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Critical 
Consumption:
Empowering Students 
to Evaluate Sources in 
a One-Shot Session on 
Introductory Consumer 
Marketing Research
Abigail Morgan

Introduction
Instruction in library resources and research for the introductory marketing class is one 
of the most requested one-shot sessions from the business school at Miami University, 
a large public school in the Midwest, with around fifteen sessions taught each academic 
year. The one-shot session outlined here is derived from these classes. Students’ main 
project for the course is to create a marketing plan for a chosen consumer packaged 
goods product (i.e., food or household items that are repurchased regularly); the library 
session is designed to help them find the information they will need about consumers for 
the project. The class is typically taught in person and is structured to allow the librarian 
to provide an overview of the resources available before giving students time to practice. 
To familiarize students with the common gaps and biases in consumer marketing data, 
the demographic characteristics of college students or Generation Z in two databases 
are examined. Using discussion, students are able to use their own lived experiences to 
evaluate the data. This helps students develop a sense of what is reasonable to expect 
in marketing data and further understand that one source will rarely be sufficient for 
consumer marketing research.
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Planning
Number of participants
The lesson is planned for a typical class size of 20–30 students per class.

Audience
The student audience is enrolled in the business school’s introductory marketing class, 
which is required for all business majors. Students in the class are usually sophomores 
or juniors who have received prior information literacy instruction from a librarian on 
searching article databases and industry and company databases.

Preparation and Resources
Preparation
To prepare for the lesson, the librarian should create a short introductory presentation 
contextualizing marketing research (example: https://tinyurl.com/MKTovrv), curate a 
course guide on marketing research (example: https://tinyurl.com/ExpIntroMKT), and 
bring copies of the worksheet to class (example: https://tinyurl.com/exWkTem) or make 
it available for download online. An exit slip is optional (example: https://tinyurl.com/
tbilex). In addition, the librarian will need a computer and classroom projector or large 
monitor to share the screen. Students will need a laptop or tablet as well as pencil/pens 
to complete the in-class exercise.

Resources
•	 MRI-Simmons University Reporter (paid) (https://www.mrisimmons.com/)
•	 Mintel (paid) (https://www.mintel.com/)
•	 Statista (paid) (https://www.statista.com/)
•	 Mentimeter (free) (https://www.mentimeter.com/)
•	 Google Jamboard (free) (https://jamboard.google.com/)
•	 Padlet (free) (https://padlet.com/)

Description of Lesson/Activity
Goals/learning outcomes
There are three primary learning outcomes for students at the end of the lesson. Students 
will

1.	 develop a picture of the typical consumer of their chosen product based on their 
demographic characteristics;

2.	 identify the attitudes and behaviors of the consumers of their chosen product; and
3.	 recognize the necessity of consulting multiple sources of information to account 

for bias and gaps in each source.

These learning outcomes are designed to satisfy targeted threshold concepts and skills 
from the Business Research Competencies (BRC)1 and the ACRL Framework for Infor-
mation Literacy for Higher Education2 (see table 21.1 for alignment).

https://tinyurl.com/MKTovrv
https://tinyurl.com/ExpIntroMKT
https://tinyurl.com/exWkTem
https://tinyurl.com/tbilex
https://tinyurl.com/tbilex
https://www.mrisimmons.com/
https://www.mintel.com/
https://www.statista.com/
https://www.mentimeter.com/
https://jamboard.google.com/
https://padlet.com/


Critical Consumption 197

Table 21.1
Learning Outcomes Alignment with BRC and ACRL Framework

Learning outcomes Business research 
competencies

ACRL 
Framework

Develop a picture of the 
typical consumer of their 
chosen product based 
on their demographic 
characteristics.

Determines the appropriate 
target population(s) for 
products or services, based 
on available content—
demographic characteristic 
content may include age, 
ethnicity, gender, occupation, 
and income.

Searching 
as Strategic 
Exploration

Identify the attitudes 
and behaviors of the 
consumers of their 
chosen product.

More detailed content about 
target populations—particularly 
about their psychographic and 
lifestyle characteristics as well 
as preferences and needs—is 
often only available through 
specialized vendors.

Searching 
as Strategic 
Exploration

Recognize the necessity 
of consulting multiple 
sources of information 
to account for bias and 
gaps in each source.

Determines consumers’ 
methods for shopping and 
purchasing—and by extension 
the optimal channels for selling 
products or services—based on 
available content.

Authority is 
Constructed 
and Contextual; 
Research as 
Inquiry

Time required
The lesson typically takes place during a 50-minute class.

Teaching Outline
Introducing the lesson (10 minutes)
To begin, the librarian introduces marketing research sources using the presentation 
(https://tinyurl.com/MKTovrv) and goes over the content available in the course guide 
(https://tinyurl.com/ExpIntroMKT). This helps reinforce the fact that information can 
come from both library databases and other online sources. Perhaps the most import-
ant thing to emphasize is that it is encouraged to question the validity of the data being 
analyzed. Statistics that come from trade associations can have clear biases, and marketing 
data in general is time-consuming and expensive to gather, so it is important to know 
what can be reasonably expected from data providers.

The next step is for the librarian to guide students through a critical examination of 
two or three databases. The exact databases used may vary, but they should include demo-
graphic information, psychographic characteristics, and retail or e-commerce data. While 
it is useful for the librarian to demonstrate how to use the database, it is more important 
to explain what kinds of information it contains and how the information was collected. 
The librarian facilitates a discussion with the whole class about how this affects the bias 
and precision in marketing data. Discussion questions and examples of previous responses 

https://tinyurl.com/MKTovrv
https://tinyurl.com/ExpIntroMKT
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are included, but of course, answers may vary. In this lesson, the databases used are 
MRI-Simmons University Reporter (University Reporter) and Mintel Academic (Mintel).

MRI-Simmons University Reporter (10 minutes)
Before examining the data in this resource, explain to students that MRI-Simmons Univer-
sity Reporter marketing data is based on the annual Survey of the American Consumer,3 
which collects consumer information from approximately 25,000 people.4 Once logged 
into the University Reporter, choose the study for the most recent year and find infor-
mation on “respondents who are currently college students” located under Demograph-
ics-Respondents.5 There is a wealth of market size information included in the table that 
will generate (and is explained in the help documentation), but the most efficient method 
to start evaluating the data is by looking at the Index column (see figure 21.1). Subtracting 
100 from the index number produces a percentage that indicates the likelihood of that 
target population matching the variable being studied. In our college student example, the 
index number for Ages 18–24 indicates that they are 334 percent more likely than total 
adults to be a college student. From the table, students can start to see some of the major 
demographic characteristics of college students (i.e., are they more likely to be men or 
women, what ethnicity, what income level?).

Figure 21.1
MRI-Simmons, 2019 Spring, Demographic Respondents-College or 
University Student.

At this point, the librarian should pause from modeling how the database functions 
to lead a short discussion.

Discussion question: Are you surprised by these general demographics, or do they 
match your expectations?

In previous classes, students have mostly agreed that the demographics match their 
predictions, although they are sometimes at first surprised by the high percentage of 
students with a household income of less than $20,000. It makes sense to them once it 
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is explained that some respondents reported their personal income and not the overall 
income of their family.

After the discussion, return to the demonstration and sort by the Index Column (see 
figure 21.2) to put the highest index numbers at the top. This will display what media 
interests are popular with college students. (To go back to the original sort, just click on 
the Index Column twice more.)

Figure 21.2
MRI-Simmons, 2019 Spring, Demographic Respondents-College or 
University Student.

Allow students a minute or two to look through the results, then ask them to think 
about the following discussion questions.

Discussion questions:
•	 Do you agree? Are these areas you are interested in also?
•	 What else would you include in this list as top media sources for college students?
•	 What would you leave off or move down the list?
•	 What do you think are factors that contribute to any differences you see?

Students are typically more surprised by the media interests than they are by the general 
demographics. They usually feel that Instagram and Facebook play a stronger role in their 
lives than what is reported, and new viral apps like TikTok do not show up at all. This is 
a good opportunity to emphasize that the data is from the previous calendar year and 
that social media trends change rapidly and might not be best captured by this particular 
survey.

From this screen, ask students if they can see any information about the survey meth-
odology. Answers will vary, but if they are stymied, show the help documentation located 
under the question mark icon. Explain to students that just because the methodology 
might be difficult to find, that does not mean that the data is automatically untrustworthy, 
and, in fact, the data from the Survey of the American Consumer is highly trusted and is 
incorporated by other marketing data vendors in their own products.
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Mintel (10 minutes)
After discussing University Reporter, the librarian should transition to Mintel. Explain 
that the reports in Mintel have demographics, market shares, and forecast data, but where 
they really shine are answering questions about consumer attitudes and motivations. 
Students will compare between these two databases how college student demographics 
are detailed. Find the Marketing to Gen Z report (see figure 21.3),6 which is the closest 
correlation to the University Reporter data. This reinforces that there is not always a direct 
match to data across different products.

Figure 21.3
Mintel Reports US, Marketing to Gen Z, 2020.

Ask students again if they can see any information about the survey methodology, 
which is located through a green button labeled “Methodology.” Review the methodology 
page with students, pointing out that the data they just examined from University Reporter 
is also used in Mintel reports. Keep in mind that the goal of this lesson is not to dive 
deeply into the survey methodology itself, but rather get students accustomed to checking 
for methodology information and reasonable sample sizes and data collection methods.

In the report itself, the data is presented in a more holistic and narrative format. Go to 
the Consumer section and select “The Consumer—What You Need to Know” and look 
at the high-level statements about Gen Z. Mintel also includes a Databook that can be 
examined. Go over the “Personal Preferences” and “Trust in Information Sources” ques-
tions with the class and point out where students can view the underlying demographic 
data for each survey question.

At this time, stop the demonstration and ask students to reflect on the data they just 
saw and share their views on the following questions.

Discussion questions:
•	 How is this data different than what we saw in the previous database?
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•	 Does this data about Gen Z’s habits and preferences match your own experiences?
•	 How might you use this information for marketing purposes?

In previous classes, students have noted that this data is not as specifically tailored 
to college students and that there is much more information about feelings and beliefs. 
They also noticed that the data doesn’t track specific media in the same way as University 
Reporter. Students often say they can use this information to understand how to appeal 
to Gen Z by tapping into their emotions.

Discussion wrap-up (5 minutes)
After examining the two databases, prompt students with the following discussion 
questions:

•	 What did you notice about how easy or difficult it was to find the sample size and 
methodology?

•	 Why do you think this data is not available for free?
Most students in previous classes have appreciated that both databases have clear 

acknowledgment about sample sizes (in University Reporter through the color red and 
in Mintel in the embedded charts and data). They will also frequently indicate that the 
reports are valuable because of the extent of information collected and how in-depth it is.

Practice (15 minutes)
Once the databases have been discussed, students are instructed to begin conducting 
research on their chosen product. The worksheet guides them through using the databases 
and the course guide (https://tinyurl.com/exWkTem). Group work or working with a 
partner is encouraged but is not strictly necessary. The librarian meets with each group to 
offer advice for the best databases and resources to use depending on the product being 
researched as well as to answer any questions.

The session concludes after the practice. If desired, an exit slip evaluation can be distrib-
uted (https://tinyurl.com/tbilex).

Transferability
Substitute databases
There are several marketing resources that provide demographic information that could 
be substituted depending on local availability, listed here alphabetically:

•	 Claritas My Best Segments Zip Code Lookup (free) (https://claritas360.claritas.
com/mybestsegments/#zipLookup)

•	 Euromonitor Passport (paid) (https://www.euromonitor.com/)
•	 RKMA Market Research (paid) (https://www.rkma.com/reports.cfm)
•	 Simmons Insights (paid) (https://www.mrisimmons.com/); this is a separate prod-

uct from MRI-Simmons University Reporter

Ability to transfer to online or to in-person
This lesson could be adapted to online learning in several ways depending on if the session 
will be taught synchronously or asynchronously. For a synchronous class session, the first 
part of the lesson could be conducted with the librarian sharing a screen. To facilitate 

https://tinyurl.com/exWkTem
https://tinyurl.com/tbilex
https://claritas360.claritas.com/mybestsegments/#zipLookup
https://claritas360.claritas.com/mybestsegments/#zipLookup
https://www.euromonitor.com/
https://www.rkma.com/reports.cfm
https://www.mrisimmons.com/
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discussion, polls embedded in the video conferencing software or quick answer online 
apps like Mentimeter can be used in lieu of asking students to speak out. Students could 
then be sorted into breakout rooms to complete the exercise in small groups with the 
librarian dropping into each one to answer questions.

For an asynchronous class, an online module with pre-recorded videos going over the 
presentation, course guide, and databases could be created with students asked to respond 
to the discussion questions and each other on a shared online bulletin board app like 
Padlet or Google Jamboard. The practice exercise could be completed independently, or 
for more collaboration, it could be turned into a shared online document that students 
could answer collectively, and it would allow the librarian to make comments on their 
work.

To different class sizes or audiences
The lesson is easily scaled down to a smaller audience and could feature more in-depth 
discussion. Suggested questions for further discussion:

•	 Why do you think people are tracked by age/generation?
	– Potential answers: Answers will vary but could include because it is conve-

nient—ages are tracked by the Census Bureau and our education system, it 
gives you a rough idea of spending power, and generational marketing has 
become an accepted industry standard.

•	 Do you think that’s the most useful way to evaluate consumer habits?
	– Potential answers: Answers will vary, but point out that it might be just 

as important if not better to consider other aspects of a consumer’s back-
ground, such as gender, ethnicity, or interests they have specified in social 
media accounts, if available.

•	 Most of the data found in library databases come from surveys conducted by mail 
or online. How do you think this data would compare to data collected from social 
media and store loyalty programs?

	– Potential answers: Answers will vary but may include that social media data 
is more personalized, or that store loyalty programs have more precision 
since there is a direct match between the buyer and the product. It is also 
useful to point out that surveys are more widely available and can have 
more breadth.

To adapt the lesson to a larger class size, the time required to speak to all students in 
small groups needs to be considered. In the discussion portion, ask students to respond to 
the discussion questions in a think-pair-share with their neighbor or use Mentimeter or 
similar applications to gather responses from all participants and summarize the answers 
with the whole class. This will still allow all students to participate in the discussion with-
out significantly increasing the length of the discussion.

The two databases used in this lesson contain a great deal of information and many 
other avenues for exploring it beyond what is presented here. Other marketing classes 
might choose to focus on different demographic groups, media consumption habits, or 
lifestyles. While these might be harder to analyze from students’ lived experiences, asking 
open-ended discussion questions can still be a useful method for assessment.
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Endnotes
1.	 “Business Research Competencies,” Reference and User Services Association, 2019. https://www.ala.org/rusa/

guidelines/business-research-competencies.
2.	 Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education, Association of College & Research Libraries, 2015, 

http://www.ala.org/acrl/files/issues/ infolit/framework.pdf.
3.	 “University Internet Reporter Tutorial,” MRI-Simmons, 2016, https://smartsystem.mrisimmons.com/Univer-

sityReporter/Document/University_Internet_Reporter_Tutorial.pdf.
4.	 “Simmons National Consumer Survey,” Simmons Market Research, 2020, http://simmonssurvey.com/.
5.	 Demographics-Respondent-College or University Student [Base: Total Adults] [Data set], MRI-Simmons 

(Spring 2019), https://www.mrisimmons.com/.
6.	 K. Boesel, Marketing to Gen Z: Incl Impact of COVID-19—US. Mintel (May 2020), https://reports.mintel.com/

display/986950.
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