillips makes exactly 
this point as he argues for the development of a new 
type of market intelligence capability: “Rather than 
take opinion and insight from third parties, the more 
we can use data to form our own opinions and take 
our own positions on issues and subjects at large, 
the more valuable we’ll be perceived to be by others 
in our organisation, and by clients.”

At Finastra, Edward Taylor agrees that such 
competencies will be crucial if organisations 
are to exploit the mainstream and 
alternative data to which they have 
growing access. “We are only 
now as a civilisation getting 
to grips with the fact that 
we can use data in much 
more effective ways,” he 
says. “The more effective 
you are, the more you can 
monetise. We have a lot of 
data of which we are now 
only scratching the surface. 
For example, we have a lot of 
clients that use our systems to 
manage mortgages. We can capture 
behavioural data that’s not competitively 
sensitive but could be hugely valuable for clients.”

Plenty of other organisations are trialling similar 
ideas. Take Vable Connect,15 for example, a legaltech 
venture that grew out of the technology innovation 
space run by City law firm, Allen & Overy. It has 
launched a service enabling lawyers to create 
bespoke news alerts for individual clients, either 
automatically or manually curated. 

The danger of failing to work out how to capitalise 
on such opportunities is that organisations will lose 
competitive advantage. Already, a third (34%) warn 
that lack of sufficient investment in new sources 
of market data is one of the greatest barriers to 
acquiring high-quality intelligence. Investing in 
alternative data capabilities will help organisations 
plug the gaps.
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49% 
of senior managers/department 

heads disagree that their  
organisation has been effective 
at turning proprietary data into 

new sources of revenue

15   Product launch, Vable Connect, January 2019. [https://www.vable.com/news/product-launch-vable-connect]

However, organisations will also need to invest in 
new tools to help them secure actionable insight 
from this increasingly complicated and broad-
based pool of intelligence. A quarter (25%) believe 
that, over the next two years, smarter use of AI 
technologies, including machine learning, will help 
support their decision-making and generate a 
hugely positive impact on the way they use  
market intelligence.

Still, it’s important to keep the end goal in focus, 
warns Jinfo’s Robin Neidorf. “The biggest challenge 
we see is that, when people are looking at how to 
contextualise data, they do not understand what 

they’re trying to accomplish,” she says. “It’s not 
enough to throw some technology over 

the data and ask it to tell us what’s 
interesting; you have to go into 

it with an idea of the business 
problem you need to solve.”

“As sources of data 
become more real-time 
and proliferate, I believe 
market intelligence will 
need to become much 

more insight-led for 
users. This means that 

AI supports the analysis of 
intelligence beyond key word 

searches or subscriptions into 
much more actionable insight,” says 

Anton Ruddenklau, Partner & Head of Digital & 
Innovation, Financial Services, KPMG in the UK. 
“This is the holy grail for most businesspeople and 
vendors need to develop a much more powerful 
level of desktop tooling that enables users to define, 
personalise and receive this content.”

Organisations may even begin to rethink traditional 
orthodoxies. The open data revolution in financial 
services, for example, has seen banks forced to share 
customer data (subject to permission) with a wide 
range of service providers, often to the benefit of all. 
The open data concept may now spread to other 
industries; already, a quarter of respondents say they 
are open to the idea of sharing data with partners 
and even competitors, if doing so will improve  
their competitiveness.
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15   Product launch, Vable Connect, January 2019. [https://www.vable.com/news/product-launch-vable-connect]

CASE STUDY:  
PLOTTING PROTECTIONISM

The Global Trade Alert Report is one example of how new 
technologies can be applied to meet a clear business need for high-
quality, focused market intelligence. Developed by the University 
of St. Gallen’s Simon Evenett in response to growing concern about 
international trade tensions, it has already published 20,000 updates 
on public policy changes applied by governments to trade policies in 
markets all around the world. 

“We started out by using humans to identify public policy changes 
and then we added some automatic tracking of announcements 
on Twitter,” Professor Evenett recalls. “Now, we’ve gone a stage 
further and developed web crawlers that are trained to mine the G20 
countries’ websites every day and to rank their findings – then we get 
humans to follow up these leads.”

The result is that, with relatively modest resources, the Global Trade 
Alert Report has become a leading source of market intelligence 
on trade and the creep of protectionism, used by governments, 
businesses and other groups all around the world. “We’ve made 
sustained contributions to the debate over the future of world trade,” 
Evenett adds.

It’s not enough to throw some technology over 
the data and ask it to tell us what’s interesting; 

you have to go into it with an idea of the 
business problem you need to solve.

“
”— ROBIN NEIDORF, DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH AND HEAD OF CONSULTING AT JINFO LIMITED

Discover how the FT can help your organisation make the most of its market 
intelligence and drive growth   ft.com/group
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This research reveals a potential mismatch between hope and expectation. 
Most organisations are convinced that high-quality market intelligence 
must now be a mainstay of their strategic planning. The once admired 
dependence on ‘gut instinct’ has been replaced by a preference for data-
driven decision making, amid excitement about the transformational 
benefits that may be available. Equally, many organisations are concerned 
about missing out: they fear they lack the skills, tools and technologies to 
capitalise on the potential of market intelligence.

How, then, to resolve this dilemma? This research represents a starting 
point. The leaders it identifies exhibit a set of behaviours that others will 
now want to emulate. Many of the examples of market intelligence  
success will provide valuable food for thought. New sources of data create 
new opportunities.

In this context, organisations must begin to ask themselves some searching 
questions about their current ability to exploit market intelligence – and 
what needs to change. These should include:

• What data do we have access to in our market intelligence and what 
are we missing?

• Is our market intelligence fit for purpose, given our  
strategic ambitions?

• Do we need new talent to cross the divide between data science and 
commercial endeavour?

• How are we sharing data and actionable insight throughout  
our organisation?

• How are our C-suite leaders taking a lead and practising what  
they preach?

• What external expertise can we access to super-charge the 
effectiveness of our market intelligence operations?

• What should our priorities be for investment over the  
next 12 months?

Conclusion:  
Intelligence tests
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The data in this report is based on an online survey of 547 
Financial Times subscribers, which was conducted in autumn 
2019. All respondents were either responsible for, involved in, 
or knowledgeable about their organisation’s use of market 
intelligence to support strategic decision-making.
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Regions/countries
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UK

Americas

Africa

Middle East 74
Asia-Pacific

India

US & Canada
Europe

Positions

C-Suite

24%

Vice President/Director

20%

Senior manager/department head

 17%

Executive management

 14%

President/Chairman

12%

Manager/supervisor

10%# of employees

5%

10%

19%

11%

17%

7%

5%

27%

< 2 employees

2–5 employees

6–50 employees

51–250 employees

1,001–10,000 employees

501–1,000 employees 

251–500 employees

10,001+ employees

Sectors
Accountancy 
Automotive  
Energy/utilities 
Financial advisory services
Food and agriculture 
Fund/Asset management
Healthcare
Industrial goods and services
Insurance/Actuarial 

Investment banking 
Law 
Management consulting
Media/marketing 
Property/real estate 
Public/government
Retail banking
Technology
Telecommunications
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